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        The Sweepers are coming. The hunt for humankind begins.

      

      The year is 2069. Sixteen-year-old Derry and her brother live in perpetual fear of capture. They survive underground on a post-apocalyptic earth overrun by gangs, clones, and mysterious hoverships.

      When her brother goes missing, Derry’s only hope of finding him is to strike a deal with a group of cutthroat subversives. Desperate to save her only sibling, she leads a daring raid to uncover the secrets behind the Sweepers’ hoverships, but she soon finds out the world she knows is a lie.

      Keeping her brother alive may require trusting her enemy and opening her heart to someone scarcely human.

      Immurement is the first book in The Undergrounders Series, a sci-fi dystopian thriller trilogy. If you like captivating apocalyptic tales, gritty complex heroines, and twists you won’t see coming, then you’ll love this fast-paced, end-of-the-world adventure!
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      The sun’s always two fingerbreadths or higher above the Sawtooth peaks when the Sweepers come. Never at night. I swipe a strand of long hair from my eyes and throw a nervous glance at the horizon. The scrawny cow I’m guarding has all but given up flipping its tail at the droning swarms itching for a carcass. Time to leave it to its fate.

      I reach for my hunting pack, and freeze. A muffled crackling sound—too heavy for a rabbit, too light to be the cow keeling over. I hold my breath as I grab my gun and motion to my collie, Tucker, to drop beside me. My heart clatters like a wooden rollercoaster as I pan the charred hillside, my trigger finger tight on the safety. Dead trees poke up like broomsticks all around me. There’s nowhere to hide, but I’m troubled by the feeling I’m being watched. I skim the canyon again, my vision blurring in the blinding sun. A flicker of movement to my left. I suck in my breath. For one elasticized moment, I think they’ve come for me.

      “Ba-boom!” My eighteen-year-old brother, Owen, presses a finger to my temple and flops his lanky frame down beside me. He slides his pack from his shoulders and rakes a hand through his wavy, black hair. “You just died, Derry Connolly.” His lips curl with satisfaction as he reaches over and scratches Tucker’s head.

      I take a few uneven breaths, my heartbeat stair-stepping back down from the wild ride it took me on. Ordinarily, I revel in our game of stealth, but this time Owen has unnerved me. Just last week the Sweepers extracted a kid from the camp five miles north of here.

      “You zoned out again.” Owen throws me the disapproving look he’s perfected since Ma died, the one where he flattens his brows and squares his jaw in perfect alignment.

      I shrug. “It’s not exactly riveting stuff watching zombie horseflies sucking on the last of our steak.” I study the stitching on his pack, reluctant to meet his gaze. Everyone’s on edge since the last sweep, and I swore I’d stay alert if I took a shift up top.

      “This isn’t a game, Derry. I was on you before you even flinched. I swear, you turn sixteen and you become some ditzy girl I don’t even know. It’ll get you killed.” Owen knuckles me in the shoulder to get my attention. “Hey! Are you listening to me? They can dart you from five hundred feet and you’ll never know what hit you. Like Sam.”

      I roll my eyes, and jerk my shoulder out from under his expert fist. “Quit acting like my security detail. I can take care of myself.”

      “None of us can. Not anymore.” Owen scowls. “The sweeps are too efficient.”

      I clench my lips in a tight line. I can’t argue with that. The Sweepers’ noiseless ships hover over the canyons on some kind of electromagnetic suspension system. Eerily silent. Not even a vibration signals they’re coming for you.

      In our bunker system deep in the Sawtooth Forest, there are twenty-three of us left, split between eight separate bunkers connected by a shared tunnel—an underground beehive community of sorts. No one ventures up top after dawn unless they’re logged out on assignment. And never the clan women, which is why I have no real friends among them. They won’t take chances. But, I can’t live squirreled beneath the dirt. I need to know the sun still rises. How else can I be sure the world hasn’t ended a second time?

      Owen pulls out half a fried rabbit from his pack. “Gimme your knife.”

      “Why? Where’s yours at?” I eye him suspiciously. “Have you been gambling again?”

      He shrugs. “What’s it matter?”

      “They’ll kick us out if you’re caught. They’re already looking for any excuse to get rid of Da.”

      Gambling was outlawed after an Undergrounder was stabbed to death in a fight over a lost wager. Trafficking in weapons is illegal too. The camps all have numerical codes on their possessions now, but stuff still trades hands. And Owen’s a master hustler.

      He gestures impatiently for my knife. I toss it to him and watch him carve a piece of meat. He’s good at it—he can whittle on anything. He’s promised to make me an antler handle for my knife, same as his, soon as I spot him a stag. Which could take forever. What’s left of the big game has retreated deep into the Wilderness of No Return. There’s nothing out here for them to eat. Even the grass is down to a fried stubble.

      “You should be sleeping,” Owen says, through a mouthful of rabbit. “You’re on watch tonight.”

      “Waste of time.” I arch my brows at him. “When do Sweepers ever come after sundown? Prat just makes stuff up for us to do so we don’t go rabid down under.”

      Owen lets out a satisfying snort of laughter, and I allow myself a smug grin. We share a warranted disdain for all things Prat a.k.a. Prentice Carter. We call him Prent to his face, but Prat behind his back. I don’t feel too bad about it. I’d take either one over Prentice. Prat only made bunker chief because he said he knew how to manage people. Turns out he spent a summer stocking shelves for his parents—wealthy entrepreneurs who were overseas when the earth’s core overheated. I think Owen should run the bunker, but his pedigree isn’t up to par, our father being the camp drunk and all.

      Tucker licks his lips and whines for a piece of rabbit. I ruffle the back of his neck to let him know I’m on it. “I couldn’t sleep in the bunker anyway,” I say with an exaggerated sigh. “Da was singing again.”

      “So?” Owen stops chewing and throws me an incredulous look. “You’ve been falling asleep to drunken karaoke your whole life.”

      I laugh. “Not my whole life.” I swipe the rabbit from his hand and tear off a chunk for Tucker. Owen’s strong, with a grip of steel, but I’ve always been quicker on the draw. “Ma used to sing to us,” I remind him. I swallow and stare out over the disfigured hills, pine branches radiating out from stumps like fried arteries. It’s been six years. Some days I forget what she looked like, but I can still hear the lilt in her voice when she sang.

      She died the day the earth’s core overheated, or the meltdown as we call it nowadays. Me, Da, and Owen were fishing up at Steelhead Lake—Da was mostly popping beer cans—when the water began to heave. A tidal wave built in the lurching lake, and we scrambled to higher ground and huddled together, watching helplessly as a fireball the size of a football field ripped through Shoshane City. Molten rock pushed miles of asphalt sky-high forming blacktop mache mountains. Strip malls exploded like piñatas, buildings shot hundreds of feet into the air like gigantic stomp rockets. Da says toxic ash clouds took out the survivors. All hell broke loose after a ring of volcanos around the globe erupted and the sovereign leader issued a thermal radiation warning. That was the last we heard from him. And Ma. I miss her gentle spirit. There’s nothing gentle about the world anymore.

      I liked how she used to pull my hair back from my forehead with her soft hands. “Makes your green eyes stand out,” she’d say, tilting her head to one side. “Now everyone can see those butterfly leg lashes resting on that milky skin.”

      Half the time I live in my memories. What we’re doing now isn’t really living.

      “Your hair needs cutting,” Owen grumbles. “You look like a matted mountain goat.”

      I jolt upright and glare at him. “Jakob likes it long,” I say, shoving what remains of my loosened braid inside my collar.

      Owen slings his arm around my shoulder and leans his forehead against mine. “Somebody got a bunker boyfriend?”

      I dig an elbow in his ribs and he makes a clumsy move to pin my arms. I grab him by the neck and topple him, and we roll around, jostling for control, until we’re too weak from laughing to go at it anymore. I like it when he’s just being my brother, but for the most part he’s forgotten how.

      

      If it weren’t for Jakob Miller, life in the bunkers would be unbearable. I can talk to him about anything and everything, even Ma dying, and he doesn’t tell me dumb stuff like Ma’s in a better place, or we’re the lucky ones. For that, I can forgive him the goofy overalls and trucker cap he walks around in. Not a hot look, even by bunker standards, but he makes me feel safe, and maybe that’s more important now than anything else.

      It’s against the rules of Jakob’s clan for women to cut their hair. His family are Septite homesteaders who moved off grid decades ago when the world government came into existence and the first sovereign leader was elected. As far as the Septites are concerned, the tribulation has begun. Which is odd because they still spend their days making furniture that will outlast any of us. They call themselves Separatists, but the rest of us shortened it to Septites, which bugs them no end.

      Jakob hasn’t told them we hang out. He says it would be one woe too many for them right now, whatever that means, so we meet in secret in an alcove at the far end of the main connecter tunnel, well beyond the last bunker—too dark and damp for prying eyes to bother us. Mostly we do battle over pawns and castles on a chipped chess set in the tawny glow of a flashlight jammed upright in the hard-packed dirt floor. Mostly. I can’t say we’ve never held each other close, hearts beating as one, or that our lips haven’t brushed a time or two in the dark. Jakob says if his father ever happens upon us there together, we’d be wishing a Sweeper found us instead.

      I toss Owen the half-eaten rabbit. “Do you think we could catch one?”

      “What? Another rabbit to fatten up your bony butt?”

      I wipe my hands on my shirt. “A Sweeper.”

      He shoots me a warning look. “Don’t go getting any stupid ideas.”

      I fiddle with the rear sight on my Remington. I know he’s trying to protect me because Ma would want him to, but it feels like he’s always bullying me into submission since she died. “It’s not stupid to want to know what we’re hiding from.”

      Owen frowns as he chooses his words. “Predators. That’s all you need to know.”

      “I don’t want to live in a gopher hole the rest of my life. Don’t you want to be free again? We should quit running and fight back.”

      Owen widens his eyes at me and swallows a bite of rabbit. He wipes the back of his hand across his mouth as if he’s processing the thought. “They never get out of their ships.”

      “They must sometimes.”

      “Forget it, Derry.”

      “There has to be a way to—”

      “There isn’t.” He chucks a bone at Tucker who snaps it out of the air in one fluid streak of fur. “Let it go.”

      I stare at Owen defiantly. “You think I’m a hazard up top, but Sam asked for it. He was goofing off, skimming rocks. They sucked him right in before he—”

      Owen turns toward me, his dark eyes murky like stagnant pools. “How do you know that?”

      I study him for an agonizing moment, regretting my decision before the words leave my lips. “Because, I was there.”
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      Owen grabs me by the collar of my jacket and yanks me toward him. “Are you messing with me, or is this for real?”

      I blink, calculating the risks of coming clean. I’ve never seen my brother’s eyes flash like this before. Tucker gets up and pads around, sniffing the air like he does when he detects uncertainty.

      My pulse thuds in the back of my throat. If I lie to Owen now, I’ll never get the answers I want—like what he was doing with Sam that day, and why he’s been sneaking off to other camps. I’ve had enough of his secrets. I want to know what’s going on. “I followed you,” I say in a choked whisper. Tucker brushes up against me and I sink my trembling fingers into the thick fur on the back of his neck.

      Owen stares at me for the longest time. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      I fold my arms in front of me, bolstered by Tucker’s protective stance. “You shouldn’t have snuck off without me.”

      He hesitates. “Did you … see everything?”

      I give a somber nod, the full significance of my admission not lost on me. No one has ever witnessed a sweep, and lived to tell about it, that is.

      “What happened?” Owen’s voice is thick with emotion.

      I take a deep breath to calm my racing heartbeat. If I can make him understand what I saw, maybe I can persuade him to do something. “I was staked out near some rocks, not far from Sam. There was this whooshing sound, and all of a sudden Sam keeled over. I jumped up and spun around and that’s when I saw the Sweeper ship. Next thing I know, this telescopic tube thing shoots out and suctions onto him.”

      Owen rubs a hand over his taut jaw and waits for me to continue.

      “It swings back for me, so I duck down and take cover. The tube rams into the boulder I’m hiding behind—makes this high-pitched grinding sound. Then all of a sudden it goes limp and the ship takes off.”

      Owen looks across the canyon, the violet shadows beneath his eyes illuminated in the sun. “I saw the ship leave the canyon. I didn’t know they had Sam.”

      I grab Owen's sleeve. “Don’t you see what this means? The Sweepers aren’t invincible. They make mistakes.”

      He ignores my brilliant insight, kicks at a clod of dirt. “Did you get a look inside?”

      I shake my head. “Tinted glass. All I caught was TerraTechno on the side of the tube. But I found a dart they fired at me buried in my pack.” I pull it out and hold it up, but he turns away, balling his hands into fists. He’s smoldering mad at me for taking such a huge risk. But I’m ticked at him too. I survived a sweep and he won’t even give me credit for pulling off what no one else has ever done before. I suck on my bottom lip for a minute, stoking my frustration. “Prat needs to know about this. He could rally the Undergrounders, come up with a plan. Seeing you won’t.”

      Owen narrows his eyes at me. “Don’t be ridiculous! Prat wouldn’t know what to do. He’s got us all plucking chickens and filtering water, like we’re knucklehead Girl Scouts on a camping trip.” He scrubs his hands over his face. “You’re right about one thing. We’ll never be free until we find a way to stop the extractions. But you need to be patient.”

      He stands, slings his gun over his shoulder, and looks out over the canyon awash in half-shadows. “It’ll take more than just us. The camps have to unite. The Undergrounders need a real leader. One who’s not afraid to do what needs to be done.”

      I pat Tucker on the head and get up, an uneasy feeling creeping up my spine. I thought all that sneaking out had something to do with a girl. But now, I’m not so sure.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back in our bunker, I heat up last night’s rabbit stew on our wood stove. I add some dehydrated potato slices and carrots, and give the stew a hearty stirring. I miss Ma’s cooking. Our food unit is chock-full with five years’ worth of dehydrated supplies in sealed plastic tubs, but most of it tastes like chalk. Prat’s supplies are a whole lot better—some highfalutin’ NASA MREs, but he’d rather hoard them than share with us.

      We’re an odd bunch, the ones who made it. Preppers stockpiling for Doomsday, mountain men with beards like rugs, Prat, our wuss bunker chief, who grew up rich, but he’s not anymore I suppose, unless you count his twelve-hundred-square-foot custom-built steel bunker with solar-powered lighting. His parents even sprang for the two-hundred-year warranty, for what that’s worth now.

      Mason says he’s a Marine, although I’m not so sure. He’s a newcomer to our camp and nothing about him adds up. Then there’s us of course, the Connellys, garden-variety suburbanites, grateful our neighbor took us fishing up here and gave us a tour of his bunker. He never showed up after the meltdown. Da says he’d have wanted us to have the place, but I think he’d hate nothing more than to see us holed up here scabbing off all of his hard work. He only brought us here to stick it to us. He wasn’t the sharing type either.

      My mouth waters as the aroma of real meat fills our-eight-by-forty-foot recycled shipping container. I glance across at Da slouched in a chair, eyelids drooped, clutching a sock in one hand. A halfhearted gesture at getting dressed. He’s wearing the same stained sweats he’s slept in for months, snoring like a woodpecker. Of course there’s a fresh batch of beer fermenting in the corner. Apparently he hasn’t been sleeping all day.

      For the most part, Da’s always too drunk to care where we’re at. Drinking’s all he’s really cared about since Ma died. Jakob told me the other Undergrounders are secretly hoping the Sweepers extract him before he does something to endanger the entire camp. Which seems harsh for Septites, although I kinda get it. The greater good principle and all that. But Da will never get picked up. The Sweepers only come for the young.

      Owen sets out spoons and plastic tumblers of water on our camping table and I fill two bowls of stew.

      Owen slurps a spoonful of broth. “What did the Sweeper ship look like up close?”

      “Long, gunmetal gray body, shaped like a bullet. Like I said, I couldn’t see in. The glass looked weird, like it would glow in the dark.”

      “Mason says it’s to absorb radiation.”

      I throw Owen a disgruntled look. “How would he know that?”

      “He knows a lot about military stuff. He taught us how to defend the bunkers properly, didn’t he? How to secure an area, identify escape routes, assess a threatening situation. He knows what he’s talking about.”

      I roll my eyes. “I think he makes half of it up.” I study a piece of carrot in my bowl, my insides working their way into a familiar jealous knot. Owen and I grew close after Ma died—Da being mostly out of it and all. Until Mason came along.

      “How old do you think he is?” I ask.

      Owen shrugs. “Dunno. Twentyish. He doesn’t talk much about himself.”

      I chase the last piece of rabbit around my bowl. Mason’s tight-lipped about most everything, including his large stash of weapons. Which is why I’m suspicious of him—ripped like no man I know, surly, with dark, brooding brows and the biggest feet I’ve ever seen. I’m sure they never made shoes that size before the meltdown. I don’t trust him, or his wife, Kat. When they first arrived, I tried to befriend her, but her glassy eyes look right through me like one of us isn’t there, and it gives me the creeps.

      I take a swig of water. I hope I’m wrong about Mason. Maybe he was in the Marines. How else would he know the windows in the Sweeper ships are designed to absorb radiation?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Inside Prat’s spacious bunker Jakob pats a spot on a metal bunk beside him. A fluttery feeling races through my ribcage as his steel blue eyes appraise me, unsmiling tonight. Even Big Ed looks unusually somber. He nods at me as I pass him, his cowboy hat with the snakeskin band crammed on his head, balancing out the grizzled beard that sprawls from his jaw.

      Big Ed’s the oldest person in our camp, and the wisest. Kind of like having a live encyclopedia around when you need to know something. He was living off-grid for decades before the meltdown. Like a lot of Preppers, who became suspicious of the sovereign leader and one world government, supposedly formed to tackle global warming.

      Next to Jakob, Big Ed’s my closest friend. He listens to what I have to say like it’s important, which is more than Owen does. His left hand is all messed up and Da says it’s an old bullet wound. He’s convinced Big Ed’s on the run. Not that it matters anymore. We’re all running now.

      I glance around the room and frown when I see Frank, the bunker chief from Sam’s camp. “What’s Frank doing here?” I whisper to Jakob as I slide onto the metal seat next to him.

      “Must be about the sweep,” he says, fiddling with the trucker cap in his lap. His parents stare with drooped lips at us from across the room and we instinctively edge an inch or two away from each other.

      Prat barely acknowledges us with a curt nod before he calls the meeting to order. “Frank Packer has joined us tonight,” he announces. His pale, protruding eyes scan the room as the Undergrounders murmur a greeting. “As you all know, Sam was extracted a week ago.” Prat runs a finger around the inside of his collar. “Frank thinks one of us had a hand in it.”

      The collective hiss of breath around the room sends a shiver down my spine. For months now, there have been rumors of Sweeper snitches in the camps. It’s ludicrous of course. Why would anyone help the Sweepers?

      Frank slides forward in his chair, arms barred across his chest. “Tell ‘em straight, Prentice.”

      Prat rubs his hands down his shirt. His eyes flick nervously around the bunker. “They’ve seen more ships. Frank thinks one of us is a snitch.”

      I look around at the stunned faces, lips slung wide in silent protest.

      “This is baloney!” I say, jumping to my feet. “How dare you accuse anyone in this camp of being a snitch if you can’t prove it!”

      Frank leans over and rummages around in his pack. He pulls something out and tosses it onto the table. “We found this close to where Sam was extracted. Zero-two-five on the handle.”

      My insides turn to ice. It’s a hunting knife with our bunker code on it.

      Frank peers around the room, slit-eyed. “Belongs to someone in this room.”

      Mason snatches up the knife and holds it under the light. There’s an uncomfortable moment of silence, then everyone is talking at once, shouting at Frank, arguing with one another, faces twisting like ghouls in the subterranean light. Mason spins the blade back across the table to Frank, his dark, canopied brows drawn tight. I bite down on my bottom lip. There’s no mistaking the curved antler handle on the knife. I sneak a glance at Owen. He gives a subtle shake of his head. When I look away, Kat’s glassy eyes lock with mine.
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      “Dang knife means squat.” Mason slams his fist hard on the steel side of the bunker. “Sam could have helped himself to it—he hung out here plenty.”

      “The kid weren’t no criminal,” Frank growls. “It’s folks from this camp what can’t be trusted.” He takes a step in Mason’s direction. “Strangers what have no business being here.”

      Prat runs the tip of his tongue over his colorless lips, throws a skittish glance around. The clan women shrink back, eyes wide with fear. For once, I’m with them. The stale air in the bunker reeks of mutiny. I can hear my heartbeat ringing inside my chest like a fire alarm.

      “The knife’s mine,” Owen says, breaking the white-knuckle silence.

      I gasp, vaguely aware of my nails slicing into flesh. Jakob lets out a muffled yelp. “Sorry!” I mouth to him.

      Frank turns to Owen, a vein bulging in his temple. “So you’re the scumbag got him extracted.”

      Owen pumps his fists at his sides, and I sense what’s coming. I slide forward on the bunk so I can grab him before he takes a swing and starts a war.

      “Sam was Owen’s friend,” I say. “He would never betray him.”

      “Sam and I went hunting together last week,” Owen says, after a long pause. “He lifted my knife on accident.”

      “Well whadda ya know, Frank?” Mason bars his arms across his chest, a smug expression on his face. “There’s a simple explanation after all. Looks like you owe us all an apology, you two-faced snake!”

      I can almost hear the charged air snap. Frank wheels and reaches for Mason’s throat. The muscles in Mason’s arm inflate and his meaty fist connects with a crack. Blood spatters from Frank’s face over his shirt. He moans and staggers backward clutching his nose. Undergrounders scramble left and right. Jakob's mother lets out an ear-piercing scream, sending the rest of the clan women into a frenzy.

      Prat yanks open a drawer and fishes out a ratty towel. “You’d best get going now,” he says, tossing it to Frank.

      Frank presses the towel to his nose, his eyes flickering with rage. “This ain’t over, not by a long shot. Someone’s gonna pay for what happened to Sam.” He hurls the bloody rag across the room at Prat, and then reaches for the ladder leading up to the entry hatch.

      He’s halfway up the first rung when Mason pounces on him, slams him up against the bunker wall like a bear with a kill. The clan women scream again in unison. Mason leans into Frank’s twitching face. “Threaten me or anyone in this bunker ever again, and I’ll rip you limb from limb and feed you to the Sweepers.”

      “Let him go, Mason,” Owen says, laying a hand on his shoulder. “If we turn on one another now, we lose everything we’ve built. The entire Undergrounder network.”

      Frank glares at him. “You’ve already lost it.”

      “Don’t do this, Frank. We’re not the enemy,” I plead.

      “Long as you keep a Sweeper snitch in your camp, you are.” Frank shoves past me and throws Owen a jagged look. He adjusts his pack over his shoulder and quickly disappears up the ladder. A moment later, I hear the hiss of the pneumatic lift strut as the hatch opens and then closes.

      Mason scowls across at Prat. “You shouldn’t have let him spring that on us.”

      Prat slams the drawer shut. “A man from his camp was extracted. He wanted answers, and he’s entitled to them.”

      “Just remember who calls the shots around here,” Owen replies.

      Prat squints in Owen's direction, a wary look on his face.

      Owen turns to Mason. “Frank’s camp will be up in arms now that you’ve rearranged his face for him. There’s no telling what he’ll say happened. One of us will have to go up there and reassure them we had nothing to do with Sam’s extraction.”

      “I’ll go.” The words are out of my mouth before it registers that my lips have moved.

      Jakob turns to me, a startled look on his face. “It’s too dangerous,” he whispers. I know what's going through his mind. It’s going through mine too. The Sweeper ships.

      I take a deep breath and remind myself that there are worse things than dying, like living in the dirt for the rest of my life. “I’ll take my chances,” I say, fighting the quiver in my voice.

      “You can’t go with her,” Mason says to Owen. “If Frank’s camp is after blood, they’ll start with yours.”

      I flash my brother an awkward grin. I’m trying not to gloat, but this is my chance to show him he’s not the only one who isn’t afraid to do what needs to be done.

      Big Ed winks at me. “No better woman for the job. Count me in.”

      I smile back at him. It’s just the kind of thing he would say because he’s Big Ed. We both know Owen should be going. If things turn ugly, he’ll know what to do. I’ll be learning on the fly, but no one else seems inclined to step up.

      Kat dissects me with that laser beam look of hers, and I realize my hands are burrowed into Jakob's. I hurriedly untangle my fingers, thankful his father is too busy calming the clan women down to notice the sacrilegious bodily contact. I throw Kat a curious glance. Was she trying to save my skin? Or just staring?

      “I’ll go with Big Ed,” Mason says. “And Prat needs to man up and help sort this mess out too. We don’t need Derry along.”

      “She’s a better shot than any of you,” Owen says. “She’ll have your back.”

      Mason throws me a dark look as he reaches for his gun.

      I bite down on a smile. Whatever sway Mason has over Owen, he hasn’t totally torn us apart.

      Jakob leans over and whispers in my ear. “Be careful out there. No one else plays a mean enough game of chess to take me on.”

      I arch my brows. “That’s generous, considering you checked me in four moves last night.”

      “Calls for a rematch at an undisclosed location,” he says, a smile tugging at his lips that doesn’t quite reach his eyes as he puts his trucker cap back on.

      “Sweep Intelligence is adjourned,” Prat announces. “We leave in one hour.”
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* * *

      “I need to run something by Mason,” Owen says, as soon as we exit Prat’s bunker. “Be right back.” He whips off down the tunnel before I can stop him.

      I wait for a minute or two, then follow him into the darkness. Whatever he meant about Prat not calling the shots, it felt like a loaded statement. Ever since he started mixing it up with Mason, he’s been hiding things from me. It’s time I got to the bottom of whatever it is they’re up to, especially now I’m going to be heading out on a mission with Mason. I don’t trust him.

      I creep steadily along the tunnel, feeling my way along the damp, earthy walls with my fingertips. When I hear voices, I slow my pace and mold myself against the wall to listen.

      Mason’s voice is low and strained. “You can’t charge up there until we know what’s going on.”

      “If they’ve spotted ships, the camp’s already in trouble,” Owen says.

      “We need to alert the Council before we make a move,” Mason says.

      “If we wait any longer, we might be too late to help them.”

      “Keep your voice down. I’m done arguing with you. I’ll find out what the Council knows about the ships. Now get out of here before someone sees you.”

      I turn and leg it back down the tunnel to our bunker.
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* * *

      Inside, I pull my rucksack off the top bunk and assess the contents: compass, knives, fishing gear, whistle, ammo, water bottle, and jerky. Tucker plods over and lays a questioning paw on my arm.

      “Not this time, buddy,” I say, scratching him behind the ears. “I’ll be back before you know it.” I zip up the smaller outer pockets on my pack, and stash my tactical knife and flashlight in my jacket pocket in case I get separated from my gear, just like Big Ed taught me.

      A few minutes later, Owen returns and I hear him rustling around in the food unit. I sneak up behind him, and dig my fingers into his arm. “What’s this Council all about?”

      He stops shoving dehydrated food into his pack and turns around, a guarded look in his eyes.

      I cross my arms. “I heard you and Mason arguing.”

      “I’ve told you before not to follow me. There’s things you’ve no business knowing.”

      “Whatever you’re doing is my business. I’m your family, not some shifty stranger who shows up at the bunker out of the blue and starts throwing his weight around. I’m the one who always has your back.”

      Owen stares at me for the longest time. “All right,” he says, resignedly. “But keep your mouth shut. If Prat gets wind of it, he’ll make a stink, blow the whole deal.”

      I give a fervent nod, giddy from my unexpected success in cracking the code on Owen and Mason’s secret society.

      Owen cinches the strap on his pack. “The Council coordinates efforts between the camps.”

      I fight back a wave of disappointment. “That’s it? What does that even mean? Are we talking community vegetable gardens, or what?”

      Owen throws me a withering look. “We’re planning an attack on the Sweepers.”

      My fingers go limp. I stop patting Tucker’s head and stare at my brother in disbelief. This is what Owen's been hiding from me. My heart’s thumping so hard it hurts. It explains a lot, like why Owen’s always disappearing, and why Mason has a large stash of weapons and a tight-lipped wife. A ripple of excitement goes through me.

      I inhale a deep breath. “I want in.”

      Owen looks at me with an amused expression. “Tonight’s not about the Council’s plans. I have my own reasons for heading up to Frank’s camp.”

      “Like what?”

      Owen rubs his jaw and studies me for a moment. “You really like Jakob Miller, don’t you?”

      My face flushes. I throw Owen an irritated look. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      He leans down and closes the flap on his fluorescent orange pack. “Would you wait ’til morning if you thought he was in danger?”

      I catch a sudden whiff of Jakob's sawdust-and-worn-leather scent, and my chest heaves up and down. He’s been my safe haven since the first day we met in the bunker. I made up my mind a long time ago that I would lay down my life for him, if it ever comes to that, seeing as, being a Septite, he mightn’t see fit to defend himself.

      Owen straightens up and swings his pack over his shoulder. I pick up his rifle and hold it out to him like a peace pipe. “So this is about a girl?”

      He chuckles and reaches for his gun. He’s halfway up the metal ladder to the entry hatch when he stops and turns back around. He pulls out a dog-eared photo and hands it to me. “She was only twelve then, but it’s all she had to give me.”

      “What’s her name?” I ask, studying the picture of a young girl sitting cross-legged on a beach. She’s laughing at something, head thrown back, blond hair tousled, her teeth startlingly white against her tanned skin.

      “Her name’s Nikki.” Owen snatches the photo back out of my hands. “Now quit following me.”

      I stand there, jaw askew, listening to the whoosh of air as the pneumatic entry hatch above me closes. My instincts about Owen's mysterious jaunts were halfway right. Now my curiosity is really piqued. Maybe I’ll get to meet this Nikki tonight. I might even make a friend. We have Owen in common, if nothing else.

      I turn and tread softly back to the kitchen area. Da belches and reaches for his beer. “Where you off to now?”

      I shrug. “Night watch.”

      He swishes around a mouthful of beer. “Night watch. What you watching anyway?” He cuts loose with a laugh. “Go on, git.”

      My heart pounds so hard it hurts as I make my way along the main tunnel, but it’s a good kind of hurt, a feeling of being fully alive—my first official mission up top that doesn’t involve cowsitting. A chance to prove I’m Owen's equal, and nowhere near as useless to the camp as Da.

      To my surprise, Jakob's waiting for me at the main hatch. “I wanted to see you off,” he says, a shy smile pulling at his lips.

      “I’ll be back before you know it.” I stick my thumbs in the straps of my rucksack so there’s no danger of him trying to hug me good-bye. I don’t want to feel his warmth pressing up against me right now, weakening my resolve, and I most definitely don’t want him to know how much I’m trembling.

      Jakob heads off down the tunnel, turning to wave briefly, just as Big Ed rounds the corner decked out in his standard checked shirt, Wranglers jeans, suspenders, and tactical boots. He tilts his hat at me and reaches for his custom stock rifle with the silver stag inlay. He makes for an imposing figure. I don’t pay heed to most of what Da rambles on about anymore, but he could be right about the mountain men being fugitives.
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* * *

      It takes all of our concentration to move in the darkness at a steady pace through the dense undergrowth of bristly-tipped, swordtail ferns and tree roots braided across the trail. Prat’s heavy breathing adds to my unease. Mason barely exchanges a word with Big Ed or me as we traipse along to the beat of the trills and caws radiating through the firs. My senses are hardwired to the forest’s every whisper, the threat of Sweepers front and center in my mind, even though it’s still too dark out for their ships. The Sweepers may have habits, but, as Big Ed likes to remind me, predators adapt to the patterns of their prey.

      We reach the perimeter of Frank’s camp shortly before midnight and hunker down behind a cluster of ponderosa pines to watch for any sign of movement around the camouflaged entry hatch. A pair of red squirrels tear up and down a nearby tree trunk, jabbering a protest at our presence, before they disappear. I throw another glance around to make sure we’re alone. There’s no sign of Owen anywhere, so I figure he’s already inside the bunker. Prat’s going to go ballistic when he finds out Owen beat us to it.

      After a few minutes, Mason waves us forward. We close in and carefully remove the brush and rotting logs that conceal the bunker entry. I hold a flashlight for Prat as he jiggles the hatch, his face glistening in the yellow halo of light.

      “Hey! Over here,” Big Ed yells, a ragged edge to his voice.

      I turn and point the light in his direction.

      He peers into a thicket, muttering under his breath, and then reaches down and grabs what looks like an old boot. He grunts, then pulls on it, slowly easing a body out of the brush.
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      Prat moans in my ear when I shine the light on Frank’s bloody face. My skin erupts with fear.

      Big Ed drops the boot, stumbles backward, and cocks his gun.

      Mason crouches down and pans the area, before moving off silently into the brush. I throw a panicked glance after him, and then grab the pistol grip of my rifle and whip it off my shoulder. It hadn’t even occurred to me that whoever did this might still be lurking around. I’m kidding myself to think I know what I’m doing out here. Maybe the clan women have more sense than I give them credit for.

      I swivel on my heels, eying the warped shadows beneath the ghostly moon. My heart clatters against my ribs. I was up for surveillance for Sweepers. I never imagined things taking a turn like this.

      Prat kneels down beside Frank and checks for a pulse. “He’s dead,” he says, choking out the words.

      I shine my flashlight over Frank’s chest, half-expecting to see a Sweeper dart, but instead there’s a red sinkhole and a glob of pine needles stuck to it. A tremor runs through me. I don’t get queasy hunting, but Frank’s eyes are open and staring, flickering in the moonlight like haunted orbs.

      “Do you think it was Sweepers?” Prat asks.

      “Sweepers don’t leave bodies, they’re snatchers.” I swallow hard as a dreadful thought creeps into my mind. Could Owen have had something to do with this?

      Prat glances nervously over his shoulder in the direction of the entry hatch, almost jumping out of his skin when a field mouse scurries over his foot. “What about someone from Frank’s camp?”

      I shrug, unwilling to voice my suspicions about Owen.

      “All clear,” Mason says, coming up behind us. “There’s a trail headed south, several hours old. Whoever did this is long gone.”

      Big Ed squats beside us and removes his hat. “Rogues I reckon. Likely ambushed Frank on his return.”

      Prat drops the flashlight. A sheen of sweat glistens on his upper lip.

      I look back and forth in confusion between Big Ed and Prat. “What are you … what’s he talking about?”

      Big Ed stands stiffly and puts his cowboy hat back on. “Tell her. Girl has a right to know what’s out there.”

      Prat blinks, fumbles around for the flashlight.

      Mason kicks it toward him. “The Rogues are a gang of escaped subversives from the maximum security reeducation center. They must have made a run for it when the fireball hit.”

      My eyes widen. The reeducation centers were instituted by the sovereign leader to contain anyone deemed subversive or a threat to world unity. The only way out was in a body bag. Until now.

      “They’ve attacked the Undergrounder network down south,” Big Ed says. “They’re well-armed with M16s. By all accounts they’re killing machines.”

      I peer over his shoulder into the gloom and shiver at the spooky clacking of a screech owl. Would a killing machine even make a sound? Frank never had a chance. My pulse ratchets up a click. What if the Rogues found Owen too?

      Prat gets to his feet and throws his pack over his shoulder. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Wait!” A sickening bubble forms in my windpipe. “We can’t just leave Frank lying here on a pile of roots. We have to bury him.”

      Prat shrugs. “We don’t have shovels.”

      “We’ll come back later and lay him to rest,” Big Ed says, pushing up the brim of his hat. “Do it right. Dust to dust, ashes to ashes, and all that.”

      We settle on pushing Frank’s body back into the thicket and covering it up with some broken boughs as best we can. I’m not optimistic he’ll be there later for his own funeral, but it’s a chance we’ll have to take. I know what a pack of wolves can do to a grown man. Big Ed said they never used to bother mountain folk before the meltdown, but wild game’s scarcer now, and the wolves have become man-eaters.

      “Mason and I will take a quick look inside the bunker,” Big Ed says. “Derry, you and Prat keep watch up top for a few minutes. I’ll holler if it’s safe.”

      Prat fidgets nervously at my side while Mason and Big Ed hoist open the hatch and climb down into the bunker.

      “Chill, Prent,” I say, with a smug grin. “I got your back.”

      He casts a skeptical eye over me, then jumps up and hurries after the others, leaving me alone in the moonlight.

      All around, moss rises in thick folds over mysterious shapes. I catch my breath at the sudden whoop-whoop-whoop of a grouse in the brush. I’m not feeling as brave now that I’m alone out here. All I can think about are the killing machines. I wipe the sweat off my forehead, and start cranking my flashlight.

      Five, ten minutes go by, and there’s no sign of the others returning. I take a deep breath to steady my nerves, then make my way over to the main entry hatch and quietly descend the ladder.

      Clutching my flashlight, I tread softly along the tunnel, following the faint blotch of yellow bobbing in front of me. When I reach the first bunker, I stash my flashlight and squint through the four-foot-square opening.

      I stifle a gasp.

      Prat, Big Ed, and Mason are huddled together in the middle of the room, hands bound in front of them. Judging by the stricken look on Prat's face, someone’s pointing a weapon at them. Owen? No, that doesn’t make sense. My heart races. Could it be the Rogues?

      Trembling, I pull my head back into the shadows. This has all gone horribly wrong. Apart from me, everyone’s either dead, missing or captured. And I’m supposed to figure this out. My breath burns hot as a geyser on my lips when I remember to breathe again. I press myself against the dirt wall of the tunnel and listen, but the only thing I can hear is my heart galloping in my chest. I reach into a side pocket on my pack and pull my flashlight back out.

      A circle of cold steel presses into the back of my skull. The muscles in my neck tighten like a screw.

      “Hands above your head.”

      I drop my flashlight and slowly raise my arms as my rifle is jerked from my shoulder.

      “What are you doing here?” a rough voice asks.

      I know that voice.

      I make a halfhearted attempt to turn around. “Reid? Is that you?”

      The pressure on the back of my head eases up a notch.

      “It’s Derry Connolly, from Prentice Carter’s camp.”

      “They never said you was with them,” Reid says, gruffly.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Shut up and move.” Reid shoves me forward and jams the butt of the rifle into my back.

      I wince, my brain whirring. Did Reid kill Frank? Where’s the rest of the camp?

      When we reach the main bunker, Reid grabs me by the collar. “Don’t try anything stupid. Sit down and keep your mouth shut.”

      Mason’s jaw doesn’t even flinch in acknowledgement when our eyes meet. Big of him not to mention I was with them, but I’ve blown it now anyway. I glance around the bunker and spot a greasy-haired woman I've never seen before leaning against the wall in the corner, pointing a rifle in my direction.

      “Kid’s with them, Becca,” Reid says.

      Becca shakes her lank hair out of her face and lowers her rifle. She takes a couple of unsteady steps forward, and then sinks into a white plastic chair. Reid gives me another shove and gestures to the chair next to her. I sit down and smother a gasp when I notice the ugly, festering wound above her ankle.

      “Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” I glance from Prat to Reid.

      Mason juts out his jaw. “Reid here has cooked up a crazy story about how he went off hunting and came back to find the camp upped and gone, and Frank dead in the bushes.”

      I watch the hard cords in Mason’s neck pulsate as he talks. Every time he opens his mouth things heat up. I wish he hadn’t come. He leans forward conspiratorially. “Did you kill Frank, Reid?”

      Reid lunges at Mason and swings the butt of his rifle around, but Mason’s ready for him. He grabs the gun and cracks Reid on the side of the head with it. Reid falls to the ground, wailing.

      “Drop it or I’ll shoot!” Becca’s back on her feet, rifle aimed at Big Ed, her closest target.

      Mason faces her, Reid’s gun clamped awkwardly in his bound hands, eyes flashing. I know that look. He won’t back down now. Prat's fish eyes latch onto me like a distress beacon. He’s so white he looks like he might throw up. I know he’s wishing it was Owen sitting here, but all he’s got is me. I can’t let him down.

      I press my elbow lightly to my side and feel the outline of the spring-assisted blade in my jacket pocket. Sucking a cold breath between my teeth, I study the wound on Becca’s leg. My fingers slowly slide with a life of their own into my pocket.

      As I lunge, I shove the barrel of Becca’s gun upward with my left hand, driving my knife into the seeping wound on her leg. She crumples, howling, and I seize her gun and face off against everyone in the room.

      Mason gives me a barely perceptible nod of approval. He rolls Reid over with one foot. “Get up. On the chair.”

      I cut the ties on Mason’s wrists and give him the knife to free the others. Big Ed walks over to a folding table at the back of the room and retrieves our weapons.

      Becca hasn’t stopped screaming since I stabbed her. It makes my skin crawl to hear her but it’s better than listening to Big Ed’s dying gurgle, which is what I’d be hearing if she’d taken that shot.

      “You okay, Derry?” Big Ed lays a hand on my shoulder.

      I drop my gaze and shrug. “I didn’t want to have to do that. But, when I saw it was you she was aiming at—”

      His hand grips my shoulder like a vice. “You did good.”

      Becca’s screams drop a few octaves to a low moaning. Her eyes are glassy when they flutter open.

      “Who is she anyway?” I ask.

      Reid scowls. “I met her out hunting,” he says, holding his hand to the side of his head.

      I stare at him for a minute, but he doesn’t elaborate. He’s hiding something. No one brings strangers back to their bunker. Mason lets out a dismissive snort and hands my gun to me. “If Reid’s lips are moving, he’s lying.” He chambers a round and walks across the room to Reid. “Why’d you kill Frank?”

      “I found him with a bullet in his chest,” Reid growls. “Looks to me like you boneheads might’ve killed him.”

      “It was Rogues,” Big Ed says, quietly. He pulls a spent cartridge from his pocket and holds it out. “I found it near the body. It’s from an assault rifle.”

      Prat wipes a shaking palm across his forehead. “It’s not safe here. We should go.”

      “He’s right,” Reid says. “We need to get out of here.” He turns and reaches for the ladder.

      I slowly raise my rifle and aim it at a spot above Reid’s head. “No one’s going anywhere, not until we find Owen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      Prat stares at me, eyes like marshmallows. “What are you talking about?”

      I lower the rifle. “Owen came up here after the meeting. He was worried we would be too late to help the camp by the time we arrived.”

      Mason gives a grunt. “Seems he was right, seeing Reid here’s the only one left standing.”

      Reid glowers at him.

      “We’re not hanging around to look for Owen,” Prat says.

      “The Rogues might have him,” I say.

      Prat shrugs. “His problem. He broke the rules.”

      “Forget your stupid rules!” I slam the rifle across his chest and shove him backward. “The rules have changed now that Frank’s dead. We need to get on that trail and find Owen before it’s too late.”

      Mason grabs me by the arm and pulls me away from Prat.

      I push in vain against his bulk. He might as well be welded to the floor. “Easy, Derry,” he says. “I’ll go with you to look for Owen.”

      “That makes three of us,” Big Ed says.

      “You’re all crazy!” Prat yells. “I won’t be a part of this, risking people’s lives chasing down her bullheaded brother.” He picks up his rucksack and rams his arms through the shoulder straps. “Just remember, Connolly. If anyone gets hurt, it’s on you. And don’t bother coming back if you don’t want to abide by bunker law anymore.”

      I watch him disappear up the ladder and out through the hatch, a sinking feeling in my gut. I’ve set something in motion that will unravel the camp if I can’t contain it.

      Bunker politics will have to wait. For now I need to focus on finding Owen. I glance over at Reid, watching us with a shadowy look. Becca stares at the floor, angry and sullen. Taking them with us would only complicate things. I don’t trust either one of them. On the other hand, we’ll have more fire power if we do run into Rogues.

      Big Ed removes his hat and rubs the slick, bald spot at the top of his head. “It’s too dark to pick up the trail before morning.”

      I look around at the others. “We can rest here for a few hours. I’ll take the first shift. We’ll sleep with our weapons, except for Reid and Becca.”

      Mason frowns. “Be a rookie mistake not to tie those goons up. They’ll hightail it out of here first chance they get.”

      I glare back at him. Like he knows anything. “Not if we post an armed watch.”

      For a moment, Mason wrestles with some emotion, and then his face relaxes. “Okay, it’s your brother out there, we’ll do it your way. I’ll take the second shift.”

      Relief leaks through my veins. Mason’s letting me call the shots, at least for now. Less chance of a fistfight between him and Reid if it stays that way. And I could use them both if the Rogues have Owen.

      I drag a plastic chair over to the bottom of the ladder and sink down in it. Big Ed pulls a chair up beside me and adjusts the brim of his hat so he can see me. “You doing okay?”

      I shrug. “Do you think we’ll find Owen?”

      He adjusts the brim of his hat so he can see me. “Only takes courage to do most anything.”

      I give him a lopsided smile. “I don’t know if I have what it takes. Maybe if I were more like Owen.”

      Big Ed pauses and scratches the back of his neck. “There’s a bird I read about called the Australian lyrebird that can mimic any sound around it—critters, other bird’s chatter, a rushing stream. Problem is, soon enough no one knows it by its own sound anymore.” He peers at me intently through his glasses. “It’s time to make your own mark, Derry. Lead like you did today when you followed your gut and saved my life.”

      “Owen should lead the Undergrounders. He’s not afraid of anything.”

      He gives a dismissive grunt. “You’re afraid because you have no idea yet who you could become. It’s time to find your courage and act anyway.”

      I look over at his leathered face. “What kind of man did you imagine becoming?”

      A sad smile deepens the hollows of his cheeks. “A better one.” He pats my knee with his mangled hand and yawns. “Time for me to lie down.”

      I watch him pad over to his pack and curl up on the floor beside it. Something happened with Big Ed a long time ago, something he regrets. But, mountain men and fugitives don’t often share their secrets. I check my gun, then slide further down in the hard plastic chair, my thoughts drifting to Jakob.
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* * *

      “Derry!” I jolt upright, disoriented. Big Ed looms over me, his rimmed glasses glinting in the light he’s shining in my face. “Those jugheads are gone.”

      “What? Who?” I rub my eyes trying to remember where I am.

      “You fell asleep. Reid and Becca took their guns and left.”

      I sit up slowly and process the information. A rookie mistake. Mason was right.

      “Where’s Mason?” I ask, raking my fingers briskly over my scalp to wake myself up.

      Big Ed gestures at the hatch. “Out searching for them.”
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* * *

      Up top the murky darkness is melting into dawn, but the forest is still sheathed in frost. I rub my knuckles together and blow hot breath onto my fingers. A moment later, Mason breaks into the clearing, his rifle swinging from his shoulder. “They’re headed south.”

      I clamp my fingers tightly around my gun. “Any sign of Owen?”

      Mason rubs a hand over his jaw. “There’s only one trail. Either he’s on it too, or he’s—” He tightens his lips and looks off into the forest.

      —or he’s dead, like Frank.
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* * *

      Our mood is somber by the time we’ve buried Frank and covered up the gravesite. We march in silence in the half-shadows, brushing up against flaky-barked tree trunks as we thread our way through the dense woods. In the distance, a thin river of morning fog weaves its way past the moon over the snow-tipped Sawtooth Peaks that straddle the horizon. The sun will soon be up, and even though we’re safer here than in the open canyons, we’re taking a huge risk traveling at dawn.

      We hike south for close to three hours before Mason hesitates at a fork in the trail. Big Ed silently takes the lead, and no one questions him. This is a world he knows best.

      You can only see what’s in front of you, Derry, but you can hear in all directions.

      I step over a granite knob and stiffen, one foot poised in midair.

      A rattler shakes its hollow scales in warning. A cold sweat wraps around my neck. I take a deep breath and close my eyes to focus. The clicking is insistent, louder to my right. Three o’clock. Ten feet.

      I edge slowly left, melting with relief as the rattling fades. When I look up, I’m startled to see Mason staring down the barrel of his gun at the brush the snake retreated into. He straightens up and slides a furtive glance in my direction. “Just a precaution. Big Ed taught you well.”

      I give him a double-edged smile, the kind that expresses gratitude, but hints at disapproval. The last thing I need is Mason acting like my security detail in Owen's absence.

      Suddenly Big Ed whistles a wood thrush warning, flutelike and clear. We drop to the ground and ready our weapons.

      “See anything?” I whisper to Mason.

      He swishes with his hand for me to be silent and points off to the left.

      I peer over a vast umbrella of ferns. Thirty feet away, on an exposed embankment, Becca is slumped with her back up against a splintered stump, her head drooping into her chest. There’s no way to tell from here if she’s sleeping or dead.

      Big Ed makes his way back to us, his face puckered. “I don’t like the look of this. No sign of Reid anywhere.”

      Mason gestures up the hill. “I’ll check her out. She could be booby-trapped.”

      I watch with trepidation as he approaches the tree stump and moves cautiously around, searching the ground for wires or traps. After a few minutes, he kneels down and studies something on Becca’s leg. He grabs a fistful of her hair, and pulls her head back just long enough to flash the yawning, ragged slit across her throat. I press a hand to my mouth.

      “Bled out,” Mason confirms when we reach the tree stump.

      My skin crawls. It would have been a death wish to go after Owen on my own. I’m rapidly developing an appreciation for Mason’s military expertise after all.

      A twig snaps like a firecracker to our left. Big Ed swings his rifle and trains it on a clump of ferns twenty feet away. I hunker down behind a cluster of trees, heart thumping, as the unmistakable sound of someone crashing through the brush grows louder.
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      A streak of fur charges straight toward me. My gun goes slack in my hands. “Don’t shoot!” I yell to the others as Tucker pins me to the ground. He heaves hot breaths like a steam engine braking hard, and I bury myself in the salted butter scent of his sweaty fur. For a moment I’m heartened by his boisterous greeting, and then a foreboding feeling overtakes me. What is he doing here?

      Seconds later, Jakob bursts through the brush and comes to a halt in the middle of the clearing. He grips his shotgun with both hands, sweating and flushed, his eyes snapping left and right. He’s missing his trucker cap, and his white blond hair sticks up in random tufts, like he’s crawled through the undergrowth to get here. He staggers a few steps toward us. Big Ed reaches for him by the shoulders and props him up against a tree. I run to him and he clutches me to his chest with one hand, trying to catch a breath. The familiar scent of sawdust and worn leather fills my nostrils.

      “I couldn’t … let you go without me,” he gasps.

      I pull out my canteen and hold it to his lips. “Here, take a drink.”

      He takes an obligatory sip, before slumping backward.

      I unwind my bandana from around my neck, pour some water on it, and press it to his forehead.

      “I can’t go back now,” he says, fumbling with his rifle. His eyes meet mine, and I realize what he’s saying. The clan will shun him for this single act of disobedience. He’s chosen me over them. It’s a sacrifice that’s become more dangerous than he realizes.

      “We need to get going,” Mason says, throwing Jakob a disgruntled look. “You can brief him on the way if he insists on tagging along.”

      “He’s already made his decision,” I say. “He’s coming with us.”
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* * *

      The sun blazes like an angry eye above the muscled peaks of the mountains. We march in silence for the most part, scouring the horizon for any hint of threat, until a deep rumbling fills our ears. For the next half a mile it grows louder until there’s no mistaking the boom of water crashing from a great height.

      “Elk Creek Rapids,” Big Ed shouts over his shoulder.

      I make my way over to the edge of the trail and stretch out my neck to take a look. Jakob comes up behind me and hooks a protective arm around my waist. I stiffen, until I remember that his parents are a long way from here. We’re both on our own now.

      Fifty feet below us, white foam breaks like liquid crystal over the top of half-submerged granite boulders in the churning water.

      I retreat a few feet, shaken by the brute power of the water. Big Ed waves us forward and points at a log cabin up ahead. “That’s the old Brody place. Follow me. We’ll fan out around the building, make sure the Rogues aren’t holed up inside before we cross the river.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickle as I edge forward and scan the perimeter. Jakob takes off to the left of the building and I veer right. A stubby-legged toad shuffle-jumps up to me and studies me with lidded, glassy eyes. I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t listened to so many of Big Ed’s ghost stories about bear grease and moonshine and buckets of fingers cut off at the knuckles. This old cabin has the feel of a place that’s swarming with ghosts.

      I take a couple of tentative steps closer to the boarded-up cabin.

      “Behind you,” a voice whispers in my ear.

      I swing my rifle around, ready to unload a round.

      “Easy! It’s me, Mason!”

      “Idiot!” I hiss back angrily.

      Mason clamps a giant paw over my mouth. He gestures in the direction of the shack.

      I stay close behind him as we edge our way around the log exterior to the front porch. He scrapes up against the siding and I grope at a sheet of cobweb that cascades down behind him. I spit a clump of sticky web silk off my tongue, hoping there isn’t an irate black widow crawling over me. I’d sooner skin a rabbit than handle anything with more than four legs.

      Mason jerks his thumb forward several times, then reaches for the elk-antler door handle, and raises the iron latch above it. He pushes against the wooden door with his hip. It gives easily—too easily for a log door swollen shut from disuse.

      I follow him in, gun cocked and ready. Dust itches the lining of my nostrils. For an agonizing moment, I wrestle with a sneeze, before I manage to contain it.

      Mason stands rooted in place, his broad back blocking my immediate view of the cabin’s interior. I follow the thin beam of his flashlight as he arcs it around, tracing the warped trusses above. I step to the side and flinch when something taps me on the back. When I swing around to take a look, a boot socks me in the mouth. I shriek and stagger backward.

      I grip my gun and stare up in horror at a shadow dangling from the rafters. My knees almost buckle beneath me. It’s Reid! A handwritten sign strung from his neck reads: “Sweeper Snitch.”

      Jakob and Big Ed come rushing through the door and freeze at the sight of Reid’s body still swaying to and fro. I clamp my jaw shut and steady myself on an old, wooden table, my fingers sinking deep into the mantle of dust coating it.

      Big Ed rubs a hand over his brow. “This weren’t no random killing. That sign’s around Reid’s neck for a reason.”

      Sweeper Snitch. I think back to the angry exchange at our bunker the night before Frank died. Was the traitor Reid all along?

      “Do you think Rogues did this?” I ask.

      Big Ed runs a hand across his forehead. “Ain’t no Undergrounder kind of killing.”

      Mason’s features are creased in concentration. He grabs Reid’s right ankle, spins it a few degrees as if he’s studying something, and then lets go with a grunt. He strides past us to the door, his face unreadable.

      Big Ed gestures up at the rafters. “Do you want to bury him?”

      I swallow back my discomfort and hoist my pack back on. “Not now. We need to find Owen.”

      Big Ed stares at me, owl-eyed behind his tiny glasses. He wants me to get out of the shadows and lead, but now that I’m beginning to sound calloused, I don’t think he likes it.
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* * *

      Twenty minutes in, the trail curves down a narrow, rocky slope and begins to wind in a series of vicious switchbacks along the lip of a steep drop-off. We spread out, single file, Big Ed leading, Jakob taking up the rear. The lodgepole pines give way to an assortment of sagebrush and wild grasses worming their way through cracked granite boulders. Below, I can hear the crunch of rocks grinding each other into submission in the constant rush of the water. I concentrate on digging in my heels to keep from sliding on the slippery shale. Halfway down the trail, a chilling scream almost rips the hair off the back of my neck.

      Tucker bolts into the forest and disappears. I turn in time to catch the glint of an articulated steel tube thrashing backward through the undergrowth.

      Mason’s strapping forearm scoops me up from behind and we dive beneath a canopy of ferns. I lay there beside him, shaking like a dried-out sack of bones. The ferns part and Big Ed rolls heavily in beside us. “Sweepers,” he mutters.

      I sit up and rock gently back and forth. “That was Jakob screaming,” I say in a far-flung voice I barely recognize as my own.

      “Where’s Tucker?” Big Ed asks.

      I make an incoherent sound at the back of my throat. “He bolted.” I clamp my hand over my mouth, half-afraid I might start sobbing and never stop.

      Big Ed rubs my arm gently. “Tucker will be all right. He’ll head back to the bunker.”

      “I don’t understand how they penetrated the forest,” Mason says. “They need clearance to hover.”

      The knob in my throat shifts up and down. I blink, trying desperately to hold back my tears. How does he know that? Mason knows a lot about military stuff. Mason says it’s to absorb radiation. Somehow he’s connected to this. I’ve felt it all along. I just can’t figure out how exactly. I wipe my eyes and fix a steely gaze on him. “How do you know so much about the ships?”

      His features harden. “Educated guess. Hoverships need space to hover.”

      “Maybe they’re using longer tubes,” Big Ed says, frowning. “That way they could be operating from outside the timberline.”

      “We have to look for Jakob,” I say, scrambling to my feet. “He might still be out there.” I duck back out from underneath the ferns and begin making my way up the hill, shouting his name intermittently, swatting at the brush as I go by. Big Ed and Mason follow me, whistling on and off for Tucker. My vision blurs as my eyes fill with tears again. There’s no sign of either one of them.

      “Take cover!” Mason yells up to me.

      My heart jolts in my chest. I dive and roll beneath the brush, then watch with horror as a Sweeper ship glides overhead. After a few minutes, the leaves part and Mason and Big Ed throw their packs down beside me.

      “You okay?” Big Ed asks.

      I nod, glumly.

      “They must have extracted him,” Mason says, frowning. “They wouldn’t have left otherwise.”

      I chew on my bottom lip to keep from crying. “We need to figure out where they’re taking him.”

      Big Ed shoots me a pitying glance. “How?”

      “There must be a way,” I say. “How did Reid contact the Sweepers?”

      “You don’t find the Sweepers, they find you,” Mason murmurs.

      I kick at a clump of rotting wood in frustration. “Like you know what you’re talking about.” I jump to my feet and gulp down a sob. “I’m going after Jakob.”

      An iron grip bores into my shoulder and spins me around. Mason stares at me, a flicker of something disturbing in his eyes. I tense my body, half-expecting his fist to explode into my cheekbone. Instead, he shoves me into the embankment and glares at me. “You’ve got it all wrong.” He reaches for his shotgun and loads a round into the chamber. Blood curdles in my veins.

      Slowly, Mason brings his gun up and points the muzzle at the horizon before swinging around to face me.

      “Reid didn’t contact the Sweepers. The Sweepers planted him in Frank’s camp.”
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      My heart pounds so hard it feels like a steel boot kicking my ribs. How could Mason possibly know that? Unless he’s one of them. I scoot backward without taking my eyes off him. Every suspicion I’ve ever had about him converges like a giant avalanche in my brain.

      Big Ed slumps to one side, his jaw slack. He looks like he might be having a heart attack, but then I’ve never seen anyone having a heart attack so how would I know? All at once I realize he’s reaching for his knife, his shrewd gray eyes alert as a hawk beneath the brim of his hat. “Easy, Mason,” he says. “Let’s talk this over like reasonable men.”

      Mason stares at him, expressionless. If he unloads a round into Big Ed first, I’ll have only a few seconds to grab my gun. I wish Tucker were here to set on him. I inch my way into a crouch, ready to dive and tackle him if I have to.

      Mason’s eyes settle on me. A shade of a grin comes over his face. “I’m not one of them, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      I hold my position. That’s exactly what I’m thinking. I always knew he wasn’t who he claimed to be.

      Big Ed removes his hat and runs his hand over his head. “You’ve been hiding something ever since you rolled into camp. If you’ve got something to say, now would be the time.”

      Mason shrugs, leans his shotgun up against the dirt embankment and hunkers down, elbows resting on his knees.

      “How much do you really know about the Sweepers?” I ask.

      Mason flinches, his eyes boring into me like bullets.

      I move back a little so I’m out of range of any sudden blows. His brows shift together in a heavy frown. “I know everything there is to know about them.”

      In a flash, Big Ed wedges his burly body between us, his hunting blade glinting in the sunlight, pressed tight to Mason’s neck. “Dang, boy, who are you anyway?” He tightens his grip on the handle of his knife, forcing Mason’s head back. “I swear I’ll skin your hide right now if you don’t spill whatever it is you’re hiding.”

      “I hate them as much as you do.” Mason’s eyes flick to me and then back to Big Ed. “I was their prisoner.”

      I eye him warily, my brain fogged with confusion. No one escapes from the Sweepers. “I don't believe you."

      Big Ed sheathes his knife. “Let’s hear him out. If he’s telling the truth, he might be the only hope we have of saving Jakob.”

      I stare at Mason, my head spinning. He’s a wall of muscle, stronger than seems humanly possible. Strong enough to break a Sweeper’s neck. If he did escape, I’m going to need his help to find Jakob, no matter how much the idea repulses me.

      Big Ed nods at Mason. “Explain yourself.”

      Mason wipes a hand across his creased brow. “The Sweepers, as you call them, are scientists who’ve been working for decades in an underground government facility called the Craniopolis. It’s run by a man named Dr. Lyong.”

      I stare at Mason in disbelief. The trembling whistle of a screech owl cuts through the evening air and I shiver. There’s been plenty of speculation in the bunkers about the origin of the Sweepers, but nothing even close to this.

      Big Ed scratches the back of his neck. “I don’t get it. You’re a scientist?”

      Mason forces a grim laugh. “Like I told you, I’m not one of them.” He turns aside and chucks a ball of spit into the dirt. “I’m their experiment.”

      A clammy sensation fingers its way up my spine. I run my eyes over Mason’s thick jaw and bulging muscles, my mind racing. What does he mean by experiment?

      Mason reaches for a sapling and begins stripping the bark from it. “The world government publicly denounced human cloning, but the truth is, they’ve been in a race to perfect the technique. Their goal was to rejuvenate declining populations by cloning the highly gifted for specific traits and purposes. They collected tissue and blood samples through mandatory universal healthcare examinations.”

      “You mean ... you’re a ...” My voice trails off.

      Mason nods. “A clone.”

      Big Ed lets out a long, whistling breath through his teeth.

      I slowly rub my temples in tiny circles. The grumping sound of bullfrogs reverberates between my ears as I try to make sense of what Mason is saying. It all seems so implausible. I start with the part that bothers me most. “So … you weren’t born?”

      “Not like you were.”

      I furrow my brow. “Are you some kind of machine?”

      “Don’t be stupid. Do I look like a machine?”

      I shrug. He feels like a slab of granite when you run into him. I’ve no idea what being a clone means. It’s unnatural.

      “Reid and Becca were clones too,” Mason continues. “The scientists cryptogram our ankles; it’s like a branding tattoo that denotes the sector you were cloned for.” He reaches over and yanks up the leg of his khaki pants. Above his right ankle is a deeply incised charcoal circle with “M-041” in the center. “Military, placement 041,” he says, matter-of-factly.

      Big Ed removes his spectacles and rubs his eyes. In the dim light of the rising moon, his face looks as old as corrugated tree bark.

      “So if you’re military, what were Reid and Becca?” I ask.

      “They were bootlegged clones. Not on the official roster.”

      I wrinkle my brow. “What does that mean?”

      “The scientists aren’t supposed to conduct any personal cloning of their own DNA, but they all do it. Bootlegging they call it. The official samples for the project are … were … extracted from selected specimens in various fields and industries.”

      “So why did the Sweepers plant Reid in Frank’s camp?” Big Ed asks.

      “To document survivors of the meltdown. The Sweepers need the breakdown and locations of all the camps in order to collect specimens for cloning. Bootlegged clones are good moles because they don’t have any extraordinary skills or abilities that make people suspicious.”

      I run a hand over my brow. “I don’t understand. If they already have DNA why are they going after us?”

      “Their DNA is contaminated. When the underground radiation alarms were triggered in the meltdown, Dr. Lyong used a compound vaccine on everyone in the Craniopolis.” Mason hesitates. “On the people, not the clones. We already have enhanced immune systems to counteract chemical contamination and airborne radiation. Turns out the vaccine was tainted with a pathogen. It caused a host of medical problems, including genetic mutations.”

      “What kind of mutations?” Big Ed asks.

      “Reject clones.” Mason creases his brow. “Deviations they call them. That’s why the Sweepers are extracting unvaccinated survivors. They need their pure DNA. Without it, the cloning project dies, and with it, their system of replenishing humankind.”

      For a few minutes, we sit in stunned silence. I take some comfort from knowing the Sweepers are human at least. It beats some of the rumors going around. “So, they won’t kill Jakob?” I ask, my heart racing.

      Mason grimaces. “Not if he cooperates. Otherwise he’s ... well, let’s just say he’s spare parts as far as they’re concerned.”

      A shiver runs down my spine. I can’t imagine Jakob doing anything other than resisting being cloned. “How do we find him?”

      Mason tosses his stick and runs his fingers the length of his jaw. “That's the easy part. It’s getting into the Craniopolis undetected that’s the problem.”

      “There must be a way,” I say, rubbing my brow. “If the Sweepers had extracted me, Jakob would stop at nothing to get inside.”

      Mason squares his shoulders. “There aren’t enough of us to overpower the security guards.”

      I pick up Mason’s stick and trace a large question mark in the dirt with it. “There is one option worth considering.”

      Mason frowns. “What’s that?”

      “We enlist the killing machines to help.”
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      “Ask the Rogues to help?” Mason stares at me as if I’m foaming at the mouth.

      Big Ed shakes his head. “You saw what they did to Reid and Becca.”

      “Because Reid and Becca were ratting them out,” I say. “The Rogues want to find a way to end the extractions as much as we do. With Mason’s help, we can lead them to the Craniopolis and let them do what they do best.”

      Mason studies me, his eyes signaling something that tells me he thinks it’s possible.

      “It all hinges on you convincing them of your story,” I say. “They already hate the world government. What you tell them will be more than enough to clinch the deal.”

      Mason nods. “It’s worth a try.”

      An eerie silence falls over us, broken only by the mellow whoo-whoo of an owl as it veers over us.

      Mason pulls some jerky out of his pack and offers it around. I cram several chunks into my mouth and suck greedily on the beef flavor flooding my taste buds.

      Big Ed looks at Mason curiously. “So how’d you escape?”

      “I stowed away on a Sweeper ship—a Hovermedes.”

      “Hover what?” I rumple my brow.

      “Hovermedes. They’re named in honor of Archimedes, Dr. Lyong’s favorite engineer of old.”

      “Never heard of him—Archimedes, I mean.” I dab my sleeve at some jerky juice on my lips.

      Mason raises his brows. “Archimedes was a Greek physicist and inventor in the third century, considered by some to be the greatest mathematician of all time.”

      “It’s not like we have school in the bunkers,” I say, defensively.

      “Where is this ship you stowed away on?” Big Ed asks.

      “It’s hidden in the brush a few miles east of our bunker.”

      Big Ed combs his fingers through his beard and scrutinizes Mason. “It's been there this whole time?”

      My pulse races as the import of his words sinks in. If Mason had told us about the ship, we could have used it to fight the extractions. Jakob might still be here. Owen too. “You traitor!” I yell. “You said you hated the Sweepers, but all this time you had that ship hidden and you did nothing to help us.”

      I breathe slowly in and out, long shallow breaths that do nothing to satisfy me. I’m sick to my stomach. Mason passed himself off as one of us, ate our food, slept in our bunkers. All the while he knew exactly who the Sweepers were, what they wanted, and where to find them.

      I curl my fingernails into my palms until my skin is throbbing. Every fiber of me longs to throw myself at Mason and tear his eyes out. I clench my fists tighter. First, I need him to take me to the Sweepers. And then I’ll have my revenge.

      I scramble to my feet and reach for my pack. “We can still catch the Rogues if we hurry. If Mason can convince them to come with us, we’ll go back for the Hovermedes.” I narrow my eyes at Mason, daring him to challenge me. If he dies trying to reason with those butchers, it will be one less problem for me to deal with later.

      “Aren’t the Sweepers searching for you?” Big Ed asks, as he gets to his feet.

      Mason shakes his head. “According to their records, my expiration date’s already come and gone.”

      Big Ed frowns. “What’s that?”

      “Lifespan is one element of the cloning process Lyong hasn’t mastered yet.” Mason lets out a heavy sigh. “Clones don’t live past twenty-five units. They simply keel over and expire. I faked my expiration, and a friend who works at the crematorium filed the report.” He sifts some pine needles through his fingers. “As far as the Sweepers are concerned I’m already a pile of ash.”

      I stare at Mason, trying to mask the horror I’m sure is plastered all over my face. I’ve always guessed him to be in his early twenties, which puts him at death’s door in clone years. Ahead of Big Ed. But I want to know for sure. “How old are you?”

      “They don’t let us access our inception records. Some things are best kept even from ourselves.” He flings the pine needles over our heads into the brush and stands. “We need to get across that river.”

      I stare at Mason for another long moment, then reach for my rifle and swing my pack over my shoulder. Inception. Expiration. It’s like he’s a product with a shelf life. The whole thing sounds crazy, but there’s no time to second-guess his story if we have any hope of saving Owen and Jakob. For now, we’ll have to take our chances and trust that he’s not leading us to the Sweepers for all the wrong reasons.

      Mason steps back out on the trail and begins winding his way down the root-ridden path. Big Ed follows, and I fall in step behind them. Sweat beads on my forehead. Partly from the exertion, partly from the heart stopping thought that something unimaginable has happened to Jakob and Owen, and maybe even Tucker. I can’t imagine how Da is coping without us, but I can’t worry about him now too. I have to believe the Septites won’t let him starve.

      Big Ed turns his head and eases up. “Doing okay?”

      “Do you believe him?” I ask.

      He works his jerky around his mouth for a minute. “There’s always been plenty done in secret by the sovereign leader.”

      “So you really think Mason's a clone?”

      He lets out a snort. “Beats anything I ever seen or heard. Messing with God’s creatures.”

      “Clones are hardly God’s creatures. It’s creepy.” I flip my disheveled braid over my shoulder. “Tucker knew something was up. I don’t think clones have a scent he can pick up on.”

      Big Ed takes off his spectacles and rubs the lenses on the end of his fleece shirt. “They ain’t just oil and spare parts.”

      I twist my lips. “Might as well be if they’re all like Mason. He’s cold as steel.”

      Big Ed’s face clouds over. “He’s one of God’s creatures until I know different.”

      He turns around and stomps off after Mason. I step over a pile of elk droppings and follow them down the trail, trying to sort through my tangled thoughts. I don’t care what Mason is, I hate him. He deceived us all. I blame him for what happened to Jakob, and he deserves to pay. I can’t help thinking about the hunting knife Big Ed pinned to Mason’s throat earlier. Everyone has a breaking point. It’s only a question of who reaches it first.

      I scramble and slip my way down the last few hundred feet, coming to an abrupt halt on a narrow ledge. Big Ed shines his flashlight around. “Trail’s washed out from here on down.”

      I slide my pack off my aching shoulders and elbow past Big Ed and Mason. Cautiously, I peer down at the snarling river beneath us.

      “Which way did the Rogues go?” I ask.

      “Must have gone across the catwalk.” Big Ed flicks his jaundiced light onto the face of a granite cliff forty feet above the torrent. A series of long poles, lashed together with wire, extend some sixty feet across the bare wall to the other side of the river.

      “Mountain men put this contraption up years ago, so they could cross the river all year round.” He shines the light farther up the rock face. “They drilled pegs into the rock as anchor points to support the poles, and there’s a hand cable up above.”

      I stretch my neck out and study the steel cable looped between the pegs in the slick, jagged wall, scraped clean of vegetation. The gooseflesh inverts on my skin. The only way across is to shuffle sideways on the poles, clinging to the cable, forty feet above the treacherous spray. One misstep, and we’ll splatter on the rocks like overripe watermelons.

      Mason pushes past me and stares, bug-eyed, at the poles lashed together like cooked spaghetti across the wet granite. A nerve twitches in his cheek. I’ve never known him to be afraid of anything, but I swear it’s fear I see now in his taut features.

      “What are you waiting for?” I prod him in the spine.

      He swings around and glares at me. “I hate heights.”

      “Sucks for you.” I brush past him, oddly charged by his admission, and make my way out to the edge of the ledge.

      Big Ed lays a restraining hand on my shoulder. “I’ll go first. Trust the tension in the hand cable, ’cause it’s gonna feel like you’re tumbling backward with your pack ripping out your shoulder blades. I watched a man fall from here once. River washed him away like fish guts.”

      I shudder.

      “Ready?” Big Ed looks pointedly at Mason.

      He scowls. “After you old timer.”

      I reach for the strap of Mason’s pack and yank it hard. “Show some respect, traitor.”

      A dark look flits across Mason’s face. He may be built like a bison, but I’m convinced his heart’s hollow.

      “Keep at least five feet apart,” Big Ed shouts over his shoulder. “If one of us goes in, we don’t want the next one getting pulled down too.” He reaches above his head, grabs the cable, and steps carefully onto the poles. He adjusts his stance and the tension in the cable tightens. He edges farther out onto the poles, his leather gloves clinging to the cable above him in a death grip.

      Mason watches intently, arms barred across his chest as Big Ed inches his way along. When he’s close to five feet across, he yells at me to go next. I shift my pack and glance hesitantly at the ramshackle pole bridge. The slightest shift of the load on my back could send me hurtling into the foaming whirlpools below. I take a steadying breath and reach out to grab the cable. An icy mist sprays my face and I shiver. I slide my feet across the poles and keep my eyes firmly fixed on Big Ed. When I’m far enough out, Big Ed gestures at Mason to follow me.

      Mason clenches his jaw and reaches for the hand cable. He moves tentatively onto the pole bridge, dragging each leg awkwardly behind him. I glance back and realize immediately he's in trouble. Only the toes of his enormous boots fit on the poles as he scrapes along, like a bear trying to balance on a clothesline. I hold my breath and watch for a few minutes as he struggles to shuffle across.

      “Keep moving!” he barks. “Weren’t you listening to old man Ed?”

      “Quit calling him that,” I shout back over the roar of the water. “He’s got a whole lot longer to live than you.”

      Mason narrows his eyes at me, his fists bulging on the steel cable.

      I look away, masking a grin. I’ve found an entry point of pain beneath his armor. He doesn’t want to die. I can taunt him all I want up here. There’s nothing he can do to me now, hampered by his hulking frame, and cursed by his odd fear of heights—apparently not something the cloning process took care of. There’s something intensely satisfying about this shift in the balance of power that stirs a twisted longing inside me for revenge. After what he did, endangering all of our lives with his lies, he doesn’t deserve my sympathy. He's not one of us.

      I stare at him until he feels my eyes boring into him, and directs his gaze toward me.

      “Face it, Mason, if you’re really a clone you could expire at any minute.” I give a hollow laugh I barely recognize as my own. “Do us all a favor, why don’t you?”

      His eyes flash a strange sequence of emotions like a train signal switching tracks.

      I throw him a contemptuous grin that melts from my face when he pushes out from the rock face with his steel-toed boots and freefalls backward into the yawning watery darkness below.
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      A yell rips up my throat but never makes it through my lips. I shoot my right hand out to grab him, but not quickly enough. My footing slips and I dangle from the cable, one-handed. My left hand fuses with the cable in one pulsating cramp. The roar of the water pounds in my ears. I struggle to drag myself back onto the pole bridge, my fingers flapping in vain for something to latch onto. My pack inches sideways and the muscles in my back scream for release as I try to pivot in toward the rock face. Panic rises up inside me. I know I can’t hold on much longer. The straps on my pack dig deep into my shoulders, cauterizing my nerves until I want nothing more than deliverance from the all-consuming pain.

      A jaw-like grip on my right forearm yanks me upright and pins me against the granite wall. Big Ed’s wiry beard scuffs the back of my neck as he leans over me, heaving for breath. My right hand searches out the steel cable and locks onto it, my whole body shaking with terror and relief. I press my forehead against the cold, wet stone. For a moment, neither of us speaks. All I can think about are Mason’s flat eyes staring at me, like rocks lodged into his skull.

      “You okay?” Big Ed gasps.

      I shake my head, not trusting myself to speak.

      He tightens his grip on me. “What happened?”

      “He … I tried to save him.”

      “Dumb idea. He could have dragged you down with him.”

      I glance beneath us at the rapids, shaken by a nightmarish image of Mason’s body thrashing around in the frenzied whirlpool.

      Big Ed releases me and shuffles sideways a few steps. “We need to get off this bridge.”

      Knees knocking, I drag myself mechanically along the poles after him. Mason’s stony stare drills further into my conscience with each step. What have I done? I wish Tucker were here so I could wrap my arms around him and know that in his eyes I can do no wrong.

      Big Ed’s face relaxes when I finally step onto the trail on the other side of the gorge. He reaches out a hand to steady me, but I plough past him and dive into the brush, just in time to hurl the contents of my stomach.

      He comes up behind me and squeezes my shoulder. “I’m sorry. It must have been rough for you watching him fall.”

      Straightening up, I wipe the sleeve of my shirt across my mouth. I wish that were all I was struggling with. How can I tell him it was my fault?

      “We need to find cover. It’s too exposed out here.” Big Ed turns and wades off into the undergrowth. I stumble after him, numb from what I’ve set in motion. I’ve blown the only real hope we had of rescuing Owen and Jakob. Without Mason to back us up, the Rogues will never believe our story. And none of us know how to fly a Hovermedes, so even finding the ship won’t help.

      Big Ed’s silhouette melts into the distance and I break into a jog to catch up. The trail is trenched from snowmelt trickling down from the craggy peaks, heightening the risk of skidding on the slippery shale underfoot and hurtling downhill. My legs ache and I’m soaked through from the bone-chilling spray of the rapids.

      I slow my pace once I spot Big Ed again, not wanting to give him the opportunity to prod me with any more questions. Guilt stabs at me razor-edged and deep. I wanted revenge, but not like this. What kind of monster am I? The briny tang of tears burns my eyeballs. I desperately need someone to tell me everything’s going to be all right, but the truth is, it’s not. It’s never going to be all right again. My stupidity might just have cost the lives of those I care for most.

      After a mile or so, Big Ed veers off the trail and begins bushwhacking his way through dense alder thickets. I drag myself after him, barely able to keep up the pace, even though he’s doing all the work. Hopefully he's looking for a place to make camp. I can’t go much farther.

      The moss-mantled ground beneath my boots squishes like an old mattress. Up ahead, Big Ed pauses at a blackened tree trunk. He ducks his head and disappears beneath the hollowed-out root system. When I catch up with him, he’s already undone his pack and pulled out his sleeping bag. My body sags with relief.

      “We’ll rest here for a few hours,” he says, throwing me a concerned look.

      I nod, breaking eye contact as I slide my pack from my throbbing shoulders. “I’ll look for some firewood.” I walk off before he can object.

      I gather the driest pieces of wood I can find, then pull some dead bark for tinder and head back to the hollow where Big Ed has already fashioned a couple of brush beds over the pine needles and spread out our sleeping bags. He watches me intently while I place several small boulders in a circle and assemble the tinder and wood in the center. Big Ed can read anything from a moody sky to a guilty conscience. He’s biding his time, but I know he’s gonna hit me up again about what happened. And part of me wants him to.

      He takes out his magnesium fire starter and scrapes it with the blade of his knife over the bark until the sparks take hold. “That should do her.” He rubs his hands together, his silver-framed glasses glinting in the glow of the quivering flames. “Got any water left?”

      I shake my canteen. “Half full.”

      He nods. “We can boil more for tomorrow. I’ll look for a stream in a bit.”

      I rub my hands over my face and scoot back from the fire that’s getting hotter. Or maybe it’s just me burning up from shame.

      “Do you want to talk about what happened to Mason?” he asks, after a few uncomfortable minutes of silence.

      There’s no condemnation in his tone, but I still blink guiltily. “There's not much to talk about. He ... slipped.” My face flushes and I’m thankful for the shadows.

      “You gotta let it go, Derry. There was nothing you could have done.” He leans forward and stokes the fire with a stick. “Mason knew the crossing was risky.”

      I press my thumbs hard into my aching temples. The kindness in his voice only makes the guilt worse.

      “He was scared of heights,” I stammer. “But I said it anyway.”

      Big Ed frowns. “Said what?”

      “I told him to drop dead.” Tears slide silently down my cheeks. “Then he jumped.”

      Big Ed’s eyes grow wide. “Jumped?”

      I give a glum nod. “He let go of the cable and pushed himself backward.”

      Big Ed rams his stick into the embers and it snaps, the sound ricocheting around us.

      “It was my fault,” I say, my insides numbing over. “I was taunting him to do it.”

      Big Ed frowns at me, his ordinarily rheumy eyes hard like steel. “Whatever you’re guilty of in your own heart, that sucker killed himself.”

      He reaches for his hat and gets to his feet with a grunt. “I’m going to set some snares. With a bit of luck, we’ll have fresh meat by morning. Get some rest.”

      I pull off my boots and crawl into my sleeping bag, peering out at Big Ed’s silhouette as he disappears into the trees. He can try all he wants to make me feel better, but what I did to Mason was unforgivable. So far I don’t much like the person I’m becoming. I close my eyelids and immediately begin to drift, marinating in the scent of burning wood.
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* * *

      “Derry! Wake up!”

      I spring into a sitting position, my arms still tucked inside my sleeping bag. My nose twitches at the tantalizing aroma of cooked meat.

      “There’s a storm brewing,” Big Ed says. “We need to get moving.” He takes a mouthful of water from his canteen, rinses and spits in the dirt. “The Rogues are camped up ahead.”

      My chest heaves like it’s set in cement and straining to break free. “Did you see Owen?” I hurriedly slide my legs out of the sleeping bag and fumble around for my boots.

      “No, just a couple of Rogues on patrol.”

      I cram my sleeping bag into my stuff sack, cinch the straps on my backpack, and zip the mesh pocket closed.

      “Here.” Big Ed hands me a bowl of rabbit stew. “Eat this while I bury the fire.”

      I slop the food into my mouth and swallow as much as I can without chewing. My stomach recoils, but I force myself to chug it down. I need the energy for what’s to come. Big Ed pulls apart our brush beds and scatters fistfuls of pine needles around the hollow.

      Five minutes later, we’re underway. The thin slit of morning that appeared between the tips of the trees and the horizon has disappeared, and the sky is caked with clouds the color of bruises. A horsefly buzzes past my ear and I swat and holler at it.

      Big Ed turns around and motions at me to be quiet.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, as the first drop of rain splatters on my head.

      Within minutes, the sky’s unloading everything it’s got on us. I trudge forward, head down, focusing on Big Ed’s muddy footprints. Soon the wind kicks up, vicious and high-pitched, slapping around everything in its path. The trail quickly turns to mush. As we veer downward into the valley, rain slices sideways at my face. I squelch my way forward, barely able to make out Big Ed’s outline bobbing up ahead.

      He halts at a stump and signals for me to find cover. Another patrol? I duck silently into a clump of trees and press myself against a towering trunk, listening to the sound of my own breathing, and the pummel of raindrops on the leaves around me. I wait for his wood thrush whistle, but instead he appears behind me, silent as a ghost.

      “All clear. Their camp is just over that ridge.” He tilts his head in the direction he came from. “I reckon they’re making their way south to Lewis Falls.”

      He moves forward again in a half-crouch and motions for me to do the same.

      The ground churns beneath my feet, mud oozing over the top of my boots like treacle. I have a bad feeling about how quickly the trail washed out. This could turn into a raging flash floods in minutes. Another limb of lightning lights up the sky, and I tense as I wait for the inevitable crack of thunder. Each step is slower and heavier as I flounder after Big Ed through ankle-deep water, rain sheeting down on me.

      He turns around and yells something at me, but it’s swallowed up in another thunderous bellow. He clambers onto a tree stump and gestures upward. Climb!

      I turn and plunge through the goo, now reaching to my knees. I make for the nearest pine and grab onto one of the thick boughs, grunting as I swing myself up. I claw my way up higher, my soaked pack hampering my movements. Exhausted, I flatten myself against the trunk and cast a wary glance at the writhing mud bath below.

      A dull terrifying rumble fills the valley. A moment later a wall of nut-brown water, studded with tree limbs and rocks, razes the stump where Big Ed had stood.
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      My arms are stiff and useless when I finally unwrap them from the tree trunk I’ve been cradling. It’s eerily silent beneath me, quiet as an ocean graveyard. The flood retreated as suddenly as it surfaced, leaving a trail of forest guts in its wake.

      “Big Ed! Big Ed!”

      I call out his name several more times before I shinny down from my perch. My boots sink all the way into the silt left behind. Shivering, I begin ploughing through the mud toward the ridge. After fifty feet or so, I throw off my pack and lean forward on my thighs to catch my breath.

      Something flaps in the brush. I reach over to grab it, and my heart stalls.

      It’s a cowboy hat, caked in mud, the snakeskin band dangling from it like entrails.

      A wave of panic curls around my gut. “Big Ed! Where are you?” I yell until my throat is raw, and then sink to my knees, sobbing silently. I crumple the snakeskin in my fist, and double over with grief.

      A foot slams into my stomach and I fall onto my side, sucking for air.

      “On your feet!” A bone-crushing hand latches onto me and hauls me upright. “Who are you?”

      “Derry Connolly. Don’t hurt me, please,” I gasp, holding my stomach with one hand. I tilt my chin up and squint at my attacker. Dark eyes in a shaved skull, flay me like razorblades. A ragged scar gouges its way from the left corner of the man’s lip to a half-missing brow. Both sides of his long, corded neck are tattooed with lightning bolts and a pair of crossed cleavers. My mind floods with fear.

      A Rogue.

      “Who’s Big Ed?” The man’s voice cracks like a whip.

      I flinch. “My … my dog. The thunder scared him. He … he took off.”

      “What are you doin’ out here?”

      I squeeze my brows together in what I hope is a forlorn expression. “Sweepers—they found our camp.”

      The Rogue studies my face for a minute, and then pats me down. I grimace, violated as much by his lecherous grin as his roving hands. My heart sinks when he pulls my gun from my backpack. He removes the magazine and empties the chamber in one seamless move.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, trying to weigh up how much immediate danger I’m in.

      The skinhead’s cold, flat eyes meet mine. “They call me Blade.”

      He glowers at me, forcing the metal piercings in his brow into a menacing “V.” The jagged scar channels deeper into his cheek.

      I take a step backward. I think I know why he goes by Blade, but I don’t ask for confirmation.

      “Get your pack on. We’re moving.”

      “Where are we going?”

      He shoves me in front of him by way of response.

      My fear explodes. I’m guessing he’s taking me to his camp. My legs shake with every step. If the rest of the Rogues are anything like him, they’ll show no mercy. Tears prickle my eyes. I force them back, determined not to show weakness.

      We trudge for a mile or so beyond the ridge before I hear voices. Blade halts and whistles loudly, and after waiting for three short whistles in response, he marches me forward again. My breath sticks in my throat when several shadowy figures with Glocks and M16s close in behind.

      Rigid with fear, I walk mechanically, avoiding eye contact. After a few minutes I chance a glance around. I’m relieved to see a couple of women in the group, although they’re tatted up too, and almost as menacing looking as the men. Most of them have dark beanies pulled down low over their eyes, but I’m guessing they’re skinheads like Blade.

      We reach a clearing and I spot the camp tucked up to the left of the path the flash flood has gouged out to the river.

      I cast another glance around. Big Ed’s nowhere in sight. I hope he managed to evade the patrol—if he’s still alive.

      A tall, thin-lipped man with a graffitied, cleft chin and a tight mustache approaches. He jerks his head in a questioning way.

      Blade scowls at me. “Says she was looking for her mutt.”

      The thin-lipped man flashes me a cold smile and then yanks my rucksack off my back. He empties the contents onto the ground and kicks at the pile with his steel-toed boot. Blade reaches into the mesh side pocket of my pack and grabs Big Ed’s cowboy hat. I try to snatch it from him, but he tightens his spring-loaded grip on my arm until I writhe in agony.

      “Get a load of this, Rummy.” Blade tosses the hat to the thin-lipped man. “Kid was holding it when I found her.”

      Rummy walks over to me, and snaps the brim taut in front of my face. “This yours, Butterface?” He cocks his head expectantly, but I take too long to answer. He drops the hat onto my head where it promptly slips over my eyes. I push the brim up with one finger and flinch at Rummy’s steely expression. His thin lips curve into a sneer. “Must be the dawg’s, eh?” He throws back his head and howls with laughter. Blade lets out a snort, watching me through narrowed slits.

      “Tie her up,” Rummy says. “She ain’t alone. We'll double the patrols.” He snaps his fingers at Blade and walks off.

      Blade kicks aside my rucksack and marches me past several tents before motioning for me to sit down by a smoldering fire pit. He secures my ankles and wrists, and then sits back and stokes the embers. I throw a furtive glance over at him and scoot closer to the fire. If I’m going to learn anything about the Rogues, Blade’s probably my best shot. I clear my throat nervously. “Rummy’s not much of a talker, is he?”

      Blade flicks a dispassionate gaze over me. “How’d you spring the sweep?”

      I raise my brows. “What?”

      “You said Sweepers found your camp.” Blade sneers at me. “Greener like you couldn’t bust her way outta a sweep.”

      I eye him warily. “I jammed the tube with a boulder.”

      Blade’s face goes slack. He stares at me for a moment and then jumps to his feet. “Don’t even think about trying to make a run for it. Remember, I’m strapped up and you ain’t.” He slaps his holstered gun by way of demonstration and strides off in the direction of the tents.

      I stare into the shadows after him. Have I just signed my death warrant? Or is this going to work in my favor? After all, the Rogues have got to be as desperate as we are to find a way to stop the extractions.

      I straighten up and check out my surroundings. I need to have the area mapped in my brain in case there’s any chance of escape. I’m only twenty feet from the tree line, but even if I could make a run for it, I’d have to navigate a belt of jagged boulders left behind by the flash flood. I shiver. The Rogues won’t hesitate to slit me ear to ear if they catch me trying to escape.

      I wonder what they’re planning to do with me. If they’re recruiting Undergrounders, I’ll have no choice but to play along. I wince when I think of the tattoos on the women’s faces. Maybe they’ll ink me as part of the initiation. Ma would roll over in her grave. If she had one, that is. I choke back a sob. I wish I could feel her comforting arm around my shoulders right now.

      A few minutes later Blade and Rummy come back into view. Rummy cracks his neck from side to side and stares intently at me. My blood runs cold. I’m not sure if he’s telegraphing a desire to snap my neck, or if it’s just some kind of tic he’s developed to intimidate his victims. He walks over and hunkers down in front of me. I let my gaze travel down to his tattooed fingers, relieved to see he’s not wearing brass knuckles.

      He rubs his eyebrow back and forth, rippling the skin above his piercings.

      “How’d you know to jam the tube with a boulder?”

      I throw a sidelong glance at Blade. He passes his grubby hand over his shaved head, and my own scalp prickles.

      I shrug. “Lucky guess.”

      Rummy crunches forward, almost as if he doesn’t want Blade eavesdropping on us. He wrinkles his brow, and I stare, creeped out and fascinated, as the tattoos on his forehead fold into a murky kaleidoscope.

      “Thing is, snitch, I know you’re lying.”

      Snitch? Reid’s lifeless body flashes to mind. My palms sweat profusely behind my back. If that’s what Rummy thinks I am, it’s over. My only hope is to convince him I’m more valuable to him alive than dead, that I know something about the sweeps he doesn’t.

      “You’ve never dodged a sweep?” I feign a laugh.

      Rummy tightens his lips in a thin cord of disapproval.

      I fix a bemused look on him, blood pounding in my swollen wrists. “You look like the kind of guy would have figured out—”

      Suddenly a searing pain hits and my jaw swivels sideways. Two displaced Rummies dance before me, then the salty taste of blood fills my mouth.

      Rummy clasps my throbbing jaw and squeezes it between his fingers like I’m a zit he’s trying to pop. “Lemme show you what happens to suckers what diss me.” He snaps his fingers and Blade slices the cord around my wrists and ankles in a lightning fast move with a knife that suddenly appears like an extension of his arm. He grabs me and hauls me to my feet.

      Rummy strides off, Blade half-dragging me after him.

      “Please don’t hurt me!” I beg. “I was just trying to help.”

      We stop outside a small two-man tent and Blade shoves me to my knees. My throat constricts with fear. He reaches for the nylon door flap, folds it back, and forces my head inside. “Welcome to the hole.”

      I sway back and forth, disoriented and dizzy from the blow to my jaw. The stench of sweat permeates the space. I blink to accustom my eyes to the darkness. There’s a body, gagged and bound, lying at the back of the tent. A corpse? Someone kicks me from behind. Tentatively, I crawl forward. The man’s eyes are swollen shut like two purple grapes. His head is shaved, but it’s hard to tell if he’s tattooed because his bruised skin is so mottled. A dry web of blood laces his face, crusting on his bulging nose and smashed right ear. His chest moves up and down, but I’m guessing by his uneven breathing that some of his ribs are broken. My heart races. Lemme show you what happens to suckers what diss me. I back slowly out of the tent on clammy palms.

      That’s when I see the grimy orange backpack stashed in the corner.
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      I press my knuckles to my lips. Fragments of rational thought explode in my head. Owen! I wheeze like I’m dying, unable to catch a breath, vaguely aware that Blade is stringing syllables into unintelligible words. I collapse in the dirt, silently screaming my brother’s name.

      “Git up!” Blade yells. He tucks the toe of his steel-toed boot beneath my torso and flips me onto my back. Blood trickles into my throat and I sit up and spit out another mouthful of gunk. My face pulsates with pain.

      Rummy rolls up some kind of cigarette and lights it, watching me with half-lidded eyes. I rock forward, violent chills running through my limbs. I can’t let them know they have my brother. They’ll use it against us.

      Rummy takes a drag of his cigarette. “That sucker told me the same boulder wack you did. Blowing smoke ’bout ‘scaping from Sweepers.”

      I gingerly touch the back of my hand to my swollen lips. “It’s true.”

      “Prove it.” Blade leans in close. “Prove you’re not just a filthy Sweeper snitch.”

      I rack my brains for something to tell him. Something that will give these thugs no option but to keep me alive. One thing comes to mind, but it’s a huge gamble. I fix my gaze on Blade. “I can take you to a Sweeper ship.”

      He raises his brows and glances at Rummy before turning his attention back to me. Rummy tosses his cigarette on the ground, grinds it beneath his boot, and heads my way, his face expressionless.

      “It crashed,” I stammer, as Rummy gets closer. “I can show you—”

      He lunges for my throat and squeezes hard, cutting off my air supply. “I swear I’ll pop your eyeballs out of their sorry sockets if you’re jerkin’ my chain.” He shakes me loose and hovers over me while I writhe around and catch my breath. “Where's this ship at?”

      I make a gurgling sound. My throat feels like it’s been cinched tighter than a bronc’s saddle. I might just have made the biggest mistake of my life. What if there is no Hovermedes? If Mason was lying about the abandoned ship, Owen and I are as good as dead. But I’m committed now. If the Hovermedes exists, I have to find it. I take a shallow breath. “A few miles east of my bunker.”

      “Ain’t that convenient?” Rummy juts his chin at me, his features hard and impenetrable. “How’d it get there, Butterface?”

      I hesitate, toying with several plausible answers. None that involve Mason. I’m reluctant to give him everything I know in case I need information to barter with later on. The Rogues will only keep me alive as long as I’m useful to them.

      “We dragged it out of the river,” I say.

      Rummy narrows his eyes at me until I feel my pupils dilate. I’m so tired I could collapse right now and sleep in the dirt, but I will myself to stare him down.

      He rewards me with a stinging slap across the jaw. “You mad dogging me or what?”

      I shake my head fervently, eyes now firmly planted on the ground. My jaw pulsates with pain. I’m learning the hard way not to challenge him in any way.

      “Put her in the hole with the meathead,” Rummy says over his shoulder to Blade. He turns back to me, his pierced brow glinting menacingly. “You even think about tryin’ to bust outta here, Butterface, and I’ll tattoo your wuss-white cheeks with my switchblade.”

      Blade motions at me to get back inside the tent.

      I crawl inside on all fours, my heart pounding with a mixture of fear and relief.

      I stretch my throbbing body out alongside Owen. Up close, the grotesque proportions of his swollen face are even more shocking. But, at least he’s still breathing. I lay perfectly still, straining to listen in on Rummy and Blade’s conversation.

      “ ... let Diesel hear what she has to say.”

      “I ain’t down for taking them to Diesel.”

      “You ain’t in charge! We’re rollin’ out at midnight.”
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* * *

      I awaken to Owen's moans. I blink and bolt up into a sitting position. He twists from side to side, groaning like a wounded animal.

      “Owen! It’s me, Derry,” I whisper into his feverish ear.

      His body responds with a couple of spastic jerks, and then his cracked lips open and close. I dive for his pack and rummage around for water. I cradle his clammy head in my arms and hold his canteen to his lips. The first mouthful spills down his chin as he struggles to swallow. I lift him a little higher and try again, this time allowing only a few drops at a time to trickle into his mouth.

      His throat spasms, a loud, uncomfortable gulching that makes me shudder.

      “Owen!” I lean over his face. “Nod, if you know it’s me.”

      His neck muscles twitch in the palm of my hand. “What ... are you doing ... here?”

      “We followed the Rogues’ trail.”

      “Frank’s … camp?” His voice rasps like sandpaper. “Did you find them?”

      I hesitate. If I tell him what happened to Reid he might lose all hope. “Not yet.”

      “They’re not here.” Owen lets out a heavy sigh as if the few words he’s spoken have exhausted him.

      I offer him another sip of water, but he flops sideways, eyes scrunched shut.

      I lay his head down carefully and screw the cap back on the remaining water. I’m tempted to take a swig, but there’s no guarantee Blade or Rummy will replenish our supply any time soon.

      I lie back down and carefully shift my jaw from side to side. It’s stiff and it aches, but as far as I can tell it’s not broken. That’s about all that’s still intact. In the space of a few short hours I’ve lost Jakob, Mason, Big Ed, my dog, and even my pack. I blow out a long, despairing breath. I can’t lose Owen too.

      My thoughts return to Jakob. I press my knuckles to my temples and work them around in circles to ease the pressure building inside. Do the Sweepers even have him? Maybe he fell from the trail into the river trying to get away from them. My stomach twists. I can’t allow myself to go there. I have to believe he’s alive, for now.

      I close my eyes and start to drift off again when I hear Blade’s voice. He yanks the flap on the tent aside. I shield my eyes with the back of my hand when a blinding beam searches out my face.

      “On your feet,” he barks. “We’re movin’ out.”

      “What about him?” I motion to Owen.

      “Shut up and get out!” Blade yells, making a fist.

      I scramble past him, averting my eyes. I’ve no desire to invite another sucker punch.

      He tosses me Owen's pack. “Put this on.”

      I adjust the straps and load it on my back without a word.

      A few minutes later, two skinheads appear, carrying what looks like a combat stretcher between them. I watch, sick to my stomach, as they drag Owen feet first out of the tent and toss him onto the stretcher like he’s nothing more than a rotting corpse.

      Rummy appears with several more Rogues.“You take the rear,” he says to Blade. “Keep a close eye on the girl.”

      We walk for miles, stepping over downed trees, following the cottony beams of half-charged flashlights beneath a chalky moon, until the first rays of dawn spill over the mountains. Blade is never more than two feet from me, but I constantly scan the braided undergrowth in the vain hope there might be an opportunity to escape. Not that I could leave Owen behind.

      “Where are we going?” I ask Blade.

      He stares back at me, a wooden expression on his face.

      “South? Lewis Falls?”

      He grunts, and shoves me forward with the barrel of his gun just as a nine-point buck trots out of the brush. Spooked, it bolts into a nearby grove and threads seamlessly into the forest. That’s when I hear the long, flute-like trill of a wood thrush.
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      The shadowy forest freezes in time like a giant leafy still life. My ears ring with the familiar coded call of a creature I know has neither wings nor feathers. I trudge forward, my body twitching, alternating between shock and relief. Big Ed’s alive!

      I peer frantically into every fern-draped nook we pass, trying to gauge how far away the whistle was. I’m not even sure if it came from behind or up ahead. I throw a wary glance over my shoulder at Blade. His eyes are glazed over, shoulders sagging as he marches, lost in the steady pace Rummy has set.

      I listen for another trill, but it doesn’t come. Maybe we’ve already passed Big Ed’s hiding spot. A wave of panic grips me. What if he was trying to signal to me and I missed it? Or what if he’s injured and needs my help? Blade tosses a bone he’s been gnawing on into the foliage, and I glance despairingly at the mud-caked brush where it lands.

      Eyes like a flounder camouflaged into its green surroundings blink silently at me from inside a thicket. I suck in a frozen breath and quickly turn my head forward. The hairs on the back of my neck tense in anticipation of Blade’s suspicion. Did I stare too long at the ferns? I keep moving, spastic steps on jellied legs. Blood pounds in my temples.

      “Step on it!” Rummy yells over his shoulder. Blade prods me in the back and I trot forward on cue.

      We descend for a couple more hours, the lukewarm morning sun massaging my stiff limbs. The sun-washed pines give way to thickets of willows and leafy bluebells. All I want to do is collapse somewhere and sleep. I’m beginning to think I mistook the whistle, even the watchful eyes in the brush. Maybe it was an animal of some kind.

      I’m close to passing out from hunger when we finally break stride and crash by a shaded stream garbling its way down to the river. I watch out of the corner of my eye as the Rogues toss Owen down beneath a tree. They glug heartily from their canteens, but don’t offer him anything.

      “Here.” Blade tosses me some jerky. “That’s it ’til we get to camp.”

      “How much farther?” I ask, tearing off a hunk of dried rabbit.

      Blade chews on one side of his mouth and looks past me as if he’s concentrating on something. After a minute, he grimaces and presses the palm of his hand into his cheek.

      “Toothache?” I raise my brows.

      He lets loose a string of profanities and nurses the side of his face, rocking back and forth.

      “Is there a doctor in your camp?”

      Blade pokes tentatively at his cheek. “Doc got done in.”

      There’s an edge to his tone, almost as if he’s daring me to ask what happened. I’m not sure I want to know, but it’s another opportunity to learn something.

      “Sweepers get him?” I ask, opting for our common enemy.

      Blade slides a discreet glance in Rummy’s direction. “Doc got killed in the center, ’long with the guards.”

      My eyes flick over the tattoos writhing up the sides of Blade’s neck. Gang tattoos. A hot flush creeps over me. The reeducation center was due south of Shoshane City. Only three miles from our house. Blade might know if the south side of the city is still intact. I avert my eyes for a minute, digesting the idea. I don’t really believe Ma’s alive, but it’s hard not to harbor a kernel of hope.

      My pulse quickens. I wonder how far I can press him for more information before he clams up again. “So you were in the maximum security reeducation center?”

      “Eleven years.”

      “How’d you get out?”

      Blade leans back on the grass and stretches out his legs. “It was every dawg for himself when the power went down. If you weren’t part of a gang, you didn’t get far.” His eyes flash as if he’s recollecting the carnage. “Reds went down first though. That were only right.”

      “Reds?”

      “Reeducation guards. Everyone wanted their weapons.”

      I gesture at his M16. “Reeducation guards don’t carry weapons like that, do they?”

      Blade leers at me. “Smart little sucker, ain’t you? We found these ladies at a deserted air force base. Free for the taking now we don't got no military.”

      I avert my eyes, wondering what else they might have taken from the base. Fuel? Vehicles? We could use it all to take down the Sweepers.

      I look up at the sound of footsteps. Rummy strides over, eying Blade with an air of mistrust. “Time to move out.”

      Blade scowls and stands. I sense a loaded animosity between them. If I’m careful not to push too fast too soon, Blade will talk again. If only to defy Rummy.

      We gather up our packs, and the two Rogues who were carrying Owen walk back over to the stretcher and hoist it up between them.

      “Leave the meathead.” Rummy gives a dismissive wave of his hand. “He ain’t come round by now, he ain’t coming round.”

      “Wait!” I yell, before I can stop myself. I stumble forward, Owen's pack half-slipping from my shoulders. “He was conscious last night.”

      Rummy lets out a snort. “What do you care?”

      I shrug, scrambling to cover my slip-up. “Just saying, he talked, so he’s not dead.”

      “Ain’t that somethin’?” Rummy twitches his lips in a fleeting smile and then snaps his fingers. “Let’s go, homies.”

      I grab his sleeve, and then gasp when he spins around in a lightning move and slams his fist into my stomach.

      “Don’t ever touch me!”

      I try to say something, but I’m too busy fighting for breath.

      “Move it! Or I’ll tie you to that piece of road kill over there and you can join the maggot fest.”

      I back away from Rummy, jagged waves of pain radiating through me. Blade grabs my elbow and shoves me forward. These Rogues are sick and twisted. For all I know, being captured by them may turn out to be a worse fate than extraction.

      I throw one last glance over my shoulder at Owen, a bundle of rags in the moss, oblivious to the flies already landing on him. My stomach twists. It’s killing me to leave him, but if I let Rummy know that, he’ll finish him off anyway. I have to believe Big Ed’s alive and following us, for Owen's sake. He’s our only hope.

      Eyes to the ground, I plod forward in a trance, tormented by thoughts of Owen being eaten alive by whatever descends on him first. When I lift my head again, the rest of the Rogues are already out of view. And somewhere along the line, Blade quit prodding me forward with the tip of his rifle. Big of him, but out of character.

      I glance behind, and then pull up mid-stride in disbelief. Blade is nowhere in sight. I quickly scan the brush on both sides of me to see if he’s stepped off the trail to relieve himself. I glance up ahead to make sure there’s no one watching, and then silently slip into the brush. I might have only seconds before one of the other Rogues realizes we’ve fallen behind. I backtrack through the brush as silently as I can, listening for any sound of movement.

      A rough hand clamps over my mouth. I stiffen.

      “Shhh!” Big Ed’s voice vibrates in my ear.

      My muscles turn to mush and I sink down in the undergrowth. He kneels beside me and grips my shoulders. “You okay?”

      My jaw shudders with relief. “I thought you were dead!”

      “Hard to kill a mountain man.” His leathery cheeks crease into a grin.

      “Did you find Owen?”

      Big Ed grimaces. “He’s conscious.”

      I bite my bottom lip. “Where’s the skinhead who was behind me?”

      “I knocked him out. He’ll live.”

      I scramble to my feet and adjust my pack. “We’ve got to get out of here. You were right. The Rogues are escaped subversives from the reeducation center, part of a gang.”

      He nods thoughtfully. “Figured those were gang tats.” He turns and motions for me to follow him.

      When we reach the stream, I spot Blade first, bound and squirming, beneath a tree. I rush past him to Owen's side. His eyes look like they’re fused shut, and he doesn’t respond when I try to wake him. “He’s unconscious. We’re going to have to carry him out.”

      “We can use my tent as a makeshift stretcher,” Big Ed says. “I’ll take a quick scout around first and make sure we’re clear.”

      I lean over my brother and shake him gently. “Owen! Can you hear me?”

      Sweat beads on my forehead as minutes tick by and he doesn’t respond.

      I prod him gently, blinking back tears. He’s got to live—I can’t lose anyone else. Finally, he groans and his eyes flutter open.

      “Owen, it’s me. It’s going to be all right,” I whisper, trying to keep my voice steady as I stare down at his mangled face.

      He gives me a weak grin with swollen lips that barely stretch.

      “Big Ed’s here too,” I reassure him, as footsteps crunch through the pinecones behind me.
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      “Ugly looking pug—that Big Ed.”

      My blood chills at the familiar, steely voice. I turn my neck slowly like I’m roasting on a spit. Rummy hovers over me, black eyes smoldering with rage. Twenty feet away, two Rogues hold a gagged and bound Big Ed between them. He looks older, and smaller somehow, his bulk shrunk like a deflated balloon. I gulp to stem the fear clawing its way up my throat.

      “I had a feeling you was playing head games with me,” Rummy says, with a twisted grin, his tone way too casual to be trusted. “Big Dawg Ed. That’s bad. Way bad.”

      He rolls another cigarette and takes a drag, watching intently as one of his men unties Blade and pulls the gag from his mouth.

      “Who jumped you?” Rummy calls over to him. “Butterface? Or the old geezer?” The other Rogues snicker.

      Blade gets to his feet, grunting. He glares at Rummy, then jabs an accusatory finger at Big Ed. “Dirtbag whacked me on the back of the head with his gun.”

      “Looks like we got ourselves a gun-toting trio: Butterface, Big Dog, and Road Kill over there.” Rummy turns back to me and flicks the ash from his cigarette onto my boots. “Big Dog Ed’s been tracking us the whole time. Who else you got out there?”

      I throw a darting glance over at Big Ed. Knowing him, he’s stayed tightlipped.

      “No one. I met Big Ed on the trail, couple of days ago.” I gesture at Owen. “I don’t know who he is.”

      Rummy lets out a snort of disgust. “Throw the meathead back on the stretcher,” he says to the other Rogues. “We’ll take them all to Diesel. If they’re snitches, he’ll get it outta them.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sun is hung high above the distant granite peaks by the time we reach the outskirts of Lewis Falls. Big Ed was right about where the Rogues set up base. It’s the perfect hideout, a remote river rafting outpost edged up against the Wilderness of No Return, sandwiched between the Salmon River and the towering Sawtooth Mountains.

      We march silently into town, single file. I glance around at the forlorn scattering of small, wooden cabins winding downhill, spaced a few feet apart. The place looks deserted, not even a scrawny cat or dog loping down the dirt streets. Just enough wind to stir up a little dirt and shake a board here and there. My heart pounds like a sledgehammer at the thought of meeting the notorious Diesel.

      Rummy holds up his hand to halt the group. “Where’s the lookout?”

      My eyes dart over the rooftops, but I can’t spot anyone wedged in position, watching our approach.

      “Hammered, I’ll bet.” Blade sneers.

      Rummy grunts and motions us forward with his gun.

      “Diesel?” Rummy yells when we’re thirty feet from the first cabin. “Where you at?”

      A stocky man with jowls like a bulldog sticks his head out the door of a boarded-up cabin on our left. He glances up and down the street, and then waves us over impatiently.

      Rummy quickens his pace, his face strained. Something’s amiss in Lewis Falls. Whatever it is, I only hope it works in our favor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Inside the dark cabin, eight young skinheads cluster around on benches. They stare at us with hard, jagged eyes hooded by lightning bolts and double-edged daggers.

      Diesel watches us intently as we crowd onto the remaining bench, his thick, muscular forearms crossed in front of him like crowbars—thickly sleeved in tattoos. Even Big Ed has his sprawling beard to cover up with. I feel naked in comparison. I can already feel the skinheads’ eyes crawling all over me.

      My heart quakes. There’s only one person I can imagine taking these Rogues on, and he’s dead. Drowned, or smashed on the rocks. A horrible death I egged him into for no good reason. I’d give anything to take back what I said and have Mason here with me right now.

      Rummy, Blade, and the other Rogues place their weapons by the door. I get the feeling Diesel doesn’t trust his own people. His nostrils twitch constantly, as if he’s sniffing out the scent of betrayal. He looks about thirty, a good bit older than the rest of them. He flicks his eyes over me and then studies Big Ed for a moment longer. “Where’d you find ‘em?” he asks Rummy.

      “Spying on us, upriver.” Rummy frowns at Diesel. “Where’s Ulrich?”

      Diesel spins a chair around and slams a boot down on the seat. Black, cowhide, standard eight-inch height. Military. Probably from the base they raided.

      Diesel cracks his knuckles and pans the room. “Some thug broke into our weapons stash last night. Busted nine of our M16’s outta there, took a buncha ammo. Ulrich was on lookout. He’s gone. One of these goons here must know something. I’m gonna busta cap in the lot of them if someone don’t come clean.”

      Rummy narrows his eyes. He strides over to me and grabs me by the throat. “You sure there’s no one else with you?”

      I shake my head, flinching when I feel his hot, foul breath steam my face.

      He shoves me backward and then turns to Diesel. “Says her camp was raided by Sweepers.”

      Diesel swipes his thumb across the tip of his nose and stares at me. “Lotta raiding goin’ on all of a sudden. How do I know you weren’t in on lifting my stash?”

      I make a show of rubbing my bound wrists. If Diesel has bigger issues than me to deal with right now, maybe I can use it to my advantage. “Untie me and I’ll tell you what I know.”

      Diesel jerks his chin in Blade’s direction. Blade pulls out his knife and slices the ties on my wrist.

      I flex my arms. “First we need food, water, and a medic.”

      Diesel lets out a snort. “You trading now? Got something worth smoking?” Or maybe you’re offering something a little more … personal. The skinheads glance at Diesel, hike their lips up, like they’re afraid to laugh, afraid not to.

      “How about a Sweeper ship?” I say.

      No one speaks, but I catch a flash of curiosity in Diesel’s eye. He moves his jaw slowly side to side.

      “Where is this shhhhip?” He drags the word out until it sounds like a threat.

      I steady my voice and tell him what I told Rummy about finding the Hovermedes. And then I add to the lie. “It still runs. Just needs a few minor repairs. We’re going to use it to attack the Sweepers’ base.”

      Diesel and Rummy exchange dubious looks. I hope I haven’t stretched it too far, but it’s going to take a doggone good reason for Diesel to keep us alive.

      I gesture over at Owen lying in the corner where the Rogues unloaded him. “He’s a mechanic. He can get the Hovermedes running.”

      Blade narrows his eyes at me. “Thought you said you didn’t know him.”

      I throw him a scathing look. “Like I told you, bozo, he talked in the tent last night.”

      The veins in Blade’s neck bulge, but I detect a faint smile on Diesel’s lips. He rubs the piercing above his eye in a leisurely fashion, as if he’s weighing my usefulness. “Sweeper raids still don’t explain my missing weapons. Them dawgs got all they need.” He takes a step toward me. “But Undergrounders need weapons.”

      I shake my head in a show of disbelief. “Do we look like we’re capable of raiding anything?” I peer up at him through a few matted strands of hair.

      Diesel's face creases into mottled folds. “I gotta boatload of missing ammo and weapons right about the time you show up. That don’t add up in my book.” He walks over to Big Ed and yanks the gag from his mouth. “Your turn to talk, old man.”

      Big Ed brushes the back of his bound hands over his mouth and adjusts his glasses.

      “How’d an old fart like you make it through the meltdown anyway?” Diesel traces his fingers across the skull on his chin. “You one of those crazy draft dodgers was living up in the mountains running traps and skinning rattlers?”

      The furrow in Big Ed’s forehead deepens.

      “I could use a mountain man’s skills around here,” Diesel adds. “My homeboys are fit for fighting, and not much else.” He sniffs long and hard. “We got rafts here, but no one to run them at night when the Sweepers ain’t out prowling.” He moves his pierced face inches from Big Ed’s silver-rimmed glasses, and grins. “I reckon you could run the river in the dark. Bet you know every rock like the back of yer knotty ole hand.”

      Big Ed stares at him, unflinching.

      Diesel takes a step back and throws an arm over my shoulder without breaking Big Ed’s gaze. “Tell you what. You sign on with me, old man, and I’ll let your little girl live.”

      I gasp when he twists me into a headlock and blocks my windpipe with his forearm. I grapple in vain to move the wall of muscle from my neck, my knuckles close to exploding from the effort. The room spins, tattooed faces swirling around me. I’m close to blacking out when Big Ed speaks.

      “Where to?”

      “Down river, clear to the coast. We’ll pick up the Sweeper ship on the way.”

      “Turn her loose,” Big Ed says, a vibrato edge in his voice. “I’ll take you as far as the rafts can go.”

      “Now we’re dealin’, Santa Claus.” Diesel laughs and flings me across the room. I fall to my knees beside Owen, shuddering as my lungs gorge on the sudden intake of air.

      Diesel turns to Rummy. “These dimwits didn’t come alone. We got company out there. Set up a lookout.”

      Rummy retrieves his gun from the stacked pile. “Stinks of an inside job to me.”

      Diesel paces back and forth, scanning the taut faces around him. “Last chance. Any you boys got somethin’ you wanna tell me?” The tension in the room heightens, but no one speaks.

      I glance down at Owen. He blinks once, twice, deliberate, measured motions. I lean over him. Is he trying to tell me something? His eyelids flicker again, rapidly, and this time he doesn’t stop. A wave of panic courses through me. Is this some kind of seizure? Suddenly, his eyelids stop fluttering and he stares, transfixed by something above us. I throw a discreet look in Diesel’s direction. He’s deep in conversation with his men.

      Cautiously, I tilt my head back and scan the rafters. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle. At first, I don’t trust what I see, but then my brain whirs in comprehension.
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      Lodged in the trusses like a giant bat, a shadowy hooded figure aims an M16 at the black shamrock tattoo on Diesel’s bald head. I drop my gaze. Is this the missing lookout? No wonder Diesel’s watching his men—and his back. There’s some kind of mutiny afoot. I glance over at Owen and he mouths a single word to me.

      Mason?

      A wave of guilt hits me. I’ve been dreading telling Owen. “He’s dead!” I blurt out.

      Diesel spins around, his jowls twitching.

      I gesture helplessly at Owen. “Half dead. But he won’t make it if you don’t get a medic in here.”

      “Tie her back up.” Diesel curls his lip at me in disgust and then turns to the Rogues. “Rummy, take your homeboys and scout the perimeter.”

      He strides over to the door and halts, his shadow falling over Owen huddled on the stretcher. “And get some food and bandages in here for this meathead.” He pins me with an acid stare. “I could use a mechanic.”

      My lips quiver, but I hold his gaze. I’ve bought Owen some time, but if he recovers too quickly, I might just have dug his grave a foot deeper. He can’t even figure out the filter system in our bunker.

      The skinheads tromp out and my eyes go straight to the rafters. The hooded figure puts a finger to his lips. I give a shaky nod. What was the lookout called? Albrecht? Ulbrecht? Something like that.

      Moments later a tall, gaunt woman appears with a metal first aid kit that looks like it’s been ripped from a wall.

      She flips the latch open, rummages around, and tosses me a half-full tube of antibiotic ointment, a wad of gauze and some tape. “Ha-have at it, k-k-kid.” She clears her throat, her eyes never quite meeting mine, then perches on the edge of a bench. She’s barely old enough to be calling me kid. And what’s with the stutter? Her tattoos look fresh. I wonder if she’s an escaped subversive too, or if the Rogues took her from a bunker.

      I glance up as a pudgy Rogue walks in with a pot and a ladle, and a half-gallon plastic jug of water.

      “Leftovers. Compliments o’ Diesel, wants his guests to keep up their strength for our river rafting adventure together.” He splits his lips in a silent laugh and a gold tooth glitters at me. His gaze flits around the room.

      Heart pounding, I rack my brains for a way to distract him before he spots the figure in the rafters. “Why’s he called Diesel?”

      To my relief, the Rogue pulls out a stool and sets the pot down in front of me. He wags his finger in my face. “Dumb folk always ask that. And he’ll show you. Ain’t that right, Lipsy?”

      The gaunt woman shifts uncomfortably.

      “She ain’t been right in the head since Diesel got done with her.” The pudgy Rogue pulls out an old cigarette lighter and flicks the spark wheel. My eyes widen at the flame. I haven’t seen one of those in forever—Da used to have one. I wince at the blistering heat when he waves the lighter under my jaw.

      “Likes to light ’em up, don’t he?” The pudgy Rogue pockets the cigarette lighter and flashes his gold tooth again. “Doused a man and took a blowtorch to him once.”

      The lid on the metal first aid box slams shut like a kill switch on the disturbing image. The gaunt-looking woman stands and tucks the box under her arm. “We g-gotta go.”

      The pudgy Rogue scowls. “What’s your problem, Lipsy? Kid asked for a bedtime story.” He lifts the lid off the pot and gives the stew a vigorous stirring before turning to leave.

      He follows Lipsy out of the cabin and slams the log door shut. I listen for a key to turn, but apparently, there is none. Maybe they posted a guard outside. Their footsteps fade away in the direction of the lodge. I count to fifty and then make my way across the room and peer cautiously through a crack in the boarded-up window by the door. There’s no one outside. I take one last look around, and then peer into the rafters and give a tentative thumbs up. To my relief the dark figure lowers his gun. He slips off his hood and our eyes lock.

      My heart jolts like a freight train shuddering to a stop.

      “What the—?” Big Ed’s voice wafts across the room, thin and uncertain. An icy chill grips me. Are we both seeing a ghost?

      The figure swings from a rafter and jumps down to the floor in a crouch. I stare at the huge feet and shrink back, my spine tingling. No! It can’t be! My head spins as I take him in. Thick, muscular and ruddy. Hardly a bloodless apparition.

      I watch, dumbstruck, as Mason’s double makes his way over to Owen. He mutters something under his breath and balls his giant hands into fists. “Who did this to you?”

      Owen swallows. “Rummy.”

      I scoot back another few inches, my heart catapulting wildly in my chest. Confusion floods my brain. My bound hands shake between my knees.

      Big Ed gets to his feet. “We ... thought … Derry said you …” He frowns, throws me a perplexed look.

      Owen tries to lift his head, and then groans before flopping back down. “Rummy … thought I was a snitch tracking them.” He sighs deeply and closes his eyes.

      “He did his best to beat it out of you,” Mason says with a grimace.

      I stare at him in disbelief. Same thick, brooding brows, taut jaw, even the voice is right. But Mason’s dead, isn’t he?

      “How?” I squeak out. “No one could survive that fall. It isn’t possible.”

      Mason’s eyes snap briefly in my direction. “Neither are clones, far as the rest of the world knows.” He peers into the pot between us, as if to evade my manic stare.

      “I washed ashore a mile or so downstream,” he says. “Maybe I can’t die before my time after all.”

      Big Ed holds out his bound hands to Mason. “You knew before you jumped you wouldn’t die, didn’t you?”

      Mason pulls out his pocketknife and slashes the ties on Big Ed’s wrists. “Like I told you, I was cloned for an elite military. Our bodies are virtually indestructible. The proteins in our cells are engineered with a tensile strength equivalent to steel.” He pauses and gives a rueful grin. “First time I put it to the test though.”

      He gestures to me with the knife.

      I stand and hold out my trembling hands. I’m still trying to wrap my head around the notion that it’s really Mason in front of me.

      “What’s tensile strength?” Big Ed asks.

      Mason plunks down and tosses his knife on the floor beside him. “Clones can deform elastically, like spider silk, when force is applied. It’s not magic, just bioengineering.”

      Big Ed rubs his misshapen hand over his head.

      “You’re freaking them out, Mason.” Owen laughs softly.

      I suck in my breath. Owen knew? My mind races, trying to piece together the clues I missed. I watch out of the corner of my eye as Big Ed cradles Owen's head in his lap, and spoons some stew into his mouth.

      “So why did you jump?” I ask, eying Mason’s burly frame.

      “Did you a favor, didn’t I?”

      A pang of guilt hits and I bite down on my lip. “I was mad at you for lying to us. I didn’t mean what I said. It was a stupid, reckless thing to say. I’m really sorry.”

      Mason studies me for a minute. His expression slackens. “I had to jump to prove to you who I really was. You had no reason to trust me. But, I came back for you, didn’t I?”

      I nod, but with some reluctance.

      “You’re going to have to trust me now. The only way we’re getting out of this alive is if we have each other’s backs. The Rogues know they have an intruder. If they find me they’ll kill me.”

      I furrow my brow. “You took their weapons?”

      Mason grins. “Hid them, just in case we need to persuade them to cooperate.”

      “They have their own agenda,” I say. “They’re not going to help us.”

      “You heard them. They want that Hovermedes.”

      I rub my wrists distractedly. “So let’s say we take them to it. Then what?”

      “We promise them the ship if they agree to help us penetrate the Craniopolis. Once we’re in, we lose them. I have clones on the inside I can trust. We’ll find Jakob and fly the Hovermedes back out.”

      “What happens to the Rogues?”

      Mason tightens his lips. “Our mission is to get Jakob out.”

      He stares dispassionately at me. Evidently, he has no qualms about ditching the Rogues. I probably shouldn’t care what becomes of them either. After all, Blade didn’t flinch when he told me about the guards they butchered when they fled the reeducation center.

      I peer over at Mason, my heart pounding. I can’t shake the feeling we’ll be selling a piece of our souls if we lead the Rogues into a trap. Shouldn’t they at least have a fighting chance against the Sweepers? They’re human beings too, after all.

      “So, what’s your plan?” Big Ed asks Mason.

      “First, we eat.” He grabs a ladleful of stew and wolfs it down before handing the dripping ladle to me. “And then, we turn up the heat around here.”

      I swallow a mouthful of lukewarm stew with a hunk of trout in it. Some kind of peppery seasoning explodes in my mouth. I lick my lips and hand the ladle back to Mason. “What does that mean?”

      “I’m gonna give them someone to pin the weapons theft on. Doctor the crime scene—make it look like it was an inside job. Diesel’s already suspicious of his people. Let’s see if he lives up to his fire-breathing reputation.”

      He walks over to the crack in the boarded-up window and peers through it. “Wildlife’s asleep.” He throws his hood over his head and treads across to the door. “Time to plant some ammo.” His eyes slide over to Owen, propped up in Big Ed’s arms.

      “On someone who has it coming to him.”
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      I rub my eyes to make sure I’m not dreaming. Did Mason really just fall from the rafters and walk out the door? How many lives does a clone have anyway? With an expiration report already on file at the Sweeper crematorium, this makes the second time he’s faked his death.

      Big Ed gestures impatiently at the gauze and ointment lying on the floor. “Grab that stuff and let’s get Owen fixed up.” He reaches for his backpack and pulls out a clean bandana. “And pass me some water.”

      I gather up the scattered medical supplies and the half-gallon jug, and kneel at Owen's side. “Does it hurt?”

      “Lot worse than wrestling with you.” He gives a weak grin. “Nothing broken far as I can tell.”

      “What were the Rogues doing so far north?” Big Ed asks, as he dampens the bandana.

      “They suspected someone from Frank’s camp was ratting them out to the Sweepers. They’ve lost sixteen men in the past three months, extracted when they were out hunting, or scouting.” Owen shifts his weight onto his elbows and winces. “Rummy planned to take out the entire camp, but when they got there, the camp had already fled. They tracked down Reid and Becca though.”

      Owen flinches when Big Ed applies ointment to the lacerations on his face.

      “Reid and Becca were—” I break off, unsure of how to explain exactly what they were.

      Owen exhales softly. “I know about the bootlegged clones. Mason told me everything.”

      My jaw drops. “So you’ve known for months Mason’s a clone.”

      “And Kat.”

      I gasp and look over at Big Ed. The furrow of confusion between his eyes tells me he’s as shocked as I am. Slow-moving, lizard-eyed Kat is a clone?

      “Something went wrong with her,” Owen says. “The cloning process is fraught with problems. Mason’s seen some horrific things.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Owen hesitates. “Deviations. Worse than Kat.”

      Worse than those eyes, boring into me like empty husks? My skin crawls. I can’t imagine what he means. Half-human forms? Or something worse?

      Big Ed takes off his glasses and rubs them with the edge of the bandana. “How did Kat get out of the Craniopolis?”

      “Mason’s friend in the crematorium is Kat’s brother,” Owen replies. “He asked Mason to smuggle her out on the Hovermedes. She’d failed the screening tests. The Sweepers were about to submit her to the laboratory for experimentation.”

      My spine stiffens. Cloning material and spare parts. So that’s what Mason was hinting at. No wonder Kat’s brother was desperate to get her out. Kat may have failed the Sweeper’s tests, but she’s not stupid. Somehow, her intelligence is locked inside her like a seed waiting to sprout. It scares me though, even more than Mason’s superhuman strength, the way her eyes flick through me like she can read my mind.

      “You shouldn’t have come after me.” Owen wets his cracked lips. I reach for the water, but he shakes his head. “The camp needs you now more than you realize.”

      I stare at him for a moment, the pain of everything I’ve lost radiating through me like a powerful, mind-altering drug. My voice cracks. “The Sweepers extracted Jakob.”

      Owen groans, scrunches his eyes shut. “I’m sorry.”

      “We’re going to attempt a rescue, if Mason can get us to the Hovermedes.”

      “You have to trust him,” Owen says. He twists his mouth in pain as Big Ed tapes a square of gauze beneath his chin. “He’s your only hope of finding Jakob before it's too late.”

      “Your brother needs some rest now.” Big Ed screws the top back on the tube of antibiotic cream. He pulls his jacket from his pack and fluffs it up under Owen's head.

      I take the pot of cold stew to a bench by the back wall of the cabin and sit down. “What is this anyway?” Big Ed asks, sniffing the pot warily when he joins me.

      “Some kind of fish,” I say. “Tastes great.”

      He raises the ladle to his puckered lips and sucks at the congealed broth. “Not half bad. For cold stew.”

      I lean back against the wall, shattered from the rollercoaster of emotions I’ve been through in the last few days. “Do you think Mason’s okay?”

      Big Ed looks at me sideways. “Seems to have a few lives up his sleeve. I wouldn’t worry about him.”

      “He’s setting Rummy up, isn’t he?”

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      I drop my gaze. I’d like to give Rummy a piece of what he did to my brother and me, but kill him? That’s what Diesel will do to him if he thinks Rummy’s double-crossing him. I pick at a shred of fish wedged in my teeth. I’ve learned firsthand that revenge is hard to live with. “You’re okay with Mason doing our dirty work for us?”

      Big Ed runs his fingers slowly over his mangled hand. “We’re all in this together. No one’s hands are clean, Derry. Never forget that.”

      I shiver. How can I ever forget? Do us all a favor, Mason, why don’t you?

      I gesture at his hand. “What happened to you? You never talk about it.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We’ve got time.”

      He grunts and appraises me for a moment. “Time and regret. Funny how those two go hand in hand." He lets out a heavy sigh. "I worked for a rancher named Wild Gulch when I was ‘bout your age. He was uglier than a rattler on steroids when he hit the bottle. One night, when I’d been there a year or so, he caught a ranch hand stealing liquor from him.” Big Ed shudders, as if a blast of cold air just went through the cabin. “Marched that ranch hand right out to the woodshed and shot him square in the chest. I was sleeping in the back, saw it all go down.”

      I widen my eyes and wait for him to continue. I don’t want to appear over eager now that he’s ready to talk.

      “I popped right up and told him I was going into town to fetch the sheriff. Gulch just stood there, hands on his hips and smiled wide at me. Then all of a sudden, he grabbed a pitchfork from a rack, and pinned my hand to the wall with it. Told me I weren’t going no place ever again if I didn’t swear we was hiding in the wood shed, fearing for our lives when that drunken ranch hand doggone attacked us.”

      My eyes dart to his mangled hand. I shudder at the thought of how much he must have suffered.

      “Gulch told everyone he killed the ranch hand in self-defense. I backed him up that night, never said nothin’ to nobody ’bout it after that. But I knew then what he was capable of and I kept my distance.” He breaks off and stares at the floor.

      I lean in toward him. “What is it? Did something else happen after that?”

      He throws me a startled look, scrubs his hand over his face. “Couple years go by and Gulch marries a young woman named Kitty March from the town o’ Riggins. Kindest-hearted woman I ever knowed. From the get go he beat on her something awful. I saw her face all swelled up big as a melon, more than once.” He pauses for a moment before he straightens up and continues. “One night, I heard a noise in the barn and when I went back to check on the horses, there she was with a rope hooked up ’round her neck, ’bout ready to jump off a stool.” His voice catches. “I talked her down off it, and I promised I would fix it so Gulch would never hurt her again.”

      “What did you do?”

      Big Ed scratches hard at his cheekbone. “Snuck in while he was sleeping.”

      I wait, averting my gaze when he wipes a finger along the underside of one eye. Minutes go by and he sinks into himself, trancelike.

      “And … so you shot him?” I prompt.

      He turns and fixes me with a piercing stare. “Took off his head with an axe.”
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      My breath scrapes up my throat. I grip the bench tightly with both hands.

      I can’t connect the Big Ed I know to the story he’s telling me. It sounds like something Diesel would be capable of. But not the gentle, mountain man who's become one of my closest friends. Seems we’re all only as good as the secrets we keep. I don’t even trust my own heart anymore.

      “How could you do something like that?” I ask.

      Big Ed bows his head, the brim of his cowboy hat hiding what his eyes are saying. He lets out a heavy sigh. “I’m not proud of what I did. Back then, I had only my anger to tell me a thing was right or wrong. I thought it was my job to save her.” He blinks up at me, owl-like.

      I stare back at him, my ragged breathing resonating in my head. “So you went on the run?”

      “It’s hard to find a quiet place in your soul when you’ve killed a man. Moving off grid was the easy way out.” He strokes his beard absentmindedly.

      I shift uncomfortably in the silence that follows.

      I get why he ran, but the fact is he never paid for murdering Wild Gulch. And now that the world’s fallen apart, he probably never will. I’m not sure how I feel about that.

      The door of the cabin grates open. I stiffen. Big Ed scrambles to his feet.

      “It’s me,” Mason whispers, closing the door behind him. He strides over to us, leans his M16 against the bench, and lifts the lid from the pot.

      “You can have the rest,” I say, pushing the stew toward him.

      He shovels it down without stopping between mouthfuls.

      “What’s happening out there?” Big Ed asks.

      “Nothing, yet. Rummy’s still out scouting.” Mason grins. “I hid the missing ammo in his room at the lodge.”

      I frown. “What if Rummy finds it first?”

      “Diesel’s men already found it.” Mason wipes the back of his hand across his mouth. “They about tore that room apart trying to catch the skunk I let loose in there.”

      Big Ed laughs deep in his throat.

      “Rummy’s men will side with him,” Mason says, “so be prepared for a shoot-out.”

      “Might be our chance to escape,” I say.

      Mason gestures at Owen. “He’s in no shape. Best just hunker down and wait for me.” Mason stands and slams the lid back on the empty pot. “I’ll let you know when it’s safe.” He throws his hood up, gives me a two-fingered salute, and slips through the door.

      “Don’t worry. He’ll be back,” Big Ed says. “He’s like some kind of phoenix, always reappearing from the ashes.”

      I nod, unconvinced. One way or another, Mason’s days are numbered. But it’s not just him I’m worried about. It’s finding Jakob before it’s too late.

      Owen lets out a soft moan. I grab my water bottle and hurry over to him.

      He pushes the bottle away. “Help me up.”

      I grab him under the armpits and drag him into a sitting position. His head flops forward. “Dizzy.”

      Big Ed helps me prop him against the bench.

      I swig back a mouthful of water and settle down beside him. To my relief, the swelling on his face has gone down some already.

      A sudden burst of gunfire hits my eardrums like a jackhammer splitting rocks. I shove Owen back down and squeeze myself between him and the bench. I throw a darting glance around the room. Big Ed is sprawled prostrate a few feet from us. “Stay low,” he says.

      “What’s happening?” Owen asks.

      “Shoot-out between the Rogues.” I inch a little closer. “Mason planted the missing ammo on Rummy.”

      A volley of bullets pelts the cabin, followed by a heavy thud as if someone’s fallen against the door.

      I turn to Big Ed. “What if it’s Mason? He could be hurt.”

      “I’ll check it out. Stay with Owen.”

      Before I can stop him, he slithers across the floor on his belly. He crouches on his haunches, pushes down on the iron lever and yanks open the log door. I smother a scream when a body topples inside.

      Big Ed gets to his feet and hauls the man by the shoulders over to the corner where Owen and I are huddled together.

      My eyes widen. It’s the pudgy Rogue with the gold tooth who brought us the food.

      I quickly pat him down for weapons. “He’s clean. Must have dropped his gun when he was hit.”

      “Is he alive?” Owen asks.

      Big Ed kneels and shakes the man gently. “Can you hear me?”

      The Rogue’s eyes fly open and he stares at the ceiling. He groans from some place deep inside. I glance down at the ruby-red stain glistening like a silk sash over his belly. I grab the jacket Owen was using as a pillow and press it to the Rogue’s stomach. “You’re going to be fine. Just hang in there.” I throw Big Ed a helpless look. We’ve nothing but a near empty tube of antibiotic cream and a strip of leftover gauze to patch him up with.

      The Rogue tilts his chin up and swallows, his neck twitching as he gulps for air. “Smoke, pl—ease.”

      At first, I think he’s joking, but then I see the desperate look in his eyes. I lean over and pat the dying man’s pockets.

      He grimaces, his gold tooth winking in the dimly lit cabin. His inked face contorts like a crumpled newspaper. A moment later, his limbs go slack.

      I pull the bloody jacket over the Rogue’s face. My eyes meet Big Ed’s and I see the flicker of fear in his. Then he blinks and it’s gone. But it’s enough to make me realize he’s old and tired, and I can’t lean on him forever. I need to find my own courage and take control of the situation.

      “There’s no knowing how this bloodbath’s going to end,” I say. “We should make a plan in case Mason doesn’t come back.”

      Big Ed nods. “I’d put my money on him, if I had any, but we’d best prepare for the worst.”

      “We’ll have to jump whoever comes through the door and use them to negotiate our way out of here.”

      Big Ed looks unconvinced. “How are we supposed to ambush a Rogue without a weapon?”

      I hike my lip up in a smart-alecky grin and grope around in my pocket. “With the knife I always carry in my jacket, like you taught me.”

      Big Ed raises his brows admiringly. “I should follow my own advice more often.”

      “Do you still have snare wire?”

      He fumbles with the straps on his rucksack. “One of the Rogues went through this, I’m not sure what they took out.”

      He rummages around and pulls out some fishing line and a toothbrush. “Took the wire, but they missed the nylon. This stuff will sever an artery.” He runs his finger along the green, plastic handle of the toothbrush, and then tosses it to me. “We can sharpen this too. We could use another blade.”

      “It may not come to that,” I say. “We only need to surprise whoever comes through the door long enough to grab his gun.”

      “I wish I could be more help,” Owen says, struggling to sit up.

      I catch his elbow and help him into a more comfortable position.

      “Here,” I say, handing him the knife and toothbrush. “This is your specialty. Carve something dangerous.” I don’t tell him his life might depend on it. Right now, I don’t want to think about that possibility.

      I turn back to Big Ed. “You take the fishing line. If there’s a second Rogue, you’ll have to noose him.”

      I glance down at the small pile of green plastic curls in Owen's lap. He whittles, head bent over the disfigured toothbrush, one eye opened enough to see by. He has to know this is a long shot. He’s not strong enough to gut a fish.

      A feeling of sadness comes over me like a dark, charged cloud. Whatever I do next, I’ll have to live with my decision, just like Big Ed. I test my blade against the tip of my finger and square my shoulders. I can’t let anyone get past me. No matter what I have to do. Owen's life is in my hands. And maybe Jakob’s too.

      Minutes go by, ten, fifteen, interspersed with rapid streams of gunfire. Sweat beads in droplets along my eyebrows, the salt half-blinding me when it trickles into my eyes. If a Rogue bursts through the door right now, I won’t even be able to see who I’m stabbing at.

      Big Ed stirs in his spot behind the door. “Been quiet out there an awful long time.”

      I nod and lean back against the wall.

      Voices drift to the door. Every muscle in my body tenses. Heavy footsteps approach. The voices are louder now, but I still can’t make out what they’re saying. The conversation ends abruptly. One set of footsteps fades away. I signal to Big Ed and flatten myself against the wall.

      The door grates open. A Rogue steps through, head bent low to miss the lintel.

      I leap toward him, faster than a bobcat on a squirrel. The vein in his neck twitches under the pressure of my blade. His dark eyes latch onto mine. A flicker of confusion crosses his face. I feel him breathe, a shallow, uncertain breath that tells me he knows it could be his last. A tremor crosses his graffitied chin. My blade glistens, and I sense how easy it would be to slice him open and have my revenge. The drum roll in my head grows louder.

      “Derry!” Big Ed yanks the gun from Rummy’s shoulder and slams the door behind him, jolting me back from the edge. My heartbeat booms in my ears, but the will to do the deed has left me. Slowly, I release the pressure on the blade and take a step backward.

      I stare for a long moment at Rummy, my skin tingling all over, blade poised and ready to slice him if he makes any sudden moves. Big Ed takes aim with the gun.

      Rummy shifts his attention to him. “You wanna piece of me, ol’ timer?”

      My muscles tense. “I killed the last man called him that.” The steel tip of the blade in my hand glints enticingly.

      Rummy turns his head slowly toward me, his thin lips twisted. In a lightning move, he lashes out and knocks the knife from my hand. It clatters across the floor and slams to an abrupt halt in the corner. In the instant his eyes flick to it, I grab the gun from Big Ed and take aim at Rummy’s chest.

      He takes a couple of unsteady steps backward. “Ea—sy, Butterface.”

      I gesture with the gun at a bench on the back wall. “Shut up and sit down.”

      Hands raised, Rummy treads cautiously across the cabin. “Now what? You gonna blaze a trail outta here with Santa Claus and the cripple?”

      “Did you kill Diesel?”

      “You ain’t gonna pull that trigger.” He parks himself on a bench and taps one knee up and down.

      I blow a strand of damp hair out of my face. “I’ll do what I have to.”

      Rummy lets out a snort. “You ain’t got what it takes. Killing’s an intimate thing.” He sniffs as if to let the impact of his words settle with me. “Knife to the neck, gun to the chest. Gets real close and personal when you hear a man suckin’ for air.” His mouth splits in a sneer. “How many bleedin’ hearts you watched wallow in their own blood, beggin’ for their lives?”

      “Ask me another question and I’ll blow your kneecap out.” I blink, jarred at the sound of my own voice carrying across the room in a way it never has before.

      Rummy’s tight mustache twitches a couple of times.

      I glower at him over the sight on the gun. “You’re going to take me over to the lodge and tell your men to surrender.”

      Rummy laughs. “My homeboys will die before that happens.”

      “No, you’ll die.” I take a step backward and flick the coat off the dead Rogue with the toe of my boot. “Like that sucker before you.”

      Rummy’s eyes bulge. The sneer washes from his face.

      “Now move it.” I motion with the barrel of the gun in the direction of the door. “Keep your hands in the air.”

      “Stay with Owen,” I say to Big Ed. “I’ll bring the stretcher back with me.”

      He grabs my jacket and leans in close. “Watch your back. Remember, you can hear in all directions.”

      I pick up my knife and pass it to him. “Just in case.”

      He nods, and pockets it.

      I march Rummy out into the early morning chill. My heartbeat ratchets up a level. I’ve no idea how many Rogues survived the gunfight, or if any of Diesel’s men are still alive. If they spot Rummy, they’ll shoot to kill and likely take us both out. It’s a risk I’ll have to take.

      I follow Rummy around the side of the cabin and into the street. Gravel crunches beneath our feet, broadcasting our every step. My throat constricts with fear. “Keep moving,” I say, leveling the muzzle at the back of his head. “If they shoot, you die with me.”

      I scout left and right, checking the rooftops for a hooded figure. No sign of Mason anywhere, dead or alive.

      When we reach the far side of town, Rummy turns to me. “You’re making a big mistake.”

      “I told you to keep moving.” I prod him in the back with the barrel of the gun.

      He scowls, hands held high above his head, and then stomps heavily up the front steps of the lodge. I follow a few feet behind, keeping an eye out over my shoulder.

      “Homeboys! It’s Rummy!” He reaches for the handle, then drops to the ground in front of me. “Shoot!” he bellows.

      I drop too, my skin prickling, but no one fires. My heartbeat clatters in my chest. I should have known he’d try something once we reached the lodge. I breathe hard, trying to gauge the situation. Either his men aren’t here, or they’re afraid to show their faces. I grit my teeth and scramble to my feet.

      The hairs in my ears tingle. A barely perceptible whooshing.

      Remember, you can hear in all directions.
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      In my mind I’m already running, but instead my limbs go slack with fear. The Sweeper tube lashes out like an articulated whip. Rummy crashes to the floor, his body vacuumed tight to the scaly pipe that slithers out of sight before I can reach him.

      I jump up and stagger backward, shooting savagely in every direction. The blasts echo inside my skull until my magazine clicks empty.

      My ears are blocked and ringing, but in the background I hear muffled sounds. A moment later, strapping hands grip my shoulder and haul me up the front steps and into the lodge. I trip forward and steady myself on the roughhewn reception counter. Heart pounding, I peer warily out from under the slick hair plastered over my face. Five pairs of eyes in shaved skulls flicker back at me. With a jolt, I recognize Blade’s icy stare beneath his half-missing brow. Instinctively, my fingers reach inside my jacket for my knife. My stomach plummets when I remember I’ve left it with Big Ed.

      “Sweepers,” I whisper.

      Lipsy steps forward. “We kn-kn-know.”

      I throw her a grateful look and carefully lay Rummy’s gun down on the counter. “Rummy dropped this.” I steal a glance in Blade’s direction. He knows better than to trust me. He cracks his knuckles, eyes boring into me. My skin crawls. If he’s in charge now that Rummy’s gone, my luck just ran out. “I tried to save him,” I say.

      A dark look flickers across his face.

      I rub my arms nervously. “So you’re the new alpha dog?”

      He frowns distractedly over my shoulder.

      “Blade answers to me now.”

      An electric volt pulses through me at the familiar voice. I spin around as Mason strides into the foyer. He places his assault rifle on the counter beside Rummy’s, and folds his tightly muscled arms across his chest.

      “How ... did ... ?” I look at Mason in bewilderment, unsure what I’m even asking.

      “You mean how’d I inherit these clowns?” Mason laughs. “I saved them from the tube, that’s how. They were about to get suctioned up for science.”

      He gestures at a scowling Blade. “We’ve come to an understanding. They’ve agreed to help us infiltrate the Craniopolis. And now that the Sweepers have Rummy, everyone has skin in the game.”

      Blade sniffs, eyes dark as thunderclouds.

      My mind reels. We lead them to the research facility. Let them do what they do best.

      “Jakob's running out of time,” I say. “We need to go.”

      “Not with Sweepers on the prowl.” Mason reaches for his gun. “Big Ed and Owen will have to stay put until tonight. In the meantime, we'll go over our plan to reach the Hovermedes.”

      “What happened to Diesel?” I ask.

      “Unconfirmed.” Mason turns abruptly to Blade. “Make yourself useful and drum us up some food.”

      Blade scowls and turns on his heel. He’s following orders, but only just. He’s plotting something. I’m sure of it.
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* * *

      Seated around a large trestle table in the lodge’s dining hall, we devour platefuls of scrambled eggs and fried fish.

      “Cats can cook.” Mason smacks his lips together.

      “That would be Lipsy.” Blade sneers. “She can fry up most anything, but that’s about all she’s good for, that right homies?”

      The room erupts in laughter.

      Lipsy raises her head and glances skittishly around.

      “Likes to keep on the down low, now she ain’t calling the shots no more, ain’t that so, Lipsy?” Blade prods.

      Lipsy clears her throat, her eyes twitching in my direction like a rabbit in a trap. She opens her mouth as if to say something, but then changes her mind and looks back down at her plate.

      “Yup,” Blade says. “Lipsy liked to lay down the law at the reeducation center, but we’ve been showing her who’s boss ever since.”

      My blood chills. Lipsy must have been a reeducation center guard. I feel sick at the delight they take in torturing her now that she’s under their control. Maybe I can talk Mason and Big Ed into bringing her with us when we leave the Craniopolis.

      “All right, listen up everyone.” Mason pushes his plate aside. “We’ll leave here at dark. It would take the best part of two nights to hike to the Hovermedes, but if we raft the river back, Big Ed can get us there in a few hours.”

      Blade scowls. “How do we know the ol’ geezer can even see to raft at night?”

      “Maybe you’re forgetting who the ol’ geezer ambushed on the trail yesterday,” I interject. “You’re not exactly Hawkeye, are you?”

      Blade bolts out of his seat and lunges toward me, but Mason thrusts out an arm like a steel rod and bars his way. “Big Ed’s run that river forty years, day and night. There’s no one more fit to man a raft down it. You got a problem with that, you can stay here and wait for the Sweepers to suck on your marrow.”

      Blade’s eyes glower from narrowed slits. The other Rogues shift uneasily. Lipsy reaches for the plates and starts stacking them.

      Mason pushes his chair out from the table. “Get the boats inflated and loaded up. We’ll need enough supplies for a couple of days. Food and water, shovels, medical necessities, camping gear, guns and ammo.”

      I stand and turn to follow the Rogues out of the dining hall. Mason grabs my arm. “Leave them to it. We need to talk.”

      I slump back down at the table. “Did you kill Diesel?”

      He throws a discreet glance behind him, and then rubs his hand over his jaw. “He got away. Either legged it into the forest or the Sweepers extracted him.”

      I groan. “I’m rooting for extraction. I don’t want to have to think that he’s still out there somewhere.” I prop my elbows on the table. “Are you sure about taking the Rogues with us?”

      “We need mercenaries.” Mason perches on the edge of the table beside me.

      “It’s risky,” I say. “We can’t trust them, but we can’t watch our backs every second either. And there’s more of them.”

      “They won’t be a problem until they get their hands on the Hovermedes.” Mason gestures at his M16 leaning up against the table. “We’re in charge of the weapons now. That levels the playing field.”

      “Do they know ... that you’re a clone?”

      Mason raises amused brows, then shakes his head. “The Rogues are hired thugs. The less they know the better.”

      He reaches for some leftover scrambled egg and swallows it in one gulp. “We’ll stick with the Marine story for now. Once we’re safely on the Hovermedes, we can decide how much to tell them.” He stands and stretches. “Let’s go check on those rafts. We have to get to the Hovermedes before someone else finds it.”

      “Who? No one else knows about it.”

      “The Rogues do.” His eyes meet mine. “And they’re not all accounted for.”

      I stare at his retreating back, puzzling over his words for a moment.

      Diesel!
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* * *

      Under a pall of darkness, I shove open the door of the cabin I marched Rummy out of twelve hours earlier. Big Ed looms in my face, knife raised in his right hand. He exhales loudly and sinks back against the wall. “I thought you weren’t coming back.”

      My jaw trembles with relief. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again either. There were Sweepers on the far side of town.”

      He folds my switchblade and hands it back to me. “I almost used this.”

      I slip it into my jacket pocket. “I’m grateful you didn’t.”

      I hurry across the room and kneel at Owen's side.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      I nod, my throat too tight to speak.

      Big Ed walks over, mopping his forehead with the back of his hand.

      “What about Mason?” Owen asks.

      “He’s fine. The Sweepers got Rummy though.”

      Owen's good eye widens ever so slightly. “Good riddance. They can harvest his organs for all I care.”

      I squeeze his shoulder gently. “You can’t think like that. We’re not savages.”

      Owen's eyes flash between me and Big Ed. “That’s all that’s left of any of us.”

      Big Ed grimaces. “No, there’s always something more, but you have to hold on to it.”
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* * *

      Shortly after eleven o’clock, we cast off our ropes and glide into the river at Black Canyon. The moon is full, flushing the forest on either side with silver light. Towering mountains of angry granite fringe the sky in sinister formation. I shake off a foreboding feeling and remind myself it’s too dark out for Sweepers.

      The inky water seethes beneath our rafts as we drift downriver. Owen is wedged between the seats behind Mason and me, supply bags packed tightly around him to keep him from slipping out. Lipsy and Blade are parked in the middle section, awkwardly clutching their oars.

      No one speaks as we skim forward. Big Ed huddles in a half-crouch at the back of the raft, a steady shine in his eyes as he scours the dark current and directs our paddle strokes, backward and forward. Behind us, the other Rogues mimic our maneuvers as they cut through the water in the second raft loaded with more supplies.

      The Rogues don’t know it, but Big Ed hasn’t run this river at night in years. I hate it when people call him “old man,” but he is old, after all, and I’m only just beginning to realize what that means out here when our survival is at stake. He’s pitted his skill as an oarsman against this river for decades, but tonight the stakes are higher than they’ve ever been. I only hope he's up for the challenge.

      Before long, I hear something like the rumble of thunder. Big Ed’s instructions become increasingly terse and we paddle with a growing sense of unease. Boulders and shrubs zip by as we accelerate. I can feel the power of the water beneath me throbbing like a jet engine about to take off.

      One missed stroke is all it will take for the rocky jaws  of the rapids to grind our rafts into ribbons. My muscles expand and contract as we race ever closer to the crashing cauldron of water. I paddle like a woman possessed, but we still splash back and forth like a discarded piece of plastic.

      “Get ready!” Big Ed yells as he signals to the raft behind us. He maneuvers fiercely with his arms and shoulders to keep the raft parallel with the current, his knuckles gripping the rudder so tightly they look like sausages about to burst their skins. The roar of the rapids is deafening, like a sonic booming against a giant drum.

      We round a bend in the river, and for a brief moment we’re poised at the top of a liquid rollercoaster, half the length of our raft suspended in mid-air. My stomach rockets up into my throat. I picture Jakob one last time, and then we plummet. I gasp as a shivering sheet of aluminum, the size of the sky, breaks over the boat, plunging us into darkness. I slide forward and claw at the safety rope, my life vest tight around my chest in a crushing bear hug. My lungs fill with panic at the sudden downward thrust.

      “Owen!” I cry out, my voice muted by the watery avalanche pounding me from every direction.

      We freewheel through the icy spray. My limbs lose all sensation, numbed by a deadly concoction of fear and cold. I can’t tell if I’m in the raft or free falling in my life vest. My eardrums vibrate with a deafening sound, like clouds bursting apart around me. Or is it my lungs imploding?

      My fingers burn, as though the flesh has long since been ripped from them and I’m clinging to the rope by bone alone. I brace for the violence of impact, praying the end will be brief and painless.

      Seconds later, the boat shudders, as if absorbing some tremendous force. My spine compresses. My fingers, still melded to the rope, scream in raw protest. Without warning, the raft pops up like a foaming, half-drowned wildcat, water streaming from it in every direction.

      I heave several shaky breaths. It takes a moment to register that we’re at the bottom of the falls, and I’m alive.

      Blade lets out a string of expletives. Gasping, I look with trepidation over my shoulder to see who else survived. Lipsy stares at me, wide-eyed, like she’s seen the ghost of Neptune. By some miracle, Owen's still wedged in the bottom of the raft, draped like a sopping clump of seaweed over what’s left of our supplies. Mason clutches his paddle, pokerfaced at the prow of the ship.

      A rough jolt startles me back into action. I clench my paddle, blinking to get my bearings. The raft shoots forward over the froth.

      “Left back,” Big Ed yells. The exhilaration in his voice is all the confirmation I need that somehow we’ve survived the death plunge.

      I paddle hard, half-sobbing with relief when we pop out of the whirlpool and back into the current. I keep up steady strokes, not daring to look downstream yet. After a few minutes, we float into a pool of deep, calm water. A startled beaver does a flip turn and disappears beneath the surface.

      We look around, stunned into silence as we contemplate what just happened. I rest my paddle on the edge of the raft, but before I can take a breath, three or four rapid cracks cut across the water.

      “Gunfire!” Big Ed turns and scans the cliff tops.

      I look up in time to see the second raft toboggan down the rapids. I hold my breath until it leaps out from behind the veil of water and rights itself. It swirls for a few seconds in the stew at the bottom of the rapids before merging with the current. A foreboding feeling grips me as I watch it glide awkwardly toward us, sagging on one side like a punctured tire running on a rim.
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      The deflated raft slips into the pool and drifts toward us. Mason waves his flashlight over it.

      A spasm of fear goes through me. There’s no mistaking the bullet holes in the rear compartment. Blade shoves me aside and reaches for the safety rope. He yanks the punctured raft toward him and peers inside. His face settles in a stiff grimace. “Empty. Even the supplies are gone.” He pushes it out of our way and snatches up his paddle.

      “Whoa!” Mason reaches for Blade’s shoulder. “We’re not going to find them alive now, not if they’re in the river. And whose to say they didn’t ditch us before the rapids?”

      “You d-d-don’t ... know that,” Lipsy protests. I throw her a frustrated look. If she’s trying to keep Blade calm, it isn’t working.

      Blade raises his paddle to take a swing at Mason, but he blocks it with ease and Blade stumbles backward into Owen. Big Ed dives to shield him and throws me a harrowed look. Blade’s about to blow a gasket. If I don’t defuse the situation, we could all end up in the river.

      I whack my paddle across the center seat and gesture at the deflated raft. “Right now, we’re someone’s target practice. We don’t have time for search and rescue. We can look for bodies along the way, but we’re not going back. We keep going to the landing point.”

      Mason rubs the back of his hand across his jaw. “Diesel’s gotta be behind this. No one else knows we’re out here.”

      “Ain’t Diesel shootin’ at us.” Blade scowls. “This here’s Undergrounders. Hunting us down like they’re on safari.”

      “Whoever it is, we need to get off the river as quickly as possible.” I grab my paddle and take my seat at the front of the raft. Blade and Mason exchange festering looks, before resuming their positions.

      Within minutes, we’ve maneuvered out of the pool and back into the current. It’s slow going, but no one has the energy left to propel the raft any faster through the water. Instead, we scan the shadows for bodies, randomly poking and slapping at the weeds along the edge of the river with our paddles. A shiver runs across my shoulders. If Diesel’s out there, we’re sitting ducks in this raft.

      My aching arms, limp as noodles, make ever-dwindling paddling motions. Now that my heartbeat has slowed, and the last dregs of adrenaline have leaked from my veins, the cold is creeping into my bones.

      Other than an occasional command from Big Ed, no one speaks. We paddle like disembodied rafters, each in his own world. I grimly visualize the next stroke, barely able to raise my arms, let alone think a coherent thought.

      “You all right?” Owen asks.

      “Yeah, just cold,” I lie.

      “Me too,” Mason interjects. “Time we picked up speed.”

      I glance over at him, sensing a note of resignation in his voice. “There are no bodies, are there?”

      He tightens his jaw. “Not yet, there aren’t.”

      

      Flushed smudges of dawn are already permeating the darkness by the time we reach the North Fork landing point. We ground the raft in a gravel outwash and reach for our weapons. I’m soaked and cold, but inwardly glowing from the thrill of licking the rapids. At least I feel alive, a gift the bunkers never gave me. But, it’s a bitter thrill without Jakob by my side.

      Mason slings his gun over his shoulder. “I’ll do a quick scout around.”

      He clambers out and disappears into the forest. I clutch the barrel of my gun and pan the perimeter of trees from the refuge of our raft. Apart from the usual owl tweets and cricket clicks nothing moves or makes a sound.

      After a few tense minutes, Mason reappears and gives the all clear. “I’ll get Owen. The rest of you can unload.”

      We wade in silence through the sludge at the river’s edge to the gravely shore, and then hand off the backpacks and supplies in a chain up the bank. My heart pounds in my chest. We’re almost at the Hovermedes. One step closer to finding Jakob. I’ve tried not to think too much about him in the past few days. I don't know if he's dead or alive, and it’s too painful to imagine a future without him.

      I watch as Mason hoists Owen over his shoulder. He ploughs easily through the mud toward the shore on legs of steel. I toss my backpack down and take a quick steadying breath. We’re about to cross from what’s left of my world into Mason’s. I pull my soggy, knotted braid over my shoulder and finger it hesitantly. I have no choice from here on out but to trust my life to a clone. Even Jakob's life is in Mason’s hands now, and that disturbs me. But, Mason’s the only one who can take me to the Sweepers. I wish I believed in him as much as Owen does.

      “Let’s move.” Mason strides by me without breaking pace.

      Big Ed falls in behind him. I gesture with my rifle to Blade and Lipsy to get going, and then cast one last glance around before I hurry after them.

      A few feet from the shore, a familiar dense foliage wraps its tentacles around us, lending a greenish hue to the peachy dawn. I duck to avoid a low-hanging limb, crunching over a thick bed of fallen twigs on anemic legs still in recovery mode from our brush with a watery grave. Out front, Mason slashes his way through everything in his path like an excavator. His strength is beyond natural, but I still marvel that he survived the fall from the pole bridge.

      We barely cover a quarter mile before Mason pulls up abruptly. He slides Owen down from his shoulders and props him up at the base of a tree. “This is the spot.”

      I look around, frowning. A sea of ferns and brush stretches in every direction.

      A hint of suspicion crosses Blade’s face. “Where’s the ship at? I don’t see nothin’.”

      Mason wades forward into the undergrowth, drops down several feet into a depression, and reaches for a giant armful of loose brush. He tosses it aside and then digs around some more. “Help me move this stuff.”

      Blade and Lipsy hustle into the ferns and begin tearing at the brush and hurling it over their shoulders.

      I plow through the undergrowth after them, as eager as they are to see a Hovermedes up close.

      Mason works methodically, never quite taking his eyes off Blade. I’m sure Blade won’t try anything yet, not until he knows the Hovermedes is operational, but Mason’s not taking any chances.

      “There she is.” Mason steps back and looks around at us, a satisfied gleam in his eyes. I throw another armful of twigs aside and gape at the sleek, bus-length gunmetal body, peeking through the brush like a half-surfaced submarine.

      For a moment, I’m paralyzed with fear, and then a volt of anger surges through me. Jakob, Sam, so many others, some whose faces are already slipping from my memory, all extracted. It’s time to put this diabolical machine to good use and right some wrongs. Like finding Jakob and bringing him home. After that, the Rogues can do with it what they will.

      Mason straightens up and looks around. “Let’s see if she still flies.”

      Blade runs his bare hands down the seamless side of the Hovermedes. “Ain’t no door on this thing.”

      Mason bars his arms and stares at him. “First, we need to go over the ground rules.”

      Blade slams his fist on the side of the Hovermedes. “We ain’t got time for no seatbelt demo, you dumb hog. Rummy’s in trouble. Now open the bleedin’ door!”

      Mason widens his stance. “I got all the time in the world.”

      Lipsy shuffles from one foot to the other, watching from beneath drawn brows.

      Blade spits into the dirt. “Okay, soldier boy, I’m listenin’.”

      Mason gives a guarded smile. “Good, ‘cause once we’re on board, I’m in charge. No exceptions. No one touches the control panel, or attempts to operate the ship, other than myself.”

      Blade shrugs. “You wanna drive that badly, have at it.”

      Mason gives an abrupt nod and turns back to the Hovermedes. He traces his fingers lightly down the side, and then presses firmly on a spot halfway down the cigar-shaped barrel of the ship. I hold my breath waiting for a door to magically appear. Instead, the entire roof of the Hovermedes splits open with a pneumatic hum, and the sides glide apart like an armadillo snapped in half.

      “Yikes!” I take a step backward as the ship powers up and a strip of lights flicker on.

      Mason chuckles. “There is a retractable side door, but it’s easier to open it up all the way when we’re loading a group.” He turns to the others. “Let’s roll. To the rear. Stay behind me.”

      Before he can take a step, Blade shoves past him, and darts to the back of the ship. He grabs the metal sides of the opening, pulls himself up, and disappears inside.

      “Hey!” I yell, panic ballooning up inside me. “What’s he doing?” All my hopes of rescuing Jakob lie with this ship. If Blade takes control of it, I might never see Jakob again.
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      Mason bolts past me to the rear of the ship just as Blade staggers back out. He wipes his mouth across his sleeve, and glares at Mason, his piercing glinting like a third eye. “Think that’s funny, road dog?”

      The look on Mason’s face tells me he’s as perplexed as I am.

      “You playin’ me for a sucker?” Blade waves his fist at Mason. “You knew that cat gone and croaked in there, didn’t you?”

      Mason turns to me, his voice low and urgent. “I’ll check it out. Keep your gun on him. Might be a ruse.”

      I clutch my rifle tighter and watch out of the corner of my eye as Mason climbs into the back of the Hovermedes.

      “I don’t like this,” Big Ed says. “Someone beat us here.” He adjusts the strap of his gun and peers around the dense undergrowth.

      “Hey!” Mason yells. “Grab the feet!”

      I race over to the Hovermedes and reach for the boots protruding through the entry. Men’s, about Owen's size. I glance up. A black knit cap is pulled down over the face. I shudder and adjust my sweaty grip.

      Mason grunts and lifts the arms. “Got him?”

      I give a tense nod and pull on the legs. We ease the body out and lay it down in the brush a few feet from the Hovermedes.

      “Poor bugger don’t smell yet,” Big Ed says, coming up behind me. “Can’t be dead more than a few hours.”

      Mason hunkers down and yanks the wool cap off. I gasp and take a step back, a searing pain steaming through my chest. Prat.

      “You know that sucker?” Blade leers at me.

      My chest tightens like it’s filling with sand. “He’s … he was our bunker chief.” I stare down at Prat’s pale face, the scant ginger-hued stubble on his chin a sad reminder that he was barely a man. Remorse for all the ugly thoughts I ever had about him washes over me. Prat and I never saw eye to eye, but at the end of the day, he was just another kid trying to do what he could to make a life for us. I’m learning it’s not so easy to lead.

      Mason smashes the knit cap in his fist, and hurls it into the trees.

      I blink rapidly, trying to process my thoughts. If Prat's dead, what about Da and the others? My stomach churns. Even if all Da does is drink, I need him just the same. He’s the only link I have left to Ma, the only one who can tell me stories about her, at least when he’s sober.

      Faces gesture in slow motion around me. Everyone’s talking at once, arguing over what went down. Blade shoves Big Ed in the chest. He stumbles backward, arms flailing for support. Mason grabs him, and then reaches for Blade and shoves him against the side of the Hovermedes.

      “Shut up and listen,” Mason yells in his face. “Whoever killed Prat could show up here any minute. That’s if the Sweepers don’t beat them to it. We need to load up and leave right now.”

      I glance up at the salmon-tinged sky. “How long will it take to get us airborne?” I ask.

      “Not long, if she starts right up. I’ll give it my best shot.” Mason flexes an uncertain smile, and then climbs on board.

      “You’re on lookout,” I say to Big Ed. “Blade and Lipsy, clear a spot in the brush so we can cover the body.”

      Blade lets out a snort of disgust. “I ain’t no gravedigger. Gimme back my gun and I’ll find the hog what did this and blow his brains out.”

      I level my gaze at him. “If you’re not done grave digging by the time Mason’s ready to fire up the Hovermedes, you can stay here and fist fight the hog who did this.”

      Blade throws me a dirty look, and then walks off, muttering to himself. Lipsy looks at me uncertainly and then hurries after him. I should try harder to reach out to her. She always looks so scared. And I could use a friend, even one with a stutter.

      I sling my gun over my shoulder and make my way over to Owen.

      “Do you think our bunker’s been outed?” he asks, his good eye misting over.

      I squeeze his shoulder gently. “I don’t know. Maybe the rest of them got away.”

      “Even Da?”

      “The Septites wouldn’t leave him behind.”

      Owen shakes his head. “If he hadn’t already drunk himself to death.”

      “That’s on his head.”

      A pained look flits across Owen's face. I feel a twinge of remorse for my harsh tone, but I’m done dragging the guilt for Da’s choices around with me. Eventually he’ll kill himself, if he’s not dead already. It’s a reality we both need to face.

      I tense at the sound of three electronic beeps, followed by a smooth whirring that fills the air with a peculiar energy. The hairs on the back of my neck quiver, even my teeth tingle deep in my jaw.

      “Let’s go,” Mason says, appearing at the rear of the Hovermedes.

      “Hey! Wait a minute!” Blade tosses an armful of brush aside. “You want your pal here what got rubbed out to get his final resting place or not?”

      I slide my gaze in his direction. “Throw in a grave marker and we’ll wait for you.” I turn my back on him, and follow Mason to the rear of the Hovermedes. He jumps on board, reaches out a giant hand, and pulls me in.

      My jaw drops. Ten egg-shaped, pearlescent-white seats, lined with a matrix-like red cushioning, line both sides of a sleek center aisle. The entire surface area at the front of the ship—walls, floor, ceiling—is covered with a massive array of violet screens, flickering colored lights and electronic gauges. I shake my head in disbelief. “This thing is sick. It’s like walking around inside a lava lamp.”

      Mason grins. “Aerospace technology. These ships were designed for the world government under the guise of a mission-system upgrade. They used commercial space travel as their cover.”

      I run my hand along the back of the nearest seat. The material feels peculiar, sponge-like almost. Air intake ducts, shaped like rocket boosters, are recessed into the ceiling, and a flashing control panel nests in each armrest. I sink down into the nearest chair and press the button marked WÄRME. Warmth radiates through the chair, and the matrix-like material instantly molds itself to my body. Cocooned in the softness, I let out a sigh, and close my eyes.

      When I slide up in the seat again, I notice a sign at eye level, TRICHTER AKTIVIERUNG. I squint at it, groggy from the comforting heat of my chair. I can’t decipher it.

      I reach for the cabinet handle below the sign. Behind the small metal door is a red release pull. I pull my hand back and frown at the logo, trying to remember where I’ve seen TechnoTerra before.

      It hits me in a flash. The logo on the tubes. Trembling, I slam the cabinet door shut. I press the palms of my hands into my eyes, trying to rid my mind of the gruesome image of a retractable metal arm suctioning up Sam.

      “Derry!”

      I startle at the sound of Mason’s voice.

      “What are you waiting on? In-flight service? Go out there and round them up.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Owen limps his way to the back of the ship, brushing aside my attempt to help him. I can tell by the way he moves he’s in a world of pain, but at least he’s on his feet again. After we get him situated in the middle section of the Hovermedes, Big Ed herds Blade and Lipsy inside. Hands bound again behind their backs, they plonk down in a pair of egg-shaped seats, a mixture of apprehension and awe in their faces.

      “Everyone in?” Mason calls over his shoulder.

      I give him two thumbs up and lean back in my seat. The sides of the Hovermedes come together with a vacuum seal whoosh. I scrutinize the ceiling. It’s impossible to tell from here there’s an opening anywhere in the body of the ship.

      I lean into the aisle and crane my neck around to check on Owen. He’s already nodded off again, head flopped forward on his chest.

      “Derry, come up here with me!” Mason calls back to me.

      Blade jerks his chin at me. “Where you think you’re bleedin’ goin’?”

      I flash him a brassy grin. “Guess I’m your new co-pilot.”

      His features contort into a plaster cast of rage.

      I head up to the front of the ship before he explodes. I know better than to wind him up like that. I’m already a marked woman in his book, but the satisfaction I get from watching him squirm now that he’s not calling the shots is worth it.

      Mason sits hunched in front of a screen, sketching both forefingers over it in seemingly random circles. I watch him for a moment, frowning. “What are you doing?”

      “I just sent an encrypted message to my contact in the Craniopolis.” He looks up, a sober expression on his face. “Operation Jakob's officially a go.”

      I blink, feeling the weight of his words in my bones. There’s no turning back now. And, I don’t want to. I just hope we don’t arrive too late to save Jakob.

      “Listen to me carefully.” Mason lowers his voice. “The only way to get the Hovermedes up and running is by activating the launch button with a chip.”

      I glance over the vast array of dials and buttons. “So where’s the chip?”

      “It’s an implant. Every clone is chipped at inception. All I have to do to start the Hovermedes is slide my fingertip into the slot on the launch button.”

      My eyebrows shoot upward.

      Mason rubs a hand over his thickset jaw. “The reason I’m telling you this, is that if anything happens to me, you need to retrieve it.” He waves his right index finger in front of my nose.

      “What?” I shrink back. “You can’t mean for me to cut off your finger?”

      “Just slice the tip and look for a silver chip the size of a piece of corn.”

      I push his meaty finger out of view. “There’s no way I’m slicing you open, even if it is just a finger.”

      I pout my lip at him. “Anything else I should know?”

      He motions to the seat beside him. “Yeah. How to fly this baby.”

      “For real?”

      Mason’s eyes cloud over. “I’ll take us in to the Craniopolis, but there’s no guarantee we’re all coming back out.”

      “Time we was flyin’,” Blade yells around the back of a chair. “Get this lump o’ lead in the air! And have that doggone waitress bring me a cocktail.”

      Lipsy laughs. “Ma-ma-ma-make that two.”

      I arch a brow at Mason. “Do we really need them?”

      Mason throws me a reproving look. “You're balking at slicing a fingertip. Blade could slash throats in his sleep. And Lipsy can handle a gun. So, yes, we need them. Now pay attention.”

      He does have a point. I slide forward in my seat to get a closer look.

      “First you need to memorize the takeoff sequence.” He demonstrates a series of buttons in front of him. “Got that?”

      Before I can reply, I hear a scuffle at the back of the ship. Big Ed bellows out my name. Heart pounding, I race back down the aisle to find him desperately trying to wrestle something from Blade’s fingers. “Keep him still!” he grunts.

      I grab Blade’s wrists and hold them in place.

      Big Ed straightens up, clutching his prize. “Stinkin’ grave robber!” He holds out his hand. “Get a load of this.”
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      I blink in confusion. It’s a piece of paper—torn from a notebook of some kind—with a single word in Prat's handwriting scrawled across it.

      Diesel.

      “I heard him telling Lipsy ‘bout the stuff he found in Prat's pockets," Big Ed says.

      My lungs squeeze together. I lean over Blade’s face. “What else did you take?”

      Blade's face splits in a broad sneer. “You gonna dance with me ’bout some dead dude’s junk?”

      Big Ed taps his cheek from behind with the muzzle of his gun. “Answer her.”

      The tattoos on Blade’s neck twitch under the cold steel. He hesitates and then reaches awkwardly beneath his coat and pulls out a small leather sack I recognize as Prat's.

      I snatch it from him and tip the contents out on a seat on the opposite side of the aisle. I rake through the miscellaneous items, trying to ignore the guilt I feel for invading Prat’s privacy. A watch with a dead battery, a dog-eared photo of Prat and his parents at Disneyland, an insignia pin from a high school debate club—miscellaneous pieces that prove he was once a participant in life. I swallow back a sob. I’ve often wished I had some of Ma’s things to remind me of her.

      I crush the paper in my hand and glare at Blade. His eyes flash me a silent message of hate in return. Somewhere along the way, I crossed a line with him. Given half a chance he’d slit my throat, and I’d better not forget that, even for one minute.

      “Keep a close eye on him,” I say to Big Ed.

      I walk back up the aisle and hand the note to Mason. “This was in Prat's coat. He must have figured if he didn’t make it, at least we’d know who killed him.”

      Mason grimaces. “So Diesel made it here before us. We wasted too much time dragging the river for bodies. We should have kept up the pace and got here sooner.”

      I rub my hands briskly over my face. “We have to make sure the rest of the Undergrounders are okay. Da, and Kat.”

      “We can’t stop at the bunker now,” Mason says. “It’s light out. Another Hovermedes might spot us.”

      “That’s a risk we’ll have to take.”

      “What about Jakob?” Mason throws me a harried look. “We’re running out of time to save him.”

      A huge sob wells up inside me. The closer I get to seeing him again, the greater the fear of losing him becomes. But Prat’s death has me worried for everyone now. “Jakob would want me to make sure his parents were safe,” I say, swallowing back my tears. I’m worried about Tucker too. If he did find his way back to the bunker safely, he may not have food or water.

      Mason gives me an infuriated look. “Belt up,” he says, turning back to the controls.

      Without warning, the Hovermedes lurches forward. I roll on my heels before falling clumsily backward into my chair. I fumble around in vain for a seatbelt.

      Mason gestures to the armrest. “Control panel.”

      I tap the seat icon on the screen. Out of nowhere, a harness writhes diagonally across my chest in both directions and plugs into slots in the seams of the chair—slots I swear weren’t there a moment ago. Pulse thudding, I sink back against the cushioning as we build up speed.

      I’m supposed to be learning how to fly this thing, but Mason appears to have changed his mind about that now that I’ve diverted the mission. I can’t blame him for being upset with me. The last time I ignored his advice, Reid and Becca escaped. And now they’re dead. Maybe not a bad thing for us, but they didn’t deserve to die the way they did.

      Frustrated, I slide down in my seat and study the menu on the screen. I scroll through the choices and click English on the languages option. Comfort controls mainly—heat, light and incline—but a few are more obscure. I shrug and select Periscopic Infrared.

      A clear convex disc the size of a dinner plate descends in front of my face. When my fingers graze the edge, it recoils like a living thing, lights up, and powers on.

      My jaw drops. In the disc I can see every magnified inch of the forest terrain we’re hovering over. The view and range is unrestricted, almost as if the entire underbelly of the ship is a giant lens. The resolution of the images is remarkable, no blurring or shaking, despite our increasing speed. Through the thick canopy of brush and trees, every bird and animal is captured as an infrared image and analyzed in the bottom left corner; species, weight, height, age, temperature, each flashing onto the disc in quick succession.

      I watch, fascinated by the unending stream of data. “Is this how the Hovermedes searches for Undergrounders?” I ask Mason.

      He gives a terse nod, but doesn’t even look in my direction.

      I roll my eyes and turn my attention back to the disc. If the Sweepers are able to scan us and assess all our vitals before they pick us up, it explains how they’re able to target the young.

      I tap on the image of a deer that flashes onto the screen.

      “Might not want to—” Mason sighs. “Too late.”

      A hologram of a white head with no distinguishable facial features materializes in front of me. I shrink back in horror. For one crazy moment, I think I’ve conjured up a Sweeper. Lips form like a sand dune in the ghostlike head. An electronic voice fills the cabin.

      Funnel activation request. Confirm extraction.

      I yank my shaking fingers away from the screen in my armrest and recoil from the freakish image in front of my face. “Help me, Mason! How do I turn this thing off?” I wriggle to slide out of my chair, but my harness tightens like a boa constricting its coils.

      The mouth in the head moves like animated clay, lip-syncing to the electronic voice, Extraction denied.

      The hologram flat lines and fades from sight. I stare at the spot for a moment longer, half-afraid the head might reappear. I swat the space in front of me for good measure.

      “I overrode your permissions,” Mason says, a grin playing on his lips. “The last thing we need is to bag a deer.”

      I let out a relieved breath. “Beats hunting with a gun.”

      “Sweepers don’t hunt. Their food is lyopholized.”

      “Ly—what?”

      “Dehydrated, macrobiotic nutrients—scientific junk food I call it now that I know better.”

      I twist my lips in disgust. “Guess we won’t be dining out at the Craniopolis.”

      “Won’t be there long enough if everything goes according to plan.”

      “Speaking of a plan, you’re supposed to be teaching me how to fly this thing. I’ve got a million questions.”

      “Shoot!”

      “You said the ships hover above the ground and draw from the earth’s core, but we’ve got to be close to two hundred feet up in the air right now.”

      “For short periods of time we can leave the electromagnetic suspension system and fly at a higher altitude on battery packs. Right now I’m taking the quickest route to the bunker, even though it means depleting the batteries.”

      “Can the tubes extract through trees?” I ask.

      Mason shakes his head. “Not without damaging the equipment and potentially killing the target. Which kind of defeats the purpose of an extraction.”

      I swallow back the bile that rises up my throat. Of course they need to bring their targets in alive. All that talk of body parts and medical experimentation swishes around inside my brain. I can’t bear to think of what the Sweepers might end up doing to Jakob if he resists them—pirate his DNA, harvest his organs even. A shiver runs down my back. I can’t imagine his heart beating in anyone else’s chest. Not after I’ve felt it beating next to mine.

      “That’s our camp up ahead.” Mason points down into a clearing. I lean forward and furrow my brow. My eyesight’s good, but nowhere near as good as his enhanced vision. I can tell by the way his knuckles tighten on the control shift that something’s wrong. “What is it?”

      “Hatch is open.”

      I grip the armrests on my chair. The sun’s been up for a while. If the hatch is open, either the Undergrounders have abandoned the bunker, or they’re all dead.

      The Hovermedes slows to a soft whirring and then drops.

      A slight vibration goes through my seat as the ship touches down. Mason cuts the engine and presses a sequence of buttons. A sliding panel retracts into itself on the left side of the ship.

      I jump up out of my seat and hurry back to Big Ed. He looks up at me from somewhere inside the folds of skin that seem to have mushroomed over his face in the past few days.

      “I’ll check the bunker,” I say. “You got the Rogues under control?”

      He nods and pats his gun.

      Mason comes up behind me, a taut expression on his face. “Diesel might be down there.”

      I flick the safety off my gun. “I’m lighter and faster than him.”

      Before he can talk me out of it, I jump from the Hovermedes and run to the bunker’s main entry hatch. I shimmy down quietly and turn on my flashlight, fighting the urge to start yelling for everyone at once. In my head, I repeat everything Mason’s taught me. Assess the situation. Secure the area. Identify escape routes. My heart thumps methodically as I jog down the main tunnel.

      My instinct is to go straight to our bunker and look for Da and Tucker, but Prat's bunker is the muster point. If there are survivors, that’s where they’ll be.

      As I run, my mind flashes back to the circle of cold steel Reid pressed into my skull when he caught me in his bunker unawares. This time I’m not slowing down long enough for anyone to pull a fast one on me. They’ll have to shoot at a moving target.

      When I get to Prat's bunker, I lean my palms against the tunnel wall, and steady my breathing. What if they’re all dead? What if Kat’s eyes are open, like Frank’s, still watching me with her unsettling stare? I’m not sure I’m ready for this. With a heavy sigh, I straighten up and reach for the access hatch. I can’t back away now. I have to find my courage. Whatever’s inside has to be faced.
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      A loud thumping echoes through the tunnel. I crouch down, the hairs in my ears tingling. Someone’s coming! A cold sweat erupts across my neck as I cock my gun. I hope I’m ready to do this. I force myself to think of Prat’s lifeless body and the name on the note in his pocket.

      The pounding gets louder. Breathless, I take aim into the shadows. My trigger finger twitches, then slackens with relief.

      Tucker barrels into me, knocks me to the ground, and buries me beneath his thick fur.

      “Good boy!” I sob, running my hand over his coat.

      When he tires of slobbering all over me, I sit up and hug him tight. His heartbeat hammers against my chest. It’s a morsel of hope. If he’s okay, maybe the others are too. I pat him on the head. “We gotta find Da and the others.” I stand and he follows me over to the hatch. “Are they down here?”

      Tucker turns his head aside and waits for me to make a move.

      I climb down into the bunker and hurriedly shine my flashlight around.

      The place is trashed. Vandalized, except there’s no graffiti. Every drawer’s been yanked out and emptied, the contents tossed in a pile at the far corner. Tucker huddles against my legs, clearly ill-at-ease.

      “Anyone here?” I walk around and peer into Prat's bedroom.

      The covers are ripped from his bed, the mattress tipped on end.

      I turn on my heel and walk back to the access hatch, a queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Let’s go check our bunker, Tuck.”

      He whines and pads to the far side of the room.

      “What is it, old boy?”

      Head cocked, he sits down on his haunches beside the pile of debris and splintered cabinetry. My gaze flits over the wreckage and then back to Tucker. A foreboding feeling grips me. I want to say something to reassure him, but my tongue feels numb. I mouth Good Boy, but he looks away.

      I sniff the air tentatively, willing myself not to detect the odor of death. It’s damp and humid in Prat's bunker. I can tell the heater hasn’t been run in a couple of days. I stick my flashlight between my teeth and fiddle with the low voltage lamp in the ceiling.

      After a few frustrating attempts to coax it to life, a yellowish hue filters reluctantly through the darkness. A soft whir kicks in, and my shoulders sag with relief. At least the generator still works. Tucker gives a sharp bark, directing my attention back to the debris.

      He gets up and paws gently at the pile. He’s not going to let me leave it undisturbed.

      I prop my rifle against the wall, grab a piece of splintered plywood and fling it aside to placate him. That’s when I hear a moan.

      My brain combusts in panic. It came from somewhere deep inside the pile. Tucker digs frantically now, barking in short, insistent bursts.

      I dive in beside him and wrench out armfuls of hunting gear and clothing. In the ghoulish light I spot what looks like an unshaven chin. My heart knocks like a hammer in my chest. I struggle to free my shaking fingers from the fishing net they’re entangled in, then scrabble to unearth the half-buried face.

      “Hang on!” I say as I heave a broken cabinet aside. Sweat oils my forehead, stings my eyes. The cabinet creaks and rolls onto its side, the plywood flattening like the floor of an imploded building. Another pitiful groan makes my heart gallop faster.

      I burrow through shoes and clothing and reach my arm under the man’s dust-covered head. He stiffens, as if fearful of my touch. His eyelids flicker open.

      “Da!”

      Confusion floods his face. “D … Derry? Z’at you?”

      “Yes! It’s me, Da.” I adjust my arm to cradle his head more comfortably.

      He reaches for me, his eyes clouding over. “Git outta here! It’s a trap!”

      I shake my head. “I’m not leaving you.”

      He clutches me to him. “He knew you’d come here when you found Prat's body.”

      “Who?” My mind races to the note. “Diesel?”

      Da blinks in assent. “He wanted us to fire up the Sweeper ship. We told him we didn’t know nothin’ about it, but he forced Prat out of the bunker at gunpoint.”

      “Where are the others?”

      “They fled before he came back.”

      “Why are you still here?” I ask, a sob sticking in my throat.

      He exhales softly. “I couldn’t find Tucker. Wasn’t about to leave without your dang dog.”

      My eyes brim with tears.

      “Diesel went ballistic when he realized the camp was gone. Son of a gun swung at me with the butt of his rifle, knocked me out cold.”

      A balled fist of anger slams my gut. “Let’s get you out of here before he comes back.”

      Da squeezes his eyes shut. “He knows you’re here, count on it.”

      “Can you walk?”

      “Aye.” Da sits up slowly and groans. “But my bloody nose is broken.”
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* * *

      We exit Prat's bunker and make our way along the tunnel to the main access hatch. Tucker stays glued to my heels every step of the way. He’s not likely to let me out of his sight again, no matter what command I give him. Da moves like an old man, one arm wrapped around his ribs. I steady him at the foot of the iron ladder. “I’m right behind you.”

      He hauls himself slowly up onto the first rung. Tucker gives a low growl and I tense.

      Pop! Pop! Pop!

      My adrenalin spikes. I reach for Da’s shirt and yank him back down off the ladder. We drop to the ground and I cover him as best I can. I force air through my lungs, one hand on Tucker’s head to keep him calm. My ears tingle in the darkness. Lead on metal. Someone’s shooting at the Hovermedes.

      “It’s him,” Da wheezes.

      I hunker down, straining to hear what direction the bullets are coming from.

      “Wait here,” I whisper. “I’ll see if I can get a decent shot.”

      Da grabs my sleeve. “Be careful, me wee girl.”

      I twist my lips and look away. He hasn’t called me that since Ma died. I don’t often admit it, but I miss Da too.

      I snake my way up the ladder, my tread light as velvet on each metal rung. Tucker sits on his haunches, ears aloft, his soft brown eyes watching my every move.

      More gunfire bounces off the Hovermedes. Then silence. When I reach the top of the ladder, I shut my eyes and listen for Big Ed’s voice in my head. You can hear in all directions. My heart drums in my chest as I catalog the sounds. A Northern water thrush warbles along with the forest vibrations. Strange. The shooting’s stopped.

      I pop my head up through the opening and peer hesitantly around. A thick arm locks around my neck in a death embrace.

      “Make a sound, and you’re dead.”

      Somehow, I contain the gasp that’s halfway through my lips. My heart feels as if it’s marshmallowed to twice its normal size. I grit my teeth, flailing helplessly against the chokehold Diesel has on me.

      “Real slow,” Diesel hisses in my ear. “Pass me your gun.”

      I play the only card I have left and let my weapon slip from my trembling fingers into the shaft. It clatters against the iron rungs as it falls down into the tunnel. I scrunch my eyes shut, hoping it didn’t take Da out on the way. At least I had the sense to flip the safety.

      Diesel tightens his arm against my windpipe. He grabs my hair with his free hand and drags me out of the tunnel. “On your feet.”

      I stagger up and splutter. “Can’t ... breathe!”

      “Move it!” He rams the butt of his M16 into my back. My nerves light up with pain.

      “Hands above your head. Walk toward the Hovermedes. Real slow.”

      I take several unsteady steps forward, sick with fear as I weigh my options. I can’t let him use me as bait to take control of the Hovermedes. Whatever Diesel demands, I won’t let Mason open that door.

      Three feet from the nose of the Hovermedes Diesel grabs my shoulder and wrenches it back. “Hold up!”

      Rooted to the spot, I close my eyes and breathe slowly in and out. The only advantage I have in this situation is my speed. If Diesel’s distracted for even a second, I could make a run for the bunker hatch. I’m under no illusions what the outcome will be if I make the attempt and fail.

      “I know you boneheads are in there,” Diesel yells. “Girl’s gonna croak out here, unless you open up and drop your bean shooters out the door. Any of you come outta there packing, I’ll blast your guts into tomorrow.”

      I tighten my lips and give a slight shake of my head. I know Big Ed and Mason can see me through the tinted glass. My body tenses as the minutes tick by.

      “Be a bum rap to have to shoot the little vixen in her own backyard.” The menacing edge in Diesel’s voice creeps up another notch. “Already wasted two today.”

      I lick a salty drop of sweat from my lips. He thinks Da’s dead.

      Diesel raises the barrel of his gun to the back of my head. “Better get the meat wagon coming for baby girl.”

      A ball of terror lodges in my throat. There’s no chance to run. Maybe I can drop, topple him, and wrestle the gun from his hands. I blow my lank hair out of my eyes, and freeze when I hear a click.

      A pneumatic door pops out and glides seamlessly along the body of the Hovermedes.

      “No!” I yell.

      Diesel positions me in front of his body like a human shield. I watch in disbelief as Mason emerges through the doorway. He lays his rifle on the ground and looks up, hands raised above his head.

      “You got what you wanted.” Mason’s voice is slow, methodical. “Now let her go.”

      I shift nervously from one foot to the other.

      “You know how to fly this ship?” Diesel asks.

      Mason moves his jaw side to side. “Fixin’ to try.”

      Diesel draws his studded brows together and jerks his chin at the Hovermedes. “How many you got in there?”

      “She’s the only one left.” Mason motions at me.

      Diesel’s eyes cut to the Hovermedes and then back to Mason. “Show me.”

      Mason shrugs. “Knock yourself out.”

      Diesel jams his gun into my left shoulder blade. I let out a gasp.

      “Move!” he shouts, propelling me forward again.

      I open my mouth to yell at Mason to get back inside the ship when Da’s voice cuts across the clearing. “Drop your weapon, scum.”

      Diesel hesitates. I lunge, too late. He swivels and shoots. Then, another crack rings out. Diesel sprawls backward, arms flung high above his head in a red-handed reflex that tells me he’s been hit. But what about Da?

      I’m vaguely aware I’m running madly across the clearing. My thighs burn with adrenalin coursing like acid through my legs.

      When I reach the hatch, I crumple to the ground beside Da. A pool of blood is seeping through his shirt.

      “Da!” I scream.

      A gurgle escapes his lips. He strains to sit up, and I pull him toward me.

      “It’s okay. Keep breathing.” I turn and yell over my shoulder to Mason. “Get a medical kit from the Hovermedes.”

      Da reaches for my collar and draws me close. His eyes flicker in his head like the power’s about to go out. “It’s all right, darlin’.”

      “No!” I blink back the tears stinging my eyes. “We need you. I need you.”

      He shuts his eyes and smiles, a vague, distant smile that tells me he’s drifting.

      “Da!” I shake him softly.

      His eyes pop open and he stares past me. “I can see her, Derry.”

      “See who?” My voice pitches in despair. I throw a harried glance over my shoulder. What is Mason doing?

      Da’s grip on me releases and he sinks back in my arms. “Your Ma. I see your Ma.”
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      I stare down at Da, slack-jawed and ashen in my arms. A wave of pain sears my gut. Trembling, I shake him again, my grip weakening as the nightmare takes hold. “No!” I scream. “Please, Da! You can’t die!” I collapse on his bloody chest, sobs tearing through my throat like razors.

      “Derry!” Mason runs up and lifts me off Da’s body. I stare in horror at the blood smeared all over me. No! No! No!

      Mason kneels and checks for a pulse. I watch his face for confirmation of what I already know in my heart. I felt it the moment Da’s spirit left his body. A barely perceptible shiver that left me holding him like an empty shell.

      Shaking, I wipe my sticky hands on my pants.

      Mason stands and takes a step backward. “He saved our lives.”

      I stare at Da’s chest, slick and dark like an oil spill. Eyelids sealed shut, and not in a drunken stupor, for once. An inexplicable calm washes away the sobs still jammed in my throat. He knew what he was doing. It wasn’t a mistake, and it wasn’t senseless. It was a gift. Maybe he wasn’t there for his kids when he should have been, but in the end he got a chance to do something remarkable. Ma would have been proud of him.

      A lone tear slides down my face. I crawl forward and lean over Da’s lifeless body. “You did it,” I whisper in his ear. “You saved us.”
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* * *

      Mason takes on the unsavory task of disposing of Diesel’s body. When he’s done he digs a grave and we bury Da next to a diabetic woman who passed away a few months after we moved into the bunkers. I fashion a twig cross and lay it on Da’s chest before we cover him up with dirt. It’s too risky to leave a grave marker here, but despite my suspicion that God’s forgotten we're here, I can’t let Da disappear into the earth without some icon of resurrection.

      Tucker circles the proceedings, clearly uneasy. He helped me dig Da out of the bunker an hour earlier and now we’re burying him again.

      Owen, red-eyed and in shock, says a few quick words, and the rest of us cover the site with dead brush and pinecones. I take some comfort in the fact that it wasn’t the drink that took Da in the end. Now it’s up to me to make sure he didn’t die for nothing.

      I climb back into the Hovermedes with Tucker. Despite what happened to Prat and Da, I’m still clinging to the hope that the other Undergrounders made it out safely. A quick search of the bunkers revealed no trace of them, but thankfully no bodies either. For now, I'm spared the task of burying Jakob. I really don’t think my heart could take that.

      I glance down the aisle at Blade and Lipsy, gagged and bound in the back of the ship.

      Big Ed comes up behind me. “Weren’t no way I was letting Mason give up his weapons with those two apes on the loose. I’ll untie them now.”

      “I wouldn’t mind leaving someone hogtied for the rest of the trip.” I say, loud enough for Blade to hear me.

      Rage ripples over his face, contorting the crossed cleavers on his neck.

      “No one’s getting out of the Craniopolis alive unless we go in as a team,” Mason says. “We’re in this together now. From here on out, our only enemies are the Sweepers.” He gestures at the Rogues. “Cut them loose. We’re gonna need their help going in.”

      Big Ed slices the rope around Blade’s hands, then frees Lipsy. Blade rubs his wrists, inked knuckles bulging. His lips slit in a grin that I take as more of a threat than a gesture of solidarity. I scrape a hand over my matted hair and look away. Blade’s no fool. He’ll stick with us until we find Rummy, but after that I’m fair game.

      “We’ll partner up to go in,” Mason says. “Once we’re through the access point, each of you is responsible for your partner. Owen, you’ll wait in the Hovermedes with Tucker while we locate Jakob and Rummy.”

      “Derry, you take Lipsy,” Mason continues. “Big Ed, you pair up with Blade. I’ll float between, coordinate intelligence.” He knots his thick arms across his chest, knuckles clenched. “Questions?”

      Blade scowls. “I don’t do partners.”

      “Trust me, cowboy, you’re gonna need one.”

      Blade lowers his brows. “Whadda you know? You some kinda hot shot soldier?”

      “Something like that.”

      “U. S. Marine.” I pipe up. Until now, we’ve kept Blade and Lipsy in the dark about the cloning program and Mason’s elite military training under the Sweepers. The way things are going, it might be best to keep it that way.

      “You’re a jarhead, eh? Figures.” Blade cracks his knuckles. I was hoping he’d back off if I clued him in to Mason’s credentials, but it only seems to have riled him more.

      “Who you coordinating with anyway?” Blade fastens a suspicious gaze on Mason.

      Mason widens his stance, his commanding physique filling the aisle.

      “He has a contact in the Craniopolis,” I say.

      I can almost hear the hackles rise on the back of Blade’s neck. He studies Mason for a moment, the ink curdling on his face. “Ain’t nobody got contacts in there, but snitches.” He gets to his feet, veins straining beneath his skin.

      “Watch out!” I yell, sensing what’s coming, but Mason’s already in motion.

      His fist flies forward and connects with Blade’s jaw. Blade stumbles backward and sinks to the ground, out cold like a deflated balloon.

      Lipsy moans and rocks furiously back and forth.

      “Tie him back up.” Mason throws me an irritated look, and walks up the aisle to the cockpit.

      I grimace. I should never have mentioned the contact. Blade’s devious mind jumps on any sliver of information. If he suspects Mason is from the Craniopolis, he’s never going to trust us enough to help us.

      I reach for the discarded rope lying on the seat beside Lipsy and secure Blade’s hands behind his back. “Sure we should still bring him?” I ask Big Ed.

      “Blade hates the Sweepers more than he hates us. And he wants to find Rummy. He’ll have our backs when it matters.”

      The door of the Hovermedes seals with a familiar whoosh.

      I hurry up the aisle to the cockpit and slide into the seat beside Mason. “So, what happens once we’re inside the Craniopolis?”

      Mason adjusts the gauges in front of him. “I’ll radio in our ETA to my contact, Ramesh. He’ll rig the computers to authorize our entry down to the landing dock. Once it’s safe to disembark, we’ll hide in the supply carts until Ramesh can take us to the crematorium. That’ll be our staging area.”

      “Can you count on Ramesh? What if he turns us in?”

      “He won’t.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “He’s Kat’s brother.”

      My jaw slackens. “Ramesh faked your expiration report?”

      Mason gives a terse nod.

      “Is he leaving with us afterward?”

      “He can’t. Someone’s got to stay and authorize our departure from inside the Craniopolis.”

      A chill goes through me. I can only imagine what the Sweepers will do to Ramesh if they find out he’s been smuggling people in and out of the Craniopolis.

      “There’s another military clone coming out with us,” Mason says. “Should have been two, but one of them reached his expiration date yesterday.”

      I fall silent. This is one topic I want to steer clear of for now.

      Within minutes we’re back in the air, moving soundlessly above the dense forest. I decide against turning on the Periscopic Infrared again. If I spot Undergrounders from our camp, I’ll be torn between stopping to help them and pushing on to the Craniopolis. Right now, I’m still struggling to separate my shattered emotions over Da’s death from my resolve to do whatever it takes to bring Jakob home. I glance over at Mason. I wonder if emotions are just as confusing for clones. I’m never really sure what’s going on inside Mason’s head. At times, I think I see something human in his expression, but then it’s gone again, and the clone is back in control.

      “Five miles out,” Mason calls over his shoulder. “Time to check in with Ramesh. I’ll put him on speaker.” He dons a headset and adjusts the mouthpiece.

      I stare at the contraption on his head. “That doesn’t look very hi-tech.”

      Mason chuckles. “That’s ’cause it’s not Craniopolis issued. We’re on a closed repeater circuit.” He flicks several switches and then holds a finger to his lips. “Jailbird, do you read me?”

      The line crackles briefly. “Come in Wildhorse, get on twelve.”

      Mason fiddles with a knob and changes the frequency. “Are we secure?”

      “Channel twelve secure.”

      “Aliens in the space station?”

      “Negative. You’re cleared to land in ten.”

      “Roger that.”

      “What if someone’s at the landing dock?” I ask.

      “It’s all A.I. down there—robotic entities—the only life forms will be us.” He turns to me and grins. “That’s if you count me.”

      I frown. “Real funny.” I still get uncomfortable every time Mason reminds me we’re different. He’s enhanced, that’s a given, but the real difference between us is what the clones have been robbed of—a decent lifespan.

      “Listen up.” Mason throws a quick look over his shoulder. “When we touch down on the dock, give Lipsy back her weapon. She bugs out first. You and Big Ed cover her. Head for the supply carts and climb in. Ramesh will take it from there. Once we’re safely in the Crematorium, I’ll give you the all-clear to come out.”

      I nod my assent. I can only imagine what lies ahead. We’re flying right into the jaws of the predators we’ve been running from for years. Owen told me to trust Mason, and after everything he’s done for me, I think it’s finally time.

      Mason flicks several switches and the Hovermedes begins a gradual descent. “Go back there and let Big Ed know we’re one mile to target.”

      When I stand, the ship pitches unexpectedly. I grab the back of my chair, grit my teeth, and propel myself down the aisle, lurching from side to side. Big Ed looks up, his features registering confusion, as the Hovermedes veers hard left. The tail of the craft tips up and I slam into the chair behind me as Mason’s voice booms down the aisle.

      “Bandits in the sky!”
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      The staccato sound of gunfire fills my ears. Tucker growls deep in his throat. I dive into the nearest seat and scramble to activate the harness. I’ve no idea if we’ve been hit or if Mason’s evasive maneuvers are what upended the tail. Lipsy whimpers in the back of the ship like an abandoned puppy.

      An iron clamp of despair crushes my heart. We were minutes from infiltrating the Craniopolis—from finding Jakob. The Sweepers must have intercepted Mason’s signal.

      I give up on the harness, drop to all fours, and begin crawling up the aisle to the cockpit. Tucker follows me, alternating between licking my ears and sniffing at me, unsure if this is a new game, or if I’m hurt. I reach up and give his neck a quick rub.

      As I inch forward, the tail of the Hovermedes begins to right itself, but I’m not taking any chances. I stay low until I reach Mason. “Is it Sweepers?” I pull myself up and peer through the windscreen.

      “Get away from the glass!” Mason hisses.

      I promptly flatten myself on my belly. “Are we hit?”

      “I think so. A plane came out of nowhere. I banked left, but too late. They had a machine gun on a mount and they were firing at us out of the cabin.”

      “Plane? You mean—a Hovermedes?”

      Mason shakes his head, frowning. “Some kind of modified small aircraft.”

      I jockey myself into a sitting position so I can breathe more easily. “But no one else has air capability.”

      “Someone does and they just tried to kill us.”

      My brain reels. I peer at the screen, scanning the treetops. Rogues? It’s possible they found an intact civilian plane, but where did they strip the fuel from? The air force base?

      Above Mason’s head, a sequence of red and orange lights blinks on and then off again. He mutters under his breath and rams his finger repeatedly on a button. “Everything’s frozen. I can’t get any relevant flight readings.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “System’s shutting down. We’re gonna have to land.” He braces the controls, his face glistening with sweat.

      I stare at him in disbelief. Judging by his grim expression, we have no other options, and this one’s precarious at best.

      “I’ll tell the others.” I reach up and give his shoulder a quick squeeze. “You can do this.”

      He glances across at me, and his taut features soften momentarily. “Take this with you,” he says, sliding a slim metal box out from under his seat. “I’ll explain later.”

      I clamber to my feet, tuck the box under my arm, and hurry down the aisle, a conviction growing in my gut. Soul or no soul, Mason has a human heart after all. I can see it in his eyes, and even a clone’s eyes don’t lie.

      “We’re hit, aren’t we?” Owen asks, when I reach his seat.

      “The electronics are fried. We’re going to have to make an emergency landing.”

      Big Ed pulls at his beard. “There’ll be a pack of Sweepers waiting on the ground. Could be the end of the road for us.”

      “It wasn’t Sweepers,” I say, in as firm a voice as I can muster. I’m on the fence about that, despite what Mason said, but right now Big Ed needs reassuring. “It was a civilian aircraft.”

      Big Ed draws his brows together and stares at me for a moment. “So they thought they were firing on Sweepers.”

      “That’s my hunch.”

      Behind his glasses, Big Ed’s eyes gleam. He shoots a darting glance at Owen. “Could’ve been the Council.”

      Owen nods thoughtfully. “Which means they’ve initiated engagement.”

      “This is it!” Mason yells down the galley. “Buckle up!”

      Lipsy grinds her teeth and pitches forward over her knees as if she’s about to hurl. “It’s gonna be okay!” I yell back to her. I dive into the seat in front of Owen and manage to trigger the harness by slamming every button on the control panel. I sink back, my mind racing. If the Council is close by, it could change everything.

      The Hovermedes veers left again like it’s just been shoved by a giant hand. My stomach flutters and I grip the armrests tighter. There’s a metallic clicking sound coming from the underbelly of the ship, as if it’s about to self-destruct. Tucker sinks down at my feet. I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

      “Hang on!” Mason yells.

      The Hovermedes sways from side to side like a rollercoaster cart at the mercy of gravity and momentum, and then stalls. We hang, motionless, for an elongated moment, before plummeting toward the ground. My stomach lurches again. Several warning chimes come over the speaker system before the engine shudders back into action. I press myself into my seat, electroplated with fear. A few rows behind me, Lipsy thrashes around like a caged animal in distress. “You’ll be all right,” I yell, trying again to calm her.

      We descend in a series of jerks, swaying first right and then left, inching ever closer to the canyon walls. I feel a bump and grit my teeth. Seconds later, we hit the ground with a hard jolt and skid toward the tree line.

      The ship shudders to a stop and tilts sideways, metal creaking like the hull is about to burst open. An aroma like welding fumes fills the cabin. A sour taste prickles the back of my throat. I jump up and stumble down the aisle to the back of the ship.

      “We need to get out. Now!” I yell.

      Blade stares up at me, eyes bulging, like he’s just woken up from a nightmare and has no idea what planet he’s on. Lipsy huddles in the next seat, hands clapped over her ears, like she doesn’t want to know what planet she’s on.

      I grab the rope around Blade’s wrists and untie it. “Let’s go!” I turn around and call up to Mason. “Do we have to shoot our way out of here?”

      “Hang on,” he yells. “There’s a manual override for the door.”

      The side of the Hovermedes retracts into itself and I lock my gaze on the square of forest framed by the doorway. Fern fronds undulate up and down in a light breeze, as if signaling our arrival to an invisible enemy. We’re buried deep in the undergrowth. My heart gallops in my chest. We might still have a chance of disappearing before the Sweepers locate us.

      “Everybody out!” I yell, and duck though the door opening.

      Eyes forward, I run to a clump of pines, Tucker loping at my side. Mason follows, half-carrying Owen. Big Ed brings up the rear, herding Blade and Lipsy in front of him with his M16.

      “Will the Sweepers know a ship has gone down?” I ask Mason.

      He shakes his head. “No, they don’t have access to the closed circuit Ramesh and I were on.”

      Blade listens intently, but when I catch his eye, he looks away. He’s not in any shape to go toe to toe with Mason about any suspicions he has. Still, I’m convinced there’s more trouble brewing in that graffitied head of his.

      I glance around at the sparse shelter of pines. “We should move deeper into the forest.”

      Mason frowns. “There’s another way in to the Craniopolis.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We can go in through the backup air vent.”

      Blade leans against a pine tree and spits in the dirt. “I ain’t going one step farther ’til you meatheads tell me what’s going on.” He gestures derisively at Mason. “How does this son of a gun knows the joint so well if he ain’t one of them.”

      The swish of a squirrel scampering around our feet is the only sound in the silence that follows. I open my mouth to tell Blade to shut up—the less he knows the better—but Mason gestures to me to be quiet.

      “You’re right.” Mason bars his arms across his chest and pins his gaze on Blade. “I do know the joint well.”

      Blade eyes Mason appraisingly.

      “I was a prisoner there.”

      A slow grin spreads across Blade’s face. “I knowed somethin’ was up with you.” He throws Mason a sly look. “How’d you escape?”

      Before Mason can reply, a flock of birds startles. I look skyward, expecting a hawk, or even an eagle. Instead, a cigar-shaped shadow approaches from the east. Fear floods my mind. “Sweepers!”

      There’s a freeze tag moment of disbelief, and then we all take off sprinting through the lodge pole pines. Mason powers past me, Owen slung across his shoulders. Big Ed veers off to my left. Almost immediately, I lose track of the Rogues.

      I plow my way over the spongy forest floor. Twigs slap at my face in the ever-thickening undergrowth. I know the tubes can’t operate in this dense brush, but I don’t stop running. For all I know, the Sweepers may come after us on foot.

      My lungs gasp for air. I swallow a bug and stumble onward, choking while it goes down. I can barely see through the hair plastered across my face. Tucker hurtles along to my right, panting hard, but I can’t risk taking my eyes off the root-ridden path to check on him.

      To my left I hear someone thrashing through the brush about thirty feet behind us. I don’t dare call out for fear it’s Blade. My breathing grows more labored. I can’t keep up this pace much longer. My legs are dissolving like jelly.

      Up ahead I spot a hollowed out tree trunk. I slow to a lurching trot. Limbs convulsing, I make my way toward it, squeeze inside, and collapse on a bed of forest litter. Tucker barrels in after me and I place an arm around his heaving belly. We lay in a jumbled, sweaty heap, gasping in the air reeking of decaying wood and damp leaves. I listen for footsteps, but all I can hear is a thrush twittering above us.

      After several minutes, I shift my position to relieve my cramped legs. Tucker whimpers softly and licks my face as if to reassure me we’re safe. I stretch, then lay back down and curl into the fetal position. Tucker pants hot breath in my face, his tongue dangling through his lips.

      When his breathing finally slows to a normal pace, he gets up and sniffs at my pack. “Need some water, old boy?” I lean on one elbow, unscrew my canteen, and pour him a cupful. It’s not enough to satisfy him, but it’s all I can spare for now. I roll over and peek out through the cracked tree trunk. A splash of sun accents the pea green ferns clustered around. Must be close to noon. Prime time for Sweepers. My stomach cramps. Are the others safe?

      “We can’t stay here, Tucker. We have to find Owen.”

      He wags his tail and slips out through the opening in the tree trunk. I gulp a few swigs of water and screw the cap back on my canteen. I shove my pack through the trunk and take a deep breath before climbing out after him. I search the patch of sky visible through the soaring pines, but there’s no sign of a ship.

      Tucker comes tearing back to greet me, happy to be hitting the trail again. I throw a glance around. I’ll have to watch my back with Blade and Lipsy on the loose. At least they don’t have weapons.

      Up ahead, Tucker pauses and sniffs meticulously around a rotten log. I chuckle to myself when a squirrel darts out and spooks him.

      Something tickles my ear as it flies by, and I swat at it distractedly. Tucker looks up, ears pricked, and then keels over on the forest floor.
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      My head jerks toward the soft thud of Tucker’s body hitting the ground. I plunge forward, hollering his name, my cramped legs responding in slow motion. I fix my eyes on the patch of fur thirty feet in front of me and reach down inside myself, summoning every last drop of adrenaline.

      But, I’m not fast enough. The Sweepers’ tube slithers out of nowhere and fastens itself on Tucker like a shivering viper. In a final burst of speed, I fall on it, heedless of the skin shredding from my fists as I whale on it.

      “No! Not Tucker! You monsters!”

      The tube retracts like a giant muscle, catapulting me into the brush. I watch, horrified, as it coils upward, dragging a writhing Tucker with it. The breath in my lungs hardens like concrete. My eyes blur with tears as a flash of fur disappears with the retractable arm of chain mail into the underbelly of the Hovermedes.

      “No! No! No!” I hurl a fistful of leaves and pinecones into the air, and then sink back down, pounding the dirt with my fists. My mind whites out. I press the palms of my hands into my eye sockets and scream from deep within. My rib cage shudders, and for a moment I think I’ve been darted too.

      “Derry!” Mason reaches for me by the scruff of my neck and drags me deeper into the brush. His eyes flash with annoyance. “Keep your voice down.”

      I sit up, and wipe the tears from my lashes.

      “Who did they take?” Mason asks, his tone low and urgent.

      My chest tightens. Tucker’s smell lingers on my clothes, heightening the pain of losing him. Through a haze of tears, I claw my way back to my feet. “I have to follow that ship. Get out of my way!”

      Mason sidesteps me, then locks me from behind in a bear hug. “Derry! Listen to me! I need you to calm down and tell me who they took.”

      Sobbing, I go limp in his arms.

      He turns me around to face him. “Who?”

      “Tucker,” I whisper.

      I swear a flicker of relief crosses his face.

      “I was afraid it was Owen.” He releases me with a heavy sigh. “I’ve lost him.”

      The air exits my lungs. I blink to orient myself. “How ... you had him ...”

      “He insisted I look for you before we went any farther. I left him in a grove, well-concealed.” Mason’s face pales. “When I went back, he was gone.”

      I stare at him, equal measures of rage and grief wrestling for control. “You moron! You shouldn’t have left him. He’s in no state to fend for himself.”

      My temples throb. I clamp my head between my hands, my thoughts tumbling over each other. If Owen's in trouble, there’s no time to waste, even now when I’m raw with grief over losing Tucker.

      “How far’s the backup air vent?” I ask.

      “Quarter mile or so.”

      “We’ll spread out and comb the area. If we can’t find Owen in the next hour, we’ll go in through that vent. Let’s round up the others.”

      “They’re waiting for us. Where’s that box I gave you in the Hovermedes?”

      I rummage in my pack and shove it at him. “We need to hurry. What is it anyway?”

      “It’s a Faraday box. I took the radio from the Hovermedes and I need to hide it in something that will protect it from pulses. It’s the only way we can communicate without the Sweepers knowing.”

      Mason stashes the radio in the hollowed-out tree where Tucker and I hid, then leads me through the prickly undergrowth. The afternoon air smells of wildflowers, and moss cooking in the sun. My body aches to collapse on a soft patch somewhere and sleep off the warmth of the day—but that would amount to a death sentence with Sweepers on the prowl. I grab a fistful of half-ripened raspberries from a bush in passing and stuff them in my mouth. My withered taste buds awaken as the sour juice trickles down my throat. I can’t remember the last time I ate anything, but hunger pangs hit the moment I swallow the berries.

      “Got any food?” I ask Mason.

      He reaches into a side pocket and tosses me a hunk of deer jerky. I gnaw on it, alternating bites with small moans of pleasure.

      Mason throws me a disapproving look. “If you’re trying to broadcast our position, you’re doing a good job.”

      I swallow a chunk of jerky whole and wipe the drool off my mouth. “How much farther?” I ask, stuffing the rest of it into my pocket.

      “We’re here.” Mason places two fingers between his lips and whistles.

      Big Ed answers back with a short trill.

      Mason walks over to a half-buried boulder and yanks back a pile of brush from a burrow tucked flush into its base.

      Big Ed pops his head out, a sprig of grass clamped between his teeth. A look of relief spreads across his leathered features.

      The tension in my shoulders eases at the sight of him, but I can’t bring a smile to my face. I clamber down into the burrow and glance around. There’s barely room to crouch down inside, let alone stretch out. No shortage of claw marks in the dirt walls either. A shiver crosses my shoulders. Just my luck they’d find an empty bear den to hide in.

      Blade and Lipsy huddle beneath the tangled web of roots, wrists bound in front of them. Lipsy's face is bleeding from several ugly scratches, but Blade looks relatively unscathed, apart from his misshapen jaw.

      “We’ve lost Owen,” I say. “He can’t have gone far.”

      “You ain’t gonna find that sucker,” Blade pipes up. “Why’d you think that Hovermedes backed off? Cause they got what they came for, that’s why!”

      “They got Tucker,” I say, fighting to control the waver in my voice.

      Blade cocks an eyebrow. “Must be hard times in the Craniopolis if dog’s on the menu.”

      I lunge in a half-crawl toward him. Big Ed grabs me by the shoulder and pulls me back.

      I shake him off, and take a deep breath. I know better than to react to Blade like anything he says merits a response. I can’t keep giving him that kind of power over me.

      “We’re not going to stop looking for Owen yet,” I say. “He might still be out there. He knows a thing or two about staking out and camouflage.”

      Blade lets out a snort. “I ain’t going back out there long as those ships are sniffing around. Right now, I’m gonna get me some jerky and bust some Zs, and if you had any sense between your ears, you’d do the same.”

      I stick my face up close to Blade’s. In the sickly light of the burrow, the lightning bolts carved up the side of his neck make him look like some ugly hybrid badger.

      “I should have left you for a wolf pack to find when you were out cold,” I say, my voice oddly devoid of emotion. “But, that’s the difference between you and me. I don’t leave a man, even a scumbag like you, to the mercy of animals.”

      Blade hacks a ball of spit at the back of his throat. Instinctively, I draw back several inches. He curls his lip at me. “Them cats got your brother, I get it. But, you ain’t gonna find him this side o’ the fence.” He throws his head back and laughs, a thin, reedy laugh that’s quickly absorbed into the damp, dirt walls.

      I turn to Big Ed and Mason. “Let’s go. I’m done with him.”

      Lipsy looks up at me, startled.

      “Your choice,” I say to her. “You can stay with Blade or come with us.”

      The smile fades from Blade's face. “She ain’t going nowhere without me, ain’t that right, Lipsy?”

      Lipsy picks at the sleeve of her jacket. “Th-th-that’s right,” she says, avoiding eye contact with me.

      I stare down at her bent head in disbelief. “I don’t know what you’re thinking, Lipsy. Don’t you get it? This is your chance to get away from the Rogues.”

      I reach out a hand to her, but she shrinks back, shaking her head vehemently.

      I let out an exasperated sigh. “Have it your way then.”

      She rocks gently back and forth in response.

      I turn to Mason. “Cut them loose.”

      Big Ed and Mason exchange a look, and then Mason pulls out his knife and slashes the ropes around their wrists.

      “Have at it,” I say. “You’re on your own.”

      “Hey! Wait a minute! Give us back our bleedin’ guns at least!” Blade yells after us.

      I flash him a cold smile and throw Lipsy a strip of jerky.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Big Ed, Mason, and I pan out and comb the brush for the next forty-five minutes, whistling intermittently, clambering beneath root systems, checking every crevice and burrow on the off chance Owen's holed up someplace, or passed out and can’t hear us. I keep thinking about how much easier this would be with Tucker’s help. The sob lodged in my throat thickens.

      “Maybe Blade’s right,” I say, when we regroup. “The Sweepers always take off when they make an extraction.” I turn to Mason. “I think it’s time to find that backup air vent.”

      A somber expression clouds his face. He moves wordlessly back into the brush. Big Ed and I exchange uncertain looks, and then fall in behind him.

      Before long we’re climbing a steep slope through a thick mantle of Tamarack trees. My heart weighs heavier than the pack on my back. There’s a real risk this could end badly for everyone. If we don’t make it inside the Craniopolis undetected, I may never see Jakob or Owen again. And I can’t begin to think about what will happen to Tucker when the Sweepers realize they’ve snagged a dog.

      Big Ed pulls up and leans his forearms on one knee, panting. “How much farther? This dang hill’s steeper than a cow’s face.”

      “It’s right there.” Mason points up the slope. “Beyond that burnt patch.”

      I stare at the charred belt of hillside above us. “We’ll be fully exposed once we leave the cover of the trees.”

      Big Ed mops at his brow. “Sure you don’t want to wait till dark?”

      I hesitate. Our chances of getting inside undetected after sundown are marginally better, but we’re already behind schedule. We need to rescue Jakob before something unimaginable happens to him. I shake my head. “There are lives at stake. How’s the vent secured?”

      “There’s a metal grating that has to be unscrewed and a series of mesh discs behind it to trap smaller debris,” Mason says. “Could take a while to get in.”

      “Then let’s get on it.”

      Big Ed shoves his spectacles up his nose and adjusts his pack. Silently, we creep up the hill another thirty feet or so, M16s at the ready.

      “Wait here.” Mason motions us down to the ground and sidles forward alone. When he reaches a small outcrop, he raises his arm and flings a fistful of rocks at a clump of moss overhanging a granite slab. The clang of stone on metal reverberates in my head like an underwater sonic boom. I stiffen and grip my gun tighter, bracing for an explosion of some kind.

      Mason hurries back down to us. “It’s clean.”

      Heart racing, I scramble up to the cleverly camouflaged vent access and pull the moss overhang to one side. My heart sinks when I step behind it. Big Ed comes up behind me and whistles softly. The grating over the vent is easily four feet in diameter and securely riveted into its iron frame with mammoth metal bolts.

      I look down at my feet and kick at the droppings scattered around. “Wolves. Even they can’t figure out how to get in.”

      Big Ed kneels and examines the droppings. “Fresh. Must be a pack close by.”

      A shiver crosses my shoulders. “Another good reason not to be out here after dark. Let’s get busy.”

      Mason sticks his hand beneath the moss overhang and pokes around in a crevice in the granite for a few minutes. He grunts, and I hear a scraping sound as he drags something out.

      He holds up a colossal rusted wrench with an adjustable lower jaw. I’m not sure I could lift it, let alone wield it, but Mason’s brandishing it in front of our faces like it’s hollow. "Ramesh stashed it here in case I ever needed a way back in."

      I'm warming up to this Ramesh clone. By my calculations, he's taken more than a few risks for Mason.

      I watch Mason position the wrench on the first bolt and twist, the cords on the backs of his hands flinching with the effort. Even with his extraordinary strength, it could take a while to loosen these bolts.

      I load my pack back on. “I’ll head uphill and spot while you work on the grating.”

      Big Ed nods. “We’ll whistle for you when we’re ready.”

      

      I hike to an elevation, which gives me a vantage point to pick off anyone approaching the vent from either direction. I’m worried Blade and Lipsy might have followed us. I don’t understand why Lipsy wouldn’t come with us. Blade couldn’t have stopped her with all of us there. It’s like she thinks she’s one of them now. I slip between the pines spearing their way skyward and throw my pack at my feet. A stunned field mouse darts out from beneath the leaves and scuttles off.

      I pull my gun from my shoulder, adjust my scope’s windage knob, and take aim, center mass on the granite slab that marks the vent entry. I’ve never killed a man before. Hard to say what I might do if I see Blade now. I lower my gun and run my hand along the barrel. Lipsy would finally be free.

      It’s the smallest of pricks when it hits. Bee sting grade. A brain-freeze jolt of pain in the temples. I fall forward, immobilized, face planting into the mosaic of shriveled pine needles looming up at me from the forest floor.
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      I’m floating upward, but I can’t figure out where to. Swaths of color bleed into grainy images that swim around me like luminescent jellyfish.

      I wake with a violent start, soaked in sweat, and look into the lead-colored eyes of my captor—a barrel-chested, olive-skinned man with long, thick lashes, cleaner than anyone I’ve seen in years. He leans over me, a perturbed look on his face, scalp pinched tight over his smooth head.

      “Do you know who I am?” His voice rumbles like a freight train.

      I twist my neck to look past him, confirming the fear gnawing at me. I’m inside a Hovermedes. Harnessed in one of those egg-shaped seats. A prisoner. More lab rat status than POW. My heart sinks.

      I only zoned out on the hill for a few seconds, wallowing in thoughts of revenge against Blade, but that’s all it took. Owen always said it would kill me in the end. And I’m as good as dead now.

      “You’re a Sweeper?” My voice pitches into question mode, as if there’s still a chance this could all be a horrible misunderstanding. Or, better still, a dream. Instinctively I reach up and rub the dull ache in my left temple where the tranquilizer dart went in.

      The olive-skinned man opens his mouth to respond, but turns at a loud thump behind him.

      A furry head squeezes into the space between us, and then, unbelievably, Tucker is straddling my chest with his paws, tail swishing contentedly behind him. I try to say his name, but there’s a sob the size of a basketball stuck in my throat and all I manage is a gurgle. I pull him toward me, catching a whiff of pine and campfire in his coat. I can’t believe they let him live. But maybe the Sweepers have some other sinister purpose for him.

      We stay locked in our sweaty embrace until Tucker wriggles free to sniff at the jerky in my pocket. I tear my eyes away from him and glare at the Sweeper. “Why’d you take my dog?”

      He cocks his head to the side. “Had to. You’re inseparable.”

      I breathe unevenly in and out. Like he cares. He’s toying with me, just like Blade does. I won’t give him the satisfaction of showing my fear. I nudge Tucker aside and undo the harness that’s cinched so tight it’s cutting off my circulation. Surprisingly, the Sweeper doesn’t react. I flick my eyes around. There’s a good chance he has other options to immobilize me if I try to escape.

      I run my eyes over his hulking frame. Not much chance of overpowering him. My best bet is to keep him talking and learn as much as I can. Anything he tells me could prove useful if I have a chance to escape later. “How long were you tracking us?” I ask.

      He smiles, an amused intensity in his metallic eyes, as he smooths down the front of his pressed shirt. “A while. Mason was communicating with me when your ship went down. My name is Ramesh.”

      My head spins. I frown, trying to make sense of what he said. “You’re not a Sweeper?”

      “No!” His eyes glimmer with distaste. “I’m not one of them.”

      A sliver of hope pierces through my despair. “I don’t understand. Why did you extract me then?”

      “I rescued you. Mason sent an encrypted Mayday right before you went down.”

      “Did you see him down there?” I ask. “And Big Ed—the old man who was with him?”

      Ramesh hesitates. “I couldn’t find them on the scanners.”

      “They’re inside the entrance to the backup air vent. They’re trying to remove the grating.”

      Ramesh’s face takes on a moss-colored tinge. “They’ll never make it. Security drones will pick them up.”

      “Then we have to get to them first.” I bound toward the cockpit, but he bars my way.

      “I can’t override the extraction cameras much longer or I’ll arouse suspicion.” Ramesh sets his lips. “If you want to get inside the Craniopolis, you’ll have to leave them behind.”

      I stare at him in disbelief. “How long before the extraction cameras kick back on?”

      He shrugs. “Twenty minutes. If they’re off for more than an hour at a time, they trigger an irregular maintenance alarm.”

      I twist my lips. “That’s not enough time to land. But you can extract them. I know exactly where they are. Take us back to where you picked me up and I’ll guide you.”

      Ramesh rubs a hand over his egg-shaped head. His mountainous chest rises and falls beneath his immaculate shirt as he weighs my words. He looks a little older than Mason, same build, but neat and polished-looking. He’s taking a huge risk helping us, but he’s a clone near the end of his life units. Maybe it’s a gamble worth taking to make his life count for something.

      Ramesh sighs, a resigned look on his face. “I’ll make one pass. If I can’t find them, I’m heading back in.” He climbs into the cockpit and flicks several switches on the bank of screens. I slide into the seat beside him and secure my harness. Tucker rests his head on my knee. We glide forward, out of hover mode, and swoop around a huge granite outcrop into the canyon.

      “You could still come with us, you know.” I turn to Ramesh. “We can figure out some other way to get out.”

      He shakes his head. “They’ve upgraded our design since Mason left. We’ve been outfitted with retinal tracking sensors in the right temple that can’t be removed without shutting down brain function. They send some kind of neurotoxin along the optic nerve if the sensor is tampered with.”

      “Why do they need to track you?”

      Ramesh adjusts the altitude setting on the screen in front of him. “They only turn them on when we leave the Craniopolis. Supposedly, it’s to prevent clones from falling into the hands of subversives if a Hovermedes goes down. In reality, it’s to discourage us from defecting. The sensors track everything—our movements, brainwaves, temperature, organ degeneration, even mood swings. There’s no way to leave the Craniopolis without authorization.”

      “Are they tracking you now?”

      “Everything’s fed into the system. But it won’t trigger any alarms—I hacked into the scheduling software and logged myself out on routine surveillance.”

      I furrow my brow. “Mason said there’s another military clone coming out with us.”

      Ramesh scratches the side of his neck. “Sven’s been chipped too. We’ll have to fake his expiration before you leave—otherwise he’s a walking tracking device.”

      My stomach churns. “Why are the Sweepers doing such monstrous things?”

      Ramesh draws his brows together, as if contemplating his answer. “They’re bringing life to a dying planet through cloning regeneration.”

      “You can’t be serious. Cloning’s hardly the gift of life. An expiration date’s a death sentence.”

      Ramesh shrugs. “If the Sweepers don’t preserve what life remains, the subversives will slaughter every last survivor out there.”

      I shrink back in my seat, rattled by the bite in Ramesh’s tone.

      “Subversives are driven by primitive appetites,” he continues. “There is no freedom in a world where those appetites run rampant.”

      A cold sensation creeps up my spine. Why is he defending the Sweepers? What if this is a set up and he’s been ordered to bring us in? It’s not a possibility Mason is willing to entertain, but I have no allegiance to anyone inside the Craniopolis. Without Big Ed here, there’s no one’s judgement I really trust. I’ve only my gut to guide me. “Why are you helping us then?”

      He throws me a sideways glance. “Maybe I don’t like being expendable.” He cranes his thick neck forward to peer at the screen. “This is where I picked you up.”

      I scan the hilltop for any sign of movement.

      Ramesh navigates closer and we drop in a tiered pattern. Tucker whimpers and presses up against my legs. Twenty feet from the ground, Ramesh adjusts the controls and we hover, silent as a suspended spider.

      “They’re beneath that granite overhang.” I point at the curtain of moss shielding the entrance to the vent.

      Ramesh taps on the screen. “I’ll activate the infrared image intensifier.”

      I stare, fascinated, at the screen in front of me. The camera lens focuses and scans the granite with x-ray vision. Big Ed and Mason come into view, leaning into the grating, trying to turn the massive wrench.

      Ramesh gestures at the gauges. “Do you want to give it a go?”

      I turn to him, frowning. “What? You mean ... fly?”

      He shakes his head, a bemused expression on his face. “Dart them.”

      I stiffen. “Can’t we extract them without darts?”

      “Less chance of them injuring themselves if they’re sedated.”

      “I’m not sure Big Ed’s heart can handle that,” I say, hesitantly. Truth is, I don’t want to immobilize him. I’m still not entirely sure what Ramesh is up to, or where his allegiance lies.

      Ramesh’s face softens. “All right. I don’t want to put him into cardiac arrest. I’ve never extracted someone that moth-eaten before.”

      I throw him an irritated look. He’s as rude as Mason. Maybe clones don’t know any better. It’s not like there are any old ones. “So, how does an extraction work exactly?” I ask. “What do I have to do?”

      “It’s simple. Pull the release handle. You send down the first tube and grab Big Ed. I’ll send the second one down and nab Mason.”

      I turn my attention back to the screen. My finger hovers momentarily over Big Ed and then switches to Mason. Why did Ramesh tell me to extract Big Ed first? What if he's really trying to take us in? The sooner Mason’s on board, the safer we all are, Big Ed included. I don't even know for sure if this clone is Ramesh, but Mason will know.

      I tap the screen in front of me and a familiar disembodied white head appears.

      Funnel activation request. Confirm extraction.

      I bite my bottom lip. I hope I’m doing the right thing in going with my gut.

      “Confirm.”

      There’s a whirring sound and the Hovermedes gives a quick shake. I stare at the screen, mesmerized by what I’ve unleashed. The glinting TechnoTerra tube shoots out from the underbelly and arcs beneath the overhang. It suctions Mason and begins an immediate ascent back to the ship. Slack-jawed, I watch Big Ed leap at it, battering it with his bare hands like a madman. My chest tightens at the look of terror plastered across his face. My only consolation is that any second now this will all be over and he’ll understand. I shrink back several inches from the screen as the first tube retracts into the underside of the ship, dragging Mason behind it.

      “Aren’t you going to release the second tube?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder at Ramesh.

      His glassy eyes look past me like dried out blue bottles. He sways forward and his lips part, releasing a soft whistle of air as his body crumples to the floor.
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      I jump up and spin around, my lungs icing over. My first thought is that Sweepers have boarded the ship and darted Ramesh. I peer down the galley, half-expecting the prick of a tranquilizer to sink into my flesh again. The ship is eerily silent, the egg-shaped seats unoccupied. Tucker lets out a mournful whine. I give him a reassuring pat on the head, and then drop to my knees at Ramesh’s side to check for a pulse. My fingers recoil in horror. He’s already rigid, his olive skin faded to the color of dried out bones.

      A series of chimes peal out over the ship’s speakers. I look around in confusion. Heart pounding, I grab Tucker by the collar and scramble behind a seat.

      “Acknowledge consignment,” an electronic voice booms out.

      I peer around the edge of the seat I’m cowering behind. At the back of the ship, the undercarriage retracts. I watch as Mason is fed through the opening, still suctioned to the articulated tube.

      “Acknowledge consignment,” the electronic voice repeats in an elevated monotone.

      I’ve no idea what I’m supposed to do or say, but if I don’t try something, Mason might disappear again, and with him any hope I have of reaching the Craniopolis. “Acknowledge,” I yell back.

      Nothing happens. Panic surges through me. I scramble up and race down the aisle, barely avoiding tripping over Tucker who takes my mad dash to mean we’re disembarking. Halfway down, the tube detaches from Mason with a sudden flux of air and disappears back into an opening in the side of the ship. The undercarriage seals shut with a pneumatic hum.

      “Mason!” I hurl myself at him. “Are you okay?”

      He clamps onto my shoulders with steely fingers. “Sweepers?”

      I shake my head, at a loss for words. There’s no easy way to tell him Ramesh is dead.

      Mason clambers to his feet, clutching his gun. His eyes settle on Ramesh’s body sprawled in the aisle near the cockpit. The color drains from his face.

      He treads heavily up the aisle, gripping the back of each seat as if it’s a Sweeper’s head he’d like to rip from his shoulders. I follow at a safe distance. When he reaches Ramesh, he kneels beside him and lifts him gently in his arms. “When ... ?” His voice breaks.

      “Right before you got here.”

      His face sags. “He was a trusted friend.”

      A wave of guilt courses through me. I didn’t know Ramesh long enough to trust him. He didn’t despise the Sweepers the way Mason does, and that made me suspicious. They’re monsters after all. But, the more I think about what Ramesh said, I realize he was right about one thing. We’ll never have a free world with subversives roaming rampant either.

      Mason scoops up Ramesh’s rigid body and places him awkwardly in a pod chair.

      “Why’s he so stiff already?” I ask.

      “Molecular Ossification.”

      I flick my eyes over Ramesh, bewildered. “What’s that?”

      “The nanotechnology used to create military clones manipulates the atoms in bones to enhance our strength—it’s like giving us an endoskeleton within a skeleton. The downside is that the bone formation process spirals out of control once we reach adulthood, kind of like cancer cells.” Mason lets out a heavy sigh. “Everything hardens like rock inside, sometimes in a matter of hours, sometimes minutes. The Sweepers can’t figure out how to curb it. Kills us like clockwork every time.”

      I shudder. It sounds like being buried alive in concrete, only inside out. It’s creepy to know what you’re going to die of ahead of time. And hopeless—knowing you’ll never grow old. At least Big Ed has—Big Ed!

      I grip Mason by the arm. “Big Ed’s still down there! We have to extract him before the security drones pick him up. Ramesh said the air vent is being monitored.”

      Mason immediately slips into the cockpit and twists several knobs. His features harden.

      “What is it?” I push Tucker aside to lean over Mason’s shoulder.

      He shakes his head. “He’s gone!”

      “What?” I peer at the screen in disbelief. “He can’t be. There’s no way he could have taken that grating off by himself.”

      Mason runs a hand across his jaw. “I’ll activate a playback sequence.” He flips a switch and stares at the screen as it rewinds through a series of frames. “There he is.”

      Mason jabs at a button on his control panel. Big Ed paces back and forth, obviously distraught. He pauses to give the grating a couple of halfhearted tugs, and then runs his hands over his craggy face. He glances around furtively, as if fearful the tube might reappear, then suddenly reaches for his pack. My heart skips a beat. I watch as he slips his arms through the straps, ducks beneath the granite and takes off running toward the tree line.

      “That footage was five-and-a-half minutes ago,” Mason says, his expression grim. “He’s already deep in the brush by now.” He leans over the screen and resets the mode to current view.

      “We can’t just leave him out there on his own,” I say.

      Mason narrows his eyes at me. “If we go after him now, we abort the mission to the Craniopolis. That’s lights out for Jakob. Make a decision.”

      I take a step back and run my sweaty palms down the length of my braid. There are plenty of reasons why leaving Big Ed to fend for himself is a bad idea, but I know what he would tell me to do if he were here. I draw my shoulders back and take a deep breath. “Head for the Craniopolis. This may be the only chance we get.”

      Mason sets his jaw. He pulls a switchblade out of his pocket and tosses it to me. “Get the chip out.” He gestures with his thumb at Ramesh’s gnarled body, tipped forward in the seat behind me.

      I meet Mason’s stony-faced gaze, and know instinctively it’s a test. My heart balks, but my muscles react and I spring the blade. Right index, I mouth silently to myself. Slice the tip.

      Moments later, the silver chip glints up at me from the grayish crumbs of flesh in the palm of my hand. I pick it up and blow it off, avoiding looking at Ramesh’s body again. I feel sick, but vindicated. I have what it takes inside me after all.

      “Keep it in your pocket in case we get separated,” Mason says. “You can activate any Hovermedes with it.”

      “No blood,” I remark, handing his knife back to him.

      He glances over my shoulder at Ramesh. “It’s already metabolized.”

      I curl my lip in disgust. “Ugh! The Sweepers are insane.”

      “They’ll never stop. The lure of being able to reengineer humanity is too strong.”

      “Then we have to stop them,” I say. “How many clones can we count on to help?”

      Mason raises his brows. “Don’t get your hopes up. Most of them will side with the Sweepers, especially the Schutz Clones.”

      “Who are they?”

      “The scientists’ personal bodyguards. You’ll recognize them when you see them, heavily-armed, dressed in black fatigues. We don’t want to engage them if we can avoid it. They’re deadly, trained in hand-to-hand combat with special knives called Schutzmesser.” He gives a snort of disgust. “The scientists don’t even trust each other.”

      I sit back, digesting this new information. It’s hard to imagine there are clones in the Craniopolis even more intimidating than Mason. The upside is we may be able to use the Sweepers’ misgivings about each other against them. The whole mission is a long shot, but we owe it to Jacob and Owen to attempt a rescue.

      “Ready?” Mason asks.

      I nod and settle into my seat.

      The Hovermedes glides forward. Tucker brushes up against me expectantly. I scratch his head while I contemplate what lies ahead. It’s a death wish of sorts. We have no real plan now that Ramesh is gone. Even if we make it safely inside the Craniopolis, we don’t have any way to leave the landing dock undetected.

      “One mile to go,” Mason calls out.

      The surround sound system crackles briefly and the lights in the cabin dim. “Craniopolis access sector,” an electronic voice announces. “Molecular validation required.”

      Mason places his index finger in a slot on the control panel in front of him. I suck in my breath. This is it! Almost there, Jakob. I flinch at a sharp zapping sound coming from the speaker.

      Invalid molecular readout. Invalid molecular readout. Invalid molecular readout ...

      “Quick! Get me Ramesh’s chip.” Mason’s voice is ragged like I’ve never heard it before. I unbuckle my harness and dig deep in my pockets. “Here!” I thrust the chip at him.

      He grabs it and rams it into the slot. Immediately a high-pitched two-tone chime fills the cabin. “Downlink secured. Proceed to docking.”

      Mason’s lips form a silent “O” and his grip on the control throttle slackens. I sink back in my seat and wait for the pounding in my chest to die down.

      “They deactivated my chip,” Mason mutters, more to himself than me.

      “Ramesh said they upgraded the chips after you left, some kind of retinal sensor,” I say. “They can track everything now; brainwaves, temperature, organ degeneration—”

      “What?” Mason turns his head and stares at me, a stricken look on his face.

      It takes me a moment, and then it hits me. Ramesh’s sensor. “They know Ramesh is dead, don’t they?”

      “Instant upload. They knew the minute it happened.” A deep crease forms in the middle of Mason’s forehead. “Too late to abort now. We’re locked into the docking process.”

      My mind races. We’re trapped. They’re reeling us in like fish on a line. We should have ditched the Hovermedes when Ramesh expired and went in through the backup air vent like we planned all along.

      My eyes widen as we begin a rapid descent. The entire top section of the hilltop below us swivels slowly off its base, revealing a giant steel-framed hanger bay housing six gleaming Hovermedes.

      “Get the guns!” Mason yells.

      I scurry back and grab our weapons. Tucker whimpers, an uneasy look in his eyes. I hold onto my seat as the Hovermedes drops silently into an empty slot on the concrete hanger floor. The instant we touch down, Mason slams his palm on the door activation switch and springs from his seat.

      I whistle softly to Tucker. Mason sticks his head halfway through the door opening, and holds a hand up to signal me to stay put. I hunker down, my fingers looped through Tucker’s collar. He waits, motionless, ears perked above his head in radar mode.

      Mason motions to the supply carts lined up against the far wall alongside a couple of bridge cranes. “Over there! Go! Go!” He springs from the Hovermedes, armed with an M16 in each hand.

      I shove Tucker out the door and lunge after him. Adrenalin spurts through me. I leap over a trench drain, covering the distance to the back wall in a few breakneck strides. Gasping, I plummet headfirst after Tucker into the nearest cart as an overhead steel door rolls open behind me.
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      An odor of charred metal fills my nostrils. I must have landed on a pile of power tools or scrap parts from a downed Hovermedes. I carefully wriggle my shoulder blade off something hard as steel that’s threatening to impale me. Tucker noses me to get up and I lay a restraining hand on him. He nestles his head resignedly beneath my chin. I lie motionless against him, feeling dangerously exposed and conspicuous on my jagged mattress. If the Sweepers glance over the edge of the cart, they’ll be looking straight at me. Carefully, I wrap my finger around the trigger of my gun.

      Seconds later, heavy footsteps approach. A bitter sludge of fear trickles down the back of my throat. I squeeze my eyes shut and think of Jakob, imprisoned somewhere in the Craniopolis, alone and terrified. I inhale softly. Whatever I do next will be for him. I slowly raise the barrel of my gun several inches and train it on the rim of the cart, struggling to hold it steady, the trigger slick with sweat.

      “Mason?” a voice whispers.

      My brain jams. Confused, I let the muzzle drop and then quickly raise it again.

      “Mason, are you in there?” A head appears, then massive shoulders, chiseled like a load bearing beam.

      I freeze in the man’s colossal shadow. His thick, blond eyebrows shoot up, a startled look in his eyes. In that chilling second, I make a decision and go with my gut. I release the trigger and lower my gun, my fingers trembling.

      The stranger’s features slacken with relief. “Who are you?” His husky voice has a gentle quality to it. His fiery amber eyes search mine and a shiver of something unexpected goes through me.

      “Derry Connolly. Who are you?”

      Before he can respond, Mason appears behind him.

      “Sven!” Mason exclaims.

      My jaw drops. Slivers of disconnected thoughts spin around in my brain. Then it hits me. Sven’s the military clone planning to flee the Craniopolis with us.

      A grin opens up on Sven’s rugged face. “You made it!”

      I watch the two clones embrace and slap each other between the shoulder blades. It’s a strangely human gesture, despite how cold and unfeeling Mason comes across most of the time.

      “How’d you know it was me who docked?” Mason asks, when they pull apart.

      “I intercepted Ramesh’s expiration upload,” Sven says. “When the docking request came through, I realized he must have picked you up before he expired.” He hesitates. “I’m sorry. I know how much he meant to you.”

      Mason’s eyes cloud over. “We had to use his chip. Mine’s been deactivated.”

      I cast a nervous glance around the hangar. “Won’t the Sweepers wonder who flew the Hovermedes back in?”

      Sven turns and blinks, as if he’s only just remembered I’m here. “I took care of that. I adjusted the time of Ramesh’s expiration so it looks like he was already docked.”

      Mason nods thoughtfully, his brow pleated with concern. “So what’s the plan to get us out of here?”

      Sven jabs a finger in the direction of the overhead doors. “I brought the Crematauto for Ramesh’s remains. You two can hide in the back.”

      I glance over at the sleek, black vehicle, shaped like a beetle with multiple ridges running its length. “My dog goes too.”

      Sven throws Tucker a bemused look. I get the feeling he’s never seen a dog before. “I need to follow procedures and take Ramesh to the Crematorium first,” he says. “Then we can figure out how to get you to the biotic pods.”

      I jump out over the side of the cart and slap my thigh for Tucker to follow. “What are the biotic pods?”

      “Our living quarters,” Mason says. “They’re contaminant-controlled, which keeps our immune systems boosted to maximum levels.”

      “You can brief her on the way.” Sven gestures toward the Hovermedes. “Let’s unload Ramesh.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mason, Tucker, and I cram into the back of the Crematauto. There are no windows and no handles on the inside—a grim reminder of the vehicle’s purpose. Somewhere in the darkness, Ramesh’s body lies wedged between us. “I’m sorry,” I whisper to him. “I was wrong about you.” I draw my knees up to my chin and hug them. Mason could be next to expire. I only hope we find Jakob and get out of here before that happens.

      The Crematauto glides effortlessly forward without a sound.

      “Is it magnetically powered?” I ask Mason.

      “Everything in the Craniopolis draws from the earth’s magnetic fields. Free, clean energy for the masses.” He lets out a snort. “The Sweepers got some things right.”

      I bite my lip. I wonder if Mason feels conflicted about the Sweepers’ vision for the world too. Ramesh certainly thought the regeneration program had its merits. Somehow, the Sweepers convinced him that anarchy is a bigger threat to freedom than their iron-fisted regime. And most of the clones have never been outside the Craniopolis to know any better. Not me. I know what it is to fear the shadow of the Sweepers’ ships, as dark as the hearts that drive them. We’re in hell’s laboratory now, and once I’ve found Jakob and Owen, I intend to shut it down.

      “We’re approaching the Crematorium,” Sven says. “It’s after hours, but there could still be an incineration in progress. Sit tight for a few minutes.”

      The Crematauto slows and I hear the whoosh of doors opening. We move forward again, and then roll to a soundless stop. A leaden terror fills my chest. This is the twisted heart of the Sweepers’ lair—a final resting place of sorts, for evidence of what they’ve spawned. In a matter of minutes, the only trace of Ramesh’s existence will be the knowledge the Sweepers have gleaned from him to use in future cloning programs.

      “You okay?” Mason whispers.

      I give him a halfhearted thumbs-up. Tucker lets out a low growl as the door of the Crematorium seals shut behind us.

      “All clear in here,” Sven says. “I locked the entry doors.”

      Mason pulls his brows together. “Cameras?”

      “I fed the security loop some dummied-up stills.”

      Mason grunts as he climbs out over me. I turn and look at the shape that is Ramesh’s body, contorted like a draped tree limb beneath the dark cloth. Tentatively, I reach out and lay a hand on him. This can't be how things are supposed to be. I don’t know how yet, but I have to find a way to stop this happening.

      I clamber out and take in my surroundings. The room is long and low-ceilinged, a strange high-gloss, bluish-white hue, with two recessed bays, each of which houses a steel bed in front of what could pass for an oversized pizza oven. I stand, rooted to the spot, feeling woozy all at once. Mason jerks his thumb in the direction of my gaze. “Cremation chambers.”

      Heat crawls across the back of my neck. “I figured as much.”

      I glance up at the cameras mounted to the six-inch-steel conduit pipes running along the ceiling. The eyes of the Sweepers are everywhere. I hope Sven is as competent as he says he is when it comes to rigging this equipment. I’m half-expecting the double doors to swing open and a line of Sweepers to advance toward us, weapons pointed. The sooner we get out of here, the better.

      Sven dons an apron and walks around to the back of the Crematauto. I avert my eyes and head to the double doors at the far end of the Crematorium. I’ve said my good-byes already; there’s nothing more I can say or do, other than make good on my promise. I lean my shoulder against the wall and stare at the floor, marked off in a painted yellow grid. The Sweepers aren’t invincible. I just need to find a way to bring them down.

      “Those squares are linked to a software program,” Mason says, coming up behind me. “Security can pinpoint movement in the Craniopolis.”

      “For your own protection, no doubt.” I throw him a scathing look.

      “It’s hi-tech.” He smirks. “Unlike bunker life.”

      “There’s nothing here to be proud of.”

      Mason’s smile fades. “Listen to me, Derry. We’re going to need the Sweepers’ expertise to rebuild civilization. The Craniopolis isn’t just a cloning facility. Brilliant minds have been working on all sorts of invaluable research here.”

      I give a sarcastic laugh. “So they’re monsters with obese IQs. I’d rather take my chances with the Rogues.”

      “They’re Neanderthals—out of control.”

      “I don’t want to control them. I want us all to be free.”

      Mason nods thoughtfully. “What if I told you the Sweepers could rehabilitate subversives?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The Sweepers can superimpose genetic codes with new segments of DNA. Think about the possibilities, Derry. They could stabilize the Rogues’ violent propensities.”

      I take a step backward. Mason’s words orbit around my brain. “You told me you hated what they’re doing.” My voice cracks. “Now you’re defending lobotomies for the Rogues?”

      Tucker sits back on his haunches, gives a low growl, and trains his eyes on Mason.

      “I’m only talking about fixing what’s broken. Subversives have deviant traits that turn them into criminals. Things go wrong with humans too, you know.” A deep flush creeps up Mason’s neck. “There are good scientists down here, men and women who can help make the future a better—”

      “Now you sound as crazy as the Sweepers,” I yell.

      Tucker gives another, more menacing, growl, and then jumps up, barking furiously.

      “Down, boy,” I reach for his collar, to keep him from lunging at Mason. He snarls at me in a way he’s never done before and I realize, too late, that I’ve misread his warning.

      With a loud whoosh the doors to the Crematorium swing open.
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      Someone gives a feeble clap. “Magnificent! A most rousing speech to rally the heathens, Mason!”

      My feet fuse to the floor at the raspy voice that wafts into the room. Tucker strains at his collar. I yank him back, my heart pounding.

      A shrunken man with an unnatural stoop steps into view. My skin crawls with a new level of fear. My gun’s in the Crematauto, along with the rest of the weapons. I fumble around in my pocket and latch onto my switchblade. A trickle of sweat runs down behind my ears. The man standing in the entry looks freakishly old and frail. Tucker could take him down in a heartbeat, but my brain sounds an inner caution. He probably didn’t come alone.

      Before I even finish my thought, the doorway darkens and four armed men in black fatigues troop through. Big-shouldered, faces set like flint on necks thick as tree stumps. Schutz Clones! I tighten my grip on Tucker and command him to stay. One false move and he’ll end up another carcass waiting to be incinerated. He minds me, but tension radiates through his collar.

      “Welcome to the Craniopolis,” the old man says. “My apologies for the modest welcoming committee, but your timing is most unfortunate. Everyone is at the unveiling of our new Hovermedes prototype.” His body shakes out a shallow breath, as he shuffles toward me. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Dr. Lyong.”

      I slide my gaze in Mason’s direction. His face registers confusion. Then a flicker of recognition.

      “What ... happened to you?” he asks, in a half-whisper.

      Dr. Lyong jerks to a stop in front of me and lets out a long, trembling sigh. It’s all I can do not to gag. His breath smells of decaying compost.

      “Restructuring DNA proved more complex than I had hoped.” Dr. Lyong runs a finger under his beaked nose and waves it dismissively in Mason’s direction. The skin is stretched so tight over his hand I can see the grape-colored veins forking out beneath it. He barely looks human.

      I can’t repress a shudder.

      He must have sensed me recoil because he tilts his head until his icy eyes are locked on me. “Do I disgust you, Miss. Connolly?”

      I’m thrown off by the fact that he knows my name. I wonder who told him. Owen? When I open my mouth to respond, Mason cuts me off.

      “You did this ... to yourself?”

      Dr. Lyong eyes him disdainfully, and smooths a string of lank, gray hair behind a shriveled ear. “Two weeks ago I attempted to reverse the abnormal DNA structure of the aging process. I miscalculated the base pairings rules in the transcription. Regrettably, my cells retained considerable damage as a result.” He curls his lip, studying Mason’s reaction. “A minor setback. I’ve since inverted the sequencing and halted the process.”

      “A minor setback?” Mason growls. “Is that what you call molecular ossification too? Ramesh is dead, thanks to you.”

      A sterile smile flicks across the doctor’s lips. “You, Mason, always were ungrateful for what I endowed you with.” He pauses, his eyes radiating a chill that makes me quake. “You demonstrate a complete lack of understanding of what I am accomplishing for humankind—every strain of humankind.” The thin skin on his brow rumples. “The galaxy is unstable. Planets are in meltdown as we speak. Our moon’s volatile tidal forces will ravage the earth’s crust again; it is only a matter of when. It is imperative that we humans develop alternative processes of regeneration. The science behind you, Mason, holds the key to our future.”

      Mason’s fingers curl into a fist at his side. “You’re experimenting with lives—my life, for what it’s worth.” He sways back on his heels, his eyes glowing like embers. As if on cue, the Schutz Clones train their weapons on him. For the first time, I notice the sheathed knives dangling from their belts.

      Dr. Lyong waves a bony finger in the air again. “Your life? You forget your place. Clones were created to serve a purpose. You have no will.”

      Mason moves his jaw grimly side to side. I can tell he’s on the verge of lunging at Dr. Lyong, but he doesn’t stand a chance. There’s at least ten feet between them. The fatigue-clad bodyguards will pump him full of lead before he gets within striking distance. I peer out at the doctor from under my matted hair.

      But I could do it.

      My eyes dart around the room and settle on Sven. I signal over my shoulder with a slight incline of my head. He blinks, slow and deliberate, as if to indicate he knows what I have in mind—which is remarkable because it’s more than I’ve figured out. I only know the weapons are behind me, and so is he. I wish Big Ed were here right now. It’s times like this I rely most on his wisdom.

      Everyone’s afraid, Derry. You have to find your courage and act anyway.

      Slowly, I uncurl my fingers from Tucker’s collar and tap a finger on his neck to command him to stay. In the same instant, I propel myself forward with a bloodcurdling yell.

      I slam into the doctor, my fist connecting with his windpipe. He totters and I spin him around in a headlock to face the Schutz Clones. Their seamed faces register confusion.

      “Nobody move!” I yell, pressing my switchblade to the paper-thin skin on the doctor’s neck. He makes an incoherent sound that dissolves into a choking gurgle against my forearm. I keep my eyes trained on the Schutz Clones.

      “Drop your weapons, or he dies,” I say, hoping I still have a live hostage in my arms.

      They take aim at me, their expressions a frozen cocktail of disbelief and rage. Tucker bares his teeth and snarls. There’s an agonizing beat of silence, and then, behind me, I hear the door of the Crematauto open.

      A jolt of hope goes through me. If Sven can get to the weapons, there’s a chance we can pull this off.

      Mason’s voice cracks like a whip in the space between us. “You heard her,” he says, staring fixedly at the Schutz Clones. “Put down your guns. You can end this now if you’ll help us.”

      I suck in my breath and tighten my forearm around the doctor’s neck. I only hope Mason knows what he’s doing. Trying to negotiate with a bunch of Schutz Clones could backfire. They’re used to following orders, not thinking for themselves.

      “I’m one of you,” Mason continues in an even tone. “And so is Sven.”

      The Schutz Clones hold their positions, a blank look in their eyes. My forearm aches, but I don’t dare twitch in case I trigger a volley of fire. Despite what a lightweight the doctor is, I can’t hold this position for much longer. “Ten seconds,” I say. “Then he dies.”

      I catch a glint of something in the clones’ eyes and sense their triggers tightening before it happens.

      A volley of fire erupts behind me. The four clones fly backward.

      I dive for the floor, dragging my hostage with me. Dr. Lyong groans beneath my weight, but I don’t dare shift an inch. My heart knocks against my ribs for what seems like an eternity. I’m not sure if the Schutz Clones are dead or waiting on me to make a move.

      “It’s over, Derry.” Mason towers over me, his face drawn. “Sven took them out.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and roll onto my back. Dr. Lyong smacks his gums together, sucking for air, and then lets out a gasp.

      I clamber to my knees and bury my face in Tucker’s neck.

      “Gotta hand it to you,” Mason says. “You’re quick on the draw.”

      Not trusting myself to speak, I give him a curt nod by way of response. He stretches out a hand and pulls me to my feet. I glance over at the dead clones, and shiver. Even from where I’m standing, I can tell they’ve already assumed the same bloodless pallor as Ramesh.

      I turn my head and spot Sven swirling his fingers over a screen at the back of the Crematorium, his forehead creased in concentration.

      “What’s he doing?” I ask.

      “Rigging the cameras. So the Sweepers don’t see the bodies.” Mason reaches out a meaty fist and hauls Dr. Lyong to his feet. “Where are the Undergrounders?”

      A scowl cuts across the doctor’s decrepit features. “You’ll never make it out of here alive.”

      Mason gives a wry grin. “You have that wrong. And we have your cloning expertise to thank.” Mason sticks his face in close to Dr. Lyong’s. “Sven can reconfigure your software faster than you can string together a new genetic code. Except, he doesn’t ever screw up.”

      Dr. Lyong’s eyes bulge in their sockets. “Mutant fool! You’re turning your back on a new and improved planetary civilization, and for what? To run with a pack of subversives bent on killing each other off faster than we can replenish humankind?”

      “You’re nothing more than a trafficker in body parts.” Mason’s voice quiets to a whisper. “I’d rather take my chances with them than you.”

      “Done with the override!” Sven yells. “Let’s hit it!”

      Mason narrows his eyes and swaddles Dr. Lyong’s neck with one fist. “Where are they?”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      I step toward him. “A boy, blue eyes, sixteen, thick blond hair, extracted a few days ago, and an eighteen-year-old dark-haired boy with a black eye, heavy bruising on his face, extracted yesterday. He’s my brother.”

      I place my hand lightly on Mason’s and, reluctantly, he releases his fist. Dr. Lyong hunches over, clutching his chest. A cold sweat breaks out along my spine.

      Please don’t die on me. Not yet!

      After a long minute, he straightens up, waxen but alert. When he speaks, his breath hits me again, like toxic fumes from an abandoned mine. “Your brother’s in Sektor Sieben.”

      I throw a baffled glance at Mason. The look in his widened eyes sends a rod of terror up my spine.

      “What’s Sektor Sieben?” I ask.

      “Time to go.” Mason brushes past me, grabs Dr. Lyong by the shoulder, and drags him over to the Crematauto.

      “Wait!” I call out. “What about the other boy?”

      The doctor twists his scrawny, loose-skinned neck around and peers at me through half-lidded eyes. “He didn’t make it.”
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      Didn’t make it. The room swivels. Voices ebb and flow around me as I hover on the edge of blacking out. I can almost hear my heart rupture inside my chest. For days I’ve pushed through hunger and exhaustion, faced every fear I’ve ever imagined, some I never dreamed of, clinging to the hope of finding Jakob alive and bringing him home. Now I’m deflating, adrenalin leaking from me like air from a spent tire. My voice shakes when I try to speak. “What … did you do to him?”

      The doctor gives an impatient sigh. “He never made it here. He evaded the sweep.”

      I take a few shallow breaths, my head swimming in confusion. If Jakob’s not here, then where is he? If the Sweepers didn’t take him, who, or what did? I push the thought of wolf packs out of my mind. I have to believe he’s safe. I can’t lose hope now.

      “We gotta go!” Sven’s voice jolts me back to my senses. He reaches for my elbow to guide me to the Crematauto. Tucker bares his teeth and snarls at him.

      I take hold of his collar and reassure him Sven’s not a threat, then lead him over to the Crematauto.

      Dr. Lyong’s scowl deepens when I climb in. Tucker takes a quick sniff at him, and then pulls back abruptly like he’s caught a hint of something rotten. Mason takes out a piece of rope from his backpack and secures the doctor’s hands, even though it seems a pointless gesture. Lyong’s hardly much of a threat without his Schutz Clones to back him up. In fact he looks as close to death as possible for someone who’s not already in the first stages of decomposition.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “If you’re lying to me, you’ll regret it.”

      Dr. Lyong lifts his bound hands and carefully wipes a dark-colored drip from his nose. My stomach trips and I almost gag a second time.

      “I can assure you, your friend is not here.” He lets out a heavy sigh and closes his eyes like a dying man worn out by conversation.

      Sven slides behind the controls of the Crematauto and the back door seals shut.

      “What’s Sektor Sieben?” I ask Mason again, as we take off.

      He hesitates, a moment too long for someone who has nothing to hide. “Research mainly.”

      Dr. Lyong lets out an extended cackle. Tucker repositions himself behind me, tail tucked beneath him, as if unnerved by the odious rasping.

      “Allow me.” Dr. Lyong straightens up, and gestures elaborately with his bound hands. “Mason is somewhat reticent about our greatest accomplishments. Sektor Sieben houses our Cybernetic Implant Prototypes. You see, cloning is only one approach of many we are investigating in a bid to regenerate humankind.”

      He dissolves into a coughing fit, and I shrink back in disgust from the spittle flying from his lips. When he catches his breath again, he wipes the back of his bony hand over his mouth and sighs. “We can now integrate many useful technologies into the human central nervous system to replace failing organs and tissues. One day very soon, we will have the capacity to live forever, and eliminate the need for cloning entirely.”

      I furrow my brow. What does integrating technologies into humans mean exactly? My mind races back to something Mason hinted at—deviations he called them. I pictured them as failed cloning experiments, but maybe they’re some kind of half-human forms the Sweepers are building with technology. My pulse races. If they’ve even laid a finger on Owen, I won’t hesitate to tear Lyong apart with my bare hands. Maybe it’s time he knew that.

      I grab a fistful of the doctor’s lank hair, and jerk his head back. “What have you done to my brother?”

      He blinks at me, his eyes bloated and watering. “Why don’t you stop by Sektor Sieben and see for yourself?” He heaves a breath, his emaciated frame wracked by the effort of talking under duress. I reluctantly release him, and recoil when he slumps toward me, gasping for air.

      “He’s toying with you, Derry,” Mason says. “Don’t believe anything he says. Owen’s probably still in the Intake Sektor.”

      I wipe a hand across my brow. “We’ll check Sektor Sieben first, just in case.”

      A shadow passes over Mason’s face, but he doesn’t try to talk me out of it.

      The Crematauto slows to a stop and I hear Sven exchange a few words with someone. There’s a series of electronic beeps, and the sound of doors opening.

      “Security guards?” I ask Mason.

      He nods. “Access to Sektor Sieben is restricted to research scientists, and the Crematauto. It’s a steel vault, soundproofed and windowless, no way in or out other than through these doors.”

      “The guards didn’t ask Sven too many questions,” I remark. “Just waved him on through.”

      Mason shifts uncomfortably. “Nobody asks questions when you’re driving the Crematauto. Even the guards don’t want to have to look at what you’re transporting from the laboratories.”

      The vehicle glides to a halt and Sven climbs out, leaving the door wide open behind him. Dr. Lyong blinks and looks around furtively. He opens his mouth, but before he can say a word, Mason’s hand envelops his face. “You even squeak and I’ll tie your vocal cords in a knot so tight you’ll never make another sound.”

      Instinctively, my fingers curl around the barrel of my gun. I’m not sure if Mason suspects there’s someone in here, but he’s not taking any chances. Tucker raises his head off his paws and looks at me expectantly. I motion for him to stay down, and carefully cock my gun.

      Pop! Pop!

      My heart shudders to a momentary stop. The sound, two shots in quick succession, ricochets around the room. Tucker barks sharply, scrambles to his feet. Mason locks eyes with me, and gives a curt nod. We jump out of the Crematauto together, weapons raised.

      “Don’t shoot!” Sven calls out from across the room. He raises his hands, holding his rifle above his head. “I fired the shots.”

      I follow Mason across the high-gloss floor of a spacious foyer with a large u-shaped monitoring station positioned in front of steel security doors. Sprawled on the floor between the station and the doors are two bodies, clad in white, bloodstained scrubs. I let out a gasp and sink to my knees beside them to check for a pulse. “They’re dead.”

      “I had no choice,” Sven says. “They pulled their weapons on me.”

      I shrink back from the blood creeping out from under the bodies. My mind flashes back to Ramesh’s bloodless pallor when he expired. “They were humans, not clones,” I say, my voice low and strained.

      “Scientists,” Mason replies, an edge to his voice.

      I stare at him. “Is there a difference?”

      “You tell me.” He turns abruptly, and strides back to the Crematauto.

      My chest tightens. I hate what the Sweepers are doing as much as Mason does, but I can’t help wondering if some of them are here against their wills. Surely not all their hearts are as dark as Lyong’s.

      Sven sits down heavily at the monitoring station. He ploughs his fingers through his hair, and then pulls a surveillance screen on a flexible arm toward him.

      Mason drags Dr. Lyong out of the Crematauto and shoves him roughly against the side of the vehicle.

      “I’m only gonna give you one chance to punch in your authorization code and get us inside.” Mason squeezes the doctor’s throat. “After that I’m going to put you out of your misery so fast you’ll be dead before you hit the floor.”

      I hold my breath while Dr. Lyong hobbles unsteadily over to the steel security doors. He jabs at the keypad with a skeletal finger. Seconds later, an electronic chime rings out. The steel doors slide soundlessly apart.

      “After you.” He gestures for me to go first, his eyes glinting.

      I take a hesitant step in the direction of the doors leading to Sektor Sieben. I’m not sure what horrors lie within. Everything inside me is telling me to turn and run. But deep down I know if I falter now, I’ll always falter.

      I summon my courage and cross the floor. Tucker breaks into a trot, psyched by the remote possibility that he might be about to get out of here.

      “Wait!”

      I freeze at the foreboding note in Sven’s voice. “You’d better look at this,” he says, his gaze fixed on the security camera screen in front of him.

      “We’re too late!”
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      “Is it Owen?” I yell, as I race across the high-gloss floor to the monitoring station. My eyes dart over the chaotic images on the surveillance screen in front of Sven. Swarms of people spilling out of a stadium of sort. Behind them, several hundred Schutz Clones in black fatigues goose step into view.

      My heart pounds like a gavel in my chest. A group of scientists in lab attire, flanked by twenty or so Schutz Clones, merge into the corridor that leads to Sektor Sieben.

      Sven inhales a deep breath. “Ten minutes at best before they get here.” He pulls an ammunition clip from his coat and reaches for his assault rifle.

      “There are too many of them.” I look first at Mason and then at Sven as they ready their weapons. “We can’t fight them.”

      My heart races as I weigh our options. We’re in a vault, with no way out. Our only other choice is to hide.

      “In here,” I yell. I grab Tucker by the collar and make a beeline through the steel doors that lead into Sektor Sieben. Sven and Mason follow, dragging Dr. Lyong by the arms. Inside, Mason punches the automatic wall panel and the doors vacuum seal behind us with a soft whoosh. I glance around skittishly. The space we’re standing in is a sixty-foot long corridor, laid out on either side like solid steel cattle stalls. Each stall has a door with a viewing monitor shaped like a giant eyeball.

      A mausoleum-like silence descends. It’s peaceful here, in an eerie sort of way, like the viewing room in the funeral home where they took Gramps when he died. A long time ago, before the world changed.

      “What’s in those rooms?” I ask.

      Mason averts his eyes. “Participants.”

      My heart thuds. Participants? I can’t imagine anyone volunteering for cybernetic implants.

      “Is there any place to hide?” I dash to the nearest door and peer into the dome-shaped viewing monitor.

      Two young men and a young woman lie stretched out peacefully in white cocoon-shaped beds, the material molded to their bodies like the seats in a Hovermedes, each sandwiched between metal frames. Tubes run from their torsos into a tower of medical equipment and feed into a series of flush-mounted wall monitors. Whatever’s going on in here, at least it’s not the body parts canning factory I had envisioned.

      I move the 360-degree orbital eye and explore the rest of the space inside the room. “What about the cabinets?” I say. “Think we can fit inside?”

      Without waiting for an answer, I reach for the handle and push the door gently open, not wanting to startle the participants. Their eyelids remain glued shut, their faces frozen.

      Mason squeezes by me and wrenches on the cabinet handles. “Locked.”

      I stare at the upturned face on the nearest bed. The pallid features have a strange, vacated look to them. A shiver crosses my shoulders. “They must be heavily sedated. They haven’t flinched since we came in.”

      Sven comes up beside me. His amber eyes have the look of a wounded animal. “Let’s get out of here,” he mutters. He turns abruptly and marches out of the room, dragging Lyong behind him.

      Tucker sticks his nose under the bed, whines, and backs out hurriedly. I kneel down and ruffle his neck.

      Glancing up, I catch sight of the underside of the frame. A life-sized 3D medical body chart of sorts, organs half-wired with metal valves and rubber tubing like the makings of a clock. My eyes drift to the metal axis that turns the bed frame. A jackhammer tremor goes up my spine. I lurch sideways, my body shaking uncontrollably.

      “What is it?” Mason asks.

      I gesture to the control panel at the bottom of the bed frame.

      Mason frowns and hits the rotation icon. The young man turns from us slowly, like a carcass on a spit, revealing the underside of his body—cut away to display it’s new mechanical innards.

      Mason swears softly, rocks backward on the soles of his giant feet.

      My breath comes in short jabs. I stare at the web of exposed arteries and blood-spattered metal parts in horror. The back of the man’s head is a human fuse box, wired to control the implants. Tucker barks sharply and paws at me. Stomach heaving, I scramble to my feet and stagger out of the room. I lean back against the wall in the corridor, slide to the floor, and bury my head in my hands. I’ll never forgive myself if anything’s happened to Owen. I should never have trusted Mason to keep him safe.

      “Derry!” Mason barks. He shakes me, and not in an anemic sort of way.

      I straighten up, my shoulder pulsating with pain.

      “They’re coming!We're out of time!” He gestures to the far end of the long corridor. “There’s a supply room back there we can hide in.”

      I wipe my trembling hand across my mouth. Tucker races off down the hallway after Sven and Dr. Lyong, as if there’s nothing more he’d rather do than put as much distance as possible between himself and the room we just vacated. I pull myself up with Mason’s assistance, and stumble after the others.

      Inside the storage room, I gulp a few deep breaths of stuffy air and slump back against a rack overflowing with linens, scrubs, and boxes of medicine. I blink as I take in the vast inventory. All stuff we could have used in the bunkers a million times over. My eyes settle on Lyong, leaning against a shelf of plastic tubing and oxygen masks.

      “Why are you doing this to them?” I say, through gritted teeth.

      He leans toward me. “Not to them, for them.”

      I glare at him. “If you believe that, you’re the one needs your brain rewired.”

      Satisfied he has my attention, he sits back. “Sektor Sieben is a pilot recycling plant for humankind. Before the meltdown, brain-dead participants were donated to cybernetics research by the world government.”

      “The government donated people?”

      Dr. Lyong cocks a sparse eyebrow at me. “Left to the good will of mourning families, we would never have received enough donations. The supreme leader believed in advancing the boundaries of humankind. As a result, the government had special arrangements with reeducation centers.”

      “What kind of arrangements?”

      Dr. Lyong shrugs. “They handled procurement. Our assignment was to work out the kinks in cybernetic implant technology.”

      “You’re insane!” I shrink back from the doctor’s foul breath that lurks like a poisonous gas in the air between us. “You’re extracting Undergrounders to continue your implant research, aren’t you?”

      He laughs, and his eyelids drift to half-mast for a moment. “The extractions are strictly to retrieve uncontaminated DNA for cloning.”

      “I don’t believe you. This isn’t science, it’s murder.”

      He sighs. “Murder entails malice. I, on the other hand, have sacrificed my life to provide a service to humankind.”

      “You’re completely out of control!” I yell.

      “No.” He shakes his head sadly, as if to draw attention to my outburst. “I am very much in control now. Thanks to the strides we have made in cybernetic implant technology, some fortunate participants will have the chance to live again.” He twists his lips into a sliver of a smile. “Perhaps even your brother.”

      My jaw trembles. I leap to my feet fully prepared to claw the rotting flesh from his face. “What have you done to him?”

      Mason stomps a massive steel-toed boot in the space between us. “He doesn’t even know who your brother is, Derry. He’s just using the information you give him to get under your skin. You need to stay focused.” He gestures at the scrubs hanging on a rail behind him. “Put these on. If we have to make a run for it, anything’s less conspicuous than what we’re wearing now.”

      I blink, reeling from Lyong’s words. The possibility that Owen is in one of these cattle stalls horrifies me. But if he’s not, we’ve got another problem on our hands—he could be anywhere in the Craniopolis. Or he could be dead.

      Mason grabs a set of oversized scrubs and pulls them on.

      “We can’t just walk out of here and pass ourselves off as scientists,” Sven says.

      Mason glares at him. “Got a better idea?”

      Sven shrugs and hands me a set of scrubs. Tucker sniffs at them curiously. I pull on the billowing pants and tighten the drawstring waistband. The macabre thought comes to me that these might end up being my burial clothes. Except they don’t bury bodies down here, they rewire them, or cremate the botched ones. I glance around at the contents of the room in a last-ditch effort to come up with a better plan than waltzing past the Schutz Clones brandishing a scalpel.

      Somewhere inside my head, a light snaps on. What we need is a diversion. I lock eyes with Dr. Lyong. “I’m guessing the stadium is the emergency muster station down here.”

      He narrows his eyes at me and casts a furtive glance over my shoulder, tipping me off to exactly what I’m looking for.

      I turn and scan the room. Several oversized supply carts line the back wall. I scurry back and yank the carts out from the wall one by one. Bingo!

      “There’s a fire alarm back here!” I yell to the others. “It’ll buy us enough time to look for Owen and get out of here.”

      Heart racing, I reach for the T-bar on the pull station. I grab Tucker’s collar, and tug hard on the alarm. A shrill sound goes through me like a knife. The hairs in my ears vibrate. “Go!” I yell, shoving Mason in front of me. Sven grabs Dr. Lyong and we dash back out into the main corridor. “Search the left side on your way out,” I yell at Mason. “I’ll take the right.”

      I sprint to the nearest room and wrench open the door. The expressionless face in the bed has a peculiar ivory sheen to it, more like a plastic mold than skin. Light-brown hair. It can’t be Owen. Or Jakob. I back out, and gather my wits enough to open the next door. Several ashen, half-refurbished faces with empty eye sockets, contemplate the ceiling. I beat a hasty retreat, a fresh wave of nausea surging up from my stomach.

      Outside, I lean against the door and hold my hands over my ears to deaden the relentless blare of the alarm. The longer Owen's missing, the less hope I can drum up in my heart that I’ll ever see him again. As for Jakob—I have to believe he’s safe, somewhere far from here. Any other option would be the end of me.

      “Derry!”

      I jump out of my skin at the muffled sound of Mason’s voice. I can tell by the way he’s frantically waving me over that he’s found something. I force my jellylike legs across the corridor, dreading what’s coming.

      He motions through the open door of the stall. I frown at a sleeping figure curled up on the bed with his back to us. The room is empty apart from the bed, no medical equipment, no monitors, not even a drip line.

      Cautiously, I step toward the sleeping figure. Tucker emits a low growl that rumbles at the back of his throat like an engine about to throttle up. I plant my eyes on the man’s face and freeze.

      It can’t be!
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      Thin mustached lips, parted in sleep, pierced brow, cleft chin—the same sinister face I grew to dread in the short time I knew him. I reach into my pocket, flip my wrist, and ready my switchblade.

      I feel as if I’ve wanted to kill Rummy for a very long time. Three days can morph into a heck of a hankering for revenge. My mind flits back to when I last saw him—sprawled on the lodge steps in Lewis Falls, suctioned to a Sweepers’ tube, limbs flailing every which way. I tried to save him, instinct I suppose, but I didn’t feel sorry for him when I couldn’t. Only relieved I would never have to look at him again.

      I test my thumb gently against the tip of my blade. I could slit his throat now and he wouldn’t feel a thing. We’d be even for what he did to Owen—and to me. My jaw still throbs when I press my fingers to it. I stare down at his still form. I’m not afraid to kill him, not after everything I’ve been through.

      But, now that I’ve seen what goes on inside the Craniopolis, I can understand the fear that drove him to do what he did to us—the kind of fear that consumes a mind like a flesh-eating bacteria. The Rogues knew what was really going in the reeducation centers. No wonder they’d stop at nothing to ensure they’re never taken captive again. Rummy knew someone was ratting them out to the Sweepers. Owen and I showed up in the wrong place, at the wrong time.

      “What do you want to do?” Mason asks.

      I pocket my knife and take a deep breath. I shake Rummy and slap him several times, but it’s no use, he’s too heavily drugged. “We’ll have to leave him.” I turn my back and whistle for Tucker. “We came here for Owen and Jakob. We can’t save them all.”

      I march nonchalantly past Mason, but inside I’ve never felt more hollow. Leaving Rummy behind is a death sentence. It’s a lame way to kill a man, and I know it will haunt me. Maybe I should slit his throat, it would be more merciful than what’s in store for him.

      I busy myself checking the remainder of the rooms on the right side of the corridor, half of which are unoccupied, and half of which house more wired cadavers. To my relief there’s no sign of Owen.

      I throw a cursory glance at the monitors, and give the dead scientists’ bodies a wide berth on my way back out to the Crematauto. Mason gives a grim shake of his head when I throw him a questioning look. “If we can get to the biotic pods, I might be able to find out from someone if he’s in the Intake Sektor,” he says.

      I reach for Dr. Lyong by the scruff of his neck. “I should have known  you were lying.”

      “He was as good as dead when we extracted him.” Dr. Lyong flashes me a dark look. “There’s only one reason he’s no longer here.”

      Mason lays a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t underestimate your brother.”

      I bite my bottom lip. At least Mason’s optimistic Owen's still alive. I have my doubts. How long can anyone survive in a place like this?

      Mason shoves Lyong toward the vehicle. “Time to go,” he says. “The fire alarm will only buy us so much time. Once the Schutz Clones find the bodies in here and realize Lyong is missing, they’ll put patrols in all the tunnels. We have to find Owen and get back to the docking station before that happens.”

      I hesitate before climbing into the Crematauto and throw a furtive glance back down the eerie corridor. The steel doors line up on either side like nails in a giant coffin. My decision to leave Rummy behind weighs on me, my own words haunt me: I don’t leave a man, even a scumbag like you, to the mercy of animals.

      “Wait!” I say. “I've changed my mind. We’ll bring Rummy with us.”

      Mason’s eyebrows shoot upward. Without a word, he turns and hoofs it back down the corridor. A moment later, he reappears, Rummy slung over one shoulder like a kill from a hunting trip.

      The tightness in my chest lets up a notch. I’ve reassured myself that I’m not a monster, but will I pay for this decision later? Rummy’s not in any shape to handle a weapon and make himself useful. He’s an added burden in an already precarious situation, and on top of that, we can’t trust him.

      He doesn’t even twitch when we lay him down in the back of the Crematauto. Lyong wrinkles his nose in disgust, and scoots as far back from him as he can.

      “Something stink?” I ask, looking pointedly at Lyong. “Other than your curdled cells.”

      He eyes me with an air of irritation, like a predator sizing up prey beyond its strike zone. “When the Schutz Clones apprehend you, which they will, Miss Connolly, I assure you I will take great pleasure in using your tissue in my regeneration.”

      His concrete-colored flesh contorts in a sneer. Something cannibalistic in his eyes makes my heart falter. My brain feels probed, as if he’s sucking out my thoughts. He’s a broken man, but the intellect inside that shell terrifies me more than all the Rogues’ brutality.

      I tear my gaze away and bury my face in Tucker’s neck. The familiar scent rushes through me like a healing balm.

      “We’re pulling out,” Sven calls back to us.

      The Crematauto shudders briefly and glides forward.

      “Stay down,” Sven says. “And shut Lyong up.”

      Mason pulls a filthy flannel shirt from his pack and rips several strips from it. He stuffs the doctor’s mouth with a fistful of fabric, and then ties the bulk of the shirt firmly around his head. The only sounds Lyong can make now are muffled grunts. Tucker flops down on his paws, apparently satisfied the doctor’s no longer a threat.

      “Gear up,” Mason nudges me.

      I pull the charging handle of my gun to the rear and lock the bolt. Tucker’s ears prick up at the sound.

      “Not yet, old boy.” I lean over and rub his head. It’s just another hunting trip as far as he’s concerned. But everything’s about to change for me.

      I insert a loaded magazine and slap it with the palm of my hand to make sure it holds. I’ve never killed a human being before, let alone a clone. I slide my finger into the trigger housing and trace the metal outline. We won’t get out of here without some kind of showdown, and when it comes, there won’t be time to second guess myself.

      The Crematauto slows to a stop and Sven punches in the security code at the doors. “Exiting Sektor Sieben,” he says. “Get ready.”

      I shift my position, squished between Mason and an unresponsive Rummy, and finger the safety selector on my gun. I tell myself there’s nothing I won’t do to save Owen.

      The Crematauto lurches forward into the tunnel. The fire alarm blares relentlessly. I raise my head a few inches and peer through the front windscreen. A cold sweat breaks out across my brow.

      Two hundred feet from our vehicle, the first junction is packed with figures jostling their way in both directions. I glance at Sven. He stares straight ahead, face pinched in concentration. We slow to a crawl, hovering forward as people step off the magnetic levitation tracks to let us through. They push and elbow each other like a jittery herd, ready to bolt en masse if one of them makes a break. Few even throw us a passing glance. If anything, the sight of the Crematauto seems to spur them on, lending credence to the threat of fire.

      I gasp when I see the first misshapen form mingling with the crowd. Bulbous forehead atop an unnaturally narrow, flat face. Eye sockets punched sideways, eyeballs retracted. I twist my neck to stare after the creature as it lopes along. A deviation. Tucker lifts his head, as if sensing my angst.

      We levitate at a painstakingly slow speed as we pull away from the intersection. More than once, someone in the crowd whacks the side of the Crematauto in a fit of rage as we nudge past, and once a malformed face presses up against the windscreen. My blood chills as I picture being pulled from the Crematauto and ripped limb from limb by a mob of deviations.

      “I can’t get anywhere with this crowd,” Sven says, his voice strained. “They’re all making a beeline for the biotic pods. They know the air in there will be uncontaminated. We’ll have to head for the docking station instead.”

      He navigates a left turn down a connecter tunnel, his features set like hardpan. The crowd thins out, and I relax my death grip on my weapon as we pick up speed.

      “Where’s the docking station?” I ask.

      “East side of the Craniopolis.” Sven swings hard left again and turns down a deserted side tunnel. “We’ll take the back way.”

      As I sink to the floor to rest my cramped muscles, I hear a sharp intake of breath. “What is it?” I whisper.

      “Checkpoint ahead. Schutz Clones,” Sven says in a clipped tone. “Sit tight and let me do the talking.”

      I throw Mason a tense glance. He tightens the gag around Lyong’s mouth.

      We glide forward another twenty feet or so, and then come to an abrupt stop. I motion to Tucker to lay still, and squeeze the pistol grip on my M16. Mason gestures urgently at the door. Silently, I flip around to face the back of the vehicle. If the Schutz Clones open the back door I’ll have no choice but to shoot. If Owen or Jakob are somewhere in the Craniopolis, we’re their only hope.

      Mason nests the stock of his gun against his shoulder, his features groomed to neutral. His calmness unsettles me. I need to see him sweat, a twitch of fear at least, to know his adrenalin’s pumping. But then he was trained for this. If ever I need to trust him, it’s now.

      I strain my ears to listen in on what the security guard is saying to Sven.

      Without warning, Lyong wriggles sideways and kicks at the side of the vehicle. I grab his leg, but he fights me with surprising strength and lands a foot below my ribs. I clutch at my stomach, momentarily winded. Before he gets another swing in, Mason rams the butt of his rifle into Lyong’s kneecap. He lets out a muffled yelp and rolls over in agony.

      I flatten myself back into position and refocus. Sven’s voice gets louder. For our benefit no doubt. The guards must have picked up on something. "What do you mean no vehicles are authorized to run?" Sven protests. “Dr. Lyong gave express orders to evacuate Sektor Sieben and bring the participants to the medical unit in the docking station.”

      I press my cheek against the cold steel of my weapon and force myself to breathe. If the guards order Sven out of the vehicle, it might be only a matter of seconds before they open the back door and find us.

      “Get your hands off me!” Sven yells. “I’m reporting all three of you for code violations.”

      Mason waves three fingers in front of my face to make sure I’m tracking. I sign okay back to him, and focus on my front sight post. Tucker tenses at the sound of footsteps moving toward the back of the vehicle. My breathing quickens.

      The back door slider clicks. A vertical strip of light appears as the panels move apart. I ease back the trigger until there’s just enough of a crack in the door to shoot through, and fire.

      The sound, like rocks peppering a steel drum, ricochets around the tunnel. Mason shoots in tandem. Burnt powder fills the air. When the doors retract fully I see our kill, slumped over in a heap, chalk-white and still. My heart thuds in my throat.

      Two bodies. But there were three Schutz Clones.

      I slither backward into the Crematauto, and twist my head around to peek through the half-open driver’s door. The third guard is kneeling behind the checkpoint, gun trained on the back of the Crematauto, waiting for us to emerge. I weigh my odds. It’s an awkward shot, straining from a semi-prone position, wedged sideways between the seats. I count to three and take it anyway.

      The Schutz Clone quivers for a second and then topples to the ground. I swallow hard. There wasn’t a better option than to take him out, but it doesn’t change how I feel inside, like I’m icing over. I exhale slowly, and then flick the switch on my gun to safety.

      “Quick!” Sven reaches a hand into the Crematauto to pull me out. “He called for backup. We gotta go.”

      I shove Tucker out of the vehicle first, then place my hand in Sven’s. A shiver runs up my arm when his huge hand closes over mine. So different to Jakob’s touch.

      “Why can’t we take the Crematauto?” I ask.

      “Once the Sweepers pinpoint the tracker on it, they’ll implode it,” Sven replies.

      Mason drags Rummy out next, and tosses him over his shoulder. Sven pokes Lyong in the ribs with his M16. “Out!”

      The doctor mutters something unintelligible and scoots himself forward a few inches. Sven grabs him by the scruff of the neck and hauls him out. I wish we could leave him behind, but we might need him as collateral.

      “Which way?” I ask, glancing in both directions.

      Sven motions in front of him with his weapon. He moves off down the corridor, hauling the disgruntled doctor after him with his free hand. Mason falls in behind, Rummy draped across his shoulders. I take up the rear, glancing behind me every few feet. At least my hands are free so one of us can get a round off quickly if we come under attack. Mason’s at a huge disadvantage with Rummy’s dead weight on his shoulders. Reluctantly, I send Tucker up to flank him. If nothing else, he can alert him to any ambush from a side tunnel.

      Alone with my dark thoughts, I question what I’ve done. The stench of death is on me now, and nothing will ever be the same.

      Clone killer.

      The crushing words sear my conscience. I’ve taken a life, no matter how I define that life, or how many units that life was destined to be.

      The dimly lit tunnel stretches out in front like a black hole winding its way to the earth’s core. There’s no sign of movement up ahead, but I’m afraid even to blink in case the Schutz Clones attack. I’ve been counting on Tucker to forewarn us, but I’m still not sure clones have a scent he can pick up on.

      I open my mouth to ask Mason about it. It’s the last thought I have before a calloused hand closes over my lips.
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      I thrash around like a snared rabbit, but to no avail. A black fatigue-clad arm yanks me backward through a side door into a mechanical room of sorts. Tucker barks loudly as the door slams shut.

      Blood pulses through me. My breathing is fast and fluttering. I feel like I’m drowning, desperate for one last chance at life before I succumb. Mustering my strength, I elbow my captor in the chest and pivot to free myself from his grasp. Balling my fist, I swing hard again and pack him square in the stomach with my elbow.

      He wheezes, releases me, and staggers sideways. I fumble with my gun, frantically trying to chamber a round. I may not beat him to it, but I’d rather take a bullet than live out my days as a lab rat. Trembling, I pull the charging handle to the rear and release it.

      “Derry?”

      I wince as if I’ve been zapped. The barrel of my gun slides downward. I stare, openmouthed, at the figure doubled over in front of me, dressed in full Schutz Clone fatigues. He straightens up, clutching his stomach.

      “Owen!” My jaw drops open. I hurl myself at him, wrapping my arms around him like locking pliers. Tears well and spill down my face. “I can’t believe it’s you!”

      He stares back at me, equally dumbfounded. “I thought you were a Sweeper ... the scrubs ...”

      “And I was sure you were a Schutz Clone,” I say, shaking my head in disbelief. “Are you okay?”

      He grunts. “That knuckle sandwich to the gut did a number on me.”

      I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand, laughing and shaking at the same time. “I thought you were kind of scrawny for a Schutz Clone.”

      A loud pounding on the door startles us. We trade bug-eyed looks, frozen to the spot. Then I hear a bark, followed by scratching. Tucker!

      Owen pries me loose and gestures urgently at the door. “Who’s the other clone?”

      “Sven, he’s with us.”

      “Can we trust him?”

      I take a deep breath before I answer. It’s taken a long time, and a whole lot of second guessing myself, even to trust Mason. I still haven’t got my head around this whole clone thing. But I felt a connection when I first locked eyes with Sven. And he didn’t turn us in when he had his chance at the checkpoint.

      “Absolutely.”

      Owen nods and reaches for the door, but I grab his arm before he can open it. “If you go out there dressed like that, they’ll pepper you with lead and ID you afterward.”

      I open the door a crack and whistle for Tucker. He squeezes through, whacking me with his tail as he leaps up to greet Owen.

      “I’m okay! I'm with Owen,” I yell to the others.

      Mason throws the door wide open. His features melt into a broad grin. “Nice kit, Connolly,” he says, eying Owen up and down. “And your face is healing up.”

      I swear his eyes mist over when Owen throws an arm around him. “It’s good to see you, Mason.”

      I grab Owen’s sleeve. “Have you seen Jakob?”

      Owen shakes his head. “He’s not here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve looked all over. He’s not in the Intake Sektor either.”

      I chew on my bottom lip. So Lyong was telling the truth about that. My mind races in circles. I’m not sure if my chances of finding Jakob alive have just gone up or down, but for now I’m clinging to a sliver of hope.

      “Where’s Big Ed?” Owen asks.

      I hesitate. The guilt of abandoning him hits me afresh. “He’s out there somewhere. Our Hovermedes was shot down and a friend of Mason’s rescued us. Big Ed had already disappeared into the woods.”

      Owen's eyes cloud over. “I wish he wasn’t out there alone. He’s more vulnerable than he realizes.”

      Owen’s right. Big Ed may be a mountain man, but he’s old and tired. I wish I had trusted Ramesh and extracted Big Ed first. “How did you escape?” I ask, eager to change the subject.

      “The clone guarding me figured I was at death’s door. When he zoned out, I saw my chance and took it. Sound familiar?”

      He grins, waiting for a reaction, but I ignore the dig at my daydreaming habits. He’s still acting like the wisecracking older brother, but he doesn’t understand that there’s nothing left of the kid I was a few short days ago. I hoist my pack onto my back. “Let's go. We have to get to the docking station before the patrols find us.”

      Mason slings the strap of his rifle over his shoulder. He steps out into the tunnel, stopping briefly outside the door to load Rummy back onto his shoulders.

      Owen throws me an incredulous look.

      I shrug. “We found him in Sektor Sieben. I thought about leaving him as a contribution to cloning, but even the Sweepers have standards. He’d have ended up on the chopping block.”

      Sven walks up to us, leading a limping Dr. Lyong by a makeshift leash. I cringe again at the sight of the doctor’s pallid flesh stretched over his skull like a drying hide. “Who’s this?” Sven asks, eying Owen suspiciously.

      I turn to introduce him, and then freeze. An earsplitting boom rocks the tunnel. Over Sven’s shoulder, I catch a flash of light, followed by a plume of smoke. A brilliant ball of coral and scarlet and mustard barrels toward us.

      “Run!” I shout, bolting forward in a mad panic. I hear footsteps but I’m not sure they’re all running in the same direction. My ears are blocked from the blast, and I can’t tell if the others are behind me, or out front. The power’s gone out in the tunnel and I’m running blind. I yell out Tucker’s name, over and over, but I don’t dare turn my head to look for him. The heat of the encroaching fireball intensifies as the tunnel fills with suffocating smoke.

      Despair grips me when I realize my mistake in taking off down the main tunnel. I should have dived back into the mechanical room and slammed the steel door shut. Which is probably where the others are holed up right now.

      Instead, I’m about to be barbecued underground. Desperate, I trail my hand along the wall as I run, hoping to find another door. More than once, I lose my balance and stumble, catching myself at the last minute. I briefly consider dropping to all fours and crawling beneath the smoke, but then I remember the fireball bearing down on me. I force myself to keep moving, heaving for breath with every stride.

      Just when I feel I can’t possibly take another step, a dark shadow bounds past me and I hear a sharp bark. Nauseous and dizzy, I lift my head and squint through the smoke. I can barely make out Tucker’s profile a few feet in front of me. He barks again—muffled this time, but insistent—and then peels off down a narrow tunnel. I veer left after him, every muscle cramping, desperate to close the gap between us before he disappears again. A thunderous crackling erupts, followed by a violent rush of heat behind me, as the fireball rips down the main tunnel. I flatten my palms against the wall in front of me, legs wobbling like jelly, and wait for it to pass.

      My throat itches with something caustic. I’d kill for a drop of water—anything to soothe the burning sensation. It’s silent now, apart from Tucker panting somewhere ahead of me in the darkness. I close my eyes and focus.

      You can hear in all directions.

      Three o’clock, ten feet to the right.

      I stumble forward a few feet and fall to my knees. Tucker brushes up against me and licks my face halfheartedly before deciding I’ve tasted better. Desperate to keep him close, I throw my arms around his neck. “Good boy!”

      He pricks up his ears, hoping for a treat. I ruffle his fur and swing my pack off my shoulders. Maybe I can salvage something from it to give him. I rummage in the side pocket for my last piece of jerky. It’s covered with fuzz—and a smaller scrap than I remember. I’m tempted to break it in two anyway, but Tucker’s earned the right to our last morsel. If he hadn’t led me down here, I’d be toast by now. I toss it up in the darkness, and he snatches it out of the air and gulps it down. He sits back on his haunches, smacking his lips on the off chance the jerky was just the appetizer.

      “Sorry, old boy. That’s all I’ve got.” I pull out my water canteen and give it a quick shake to confirm it hasn’t spontaneously refilled itself. The hardened skin on my lips feels like flaking concrete. I pull out my flashlight and slide the switch to ON. A scant finger of tawny light appears. Barely enough to keep me from tripping over my own two feet. I pat Tucker and push him forward. “Go find Owen!”

      He bounds off in the direction of the main tunnel and I chase after him, still breathing heavily. My flashlight dies completely after about three steps. I shake it vigorously and manage to coax a dot of light back behind the lens. The air is thick and smoky, and my burning eyes are streaming. I focus on Tucker’s murky shadow up ahead. His nose is the only thing navigating the darkness now.

      I yell for Owen and Mason intermittently, my scorched throat stinging like an open wound. To my relief, I finally hear a muted voice up ahead.

      “Over here!” I scream, dropping my flashlight and waving my arms up and down as if I’m somehow visible in the pitch-black tunnel. A moment later a shallow beam picks me out. I whistle for Tucker and run toward the light. I’m halfway there before it occurs to me that I have no idea who I’m running toward.
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      I stop dead in my tracks, blinded more by terror than by the yellow halo twenty feet in front of me. It’s too late now to turn and run.

      Stupid! Stupid! Stupid! I ignored everything Mason taught me.

      Slowly, I raise my hands, feigning surrender to buy myself some time. If it’s Schutz Clones, I won’t let them take me alive. Not after what I’ve seen here. An unexpected wave of sadness washes over me for everything that will never be. For a future with Jakob I will never know.

      My rifle dangles like a dead weight from my shoulder. Tantalizingly out of reach. The blinding beam gets closer, searches out my face. Tucker lays his ears flat, gives a menacing growl. My mind races, scratching to come up with some last ditch punch that will take out as many of them as possible before they kill me.

      I shield my eyes with the back of my hand, then peer tentatively around in the darkness. Am I surrounded? Panicked, I drop and roll, fumble for the safety on my gun, half-deafened by the dogged fire alarm.

      A guttural voice mumbles something unintelligible. I hear a clop, like steel on stone, followed by a swish. The blood in my veins turns to ice water. It’s now or never. I scramble to my feet and run toward the light, aiming dead center.

      Clop, swish. Clop, swish.

      A hunched figure limps into view, clutching a flashlight.

      Finger on the trigger, I squint through the smoke and shadows.

      Before I can take the shot, Tucker blitzes past me and leaps up, knocking the feet out from under the stranger.

      I stumble forward, and stare in shock at the distorted form pinned beneath Tucker’s paws.

      A deviation.

      Her eyes—one blood red and bulging—appraise me from deep within a bald, mottled skull. Spidery fingers clutch the flashlight in her right hand. The other arm is a shrunken fingerless, stump. She lifts her head, attempts to speak. The noises she makes sound like she’s being strangled.

      I swallow back the bile creeping up the back of my throat. “Down, boy.” I push Tucker to one side.

      I keep my gun on the deviation for good measure, and blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. “What’s your name?”

      More gibberish as she gestures frantically behind me with the flashlight. I reach out a hand to help her up. Our eyes lock, and I sense her gratitude. A strangely human connection. I shudder as her rough fingers close over mine, hating myself for being repulsed by the sight of her. She’s not the monster—monsters did this to her.

      I pull her to her feet, and she immediately begins clop-swishing her way back down the tunnel. She turns and motions for me to follow. I grab Tucker by the collar and fall in behind her. It’s not like we have a better option.

      She comes to an abrupt halt at an intersection and jabs with her flashlight down the tunnel on our left.

      I frown. “What is it?”

      She shoves me forward and gestures for me to keep going. “Dhur, dhur, dhur.”

      I take a few steps forward, disoriented by the alarm still blaring in my ears. And then I see it. The door to the mechanical room. I throw the deviation a look of uncertainty. How did she know we were hiding in there? She jabs me with her spidery claw.

      “Thank you,” I say, running my hand briefly over hers. I race toward the door, Tucker at my heels. When I reach it, I turn to wave, but the deviation has vanished.

      I pound on the door with both fists. “It’s me, Derry! Open up!”

      My knees almost buckle beneath me when the door swings open and Owen steps out. I stumble forward into his arms. Relief floods his face. “Where have you been?”

      “I panicked. I took off down the tunnel.” I pause to catch my breath. I’m still reeling from what just happened. A deviation saved me! I tuck away a seed of hope. Maybe we can rally the deviations to help us overthrow the Sweepers.

      “You’re not hurt?” Owen appraises me anxiously. He gives Tucker a cursory pat on the head as he squeezes past us and disappears inside in search of water.

      “I’m fine. That fireball came out of nowhere though. I thought Sven said the Crematauto would implode, not explode.”

      Owen grimaces. “That wasn’t the Crematauto. Someone tried to blow up the tunnel.”

      I stare at him stupidly. “Why would they do that?”

      “I’m not sure. Let’s get inside before someone spots us.” He pulls me in and slams the door shut.

      Mason gives a tight nod when I step back into the mechanical room. He looks relieved to see me, but I realize right away that something’s wrong. I  glance around the room.

      Someone’s missing.

      My eyes meet Sven’s and the expression on his face confirms my fear.

      “Where’s Lyong?” I ask, half-hoping Sven will tell me the fireball reduced him to a pile of ashes. Something tells me that’s wishful thinking.

      He throws a harrowed glance at Mason and then looks back at me. “He got away.”

      Dread simmers up inside. “How?”

      Mason motions over his shoulder with the pencil thin beam of his flashlight at an open trapdoor in the floor. “It’s some kind of maintenance shaft. It was pitch black in here, smoke everywhere. Shyster saw his chance and he took it.”

      Sven grimaces. “He’ll send every last Schutz Clone in the Craniopolis after us.”

      “You shouldn’t have waited for me,” I say, grabbing Tucker’s collar. “Let’s go.”

      “Not so fast,” Mason says.

      I whirl around, honing in on a peculiar note in his voice.

      “What?”

      But, it’s not me he’s addressing. He’s sizing up Sven like he’s about to take a swing at him. I tighten my grip on Tucker’s collar. Surely he doesn’t think Sven deliberately let Lyong escape?

      “You can’t come with us, Sven,” Mason says, quietly. “Lyong knows who you are now. He’ll turn on your tracker. We don’t have a hope of making it to the docking station unless you lead them away from us.”

      Sven’s powerful chest heaves up and down. For a stony moment, the two clones face off. Some emotion ripples across Sven’s face, but he suppresses it before I can be sure what I saw. Fear, disappointment? Slowly, he raises the barrel of his gun. I try to say something, but my throat’s dry as sandpaper.

      It takes me a moment to realize what’s unfolding. Sven’s aiming his gun at Owen.

      I let out a gasp. Tucker growls menacingly, the fur on his spine raised like a ridge of thistles. He’ll die defending us if he has to.

      “Sven! What are you doing?” Mason’s voice rings tinny in my ears. I can tell he’s as stunned as I am. Cautiously, Owen reaches for his gun.

      “Don’t touch it!” Sven says. Owen straightens up, his face bleached of color.

      My eyes dart to Mason. Other than Sven, he’s the only one of us holding a weapon.

      “Take it easy, Sven,” Mason says.

      “You can’t just ditch me now that you’ve found Owen. The deal was if I helped you, we’d leave together.”

      “I know what the deal was. That was before you let Lyong get away.”

      Sven’s face darkens. “How was I supposed to know there was another exit?”

      “You were supposed to be guarding him. I had the Rogue.”

      Sven waves the barrel of his M16 at Owen. “I risked my life to help you find him. Either we all leave together, or none of us leave.”

      Mason shakes his head. “No one’s getting out of the Craniopolis alive if you come with us now. You know that.”

      Sven takes a step toward Mason. “Put down your gun.”

      My mind races. I could give the command and have Tucker charge Sven, but I can’t be sure he’d make it before Sven fires.

      Mason’s shoulders sink in resignation. “All right. Take it easy.” He crouches down, then carefully lays his M16 on the ground in front of him.

      I grit my teeth in frustration. Disarming Mason puts us in an even more precarious position than before. But I can’t fault Sven for being desperate to escape this place. I have to go with what my heart tells me, and believe that’s all he wants.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Mason slip a hand inside his coat. Instinctively, I know what he’s going to do before he pulls out the Glock.

      “No!” I scream, flinging myself at him. Tucker barks and leaps on him.

      Caught off balance, Mason swivels sideways, and the Glock skids across the floor.

      I turn to Sven and gamble everything on what I hope I see in his eyes.

      “Sven’s coming with us,” I say. “If we leave now, we can still make it to the docking station. Lyong’s injured, dying. Even if he does find his way back through the maintenance shaft, it will take him some time to activate Sven’s sensor and round up the Schutz Clones.”

      “You’re making a big mistake,” Mason says. He rubs the back of his hand slowly across his jaw, eyes locked on Sven.

      I grab Mason by the shirt and force him to look at me. “I undervalued the life of a clone once already, remember? I won’t make that mistake again.”

      For a moment his lips tremble. A deep flush creeps up from his neck and spreads over his face. He takes a sudden, deep breath as if coming up for air, and then snaps back to pokerface. “Lucky for Sven you’re the one calling the shots.”

      I slide my gaze in Sven’s direction. His clenched lips soften into a grateful smile.

      An unexpected tingle goes through me. I tear my eyes away, whistle for Tucker, and slip out into the scorched tunnel with Owen. I’m not sure why I fought so hard to bring Sven with us after the stunt he pulled. I barely know him, but something I saw in his eyes drove me to stick my neck out for him. He emerges through the door, Rummy slung over his shoulders like a trussed up goat. I’d like to think it’s a gesture of goodwill that he’s offered to lug Rummy the rest of the way, but something tells me Mason insisted on it after that showdown.

      We tread quietly along the smoky tunnel. Tucker pads steadily at my side. As much as I hated the sight of Lyong, I can’t help thinking it would be better if he were still with us. He was the only bargaining chip we had if we run into trouble.

      After a few minutes, the fire alarm cuts out and I stop dead in my tracks. The sudden silence deadens my brain. My nerves, moments earlier jangling from the blare of the alarm, are now taut with a cold fear of the damp hush that’s descended. It’s illogical, but my brain’s choking like an engine flooded one too many times.

      “Keep moving!” Owen hisses in my ear. I put one leg in front of the other and focus on the sliver of light up ahead from Mason’s flashlight.

      Behind me, Tucker gives a warning growl. The unmistakable strain of voices drifts through the tunnel. A moment later, the overhead lights flicker back on. Shouts ring out.

      My brain erases every rational thought not aligned with survival. I break into the panicked run of the prey. My burning muscles no longer feel anything but adrenalin swamping my system. I throw a glance behind at Sven. Head down, he charges past me in a few powerful strides, Rummy flapping around on his shoulders. “This way,” he shouts.

      A hail of bullets zings overhead. I increase my speed, my lungs gasping for a fresh breath in the acrid tunnel. In some distant place in my head, I hear Mason roar, “Left!”

      Tucker veers off the main tunnel, and I follow him, taking the corner blind, and slam straight into Mason’s rigid frame. He grabs me by the arm to steady me. “They’ve cut us off. They’re closing in—likely have an armed detail up ahead.”

      Owen rushes up to us and bends over wheezing. Sven lets Rummy slide to the floor and rests his hands on his thighs. “Now what? The main tunnel’s our most direct route to the docking station.”

      I peer down the narrow feeder tunnel we’re grouped in. “Can’t we get out this way?”

      “The Craniopolis is designed like a web,” Mason explains. “Everything leads back to the stadium, but they’ve probably sealed—”

      A snapping sound overhead cuts him off. Owen and I exchange baffled glances. A loudspeaker? A string of crackling erupts, and then a familiar rasping laugh bounces off the tunnel walls.
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      A fist of fear squeezes the air from my lungs. I force my brain to engage. Lyong must have made it out through the maintenance shaft and reached the Schutz Clones already. If he’s switched on Sven’s sensor, he knows exactly where we are.

      He might even be watching us on a camera somewhere. The thought sends a cold chill through me.

      The intercom static resumes, and then Lyong’s scratchy voice fills the tunnel. “Regrettably, our short time together was not very profitable. But, you can still remedy that. I am willing to release the Undergrounders in exchange for the safe return of my clones. If you refuse, you will leave me no choice but—” He breaks off into a coughing fit that sounds as if his insides are coming up his throat.

      I tense, glance around, half-expecting an army of Schutz Clones to materialize around us.

      “You made your point with your little explosives stunt,” Lyong continues, his voice wavering and thin. “I am willing to negotiate.”

      Our little stunt? I glance at Owen and see the same confusion swirling in his eyes.

      If the Sweepers didn’t blow up the tunnel, who did? My pulse races. Unless that deviation had something to do with it?

      “We don’t surrender,” I whisper to the others. “No matter what. If this ends in death, it’s better than ending up in a petri dish.”

      “I’m with you,” Sven says. “I’d rather die on my own terms than on an expiration date.”

      “All right.” Mason rubs at the stubble on his jaw, snapping back into tactical mode. “We can’t go back into the main tunnel and fight them on two fronts. We’ll have to draw them in.”

      “How?” I ask.

      “We’ll retreat as far into the tunnel as we can. Look for cover, a storage room, even an alcove or something.”

      Sven bends down and reaches for Rummy.

      I place a hand on his shoulder. “You don’t have to lug him with you anymore. You can’t fight with his dead weight.”

      He contemplates it for a moment, and then grabs Rummy by the collar. “He might come in useful as a shield. I reckon he’d rather die in a hail of gunfire than go back to Sektor Sieben anyway.”

      I decide against trying to talk him out of it. I suspect he’s only doing it because I persuaded Mason to let him come with us. I can’t fault him for feeling obligated to return the favor, even if it is for a Rogue.

      Sven adjusts Rummy’s limp frame across his shoulders, and then follows Mason and Owen down the narrow tunnel that leads to the center of the Craniopolis. I fall in behind, Tucker close by my side.

      Our footsteps ring heavy in my ears, like a bell tolling time we’re running out of. There’s a possibility the Schutz Clones have already infiltrated this tunnel, and we’re walking into an ambush. But with the main duct to the docking station impenetrable, it’s the only option left.

      A few minutes later, Mason’s voice rings out. “There’s a door here to my right. I’m gonna blow the lock and see if it leads anywhere.”

      I ease up and glance nervously over my shoulder, but there’s no sign of anyone in pursuit. Maybe they’re waiting us out in the main tunnel. Or, maybe Lyong has a worse surprise in store.

      I flinch when Mason’s gunshot echoes through the tunnel—confirming our position. He motions us forward and then quickly disappears through the doorway. Owen and Sven follow, weapons poised. I’m still unnerved each time I glimpse Owen's fatigues. It’s impossible to tell it’s him from behind, and that could be disastrous.

      Tucker bounds after the others and I hurry after him, reluctant to be the last one standing, alone and vulnerable, in the dark tunnel. My jaw drops when I stumble into the dimly lit room.

      “What is this place?” I look around in bewilderment at what appears to be a series of robotic assembly lines.

      “It’s an underground factory.” Mason kicks aside a bin of drip lines. “This must be where they make the medical equipment.”

      “Parts for the Hovermedes too.” Owen points at an overhead pulley system, strung with matrix cushions in a familiar egg-shaped design.

      I run my hand along the conveyer belt closest to me. “It’s still warm. They must have shut down operations when the fire alarm went off.”

      Sven lays Rummy down behind a metal supply cabinet and then strides across the room to the vacuum double doors in the back wall. He keys something into the entry panel with a few practiced strokes. “That should reset the code and give us a few extra minutes.”

      “What about the side door we came in by?” Owen asks.

      “We’ll pick them off as they come through.” Mason counts his cartridges. “I’ll take the left side. Owen, you back me up on the right. Sven and Derry, you’re on the main entry double doors once the clones start coming through there. Until then, cover us.”

      Owen embraces me without a word and then follows Mason over to the side door.

      I send Tucker to a back corner of the room with a command to lay still. He’s not thrilled, but he trots off and settles in the shadows anyway, eyes watchful in case I change my mind. My arms feel like lead when I load a round into my gun. I wonder if I’ll have the courage to put a bullet in Tucker if the clones break through and overpower us. I could never forgive myself if I went to my death knowing I’d left him in the Sweepers’ hands.

      I crouch behind a conveyer belt and train my gun on the doorway. Minutes tick by. Globs of sweat push through my pores. I probe my leathered lips with the tip of my tongue. I’d give anything for some fresh, cold, spring water right now. I rub my face vigorously. I need to stay focused on Mason’s instructions. I adjust the sight on my weapon and take a few deep breaths.

      Every few minutes I alter my position to make sure I don’t zone out. There are no second chances any more. I blink back sudden tears. Not even with Jakob. My biggest regret is that I didn’t find him. I’m not even sure he’s alive. Maybe that’s why I’m going all in.

      Shots ring out in quick succession.

      Startled, I lurch forward into position like I’ve crash-landed. I steady the barrel of my M16 on the conveyer belt and ease back the trigger. Mason and Owen release a steady spray of gunfire at a group of Schutz Clones trying to force their way into the room. When the first one bursts through, I fire a round at his head. His body twitches and flips to the floor. I narrow my eyes and refocus through the sweat pouring from my forehead. My skin’s on fire, my pulse pounding in my temples like a war drum. I chance a glance back at Tucker. He raises his head expectantly, but I motion him back down.

      In the few seconds I’m distracted, one of the Schutz Clones gets past Mason and Owen and dives behind a metal tool cart to my right. I grit my teeth and train my weapon on the cart, my thoughts unraveling in a flood of panic. I’ve let them break the line. I’ve compromised our position.

      I steady the stock of my weapon and survey the area, contemplating my options. I have no shot. There’s nothing I can do but wait the sucker out. I signal to Sven to back up Mason and Owen, and he gives me a thumbs-up. I hunker down, with my back to the entry, and squint into the far corner, searching for even the slightest movement.

      More shots ring out by the entry. Seconds later, an agonized scream pierces through the shelling. Owen! A strangled cry comes from my own throat in response. I jerk around in time to see him fall backward, clutching his left thigh. I fire randomly at the clones who pour through the entry. No longer counting kills.

      Lost in the horror of the carnage, I become aware too late of a dark shadow hovering on my right. Before I can swing my gun around to take aim, the giant Schutz Clone drops like a stone, shot in the head by Sven. The clone’s weapon skids across the floor in front of me. Panting, I scoot backward from the lifeless body and reposition myself to cover Owen. Another Schutz Clone rushes past, seemingly unaware Owen's not one of them. The fatigues are working in his favor.

      I watch Mason’s upper body shudder like a machine gun as he unleashes a hail of gunfire on the advancing Clones. Without Owen's fire to back him up, several more Schutz Clones force their way through. I blast them, backed up by Sven, who’s now crouched behind the assembly line next to me. Mason retreats behind a wall of metal cabinets. From our vantage points, we quickly take down the clones that make it inside, but more pour through the doorway every second. Several hunker down and form a shield, allowing dozens more to stream freely through.

      The room is a cauldron of fire and smoke, shadows and shouting. My mind blurs, transforming me into an untamed savage. I let loose round after round, my last cartridge tucked safely in my side pocket. For every Schutz Clone that falls, five more appear like specters. We can’t fend them off much longer.

      “Hold your fire!” Mason yells hoarsely.

      I freeze and look over at him in confusion. My eyes dilate with fear. A group of Schutz Clones circle Owen like a pack of vultures. One of them kicks his M16 aside. They’ve recognized him. Trembling, I pull back, choking on a mixture of bile and adrenalin, my thoughts an incoherent scramble.

      We agreed not to surrender, but I thought that meant we’d all go down together. I can’t let them kill me but take Owen back to Lyong alive.
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      Fear forks through every fiber of my body. Trembling, I toy with the trigger, torn between going out in a blaze of glory or dropping to my knees to beg for my brother’s life—but what kind of life would that be? I hold my gun in a death grip, my eyes sweeping the room for some way out of the situation.

      Something glints at me from the ceiling. I sneak a glance upward, then squint at the vent for a moment longer, perplexed. Is that a muzzle nesting behind it?

      A fresh wave of despair grips me. They must have penetrated the air ducts as well. We're finished. My grip on my M-16 slackens. I glance over at Sven, and frown, mystified, when he gives me a sly nod. Some instinct tells me not to lay down my weapon just yet.

      A moment later, the intercom sputters to life and Lyong’s voice bleeds into the charged air. “Regretfully, you elected to ignore my directive. Here are my new terms. Surrender peacefully, and you may yet live at the pleasure of the Craniopolis.”

      From behind the next assembly line, Sven mouths something at me, but I can’t make out what he’s saying. I shrug in response, and he motions up at the vents. I nod to indicate I’ve already seen them. What difference does it make? We’re surrounded.

      The lingering smoke in the air itches my nostrils. I try desperately not to sneeze, afraid I’ll trigger a volley of gunfire before I’ve even had a chance to respond to Lyong’s terms. I breathe slowly in and out, my lungs moving like compressed bellows.

      I trace the trigger housing on my gun and count the remaining clones congregated around the room. We’re grossly outnumbered. And Owen is weaponless. This can’t end well if we don’t comply.

      “You have thirty seconds to accept my terms,” Lyong says, a nettled edge to his voice.

      I shiver, picturing his one-eyed tic appraising me in a monitor somewhere as he talks, his papery skin rippling with the effort of speech. I can’t see a way out of the situation that gives me any chance of saving Owen, other than to negotiate. Hesitantly, I raise my arms and step forward.

      “My brother’s injured,” I yell. “If you give us your word you’ll help him, we’ll turn over our weapons.”

      My heart strains in my chest. I’m counting on Mason and Sven to hold their fire. I wait for what seems like forever, steeling myself for Lyong’s response.

      The intercom crackles to life, but Lyong’s words are drowned out in a barrage of gunfire. I pitch sideways beneath a conveyer belt and huddle in a ball, shaking. Debris pelts me from every angle; chunks of seat cushions, shredded medical tubing, shards of glass from exploding computer screens. A pungent chemical smell fills the air.

      All over the room, disoriented Schutz Clones fly backward. I stare in disbelief as they writhe in death throes, ossifying before my eyes. Mason bolts across the floor and rolls under the belt beside me. His eyes gleam like cat’s eyes in the dim light. “It’s the Council,” he yells, between breaths. “They’ve penetrated the Craniopolis!”

      I blink as I digest what he’s saying, my ears roaring.

      Mason slams a fresh cartridge into his gun, his knuckles bleeding profusely. “They must have triggered the explosion. They’ve been planning an attack for months.”

      My brain slowly wraps itself around the information. There’s still a chance we can make it out of here alive. I unload my pack and roll over into sniper position. “Then let’s finish this.” I lock eyes with Mason. “For Owen.”

      Mason wipes a bloody hand across his brow and steadies the barrel of his gun on a metal support bar beneath the assembly line. The freshly daubed blood on his forehead glistens like a symbol of war. My courage soars.

      I search the wreckage for a target and quickly take out a Schutz Clone crouched behind a lathe. He topples forward without a sound. Cautiously, I edge forward on my hips and scan the blood-spattered zone around the entry door. There’s no sign of Owen anywhere. I gesture over my shoulder to Mason to cover me, and wriggle out from under the conveyer belt. I sprint in a half-crouch to the next assembly line, and then drop back down onto my belly. Two feet from me, a spread-eagled Schutz Clone stares up at the vent, eyes protruding like golf balls. From beneath his torso a rust colored, lava-like flow creeps in my direction. I scoot backward and take aim, but before I take the shot, he expires. I lower my weapon and stare, appalled, as his body stiffens and his features fade to gray.

      There’s no sign of movement in the area where Owen fell. He could be dead, or the clones might have taken him hostage, but I tell myself he managed to crawl to cover.

      “Owen?” I scream, not caring anymore who hears me.

      “Over here!”

      A giant swell of relief swoops me up and carries me the last ten feet to where he lies curled up behind a stack of supply bins. I dive down and inch painfully forward on my elbows through a soup of metal shavings to reach him. A tremor goes through his body when he sees me.

      “How bad is it?” I ask, glancing down at his blood-soaked pant leg. I’ve helped Jakob dress enough wounds in the bunkers to know it doesn’t look good. I wish he were here right now. The Septites know about this kind of stuff.

      “I'm fine,” Owen lies, his eyes flickering with pain. “Just finish them off.” Another tremor passes through him. He looks like he’s about to pass out.

      I shake my arms out of my jacket and yank an extra shirt from my pack.

      “Don’t waste your time.” Owen stares at me with a gauzy look in his eyes that terrifies me.

      “Listen to me! You’re gonna be okay.” My voice cracks as an image of Da slipping away in my arms flashes to mind. I swallow back a gut-wrenching sob and hurriedly tie my flannel shirt around the entry wound in Owen's thigh. “This is all the combat care you get for now.” I force a tight smile through my tears as I cover him with my jacket. “Hang tough.”

      He leans back, his eyelids fluttering.

      I heave a few deep breaths and then pull myself into position with renewed vigor. I’ve done what I can to stem the bleeding. The only way Owen's getting out of here alive is to finish them off like he said.

      Most of the lights have been shot out, but I can still make out the basic layout of the room. The air is thick with dust and my eyes water as I struggle to line up my gun’s sight in the dimly lit space. I spot an injured clone crawling for cover beneath a conveyer belt, and quickly put a bullet in his head.

      The shot echoes and I realize with a start that the gunfire has broken off. A jolt of hope goes through me. Judging by the fatigue-clad shadows heaped around the room, the Schutz Clones were as blindsided by the attack as I was.

      I maneuver forward a few feet on my elbows and signal to Mason by forming an “O’ and a thumbs up that Owen's alive. Mason holds up two meaty fingers and points to a badly damaged computer rack, leaning precariously to the left. The loose wiring in front sways ever so slightly back and forth, a good indication someone bumped the rack when taking cover. I make a sweeping gesture with my hand to tell Mason to flank it from his side. He nods and begins worming his way forward beneath the conveyer belts. I approach from the other side, catching my breath when I wriggle into an ossified corpse. It’s all I can do not to gag. After a moment, I slither forward again, careful not to look down this time.

      Ten feet from the rack, I pull myself up into a crouch. Mason follows my lead. I ready my weapon and slice through the air with my hand.

      We circle in like wolves, blasting round after round as we run to the back of the unit. I pull up short when I see the Schutz Clones, one half-ossified, the other bleeding profusely, head hinged back, staring up at the vents as though that’s where he expected the shots to come from. Mason finishes him off and I turn aside, not wanting to watch another one of them crumble into powder.

      “Good work,” Mason says. “They were the last two.”

      I glance around to be sure, and then dart back through the wreckage to check on Owen.

      His head is flopped to one side, eyelids fastened shut. His chest moves slowly up and down, so I know he’s still alive, for now. We’ll have to move quickly or he won’t be for much longer. I hunker down beside him and whistle for Tucker, holding my breath until I hear him bounding across the room toward me. Weak with relief, I gather him in my arms and squeeze him until he squirms free.

      Sven pokes his head around the supply bins and looks at me questioningly.

      “Owen's alive, barely,” I mumble.

      Sven grimaces. “Rummy’s still breathing, for what it’s worth. Slept through the whole show.”

      Tucker contemplates Owen for a moment before gently licking his fingers. Owen's eyes pop open and pivot uncertainly.

      I lean over him, willing him to focus. “We did it, Owen! We finished them off.”

      He smiles past me through clenched lips.

      “Let’s go!” Mason slaps the side of a supply bin. “I’ll take Owen.”

      I look up in time to see a long, rope ladder tumbling down from an opening in the air duct closest to us. Mason drops to one knee at Owen's side. He slides an arm beneath his head and another under his legs, and then slowly gets to his feet. I’m hit with a fresh pang of guilt when I think of how abominably I’ve treated Mason. Without him, I’d never get Owen out of here alive.

      With Sven’s assistance, Mason drapes Owen carefully over his left shoulder, and then kicks at his pack with his boot. “Bring my gear, Derry. Sven can take Tucker.”

      “What about Rummy?”

      Mason narrows his eyes. “Charity case stays here. We did what we could.”

      The rope ladder sways precariously when Mason steps onto it. Owen moans softly. I grab the ladder and hold it taut while Mason climbs. He pulls himself effortlessly up one rung at a time. When he reaches the top, several pairs of arms reach down and lift Owen from his shoulders and out through the vent. I nod to Sven and he loads his pack on, and then leans over and scoops Tucker up by the belly. I keep my eyes fixed on Tucker to reassure him it’s all part of the plan, but halfway up he whines, ears aloft, and wriggles to get free of Sven’s grip.

      “Stay!” I raise the palm of my hand and he reluctantly settles back down, his eyes willing me to follow him.

      Moments later Sven hands him through the vent and climbs out after him. I swing Mason’s pack over my shoulder and place one foot on the bottom rung. It’s an awkward load, with my own pack already strapped to my back, and I’m forced to adjust my stance several times before I’m comfortable attempting the thirty-foot climb.

      I reach for the rope, and then hesitate, not sure where the sharp rush of fear that hit me came from. I throw a hasty glance around but no ghosts float up from the ossified remains.

      I shake off the foreboding feeling and haul myself onto the next rung of the ladder.

      An unsteady footfall. Six o’clock.

      The hair on the back of my neck electrifies. I twist my head around, my neck crawling with fear, but I can’t see a thing over the packs. I jump back down off the ladder and pivot.

      My breath lodges like icicles in my throat.

      Rummy edges toward me, eyes feverish and dilated, a serrated knife in his hand. A Schutzmesser. Laced with blood. He must have taken it from a dead clone, or killed one.

      “You left me to die,” he hisses, stabbing at the air like a man possessed.

      “No! We rescued you, Rummy! Lyong took you to Sektor Sieben.”

      “Left one of those bloodsuckers alive to finish me off, didn’t you? But guess who ain’t dead yet!” Rummy raises his blade a few inches, and jabs it again in my direction. I look in his eyes, and I know he’s considering it.

      Suddenly, the blood on the blade fades to ivory and wafts to the ground like crumbling plaster. Rummy’s eyes bulge. He stares at me for a long moment and then carefully wipes the knife clean on his pants.

      I stretch out my hand to him. “You can come with us, but give me the knife first.”

      He takes an unsteady step backward and runs the tips of his fingers menacingly over the blade. I groan inwardly. My gun is stashed in my pack and I can’t reach it without unloading Mason’s gear first.

      “We need to go, now, Rummy. This place will be crawling with Schutz Clones any second.”

      “What you waitin’ for, Butterface?” He hikes the corner of his bottom lip up into a threatening grin. “I’ll be right behind you.” His eyes flash deliriously and I think better of challenging him again.

      I turn and reach for the ladder. I have no choice but to start climbing. I tense the muscles in my back, fully expecting the Schutzmesser to sink between my shoulder blades at any minute.

      Rummy clambers onto the bottom rung when I’m ten or so feet off the ground. Fueled by a new rush of adrenaline, I pull myself up from one rung to the next. The ladder sways precariously with both of our weight and the loaded packs. I climb furiously, but the vent is a long way off. Anything can happen between here and there. I throw a glance back down at the floor and flirt with the idea of kicking Rummy off the ladder when we get up a little higher. If I clock him just right on the head with my boot, it might work. But it’s the kind of thing that could go horribly wrong. I might end up being the one tail spinning thirty odd feet to my death.

      The packs weigh me down like boulders. My neck screams with pain as I push my muscles to work harder. If I can stay far enough ahead of Rummy, Mason could possibly take a shot. He must have seen Rummy by now, seen the knife too, so at least he knows he’s armed.

      I push my body harder. I won’t die on this ladder at the hands of a Rogue. Not after surviving an attack by Schutz Clones. Legs buckling, I finally reach the top of the ladder and grasp at the firm hands reaching through the vent to help me. A jolt of electricity shoots through me when the familiar fingers close over mine.
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      Jakob's hands!

      Tears well up at the cruel trick my frazzled mind is playing on me. I peer up into the dark air duct, blinking furiously, and for half a heartbeat, I think I see his blurred face. I teeter precariously on the edge of a rung, confused and disoriented.

      My head snaps backward. The loaded packs pull on me, heavy as drowning men, wrenching my arms from their sockets. My fingers begin to slip when, suddenly, I’m grabbed by the armpits and yanked up through the vent opening.

      I lay on the floor, beetle-like and helpless—Tucker furiously licking my face in some kind of canine resuscitation ritual—until I’m unceremoniously flipped over and the packs pulled from my back. Tucker gives a short bark and nudges me for a response, but my mouth is so dry my lips have set like concrete. Someone helps me into a sitting position and holds a canteen of water to my lips. I gulp, greedily, my mind slowly clearing as the liquid floods my cells.

      “Derry! Are you okay?”

      Jakob leans over me, his face creased with concern.

      My chest convulses like I’ve just been shocked back to life. I stretch out trembling fingers to touch him, praying he doesn’t disappear like a mirage.

      He folds his arms around me and laughs. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I breathe in the sawdust-and-leather scent of him. My safe place. For a long moment I cling to him, gripped by the irrational fear that he’ll disappear again. “You’re alive,” I whisper into his chest.

      “The Council rescued me from that Sweeper attack on the trail,” he says. “I wasn’t sure you got away.”

      “How did you know we were here?”

      “I was on the plane that attacked your Hovermedes. We thought it was Sweepers.” He pauses, blinking back tears. “We saw the second Hovermedes extract you and Mason. I persuaded the Council to attempt a rescue.”

      “Time to move out!” Mason barks. “I’ll take Owen and lead the way to the docking station.”

      “Why aren’t we going back out the way the Council came in?” I ask.

      “Security’s swarming all over the vent access now,” Jakob says. “There’s no way we can get by them.”

      I peer over Jakob's shoulder at several unfamiliar faces gathering up their packs. I’m surprised to see that none of them look much older than me. It’s not an encouraging visual. I was banking on the Council being a force to be reckoned with.

      I suddenly become aware of Sven staring unabashedly at me. I pull apart from Jakob, unsettled by Sven's attention. I’m not sure what it is I feel when his eyes are on me. Surely there can’t be that kind of chemistry between a clone and a human? Or can there?

      I get to my feet, relieved to see that Rummy’s hands are secured behind his back. Given the choice, he must have decided to cooperate.

      One of the strangers grabs Mason’s pack. I reach for my own, my shoulders screaming in protest. Without a word, Jakob takes it from me. I can’t help but notice the brooding look he gives Sven.

      “Thanks,” I say, somewhat embarrassed, but relieved I won’t have to lug my supplies any farther on my aching shoulders. I fall in behind Mason and Jakob.

      “How’s Owen doing?” I call up to Mason.

      “Breathing,” he replies, without breaking his stride. “We need to get that bullet out.”

      “Jakob can do it,” I say.

      Mason gives a curt nod. “Soon as we’re safely out of here.”

      We move, single file, along the air duct, bending at the waist to avoid bumping our heads at occasional low spots. Tucker lopes at my side, his faith in me renewed now that I’ve rescued him from Sven the Dog Catcher. Jakob walks directly in front of me. Sven and the remaining Council members take up the rear.

      “How many are in the Council?” I ask Jakob.

      He shrugs. “There’s thirty or so of us.”

      I press my parched lips together. It’s not what I wanted to hear. So far, the Council in the flesh is dashing any real hope I had of eliminating the Sweepers.

      “Thirty of us.” I give a hollow laugh. “Sounds like you’re a shoe in.”

      “I am in,” Jakob replies.

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m staying with the Council.” He turns around and stares at me. “Blood was spilled today, and I initiated the attack. The Septites might have forgiven me for chasing after you, but not for what happened here.”

      My jaw hinges open and closed, but before I can string together a response, Mason hisses at us over his shoulder.

      “Zip it you two! Let’s not make it any more obvious which direction we’re headed in.”

      I take a deep breath, watching Jakob's easy stride as he moves. There’s nothing to go back to our bunker for now anyway, but he doesn’t know that. I keep telling myself that the rest of the Undergrounders, Jakob’s parents included, are still part of our reality. The likelihood is they’re all dead.

      Mason slows to a halt, and Jakob motions at me to stop.

      “Are we at the docking station?” I ask, relieved to see Owen's eyes flutter open at the sound of my voice.

      Mason gives a tight nod and lays Owen down in an alcove. “With any luck, there’s no one down there. The tunnel access is blocked, so it should be clear, unless someone was in there before the explosion happened.”

      “Not likely,” I say. “Lyong said everyone was at the unveiling.”

      “Do we have a clear view of the docking station?” one of the Council members calls out.

      “Affirmative,” Mason replies. “I’ll assess the situation on the ground.”

      He gets down on his belly and creeps, reptile-like, toward the grille. When he reaches the edge, he lies in position for a long time, his head barely moving, before inching backward toward us.

      “See anything?” I ask when he’s within earshot of a whisper.

      “No.” He frowns, then shakes his head as if to convince himself of it. “I thought I glimpsed a shadow flit behind the Hovermedes at the far end of the station. Must have been one of the lights flickering.”

      A slight, dark-haired Council member pulls out a pair of bolt cutters from her pack. She cuts out the mesh grille with a few swift snips, and tosses it behind her.

      Jakob uncoils the rope ladder and hands it to her.

      I turn to Sven.

      “I got your dog,” he says, reading my mind.

      I smile up at him, my cheeks burning under his molten eyes. He’s so dang distracting when he looks at me like that it’s hard to think straight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Once we’re safely on the floor of the docking station, Jakob and the other Council members spread out and begin sweeping the area. I peer around, half-expecting the Schutz Clones to materialize out of nowhere and begin shooting at us again.

      Rummy curls his lip when I catch his eye. I turn away, shivering when I think of how close I came to ending up as a human pumpkin—or worse. He’ll have to be dealt with once we’re out of here.

      I turn my attention to Owen. His skin is mottled and I don’t like the gurgling sound I hear in his throat when he tries to speak. I lean over him and hold a canteen to his mouth. He sucks at it like a baby, but the water trickles back out through his cracked lips. Tucker licks it up appreciatively.

      “Sorry,” Owen gasps, as if fists are crushing his lungs.

      “It’s okay. Don’t try to talk.” Ever so carefully, I pull down a corner of the shirt wrapped around his thigh and peek at his wound. Still bleeding. I bite my lip and tighten the shoddy bandage. It’s so dirty it’ll lead to infection if we don’t replace it soon. I’m kicking myself I didn’t grab some antibiotics from the supply room in Sektor Sieben.

      One by one, the Council members rejoin us. “All clear,” the slight, dark-eyed girl says, sliding the selector switch on her rifle to safety.

      “How much time do we have before they clear the tunnel?” Jakob asks.

      “Let’s find out,” Sven replies. He strides over to a row of transparent screens. I fiddle with my rifle, trying desperately to curb my impatience. We have to get out of here soon. Owen's running out of time.

      Sven moves his fingers deftly over the thermoplastic surfaces, then stops and rubs the back of his neck. I blow out a breath and look away. If I’m reading his body language right, this isn’t going well. But, what do I really know about clones?

      He starts up again, tapping furiously on one of the screens. A few minutes in, his shoulders tighten and the clicking stops. He stares intently at the monitor in front of him.

      “What’s wrong?” Mason asks.

      “Lyong’s blocked my authorization code. I can’t log in. Can’t access any of the cameras—nothing.” He slams his fist down on the desk. “Not even the launch process for the Hovermedes.”

      “Can you use Ramesh’s chip?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “They’ve already deactivated his account.”

      My stomach does a series of sickening flips. “What about hacking in?”

      Sven moves his jaw grimly side to side. “It could take hours. The security protocol for the upgraded authorization software is complex.” He leans back and blows out a breath. “There’s a slim chance I could reactivate Mason’s old account long enough for us to fly out of here. Give me a couple of minutes.” He leans over the desk and begins sketching rapidly over the screens with both hands.

      I rub my clammy palms on my jacket. Every minute we waste, Owen's life is ebbing away in front of me. I wish I didn’t feel so helpless, but, for once, even Mason’s running idle, a glazed look in his eyes.

      Jakob comes up behind me and lays a hand on my shoulder. “How is he?”

      I shrink under his touch, afraid the sob I keep stuffing back down my throat will explode like a geyser. “I don’t know if he’s gonna make it. He’s breathing like he’s swallowed a hacksaw.”

      “He needs you to stay strong. You’ve come too far to lose hope now.”

      I shake my head despondently. “It’s my fault he took a bullet. I turned around to check on Tucker.”

      “You can’t blame yourself.”

      I let out a long, shuddering breath. “I zoned out—Owen always said it would kill me in the end. I just never dreamed it would kill him.”

      Jakob gently turns my face toward him. “A good soldier looks out for everyone in his unit. That’s all you were doing.”

      I give him a rueful grin. “Tucker’s a dog, Jakob.”

      “Canine unit,” he retorts.

      “Looks like we’re in!” Mason gestures toward the computers.

      Sven gets up and walks heavily toward us.

      “I managed to reactivate Mason’s old account temporarily, but there’s a hitch.” His eyes dart around and settle on the Hovermedes nearest us.

      I frown. “What?”

      “The old system Mason was chipped under requires onsite departure authorization.”

      “What does that mean exactly?” I throw an anxious glance at Owen who’s struggling to sit up.

      “It means,” Mason says, folding his arms across his chest and staring at Sven. “That someone has to stay behind.”
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      The words snap to attention in the static air. Unease ripples across the faces of the young men and women standing around. The two clones face off, hulking figures in our undersized midst, their features unflinching.

      One of the Council members signals Jakob with a furtive look as he slips his fingers into the trigger housing of his gun. I steal a glance around and realize they’re all triggering their weapons. My brain sounds a silent alarm. They have no allegiance to either clone. My pulse thuds in my temples. Do I?

      Mason draws his heavy brows together, eyes still glued to Sven. “If you come out with us your sensor will lead Lyong straight to the Council’s camp.”

      The Undergrounders shift nervously. Sven stares Mason down. I can tell by the deep flush slowly seeping down his neck that he has no intention of letting us leave without him.

      It’s my fault for leading him along. I acted on instinct—telling him he could come—knowing there was no way to circumvent the sensor and bring him out without endangering all of our lives. Maybe it was a selfish desire on my part to keep him with me. It’s up to me now to resolve this before we all end up dead.

      Eyes planted on Sven, I somehow manage to wiggle the safety selector on my gun to the fire position. I’ll shoot him if I have to. But it won’t change the fact that someone will have to stay behind. And if Sven dies, that person will be me. I can’t ask Mason to make that kind of sacrifice now that he’s tasted freedom.

      I steal a glance in Jakob's direction. His gun is slung casually over his shoulder, but his finger is locked tight around the trigger. Guilt grips me when I realize he’d sear his conscience to save me. I don’t see a good way out of this for anyone.

      “De ... Derry.”

      I spin around at Owen's quivering voice. His upper body shudders as he tries to raise himself on his elbows. Tucker hovers anxiously at his side.

      I drop to my knees. “Don’t get up!”

      His eyes roll around in his head before he locks onto my face. I’m shocked by the sunken craters beneath his heavy-lidded eyes—now glistening with an unhealthy sheen. He grabs the collar of my jacket and pulls me to him. When he opens his mouth, he makes that unnerving gurgling sound again. The unmistakable stench of urine fills my nostrils.

      Panic floods my brain at the realization that his body is shutting down. I put my hand on his forehead and gasp. He’s burning up. I suppress a moan and cradle his head to my chest. He opens his mouth, but then flops unnaturally sideways. His body shudders once more, and then his eyelids flutter closed.

      For a long, tortured moment, I think he’s gone. Then he twitches in my arms. “Quick!” I gasp. “We have to get him out of here, now!” I plead silently with the faces cinched around me.

      “What’s it gonna be, Sven?” Mason demands.

      Sven’s eyes dart around the group, and then, ever so slowly, he reaches his right hand into the cargo pocket of his fatigue pants and pulls out a gleaming Schutzmesser. My heart lurches in my chest. He must have taken it from Rummy.

      One by one, the Council members train their guns on him.

      Sven studies the knife, turning it over several times and testing the tip on his thumb. He steals a glance around, as if contemplating who to take out before someone puts a bullet in him. He slowly curls his left fist into a crunch.

      I tense and line up my sight to take a shot. My hand shakes when he raises the steel blade to his right temple. An eerie hush falls over us. Trancelike, he presses the honed tip into his skin in a suicidal salute.

      “Nooooooo!” I yell. Tucker springs to his feet, barking in solidarity. I grab him by the collar and hold him back. One slash from a Schutzmesser would silence him forever.

      Sven draws a heavy breath, his thick fingers wrapped around the handle of the knife. “Lyong deactivated my authorization code—maybe the retinal sensor is down too.”

      My jaw goes slack. He can’t be serious. I’m trying to remember what Ramesh told me about retinal sensors—something about a neurotoxin being released into the brain if the sensor is tampered with.

      “You don’t have to do this!” Mason takes a half step toward Sven, gun held high above his head in a good faith gesture. “You can tell Lyong we forced you to help us. You’re the best programmer the Craniopolis has. He can’t afford to terminate you.”

      “I want to be free of this place,” Sven says, looking straight at me. “With the tracker out, I won’t be a liability anymore.” He gives Mason a rueful grin. “Then we can draw straws to see who stays.”

      Mason lunges at him, but before he lands a tackle, Sven lets out a savage roar and twists the blade into his temple. I stare in horror at the dark blood spurting out the side of his head. His eyes flash briefly and then close. The knife slips from his hand and clatters onto the floor.

      I wait for what seems like an eternity for him to keel over and erode like a crumbling statue. His massive chest rises and falls a couple of times, but then he sighs and reaches his fingers into the wound in his head. With a deep groan, he pulls something out and drops it into the palm of his left hand.

      No one moves. My heart thunders in my chest.

      After a few minutes, Sven opens his eyes and slowly stretches out his upturned hand. Jakob and the other Council members exchange uncertain glances, before closing in to take a look. When I catch his eye, Sven breaks away and walks over to me. I stare incredulously at the bloody capsule cradled in his enormous hand.

      “You were right,” I say, my voice shaking. “The tracker must have been immobilized when they deactivated your code.”

      Sven presses the sleeve of his shirt against his bleeding temple. “Either that, or the neurotoxin was just a ploy to keep us compliant.”

      “So now what?” Jakob asks.

      Sven levels his eyes at Mason. A satisfied smile flicks across his lips. “Now we find out who stays.”

      Owen grabs at my arm, his breath rattling in his throat. He strains to lift himself up, and this time I help him into a sitting position, hoping it will ease his breathing.

      “Leave me.” He blinks at me sharply.

      “What are you—”

      “I’m bleeding out.” He cuts me off with a dismissive wave. “Not ... gonna make it. I can launch the ship if you ... go ... now.” He falls back against my chest, his lungs wheezing like deflating balloons.

      “No!” I shake my head firmly, the tang of tears in my nose. “I won’t leave you!”

      “Let me ... do this.” His eyelids hover somewhere between open and closed. “I won’t ... die in vain.”

      “One of the clones should stay, this is their world.”

      “They’ve earned their freedom.”

      “Then we’ll leave Rummy.”

      Owen makes an incoherent sound. “He won’t ... launch you.”

      “Then I’ll stay.”

      Owen's feverish eyes latch onto mine. He grips my face in his hand and squeezes my cheeks in his sweaty fingers. “The Council needs you. Promise me ... you’ll leave and find a way to shut this hell down.”

      I forward Jakob a helpless look. He hunkers down beside me and places an arm protectively on mine. “How far is the Council’s camp?” I ask, desperation creeping into my voice.

      He rubs a hand across his brow. “Once we land the Hovermedes on the other side of the river, it’s a day’s hike into the mountains.”

      Owen convulses a couple of times, and I know in my heart the end is near for him. I look up at the circle of eyes looking down at me. My heart screams at me not to give up—to cling to the irrational hope that Owen's going to be all right—that I can still find some way out of this nightmare. I lay his head gently against my pack and drag myself to my feet, the terrifying weight of my decision bearing down on me. My legs tremble beneath me, but I focus on Owen's words: the Council needs you.

      One by one, the frightened Council members drop their gaze. Somebody has to stay behind, and somebody has to make the decision who that’s going to be. Owen grasps the tips of my fingers and gives a feeble squeeze. I flinch, my brain screaming at me to do what my heart won’t let me.

      “You heard him,” I hear myself say through the din inside my skull.

      Mason approaches me, his footsteps thudding like a funeral march I set in motion. His eyes bore into mine. “Are you sure about this?”

      I glance around again at the scared, young faces of the Council members. I’m sure if I don’t do this, everyone here will die in the docking station along with Owen. I look back at my brother, my heart heavy as lead.

      Owen's eyes pop open and rest on me. He says nothing, but I can feel him pleading with me through his pain.

      I nod grimly at Mason. “Bring him across to the computer station.”

      Silently, Sven picks the bloody Schutzmesser up off the floor and wipes it on his pants, avoiding eye contact with me.

      My brain feels like a freezing fog has moved in and taken over every neural cranny. We finally have a way out of the Craniopolis, but it’s not the victory I envisioned. I feel gutted. Like an organ donor’s next-of-kin, except Owen isn’t even dead, yet.

      “Which Hovermedes are we taking?” I ask Sven, brusquely. I wanted him to come, but not in Owen’s place. There's nothing about this that feels right.

      “Alpha dock. It’s flight ready.” He motions to the ship nearest us.

      I turn to Jakob. “Can you have the Council load up the packs?” I gesture with my thumb at Rummy. “And him.”

      Jakob nods and then closes a fist around Owen's fingers and squeezes good-bye. Mason scoops Owen up and I hear a faint animal-in-distress howl that cuts off abruptly. The nauseous feeling in my stomach returns. I turn away and busy myself with Owen's pack.

      When I’ve tightened the straps to breaking point, I hand the grimy orange pack off to one of the Council members and watch her disappear inside the Hovermedes with the only piece of my brother I’ll take from this place. A sob catches in my throat. When he’s gone—I'll be all that’s left of the Connollys.

      I take a few deep breaths, and then make my way over to the computer terminal.

      Owen is slumped in front of the screen, his head awkwardly supported by a rolled up shirt. I watch as Mason ties him loosely to the chair so he doesn’t slip to the floor. His eyelids flicker when he hears me approach. I falter, then swallow hard. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

      He lies motionless, hunched to one side. His skin resembles a purplish moonscape—a sure sign of internal bleeding. I know he can’t possibly survive much longer.

      I ram my knuckles against my forehead. This isn’t right. I can’t leave my brother here to die alone. I should just overrule his decision to stay—he’s not in his right mind after all. I pace back and forth behind his chair. “He doesn’t even have the strength to press the button,” I say, turning to Mason.

      He frowns. “The man says he can do it—he can do it.”

      “Owen?” I lean over him. “Can you hear me?”

      There’s a muffled, high-pitched sound of air being forced between his parted lips. “Tell Nikki ...”

      I lean in closer so he doesn’t have to strain his voice. “What?”

      “Tell ... Nikki ... to love her is to live forever.” He presses her crumpled photo into the palm of my hand.

      I blink, too late to stop a tear tracking down my cheek.

      Owen's frame contorts like he’s being pulled by invisible strings.

      A sob lodges in my throat. I slip the photo into my pocket and grab his free hand. “Owen, I can’t do this. I won’t leave you here—”

      Suddenly, his chair begins to vibrate and his clammy hand jiggles in mine. At first, I think he’s going into cardiac arrest, but then a pneumatic drilling sound fills the room.
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      I look across at Mason. They’re coming, he mouths.

      My scalp electrifies. Owen's eyes zigzag past me as he scrapes together another breath. “Go!”

      A giant shove from behind sends me flying forward. Panic hits. My legs pump like pistons beneath me, oddly disconnected from my body. Every cell inside me charges, but my brain’s not in the loop—I’ve no idea where I’m going.

      Half-blinded by stabbing tears, I slow my pace to get my bearings, and trip over someone’s pack. Before I can regain my footing, burly hands lift me off the ground and toss me through an opening in the side of a Hovermedes. I lay blinking in the dim light like a discombobulated sack of cargo while Tucker licks my salty face. A moment later, the metal door of the Hovermedes slides shut with a sickening whoosh.

      Somewhere in the midst of my confusion, my instincts trigger.

      Owen!

      I scramble to my feet and lurch across the ship. With a scream that comes from somewhere deep inside, I fling myself at the sealed door and claw at the solid steel. Jakob tugs repeatedly on my shoulders, but I batter the door undaunted. Faces press in around me, their jaws moving up and down, but I can’t make sense of what’s being said. Only the pain in my hands feels real. I lift my head and catch the fleeting look of regret in Mason’s eyes as his fist swings toward me and everything explodes.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A soft buzzing, like a distant swarm of insects. I swat mindlessly until my brain clears. The murmur of voices washes over me. I turn my head toward the sound and flinch. The entire left side of my skull feels like a cracked leather punching bag. I crinkle my eyes and try to remember what happened, and where I am.

      Jakob comes into view and contemplates me for a moment. He edges tentatively closer. “Are you okay?” He tweaks a smile, but his lips sag.

      I hesitate before responding. I can tell by the heavy tone of his voice that something terrible has happened, but I can’t remember what. I massage my brow gingerly. “My head aches.”

      A stricken look flits across Jakob's face before he masks it.

      “What is it?” I ask, clutching Tucker’s fur. A vague feeling of paralyzing anxiety awakens inside me.

      “Don’t you remember?”

      I frown, but before I have a chance to pick through my muddled brain, Tucker jumps up and growls, peering intently at something down the aisle. Mason slams a cartridge into his gun and vaults out of his seat. I pull myself up to get a better look, and realize I’m in a Hovermedes. But we’re not moving. I don’t understand.

      Tucker takes off to the back of the ship, and then pulls up short, barking madly at a section of the undercarriage. Mason drops to a knee beside him and trains his gun on the spot.

      There’s a scraping sound, then banging.

      Without warning, a panel in the floor flips open. Two thin, brown arms rise through the opening like antennae. Sven grabs both wrists in one hand and yanks out a small-framed man in a lab coat. My eyes bulge.

      Mason jabs the barrel of his gun in the man’s chest. “Who are you?”

      The man gives a deep bow, and then pokes his wire-rimmed glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “I am Dr. Won, Chief of Cybernetics. Please, I don’t intend to harm. I hide into access compartment.”

      My head throbs as fragmented bits of information fly through my brain and reassemble themselves.

      We escaped the Craniopolis.

      The stabbing realization hits my brain like an icepick. I turn and grab hold of Jakob. “Owen?” I whisper, as it all comes rushing back. The sound of drilling, someone shoving me forward, the door of the Hovermedes closing.

      Jakob clutches me tighter, as if he expects me to bolt for the door.

      Instead, I fold into his arms, empty and spent, and stare blankly at the stowaway.

      Mason grabs Won by the throat. “I knew I saw a shadow in the docking station. Trying to sabotage our departure I bet.”

      “No! No! I help! I launch you.”

      Mason lets out a snort. “We already launched, moron. We’ve just landed on the other side of the river.”

      Won’s words swim in my brain for a moment. I narrow my eyes at him. “You mean you launched us?”

      He nods passionately, his miniature spectacles sliding back down his nose. “Yes! Yes! I launch you.”

      I unwind myself from Jakob and make a beeline across the aisle until I’m standing directly in front of him. “You’re lying! My brother launched this ship.”

      Won shakes his head. “No! He no launch you.”

      I take a step back, my heartbeat careening out of control. “What are you talking about?”

      Won gives an apologetic shrug. “He fall off chair.”

      My blood chills. I steal a glance at Mason.

      He clears his throat. “It’s true. I thought we were done for when he toppled over, but then the Hovermedes took off so I figured he’d managed to hit the authorization button before he … died.”

      My heart races. I stare at Won suspiciously. “How could you have launched us if you were stowed away on the ship?”

      Won pats his lab coat pocket. “Remote launch device.” Beaming, he reaches into his bulging pocket and pulls out a sleek, black controller.

      Sven’s eyes grow wide. He snatches it from Won’s hands and examines it. “I didn’t know this existed.”

      Won flashes a row of yellow, uneven teeth at him. “Lyong not know either. Private project. Remote device overrides onsite authorization requirement.” He beams at us, his eyes wide with expectation. The smile fades from his face when no one speaks.

      I use what strength I have left to grab him. My hands tighten like a vice around his scrawny neck. “You stupid idiot! My brother would be here with us now if you’d shown your stinking face in the docking station.”

      “Let him go, Derry,” Mason says. “He’s no good to us dead.”

      I sink down in a nearby seat and bury my head in my hands, reeling from the shocking revelation. I left Owen to die alone for nothing.

      Jakob places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes gently. “It’s time to go.”

      I look up and knit my brows together in confusion. “Where to?”

      “The Council’s camp. We have to hike from here.”

      Reluctantly, I straighten up, an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. I don’t want to go any farther. I thought I wanted to be a player in the Council, but now I’m not so sure. I’m shaken by the cost of freedom.

      Sven strides up into the cockpit and presses a couple of buttons. The side of the Hovermedes eases open, exposing a familiar pine-studded backdrop.

      The Council members jump out and set to work unloading the packs. I stick my head out through the door and snatch a breath of the freshest air I’ve smelled in days. Tucker bounds out past me and rolls around excitedly in a drift of half-mulched pine cones. Despite the throbbing pain in my head, and the hole in my heart, I smile sadly as I climb out after him. I have to keep going. If I give up now, Owen's death will have served no purpose, and the Sweepers will have won.

      We waste no time camouflaging the Hovermedes under a tangle of brush and branches. When we’re done, we cover our tracks and load up our gear. It’s almost light out. Shafts of yellow ooze through the rocky crags of the horizon, a risky time to hike, but, under the circumstances, we’re left with no choice.

      “What about him?” Sven flicks his chin in Won’s direction.

      I eye the tiny Chief of Cybernetics with disdain. If he’s telling the truth about launching us, we owe him our lives. But, he could also be a monster without a conscience. I don’t know why he’s really fleeing the Craniopolis.

      “Bring him,” I say, after a long moment’s hesitation. “If nothing else, we might be able to extract some useful information from him.”

      Sven binds Won’s hands and ties him with a line to Rummy’s waist. “We have the makings of a chain gang here,” he says, with a smirk.

      Rummy scowls. I question whether we should take him with us any farther. But, it’s not like we can release him back into the wild—he’s far too dangerous.

      In a compromise of sorts with my better judgment, I fall in line directly behind him, so I can have the satisfaction of being the first to shoot if he tries to pull a fast one. Jakob comes up beside me and reaches for my hand. “How are you doing?”

      I kick at a pinecone in my path. “It doesn’t seem real. I guess it hasn’t sunk in yet. I should have stayed with him.”

      Jakob adjusts the brim of his cap. “It wouldn’t have changed anything. And you'd be dead now too, or worse.”

      I let the impact of his words settle for a moment. The good thing about Jakob is that he never shoves the truth of what he’s saying down your throat.

      “I wonder why Won left the Craniopolis,” I say, eying him from behind.

      “My hunch is he’s not too fond of Lyong. Rivals, perhaps? Maybe there are more dissenters in the Craniopolis than we realized.”

      “The deviations—”

      Bam! Bam! The crack of a rifle rings out behind us. I tighten my grip on Jakob's hand and we bolt forward like greyhounds out of the starting gate. Together, we dive for cover beneath the heavy brush to the left of the trail. Tucker follows suit and flattens himself beside us. The Council members scatter into the undergrowth and return fire. My mind races feverishly. How did the Sweepers get here so quickly?

      Multiple shots follow in rapid succession. I cock my gun and shoot blindly down the trail. Surely Lyong couldn’t have penetrated the docking station and tracked us down already. The sickening thought hits me that we might be shooting at Undergrounders. With a Rogue, a Sweeper, and two clones in tow, we probably look like a dangerous alliance bearing down on the Council’s camp.

      It’s chaos for several minutes, and then the volley of gunfire dies away as unexpectedly as it began. Tentatively, I stand and peer out over the brush. My heart trips in my chest.

      A few feet down the trail, Mason sinks to his knees and sways forward, a trickle of dark blood seeping from his trembling lips.

      “Nooooo!” I vault to my feet and run to him, Tucker barking madly at my side. Mason clutches wildly at the air as if he can’t see me. I reach under his arms in a vain attempt to lift him to his feet. Jakob runs up behind me, but even between the two of us, we can’t budge him.

      “Find Sven,” I say, my voice low and urgent.

      Jakob hurries off without a word.

      Mason gags, and I drop to the ground beside him, my hands slick with the blood oozing from his chest and back. He stretches his right index finger toward me, his eyes commanding an unspoken order.

      “No!” I shake my head vehemently. “We don’t need it now. We can use Won’s remote.”

      He inhales a choppy breath. “Don’t ... trust him. Take it.” He jabs his finger in my chest.

      The color in his face mutes before my eyes. He grabs me by my collar and topples toward me. “You have to lead them.” The words sputter out like jagged shards of glass.

      I stifle a scream. This can’t be happening. Not now, not after losing Owen. How can I go on without either of them?

      “I need you, Mason. I’m afraid.”

      “They’re all afraid.” He clutches his chest with his left hand, and waves his finger at me again. “They need ... someone to believe in.”

      His voice trails off and I hear his breath whistling at the back of his throat.

      Shaking, I reach into my pocket and pull out my hunting knife. I grasp his thick finger in my left hand and slice off the tip in one swift movement. Blood sprays the sleeve of my jacket.

      Swallowing back the bile in my throat, I extract the metal chip just as Mason collapses on the grassy trail.

      “You okay?” A gangly Council member grabs me by the shoulder in passing, throwing a frightened glance at Mason’s body.

      I nod, distractedly, and swallow the lump in my throat.

      “Let’s go,” she urges.

      I stare after her retreating figure. She doesn’t care that Mason’s dead. But then, why would she? He’s just another clone to her. An inferior life form. She’s watched dozens of them expire in the past few hours.

      I close my fist over the chip and a flurry of white powder trickles through my fingers.
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      I glance down at the rigid form at my feet, eyes screwed tight in shrunken sockets, and swallow back a sob. The life recedes from Mason’s graying face, faster than sand into a sinkhole. I press my fist to my lips, feel my warm breath grind in and out, knowing that Mason’s lungs will never fill with air again.

      “He’s dead,” I whisper woodenly, when Sven comes running up with Jakob.

      Sven falls to his knees by Mason’s side and rams his hands into his hair. He breathes unevenly, an empty look in his eyes that I fathom only too well. I lay a hand on his shoulder and a powerful tremor goes through him. He turns and crushes me to his chest with one hand, his whole body shaking. I close my eyes and listen to the steady boom of his heartbeat. How can a heart this powerful ever expire?

      Tucker gives a forlorn yelp and wedges his way in between us. I lean down and ruffle his neck. “It’s all right, boy.”

      Sven releases me, wipes a sleeve over his eyes.

      “He shouldn’t have died like this,” Jakob says, frowning.

      “No one should die like this.” I kick at a fungi-enameled stump and startle a field mouse out of the rotting wood inside. Mason was a better man than most, and it was only in the last unit of his life that I acknowledged it.

      Despite the crushing loss I feel, a strange sense of calm comes over me, as if Mason has somehow reached out and given me a parting gift of his indomitable grit. I won’t burrow back down beneath the earth and hide from the Sweepers. I will avenge him. With Sven’s help, I’ll find a way to free the clones and deviations.

      The thudding of running feet catapults me back into action.

      “We gotta go,” insists the gangly girl who ran by earlier. She twists her lips as if the sight of Mason’s body repels her.

      Sven stands, his eyes bloodshot. “I’ll get the prisoners,” he mumbles, before walking off.

      I kneel and gather a fistful of powdery ashes from Mason’s shrunken corpse, stashing them in a side pouch on my pack. Big Ed says everyone comes into the world with a soul and nobody’s proved him wrong yet. When the time is right, I’ll give Mason a proper funeral. I only wish I could do the same for Owen.

      I dust my hands off on my pants, and then jam my fists guiltily into my pockets. It feels too casual a gesture under the circumstances. “Did you find the shooters?” I ask the girl.

      She nods. “One of them’s dead. The other one got away.”

      “Schutz Clones?”

      She shakes her head. “All tatted up like that Rogue you dragged out of the Craniopolis.”

      My brows shoot up. I hadn’t even considered the possibility that someone other than Lyong was after us. Unless—

      I swallow hard. “Where’s the body?”

      The girl gestures behind her. “In the brush.”

      “Come on!” I grab Jakob's hand and make a beeline back down the trail. My legs weave, as if I’m sleepwalking through the trampled undergrowth. But I can’t be, because there’s an awful buzzing in my head that’s getting worse as we approach the body.

      Two Council members are already at work piling brush on the remains.

      “Wait!” I croak.

      They look up, startled.

      I grab the branches on top of the body and toss them aside. Tucker jumps in and starts digging—like it’s some kind of game.

      Jakob yanks on my arm. “Derry! What are you doing?”

      I ignore him, scrabbling to clear the leaves and debris from the shooter’s face. My breathing quickens when I see the tattoos. My hunch was right.

      Sort of.

      It’s Lipsy.

      I stare down at her. Silent and still in her final resting place. Tears prick at my eyes. I never even knew her real name. I wish things could have ended differently for her. She shouldn’t be here.

      Tucker stops burrowing and sits down quietly on his haunches, as if sensing from my mood that the game has ended.

      “You seen her before?” asks one of the Council members.

      “Yus.” My voice comes out thick, slurred like Da’s when he’d been drinking. My thoughts run together in a jumble of rationalizations. It’s a good thing Lipsy's dead, isn’t it? If she killed Mason, she deserved to die.

      Truth is, I wish it were Blade lying here. I know he must have masterminded the attack. Lipsy didn’t have enough between her ears to pull it off.

      I look up at the sound of someone thrashing through the brush. Sven stomps over to us, Won and Rummy in tow.

      Sven stares down at Mason’s killer, his face unreadable. “A woman,” he says. “Hard to tell at first with all those tattoos.”

      I bite my lip and throw a glance in Rummy’s direction. His eyes bore into me. He shoves Won aside, and peers around Sven at Lipsy's body. A sinister shadow crosses his face. “Where’s Blade?” he asks.

      Sven frowns. “Who’s Blade?”

      Rummy wheels around and throws his bound fists in an uppercut punch into Sven’s jaw. “Blade’s my little brother, you overgrown freak.”

      My eyes widen. Brother?

      Sven grabs Rummy’s wrists in one hand and raises him several inches off the ground. “I’ve got news for you, sleazebag. The only freaks here are you and your cohort in the dirt.”

      I rub my brow, trying to piece it together. It makes sense. The unspoken bond, yet constant rivalry, between them. Blade’s desperation to rescue Rummy from the Sweepers. Tattoos aside, they even look similar.

      A dreadful thought comes to mind. I turn to Rummy, still dangling from Sven’s fist. “Did you know Blade was following us?” I yell at him.

      A smile splits his face like I’ve told a joke. My skin turns clammy and cold. The fleabag could have warned us Blade and Lipsy were tracking us. Mason would still be alive. Rummy owed us as much. We saved his life—but that doesn’t mean squat to him. I scrub my hand over my face in desperation. I was a fool to bring him along. I should have left him to his fate in the Craniopolis. A shiver runs down my back. Now I’m going to have to find a way to get rid of him.

      “We need to go,” Jakob says.

      Sven drops Rummy back to the ground and shoves him forward. Won stumbles, half-running after him to keep from falling.

      I grab some branches and help the others cover Lipsy's body back up. “Did you get her gun?” I ask, turning to one of the Council members.

      He gestures to the rifle propped up against a tree behind us. I glance at it, and then spin back around for another look. A sickening feeling rises up inside me. I trudge over to the tree, my stomach knotting tighter with every step.

      I pick the gun up and turn it over—custom stock with a silver stag inlay. I run my fingers slowly over the antique ornament to make sure.

      “What is it?” Jakob leans over my arm.

      I stare at him, my breath coming in ragged spikes.

      His eyes flicker in comprehension.

      I hunch forward, bracing myself against a wave of unbearable pain. Blade and Lipsy must have killed Big Ed for this—with this.

      I force a breath in and out. All this time I had clung to the delirious hope that Big Ed could take care of himself. But, he was an old man after all. Skilled in mountain ways, but no match for desperate Rogues—Blade’s been harboring revenge ever since Big Ed ambushed him on the trail to Lewis Falls.

      “Sweet piece, isn’t it?” the gangly girl says, holding out her hand for the gun. “It came with the Rogue.”

      I fix her with an accusatory stare. “It belonged to an Undergrounder from our camp.”

      She looks decidedly uncomfortable. “I guess you can keep it.”

      “You guess?” I stare at her coldly until she gives a one-shouldered shrug and walks off.

      “It doesn’t mean he’s dead,” Jakob says. “If anyone can survive out there, it’s Big Ed.”

      I look away. He’s right, only this time I stacked the odds against Big Ed by leaving that dirtbag Blade alive in the bear den. Rage swells inside me. Every time I show the Rogues mercy, it comes back to bite me. Not this time. I call Tucker to heel and swing my pack over my shoulder. “Someone’s going to pay for this.”

      “Wait!” Jakob wrinkles his brow, but before he can stop me, I take off running through the undergrowth. My heart beats wildly, anger rapidly displacing my grief. I’m not sure how, or when, I’m going to avenge Mason’s death, but I can start by exacting retribution for Big Ed’s.
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      I crash through the brush, all my fury focused on the only person I can touch now.

      My breath comes in loud rasps, as if someone’s kneeling on my ribs. I sniff back tears, nightmarish images flashing through my head—Owen's battered, swollen face in the tent, Rummy’s sluggish eyes watching me like a puff adder, Schutzmesser in hand, deliberating. I wish I’d let the Sweepers have him. Written him off as a donation to science—his rightful penance.

      I finally spot him up ahead, skulking along behind the others, still tethered to Won. I charge him from behind and tackle him to the ground, battering him in the face with my fists until Sven drags me off him. Rummy rolls around, bloodied and moaning. Won scrambles up to his hands and knees, shaken and disoriented, like a dog confused by its leash.

      “What was that for, you little vixen?” Rummy yells, struggling to sit up.

      I rub my stinging fists. “Your sleazebag brother killed Big Ed and took his gun.”

      “I ain’t buyin’ that,” Rummy scowls.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You let Blade kill Mason too, didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t see nuthin’.” Rummy feels his way around his jaw gingerly and then gestures to Sven. “How could I? This ape’s got me and Buddha-head tied on a four-foot rope like circus animals.”

      “Right where you belong!” I say, shrugging off Sven’s restraining hand. Maybe it was the ape reference, but this time he doesn’t try to stop me when I knee Rummy hard in the chest. He recoils and falls backward with a muffled oomph. I kick him in the ribs one more time for good measure and then turn around to the dumbstruck Council members. “What are you looking at?”
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* * *

      The sun’s already a dying glow nesting in the distant granite peaks when we finally reach the vicinity of the Council’s camp, exhausted, and eager to get below ground before darkness settles over the canyon.

      “There’s our final marker.” Jakob points to an upright arrow carved into a nearby tree trunk. “The Council scouts will pick us up now.”

      Right on cue, several young men and women slip out from the cover of the forest to guide us to the bunker entrance, expertly concealed beneath a gnarled root system. We exchange a few terse greetings as they open the hatch. I instruct the watch to keep an eye out for Blade and to shoot any Rogues on sight. Under my direction, the Council takes the two prisoners, Won and Rummy, down first.

      “Don’t untie them, no matter what,” I say, Mason’s voice echoing in my head.

      Jakob ducks beneath the fibrous fingers of the root system next, and Sven follows, wedging his way through with a disgruntled Tucker in his arms. My worn out legs move like concrete posts—I’m hugely relieved we’ve made it, but sick inside at the horrific losses I haven’t fully acknowledged as real. I descend the bunker ladder unsteadily, and freeze when a choked voice wafts up to me.

      “Like I said, no better woman for the job.”

      Woozy and weak, I cling to the ladder and peer down the shaft, swaying precariously. There’s only a wink of light to see by. Am I hearing a ghost?

      I stumble the rest of the way down the ladder and jump off, colliding in the process with a wide flannel chest that smells of wood fire and pine and jerky. I lift my head, scarcely breathing, and look up into Big Ed’s rheumy eyes smiling down at me from beneath an unfamiliar hat. He chuckles softly at my flabbergasted expression. Shaking all over, I grasp him in a bear hug. “I thought you were dead!”

      He pulls away and gives me a rueful grin. “Might have been, if the Council hadn’t found me. I set my pack and gun down by the river after I cut my hand cleaning out a squirrel. Dang knife slipped. Bled like a Billy goat. Next thing I know my gear’s gone. Figured it had to be those bozos Blade and Lipsy. Must have been tracking me the whole time. I underestimated them.”

      “Lipsy's dead,” I say.

      Big Ed hefts a shaggy brow upward. “What happened?”

      “They attacked us on the trail—they killed Mason with your rifle before we took Lipsy out.”

      He furrows his brow, crinkling the puckered skin around his eyes. “What about Blade?” he asks, his voice hardening.

      “He got away.”

      Big Ed raises the rim of his hat and scratches his forehead, eyes brimming with remorse like he blames himself for Mason’s death. I know how he feels.

      I brush my sleeve across my moist lashes. “Owen's … dead too,” I say, my lip wobbling uncontrollably.

      The lines branching across Big Ed’s face deepen into dark crevasses. He stares down at me, his dove-gray eyes widening like search beacons. Only the slight quiver of his sprawling beard betrays his grief.

      Wordlessly, he wraps me back up in his arms and crushes me to his chest for the longest time. I close my eyes and lean into the comforting canyon smells clinging to him—even the fish guts are an oddly calming reminder of happier times a few short days ago. I’m grateful not to have to recount the whole excruciating story to him yet.
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* * *

      Inside the main bunker, the Council serves us the first decent meal we’ve eaten in a week. I devour the rabbit and potato stew, not caring that I’m dripping juice all over myself.

      When I’ve finally eaten my fill, my sanity returns. I glance across the bunker to where Jakob is already curled up on a mat. I need to rest too, but my mind won’t let me. I wipe my sleeve across my mouth and take a good look at the faces gathered around. Young, pimply skinned, around my age. Some a few years older. All casting curious glances my way, maybe because I brought the freak show with me.

      A short, stocky guy around Owen's age walks over and sits down beside me. “I’m real sorry about your brother. I’m Trout, by the way. It’s my last name, but it’s what everyone calls me.” He sticks out his right hand and I shake it. It’s calloused and missing part of a finger. There’s any number of ways he could have lost it in this unforgiving existence of ours. Best not to know.

      “Who’s in charge of the Council?” I ask, by way of conversation.

      He raises his brows at me, disconcerted.

      “You?” I shrug, after an uncomfortable pause.

      Trout throws an uncertain glance at Big Ed sitting on the other side of me. “Um, guess you weren’t clued in.” He hesitates, rubs his jaw distractedly. “Your brother led the Council. He recruited all of us.”

      I press my lips tight together to seal in my shock. Of course! It makes perfect sense. All those overnight trips he went on. Hunting trips.

      “Owen didn’t want you involved.” Big Ed’s voice is distant, like it’s drifting to me in a fog.

      “I’m involved now,” I say, sharply. “And Owen's gone. So fill me in.”

      Big Ed gestures for Trout to continue.

      “We’re all from different bunkers. We set up base here once we discovered the location of the Craniopolis. We’ve been working for months on a plan to cripple the Sweepers’ operation. The idea was to collapse the tunnels in the Craniopolis through a series of timed explosions and force the survivors out.” Trout twists his lips in a grimace. “Kind of blew our cover when we went in to rescue you, but your boyfriend wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      I look over at Jakob, but he’s fast asleep and it’s Sven I end up trading flushed glances with. I bite my bottom lip and turn my attention back to Trout.

      “How did you penetrate the air duct system?” I ask. “I’m guessing you’ve got someone on the inside.”

      Trout jerks his chin at Won, staring intently at us from across the room. “He shouldn’t be listening to this. We can talk later. I’ve called a meeting for tonight.”

      I nod. “You’re right. I have a few questions for him now anyway.”

      Trout signals for me to go ahead.

      I get up and walk over to Won who’s busy shoveling down food, his plate held tight to his chin.

      “We haven’t established that you’re worth feeding yet,” I say, grabbing the plate from him. “Around here you earn your keep.”

      Trout comes up beside me and folds his arms across his chest. Won’s eyes flick to the one-knuckled finger, and then to the floor.

      “I help you,” he wheedles.

      “Tell us about the research you worked on,” I say.

      Won glances around uneasily. “Is the sovereign leader’s brainchild.”

      “Hogwash!” Trout cuts in.

      Won gives an apologetic shrug. “The world government supply brain dead participants. The Craniopolis develop cloning and cybernetics technology.”

      I think back to the wired cadavers in Sektor Sieben—stock-still like a clip from a silent horror show. An icy shiver cuts down my spine. “The sovereign leader would never have authorized that kind of technology.”

      Won gives a yellow-toothed grin. “Sovereign leader embrace all technology to neutralize or optimize life. Is necessary for population control.”

      I gape at him, the bottom dropping out of my stomach. He has to be lying.

      Won stares back at me, pupils black and huge in his glistening yellow face.

      I blink uncertainly. “How did the government come up with brain-dead participants?”

      He looks past me, shifty-eyed. “Come from reeducation centers. Lot of people die there.”

      “How?” Trout asks.

      Won studies him through narrowed slits. “Maybe no food, too many beating, maybe hammer blow on neck.” He thumps his fist on the back of his head by way of demonstration.

      A horrified look flits across Trout’s face. “I thought the subversives were being reeducated in the camps.”

      Won blinks. “I go many times to select participants. He sniffs and rubs a sleeve across his nose. “Cloning and cybernetics save humankind.”

      A wave of revulsion washes over me. “I saw what you’re doing in Sektor Sieben.” I prod Won so hard he’s forced to take a steadying step backward. “You’re not saving people, you’re destroying them.”

      “You are wrong about that.” Won’s beady eyes bore into me. “I save your brother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-One

        

      

    
    
      A creeping numbness travels up my spine. I hold Won’s gaze, repulsed by the thin, sneering lips slick with grease from the meat he was gnawing on a moment earlier. He’s twisting the knife, trifling with my pain. Like he has the power to resurrect Owen. I jerk back a few steps, my muscles locking. “You’re a sick madman!”

      Before he can respond Trout takes aim, and lands a punch square in Won’s jaw. He folds like an accordion at my feet. A thin ribbon of blood trickles from his left nostril. Trout rubs his knuckles with satisfaction. “Been itching to do that. I’m only sorry he crumpled so quickly.”

      “Tie him up and get him out of here,” I say.

      Trout signals to a couple of Council members watching from the sidelines. They whisk Won up by the armpits and drag him out of the bunker.

      “What do you think he meant about saving Owen?” Trout looks at me curiously. “I thought he was dead.”

      “He is,” I say, too sharply.

      The room falls silent. My brain screams a million thoughts at me. I clench my trembling fingers into fists. It all seems unreal—the kind of heart-stopping nightmare you wake up from, gasping for air, soaked in sweat.

      After what Won said, I’m questioning everything. What if I’ve made a terrible mistake? What if Owen's still breathing when Lyong finds him? What if they take him to Sektor Sieben and hardwire some kind of circuit board into his brain? I jam my hands into my hair and blow a few listless puffs of air over my face. I’m suddenly burning up in the bunker. I turn around and walk unevenly back to my seat, legs bending like reeds.

      Big Ed scratches the back of his neck, throws me an uneasy look. The Council members look at me expectantly, but I avert my gaze and sink back in my chair, undone and disconnecting. I have nothing to offer them. All I ever wanted was the chance to step up and be somebody, but my dream’s become my burden. Do they think I can just take over where Owen left off? Lead a teenage flash mob to take on the Schutz Clones.

      And now that the Sweepers know we have some kind of resistance movement going, they’ll be ready for us when we go back. I groan and bury my face in my hands. When we go back. It’s like I have a subliminal death wish.

      I save your brother. Won’s words sear my brain. Even more agonizing because the lie preys on my tattered emotions. There’s nothing Won can do that will bring Owen back, but I can’t stop speculating about what he meant. I know what Won’s idea of saving brain-dead participants entails, and the thought of Owen being subjected to anything like that makes me want to put Won’s head on a spike.

      I rub my hands vigorously over my face as if to scrub the grisly images of Sektor Sieben from my mind. It may be too late to save Owen, but there are others. I owe it to Mason to try and free the rest of the clones. And then there’s the deviations—I felt their silent pleas. The Sweepers have to be stopped.

      But how?

      I look across the room and catch Rummy’s eye. He stares at me, long and hard, before getting up and shuffling toward me, hands bound in front of him.

      “What you gonna do, Butterface?” he says, winking at me. “They think you’re the alpha dog now your brother’s gone.” He makes a short, explosive choking sound.

      My knuckles sting from the last time I slugged him, but I’m still tempted to take another swing.

      I get up and squint into Rummy’s inked face. “What exactly do you want from me?” I ask, in a tone designed to convey he’s wasting my time. Inwardly, I’m fighting to silence Mason’s words that rush back like a call to arms. They need someone to believe in.

      He sniffs, wipes his nose on his sleeve. “You should go back and rescue your brother.”

      “My brother’s dead.”

      He drives his dark brows into a harsh ‘V.’ “You only know what the clone told you.”

      “Mason had more integrity in one cloned cell than you’ll ever have in your ugly skull.”

      Rummy brushes a finger across the piercing in his chin. “He lied. To protect you, I’ll give him that, but he lied all the same.”

      I eye him skeptically. “What do you mean?”

      He leans toward me, spittle vibrating on his bottom lip. “Your brother weren’t dead. That sucker tried to inch his way back into the chair after he fell.”

      I let out a gasp before I catch myself. “You’re lying!”

      I throw a helpless glance in Big Ed’s direction. He bows his head and rubs his hand slowly over his matted hair.

      “Why’d you think your clone crony couldn’t look you in the eye when you asked him about it?” Rummy asks. “He watched your brother clawing at the chair to get back up, but there weren’t nothing he could do about it. Doc Won had already activated the ship.”

      My mouth goes dry. My mind reaches back, trying to recall Mason’s exact words. He keeled over ... I thought ... I figured ... A twitch of unease shadows the memory. It’s more what he didn’t say.

      Pain hammers in my eye sockets. “Why are you telling me this now?”

      Rummy lowers his voice. “If you’re going back to the Craniopolis, you’ll need help.” He gestures around the room with his bound hands. “These fairies ain’t gonna cut it. I’m talking heavies who can take out the Sweepers—men who can slit them devils’ throats quicker than they can take a drag on a smoke.” He grins at me, as if some unspoken contract has just been signed between us. “You need subversives. And there are plenty of us.” He leans in close. “Holed up in the Wilderness of No Return.”

      I stare at him, incredulous. Does he really think, after everything that's happened between us, I would consider an alliance with subversives, with him? I thrust my hands deep in my pockets. “We don’t need your type to help. The Council infiltrated the Craniopolis once, we can do it again.”

      “Is he bothering you?” Sven asks, appearing at my side.

      I shake my head, my heart racing.

      Rummy scratches at his jaw for a moment. “I don’t know what you think our type is, but some of us got a bum rap from the get go. Maybe we’re looking for another chance too. But there ain’t nobody getting a second shot at nothin' long as them mad scientists are on the planet.” He jerks his chin at Sven. “Them freaks want out too. They could help us.”

      Big Ed glances up, his white brows tenting his eyes like a layer of frost. For some reason, I think of the axe incident. Maybe Rummy’s got a point about second chances. Who am I to judge who gets to start over in this balled-up mess?

      “The Rogues was thinkin’ all along it was Undergrounders selling them out to the Sweepers.” Rummy cracks his jaw. “I can set ’em straight.”

      “So what are you proposing?” Sven interjects.

      Rummy straightens up and begins talking rapidly. “Way I see it, we got ourselves a common enemy.” He fixes me with a piercing stare. “I know how much you hate them Sweepers. I can see it in your eyes.”

      My cheeks flush. I don’t like that a dirt bag like him sees straight through to the darkness inside my own heart. I'm no better than him, full of anger and hungry for revenge. I look away, uncomfortable beneath his penetrating gaze. The room ripples with static murmuring. Council members shift in their seats, watching me for some reaction.

      Sweat beads across my forehead. If we join forces with the Rogues, and the rest of the subversives, we may have a fighting chance of defeating Lyong and ending the Sweepers' reign of terror. I only wish there were a better option than throwing in our lot with a pack of thugs.

      Big Ed gets up and peers at me over his glasses. “It's your brother back there. This is your decision to make.”

      I shake my head. “The Rogues will massacre everyone in the Craniopolis, even the innocent.” I rub my skinned knuckles distractedly. “I can’t okay that kind of killing. No one can.”

      “And if we do nothing?” Sven asks. His amber eyes search out mine. “What does that say about the lives we leave behind?”

      In the silence that follows, I realize that to turn back now would be unconscionable—to sanction a worse kind of killing, the systematic annihilation of everything it means to be human. Fear grips me when I think of the fight that lies ahead, a fight I know deep down I have to finish. “You’re right,” I say. “We owe it to Owen and Mason to stop the Sweepers, or die trying.” I look Rummy in the eyes. “We’ll take whoever wants to fight with us.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dusk falls and tempers flare as the Council kicks around Rummy’s offer to recruit the subversives. Trout favors the idea, but not all the Council members agree. What’s worse, Jakob's dead set against it.

      “I don’t trust them,” he says, “and we don’t need them.”

      “We can’t destroy the Sweepers without their help,” I say.

      Jakob takes my hands in his, his eyes wide and pleading. “It could be a trap. You know Rummy wants revenge.”

      I blink unhappily. “It’s a chance we’ll have to take. I have to believe he wants to stop the Sweepers as much we do.”

      Jakob lets out an exasperated sigh. “He’s a subversive from a reeducation center, not your new best friend. You can’t trust him.”

      He looks at me, rattled—heaving breaths in and out. “Even if Trout’s too stupid to listen to reason, I won’t let you lead the rest of the Council into a trap.”

      “It’s their decision to vote on.”

      He stiffens, eyes glittering like lights on dark, unsettled water. “Yes, it is.” The look he gives me is unmistakable: if you leave, you leave without me.
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* * *

      By the time the vote gets underway, it’s clear Jakob's not alone. Half the Council’s convinced Rummy’s out for revenge and looking for an easy way to pick us off. The other half, including Sven, is keen to strike at the Craniopolis before the Sweepers can regroup—not bothered what scum they enlist to help.

      Big Ed abstains from voting, mainly because we’ve agreed he’ll stay behind to manage the base. I don’t tell him Trout isn’t willing to drag an old man along, or that my reason for leaving him behind is utterly selfish. I want him to keep an eye on Jakob. I know Jakob won’t change his mind about coming, and it’s probably for the best. I can’t trust him to pull the trigger if it comes down to it.

      When the votes are in, it’s so close we do a recount to be sure. Seventeen against the alliance, eighteen in favor. We glance around the room at each other warily, weighing the evidence in each other’s faces.

      Jakob hunches inside himself, like a muted still life portrait. Sven stares fixedly at a spot on the floor in front of him, arms locked across his chest. There’s a strange air in the room, a division of brothers, the hint of a serpent among us. I wonder if it would have been better for all of them if I’d never come here.

      “Pack up your gear if you’re coming," I say. “Only those who voted yes are bound to go.”

      Big Ed rises heavily to his feet. “That’s it, then. Will you be leaving the dog?”

      My chest tightens like he’s hit me with a sledgehammer.

      The crepe-like skin around his eyes fans into a smile. “Let me guess. He voted yes.”

      I steal a glance at Tucker curled up asleep against Sven’s chest—dogcatcher turned nap snatcher overnight. “Yeah, he’s discovered he has a thing for clones after all.” Maybe we both do.

      Big Ed chuckles. “Guess they really do have a scent then.”

      I lay a hand on his arm. “Jakob—” I begin, telepathically willing him to understand what I’m about to ask.

      He turns back to me, a bemused look in his eyes. “You’re taking the dog and leaving the boy?”

      “Not by choice. You heard him.”

      Big Ed pulls at his beard. “You have my word nothing will happen to him, just like I have Sven’s word that nothing will happen to you.”

      I give him a nod of thanks. My head’s spinning so fast it feels like it might gyrate right off my body. Maybe this isn’t really happening. None of it—the stupid vote—the decision to throw down the gauntlet that’s divided the Council and driven a cosmic-sized wedge between Jakob and me—left me in the protective custody of a clone who stirs up something inside me I’ve yet to unravel.

      Big Ed grips my shoulders and stares into my eyes like he’s searching for something. “Godspeed,” he says, his voice husky with emotion.

      I give him an awkward grin. How fast would that be exactly? Speed of light? Right now, I’d rather make time stand still. So I never have to return to the Craniopolis and face my demons.

      Big Ed claps me on the back, then turns away, his eyes moist beneath the rim of his hat.

      I watch him ruffle the fur on Tucker’s neck with his stocky fingers and then lumber over to the ladder that leads to the main tunnel.

      My heart beats in short, ragged bursts. We leave tomorrow night at midnight. Only half the Council is with us—but I can hope for Godspeed. After all, the sun still rises.

      
        The End
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* * *

      
        Continue the Undergrounders Series in book two, Embattlement
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        Don’t Forget To Subscribe to my Newsletter to Receive my Sci-fi thriller short story WHEN I FIND YOU
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      London, 1823.It has been one of the worst days in Lily Stargazer's life. She lost the London leg of the World Airship Grand Prix. A harlequin shoved a kaleidoscope down her pants, told her to fly to Venice, then threw himself from her airship tower. And her lover, Lord Byron, is living in exile abroad. What's a girl to do? For Lily, the answer is easy: drink absinthe and smoke opium.

      Lily's efforts to drown her problems fail miserably, and she soon finds herself at the heart of an ancient mystery which has her running from her past and chasing true love along the way.
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      I was going to lose—again. I gripped the brass handles on the wheel and turned the airship sharply port. The tiller vibrated in protest making the wheel shake and my wrist bones ache. Bracing my knees against the spokes, I tore off my brown leather gloves to get a better feel. The metal handgrips were smooth and cold. My fingers tingled from the chill.

      “Easy,” I whispered to the Stargazer. I looked up from my position at the wheelstand, past the ropes, burner basket, and balloon, toward the clouds. They were drifting slowly left in a periwinkle blue sky. There’d be an updraft as we passed over the green-brown waters of the canal near Buckingham House. I locked the wheel and jumped from the wheelstand onto the deck of the gondola and looked over the rail. The canal waters were a hundred feet away. I ran back to the wheel and steadied the ship. If I caught the updraft, it would propel me up and forward and give me an edge.

      “Cutter caught it, Lily,” Jessup yelled down from the burner basket below the balloon opening. “Up he goes,” he added, looking out through his spyglass. The gold polish on the spyglass reflected the fire from the burner.

      “Dammit!” I snapped down my binocular lense. I saw Hank Cutter’s red-and-white striped balloon rise upward. At the top, he pitched forward with great momentum, catching a horizontal wind. I could just make out Cutter at the wheel. His blond hair blew wildly around him. He turned and waved to me. Wanker.

      I was not as lucky. Just as the bow of the Stargazer reached the water, a stray wind came in and blew us leeward. The balloon jiggled violently in the turbulent air. I missed the air pocket altogether.

      “No! No, no, no!” I cursed and steadied the ship. I had chased Cutter from Edinburgh across the Scottish and English countryside. He had been off his game all day. I’d had him by half a mile the entire race. With the bottom feeders lingering somewhere in the distance behind us, I’d thought the London leg of the 1823 Airship Grand Prix would be mine. That was until St. Albans, where Cutter caught a random breeze that pushed him slightly in front of me. Cutter had a knack for catching favorable winds; it was not a talent I shared.

      “We’re coming up on Westminster,” Jessup yelled down from the basket. “Lily, drop altitude. Cutter is too high. Come in low and fast, and you might overtake him.”

      The airship towers sat at the pier near the Palace of Westminster along the Thames. A carnival atmosphere had overtaken the city as it always does on race day. Colorful tents were set up everywhere. Vendors hawked their wares to excited Londoners and international visitors. I could hear the merchants barking from their tents even from this far above. I fancied I could smell roasted peanuts in the wind.

      I jumped down from the wheelstand, ran across the deck, and pulled the valve cord, opening the flap at the top of the balloon. Hot air released with a hiss. I kept one eye on the balloon and another eye on Tinkers’ Tower. At this time of day, the heat coming off of the Palace of Westminster and Tinkers’ Tower would give us a bump. I looked up. Cutter had started preparing his descent. It would be close.

      I ran back to the wheel.

      “Angus, I need more speed,” I yelled down to the gear galley, rapping on the wooden hatch that led to the rods, belts, and propeller parts below.

      Angus slapped open the hatch and stuck out his bald head. His face was covered in grease, and his blue-lense monocle glimmered in the sunlight. He looked up at the clouds and back at me.

      “Let’s giddyup,” I called to him.

      “You trying the Tower sling?” he yelled back.

      “You got it.”

      He laughed wildly. “That’s my lassie,” he yelled and dropped back down, pulling the wood hatch closed with a clap. I heard the gears grind, and the propeller, which had been turning nice and steady, began to hum loudly. The ship pitched forward. Within moments, we were coming up on Tinkers’ Tower. The airship towers were just a stone’s throw away.

      I aimed the ship directly toward Tinkers’ Tower. Just as the bowsprit neared the clock, I yanked the wheel. The warm air caught us.

      “Whoa!” Jessup yelled as the balloon moved within arm’s length of the tower.

      The sound of “Ohhs!” echoed from the crowd below.

      A mix of warm air and propulsion gave us some go, and seconds later we were slingshotting around Tinkers’ Tower toward the airship platforms. Gliding in on warm air and momentum, we flew fast and low.

      Cutter had kept it high, but now he was dropping like a stone toward his own tower. Damned American. I didn’t blame him; I would have used the same move. His balloon was releasing so much air that I wondered if he would be able to slow down in time, not that I would have minded seeing him smash to the ground in a million pieces.

      “It’s going to be close,” Jessup yelled as he adjusted the heat pan.

      I guided the helm. The Stargazer was temperamental, but we understood one another. A shake of the wheel warned me I was pushing too hard. “Almost there,” I whispered to the ship.

      The Grand Prix Marshalls were standing on the platform. Cutter and I had the end towers. I was going to make it.

      “Cut propulsion,” I yelled toward the gear galley. On the floor near the wheelstand, a rope led to a bell in the galley. I rang it twice. The propeller switched off.

      A soft, sweet wind blew in from the port side. It ruffled my hair around my shoulders. I closed my eyes and turned the wheel slightly starboard, guiding the ship in. Moments later, I heard a jubilant cheer erupt from the American side and an explosion from the firework cannon signaling the winner had been declared. My eyes popped open. I tore off my goggles and looked starboard. Cutter’s balloon was docked. I threw the goggles onto the deck and set my forehead against the wheel.

      The Stargazer settled into her dock. Jessup set the balloon on hover and, grabbing a rope, swung down to the deck. He then threw the lead lines and anchors onto the platform. The beautifully dressed crowd, gentlemen in suits and top hats and fancy ladies in a rainbow of satin gowns carrying parasols, rushed toward the American end of the platform to congratulate the winner.

      I was, once again, a national disgrace. Lily the loser. Lily second place. Perhaps I would never be anything more than a ferrywoman, a cheap air jockey.

      “Good job, Lily. Second place!” Jessup said joining me. He patted me on the shoulder.

      I sighed deeply and unbuttoned my vest. The tension had me sweating; I could feel it dripping down from my neck, between my breasts, into my corset.

      “You did great,” I told Jessup. “Sorry I let you down.”

      “Ah, Lily,” he sighed.

      Angus emerged from below wiping sweat from his head with a greasy rag. He pulled off his monocle. He frowned toward the American side. “Well, we beat the French,” he said with a shrug and kissed me on the cheek, smearing grease on me.

      “Good job, Angus. Thank you,” I said, taking him by the chin and giving him a little shake as I wrinkled my nose and smiled at him.

      Angus laughed and dropped his arm around Jessup’s shoulders. They grinned happily at one another.

      “You stink, brother,” Jessup told him.

      “It’s a wee bit toasty down there. Besides, I pedaled this ship across the entire fucking country while you were up here looking at the birds. That, my friend, is the smell of success.”

      I laughed.

      “You pedaled the ship?” Jessup asked mockingly. “Like Lil and I were just up here playing cards? If I didn’t keep the balloon aloft, your ass would be kissing the ground.”

      “Now wait a minute. Are you saying your job is more important that mine?” Angus retorted.

      I could see where this was going. “Gents.”

      “More important? Now why would I say that? Just because I’m the one . . .” Jessup started and then his mouth ran.

      “Gents.”

      “…and another thing…” Jessup went on.

      “Gentlemen! Our audience awaits,” I said cutting them both off, motioning to the well-shod crowd who waited for us on the loading platform outside the Stargazer.

      I grinned at my crew. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      I patted the rail of the Stargazer. “Thanks,” I whispered to her, and we exited onto the platform.

      A reporter from the London Times and several race officials stood waiting for me.

      “Well done, Lily! Well done!” the British race official congratulated me with a pat on the back. “Second place! King George will be so proud. One of these days you’ll have it, by God.”

      I was pretty sure that the last thing I needed was the attention of George IV, the extravagant, unpopular lush. But I bit my tongue and smiled politely.

      “Lily, how did Cutter beat you? You led the entire race,” the reporter asked. She was a round woman wearing a very thick black lace collar that looked like it was choking her. Her heavy purple walking dress looked hot under the late afternoon summer sun, and the brim of her black satin cap barely shaded her nose. I noticed, however, that she had a small clockwork fan pin attached to her chest. The fan wagged cool air toward her face.

      I pulled off my cap, mopped my forehead, and thought about the question. “Luck,” I replied.

      “Lily, that was some move around Tinkers’ Tower. How did you learn to do that?” another reporter asked.

      “My father,” I lied.

      “Make way, make way,” one of the race officials called, ushering a Marshall forward.

      The Marshall looked like someone who lingered an hour too long at supper. The gold buttons on his satin, marigold colored vest would take an eye out if they popped. His overly tall top hat was adorned with a ring of flowers that matched his striking orange colored dress coat.

      “Miss Stargazer, congratulations,” he said, shaking my hand. “The Spanish airship is coming in now. Will you please join Mr. Cutter at the winners’ podium?” he asked politely as he guided me forward by the hand.

      From below there was a commotion. A man dressed in an unusual costume rushed up the stairs. The London constables, a full squadron of the Bow Street Runners, chased him. When he got to the loading platform, the man pushed through a crowd of well-dressed ladies and gentlemen, many of whom were gentry. It was then I could see he was dressed as a harlequin. He wore the traditional red and black checked outfit and a black mask. He scanned the towers until he caught sight of me. He jumped, landing on the tower railing, and ran toward me. A woman in the crowd screamed. Moments later the constables appeared on the platform. The race Marshalls pointed toward the harlequin who was making a beeline for me.

      I let go of the Marshall’s hand and stepped back toward the ship.

      “Lily,” Jessup warned, moving protectively toward me.

      Angus reached over the deck of the Stargazer and grabbed a very large wrench.

      Was it an assassin? Christ, would someone murder me for winning second place? I turned and ran toward the Stargazer. A moment later, the harlequin flipped from the rail, grabbed one of the Stargazer’s ropes, and swinging over the others, landed on the platform directly in front of me. Any second now, I would be dead.

      He panted and muttered “Lily?” from behind the mask.

      “Stop that man! Stop him!” a constable yelled.

      “Get out of my way!” Angus roared at the crowd that had thronged in between us.

      The masked man grabbed me, tugged on the front of my trousers, and leaned into my ear. The long nose of the mask tickled the side of my face. “Go to Venice,” he whispered as he stuffed something down the front of my pants.

      “We got you now,” a constable said, grabbing him, raising his club.

      The man shook him off, took two steps backward, and with a jump, leapt off the tower.

      Several people in the crowd screamed.

      I rushed to the side of the tower to see the harlequin lying at its base. His body was twisted, and his arms and legs bent oddly, contorted into three distinct points. Blood began pooling around him.

      “Miss Stargazer, are you all right?” a constable asked.

      “A man just killed himself in front of me. No, I am not all right.”

      “I mean, are you harmed? Did he hurt you?”

      I shook my head and looked down at the mangled body which lay in the shape of a three-sided triskelion. It was the same symbol that was painted on the balloon of the Stargazer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      “Absinthe,” I told Rheneas, setting my trophy on the bar.

      He laughed. “Of course, Lily. Hey, you did good today.”

      “Oh yeah, it was all great. Losing. Having a man kill himself in front of me. All good,” I replied.

      “You’re getting to be a grouch in your old age, Lil,” he replied with an injured laugh, his face crumpling.

      “Sorry, Rhe,” I said, feeling regretful for my sharp words.

      “Well, nobody likes to lose to an American. Right, gents?” Rheneas called to the crowd who booed in reply. Rheneas set his hand on mine. He poured me a glass of the green fairy then slid me the iced water along with the plate of sugar cubes and a spoon. “That one is on me.”

      I leaned across the counter and kissed Rheneas on top of his bald head. I popped a sugar cube into my mouth and sipped the drink. The spirit dissolved the sugar on contact. My mouth filled with the exploding taste of sweet and the sharp taste of alcohol. I could smell the anise, fennel, and other herbs in the absinthe. I closed my eyes and let it slide down my throat. Heaven. After two more glasses, I was feeling remarkably better.

      “I’m headed to the back,” I told Rheneas.

      “Why don’t you leave that with me?” he replied, looking at the trophy.

      I gazed at the cup. It was shaped like a hot air balloon. The stem of the trophy was the basket. The top of the balloon was open at the pinnacle and suitable for drinking. It was a heavy piece with inlaid silver filigree. The trophy, once I’d sold it, would probably keep the Stargazer outfitted until the next race.

      With the death of the harlequin, the trophy ceremony had been suspended. The Marshalls had given Cutter, me, and the Spanish airship racer, Alejandro Fernando, our awards behind the scenes as the constables ushered everyone away from the airship platforms. Just like that, after two solid months of preparation, it was all over. Cutter had invited me for dinner at some fancy place in Kensington, but I passed. The boys headed to Scarlette’s Hopper, a tavern near the towers, and I headed home to Covent Garden.

      I looked at the cup and back at Rheneas. He was right.

      “All right,” I said, pushing it toward him. “I’ll be back for it later. Either that, or I know where you live.”

      Rheneas laughed. “You should stop by. My wife has been asking for you.”

      Flying on absinthe, I wound my way back to the opium den. My head felt light and dizzy. The pent-up tension from the race finally started to leave my body. The green fairy had already led me to another plane. I was seeing stars by the time Miss O led me to my opium cot.

      “Lily! You here to celebrate?” Miss O asked, her naked breasts hanging in my face as she set out the equipment for me, including my favorite pipe.

      “Oh yes.”

      “You need anything else, baby? Want me to bring you someone? We got a new girl. How about a nice tickle?” she asked, rubbing her hands over my breasts.

      I laughed. “Miss O. Go away,” I replied, smacking her playfully on the ass as she headed out.

      “Call if you need anything or if you change your mind,” she said, wiggling her tongue at me, then closed the curtain.

      I picked up the engraved brass and wood pipe and lit the opium. I inhaled deeply, the smoke filling my mouth. The sweet scent of the burning herb filled the air around me. I closed my eyes and let the opium do its work. After a few hits, I felt like the world around me had begun to slow. The voices outside my cot seemed drawn out, Miss O’s laughter ringing like a slow gong. My head filled with a light haze. I felt deeply relaxed. Finally alone, I decided to find out what, exactly, the harlequin had passed to me.

      No one had seen him stick the package in my pants. When the constables questioned me, I declined to offer more information than they needed. I told them the clown had asked me to marry him, and I’d said no. Then, he jumped. They didn’t need to know anything else.

      The constables had bitched bitterly when they discovered the harlequin had nothing on him except his mask. Apparently he’d been making a ruckus across London all day. He had manhandled an undersecretary at a downtown office and made off with some papers, stolen something from a cathedral, beaten the priest who’d tried to stop him, and knocked out two of the Bow Street boys to get onto the tower.

      They did, however, ask me to identify him.

      When they removed his mask, we discovered he was young and very handsome. “I’ve never seen him before,” I told them truthfully, a lump rising in my throat all the same.

      “Well, that’s it then. Just some loon. Probably was so depressed she rejected him that he killed himself. After all, no one goes around dressed like that,” the Captain told his underlings.

      “Unless they are a harlequin,” I said.

      “Well, yes, of course,” the Captain replied, irritated. With that, they closed the case.

      I pulled the package out of my pants and unwrapped it. At first I thought it was a spyglass. It was long, gold polished, and had strange symbols engraved all over it. It looked very old. I lifted it, expecting to see magnification, but my eye was met instead by a waterfall of color. A kaleidoscope? Why had someone died to pass me a kaleidoscope?

      I lay back, taking another hit of opium, and looked at the colors. They were exceptionally vivid. I had never seen a kaleidoscope so brightly hued. I turned the glass around and around. Inside the colors changed, at least in my imagination, from vistas of flower filled fields, to bouquets of lilies, to the floral pattern on my mother’s everyday housedress. I stopped. That was an image I had completely forgotten until that moment. Sighing, I turned the kaleidoscope again while my eyes drooped.

      I was sweating. I could not move. I stared down at my foster father’s body lying on the cobblestone street, blood pouring from his mouth and ears. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t make a sound. I twisted and turned, unable to get away from the sight. It was so hot. I could not breathe.

      “She’s in here,” Miss O’s voice broke in. “You want me to bring a couple of girls again?”

      “No. Not this time.”

      “Lily, visitor,” Miss O called.

      My eyes popped open. I gasped for breath.

      “Bad dream?” he asked.

      “Lord Byron?” I said, surprised, as I tried to pull myself together. I mopped the sweat from my brow. As always, the fucking nightmares. Would it ever end? “Now, what brings you to this den of sin?”

      “I looked for you after the race. I couldn’t find you anywhere. Naturally, then, I knew you would be here,” he said, sitting down on the cot beside me. He lifted the pipe and took a toke. How handsome he looked in the dim light, his chestnut colored hair curling around his ears, his skin, with its alabaster sheen, making him look otherworldly. His pouty red lips always seemed hungry. And then there were his eyes, as clear and blue as a spring sky.

      “I’ve missed you, but why are you in London?” I asked him. He handed the pipe to me. I inhaled deeply. The opium made a haze of everything. I felt like I was experiencing the world from a forty foot distance.

      “Some legal matters needed immediate and personal attention. And I came, of course, for the race. But I’m leaving for Athens at dawn,” he said, stroking my leg. He toked again then poured himself a glass of absinthe from the small decanter beside the cot. He popped a sugar cube and drank the absinthe in one long swallow.

      “So soon?” I said with a sly grin as I grabbed hold of his belt, my fingers inside his pants.

      “That’s time enough,” he replied, “unless, of course, my absence has cured your love for me,” Byron said with a smile.

      “Love?”

      “Of course. It is the duty of a lover to love. Ah, but I forget myself. I have a gift for you,” Byron replied.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small wooden box. He handed it to me.

      I took another toke then set the pipe down. “What is this for?”

      “Your service to your country,” he replied.

      “Ah yes, how the British love a loser.”

      Byron leaned in and kissed my cheek and ear. “We are giants. That is the reason we cannot tolerate anything less than excellence. Open it,” he whispered.

      I opened the lid to discover a small metal pin tinkered into the shape of a lily. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Ah, but that’s not all. Watch,” he said and tapped one of the intricately designed carpels extending from the center of the lily. With that, the flower came to life. The petals flexed up and down as if they were in the breeze, the carpels waving in coordination. “A lily that never loses its fragrance. A delicacy that never wilts. It is common metal, yes, but strikingly beautiful in its complexity.”

      I stared at it. It was amazing. I set the box down, and lying back, pulled Byron on top of me. I kissed him deeply, my tongue roving inside his mouth, my fingers twisting around his curly hair. I could taste the sugar and alcohol on his lips. His intoxicating scent of patchouli and orange blossom overwhelmed me.

      He moved to unbuckle my corset. “No buttons?” he asked. Puzzled, he eyed the corset with great interest.

      Guiding his hand, I set it on the small metal rosette at the center of the corset between my breasts. “Press down.”

      When he did, the mechanism inside released and the corset fell open. At once, I was topless.

      “Now, that is amazing,” he said, spreading his hands wide.

      “A friend designed it for me. I think it will become fashionable.”

      “If men have anything to say about it, indeed.” He lifted a sugar cube off the tray and licked it once, rubbing it on my nipples. He then nuzzled my breasts as he pulled off my belt.

      I slid out of my pants and pulled the corset aside. I helped Byron unbutton his vest and pulled off the blousy white shirt that lay beneath. Moments later his boots and pants were off too.

      Byron was an infamous lover, and I think many wondered at the relationship between us. It was not that I was so beautiful, so smart, or so alluring that enchanted him. What Byron liked best about me was that I knew what he wanted-it was the same thing I wanted.

      I grabbed my belt and pushed Byron down on the cot. He smiled at me. With a wink, I grabbed his hands and belted them together, cinching the belt tightly to the post. I straddled his waist. Then I leaned in and kissed him deeply. I sat back up. We were locked into a deep stare; then, I hit him hard. Blood leaked from the corner of his mouth. He stuck his tongue out and tasted it.

      “Again,” he whispered.

      I did as he asked, again and again. When tears of pain finally came to his eyes, I stuck him inside me and rode him hard. After I untied him, he grabbed my breasts roughly, squeezing the nipples until I cried out. He was good, knowing just how and when to raise and lower his hips. The first moments were strikingly clear but then the rest became a blur of flesh and feeling. I remember untying him, being flipped on my stomach, and the sharp feel of a lash on my ass, but after that everything else was hazy.

      I woke an hour or so later to find Byron lying beside me looking into the kaleidoscope. My post-opium head was already starting to ache.

      “Where did you get this?” he asked, turning it.

      “The harlequin passed it to me before he jumped.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied. I sat up and opened the curtain. “Miss O?” I called.

      I could see from the open skylight that it was dark outside. An airship passed over; it was a passenger transport.

      “Baby, your lip is bleeding,” Miss O said when she came up to me. She handed me a handkerchief.

      “Thanks. Can you bring some water?”

      “Of course,” she replied and walked away.

      I leaned back in and blotted the blood from my lip. Byron smiled apologetically, but I shrugged. I noticed he had a dark ring under his eye. I said nothing.

      “Did the harlequin say anything?” Byron asked, rolling over.

      I looked at his naked body. I loved making love to him, but there was something so endearing about seeing Byron naked and unaroused that moved me. It almost made the great Lord Byron seem vulnerable.

      “He asked if I was Lily, told me to go to Venice, and stuck this in my trousers.”

      Byron half laughed, half grunted. “When are you leaving?”

      “I cannot afford a holiday to Venice, my Lord,” I said jokingly, taking the kaleidoscope from his hands.

      I put it to my eye again. Once more, I was treated to the beautiful colors.

      “What about your prize money?”

      “Used immediately to settle my debts. I still have to hawk the trophy; the money from that will cover most of the Stargazer’s expenses with a few crowns left over to feed myself. But I need to take fares and get ready for the next race.”

      Byron looked at the kaleidoscope. “No. You should go. It is, after all, Venice,” he said, looking wistful, “a place where dying glory smiles. It is the perfect place for an escape. I have people there who can help you. I will arrange a place for you.”

      I shook my head. “You already do too much for me. Besides, I have fares lined up starting tomorrow.”

      “My secretary will cancel them. Do this, Lily.”

      “Why?”

      “Because this was given to you—specifically.”

      “By some crazed racing fan. It probably means nothing.”

      But both Byron and I knew it meant something, even if we were not sure what.

      He took the kaleidoscope from my hands again and looked at the engraved symbols on the side. “Take it to Venice, to the clockworks in St. Mark’s Square. Someone will know what it is.”

      I looked deeply at him, studying his handsome face as he examined the kaleidoscope. Every time I was with Byron, I felt a rush of excitement. While my stomach filled with girlish butterflies, my body ached for his rough embrace. I set my chin on his shoulder and inhaled deeply, breathing in his sweet scent.

      He smiled wistfully at me then lifted the handkerchief and blotted my lip. “Lily,” he whispered fondly.

      I reached out and stroked his cheek.

      “Water,” Miss O called and handed in a serving platter.

      Taking the tray, Byron uttered a distracted “Thank you.”

      Miss O nodded but said nothing. God knows what she had heard or what she was thinking. With a sigh, Byron started pulling on his clothes. I handed him a glass of water which he drank greedily. Then he pulled on his boots.

      “Now,” he said, and I could see that this was his goodbye, “I insist. Just go. Here,” he said, handing me his coin pouch, “take this. My secretary will meet you in the morning with another sum and my contacts, and he’ll settle with your customers.”

      “George…” I began, but I was not sure what to say. I wanted to go, but I did not want to take his money.

      He rose then and came to stand outside of the cot. “Oh yes, this too,” he said and handed me a bottle of amber colored laudanum. “For the trip. It takes the edge off. Trelawny found a great supplier. It’s the best I’ve had,” he said and leaned in. “Besides you,” he added and kissed me. “Write and let me know what you discover. And Lily, have fun,” he said with a sly grin then walked away.

      “My lord…my lord,” Byron was greeted by others in the den as he passed. Moments later, he was gone.

      I lay back on the cot. Opening the bottle, I tasted just a small drop of the laudanum. It was good. I looked at the kaleidoscope again. When I looked inside this time, however, I thought I saw, for just a moment, a strikingly beautiful woman—all in gold gazing at me.

      I lowered the kaleidoscope then looked again. This time, I saw only colored glass. It was probably just the laudanum playing tricks on me. I lay back. What the hell. I would go.
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      I woke the next morning feeling like an elephant was thundering around in my head. I didn’t remember how I got there, but I had made it home to my second floor flat on Hart Street. My mouth felt sticky and tasted like the bottom of my boots. I clanged around in my small kitchen and put on a pot of tea. When I pushed open the curtains I discovered it was already late morning. The sunlight made me wince. I put on my dark glasses and sat holding my aching head until the teapot whistled.

      I stumbled back into the kitchen and poured myself a cup. The tart black tea washed away the gummy sourness in my mouth but did nothing to relieve the headache. From the pantry, I pulled out a tin of tobacco. Two months earlier I had raced in the New York City leg of the Grand Prix. I’d come in second, again, but Cutter was nice enough to give me a tin of his family’s tobacco. It was good quality. I pushed a small pinch of the dried tobacco into a pipe. Despite my hopes, it did nothing to ease the headache.

      I went back to the pantry to discover that, besides tea and sugar, I had nothing to eat in the flat. The days leading up to the race were always like that. I could only focus on one thing: winning.

      I noticed then that the kaleidoscope was lying on the kitchen table wrapped in its cloth. I sat at the table considering it while I drank. After I finished the cup of tea, I looked down at the tea leaves. I was not a scryer, but I always impressed people with my ability to bullshit their fortune. I looked down at the pattern in the bottom of the cup. I saw, very clearly, the shape of a swan.

      Forcing myself to get up, I washed my face and combed my hair. I took out the pin Byron had given me and fastened it on the side of my cap. It was already hot. I stripped off yesterday’s clothes and redressed. I pulled on some belted stockings, leather shorts with suspenders, and a scoop necked white lace top. I slid on my black leather knee-high boots and a matching shoulder shrug with a large satin red rose. Securing the kaleidoscope in my satchel, I tossed on my cap and headed out.

      The second I pushed open the door leading to narrow Hart Street, I regretted getting out of bed. The smell of the fruit and flowers being sold in the street coupled with the wafting smell of horse manure filled my nose. Unable to control myself, I leaned into the alley and vomited. That wasn’t a good way to start the day.

      I began the mile long trek back to the airship towers. My glasses on, I kept my head low. The sunlight burned my eyes and made my head throb. Hart Street was relatively quiet in the morning. The sound of the vendors and children and their mothers’ scolding them filled the streets. It was quite different from the raucous sounds of the night when the theaters, taverns, brothels, and opium dens were in full swing. Traveling down the cobblestone, I was happy to notice the pillory stocks were empty; apparently the constables were leaving the man-loving dandies at rest today.

      I had just turned toward King Street when I heard someone call my name.

      “Miss Stargazer?” someone called from behind me.

      Oh lord, the last thing I needed was an adoring fan or a problem. I kept walking, pretending I had not heard.

      “Begging your pardon, are you Lily Stargazer?” someone called again, and I heard feet hurriedly crossing the street behind me. “Miss?” the someone asked as he came up alongside me.

      I turned to find myself looking at a very young priest with a very bruised face. I knew at once who he must be.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      I must not have smelled as good as I thought. I saw him take a sharp breath. I guess I’d grown used to the lingering smell of alcohol and opium. Regardless, he smiled tolerantly at me. He was quite young. His sandy brown hair was cut short, and he had alluringly blue eyes. He was not half bad. “Are you Miss Stargazer?”

      “Obviously,” I replied. Not many London women were in the habit of dressing like an air jockey.

      “I’m sorry. I was just trying to be polite. I heard about the harlequin yesterday. He confronted me as well. I was hoping I could speak with you for a moment?” he said and looked suspiciously around him. Clearly, he was not comfortable being in an area of town with such ill repute. Even though I was in a hurry, I felt bad for him.

      “Sure, why not,” I said sympathetically. “There is a teahouse across the way.” I turned and headed in the direction of Mrs. Mulligan’s.

      “Thank you,” he said, relieved. “I am sure you are very busy. Thank you for your time,” he said as he tried to keep pace with me. His long black skirts swished above the stone streets as he walked.

      The bell on the door of Mrs. Mulligan’s teahouse jingled when we entered. We took a seat close to the window. I pulled off my glasses and hat. I noticed that several of the patrons looked up to inspect us when we entered. An air jockey and a busted up priest, we must have made an odd pair. Someone said my name in a whisper.

      The teahouse was quaint. The walls were papered with a blue and yellow floral pattern. Each table had a white lace tablecloth and a small bouquet of irises at the center.

      “Mornin’, Lily,” Mrs. Mulligan said. She was a stout woman who wore a blue cotton gown and a stiff white apron. She set a chipped teapot on the table, clattered down two old cups and saucers, and poured the priest and me tea into mismatched cups: mine bore a yellow daffodil; the priest’s had a dark blue stripe.

      “Want anything?” she asked me.

      My stomach still had not decided if I was hungry or sick. “Let’s have two lemon scones,” I told her. I could not remember the last time I’d actually eaten something.

      I lifted two cubes of sugar and dropped them into the tea, splashing drops onto the white tablecloth. I stirred the tea and looked up at the priest.

      He looked around, taking everything in, then slid a slice of lemon into his tea. “I’m Father Magill,” he introduced. “I heard the harlequin attacked you at the race yesterday.”

      “Well, ‘attacked’ is a bit strong. You look attacked. I was just rattled,” I paused. “You’re a bit young to be a priest, aren’t you?” I lifted the teacup and saucer. My hands were trembling terribly; the china clattered. I set the saucer down, took a quick sip of tea, and returned the cup.

      The priest’s watchful eyes took in my shaking hands.

      “I haven’t eaten,” I explained in something of a lie.

      He looked carefully at me. “You’re a bit young to be an airship racer, aren’t you?” he said with a grin. His face dimpled at the corners when he smiled. He was far too handsome to be a priest, black eye aside. Or, perhaps, included.

      I decided then that I liked him. I smiled. “Yeah, I see what you did there. Now, what do you want from me?” I asked.

      Mrs. Mulligan returned with the scones. They were baked to a golden yellow. I could smell the thin lemon glaze on the top and just a hint of the sweet scent of vanilla. My stomach growled.

      Right away, Father Magill lifted his scone and took a bite. He sighed, savoring the flavors.

      It was my turn to look carefully at him.

      “The church pantries are somewhat limited,” he said in what I suspected was something of a lie. “The harlequin stole an artifact from the church and left me with this little gift,” he said pointing to his eye. “I’m trying to track down the item, and the constables have been no help. My superiors asked me to see if you knew anything. They are put out that it’s missing, and ultimately, it is my fault it got away.”

      “Is it? What kind of artifact?” I asked and took a bite. The scone was good, and my stomach decided to cooperate.

      “Well, I’m not really able to say,” he replied, looking rather embarrassed.

      I laughed. It figured. I then told Father Magill the same lie I had told the constables.

      The priest looked disappointed. He took another bite of the scone and stared down at his plate. His forehead wrinkled with stressed distraction. I suspected that his superiors were more than a little put out.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, sipping my tea.

      He raised his blue eyes and looked at me. “Arthur,” he replied.

      “Arthur. Savior from the Saxons. Wielder of Excalibur.”

      Arthur smiled. “And how did you end up with the name Lily?” he asked.

      “When my mother dumped me at the orphanage before they hauled her off to debtors’ prison, she left me with a bouquet of lilies. She hoped it would make the nuns like me. From then on, they called me Lily.”

      Arthur looked surprised. “How old were you?”

      “About five.”

      “You said they called you Lily. Did you have another name?”

      I grinned at him. “Guinevere,” I lied.

      “Really?” Arthur asked with a heavy laugh. He rubbed his knuckles across his lips while he looked me over. A moment later, he seemed to come to himself. He lowered his hand, and his eyes, and took a deep breath. “Your mother, what happened to her?” he asked, taking a sip of tea.

      “Died in prison six months later.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It happens,” I said and suddenly felt a strong urge to get going. “Well, I need to get to the ship,” I said. I polished off my tea as I rose. Fishing a couple of coins out of my pocket, I set them on the table. My eyes caught sight of the tea leaves in the bottom of my cup. Again, I spotted a swan. I pushed the plate with my unfinished scone across the table to Arthur. “Enjoy mine too. Sorry I can’t help,” I told him.

      “Lily,” he said, rising. It seemed he did not know what to say. “Thanks anyway. Congratulations, by the way, on second place yesterday.”

      “Thanks,” I said, tossing on my cap. “Good luck, Arthur,” I said and exited the teahouse.
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      Rather than heading directly to the towers, I turned toward Hungerford Market. Walking briskly, I found myself in the middle of the busy market less than fifteen minutes later. I passed the fish mongers, fruit carts, and butcher stands on my way to the back.

      Though my stomach felt better, my head still ached. Giving in at last, I stopped in a dark corner between two stalls and pulled out the small bottle of laudanum Byron had given me. I took one drop. I leaned against a beam, closed my eyes, and let it work. I took a couple of deep breaths, and soon my head began to clear.

      I resumed my course to the back of the market. There, in the dim light, I found Tinkers’ Hall. The tradesmen were hard at work. The fireworks vendors, clock makers, jewelers, and other gadgetry vendors were huddled into one end of the market. It was easy to find their section. A ten foot clock tower, an exact replica of Tinkers’ Tower at the Palace of Westminster, which had been a gift from the London Tinkers’ Society to Queen Anne, sat at the entryway of their stalls. A bell struck sharply at the top of every hour. The smell of sulfur from the fireworks makers burned your nose. A chorus of hammers struck metal, filling the place with a sound you could feel. Row after row of vendors displayed unique gadgetry, clothing, and mechanical parts.

      I wove toward the back. Unlike the front stalls, here no one screamed out their wares. Old men with thick, white moustaches and bushy eyebrows looked up at me from behind monocles, their stalls filled with an assortment of gears and parts. I waved at Budgie, a vendor from whom I often bought spare parts. He had been working on a gun of some sort, adjusting the small gears with a very tiny tool. He had his jeweler’s monocle wedged into his eye socket. He removed it when he spotted me.

      “Lily? Didn’t break a part yesterday, did you? I didn’t see Angus—”

      “No, we’re good. I’m headed to see the Italian.”

      “Ah, good, good,” he said with a wave then turned back to his work.

      The Italian. It’s how everyone referred to Salvatore. While Angus and Jessup called him that too, he was a good friend to me. His always had new, ingenious ways to improve the Stargazer or remarkable contraptions, like the clockwork bodice, for me to try. He was also incredibly attractive.

      When I reached his stall, he was not in the front. He had his lanterns burning, but he was nowhere to be seen. I leaned across the counter to look at his workbench. He had several small gears and screws laid out as well as coils of copper wire and magnets. Sitting under a plate-sized magnifying glass was a small device with the tiniest clockwork gears I’d ever seen. The door to his workshop behind the stall was open. I hopped over the counter and headed back.

      “Sal?” I called, knocking on the door. I looked inside. I didn’t see him anywhere. “Sal?”

      A hand dropped on my shoulder.

      I jumped.

      “Miss Stargazer, are you snooping?” he whispered in my ear as he gave my backside a soft squeeze.

      I turned to face him. He had his long, silver-streaked black hair tied at the nape of his neck. His glasses had been pushed up onto his head. His steel gray eyes looked piercingly at me. “Hi Sal,” I said, giving him a soft, sweet kiss.

      “That’s all?” he asked. “Well, I guess it must do for now. Please,” he motioned me inside.

      I went within and sat down.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I want you to look at something. Something…secret,” I said in a whisper. My eyes darted quickly back to the aisles outside.

      Sal closed the workshop door. He went to the pantry and pulled out a bottle. He poured us two small glasses of grappa. He handed one to me. I could smell the sharp spirit. My mouth watered.

      “Salute,” he said.

      Clinking glasses, we drank. He refilled mine; I drank again.

      “Now, what does my Lily have that is secret?” he asked.

      I pulled the kaleidoscope out of the bag and handed it to him. He unwrapped the device and looked closely at the markings on the outside. He lifted the kaleidoscope, aimed it at a nearby candle, and turned the dial.

      “She’s beautiful,” he said, lowering the kaleidoscope again.

      “What are these markings? Do they mean anything?” I asked, pointing to the images engraved on the sides.

      Sal lowered his glasses. “Flora, fauna, some geographical markers. But there is something else here,” he said. He took off his glasses then pulled on the thick pair of goggles he’d had hanging around his neck. He peered intently at the kaleidoscope. When he looked up at me, his eyes seemed ten times their size. “It’s ancient Greek.”

      “Can you read it?”

      “Of course. That is why you came to me, no?”

      I grinned.

      “It is like a poem: ‘Celestial queen with the kaleidoscope mind, come to me once more,’” Sal recited as he read the words. He lifted the kaleidoscope again and looked within. “There is something special in the glass. I cannot tell what unless I take it apart.”

      “Oh no, please leave it as it is,” I said quickly.

      He lowered it again and looked at the symbols engraved on the outside. “Some of these seem random, almost decorative: flowers, doves, apples, shells, swans.” He pulled off his goggles. “It is very beautiful. Where did you get it?”

      “Someone died to get this to me.”

      Sal raised an eyebrow inquisitively then handed me the kaleidoscope. He then picked up the cloth covering to pass to me as well. When he did so, however, the wrapping caught the light. For a brief moment, I saw something on the fabric.

      “Did you see that?” I asked, grabbing the cloth.

      I held it back up to the light. There, just barely visible in the bright light, was the outline of a swimming swan holding a flower in its beak.

      “Now, that is interesting,” Sal said and took the cloth from me. He looked closely at it and then smelled it. “It is drawn with a very light water and oil mixture. If this cloth is washed, the image will fade. Clever.”

      I looked at the cloth. “What kind of flower is that?”

      Sal looked closely. “It looks like an anemone.”

      I stared at the image then wrapped up the kaleidoscope and stuck it in my satchel.

      “Do you like Venice?” I asked him.

      “Ah, Venice. Oh yes. Very much.”

      “Good. Then you’re coming. Be at the airship towers tomorrow at dawn.”

      “Coming? To Venice?” Sal asked hesitantly.

      “Yes, to Venice,” I said then stood.

      Sal leaned back, put his hands behind his head, and exhaled deeply. He looked me over from head to toe. “You’re looking so beautiful today. Why are you in such a rush?”

      I grinned at him. “Well, I’m late to get to the Stargazer.”

      “If you are already late, what does another half an hour matter?”

      “Only half an hour?” I smiled wryly at Sal and then, setting my bag down, slid onto his lap. Sal reached over and grabbed the bottle of grappa. He took a small sip and then pulled me into a deep kiss. The sharp spirit spilled between our lips, burning my mouth.

      He gently pushed the shrug from my shoulders and slid the suspenders off. He then pulled my blouse up over my head and set it aside.

      “My Lily, what is this?” He gently touched my breasts. I looked down to see that both breasts had dark fingerprint bruises.

      “Byron,” I replied.

      “Ahh,” Sal said, gently kissing the bruises, “someone must teach the great poet to be gentle with delicate things.”

      “He did like your corset.”

      “Well, he does have good taste.”

      I unbuttoned Sal’s shirt and rubbed the thick hair on his chest. Pushing his shirt off, I kissed his neck and shoulders, my hands roving across his muscular frame. I could smell the light scent of sandalwood on his skin. Sal stroked his hands across my back as he gently kissed my breasts and neck. I rose and removed my shorts.

      Sal stuck his hands between my legs and caressed me gently. “Tiger Lily,” he whispered, leaning forward to kiss me through my lace underwear, feeling my breasts and backside. He leaned back and unlaced his pants. I slid my panties off, and he pulled me back onto him. Moments later we were flying.

      Sal was not like Byron, but his moves were not tepid. He was fluid and skilled. He was precise in the way he touched me, knowing what would arouse me. Perhaps twenty years my senior, it was not surprising that Sal knew what to do. He loved women, but he rarely left Tinkers’ Hall long enough to engage in any kind of real relationship. He was a perpetual bachelor, married to his craft before anything else. In this, and many other things, we were kindred spirits. And, I adored him. I enjoyed every sweet moment together. In fact, I was so lost in him that after both Sal and I reached release, I dozed off peacefully, nestled snugly against his chest.

      Lost in the void of sleep, I jumped when the clock tower at the end of the hall chimed eleven o’clock.

      “Oh, I’m so late. I need to go,” I groaned. I grabbed the bottle of grappa and took a large swig.

      “So soon?” Sal asked sleepily as he smoothed my hair.

      “The boys are waiting,” I replied. I could already hear the earful I was going to get from my crew. I took another drink.

      “Ah, well, then you should go.”

      “You’ll be there in the morning?”

      “Of course.”

      I kissed Sal, who was looking very drowsy, then hurriedly got dressed and headed toward the airship towers. On the way there, I braced myself for a scolding I probably deserved. It would not be the first, and no doubt, it would not be the last.
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      “Lily, where in the hell have you been?” Jessup demanded the moment I reached the Stargazer’s platform.

      Angus was leaning against the hull of the Stargazer looking like he was trying to decide whether or not to be angry.

      My head had already started to ache. Assembled outside the Stargazer were Angus, Jessup, Byron’s secretary, who was holding a large package, and an impatient looking constable.

      “I—”

      “Lord Byron’s secretary has been rerouting our fares all morning. What the hell is going on?” Jessup complained.

      The constable opened his mouth and stepped forward, but Byron’s secretary motioned for him to be silent.

      “Miss Stargazer,” Byron’s secretary interrupted, “I did let your crew know I had rearranged your passengers’ flight plans with your approval.” He cast an exasperated glance at Jessup. “Now, I have a couple of items my Lord has asked me to pass to you, and I’ll be on my way.”

      I felt sorry for the man, not because he had endured my caprice, as I am sure caprice was something he was used to, but because he’d had to hear Jessup and Angus bitch all morning.

      The secretary removed a small metal bank box from a cloth bag and handed it to me. “My Lord said you would know the combination,” he told me.

      I nodded affirmatively. “Please send my gratitude.”

      “Ah, Miss Stargazer, nothing pleases my Lord more than being your sponsor,” the secretary replied.

      Jessup and Angus exchanged glances. Jessup’s anger seemed to leave him at once, and his eyes shone excitedly. He grinned from ear to ear. Angus nodded knowingly and slid over the rail and onto the Stargazer.

      “He also sent you this package,” he added, handing a large box to me.

      “What is it?”

      “That, I don’t know. Lord Byron passed me the package this morning. Can I be of any further service to you, Miss Stargazer?” Byron’s secretary asked.

      “No. Thank you. Please give Lord Byron my thanks.”

      The secretary nodded politely then made his way down the platform.

      I felt the package with curiosity. I was about to open it when the constable cleared his throat. I had forgotten he was there.

      “Miss Stargazer, my Captain asked me to come see you regarding the harlequin.”

      “I already told your Captain I don’t know anything,” I replied, irritated.

      The constable nodded. “Actually, he wanted to share some information with you. We learned something more about the man. After some research, they discovered that it was your adoption records that were stolen yesterday. The Captain thought you might wish to know; he was concerned for your safety. You’re leaving town? Perhaps that is for the best until this matter clears up.”

      “My adoption papers?”

      “Yes. Where are you headed so I can inform the Captain?”

      “Italy.”

      “Very good. Have a safe trip. Congratulations, by the way, on second place yesterday. Cutter got lucky,” the constable said and left.

      I closed my eyes. Why would someone steal my adoption papers? And why was my head pounding again already?

      I took a deep breath and boarded the Stargazer.

      “All right, Lil, what’s going on?” Jessup asked.

      “We’re off the transport circuit for a bit. We’ll be taking a little trip,” I replied.

      “And where are we going?” Angus asked.

      “Venice.”

      “Venice!” Angus and Jessup both declared at once.

      I laughed. “So we need to get the ship ready. I want to leave by dawn tomorrow. Can we manage it?”

      “Of course we can manage it. We can even leave tonight if you like,” Angus said.

      I shook my head. “That’s okay. We’ll go in the morning.”

      “Why Venice?” Jessup asked.

      I pulled Angus and Jessup into a huddle and told them about the harlequin’s kaleidoscope.

      “Are you sure you want to get mixed up in this? There might be a mess waiting in Venice,” Angus warned.

      “I won’t let it become a problem. And if it does, then to hell with it. Let’s just consider this a little break. I think we all deserve one, don’t you?”

      Angus inhaled deeply and looked at his hands. His eyebrows arched as he mulled it over.

      “I’m happy to oblige Byron and his coin, but Venice?” Jessup said. “You don’t even speak Italian. How are you going to—”

      “I have that covered.”

      “Covered?”

      I nodded.

      “Oh bloody hell. No,” Angus said and looked at Jessup.

      “She wouldn’t.”

      Knowing what was coming, I looked away from them.

      “No. No, Lily. You didn’t,” Jessup said.

      I didn’t look at him.

      “Ahh, Christ, she did,” Angus grumbled.

      “Lily! The Italian? You know we hate that guy,” Jessup said.

      “He’ll be giving us advice across the Channel and back,” Angus said.

      “My friend, why don’t you use silk line rather than twine rope,” Jessup said in a mock Italian accent.

      “Grease it a bit more, Scotsman. If you set it counterclockwise it will get better pull,” Angus jibbed.

      “Come on, gents, he’s not that bad,” I told them with a grin. I had fully expected it. Not only was I late, but I knew they wouldn’t be happy to hear Sal and his useful advice were coming. Angus and Jessup were masters at what they did; people came to them for advice, not the other way around. They just didn’t understand Sal the way I did.

      “Not only that, but we’ll have to listen to Sal fucking you the whole way,” Angus added.

      “Lord Byron isn’t bad, Lily, but Sal—” Jessup said.

      “Mind your own business and get the ship ready,” I said with a laugh and sent them on their way.

      Once they had gone, I sat with my back along the bulwark of the Stargazer and opened the package Byron had sent. The brown paper wrapping on the package crinkled under my fingers. I pulled open the lid of the large box. Inside was a light yellow satin and chiffon gown. It had a scooped neckline with lace trim and puffy sleeves. A pair of dainty white leather shoes with rosettes had been stuffed into the bottom of the box. I also found a small ladies’ top hat. Inside was a note: “No one doubted on the whole, that she was what her dress bespoke, a damsel fair, and fresh, and beautiful exceedingly. Wear a gown or the Venetian women will hate you. George.” I stroked the soft chiffon and whispered a prayer of thanks. What fortune I’d won to have Byron in my life.

      I leaned over the rail and looked down to where the harlequin had fallen. Why had he stolen my adoption records? And why had such a young man killed himself? And why had he passed the kaleidoscope to me? Moreover, what was its significance? I could only hope my trip to Venice would bring some answers.
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      When I returned to my flat to prepare for the trip, I found the place in shambles. Everything had been tossed around; my clothing had been heaved out of drawers, the kitchen cupboards, still embarrassingly bare, were flung open, and my tool box had been torn apart, the tools strewn everywhere. They had even cut open my mattress. They had not taken anything, not even the trophy. They were looking for the kaleidoscope. Clearly, someone had not believed the lies I had told. For a moment, I envisioned Father “Arthur” Magill ripping my flat apart, a desperate expression on his face.

      As I stood in the middle of the mess, I felt violated. Someone had made themselves privy to my private world. One of my opium pipes lay on the floor, the small supply of dried opium sprinkled on the old carpet. I tried to tidy up. I picked up my clothing to put it back in the wardrobe, but the thought of unknown hands on my clothes made me feel sick to my stomach. Maybe Angus was right. Maybe I had no business in this mess, but a man had died to pass the kaleidoscope to me. People only sacrifice their lives for a few reasons: love, religion, or money. Unless I went to Venice, I would never know why he had died. I threw the clothes into a heap in the corner, collected just a few of my belongings, and headed out. I bolted the flat shut and went to spend the night on the Stargazer. There, with the tower guards on patrol, I would be safe.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sal joined us the following morning, and the four of us headed out at dawn. The weather patterns over the English Channel could be unpredictable. The higher we went, the more likely we’d get trapped in a rapid east-west air current. If we stayed closer to the water, we’d be hit with marine conditions. And I hated the water. I always got nervous flying over it, and I liked flying over the Channel, renowned as it was for air pirates, even less. The Stargazer was fast, so I had no doubt we could outrun anyone, but I’d rather not find myself in the position of trying. Angus and Jessup were not as uptight. After getting over the initial surprise, they were both happy to be on holiday, even if Sal was along for the ride.

      As we passed over the white cliffs of Dover, I stood at the wheel of the ship and looked out at the waters of the Channel. A strong wind blew, but it was warm and sweet. It was the beginning of July, and while the hot summer air lingered in the streets of London, in the air I felt free. I could breathe there. I held the wheel steady as the ship glided from over the land to above the water. The balloon joggled with the change in air pressure then steadied.

      “Let’s have ten percent more lift,” I called up to Jessup who immediately adjusted the heat pan. Moments later the balloon pulled the gondola upward. The propeller worked steadily, easing us out over the water.

      The waters just offshore were a soft greenish blue. Once Dover was a speck behind us, the water grew deep. Its color faded to dark navy. It was not a far trip to Calais, a mere 48 kilometers, but I would be nervous the entire time. I held the wheel tightly; I did not want the others to see my hands were shaking.

      I gazed out at the waves. The sight of the water took me back in time. Once again I was a little girl sitting beside my mother on the bank of the Thames in Southwark. It was early morning, and the Thames was covered with thick mist. There was a heavy, fishy smell in the air. The Thames’ waters rippled, curling and breaking against the bankside. I wasn’t sure why we were there. My mother had woken me before dawn, and we had left the small London apartment we’d been sharing with three other families.

      My mother was crying hysterically, her face buried in her hands.

      “What’s wrong, mama?” I’d asked.

      My mother lowered her hands and looked at me. Her eyes were red and swollen. Wild wisps of dark brown hair had pulled from her bun and framed her face. “I just don’t know what to do with you!” she moaned hysterically.

      I remembered being scared, and it was not the first time. We’d left our farm in far-flung Cornwall after my father had disappeared. My mother never told me what had happened to him. He’d simply stopped coming home. When I asked her where he had gone, she would not answer me. I remembered that men came and took all of the furniture from our house. My mother made me pack a small bag and told me that we had to go to London or we would starve. My mother cried a lot and spoke little. I don’t know how long we lived in the cramped London apartment, but I remember my mother leaving before dawn and returning at dusk looking exhausted and smelling like body odor and raw meat. But no matter how much she worked, men still came and demanded money from her.

      That morning, beside the Thames, I was terrified. I didn’t know why. But I did know my mother was sad, maybe sadder than she’d ever been. I put my small hand into my mother’s and smiled at her, trying to comfort her.

      My mother looked down at me, pulled me into a tight embrace, and kissed me on the cheek. She then whispered in my ear. “It’s for the best. Mama loves you,” she said, and picking me up, threw me into the briny Thames.

      I hit the cold water with a startle. The fast waves began to pull me under at once. I was so young, I didn’t know how to swim. The Thames pulled me downstream.

      “Mama!” I screamed. “Mama!”

      I saw my mother standing on the bank, her arms folded across her chest. She stood completely still, as if she was either shocked by or was making peace with what she had just done. As the water of the Thames carried me away, I fought. I kicked my legs hard and screamed for my mother.

      “Mama! Help me, please!”

      “Oh my god,” I heard a man yell and moments later saw someone jump into the water.

      The waves had begun to fill my skirts, and they grew heavy. I could feel them pulling me down. I fought against the current as the deep reached for me, my head bobbing under again and again. My arms and legs were numb from the cold, and I could barely move them. As I was about to lose to the river, someone grabbed me.

      “Hold on,” a young man said. “Hold on.”

      He held me by the waist and pulled me, swimming against the current, toward the shoreline. The Thames fought him, as if the river sought to keep the prize it had won.

      With a heave, he pulled me out of the water. I lay in the grass on the bank. A young man, perhaps no more than fifteen years of age, looked down at me. He was dressed in a dark blue velvet suit.

      “Can you breathe? Are you all right?” he asked.

      My mother ran up to us. “Is she all right? Baby, are you okay?” She sounded hysterical.

      “What happened?” the boy asked.

      “She was dawdling and fell in,” my mother lied.

      The mist had been thick. He had not seen.

      I sat up, coughing out water.

      “Are you all right?” he asked me again, patting my back.

      I nodded mutely and turned to face my mother.

      She would not meet my eyes.

      My mother then pulled the young gentleman aside and thanked him and God for being there in her most desperate moment. After that, her words grew quiet, and she talked with great intensity to this young gentleman who only nodded solemnly. Wordlessly, the boy carried me back to the road. He loaded my mother and me into his vehicle. Lifting the hood covering the boiler, he checked some instruments. I heard the hiss of steam. He hopped in and pulled a chain attached to the throttle. Steam puffed from three brassy pipes on both sides of the transport. The air around us grew dense; it was like we were driving in a cloud. We set off with a jerk. I shivered in my wet clothes.

      As we entered Southwark, my mother spotted a cluster of lilies growing at the side of the road. She asked the young man to stop, and she picked a large bundle. When she got back in, she whispered to the boy to carry on and shortly thereafter we were at the door of the St. Helena’s Orphanage and Charity School.

      The young man stopped the vehicle, and pulling a lever, let it sit in idle. I could hear the hot water rolling in the boiler. My mother lifted me out. She tried to take my hand, but I pulled it from her. I was wet, freezing cold, and frightened out of my mind. I followed ruefully behind her.

      My mother knocked loudly on the door. We waited for several minutes, but no one came. She knocked again; still there was no answer.

      My mother sighed heavily and looked back at the waiting gentleman. She knelt and looked at me.

      “Give these to the nuns,” she said, passing me the large bouquet of lilies.

      I stared at her.

      “I have made so many mistakes,” she said miserably then looked at me, large tears falling from her eyes. “I will go to debtor’s prison, and I don’t know how long I’ll be there. I will try to work off the debt then come back for you. Be a good girl,” she said then kissed my forehead. “I’m so sorry,” she added, her voice cracking as she held back a sob. She turned and went back to the vehicle. Moments later the young gentleman and my mother pulled away.

      The boy looked back, a worried and despairing look on his face. My mother never looked behind her. It was the last time I saw her.

      “Lily, problem,” Jessup yelled, shaking me—thankfully—from my memories. He was looking out his long spyglass. I followed the direction of his gaze and adjusted my goggles: indeed, a problem. Behind us, a large but tattered pirate ship had dropped out of the thick bank of clouds. Oh yes, this was a problem.
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      “What kinds of weapons do you carry?” Sal asked as he stared through the spyglass at the ship coming in behind us. The ship had double propulsion—a modification illegal for a racing ship—and was moving in fast.

      “Side arms only. We run light and lean. Right now, an emphasis on run.” I looked up at the clouds. On the horizon, a tower cumulus cloud was forming. Having spent the last three years ferrying around a renowned cloud scientist, Luke Howard, and exchanging everything we knew about clouds and airships, I knew the tower would propel us up—fast. With a punch of propulsion, hopefully we would outmaneuver and outrun them.

      “There,” I said to Jessup, pointing to the tower cloud.

      “Oh Lily, you sure?” he asked.

      Sal had opened the hatch to the gear galley; Angus was looking out.

      “Better belt in,” I told Jessup then turned to Angus. “Ready?” I asked him. “When the time comes, I’m going to need some punch or we’re all going to see stars.”

      “Just say the word,” he said then dropped below. Sal crawled into the galley to help.

      I kept one eye on the ship behind me and another on the cloudbank ahead. The pirate ship would break starboard to avoid the cloud tower—any ship would and should break starboard. It would be a game of nerves.

      The propeller on the Stargazer kicked up a notch, the gears turning quickly, and soon we were rocketing across the sky. Regardless, the pirate ship dropped in close behind us. I looked back and adjusted the lenses on my goggles, trying to make out the symbol on the side of their balloon. As the ship edged starboard, I saw it. The balloon bore a burning castle tower painted in red with a black bird perched on its top: Burning Rook. Dammit.

      “Burning Rook,” I yelled up to Jessup.

      “Bloody hell,” Jessup grumbled, his hand holding the heat valve tightly.

      The Burning Rook was one of the most notorious ships to troll the Channel. Captain Sionnaigh piloted the vessel and was well-known for dumping riders into the water while sorting out their goods. While the Stargazer carried no cargo or treasure, the famous ship was worth a nice ransom. Suddenly I wished I had painted over the triskelion before we’d left.

      “Miss Stargazer, please cut propulsion and allow us to board for a little chat,” a voice boomed across the sky.

      I looked back. Toward the prow of the Burning Rook they had rolled forward an enormous horned speaker. I could see the sun glinting off the brass. The captain, wearing his red tricorn hat, stood behind the horn.

      “Lily, there’s lightning in those clouds,” Jessup called as he looked at the tower cloud.

      Dammit again. A forming storm cloud was one thing. A formed storm cloud was something different. I heard the rumble of thunder.

      I looked back at the Burning Rook. The captain was pacing at the front, waiting for me, expecting me to slow, to bear starboard. I could see the pilot shouting at him. His crew knew it was time to break starboard. Any minute now the air current would pull us in and up.

      I held the wheel steady. A strong wind came in, shifting the Stargazer slightly port. I turned the wheel and headed directly toward the cloud. Behind me, the Burning Rook started to slow and turn. I caught sight of the captain once more; his spyglass was centered on me. I blew him a kiss, turned my back to him, and held tight as the Stargazer rolled into the cloudbank.

      The bow of the ship lifted slightly. We were there. Angus, feeling the movement, punched propulsion, and we cut a hole into the updraft.

      “Whoa!” Jessup yelled as a moment later we were being thrust upward in a draft with enormous speed.

      It was like we were being sprayed out of a water fountain. My heart dropped into my boots. I braced myself against the wheel, holding on for dear life. Wind gushed around us. The Channel and the Burning Rook sank into the distance below us. The air was dewy wet. I heard the low rumble of thunder. I knew that if we shot too far up the air would get thin, and we might black out. I had an altimeter, but I kept my eyes on the Stargazer’s balloon. It would soften as air pressure decreased. She would tell me when it was time. A moment later, I saw the balloon deflate. I reached down and pulled the rope connected to the galley bell. We needed to cut out of the upstream. The propeller groaned. I was thankful that Sal was there. Alone, Angus would not have been able to give enough speed to catch the out draft in time. The gears kicked hard, and I felt the gondola thrust horizontally against the vertical lift. The balloon ropes strained, tipping the gondola slightly backward from the bow as the ship protested. One tether at the very front snapped.

      “Jessup, release air,” I yelled.

      Holding on tight, Jessup opened the flap and let the hot air release from the top. The balloon softened further. The gondola dragged the balloon with it as we searched for the out draft.

      “Be ready,” I called to Jessup. We both knew that moments after we came out of the cloud tower, the balloon would need lift or we would fall like a stone toward the water.

      With one last hard push, the Stargazer broke free of the upward draft. Lightning rocked the clouds behind us. We were flying fast through the air, tossed by the cloud and running on propulsion. The Burning Rook was nowhere to be seen, but in the far off distance, I spotted the air towers of Calais.

      “Now, Jessup! Now!” I yelled. He set the burners on high; an inferno of gold and yellow leapt into the balloon.

      The Stargazer shot forward, and despite the propeller kicking hard, it suddenly slowed to a stop. There was simply not enough lift. Then, she dropped. For a single, terrifying second, we were free-falling toward the water. Suddenly, the lift caught us. The heat in the balloon made up the gap, and we were coasting.

      After several minutes of fast and very, very high flying, Angus opened the gear hatch, and he and Sal came onto the deck.

      “I don’t think we’ve ever flown so high,” Angus said, looking over the side of the ship.

      A strange silence overcame us. We were all filled with a mixture of relief and awe. Perhaps we’d risen too high; I felt lightheaded. Below the ship, the sea birds flew toward the shoreline. Angus was right. We had never been at this high of an altitude before. Far below, the waters of the Channel were glossy in the early morning light.

      Sal took my hands, kissing each one. “So young but so talented.”

      “I’d like to see Cutter try that,” Jessup called down.

      Everyone laughed, and we cruised toward Calais.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      As we came in over Calais, we lowered altitude to catch the main ferry routes across Europe. The total trip from London to Venice would take about twenty-four hours at the Stargazer’s normal cruising speed. We’d planned to put in near Zurich before we crossed the Alps. It would be dangerous to cross the mountains at night, and we would need an update on the range’s weather conditions. After outrunning the Burning Rook, I figured a little 4,000 meter mountain range would be no problem.

      It was near midnight when the red lanterns of Zurich’s airship towers appeared on the horizon. We were grateful. It had been a long day. The laudanum was keeping my headaches at bay and my mood light, but I looked forward to sneaking off for a few hits on a pipe. In Zurich, it would be easy to find somewhere to smoke. It was always easy to find opium; you just had to know where to look. What I wasn’t looking forward to was “the look” Jessup would give when he knew my habit was getting the better of me. Angus never said much. Our history was longer, and he understood me better. I also understood him. I’d fished him out of the bottom of a bottle of Scotch more than once.

      There were a dozen ships docked at the Zurich towers, a popular stop for any traveler before and after the Alps. There were transport ships, personal yachts, and some single-person aircrafts, one of which even had an apparatus that looked like wings. Armed watchmen patrolled the platforms. Jessup settled with the stationmaster, and we tethered in for the night.

      “Let’s go have a drink,” Sal called encouragingly.

      We took the lift down to the wharf at the base of the towers which were situated near Lake Zurich. There were a dozen or so buildings situated there. The wharf was an outpost for travelers: air, land, or sea. The merchant shops, many of which were still open, showcased all manner of supplies. A stone gateway with a clockwork mermaid sitting on top stood over a road that led away from the lake toward the city.

      There were a couple of taverns open; we chose the busiest. We could hear the raucous noise within as we drew close. Outside the tavern were parked a dozen or so steam or pedal vehicles, their brass and copper gears glimmering. The tavern lights were powered by a small windmill on the roof that caught the air coming off the lake. The lights flickered from bright to dim, illuminating the sign over the tavern door.

      “The Crow’s Nest,” Sal said, reading the German name over the door.

      “German too?” I asked.

      “It is a dialect of German, but yes, of course,” he said with a smile as he held open the door for me.

      Jessup rolled his eyes.

      When we entered the tavern, the smell of roasting meat and freshly baked bread nearly overwhelmed me. There was a large stone fireplace at one end of the tavern; a whole lamb turned on the spit. My stomach growled hungrily. I was intrigued, however, by a small clockwork figure at the wheel of the spit. The small machine had arm-like appendages that kept the spit rotating. Behind the bar was a similar contraption pouring ale at what appeared to be the perfect pace.

      “Let’s grab a table,” I called.

      The place was filled with travelers: air jockeys and their crew, grease stained pedal riders, and steamboat sailors. There were also the usual carnal delights. The barmaids wore black lace or red satin corsets decorated with metal trim, short black skirts or shorts, and lacey stockings. Breasts were more than half heaved out; the customers pawed at the fleshy displays. To add to the bawdy atmosphere, a mostly naked woman sat on a pedestal in a stone alcove near the fireplace playing a callioflute. The instrument, powered by steam and water, created sharp, alluring sounds. Water sprayed onto the woman’s body as she worked the mouths of the flute. The steam made her hair curly and skin dewy.

      A tavern girl came to our table. The girl wore heavy black eyeliner and had thick, black hair that fell to her waist. She wore a metal choker with a large glass evil eye pendant. She looked decidedly exasperated.

      Sal took her gently by the hand and whispered to her in low tones. He worked his magic on her. She left with a smile. After a few minutes she returned with two large trays: four heaping plates of food, two ales, and two decanters of wine. She set every item down with the ease of someone who knows her trade. Sal slid her some coin, whispered something in her ear, and she left smirking.

      “Are you always so successful with women?” I asked him as I eyed my plate.

      “When I choose. My only thought was to make sure my Lily had the best cut of meat and the finest wine. And, I have been successful,” he said as he poured me a glass from the decanter. He set it down and kissed me on the earlobe.

      It was my turn to smile.

      “Aye, well, I don’t know what you said, but this is fucking delicious,” Angus said, his mouth already full, as he shoved in a second bite.

      We all laughed.

      I downed the glass of wine and poured another. While my eyes took in the spectacle, I also noticed traffic moving in and out of a room in the back of the tavern where, no doubt, opium could be found. I felt relieved. I picked up a slice of bread. It was still warm from the oven. The tang of the sourdough filled my mouth. The bread was golden and crunchy on the outside, but the soft bread tucked within melted in my mouth.

      We finished our meal, rehashing again the incident with the Burning Rook, and soon we were all drunk and feeling very sated. Like two mother hens, Jessup and Angus chided me for not eating enough. They then headed back to the Stargazer to keep watch. In London, we knew and trusted the airship security. Zurich, however, was another matter.

      Sal and I sat at the table relaxing, but curiosity got the better of Sal and soon we were standing at the bar. I ordered an absinthe while Sal asked the bartender about the clockwork contraptions at the spit and the tap.

      “You have come on the right night,” the bartender told Sal in English with a heavy German accent. “Master Vogt is the tinker. That’s him,” he said, pointing to a very old man sitting by the tavern window.

      Sal smiled at me. “I’ll only be a moment,” he said. And while I am sure that’s what he intended, I knew better.

      I tipped my cap at him then watched as he approached the old man. After a few pleasantries, Sal joined the tinker at his table. I eyed the patrons coming in and out of the back. There was an old woman sitting just by the door. One would barely notice her. She was dressed in all black, her hair covered, her face deeply wrinkled. Each patron spoke to her as they entered, passing her some coins. I popped one more sugar cube, finished off the sharp spirit, and went to the old woman.

      “May I?” I asked, gesturing toward the back.

      She nodded and held out her hand. I pressed two coins therein. She looked them over then motioned for me to enter. Once I was in the room, the smell of opium filled the space. Others with the opium habit were sprawled on cots. A naked girl who looked like the tavern maid led me to the back where there were a few private, curtained cots. As we passed, I saw all manner of people enjoying the pleasure of opium; some sat in silent stupor, others lay back toking sweetly, one man was being serviced by two beautiful young women, and a man and woman were in the heat of full-on fucking as I passed by. No one paid me any mind. Wordlessly, the girl brought me a pipe and an enormous supply of opium. She smiled at me, motioning to a small bell at the bedside, then closed the curtain and left. I filled the pipe, a dark wood and bronze piece, and lay back. Moments later, I was drifting.

      My head felt hazy, and the passage of time seemed to slow. My body had been aching since we left London. Now, I felt fine. In fact, I felt great. I was giddy, and the colors of the kaleidoscope, which safely stowed in my bag, spun in my imagination. I tapped my foot to the callioflute music coming from the tavern and drifted away.

      In my mind, a vision of a woman all in gold appeared: her hair, her clothes, her jewels, and even her skin were golden hued. I’d seen her once before, in the kaleidoscope. She danced now to the callioflute music. She spun quickly, trailing colorful veils around her. She spun and spun, her beautiful body bending erotically with the music. Then, at once, she stopped. With a sly grin, she lowered herself to the ground and crept toward me, her back arching catlike. When she neared me, she stroked my cheek and peered deeply at me with her striking multicolored eyes. “Lily,” she whispered. “Wake up!”

      Startled, I awoke from my opium stupor. When I opened my eyes, I was shocked to see a man leaning across my body. Was he trying to rape me? A second later, however, I realized he had his hand on my bag: the kaleidoscope.

      “Well, mother fucker,” I exclaimed, surprising him.

      The man, who had thus far been sneaking, made a grab for the bag. I pulled one leg free and kicked him toward the end of the cot. He tumbled then righted himself, pulled a knife from his belt, and lunged toward me. His greedy hand aimed for my satchel. I slid sideways and with a fist, hammered him hard in the side of the head. His knife hit the pillow. He rolled, grabbing at the bag once more. I jumped backward out of the cot, knocking over the bell the attendant had left.

      I stood in the hallway. I was trying to pull my sidearm out of my satchel, but my head was spinning; everything was a muddy haze. The man burst forward. The cot curtains twisted serpentine around him, snagging his arms and legs. He fought them off as he grabbed for me.

      Finally pulling my gun from my bag, I was just taking aim as a figure appeared behind the man and dropped a very large mallet on the thief’s head. The man wilted under the blow. Clutching his bleeding head, he turned and fled out the back door.

      I ran to the doorway and raised my gun. Though injured, the thief disappeared into the darkness before I got off a shot. I lowered the weapon.

      “Are you hurt?” someone with a very thick French accent asked.

      Shaking with rage, I could not answer.

      “Mon dieu, Lily. Are you all right?” the person asked again, setting their hands on my shoulders.

      I turned to find myself face to face with Etienne Souvenir, the French airship racer. “Etienne?” I asked. I thought I might be seeing things. The opium did that to me at times. I stuffed my gun in my bag, put both hands on Etienne’s cheeks, and eyed the Frenchman over. Etienne had long, soft looking strawberry blond hair which was pushed back by his goggles. He was fair; his features were petite and sophisticated. His frame was lean and muscular. He wore tan leather travel breeches and a navy colored jacket, its buttons undone, with a blousy white shirt underneath.

      Etienne laughed. “Oui, c’est moi. I think I just saved your life…or at least your satchel. You owe me a drink.”

      “I’m not sure what the hell just happened.”

      “I was in the cot next to you. I heard a noise, looked out, and found Lily Stargazer in a knife fight in an opium den in Zurich. But I was not surprised,” he shrugged and laughed.

      I chuckled, but my stomach had pulled into a knot. I felt angry. Was the man just a thief or was he after me in particular? Did he know what I carried? Would someone kill me for the kaleidoscope? I didn’t even know what the bloody thing was! The sooner I got to Venice the better.

      I pulled myself together and followed Etienne back into the tavern. It seemed that no one else was alarmed by the commotion in the back. Such disturbances must have been commonplace. We joined Etienne’s crew at the bar. I smiled nicely and tipped my cap at them. The French team was not a bad racing crew. They usually placed fifth or sixth. Their problem was they were too hesitant, playing the race too safe.

      The tavern was still very busy, but Sal was nowhere to be seen. Though I was pretty sure I knew where he’d gone, I was worried.

      “Where did the man I was with go?” I asked the bartender.

      “With the tinker,” he replied, sliding a glass of water toward me.

      “Thank you. By the by, I was just in the back and someone tried to kill me.”

      The man nodded nonchalantly but said nothing.

      I laughed at the absurdity and ordered Etienne a drink. The tavern keeper set a glass of chartreuse down in front of him.

      “I did not see you when I came in,” Etienne said, lifting the drink.

      “You rarely see me, Etienne. I am always too far in front of you,” I said with a sly smile as I took his drink from his hand and sipped.

      “Ah, she plays with me, no? And after I just saved her life,” he said to his crew with a laugh, taking back his drink. “So why is someone trying to kill Lily Stargazer?”

      “That was just an act to see if you would save me,” I said playfully. “I wanted to see if the French are still chivalrous.” I grabbed at his glass for another drink.

      Etienne laughed and swiped the glass away from my grasp. “As you can see…to a fault. Why are you in Zurich?”

      “I am headed to Italy. Why are you in Zurich?”

      “I am here for work on my ship. Eh, you know how it is, constant improvement. I was supposed to meet a tinker here, but I find no one.” While his green eyes sparkled, I noticed he had dark rings underneath.

      “Was it Master Vogt?” I asked.

      “Quelle surprise,” Etienne said. “How did you know?”

      “I think my companion ran off with him,” I replied then turned to the bartender. “Where can we find the workshop of Master Vogt?” I asked.

      “Turn left out of the tavern. The building with a clock.”

      “Shall we?” I asked Etienne, motioning to the door.

      Etienne exchanged a few words with his crew. I exchanged a few words with the old woman and nabbed a supply of opium for the road.

      The air outside was cool for a summer night. Etienne and I walked through the fog toward the workshop. The opium made me feel equally foggy. While I relished the giddy and blissful relief of opium, the drug also made my mind dull and muddy. My eyelids felt heavy, and I strained to focus. When I did, I noticed that Etienne’s mood had shifted. He was sulking. It was not like him. Witty and sardonic, he was one of the few other racers I honestly liked. At every race we managed to find a way to exchange a few jabs. The fact that I was one of the few other racers fluent in French helped. We always made fun of the others, especially Cutter.

      “It is not like you to eat opium,” I said. “What’s wrong? Love sick?”

      “Eh, your jest, unfortunately, is correct. Do you remember Benoit? He broke off with me before I left Paris.”

      “Oh Etienne, I’m so sorry.” It was just like me to say exactly the wrong thing.

      “Perhaps I should try to win him back…I don’t know.”

      “I’m not the best person to give advice on love.”

      “You? The whole world knows you are the lover of Lord Byron.”

      “It is one thing to be a lover and another thing to be loved.”

      “That is my problem. I always want to be loved. It never works for me.”

      “That’s why I gave it up.”

      “I thought you were a romantic. No husband in your future? No children? No domestic life for Mademoiselle Stargazer?” he jested.

      His comments silenced me. If I continued like I did, what would be my end destination? The answer to that question was not pretty. I’d stopped asking it long ago.

      Etienne noticed my silence. “Now I have made you sad. Pardon, Lily. You must not worry. A woman like you will burn for a time and then cool. No doubt someone is already waiting for that to happen.”

      Was he right? “Well, it’s not happening tonight,” I replied with a grin and elbowed him in the ribs.

      Etienne chuckled. “Ah, here it is,” he said, looking up at a building with a clock tower.

      The clock face was flanked by clockwork figures holding mallets, ready to chime the hour. I knocked on the door. After a few minutes, the old man appeared.

      “Ah, Etienne…Fräulein Stargazer,” the old man said and motioned for us to come inside.

      The front of the workshop was dark, but I could make out a myriad of shapes. There were huge piles of metal, gears, wheels, and various clockwork figures in heaps everywhere. Etienne and I followed the tinker through a path in the clockwork labyrinth. I tried not to knock over anything. Light poured in from an open doorway in the back. Once there, I found Sal gazing at the gears of a machine lying on a workbench.

      “Lily, you should see this. It is amazing,” Sal told me, distracted. I wasn’t sure if he realized I hadn’t been with him the entire time.

      I snickered. “Sal, you should meet Etienne Souvenir,” I told him, “the French racer.”

      Sal looked up. He had a faraway look in his eyes, his brilliant mind distracted by the machine in front of him.

      “Monsieur, my pleasure. Salvatore Colonna,” he said, shaking Etienne’s hand before turning back to the clockwork on the bench.

      “Tinkers,” I whispered to Etienne who chuckled.

      “Eh, what is this, Master Vogt?” Etienne asked.

      “A metal man,” the tinker replied, “designed to replace your galleymen,” he added, looking from Etienne to me.

      At that moment, I was very glad Angus was not there. Etienne and I came closer to the workbench as the tinker explained how the clockwork man would have the strength of three men. Such new and illegal modifications were rampant amongst pirates. The racing league kept tight restrictions on the design of airships and the composition of their crew, but there was a strong call for the allowance of double propulsion such as the Burning Rook used.

      “And look at this,” Sal said, pointing to a model balloon hanging from the ceiling.

      “The balloon has a semi-rigid structure,” Master Vogt told us. “It will keep buoyancy better and be easier to navigate. It is a prototype.”

      I gazed upward but said nothing. I suspected I was seeing the future.

      “But, I do have business with Monsieur Souvenir for which I am late. It has been a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Colonna,” Master Vogt said.

      I could see the crushing disappointment on Sal’s face.

      “My thanks, Master Vogt, for showing me your creations. They are genius.”

      The old man smiled. “Please, stop again on your way back to England. There is more!” the old man said happily.

      I looked up at Etienne. “See you in Valencia,” I told him and pulled him into a hug. “Don’t despair. As they say, the course of true love never did run smooth,” I whispered into his ear.

      He kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you, mon amie.”

      With that, Sal and I left the workshop and headed back to the Stargazer. Sal was lost in thoughts of the clockwork man, but he had wrapped his arm around my waist and kept me close. Coming down from my opium high, I was left with mixed emotions. I was confused, afraid, and angry. Was someone really following us or was the thief just looking for easy pickings in the opium den? It wouldn’t be the first time someone had lifted my belongings while I was out cold, but it angered me all the same. I’d accepted that the trip to Venice might entail unpleasant interruptions, but I wasn’t expecting someone to try to stab me. I needed to be more careful and to keep my sidearm a bit handier.

      I also thought about Etienne’s words. They left me feeling confused. Would my life only consist of an endless string of lovers? Why was I so unable to allow myself to really connect with anyone? Even I knew I was a ridiculous mess. At least I was having fun, wasn’t I?

      I sighed heavily. It shook Sal from his thoughts.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      I smiled at him. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Who can say no to an adventure with Lily Stargazer?”

      We stopped. The moonlight shone down on us. Sal put his hand on the back of my neck, stroking the nape. I gazed up at him. His steel colored eyes glimmered. He pulled me into a kiss. It was a soft, warm, but passionate kiss, the kind of kiss that left you feeling dizzy and seeing stars. I didn’t remember him kissing me like that before.

      “Italians…you are so passionate,” I said with a grin.

      “Indeed, you give me much to be passionate about. Come,” he said, and we headed back to the Stargazer.
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      Jessup and Angus were already sleeping in their hammocks. They had even been nice enough to string up mine. I led Sal to my hammock, and we lay down for the night. I snuggled into Sal’s arms and no sooner had we lain down then Sal was asleep. At first I was surprised, but then I remembered that Sal was much older than me, and it really had been a long day. Perhaps I had tired him out.

      From below, the sounds of a fight drifted upward. I listened as the two men swore at one another in German. Their argument was heated; both men shouted loudly. Soon I heard the grunting sounds of physical fighting. The sound took me back to my days at St. Helena’s.

      “You say that again, and I’ll do you like they did Mary Queen of Scots,” I threatened Maggie, another girl at St. Helena’s, sliding my finger across my throat as I stared the doe-eyed girl down. We were about six years old, and she had just told me for what seemed like the hundredth time that day that I was a piece of rubbish.

      Maggie gritted her teeth and lunged at me.

      I picked up a handful of dirt and threw it in her face. She screamed, the dust burning her eyes. I took the opportunity to punch her in the gut. Crying, she fell to the ground. After she was down, I gave her a solid kick in the side of the head, the other girls cheering me on. Suddenly Sister Margaret was standing over us. Her towering shadow cast a gloomy pall.

      “What is going on here?” she asked aghast. Sister Margaret yanked me away from Maggie, her fingernails digging into my skin. She squeezed my wrist until it ached.

      I pulled my arm free. Knowing I would be punished either way, I decided it was best not to lie. “Maggie was calling me names so I beat her a good one,” I told Sister Margaret.

      She looked down at me, her face furrowing deeply. She had an odd look on her face like she was suffocating rage. “This is the last time—” she began to say but stopped short when she heard Sister Sarah approach.

      “Are you sure, Mr. Fletcher? You did say you wanted a lad. The boys will be out any moment,” Sister Sarah said as she came up behind us. She sounded nervous.

      I turned to look. Sister Sarah escorted two gentlemen onto the yard. The man she referred to as Mr. Fletcher had long, curly gray hair. He wore small, round glasses, a tight blue shirt buttoned to the neck, breeches, striped stockings, and a top hat. The other man, also gray haired but balding, looked like he’d just rolled out from under a greasy transport. He wore a checked top with tan trousers, both of which were stained with grease. His two front teeth were missing.

      “No need. This one fights like an alley cat. She’ll do,” the man she referred to as Mr. Fletcher said, looking down at me. “What do you say, Mr. Oleander?” he asked his companion.

      “Let me see your hands, girl,” the other man, Mr. Oleander, said to me.

      I stuck out my hands and let them inspect me.

      “Dirty under the nails. Scratches on the knuckles,” Mr. Oleander observed. Both men seemed impressed.

      “But gentlemen, a young lady will need some refining, a womanly influence,” Sister Sarah said.

      “We’ve got a woman, don’t we, brother?” Mr. Oleander answered chuckling as he elbowed the other man in the ribs. They both laughed.

      “What is your name, young lady?” Mr. Fletcher asked.

      I looked up at Sister Margaret. Only once had I ever been asked my real name and that was on my first day there. A very old nun had written it and my parents’ names on a paper. She died a few days later. Otherwise, everyone called me Lily on account of my mother’s bouquet. Both Sister Margaret and Sister Sarah had come to St. Helena’s later, and that’s all they and all the others knew of my name. And in my mind, that other girl, the one my mother—who had never come back-had thrown into the Thames, was dead.

      “Lily.”

      “Lily what?” Mr. Fletcher asked.

      “Just Lily,” I replied.

      Both of the men laughed.

      “Yes, she’ll do. Where do we sign?” Mr. Oleander asked Sister Margaret.

      Sister Margaret and Sister Sarah looked at one another in shocked silence. After a moment, Sister Margaret looked down at me, her face still wearing the shadow of rage. I realized then I had chosen the wrong day to infuriate her. Indeed, it would be the last time. “This way to my office, gentlemen,” she said, directing them back to the orphanage. “Sister Sarah, please get Lily ready to go.”

      Lost in my memories, I was about to doze off when I heard a gunshot. Sal snored in his sleep and turned but did not wake. I rose and looked over the side of the Stargazer. In the dim light of the gaslamps, I saw a man run off. The shot man lay still in the street. Clearly, he was dead. The tower guards were soon on the scene. I sighed and crawled back into the hammock. I pulled out the laudanum and took double my usual dose. I snuggled close to Sal, reminding myself that the days with Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Oleander were long behind me. They were now ghosts who could only harm me in my memories. And then, just as I had wanted, everything went black.
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      Early the next morning we bundled up and set sail. Despite my best efforts, I could not shake Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Oleander. The memories added to feeling tense about the altercation in the opium den. I was unnerved. I woke at dawn feeling groggy, nauseated, and irritable. In fact, no one was feeling very happy once I shared how someone had tried to manhandle me in the opium den.

      “You think it was just a thief or did it seem like he was after you specifically?” Jessup asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied, hoping not to alarm them.

      Angus sighed. “I warned you. That kaleidoscope came with blood on it.”

      “Then the sooner we know what it is, and we get rid of it, the better,” Sal said encouragingly.

      Angus, however, went below and returned with loaded sidearms which he passed to Jessup and Sal. Both men took a gun without speaking a word about it.

      Angus handed me an extra box of ammo. “Keep your weapon loaded, your head clear, and watch your ass.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The snow covered Alps, streaked with black rocks, went on as far as the eye could see. Even in July, the air was cold. It was, however, very fresh, so pristine I could nearly sense the divine. Navigating this beauty would be tricky all the same. I had done it before, but I was not in a mood for a challenge that morning. Low level clouds or stray winds would be certain, but I knew it would be manageable.

      “It’s like a fucking painting,” Angus said as we all stood at the bow of the Stargazer and looked out at the mountain range.

      “There are, in fact, several famous paintings of the Alps. There has been much consideration of the painting Napoleon Crossing the Alps by Jacques-Louis David who painted it for the King of Spain,” Sal offered.

      I pretended not to see the gestures Angus and Jessup exchanged.

      “Let’s just hope we meet with a better end than Bonaparte,” I replied.

      We did. After several crisp, beautiful hours of smooth flying, we cruised toward Venice. We passed over the forests, mountains, and farmland in Switzerland, and we were over Italy shortly after the lunch hour. By late afternoon, we approached the Vento area, and air traffic became much busier. At first we saw mainly European transport ships rigged for long haul travel. A steam yacht passed us; it was an unusual contraption held aloft by a cluster of balloons rather than a single balloon. Steam poured from the back of the ship. Since it carried water, it was heavy and low to the ground. As we neared Venice, however, we noticed more brightly colored personal yachts and transport air gondolas. The Venetian air gondolas shone with thick black lacquer, their balloons dyed scarlet red. The air gondoliers wore the same black and white striped shirts as their lagoon counterparts, but the straw hats were replaced with tan leather skullcaps. The colorful ships sailed toward the Venetian air towers on the Lido; it was like a slowly moving painting. I could feel I was in Venice. As I navigated the ship over the city toward the Lido towers, Sal narrated the sites.

      “We’re over the Grand Canal, Lily. There is the Rialto. Ah, there is Saint Mark’s…the Doge’s palace,” Sal listed.

      I took a peek below; the dark teal colored waters of the canals glimmered in the late afternoon light. From above, the orange-red tiled roofs of the palazzi reminded me of a jigsaw of bread loaves. Excited, I smiled. I had been around the world racing, but I had never truly been anywhere on holiday. It was an excitement I knew Jessup and Angus—both of whom had always worked for every crumb in their mouths—shared.

      “Go in port, Lily. There are international transport docks open on the upper platform,” Jessup called from above, his spyglass on the towers.

      The breeze off the Adriatic Sea made for a bumpy ride into the towers. There were more air towers located in Venice than I had seen anywhere else. Big ships like the Stargazer were anchored on the upper levels. There were at least a dozen large ships tethered there. I eyed the symbols on the balloons but didn’t recognize any of them. I did notice a British diplomatic vessel parked in one of the private bays. About twenty feet below the international transports were ports for the local gondoliers, yachts, and personal crafts.

      A Venetian ground crew, all dressed in scarlet, guided the Stargazer into her dock. Soon, Jessup and Angus were hard at work getting the ship tethered in. Once we were anchored, Sal spoke with the stationmaster.

      “My Lily, it seems Lord Byron has cleared the path for you. The Stargazer was expected, and your docking account has been settled. The stationmaster saw the Stargazer come in. As Lord Byron requested, ground transport has been arranged to take us to our lodgings,” Sal informed me as the Venetian stationmaster smiled appreciatively at the Stargazer. “And he is a fan of yours,” Sal added with a lowered voice.

      Angus and Jessup leaned on the deck rail, listening to the exchange.

      “Ask him if he’d like to take a look,” I replied motioning to the Stargazer.

      Sal spoke to the man. The stationmaster smiled excitedly at me, and with a nod, Sal led him aboard.

      “Well, Miss Important Friends, our lodgings, eh?” Jessup said with a laugh. “Where you suppose Byron set us up, Lily?”

      “Us? Well, I am sure a palace awaits me. I think I saw some stables on the Lido for you lot,” I replied with a laugh.

      Angus chuckled.

      The look on Jessup’s face told me he had not considered that Byron had only arranged for me, not all of us. But, I knew Byron. He took care of those he loved and trusted. Despite his reputation as being mad, bad, and dangerous to know, Byron had a good soul and treated well those who did not abuse him—unless, of course, he had asked for it.

      After Sal’s tour was over, the stationmaster—who kissed me on each cheek and spoke excitedly to me in Italian, thanking me and blessing my next race, or so Sal told me—led us to the lift. I was glad a race fan was keeping watch on the Stargazer; I knew she would be safe.

      The clockwork gears ground as the stationmaster operated the lift levers. The massive gears turned, and the lift lowered us slowly toward the sandy beach below. A warm wind blew in from the sea. As much as I disliked the water, Venice was truly beautiful.

      Sal and the stationmaster exchanged a few words, and when we reached the Lido, we headed off in the direction of the vaporetti, the steamboat taxis. Sal was wearing a knowing smile.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Ah, my Lily, how Lord Byron must love you.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Sal only smiled.

      “Sal,” I warned playfully, sliding my hand under his shirt to tickle his ribs.

      “You’ll see,” he replied, grinning as he grabbed and kissed my fingers.

      Sal spoke a few words to the vaporetto taximan who transported travelers by water from the Lido to the city. The vaporetto itself was a sleek, dark wood boat with a thick coat of polish. A blue and white striped awning covered the taxi seats. The taximan guided us aboard. As we settled in, I followed Sal’s gaze to the copper piping that created the steam propulsion. Angus, too, was straining his neck to get a look.

      As we set off, the taximan eyed me over. My belongings were stuffed into a sack hanging over my shoulder, but under my arm I carried the box containing the gown Byron had sent. The sailor’s gaze had made me feel self-conscious, and though I was not inclined to wear the dress, I was suddenly glad I had it. As we approached the city, passing more Venetians, I better understood the look. The Venetian women looked like china dolls. Their hair was done perfectly. Their ornate dresses looked like bouquets of wildflowers strewn in the wind. While they had their intricately designed jewels and tinkered trinkets, overall their look was soft. English women had their own style. Air jockeys more so. In Venice, however, things were different. I now understood Byron’s gift.

      The vaporetto slipped into the Grand Canal. Moments later we were gliding past the pastel colored palazzi: pink, peach, white, and tan façades faced the water. Most buildings, though somewhat decayed, were decorated with white marble or stone trim. Arching windows with ornate trefoil, carved cherubs, theater masks, regal animals, and other designs trimmed the elegant palazzi. Much like the Venetian women, the buildings were refined in their beauty.

      “Palazzo Mocenigo,” the taximan called as we approached a Venetian palace. The tan façade of the palazzo was trimmed with both wrought iron and stone balconies that hung over the water. The palazzo looked to be four stories in height. In all, the palazzo had four buildings. The gondolier guided us toward one of the middle buildings.

      “Holy Christ,” Jessup whispered. He had grown up on a farm in Norwich and was, no doubt, as impressed as I.

      Indeed, the palazzo was striking. I looked up at the building to see the various carvings of lions’ heads looking down at me.

      Sal smiled at me. “You see,” he whispered.

      The taximan docked and extended a hand to help me debark. A Venetian butler who was fluent in English came to meet us.

      “Signorina Stargazer, welcome to Ca’ Mocenigo. I am Vittorio and am at your service,” he introduced, kissing the back of my hand.

      I introduced the others. Vittorio led us down a marble hallway, the floors polished to a mirror shine, to a stairwell with an ornately carved banister. Golden sconces and magnificent oil paintings lined the walls.

      “You will have two floors, Signorina Stargazer,” Vittorio explained as we went upstairs. “On the second floor you will find the piano nobile where you may entertain guests. Please let me know if you would like to arrange any dinners, and we shall be at your service. Are you expecting Lord Byron?”

      I could hear the excitement in the man’s voice. Byron was famed for his poetry but was infamous for his behavior. He’d been in Venice the few years prior. I’d heard a story about how he’d swum naked in the Grand Canal, holding a torch aloft so he would not be hit by a gondola. I’d laughed until I cried when I heard it. Given Byron’s ways, I had no idea if I was expecting him or not. That was partially why our relationship worked so well.

      “We’ll see. We are not expecting visitors at this time,” I told the man politely.

      He smiled, but his disappointment was evident. “Now, this is the sitting room,” Vittorio said. He pushed open heavy double doors at the top of the stairs to reveal a Renaissance style parlor. The wear on the ornate plaster was evident, and discoloration marred the pale blue walls, but the beauty of the place could not be denied. The grey-flecked marble floors gleamed. The walls were trimmed with gold leaf. Tapestries, oil paintings, and statuary filled the place. An elaborate bird cage contained two doves who cooed nicely when we entered. The place was filled with vases of cut flowers—all lilies—and sumptuous furniture.

      “Follow me,” he called, leading us through the room to a second set of doors. He pushed these open to reveal a dining room with soft yellow paint and glimmering white marble floors. A gold and crystal chandelier hung from the roof where plaster was chipped away. Filigreed mirrors and oil paintings of Dionysian delights lined the walls.

      “This is your formal dining room,” Vittorio said then led us through one final set of doors to reveal a sunny room in the front of the palazzo. “And finally we come to the drawing room,” he said. The room, painted pale peach, looked out on the Grand Canal. It was comfortably arranged with small groupings of chairs for private conversation, and again, the room was filled with lilies.

      “If you need a private work space, Miss Stargazer, there is also a small office through here,” Vittorio added, opening a door just off the drawing room to reveal an office in which a large desk, and only a large desk, sat in the very middle of the space. “Lord Byron worked here when he was in residence,” he added proudly.

      I nodded, and for a brief moment, envisioned Byron laboring over the desk, his dark curls falling into his eyes as they were sometimes apt to do. I smiled.

      “This way.” Vittorio led us upstairs and showed us each to a bedroom. We arranged to have dinner in a couple of hours, and Vittorio left. Angus and Jessup, examining their lodgings, grinned like school children. My room, which was the same Byron stayed in when he was in Venice, as Vittorio had informed me, looked out onto the canal. Double glass doors opened to a magnificent vista. The heavenly smell of lilies filled the room. The bedroom was papered with red brocade that was torn in the corners. Gauzy white fabric draped the tall, four-poster bed.

      Since the men were settling in, I was alone. I took a drop of laudanum and stood in the opened doorway overlooking the canal. Gondoliers poled passengers and crates up and down the green-blue canal waters. As one singing gondolier passed, he tipped his hat at me and called out what sounded like a compliment. I blew him a kiss, and he smiled. Moments later, Jessup and Angus burst into the room behind me.

      “Can you believe this, Lil?” Jessup said excitedly.

      “My màthair would not believe her eyes,” Angus added, pulling Jessup and me both into a hug as we stood looking out at the Canal.

      “Gents, just think. If we can start pulling first place wins, we could really live like this from time to time,” I said.

      Angus and Jessup both turned serious. “If we place first in Valencia and then in Paris, and if Cutter drops to third at least once, we can pull it off,” Jessup said.

      “Cutter doesn’t race well in Valencia. This year we might take him,” Angus added.

      “We need modifications,” I said. “I saw Souvenir in Zurich. He was getting work done to his ship. We need to consider what we can do to reconfigure the Stargazer. Truth is, we need more speed.”

      Sal, who had been leaning against the door frame and listening to the conversation, spoke up. “In Master Vogt’s workshop he showed me a reconfiguration of one of the propulsion gears which requires less muscle to give speed, using centrifugal force over raw power. May I draw it and show you, Angus?”

      Angus looked at Sal, and the look on Angus’ face told me that in that moment he’d finally figured out what Sal was all about. Sal was arrogant. And Sal did offer more suggestions than were needed, but Sal was also a genius.

      “Let’s have it. In fact, why don’t we adjourn to the drawing room and further consider the matter,” Angus said, putting on a mock sophisticated accent that made us all laugh.

      With that, the four of us spent the next two hours huddled over a table as Sal and Angus considered what could be done to reconfigure the Stargazer. The smell of food wafting in from the kitchens on the first floor had my stomach aching. When Vittorio returned to tell us it was time to eat, I was grateful.

      Vittorio opened the doors to the dining room to reveal a table heaped with a sprawling array of Venetian cuisine. Footmen dressed in grey uniforms with silver buckles seated each of us. Vittorio presented our meal. As he went over each dish, a footman poured us all bowls of brodo di pesce, a fish soup with saffron, and glasses of white wine. At the very center of the table was what he called an antipasto de frutti de mare, a massive plate of seafood from the lagoon dressed with lemon and Italian olive oil.

      “A favorite of Lord Byron,” he told us.

      Also on the table were Venetian style sardines, carpacci, muscles cooked in wine, heaps of fresh fruit, bread, and a dish called baccalà manteceta. “You might like this one, Scotsman,” Vittorio told Angus. “It is salted cod minced with oil, garlic, and herbs.”

      Angus looked hungrily at the food, eyeing the salted fish dish in particular.

      “Let us toast,” Sal said. We all raised our glasses. “To the lady with a kaleidoscope mind,” Sal said, referencing the line written on the kaleidoscope.

      I smiled knowingly at Sal.

      Angus looked at Jessup who shrugged, and they called “Cheers.”

      Jessup and Angus ate excitedly, commenting on everything. I noticed that Angus asked the footman again and again to put more of the baccalà manteceta on his plate. I sipped my wine and took in the scene. I felt happy to see them happy. Whatever the harlequin had died for, it had led to this pleasure: good people enjoying a rare treat, something they surely worked hard enough to deserve. I would find the meaning of the kaleidoscope and discover the lady of the kaleidoscope mind—but not just now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      That evening, Angus and Jessup, exhausted, overfull, and excited to try their rooms, headed to bed. Promising Sal I would be by later, I went to the small garden terrace on the roof. Once there, I found a comfortable wicker chaise and laid back. I pulled out my pipe and opium supply and lit up. I lay smoking as I looked at the stars. Air transport ships and gondolas, their lanterns blinking, passed overhead. The sounds of the canal gondoliers singing as they rowed past filled the night air. It was warm with a soft breeze coming in from the sea. The air smelled sweet and salty with a hint of a fresh seaweed scent. I gazed up at the early evening sky and noticed an extremely bright star located just beside the moon. In fact, it seemed almost brighter than the moon. I had not noticed it the night before.

      I pulled out my spyglass to look at it more closely. It was exceedingly bright. Digging in my bag again, I pulled out the kaleidoscope. I hoped the starlight would illuminate the colors. When I centered the kaleidoscope onto the star, I was surprised. In fact, I was so surprised I jumped up, knocking over the glass of wine I’d brought with me. It shattered on the floor. Very clearly reflected in the kaleidoscope were a series of numbers. The colors of the kaleidoscope had rotated so the purples and blues fell together and clearly wrote out numbers: 36.6858. I dug around in my bag for one of Sal’s beautifully tinkered fountain pens. Unable to find paper, I wrote the numbers on the hem of my shorts. I looked again to be sure I had noted the digits correctly. I panned the kaleidoscope to another part of the sky only to see the numbers disappear. They only appeared when pointed to that bright star. Kaleidoscope in hand, I ran back downstairs.

      I ran to Sal’s room, flung open the door, and rushed to his bedside. “Sal,” I whispered, shaking his shoulder. “Sal, wake up,” I said again, jostling him.

      “Ahh, my Lily, here you are,” he said sleepily, raising his hand to stroke my hair.

      “No, no, no. Not that. Sal, come on, I’ve seen something in the kaleidoscope! Please, get up! Come on,” I said, pulling him out of bed.

      Sal rose sleepily.

      “Sal, you’re naked,” I said with a laugh.

      “Ah yes, I thought to save time,” he said smiling as he pulled on a robe. Sleepily, he followed me upstairs. “Ah, what a sight,” he said when we entered the terrace.

      “Careful,” I said, guiding him around the broken glass. I thrust the kaleidoscope at him. “There,” I said pointing. “Aim it toward the bright star beside the moon. Tell me if you see it.”

      Sal yawned then lifted the kaleidoscope toward the sky. After adjusting it a bit and moving it toward the bright star, Sal sighed an excited “ahh,” his eyebrows rising.

      “You see it? The numbers?”

      “Oh yes. 36. Is that a dot? 36.6858. Lily, did you write it down?”

      “Of course. What is it? What does it mean?”

      Sal was still gazing upward. After a moment, he lowered the kaleidoscope. “That is Venus as the evening star. She’ll sink from the sky in an hour or so,” Sal said.

      I pulled Sal down onto a chaise beside me. Once we settled in, I lit the opium pipe again and took a toke. I handed the pipe to Sal and then drank a slug from the bottle of wine I’d brought with me earlier.

      “What are the numbers? A combination?” I looked back up at the sky with a naked eye. Venus’ bright light held steady.

      Sal coughed heavily as he smoked then set the pipe down. “I’m not sure,” he replied. I noticed then his eyes had taken on a glossy sheen. He examined the numbers I had written on my hem. “I’ll need to consider it a bit.”

      I lifted the kaleidoscope again and shone it at the night’s sky. I centered on the moon and a few other stars; there was nothing. Only with the backdrop of Venus, the evening star, did the numbers appear.

      Sal watched me move the kaleidoscope across the sky. “We must seek Venus. She holds the answer,” he said.

      “Seek Venus? Like the Goddess Aphrodite?”

      “As the Greeks called her, yes.”

      “We all seek Venus, don’t we?” I joked.

      Sal kissed me sweetly on the cheek. “Yes, we do,” he whispered in my ear.

      I curled up into his arms and lay looking at the stars, the kaleidoscope hugged tightly to my chest.

      We both must have slept then because I woke up on the chaise the next morning still lying against Sal. We were covered in morning dew. At a nearby palazzo, I heard the voices of workers and the sound of boxes being unloaded. It was just past sunup. Lingering pink light was fading from the sky.

      I woke Sal who was still groggy and led him downstairs and back to his bed. Settling him in, I pulled his covers to his chin and kissed him on the forehead. I stroked his silver-streaked hair away from his face. How sweet he looked.

      I then wandered back to my room where I startled a maid who looked like she’d been looking for me. She spoke some English so I tried to explain I had slept on the terrace. She seemed puzzled but told me to come with her. She was waiting to help me with my bath.

      She led me to the small bathing room where an arsenal of oils, astringents, perfumes, combs, and two more handmaids waited. At once, I felt ill at ease. My mind, startled by the smells of the bathing oils, went back in time to my first day at Mr. Oleander’s and Mr. Fletcher’s alley flat on Neal’s Yard just off Covent Garden.

      “Now Lily, this is Nicolette,” Mr. Fletcher had said. “She will get you cleaned up. We thought we were getting a boy so the only clothes we bought are men’s fashions, but you’ll be more comfortable on the Iphigenia dressed like that anyway,” he continued. “Oh yes, and Nicolette is French. She doesn’t speak English very well.” With that, he left me in a small room in their flat with a blue eyed girl who was about fifteen years in age. The girl looked at me like I was a rodent.

      “What is the Iphigenia?” I asked her.

      “Take off your dress,” she said in a heavy French accent as she began to pour water from a pan over the fireplace into a washing tub. “It is their air transport.”

      “Like a balloon?” I asked.

      Nicolette nodded then helped me pull off my shift. She then lowered me into the hot water. “I thought they were getting a boy,” she said.

      I didn’t know why Nicolette seemed so annoyed. I was so happy to be out of the orphanage that I decided I didn’t care if two old men had been my saviors. I was going to make the best of it. “I’m sorry,” was all I could think to say.

      “Non,” she said, “it’s only…well, we’ll see. Come, let me clean your hair,” she said then poured warm water onto my tangled and dirt-covered tresses. She worked soap into the hair then rubbed in sharp smelling oils, lemon and lavender, trying to break the tangles free. “I will need to cut some,” she said, taking the scissors from the fireplace mantel. With a snip, she rid my hair of about six inches of length. I fingered my hair which now sat on my shoulders. “I’m sorry,” she said then threw the hair into the fire. The smell of burning hair filled the room.

      “You speak English just fine,” I told her.

      “Don’t tell them,” she said with a smile as she combed what was left of my tresses.

      I was confused. After she got done scrubbing a year’s worth of dirt from me, Nicolette plaited my hair into a braid and helped me redress in the clothes the brothers had purchased: tan trousers, black suspenders, a mandarin colored shirt, and black socks and boots. She looked at me and frowned. “You are looking too pretty even dressed like this,” she said and then sighed. “Come. They will want to see.” Taking my hand, she led me back to the sparse sitting room where the brothers sat at worn wooden table looking over some papers. Light shone in from two dirt-stained windows at the front of the flat.

      “Monsieurs,” Nicolette said with a curtsey, her eyes downcast.

      I looked at the two men. Mr. Oleander rose to take a better look at me. “Well, look at the alley cat now,” he told Mr. Fletcher who laughed. “She looks like a girl again, don’t you, pretty kitty,” he said, tickling my chin.

      Nicolette stiffened.

      I tried to turn my face but his sharp fingers followed, poking at me.

      “Now, now,” Mr. Fletcher chided Mr. Oleander, who sat back down.

      “Can you read, Lily?” Mr. Fletcher asked me.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “You see, even British orphans can read. French girls only look pretty,” Mr. Fletcher told Mr. Oleander.

      “Well, Nicolette earns her keep on her back, not at the books,” Mr. Oleander replied as he poured himself a drink.

      Both men laughed.

      Nicolette’s face had gone pale. She looked at the floor and said nothing.

      “You’re excused, Nicolette. Please go get Lily’s trundle ready. Come here, Lily,” Mr. Fletcher called and then motioned for me to come beside him. “What does this line say,” he asked, pointing to a sentence written in a book which otherwise contained lists of numbers.

      “Fares for the month of May,” I read.

      “Ah, very good. You know your numbers?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Then read these lines,” he said pointing to a row of figures which I read off.

      “Can you do mathematics?”

      “Only a little.”

      “I’ll teach you.”

      “We didn’t go to get a bookkeeper. I need a galley monkey,” Mr. Oleander said and grabbed a few tools from his toolbox. He was about to set them on the table when Mr. Fletcher stopped him.

      “Not where we eat, brother,” he said.

      Mr. Oleander nodded and motioned for me to come to his tool chest. “Which ones do you know, pretty kitty,” he asked.

      I recognized most of the instruments but only knew the names of the wrench and mallet. “It’s a good start,” he told me, then schooled me on the names of the remaining tools. I paid close attention, wanting to impress my new caregivers. When he was done, he quizzed me, asking me to name the tools again. Thankfully, I was able to remember them all. “She’s a good choice,” Mr. Oleander finally determined.

      “Indeed,” Mr. Fletcher said then leaned back in his chair and took a long, hard look at me. “Run off now, Lily. We’ve work to do,” he said and leaned back to look at his papers once again, pushing his small glasses up his nose. “Tomorrow we’ll take you out to the Iphigenia,” he added as I scampered back to the room where Nicolette had gone.

      I found her sitting in my cold bath water. She looked like she had been crying.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. The room still smelled strongly of lemon and lavender. She shook her head but said nothing. The answer would become all too evident soon enough.

      “All done, Signorina Stargazer,” the maid told me, interrupting my thoughts. She handed me a mirror. She had bathed me thoroughly and rubbed my skin with sweet smelling basil and rose oils. My hair was dressed in the same fashion I had seen the Venetian women wearing; it was woven into a bun at the back of my head and wisps of loose ringlets fell around my face. I gazed into the mirror. I felt like I was looking at a stranger.

      “Beautiful. Thank you,” I said. I suddenly felt sick to my stomach. She offered to dress me, but I declined and hurried back to my room. I closed and locked the door then sat down on the bed. My damp skin prickled with cold. Tossing the lid aside, I looked at the contents of Byron’s dressbox. I pulled the lily pin from my pilot’s cap and affixed it to the satin top hat. I then took a drop of laudanum to build up my courage.

      After I dressed, I went downstairs. I could hear the others in the dining room. The door to the room was shut. I took a deep breath and opened the door a crack. The men went silent.

      “Lily?” Sal called.

      “Promise not to laugh,” I said.

      “At what?” Angus asked.

      I stepped into the dining room. “At this,” I replied, entering in Byron’s chiffon gown.

      Jessup set down his bread. Angus stared. Sal rose and took my hand. “Truly, a lily,” he said, kissing my hand. He guided me to my seat.

      “Where the hell did you get that?” Angus asked.

      “Byron. It was a gift.”

      “You look like a dessert,” Jessup told me.

      “Doesn’t she always,” Sal said with a wink, making me grin.

      “I don’t like it,” Angus said.

      “Well, we need to go into the city today, and I can’t wear my normal clothes,” I replied.

      “Why the hell not?” Angus asked with a frown.

      Vittorio entered before I could answer. “Ah, Signorina Stargazer, out of your traveling clothes I see. I have arranged for a gondolier. Signor Colonna suggested you might be going out?”

      “Yes. Thank you, Vittorio.”

      He nodded then exited.

      I sighed. “Well, gents, ready to see Venice?”
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      The Piazza San Marco was bustling with people and pigeons. The square, framed on its sides by shops and market stalls and capped by the Basilica, was an image of Venice I’d known only through paintings. Now I stood in the shadow of the Basilica watching the Venetians stroll past. The place was a feast for the senses. Warm wind blew in from the canal. The small cafes and bakeries surrounding the square offered up sweet aromas. Textile vendors sold brightly colored silks at outdoor market stalls. Glassmakers showcased a rainbow of delicately blown plates and goblets, trimmed with golden filigree, which caught the morning sunlight. Prisms cast rainbows all around. And then there was the sound of the thronging market crowd and clink of hammers from the tinker stalls. I watched, intrigued, as one vendor displayed his small clockwork pets to two delicately dressed women and their very clean looking children. The little girl squealed with terror and delight as a clockwork spider crawled from the tinker’s hand onto hers. Opposite the clockwork creatures, a vendor displayed wrist-holstered guns to two men wearing matching blue silk suits and top hats.

      Angus and Jessup, armed with Sal’s drawing of propulsion modifications, headed into the market in search of parts. Byron had suggested I consult the clockworks about the kaleidoscope, but I wondered who I could trust. Sal, however, knew a man from Rome with whom he’d grown up. The man kept a small workshop at Torre Dell'Orologio, St. Mark’s Clock Tower.

      “He’s on the second floor,” Sal said as we stared up at the building. The signs of the zodiac on a starry background spun around the Roman numerals on the dial. Above the clock face, the winged lion of Venice, also with stars at his back, stared down at us.

      We headed into the building and followed a twisting staircase to a small room at the front of the tower on the second floor. The sound of the massive clock gears clicked loudly through the walls.

      Sal knocked on the door.

      From within, we heard a rustle and the sound of metal clanging to the floor. Moments later the door opened and a man wearing a leather apron appeared. He was about Sal’s age. He had cropped silver hair and twinkling blue eyes. He was a tinker, of that there was no doubt. Everywhere I looked in the room behind him I saw clocks: wrist watches, pocket watches, cuff watches, necklace clocks, wall clocks, zodiac clocks, replicas of the clock tower, and more. The tick, tick, tick sound of the room was nearly deafening.

      “Salvatore?” he said, seemingly shocked.

      “Anthony,” Sal said with familiarity in his voice.

      “Salvatore!” the man yelled and pulled Sal into a hug, kissing him on both cheeks. The man turned and looked at me. “Chi è questo?”

      “This is Beatrice. My wife,” Sal said.

      Beatrice? Both Anthony and I were stunned to silence. I raised an eyebrow at Sal who simply smiled lovingly at me.

      “English, eh? Well, she is still beautiful! Oh, Salvatore, you old devil. Someone finally captured you! And I thought you would never find a girl good enough for you. Too bad your mama is not alive to see it. She would be so proud of you,” Anthony said with a laugh then turned to me. “Mrs. Colonna,” the man said happily, kissing me on both cheeks.

      “Beatrice, this is Anthony Arcumenna,” Sal introduced. “We grew up together in Rome.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Signor Arcumenna,” I replied.

      “Come in, come in. My goodness, I cannot believe I am seeing Salvatore in Venice. And I thought you swore you’d never return to Italy.”

      “Yes, well, under the right conditions, we all outgrow our past,” Sal said simply.

      I looked deeply at Sal. I had never questioned him about his former life, his youth in Rome. It suddenly seemed odd to me to think he had a mother, a mother who would have been proud of him for marrying me…well, at least Beatrice. And I hadn’t known he’d forsaken Italy.

      “Let’s have a drink. It is early, but I like this news,” Anthony said with a laugh and poured us all a small glass of sambuca. I tried not to drink mine the way I knew how.

      The two old friends made conversation; I paid attention. They exchanged news on common friends and people from home. They reminisced a bit. Their youth was typical of most boys, except they were both geniuses. Then Anthony turned serious, asking Sal about the matter with his brother. “He is what he is,” Sal said dismissively, but I saw a line of worry furrow on Sal’s forehead that I’d never seen before. “I do have a favor I need help with, old friend,” Sal added.

      “Of course. Anything,” Anthony answered.

      Sal motioned to me to give Anthony the kaleidoscope. I unwrapped it, leaving the wrapper safely stowed in my bag, and handed it to him.

      “Ah, now, this is something,” Anthony said, pulling a jeweler’s monocle from his pocket and pressing it into his eye.

      “We’ve come by it with a bit of trouble attached, I must warn you,” Sal said. “I can see there is some tampering in the colored glass display, but I cannot make out what is there without taking it apart, which we do not wish to do. What do you see?”

      As Anthony looked over the kaleidoscope, he too translated the Ancient Greek lines. “The symbols on the side, Salvatore, are not just decorative. These are all symbols of the Goddess Venus: the doves, swans, apples, shells. I use these in my jewelcraft. Ah, and here I see the anemone flower. Do you know the story of Venus and Adonis, Mrs. Colonna?”

      I shook my head.

      “It is a very romantic tale fit for a young bride. The Goddess Venus once loved a mortal man, Adonis, with a depth of passion she had never felt for another. Adonis, a rough young youth who liked the hunt, flirted with danger in an effort to impress his Goddess lover. Though Venus told him she did not need his bravado and advised him to be cautious, Adonis insisted on showing his strength. He hunted a wild boar, piercing it with a spear. But the boar would not be defeated. It snapped the spear from its side and ran Adonis through with its tusks, mortally wounding him. As Adonis lay dying, Venus came to his side and wept bitterly. Adonis died in her arms. In her grief, Venus transformed his spilled blood into the anemone flower. The red blossom, which can bloom and die in the same strong wind, is a memorial to the fragility of love. That is why the anemone is called the wind flower. A tragic story, is it not, Mrs. Colonna?”

      “Truly,” I replied. I suddenly felt like I needed another drink.

      “Without dismantling it, I can only tell you it is very old,” Anthony said, handing it back. “And by that, I would guess it is from the ancient world. It is quite a find. I’ve never seen its like. You say it came along with some trouble?”

      “Indeed, so I would appreciate it if you did not mention having seen it—if anyone asks. Now…let’s have a gift for my bride. Let me see your cases, Anthony.”

      Anthony rose. “Oh, indeed! Yes, yes, let me see. Let’s have a nice ladies’ cuff,” the man muttered distractedly as he began pulling cases from the shelves. He set several in front of me. Inside were beautifully crafted cuff watches. I looked them over. I could not help but notice a petite watch decorated with freshwater pearls crafted to look like cattails. They surrounded a watch face adorned with a swan. Gold and brass colored gears gleamed in the background of the watch face. Dragonflies with topaz wings and abalone shell lily-pad charms decorated the cuff.

      “That one,” I said, pointing to it.

      “Ah, of course, Mrs. Colonna. After such an excellent story, that is the right choice. After all, swans are the very symbol of love.”

      Anthony looked at Sal who nodded permissively then boxed up the watch. Sal thanked Anthony heartily, passing him an uncomfortable amount of money, and promised to stop by to see him again before we returned to London. Sal asked again for Anthony’s discretion, and we left. By the time we were out of the room, the ticking of the clocks had given me a headache.

      “Your friend is very sweet, dear husband, but his head must pound all day long,” I said as I leaned against the wall at the bottom of the stairs. I rooted around my bag for the laudanum. I pulled out the bottle and turned from the crowd to take a drop. I offered the bottle to Sal who imbibed as well.

      Sal handed me the box containing the watch. “For my Lily,” he said with a smile.

      “Oh Sal, it was too expensive. Please, let me pay you back.”

      Sal shook his head, and as he put the box into my satchel, he leaned close to me and kissed my neck. “I liked you as Mrs. Colonna,” he whispered, wrapping his arm around my waist.

      I grinned. “Beatrice?”

      “Well, who else could lead me to heaven but Beatrice?” Sal leaned back and looked deeply at me. He had a sentimental look on his face. Perhaps taking him out of his workshop had been a bad idea.

      “Sal…I didn’t know you had forsaken Italy. Why did you agree to come with me?”

      “Did you give me a choice?” Sal replied. He stroked my cheek. “I would not miss out on a chance to be with you.”

      I laughed nervously. “Let’s find Angus and Jessup,” I said, giving him a quick kiss, then led us back toward the crowd.

      The piazza thronged with people. The smells that had formerly delighted me now made me feel nauseous. My head was aching, the bright sunlight hurting my eyes. I put on my dark glasses and followed behind Sal. It was reaching tea time and the market was packed. The crowd of people bumped and pushed us. I don’t know how, but soon Sal and I got separated. I don’t even know how long I stumbled along before I realized Sal was gone.

      “Sal!” I yelled into the crowd of ladies and gentlemen who glared at me. “Sal!” I turned around in the rushing crowd, but Sal was nowhere to be seen. I walked deeper into the market, thinking I would find Angus or Jessup amongst the tinkers, but I couldn’t find them anywhere.

      I was just about to head back to the gondolas when I realized I was being followed. Behind me, a man in a dark suit tried to look nonchalant as he perused a stall displaying carnival masks. The random nature of my searching made his presence obvious, but in true Lily fashion, I didn’t know I was in trouble until I was already in the middle of it.

      I slipped my hand into my bag and grabbed my sidearm. I turned then and advanced on the man. Startled, he turned and began walking in the other direction. He passed between two tents; I followed him. When I made the turn, he grabbed me.

      “What are you doing in Venice, Lily?” he asked, knocking my gun from my hand then twisting my arm behind my back as he tried to reach into my satchel.

      With my free arm, I elbowed him hard in the side. He let go. I turned and kneed him in the crotch. When he fell to the ground, I grabbed my gun and fled.

      Thankful I had forsaken Byron’s dainty heels for my boots, I hiked up my skirts and took off through the crowd. I turned back to see the man picking himself up off the ground. I ran. I rushed through the crowds, dodging between the tents, then under the arched walkways of the piazza to an alleyway behind the square. I ran into the belly of Venice, my assailant pursuing me. I dodged between buildings then paused, peering out of an alley to see the man talking to two other gentlemen also dressed in dark suits. While I could not make out their words, they were speaking English. All three men had sidearms drawn. Taking a deep breath, I slid down the alleyway. At its end, I found myself stuck between a four-foot wide trench and the alley leading back to the street and the men who pursued me. I pulled my dress up to my knees and taking a running jump, I leapt across the water.

      “There she goes,” I heard one of the men yell. He spotted me just as I landed on the other side. I ran between the buildings, dodging children and workers on velocipedes. I turned and looked back to see one of the men emerging from the buildings behind me. I ran over a footbridge, down another street, then found myself cornered between three palazzi. There was no way out. I looked around for a means of escape. To my surprise, I noticed that above the door directly across from me was a façade carving of a swan with an anemone flower in its beak.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Go that way,” I heard a man yell from the alley.

      I ran to the door and knocked hard. A confused looking maid answered. “Please, let me in,” I told her.

      She shook her head.

      “Please,” I said, gesturing toward the swan, but the woman did not budge.

      Just then a startlingly beautiful woman with raven black hair and round, gold colored eyes appeared behind the woman. “What’s the matter?” she asked.

      The men’s rough voices floated toward the alley. “Please, let me in,” I said, trying to push my way inside.

      The woman started to push the door closed. “I don’t invite trouble.”

      Desperate, I grabbed her hand. “I have the kaleidoscope.”

      Her big eyes grew even larger. She peered closely at me then pulled me inside. She clapped the door shut behind her.

      “She’s not here,” one of the men called from the alley outside just moments later.

      The woman peered out the window. The midmorning sun shone in on her causing flecks of blue to sparkle in her black hair. After a moment, she leveled her golden eyes on me.

      “Hello, Lily,” she said in a rich voice that poured out of her like liquid velvet, “I didn’t recognize you dressed like that. Please, come with me,” she said, offering her hand. “I’m Celeste. Welcome to Palazzo del Cigno, the House of the Swan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      Celeste led me through the kitchens to a sitting room in the front of the house. She asked me to take a seat while she exchanged whispered words in Italian with someone unseen. Moments later the back door of the palazzo opened and shut. Pensive about Sal and the others, I paced the room.

      “Please, Lily, you’re safe here,” Celeste said. Taking a seat opposite me, she gestured for me to sit.

      “I was with my crew, a friend…they will be looking for me.”

      “I’ve sent a messenger to Ca’ Mocenigo,” Celeste said.

      “Wait, how did you kno—”

      “Gossip flows like the water in Venice. When Lord Byron moves, people talk.”

      “All right. Then how about you tell me what the hell is going on?”

      Celeste smiled at me as she leaned forward to pour us both a cup of tea. Her hands were long and elegant. Her light blue chiffon dress was cut so low that it revealed the very tops of her nipples. While the back of the gown was floor length, the front was cut into a very short skirt. Her long legs were covered with garters and white silk stockings; she wore painful looking high heels with metal rosettes and spiked bronze heels. I looked around the room. Nude statuary and painted images of lovers decorated the place.

      “Sugar or lemon?” she asked with a smile.

      “Who are you?”

      Celeste raised an eyebrow at me in assessment. “Sugar,” she decided and stirred two cubes into a cup and slid it toward me. “It depends on who you ask. I am known as a courtesan. The House of the Swan is a house of love.”

      “A brothel?”

      “Not quite. I am a courtesan…the lovers I take are of a certain level, a certain repute.”

      “I see, a high class brothel,” I said and paused. “You said, ‘it depends on who you ask.’ What does that mean?” I forced myself to sit and drink tea in hope it would calm my nerves.

      Celeste frowned at my bluntness. “My associates and I are practitioners of Venus. We are, in fact, priestesses of her cult, her ancient and secret worship. That truth would have us all in the stocks, but since you’ve made it here with the kaleidoscope, it seems you are trusted.”

      “By whom?”

      “Venus.”

      “Okay then,” I said, having heard enough. I set the cup down. Again, the tea leaves had fallen into the shape of a swan. “I really don’t know why someone passed me the kaleidoscope or what I am supposed to do with it, so why don’t I just give it to you and be on my way.”

      “Lily,” Celeste said, looking at me very seriously, “we need you. That is why the kaleidoscope came to you.”

      “Need me for what?”

      Celeste sighed. “A very ancient treasure is about to fall into the wrong hands. We need to recover it and secret it away before that happens. But we needed the kaleidoscope to find it, and we need you to make the kaleidoscope work.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “More than a thousand years ago, a treasure was stolen from the cult of Aphrodite. Our early efforts to recover the artifact were in vain; we never found it. The passage of time has kept this treasure hidden, despite of our best efforts to locate it. Now your countrymen are roaming around the ancient world raping it of all its goods. Your new British Museum is slowly filling with more Ionian artifacts than there are in Greece. My order is on a quest to recover our lost item before your countrymen find it first. What we seek to recover is something very special, not something to display in a museum. It is something your countrymen are desperate to find. We must find her before they do.”

      “Her?”

      “The Aphrodite of Knidos. The famed sculpture by Praxiteles.” Celeste rose and crossed the room. She took a small statuette from a pedestal and set it before me. “A replica,” she said. I looked at the statuette and realized I had seen the sculpture of naked Aphrodite, her hand in front of her pubis, before. My parents had one in our garden in Cornwall.

      “The real statue is no ordinary thing,” Celeste continued. “She is something special. For many years we have promoted a lie, saying she was destroyed in a fire in Constantinople. We thought our lie would help us hide the truth until we could recover her ourselves, but the British are good at examining details. We must recover her before the Dilettanti learn her location.”

      I had heard of the Dilettanti before. They were a group of Englishmen, mainly drunken gentry, who had a passion for antiquities. They were, in fact, building up the artifacts in the British Museum.

      “The Dilettanti see the Aphrodite of Knidos as a key artifact for their erotic collection, a crowning jewel,” Celeste continued. “She is, after all, the first nude ever sculpted, but she is so much more than that. They are desperate to find her, so desperate they stole the kaleidoscope, our only key to her true whereabouts, from our people in Paphos. They are so desperate, in fact, that you were just on the run from them. Yet, Venus saw you safely here.”

      “Why do you need me?” I asked.

      “Do you know the Greek dialogue called the Erōtes?”

      I shook my head.

      “In the dialogue it relates the tale of how three friends visited the Aphrodite of Knidos and contemplated the nature of love. The story is a bit absurd, but buried within the tale is the allusion to a second story told by a temple priestess. The priestess tells a story from the time of Praxiteles, nearly 1500 years ago, about a man who so loved Aphrodite that he spent night and day in worship before Praxiteles’ statue. So in love, he hid in the temple one night and made love to her. He was discovered, his lusty guilt left on the statue’s thigh. The man, a citizen of Knidos of high repute, was banished from the city. His name was Dorian Temenos.”

      I froze. It was like a ghost had walked into the room. Temenos. My family name. My real family name. That dead girl who had been thrown into the Thames awoke when she heard the name Dorian Temenos spoken aloud; it was her father’s name.

      “Yes, the name Dorian is repeatedly used down your family line. It was your ancient ancestor, Dorian Temenos, from Praxiteles time, who stole and hid the Aphrodite of Knidos. Upon his banishment, he secreted away the sculpture. The oracle at Delphi foretold that when the time came to protect her, only a true lover, a Temenos, would be able to recover the Aphrodite. Now you understand why we sought you. With your father dead, you are now the only remaining descendant of the ancient Dorian Temenos. It took us some work to find you. Who would have guessed that the world-famous airship racer Lily Stargazer was actually Penelope Temenos.”

      I rose then, took the kaleidoscope from my bag, and set it on the table. Without saying another word, I walked back to the door that led to the alley.

      “Lily? Lily, please wait,” Celeste called behind me.

      I did not turn around.

      I pushed open the back door and entered the alley where I had, not an hour before, scratched like a stray dog. I put on my dark glasses and walked away.

      Celeste ran after me. She grabbed my arm.

      “Lily, please, we need you.”

      “When I knocked on your door you told me ‘I don’t invite trouble.’ Let me tell you the same. I’m really sorry that a bunch of old men are after your statue. And I’m really sorry that you are still running around after ancient prophecies and dead gods, but it’s none of my business. Please don’t bother me again,” I said, shrugging her hand off.

      “But Lily, don’t you understand? The statue is not just a statue. She is more; she is the embodiment of love. Will you forsake her?”

      “I’ll forsake her only as much as she has forsaken me,” I replied and walked away.
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      I flagged down a gondolier and returned to Ca’ Mocenigo rattled and confused. When I arrived, I found Vittorio in a worried huff. Moments before Celeste’s messenger had gotten there, Jessup and Angus had gone to the Stargazer to look for me, and Sal had gone back to the Piazza.

      “Lord Byron would never forgive me if something happened to you,” Vittorio said.

      I asked Vittorio to send someone to the Stargazer to retrieve the crew then turned to head upstairs. But Vittorio stopped me.

      “Oh, Signorina, I nearly forgot,” Vittorio said, looking pale and shaken himself, “there is a British gentleman, a former Parliament member, or so he introduced himself, waiting to speak to you. I did try to get rid of him, but he was insistent. Will you see him?”

      “A former member of Parliament?”

      “Yes, um, Richard Payne Knight. He is an older gentleman. I believe he is in the antiquity trade.”

      Good lord, the day was getting better and better. “I need a minute to get out of this dress,” I said.

      “Of course,” Vittorio replied and motioned for a maid to take me upstairs through the servant stairwell.

      As I slipped into my regular clothes, I tried to remember anything I knew about Richard Payne Knight. He was, as Vittorio suggested, an antiquarian. Knight’s exploits into Athens were well known; he had spent the last decade cataloging and collecting the ancient world on behalf of the British Museum. It did not take a genius to figure out what he wanted from me.

      When I entered the drawing room, he was standing at the window looking down toward the canal. In his youth he had no doubt been impressively tall. He was still more than six feet in height but stood slumped, supported by a cane. His gray hair curled around his shoulders. He wore all black save an expensive looking white silk shirt with a ruffled collar.

      “Sir,” I said generously, considering he was likely behind the little jog I had taken across Venice earlier that day.

      “Ah, Miss Stargazer at last,” he said, crossing the room to take my hand.

      Reluctantly, I extended it. His hand was extremely white, wet, and luke-warm to the touch. When he kissed my fingers, a feeling of revulsion rocked my stomach. “Richard Payne Knight,” he introduced.

      “Seems you already know who I am. Would you like to take a seat?” I offered, wiping my hand on my trousers.

      “Yes, thank you. Sorry to surprise you, Miss Stargazer. I had actually heard Lord Byron was in residence and had come by to see him. When I learned that it was, in fact, Lily Stargazer at Ca’ Mocenigo, I thought to make your acquaintance. Old as I am, I love the races. We’re rather proud to have a lioness battling it out in the air on behalf of the crown. Do you know some have nicknamed you the valkyrie?”

      I did not like his face. His long nose was situated over too wet looking lips. Fat hung two-fold under his chin. While he spoke, his pale colored eyes roved around my body like snakes. “Do they? Can I offer you something to drink?”

      “Ah, no, Venetian hospitality has been hard at work in your absence. I am already full on the house wine.”

      Terrific, he was drunk. “What can I do for you, Mr. Knight?”

      “Ah, straight to the point, are you, Miss Stargazer? Perhaps that is why Lord Byron likes you, aside from your obvious qualities and talents. I’m looking for something, actually,” he said with a tap of his cane. I noticed then that the handle on his cane was shaped like a phallus.

      “Aren’t we all?”

      He laughed. “Well, what I am looking for is rather special,” he said and looked piercingly at me, “something that was recently stolen from my associates and me.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it.”

      “Yes, well, it was a rather unique ancient artifact. We suspect it was the work of the ancient astronomer Eudoxus. We are a bit desperate to recover it.”

      My patience had worn out. “Mr. Knight, I beg your pardon, British as I am I do appreciate tact, but I am not patient with intrigue. I already told Father Magill that I don’t have what you’re looking for…and in truth, I don’t have anything.”

      “Yes, yes, Arthur told us. Miss Stargazer, the Dilettanti are very fond of Lord Byron. He defines a level of eloquence we most admire. As well, from time to time, Lord Byron has been generous to us. We seek only to return his generosity and to support icons of our realm such as yourself,” he said very carefully, measuring his words as one might measure salt. “Our main interest lies in recovering what has been lost—on many levels—and that is all.”

      Celeste was right; this was a man on a crusade. I leaned forward and looked closely at him. “I don’t have anything, and I am not interested in being involved in finding anything. I am a simple air jockey.”

      The old man eyed me over and considered my words. “I understand,” he said finally. “Well, thank you for your time. We do wish you luck in Valencia,” he said, rising to leave.

      I followed him to the door, motioning for an attendant to show him out. He was about to leave when he paused and tried once more. “Lily, did you sell it? You’ve, I’m sorry for saying, a reputation as a bit of an opium eater. Perhaps—”

      “Good day, Mr. Knight,” I said, cutting him off. I closed the door on him and listened to the tap, tap, tap of his cane as he was led out of the palazzo. I leaned against the window and watched a gondolier load the old man into one of the sleek vessels. I was about to turn from the window when I heard an odd trumpeting sound. I looked out in time to see a pair of swans fly overhead.

      I rolled my eyes. I was beginning to feel like the Goddess of Love was stalking me. I took a deep breath and headed upstairs.
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      “What a crock of shite,” Angus exclaimed after I told him and Jessup about my meetings with both Celeste and Richard Payne Knight. While I had given them most of the details, I had left out the Temenos prophecy. I was still reeling from having heard the name spoken aloud. “You did the right thing, lassie. Best not to get mixed up in matters that aren’t your concern.”

      Jessup sat looking at his hands. It was not like him to mull over his thoughts.

      “What?” I asked him.

      He shrugged, spreading his hands, but didn’t answer.

      “Out with it.”

      “Well, this Celeste, she’s right, isn’t she? Doesn’t it seem wrong for a bunch of crusty old buggers to go ripping about the Mediterranean taking everything they want and hauling it back to London?”

      “The rebellious tribe of Boudicca speaks,” I said. “You have a point, but should I be risking my neck over it?”

      Before either of them had the chance to answer, the door to my bedroom burst open, and a wild-looking Sal came in. He said nothing but scooped me into his arms and crushed me against his chest. Taking their cue, Jessup and Angus made silent departures.

      “I can’t breathe,” I told Sal after a moment.

      “Are you all right?” he said, stepping back, smoothing my hair around my face.

      I relayed to him the sequence of events that had unfolded.

      “I went back to Anthony’s workshop. They tore the place apart and bloodied his nose. They were looking for the kaleidoscope. My Lily, I am so sorry. You were right behind me. I stopped for just a moment, and when I turned around, you were gone!”

      “Sal, I’m fine. How about Anthony? Is he all right?”

      “Surprised. Angry. But fine.”

      “I left the kaleidoscope with that woman. We came here to find out what it was and now we know. I’ve got too many of my own worries to get involved in this sort of mess.”

      Sal looked distressed. He held my hand, stroking my fingers. “The statue they seek is a rare treasure. Praxiteles is the most renowned sculptor of the ancient world. Thousands of people sailed to the ancient city of Knidos to view the Aphrodite. I thought the statue was lost in a fire in Constantinople.”

      “Celeste said it was a false lead, that the real statue was hidden by one of its admirers.”

      “The ancient cults, Lily, are very serious. To them, the Gods of the ancient world are as real as they were in the time of Troy. Praxiteles’ statute was created for the cult of Aphrodite Euploia, the goddess of fair voyages. A voyager yourself, you must see there seems to be some connection between you and this goddess. After all, only a stargazer would notice coordinates in a kaleidoscope,” Sal said.

      “Coordinates?”

      “I have been thinking about the kaleidoscope, the numbers, and why the object came to you specifically—your knowledge, your skills. The numbers seem to be a line of latitude. Venus is a morning and evening star. You saw the numbers in the evening star. What would we see if we viewed the numbers at the morning star?”

      “Another set of numbers. The exact coordinates?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “But surely someone else would have noticed after all these years. Knight said the kaleidoscope was ancient, the work of someone names Eudoxus.”

      “Eudoxus was an astronomer. He studied under Plato and was contemporary to Praxiteles. He may have also belonged to the cult of Aphrodite. It is certainly possible he tinkered the kaleidoscope. If the kaleidoscope was only meant to be used in a time of need, then no one may have ever known it was anything other than a colorful looking glass.”

      “Celeste said the Dilettanti stole it from Paphos.”

      “The Dilettanti have two sides. They are lovers of art and culture. On one hand they preserve history that would otherwise sit buried under rubble and grass, but on the other hand, they are dangerous connoisseurs of sexuality. They hold a secret museum of erotic art, so naturally all of London knows about it. They have shaken Pompeii loose of her riches and collected art from every ancient city they have unearthed in search of the divine physical form. No doubt, the Aphrodite of Knidos is a coveted prize, the most dazzling game piece of the ancient world. The courtesan likely did not exaggerate the dire nature of the situation. If the Dilettanti think they have a lead on the Aphrodite, they will not stop until they recover it.”

      “And if they do, then what? It will sit in the British Museum. Is that so bad?”

      “We will all go and marvel at Praxiteles’ creation whereas the cult of Venus, when they see her, will marvel at divine love.”

      I looked at Sal who was staring at me with great intensity. I giggled. “What, are you marveling at divine love?”

      Sal gently took me by both arms and pulled me into a deep kiss. Something felt different. There was a shift, a minor change in pressure, intensity, chemistry, between us. I felt the sweet softness of his lips and breathed in his comforting scent of sandalwood. For just a moment, my heart fluttered open.

      Sal laid me down and whispered in my ear. “When I thought something had happened to you, that I might have lost you…” he kissed me gently, and our eyes locked on one another.

      This was not Sal, the Italian, of Tinkers’ Hall talking to me. This was Salvatore Colonna of Rome, Sal who had old friends, a bad relationship with his brother, and a dead mother who would have liked me. This Sal was not distracted by inventions and devices. A different man, or, perhaps, the real Salvatore was looking down at me. I kissed this man back as Beatrice—or maybe Penelope—might have kissed him. Outside my open bedroom window, the swans sounded again, their calls reverberating deep in my soul.
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      Even though I was young when I was adopted, it didn’t take me long to figure out that my new situation was far worse than anything I could have ever imagined. Mr. Oleander made no effort to hide his repugnant behavior.

      My first night there, Mr. Oleander came into my and Nicolette’s room after Mr. Fletcher had gone to sleep. I could hear Mr. Fletcher snoring loudly in his room on the other side of the flat.

      The door creaked when Mr. Oleander entered.

      “Sir?” I said. I had been lying on a trundle rolled out from under Nicolette’s bed. Still worried about making a good impression, and desperate not to go back to the charity school, I sat up.

      “Go to sleep, Lily,” he said as he neared Nicolette’s bed. He bore a candle before him; his bent shadow moved along the wall. Nicolette never stirred. I guess, after all those years, she had grown to expect him.

      Puzzled, I stared at Mr. Oleander.

      “Mind your own business, pretty kitty, or I’ll make you my business. Lie down and close your eyes.”

      I was confused, but I did as I was told.

      “Don’t pretend you’re sleeping,” Mr. Oleander whispered to Nicolette.

      “Non. I am only tired,” I head Nicolette whisper.

      “Well, I won’t be long. Come on now. Let’s get acquainted,” he whispered.

      I heard Nicolette sit up, followed by a lot of wet sounds and Mr. Oleander moaning. I didn’t dare to look. After a few moments, I head Mr. Oleander direct Nicolette to lie down. The bed creaked. My trundle shifted when he crawled onto the bed with her.

      Then the bed started shaking. Mr. Oleander was groaning. Curiosity got the better of me. I peeked out from under the blankets to look. Mr. Oleander had pushed Nicolette’s skirts up to her neck and had poised himself between her open legs. He was pumping hard, his face contorted into a weird grimace. Nicolette, her body rocking, stared at the skylight overhead. Her expression was as empty as the full moon.

      Feeling sick, I pulled the blanket back over my head. My trundle rocked as Mr. Oleander relieved his lust on Nicolette. My bed shaking, I began to feel like it was happening to me too.

      “Ahh, by God, there we go,” Mr. Oleander said finally. Moments later he belted up and left, taking his candle with him.

      I crawled out from under my covers and looked at Nicolette. She lay motionless, staring up at the starry sky. Her dress was still pushed up around her neck, her body exposed. Not sure what to do, I gently pulled her skirts back down and covered her. She didn’t resist. In fact, she barely seemed to notice. I took her cold hand and sat beside her.

      “For some reason, I thought he was your father,” I whispered.

      She turned and looked at me. One tear slid from the corner of her eye. “He might be.”

      I was shocked by her answer. “Where is your mother?”

      “Dead. Oleander was one of my mother’s clients. He took me in when she died, brought me here.”

      “From France?”

      “Oui,” Nicolette said in an exhale.

      “How long ago?”

      She sighed. “I don’t remember anymore.”

      I lay my cheek on her hand and said nothing else. I was frightened to my core that I would share Nicolette’s fate. Maybe it would have been better if I had drowned in the Thames. What a choice: be left for dead or be abused until you were dead inside. All I knew was that I did not want that man’s hands on me. I swore that no one would ever touch me without my permission. But I never could have anticipated what was to come.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Standing on a pedestal above an adoring crowd, I felt eyes roving over my naked body. I tried to cover myself, but my arms, stiff as stone, were frozen in place. Inside, I burned. All eyes devoured me: my lips, my thighs, my bare breasts, my secret female parts. Men and women gazed on me with desire and envy. I could read their lusty thoughts in their eyes. At night, as they made love to their paramours, they would imagine the upturn of my nipples, the roundness of my bottom. And I could not prevent them. Their thoughts raped me. They circled around me, gazing, absorbing my every curve. They would comment on my buttocks, my breasts, on which view was more preferable, back or front. The Phoenicians, the Koans, the Knidians, and the Greeks would all come and see what Praxiteles had made. With eyes of stone, I stared out at the blue-green waters of the Aegean and pretended they did not molest me. I thought of what I would say if I could speak, but my stony lips never uttered even a murmur.

      “Be silent. Be still,” Mr. Oleander whispered as he crawled into Nicolette’s bed.

      Moonlight poured in through the skylight, illuminating the room. Nicolette’s face was white, almost translucent. Her glazed over eyes were staring at some far-off point no one could see but her. Her body rocked back and forth. Mr. Oleander’s shadow rolled over her like a storm cloud.

      Nicolette turned her head. She wore the face of the Aphrodite. Her glossy eyes met mine. Her hand slid from the bed. I took it. It was cold as stone.

      “Lily,” she rasped. “Save me!”

      I sat bolt upright. Outside, a gondolier was singing as he poled past the palazzo. I was shaking and drenched in sweat: fucking dreams, as always, the fucking nightmares. I tried to catch my breath. Undisturbed, Sal lay sleeping in the bed beside me. I poured a glass of water and rose. Still naked, the rub of lovemaking fresh on my skin, I leaned against the frame of the balcony window. A wind blew across the Adriatic. It cooled my sticky flesh. Moonlight shone down on me. Its luminescence made the canal waters sparkle with silver light.

      I tried so hard to forget everything, to forget the years with Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Oleander, to forget what had happened to Nicolette and me, but the dreams wouldn’t let it go. Now my dreams were a confused mess, a mix of the mystery of the statue and the pain of the past. And every time I saw Nicolette, even if it was just in a dream, my heart broke again.

      As I gazed out at the canal waters, I thought I saw Nicolette’s porcelain face appear amongst the waves. The image disappeared under the water. And again, I could not save her. But I could save the Aphrodite. Celeste was desperate. Sal was willing. Byron was encouraging. And an ancient prophecy said someone from my family line—my real family line—would protect the Goddess of Love. I didn’t set much stock in such intangible things as prophecies or the familial duty of a family with which I had no connection. But Nicolette had been tangible, someone who had been family. She too had been the victim of hungry eyes. Would I let the sculpture fall to the same fate?

      I closed my eyes and calculated. It had been about nine years since she died—no, no more of this. I wouldn’t think of it anymore. I calculated again. I had not smoked opium for hours. The laudanum was supposed to have the same effect, but it didn’t. Nothing made me feel better than smoking opium. Nothing made me forget better than smoking opium.

      As silently as possible, I pulled a chair to the open balcony doorway. I dug in my satchel and pulled out my pipe. It had gotten tangled up in the kaleidoscope’s cloth wrapping which lay forgotten in my bag. After a couple of hits, my hands started to steady. The images from the dream started to melt. I was able, once again, to push Nicolette’s memory back into the dark place inside me where I kept her. Where I kept her safe. My eyes floated, my head humming. I looked at the cloth; the image of the swan was hidden in the darkness. As a gondolier passed, he looked up to find me sitting naked in the starlight.

      “Bellisimo!” he called excitedly, extending both arms to the night’s sky.

      Feeling momentarily modest, I dropped the kaleidoscope’s wrapping over my cunny.

      “Venere pudica,” the gondolier called with a laugh then poled way.

      “Modest Venus,” Sal said from the bed behind me.

      I looked back at him. The moonlight fell on his naked body. He looked beautiful, his silver-streaked hair shining. “What did you say?”

      “Venere pudica means ‘Modest Venus.’ That is the Aphrodite of Knidos’ common title.”

      “Just how do you know so much about this statue?”

      Sal shrugged. “My brother donated a copy to the Pope a few years ago.”

      I considered for a moment then laughed out loud.

      Sal smiled wryly. “What is it, my Lily?”

      “Well, I guess we have to find her.”

      Sal rose and came to stand behind me. He kissed my earlobe. “I know,” he whispered.
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      It was sometime after midnight when there was a knock on the door. Sal and I had been lying in bed entwined in one another’s arms. Sighing heavily, I reluctantly got up and pulled on a robe while Sal, a sheet wrapped around his waist, answered the door.

      “Ah, Signor Colonna…” Vittorio said, looking a little embarrassed, “pardon the intrusion. Signorina Stargazer, I am so sorry to bother you, but someone, a woman, has come through one of the secret passages between the buildings of Ca’ Mocenigo. She wants to speak with you. Her name is—”

      “Celeste.”

      Vittorio nodded.

      “Can you escort her to the dining room? I’ll be down in a minute.”

      Vittorio nodded and headed back down the hall.

      “Shall I come?” Sal asked.

      “Give me a minute with her first?”

      Sal’s expression was gentle. “As you wish.”

      I slipped on a pair of slippers and headed downstairs. When Celeste entered I was a bit startled; she was wearing a hooded cape and a carnival mask. The porcelain mask was intricately decorated around the eyes and cheeks with inlaid filigree metalwork. Copper and brass rosettes trimmed the brow line.

      “One of the benefits of living in Venice,” she said, removing the mask, “is that we are deft at subterfuge. Of course, in my trade, I also know everyone’s secret stairwells,” she said with a smile.

      I wondered then if we shared something, someone, else in common but decided not to ask.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me,” she said and took a seat beside me.

      I nodded. At once, my senses were overcome by the smell of her perfume; the rich scent of gardenia emanated from her. Thanks to the opium, everything in the room seemed amplified yet slightly out of joint.

      “Lily,” she said then, leveling those huge golden eyes on me, “I need to apologize to you. Have you ever been so passionate about something that you just assume everyone else around you cares as much as you do?”

      “I’m a professional airship racer,” I replied with a grin.

      Her serious demeanor cracked. She laughed but then smiled sympathetically and took my hand. “I never thought about why you changed your name. To be honest, I never even cared. It was not until I spoke of your father, of your past, and I saw the look on your face…I’m sorry I have pried into something very private.” With the accuracy I would expect from an expert on matters of the heart, she had hit her mark.

      “My father…you said he’s dead. That is certain?”

      Celeste looked sympathetically at me. “As far as we were able to ascertain, yes.”

      I had always considered myself an orphan, but something about knowing for sure saddened me. I thrust the feeling away as soon as it arose, holding back tears that welled, choking them down.

      “Who was the harlequin? The man who died to give the kaleidoscope to me?” I asked.

      Celeste’s forehead furrowed, and her lips pulled back tightly. “His name was Demetris. He was someone very special to me. He was one of us…a priest, really, from Paphos.”

      The look on her face explained it all. Her love had died to save the Aphrodite.

      “I want you to meet someone,” I told her. “We made a discovery, but you must promise not to discuss prophecies, or ancient ancestors, or…my father. If you can promise that, I’ll help you.”

      The lines around her mouth softened. “Of course.”

      I rose and asked Sal to join us. Now dressed, he’d been waiting in the drawing room. He entered carrying a rolled map. He smiled at Celeste and introduced himself. After simple pleasantries, we got down to business. I relayed to Celeste what I had seen in the kaleidoscope.

      “I believe the numbers represent a line of latitude. It is virtually useless without the line of longitude. But I do have a theory,” Sal explained.

      “Sal believes that when Venus is a morning star it may reveal the longitude coordinates,” I said.

      Celeste opened a small leather journal and set it on the table. “Venus is about to fall into a period when she is not visible from Earth. But Demetris, the other person searching for the Aphrodite, also saw numbers in the kaleidoscope. And he saw them on the morning star. We didn’t know what they were. Here,” she said pointing to a page where copious notes had been jotted in Greek and a series of numbers.

      Sal picked up the journal and read over the notes. He handed me the map then opened a wooden chest he’d carried with him from London. I spread out the map. From inside the chest, Sal took out a number of small measures, a modified sextant, and a very old looking astrolabe connected to a series of dials. Sal went to the front of the palazzo with the sextant and journal, returning several minutes later with numbers scratched down the margin. He then worked the measures and finally set the dial. We sat back and watched; the astrolabe turned, the gears on the dial rotated, clicking into place. Sal took out a pen and drew two lines on the map. Where they crossed, he drew a circle.

      Celeste leaned over the map. “That’s not Knidos,” she said.

      “No, that is the isle of Kos,” Sal replied.

      “The Aphrodite statue was originally created for Kos, but the citizens were shocked by her nudity. They purchased a second Aphrodite by Praxiteles instead, a draped figure. The nude stayed in Knidos,” Celeste told us.

      “Maybe Kos ended up with the nude after all,” I suggested.

      “But why would Temenos take the Aphrodite to Kos?” Celeste mused.

      Sal looked confused.

      “A man named Temenos hid the Aphrodite,” I explained away.

      “We must go to Kos,” Celeste said.

      “Lily, you can’t take the Stargazer. The Dilettanti will follow,” Sal warned.

      “I have an associate with a ship. Veronica will let you take the Bacchus,” Celeste offered.

      “The Bacchus?” I asked.

      “It is a pleasure craft.”

      I frowned.

      “I’ll arrange it. Can you be ready by dawn?” Celeste asked.

      Sal and I looked at one another. Dawn was only four hours away.

      “I will need some things. If you can arrange for them, we’ll be ready,” Sal said then began jotting a list on one of the blank pages of Demetris’ journal. He handed the book to Celeste. She read over the list, looked at Sal inquisitively, then nodded.

      “I’ll make the arrangements,” she said and rose to go. Celeste smiled at me with gratitude before she donned her mask and left.

      Sal and I stood staring down at the map.

      “The Greeks and Ottomans are at war,” I commented absently.

      “Yes,” Sal replied with a sigh. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder, pulled me close, and kissed the nape of my neck.

      We were going. Now I just needed to figure out how to tell Angus and Jessup.
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      “You’re just looking for trouble, lassie. Don’t you have enough problems of your own? And what the fuck are we supposed to do if you get yourself killed?” Angus grumbled.

      He had a point. “Look, I’m just trying to help. Once it’s done then it’s done. Besides, Sal will be there. You and Jessup can stay in Venice and work on the modifications to the Stargazer. I promise I won’t be longer than a week.”

      “We’ve heard that before,” Jessup said with a sour face.

      “I mean it. If this turns into a rabbit hole, I’ll come back to Venice.”

      Angus sighed heavily and shook his head. “One day, you need to quit running,” he said, his dark blue eyes meeting and holding mine.

      I sighed.

      Sal looked from Angus to me but asked nothing.

      “No more than a week. You promise,” Jessup said, pointing his finger at me. “We need to get ready for Valencia.”

      “I’ll be back,” I promised.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By dawn, Sal and I were standing on the roof of Palazzo del Cigno staring up at the airship I would pilot on loan.

      “Flying the Bacchus is a lot like navigating a bathtub in a squall, but the old float chugs along,” Veronica said with a laugh. Veronica, or Roni as she told us to call her, had wild brown hair that looped out of control. A lock of pure white hair jutted out from her temple and trailed away from her face, getting lost in a forest of curls. Not even her goggles could keep the wild locks at bay. Her husky voice told me she smoked and drank strong liquor. She wore black boots reaching up to her thighs, short black leather shorts, and a chainmail and leather bodice. Standing side by side with Celeste, Roni made the courtesan look as rigid as the statue she sought.

      But Roni was right. The Bacchus was a heavy old airship. Its gold and purple striped balloon, decorated with the image of the Dionysian god, shifted in the morning air. Its deck was covered by a gold tarp. At the front of the ship was a massive figurehead of Bacchus. Roni’s gear galleyman and balloonman, both trained not to ask questions, were along for the ride. I felt uneasy helming someone else’s ship, but neither Roni nor her crew seemed to mind.

      “I’d give you a few pointers, Stargazer, but there’s nothing here you won’t be able to manage. Just don’t get too fast or too fancy, and he’ll cooperate,” she told me. She then turned her attention to Sal. “And who are you?” she asked abruptly, looking him over from head to toe with a sparkle in her eye that evoked a twinge of jealousy. My reaction surprised me.

      “Salvatore Colonna,” he said graciously, bending to kiss her gloved hand.

      “Nice to meet you,” she said prettily. “Colonna? Gee, Stargazer, you have a thing for important men,” she said with a laugh.

      I didn’t understand the joke. Puzzled, I looked at Sal who simply shrugged.

      Roni and Celeste then exchanged a few words. Roni checked in with her crew one more time, and then with a wave, she headed toward the door that led to the palazzo below.

      “Have fun,” she called to me then passed Sal a naughty wink that made him chuckle. The door to the palazzo closed behind her with a bang. I got the impression that wherever Roni went, noise followed.

      Celeste, Sal, and I stood looking up at the Bacchus. The rope ladder leading upward wagged in the breeze.

      “You going to be all right?” I asked Celeste as I eyed the ladder. While she had changed into more reasonable tan colored travel trousers, laced suede boots, and linen top, something told me that most of her physical exertion usually happened between the sheets.

      Celeste followed my gaze up the ladder. It was about fifteen feet to the ship. “I’ll manage,” she replied. And with courage that impressed me, she headed up. Sal and I followed behind.

      Once aboard, Sal pulled up the ladder and set the astrolabe. With a few words to Roni’s crew, we set sail. Once we’d risen over Venice, I turned the ship, and we headed south-east. The good thing about the Bacchus was that it was rigged for overnight passengers and long trips. The bad thing was that the trip to Kos was nearly 2200 kilometers. It would take almost two days to get there. Because Greece was, in fact, in a war for independence, we would need a route that avoided the conflict. After considering options, we decided we would fly first to British-held Malta. From Malta we would cross the Mediterranean Sea to Kos. It was a roundabout path, but it kept us out of the war. Malta was a sailors’ port. Supplies, news, and other luxuries would be in abundance. And if anyone did spot me there, well, no one could guess where I was headed.

      Sal stood at the wheel beside me as we slipped out of the lagoon and began following the Italian shoreline south. The sun was just rising on the horizon. It illuminated the receding night’s sky with a yellow sheen.

      “Well, Mr. Colonna, seems like you are keeping secrets. What did Roni mean?” I didn’t like the idea that Roni knew more about the man at my side than I did.

      Sal wrapped his arms around my waist and leaned his head against mine. “Ah, yes, important Colonna men. There are many Colonnas in Italy who are important, but I am not one of them. The Colonna family is very rich and very powerful. My father was a Colonna; my mother was a serving woman. I am just a tinker with an important name and a father who never thought I was good enough to worry about,” he said and paused, “and a famous brother not interested in his father’s bastards.”

      There was an odd tremor in Sal’s voice I had never heard before. I was suddenly very sorry I had pried. “Well, they don’t know what they are missing,” I said and turned to kiss Sal sweetly on the lips.

      “My Lily,” he whispered, kissing me again. And then, with a playful pat on my ass, he went below to the gear galley.

      As I watched him go, I wondered about my own secrets. Like Sal, another life lived locked inside of me. Long ago I had a mother and father. Long ago they called me Penelope. Then the woman who’d given me life tried to take my life. When she didn’t succeed, she’d left me like a piece of rubbish at a stranger’s door. Was this division of self what caused me, and Sal, from really connecting? Was that why now, with our secret selves circling around the edges, we were starting to feel something more than lust? The thought both enthralled and terrified me.

      Before teatime we neared Pescara, and I navigated the Bacchus westward over the Italian countryside toward Naples. Roni’s crew had made the trip to Malta at least a hundred times. Malta had a reputation as a good place to stop if you were in the exotic commodities trade. Given Roni’s and Celeste’s professions, exotic commodities were all they traded.

      In the late afternoon, after passing Naples, I turned the Bacchus south for a ride over the Mediterranean Sea. We would pass over the southern tip of Italy, east of Palermo, and break again across the sea to Malta. We should put in by sunset.

      The Bacchus, while bulky, turned out to be a very sturdy old vessel. Its hearty endurance, rather than the charismatic finesse of the Stargazer, reminded me a lot of the Iphigenia. Like it or not, it was on Mr. Fletcher’s and Mr. Oleander’s Iphigenia that I had learned to fly. That behemoth was just as cumbersome as the ship whose wheel I now held.

      As we came to the shore of the Mediterranean, Celeste and Sal stood at the side of the ship and gazed out at the water. The Mediterranean’s gleaming waves made my eyes crinkle. I pulled down my dark goggles and tried to fight the memories that seemed to insist themselves upon me, but the feel of the Bacchus, so like the Iphigenia, and the image of the pair at the rail took me back.

      I was almost thirteen when the seams of my adopted family life started to unravel. The balance between Mr. Fletcher, Mr. Oleander, Nicolette, and I could easily be likened to a broken vase that had been poorly mended; with the slightest bit of pressure, it would collapse. And that is exactly what had happened.

      Despite Mr. Oleander’s initial insisting that my sole purpose in life would be to slip between the gears in the galley and help mend, grease, and run the airship propellers, Mr. Fletcher saw something else in me. Over the years, Mr. Fletcher had taken an interest in my education and taught me everything he knew, which was a considerable amount. I learned how to keep books, bargain for parts, charm clients, and navigate an airship through the worst weather conditions. There were times when no airship was in the sky save the Iphigenia; Mr. Fletcher did not fear the wind.

      Mr. Fletcher was like a father to me. When he would catch Mr. Oleander looking sideways at me, or calling me to sit on his lap, Mr. Fletcher always gave him a look.

      “Yes, brother, yes, yes,” Mr. Oleander would reply then shoo me away. But I could always feel Mr. Oleander’s eyes on me, watching, waiting. I never dared get far from Mr. Fletcher for fear of Mr. Oleander. But then, as time would tell, Mr. Fletcher was no saint either. While I had become apprentice to Mr. Fletcher, Nicolette bore the largest burden on our ship. We were not dubbed a pleasure craft the way the Bacchus was, but everyone knew about the French girl on the Iphigenia. Nicolette’s body was often the reason why we had so many fares. When I was about ten, a well-dressed man had inquired on so-using me. When Mr. Fletcher said no, Mr. Oleander cursed him.

      “If I didn’t know better, brother, I’d say you’d be willing to sink us all on account of that alley cat,” Mr. Oleander had said.

      Mr. Fletcher, who was drunk at the time, had hit Mr. Oleander so hard that his mouth had bled. After that, I think Mr. Oleander hated me. It was, in my recollection, the only instance when the two brothers had quarreled. Of course, they were not really related.

      “Mr. Oleander used to be married to Mr. Fletcher’s sister. I overhead someone say she died in an accident, fell from the Iphigenia, before I was brought to England,” Nicolette explained.

      This seemed odd to me. No one ever mentioned the woman. And given the mood of our house, neither Nicolette nor I would dare ask. Despite having had previous romantic attachments, Mr. Oleander never remarried. Why would he? He had made Nicolette his in-house concubine. It was this miserable attachment Mr. Oleander had to Nicolette that led to the ungluing.

      Nicolette was about twenty-two the year it happened. For the last year, she had grown increasingly distant and secretive. Every night, after Mr. Oleander used her as was his custom, she’d slip out of our room only to return before sunup. Despite my quizzing, she would never tell me where she was going. All she would say is, “Don’t tell. Promise me, Lil. Promise you won’t tell.” Then, to my terror, she would climb out of the skylight and make her way across the roof. I could hear the timbers overhead creaking as she walked.

      It went on like this for months. I never knew where she went, and she would never tell me. When pressed, she’d say: ”it’s for your own good. The less you know, the better.” One day, however, I was sent on an errand with Nicolette to the Hungerford Market. Nicolette had tried to shake me in the crowd, but I was not easily dissuaded. I knew something was going on. I followed Nicolette and found her locked in the arms of Abbot, the son of our parts vendor.

      “Mon dieu, Lily!” Nicolette exclaimed when she spotted me staring at her.

      Angry she had not trusted me with her secret, I ran away from her. When Nicolette finally found me in the crowd, she had tears streaming from her eyes. “Please, please don’t tell them! You don’t understand! Please, Lily. Not now. Not now that I’m…” she fell sobbing into a heap.

      “I would never tell them!” I stammered out angrily. How could she think I would betray her?

      “Lily,” she said then, smoothing the hair away from my face. “Don’t be angry. I just don’t want them to know because Abbot and I are going to run away. You know they would never let me go, but I am going to have a baby. I have to go!”

      She was right. Mr. Oleander might just as well kill her before he let her go, and I told her so.

      “That’s why it must be secret. I am going to leave this Friday before Mr. Oleander takes the ship to Dublin. I can’t bear the thought of a bunch of old fuckers riding me while I’m pregnant with Abbot’s child. I love him, Lily. He is going to marry me. Please, please promise me you will keep it secret,” she said in desperation.

      “Don’t you know how much I love you!” I retorted hotly. “I would never betray you.”

      “Of course…it’s just…I just can’t think straight. I didn’t want you to know. I didn’t want them to suspect you knew anything. I am afraid for you. What if Mr. Oleander—”

      “Mr. Fletcher won’t allow it.”

      “You mustn’t trust him so much. He has used me from time to time as well. They are both wicked men. You should come away with Abbot and me. Come with us and be a big sister to our baby.”

      Could I really just run off? Wouldn’t they come after us? And didn’t I owe Mr. Fletcher better than that? I thought about Nicolette’s words. I knew Mr. Fletcher had been with Nicolette but always in the privacy of his room. And she was always given something new, a dress, a scarf, something, the next day. He wasn’t like Mr. Oleander.

      Despite her best intentions, things had not gone as Nicolette had planned.

      “Get up, girls! You lazy lot. Up! Good for nothin’ pack of women,” Mr. Oleander had screamed at Nicolette and me. We’d been sleeping in our small room in the Nell’s Yard flat. “Why Fletcher ever loaded us up with a house full of no good whores . . .” Mr. Oleander muttered to himself as he slammed the door behind him. In the main room of the flat, I could hear him slamming his tools around.

      I opened my eyes sleepily and gazed up at the skylight. It was still dark outside. The smell of alcohol emanating from Mr. Oleander lingered in his wake.

      “Oh non,” Nicolette whispered. “Why is he up so early?”

      The terror in her voice snapped me out of my sleepy state. Nicolette had planned to slip away in the morning after Mr. Oleander left to prep the ship. Our usual routine was for Mr. Fletcher, Nicolette, and me to go to the ship about an hour after Mr. Oleander had departed. With Mr. Fletcher in Paris for the weekend to look over a new ship, Mr. Oleander had changed his schedule.

      “Lily! Nicolette! Move it!” Mr. Oleander screamed from the other room.

      “What do I do? What should I do?” Nicolette asked breathlessly. I could see she was starting to panic.

      “Wait. Just wait. Just hold on. Tomorrow. Go tomorrow.”

      The door burst back open. “Lazy whore! Get up!” Mr. Oleander stormed across the room, grabbed Nicolette by the hair, and tossed her out of the bed and onto the floor. “Now move! Our well-to-do clients are already in Dublin and are waiting on a ferry back. We need to be there first thing.”

      I was already pulling on my boots when Mr. Oleander turned in wrath toward me. Seeing I was almost ready, he grunted at me and left.

      Hurriedly, Nicolette dressed and tried to fight back her tears. Her face had gone deathly pale. While her misery was readily apparent, Mr. Oleander had not even noticed. He herded Nicolette and me out onto the foggy London streets all the while cursing about his capricious clients.

      “Come to Dublin. Can’t they just take a fucking Irish ship back? Come to Dublin. Of all the weekends for Fletcher to go to Paris,” Mr. Oleander muttered angrily. I noticed that Mr. Oleander staggered as he walked. He was either still drunk or drunk already. I wasn’t sure which.

      Nicolette and I followed Mr. Oleander through the fog toward the airship towers. The flickering lights of the gaslamps cast long shadows on the nearly empty streets. Besides the other servants and tradesmen already at work, the rest of London was still in bed.

      I tried to choke back the terror that had my heart slamming in my chest. I hated being alone with Mr. Oleander in the first place, but now I could feel a storm brewing. With Mr. Fletcher gone, it was up to me to pilot the ship across the Irish Sea. It was not a difficult trip, but my hands shook. I cast a glance at Nicolette. All the blood had drained from her face. I feared she would faint. I feared even more that Mr. Oleander would finally realize that something was wrong. Though I was filled with dread, I went through the motions regardless.

      Once we were aboard the Iphigenia, I set about prepping the ship and tried not to draw attention to the fact that Nicolette was curled up against the bulwark crying. We debarked, and soon were flying over the summer country. After we passed over the coast of Wales, Mr. Oleander came out of the galley to check the balloon.

      “Get changed,” he barked at Nicolette.

      Nicolette was standing at the rail looking out at the water. I’d feared she was going to throw herself overboard. When she did not move, Mr. Oleander crossed the deck toward her. They stood side by side, just like Sal and Celeste stood before me, when it all happened.

      “I told you to get changed,” Mr. Oleander bellowed at Nicolette.

      “Non,” she finally replied.

      My whole body froze. It was as if we, aloft and gliding over the Irish Sea, were the only people in the world. It was early morning. The sun had barely risen. Only the first of the sea birds had taken flight. The world was quiet. With only the wind and balloon burner making sound, Nicolette’s “non” carried on the breeze.

      “What did you say?” I could hear the anger in Mr. Oleander’s voice.

      I wanted to call out to Nicolette, to encourage her. She just had to wait a little while longer. But I knew I should stay silent: hold the wheel, keep the ship steady, try not to draw attention to myself.

      “I told you no, you creepy old bugger,” she replied.

      He hit her so hard I heard her nose snap when it broke.

      Nicolette suppressed a yelp as blood came spraying out. He grabbed her by the throat and pushed her against the rail, leaning her over the water. When he did, her obviously pregnant stomach protruded pronouncedly. I saw him take in the sight. He pulled her back.

      “So you went and got my baby in your belly after all,” he said, his hand reaching toward her stomach.

      She slapped his hand away. “What makes you think you have life in that old, dead stump of yours? You’ve been pounding me for years with no results. You’re just a dried up old tool.”

      A lump rose in my throat, and I wanted to scream out to her to be quiet, but I could not speak.

      “One of our clients? No, not that. Got yourself a young man, did you?” Mr. Oleander asked. His words were low and calm, making the danger all too apparent.

      “I’m done with you. When we get back to London, this is over,” she said.

      “And what makes you think I’ll let you go?” Mr. Oleander replied.

      “You can’t stop me. I’m not a slave.”

      “You’re no slave, you are right about that, by God. But I can stop you,” he said, and with a hard shove, he pushed Nicolette into the sea.

      I suppressed a scream and ran to the side of the Iphigenia in time to see Nicolette hit the water below. She smashed into the waves with such impact that it no doubt knocked her unconscious. She floated for a moment on the waves but then her clothes, made heavy by the water, began to pull her under. Her blonde hair fanned out like a halo around her as the waves pulled her down. I saw her face, clear and pale as the moon, slip from the light and fall under the dark waves. Moments later, she was gone.

      Mr. Oleander and I stood alone on the deck of the Iphigenia, both of us watching the murdered girl simply disappear.

      I looked away from the water. Gazing upward, I noticed there was a star in the morning sky. I took a deep breath, knowing Mr. Oleander had turned his eyes to me, and went back to the wheel of the ship. I checked the coordinates then turned the wheel, piloting the ship northward toward Dublin. I said nothing, only held the wheel, because I knew my life depended on it.
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      “Lily?” Sal’s voice broke in. From his tone, I could tell it was not the first time he’d said my name.

      “I’m sorry. What is it, love?”

      “Wine,” he said with a laugh, pushing a glass toward me.

      I pulled off my goggles. The sun was already setting. I looked across the deck of the Bacchus. Celeste raised her glass to me in toast then took a drink. I took the cup from Sal.

      “The crew says we will near Malta within the hour,” he said, taking a drink from his goblet. “Ah, as I suspected. On the Bacchus, they have good wine. Drink, my Lily, it will clear your head,” he said then, eyeing me with perception that made me uncomfortable.

      I locked the wheel and took a deep drink, swishing the dark red wine in my mouth. The dry flavor of the grapes, with undertones of cedar and lavender, crept up my nose.

      “Are you all right?” Sal asked me.

      “Do you remember a boy named Abbot? A parts vendor? Bradley’s son.”

      “I think so.”

      “Whatever happened to him?”

      “Hmm, yes, I remember,” Sal said taking a sip of his wine. “He died. Bradley closed his stall for a week. The boy became a sailor and was drowned at sea. Why?”

      “I just remembered him…from before.” It grieved me to know his fate. It was like the ocean had taken their little family. Having barely escaped the water myself, I shuddered. I tried to shift my attention away. “Have you ever been to Malta?” I asked Sal.

      “Oh yes, many times,” he said as he swirled the wine around in his cup. “Interesting place,” he added with a grin then drained the glass.

      “Very interesting,” I said with a smirk as I took a long drink. Indeed, how many times had I woken up in Malta not knowing how I’d gotten there? One of my best memories was of waking up on board a yacht docked in Malta with Byron at my side. We played near the tranquil and startlingly azure waters of the Blue Lagoon until Byron’s fans became too overwhelming. Byron did like attention, but only when he wanted.

      The airship towers came into view just as the sun was beginning to set. They were situated around St. Mary’s Tower, a stone fortress turned sailors’ port on the small Maltese isle of Comino. The scene below the towers was raucous. Loud, cheerful voices rose upward into the night’s sky. From the fireworks exploding in the air to the tall bonfires burning along the beach, it seemed that nothing about Malta had changed.

      I piloted the Bacchus into port on the most distant tower. Most of the air docks were already occupied, and in the water below, boats of every fashion were anchored all around the island. Roni’s crew checked in with the stationmaster. We would spend the night in Malta and leave for Kos in the morning.

      “Let’s get into trouble,” I told Sal after the Bacchus had been anchored.

      “While I couldn’t agree more, we must be careful in case someone recognizes you,” Sal said.

      I looked below. The platform around the tower, the stairs leading to it, and the tower rooftop was bustling with people and excitement. I was itching for a drink, a smoke, and a nice dark corner for Sal and I to play in. “Fuck it,” I said. “By the time news travels anywhere, we’ll be gone.” I tossed on my cap.

      Sal smiled. “Lead the way.”

      Celeste, however, was apprehensive. “I’ll stay aboard,” she said. “I’d rather not show my face here just now,” she added, looking up from a book she’d been reading. “Are you certain you should go?”

      I shrugged. It was only one night, and nothing in life was certain. And it was Malta.

      As Sal and I debarked, Celeste followed us to the side of the ship. “Please be careful, Lily. And do come back,” she added with a knowing smile.

      “I’ll do my best,” I replied, and we headed down to St. Mary’s Tower.

      Malta was just as I’d left it. The stairs leading to the tower were packed with people. Common whores were displaying their tits and almost everything else, a group of Persian men with billowing pants were smoking hookah, and spice vendors, gun traders, and even pirates—of both the air and sea—were everywhere we looked. Sal and I went into the massive stone tower.

      Constructed by the Knights of St. John, St. Mary’s was originally a military watchtower. It was the only structure on the isle of Comino, a small archipelago between the two larger islands of Malta. It had four proper tower spires on the cardinal corners, and its roof was still mounted with canons. While Malta was now under British rule, the military had little use for the traders’ port of Comino and kept instead to the main isle of Malta. Something told me that I was not likely to see any aged antiquities collectors.

      Sal and I went in search of the Arabian opium vendors. The arched hallways of the massive stone building were congested. We could buy almost anything, from elaborate wood carvings to delicacies from every corner of the world, from colorful silk scarves from the east to tobacco from the west. The sharp smell of animal urine burned my nose as we passed cages full of monkeys. They shrieked at us. In one dimly lit alcove, I spot a group of air pirates standing around a comrade being tattooed by a Moorish ink artist. Women with alluring eyes outlined with charcoal peered at us from above their veils as their hands worked busily shifting Maltese cumin and other rare spices into bags and vials. As expected, tinkers hawked their wares; a myriad of vibration and crystal powered instruments were on display. To my surprise, Sal only eyed the items and kept moving.

      The opium vendors kept a room in the corner of the tower. The smell of burning opium made them easy to find. When we entered, we were immediately seated under a private, draped canopy. There were at least a dozen such satin tents in the room, the drapes for which were suspended from the ceiling. All the tents opened toward the center of the room. We sat on satin pillows and watched a topless woman do a belly dance while she held a snake around her shoulders and balanced a sword on her head.

      “Dance like that for me. Please,” Sal said jokingly.

      “I don’t have a snake,” I replied with a laugh.

      “I’ll buy one for you. I saw a basket of them in the hallway.”

      We both laughed.

      In another corner, two old men played enchanting rhythmic music on long-necked stringed instruments. In the hallway just outside the room, I spotted a man moving slowly along, his metal leg, a tinkered contraption attached where his knee should have been, clacked as he stepped. Sal eyed him with curiosity.

      Soon they brought us a decanter of vinum opii, a wine made of distilled opium syrup, sugar, cloves, and other herbs. For me, it was like an appetizer. We drank the wine and let its effects sink in. Shortly after, a man wearing a white satin turban brought a tray on which he had a syringe and vile of refined and extracted opium: morphine. Sal, whose use was not as frequent as mine, in fact, I think I brought out the worst in him, passed. I, on the other hand, motioned for the man to proceed. After wiping my skin with alcohol, he stuck me with the syringe. At first the morphine burned, but then a warm sensation took over, and I smiled from ear to ear. At once, Nicolette and everything else was forgotten. This was what I had wanted.

      I leaned back against Sal, who, on second thought, asked the man to bring him an opium pipe. Sal’s hand slid down the front of my shirt, and he sat stroking my breasts, fingering my nipples. As we watched the woman dance, my body began to feel heavy. I imagined I was sinking into Sal, our bodies becoming one.

      Time had become a complete blur. Before I knew it, Sal had finished his pipe. I didn’t even remember the vendor bringing it to him. Sal settled our bill and led us back outside.

      “Let’s go to the beach,” he said.

      I was glad that Sal was more sober than me. Comino, while it had a winding path to the beach below, also had very tall cliffs. One misstep would lead you to a rocky death. What seemed like moments later, Sal and I were standing knee-deep in the Blue Lagoon. I was feeling too high to fear the water. Besides, there were other couples in the water, other shadows pressed against one another in the darkness. I was completely naked. I splashed water at Sal; he picked me up and carried me to the beach. Soon we were making love in the moonlight, the waves lapping at our feet. Sitting on top of him, I could see Sal’s eyes on me. My thighs, covered in sand, burned when our skin was pressed together. I leaned over and kissed him deeply.

      “I love you, Sal,” I whispered to him. “We should be together.”

      “Yes, we should. I love you too,” he replied and kissed me tenderly, “so very much.”

      We lay on the beach until the buzz started to wear off. After, we got dressed and headed back to St. Mary’s for a drink. On the rooftop, one could always find good liquor and good music. When we reached the roof, we headed for the bar where Sal ordered us absinthe.

      “Chasing the green fairy again, eh Stargazer?” a voice called from behind me.

      When I turned around, I found Edward Trelawny, a close associate of Byron and me, standing there.

      “Well, Edward Trelawny. I thought you were in Greece,” I said. Clearly, Trelawny was no more sober than me. His black curls were wildly out of place, and his clothing was a disheveled mess. He struggled to stand upright.

      “I thought you were in Italy,” he replied with a slur.

      “Does the whole world know every move I make? I was in Italy. I’m headed back in the morning. I was craving Malta.”

      “There is much to crave in Malta,” he said with a laugh.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I have, in fact, come to collect a little something for Byron. There,” here said, pointing upward.

      I looked up. “What the hell is that?” I asked. Above us, a floating warship boasting double propellers and double balloons was anchored in the southern tower. It quite nearly blocked out the light of the moon. It was the most enormous airship I’d ever seen.

      “The Hercules. Commissioned by Byron for his expeditions. You do know you dear lord is about to go to war on behalf of the Greeks? I am headed to Athens to meet him with the ship. I bet he would be very happy if I arrived with you and the Hercules.”

      I looked at Sal. He was leaning against the bar and watching the exchange with a look of annoyance on his face.

      “I’m very sorry,” I told Sal. “Edward, do you know my associate, Salvatore Colonna? Sal, this is Edward Trelawny.”

      Sal raised his glass in toast, took a drink, then turned away. I had never seen Sal act in any degree less than cordial. I was confused.

      “Pleasure,” Trelawny replied absently, barely looking at Sal. “Come on now, Stargazer. Move that pretty little ass of yours onto the Hercules.”

      “I’m already about business that is of interest to Byron. Sorry, but no side trips until that matter is settled.”

      Trelawny sighed. “Well, no doubt you can elbow your way through a war zone if the mood strikes. George would love it. You know, Stargazer, of all the women he has, I think Byron might actually love you. Anyway, I’m off. Sure could use you on the Hercules. My air jockey is a lazy git. Safe travels,” he called then headed back downstairs.

      After he was gone, I turned back to Sal who was now working on his second glass. I ordered another and stood beside him in silence. My head was a fucked up euphoric mess, and the morphine had left my heart an open book. When I looked at Sal, I realized that the opium had the same effect on him. All this time, I thought Sal didn’t care I had other lovers or about Byron in particular. In fact, I just assumed he had other lovers as well. Maybe that was not the case after all. Maybe I had misread Sal. The look on his face, one I had seen him hide before, told me the truth. He was jealous of Byron. This was a problem.

      I took his hand. After a moment, he met my eyes.

      “I’ve noticed something,” I said.

      Sal tossed back the last of his drink. “Yes?”

      “You always call me my Lily.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “And what do you make of that, my Lily.”

      “I love it.”

      Sal smiled at me, kissed me on the forehead, and then pulled me close to his chest. “Let’s go back to the ship, my Lily.”

      The first hint of light was beginning to show on the horizon by the time Sal and I made it back aboard the Bacchus. We crawled into our private sleeping area and slid into each other’s arms. Sal held me tight, and I slept soundly, without dreams.
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      I woke a couple of hours later to the sound of Celeste’s gentle voice on the other side of the door. “Lily, sun is up,” she called.

      I groaned tiredly. This was not the way to start an all day cruise. I crawled out of the cot, shaking Sal who snored in reply. I decided to leave him where he was.

      The sun was shining annoyingly bright. I pulled down my dark glasses and went to look for the crew. They were sitting on a small rug on deck eating freshly roasted goat meat and Maltese bread rubbed with tuna. The smell of the fish and the hot, fatty flesh assailed my nose and moments later I was leaning over the side of the Bacchus throwing up yellow bile. When I was done, I lay my head on the rail of the ship and hoped God would just kill me where I sat.

      “Water?” Celeste said, pushing a cup toward me.

      I took it and drank greedily. My hands were shaking, my head pounding.

      “Here,” she said, handing me a small vile of laudanum. “At this point, it is the only thing that can help you, unless…”

      I took a drop from her vile and passed it back. “Unless what?”

      “Unless you quit.”

      “Quit?”

      “Eating opium…and anything else.”

      I was not in the mood, and I didn’t know why people always wanted to have this talk with me. What I did was none of their business. I took another drink of water and handed the cup back. “Do you have the journal? I want to verify the coordinates,” I said brusquely.

      Celeste frowned then went to look through her things.

      I whistled to Roni’s crew. They wrapped up what was left of their breakfast and got the ship ready to debark. I was at the wheel checking the instruments when Celeste returned.

      “Any problems last night?” she asked as she handed me the journal.

      I double checked the coordinates. The ship was ready to go. Unfortunately, it seemed like Roni’s altimeter had stopped working, but I had no interest in going into high altitude. My head pounding, I was still high enough by myself. As for problems, as the memories of the night unfolded, I saw a number of issues now lying before me, none of which had anything to do with Celeste.

      “Nothing to worry about,” I told her.

      Roni’s gearman signaled that we were anchors away, and he was on his way below. The burners fired with a roar, and the balloon pulled us aloft and out of the docking bay. Once the balloon had lifted above the towers, I rang the galley. The propeller clicked on. I turned the wheel and set my compass east. After spending the whole night with her stalking me, I was on my way to hunt Aphrodite.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was grateful for the silence of the skies. Shortly after takeoff, Celeste disappeared back into the crew quarters, and Roni’s crew minded their own business. I was left alone to feel the wind on my skin and to look at the sky. It was a clear day. The clouds were high up in the atmosphere. The Bacchus chugged along, floating above the blue waters of the Mediterranean Sea. The wind was not overly brisk making the ride rather easy. For a moment, I even fantasized that the Goddess Aphrodite had conjured clear skies for us. That was good, because in my condition, I was not entirely sharp. I loved the feel of morphine, and I rarely came by it, but even I had to admit that the aftermath was horrible. Despite taking laudanum to keep the edge off, my head still ached terribly, my back and legs felt sore, and my nose kept running. I leaned against the wheel of the Bacchus. It was going to be a long day.

      A few of hours later, Sal came out of the quarters looking like I felt. He had let his hair hang loose. His long salt and pepper locks blew wildly around him. He looked tired. Perhaps, at his age, running around all night with a mess like me was bad for his health. He smiled as he approached me; he was carrying two cups of something hot. Steam rose from the drinks. Hiding behind my glasses, I was able to avoid meeting his eyes. I remembered very clearly what I had said to Sal and what he had said to me. I just wasn’t sure that either of us meant it.

      “The gods are at work this morning, my Lily. Tea,” he told me and handed me a steaming cup.

      “Thank you,” I replied, smiling carefully at him.

      Sal stretched, the muscles on his arms flexing, and grinned at me. “How are the skies?” he asked and went to the side of the ship.

      “Calm thus far. We’ve had the wind on our back so we’re making good time. I suspect we can put in by late afternoon.” I looked at Sal as he watched the waves below. How handsome he was, his brilliant mind tucked inside his lean, athletic body. I tried to imagine us building a life together in London. The picture seemed to fall in place very easily. “Sal?” I called quietly, still unsure of what I was going to say next, but then Sal spoke over me. He had not heard me.

      “Look, Lily. A whale,” Sal said as he peered below.

      I locked the wheel and joined him, clasping my fingers in his as I came up behind him. In the deep blue waters, a large dark shape was skimming below the surface. We watched as it moved quickly under the waves. The Bacchus cast her own shadow on the water. It seemed as if the whale was keeping pace with us. Perhaps our shadow had confused the creature. Then I noticed something odd shining amongst the waves. A flash of light, like a mirror’s reflection, glimmered very briefly upward toward the Bacchus.

      “Did you see that?” I asked.

      “Yes, I did,” Sal said and set his cup down. He grabbed a spyglass from one of the storage cases and peered below.

      I watched the whale move. Something did not seem right. It lacked fluidity. “There it is again,” I called as the reflective light flashed once more toward the airship.

      A moment later, the Bacchus’ balloonman yelled down to Sal. I looked up to see that he too was watching the shadow moving under the water. I didn’t need to understand his words. His voice held the sound of warning.

      “What is it?” I asked, pulling on my goggles and snapping down the telescopic lens.

      The water at the surface began to froth as the creature rose up. The waves retreated violently as the beast emerged from the sea.

      “Here she comes,” Sal said with a mixture of terror and awe in his voice.

      As if in slow motion, it emerged from below the waves. I had heard of experimental underwater vessels but had never seen one. Some said the French were developing a marine weapon. Indeed, more than once I’d heard sailors whisper of seeing a shadow pass underwater that looked like the sea monsters of lore, but I just assumed it to be fantasy. Yet, as the copper hulled behemoth rose up from under the water, I started to panic. It was every bit machine. From its copper skin to the strange shaped piping on its roof, one could see that it was manmade. And everything in the shape of its construction told me to fear it. Logic told me that it couldn’t do anything to us because we were aloft, but my instincts defied that. I trusted my instincts.

      “Altitude!” I yelled at the balloonman, pointing up. “Now!”

      At once, he set the burners on high. The Bacchus started to lift. I rang the bell to the galley calling for speed and grabbed the wheel.

      “What do you see?” I called to Sal as I began to turn the airship leeward. From the wheel, I could not see over the side of a ship.

      “The crew has come out from below. They are launching a sail on the top of the ship. They’ve got some sort of hand crank. The sail is rising up from a storage locker in the hull. It’s not large, but it seems to be fully functional. They are trying to catch the same wind you’re riding. There is a propeller at the back of the vessel. I can see it churning the water. The craft must be twenty feet long. They are moving with some considerable knots, Lily. They are keeping pace with you.”

      The door to the crew quarters slapped open and Celeste rushed out. “What is it? Pirates?” she asked alarmed. She joined Sal at the side of the ship.

      “You won’t believe until you see,” Sal replied then handed her the spyglass.

      “What is that?” she asked, a tremor in her voice. “My god, it looks like a metal sea monster! Is that copper?”

      “So it appears,” Sal replied.

      “There are windows all along its side under the water. And I think, as well, at the front. You can just barely make them out,” Celeste said and handed the spyglass back to Sal.

      “They are assembling some kind of apparatus on the top of the ship. Get higher, Lily!” Sal called and shouted in Italian at the balloonman who pushed the burner. It roared as the flame found its limit. The Bacchus groaned, and I started to worry about the old balloon catching fire with so much hot air circulating inside. The ropes on the balloon creaked as it began to pull quickly upward.

      Celeste ran from the bulwark and opened the door to the gear galley. She yelled below. A moment later the propeller turned harder.

      “Elven Rue…the name of the ship is pounded into the metal,” Sal called again looking through the spyglass, “some call number after…S7081J. Elven Rue S7081J.”

      “Could be English or French. They post an ensign?” I asked.

      “No, it appears they are too busy assembling some kind of weapon,” Sal replied.

      “Weapon!” Celeste shouted aghast and rushed again to the side of the airship.

      “Let’s hope your Aphrodite is truly on our side today,” I called to Celeste. “I need your eyes, baby,” I yelled to Sal.

      “They are keeping pace with you. You’re going to have to get above or dodge whatever is coming.”

      “Fuck!”

      Sal shouted up to the balloonman who responded in such a way that I understood there was nothing more he could do. We were, however, still gaining altitude.

      “Lily, remember what Roni said. This isn’t the Stargazer,” Celeste warned.

      From the water below, I heard a strange popping sound. It sounded almost like a cannon.

      “Turn! Turn!” Sal yelled.

      I yanked the wheel hard and tried to find a wind draft to get some extra speed. I was lucky. The wind pushed us leeward and whatever had been shot toward us flew just behind the ship, missing us. I watched as something attached to a line shot about twenty feet above the stern of the Bacchus. Sal ran astern to get a look as the device fell back into the sea.

      “Some kind of grappling hook,” Sal called.

      I heard the device splash into the water below with a crash.

      “They are reeling it in fast,” Celeste called. “They have some kind of crank pulling it in.”

      I scanned the horizon. On the port side, two sea hawks were spiraling upward in a thermal. A small, rocky archipelago was causing a heat draft the birds were riding. I turned the airship toward the birds.

      “They are reloading,” Sal called.

      I was not going to make it in time.

      Again I heard the popping sound. There was a whoosh as the hook flew up just behind the wheelstand. It fell just short of snaring the balloon. Instead, it snagged one of the Bacchus’ ropes tethering the balloon to the gondola.

      The balloonman shouted in panic and threw a knife down to the deck. The blade stuck in the wood. Sal grabbed it and ran toward the rope. Just as the line on the grappling hook grew taut, Sal severed the balloon tether. Above, the Bacchus’ balloon rocked as her grip on the gondola loosened. The grappling hook slid off the rope and fell onto the deck of the ship. It slid across the deck.

      “No you don’t,” Sal said and kicked it hard. The hook pulled off a small piece of rail as it went overboard, falling back toward the sea.

      Sal turned to me. “Whatever you’re planning…be fast.”

      I rang the galley again and giving a final heave, the Bacchus’ propellers pushed us forward. Moments later we floated over the small, stony island. Hoping the balloon, one tether short, would hold, I rode the Bacchus into the thermal. Up we went. I pulled the bell to the galley, and the propeller went still. One of the sea hawks cried to see us infringing in his air space. The Bacchus rode the heat upward, gaining altitude fast. The only downside was that we, like the birds, had begun to slowly pivot in the heat draft. The effect was dizzying.

      “They are turning aside to miss the island,” Sal called.

      While Sal watched what has happening below, I watched the sky above. Not too far above us, a lateral wind was cutting off the thermal. Some smaller cumulus clouds were forming at the top, a foaming bubble on our thermal boil. This was a good thing in that the thermal was releasing. Not being able to keep an eye on altitude would lead us to the same worries we had when we outran the Burning Rook in the Stargazer. On the other hand, when we reached the top of the thermal, the wind shear could grab us, and it would be a hell of a ride backward or worse. If we were sideways, it could spell disaster. I was not sure that the Bacchus could handle it.

      “Lily, we must be out of range. They are pulling down the sail and packing in the grappling gun,” Sal said then.

      “Fantastic. Now, if the clouds don’t kill us, we might just make it to Kos.” I looked at the sky and calculated.

      After a few moments, Sal reported that the metal sea monster was once again diving below the waves. “It’s gone,” he said. I couldn’t help but notice the awe in his voice.

      I asked Celeste to have the balloonman keep the burn pan on high. The galleyman had stuck his head out. I instructed him to keep the propeller off. An argument then ensued between the balloonman and the gear galleyman, and for a moment, I felt like Angus and Jessup were with me.

      “They are debating, but they think you should turn the propeller on,” Sal said as he listened to the exchange.

      Celeste stood at the center of the ship. She had gone completely pale and was holding onto a rope for dear life.

      I looked back up at the clouds and considered. “No,” I said then.

      Sal looked thoughtful. “No doubt you know best, my Lily.” He then turned and instructed the men to keep as we were.

      Silence filled the space as we waited. The cloud bank at the top of the thermal neared. We were still spinning. I held the wheel. The rush of the wind stroked my face, and I began to feel the cool air from the approaching clouds. I closed my eyes. I remembered then the story of Aphrodite, Adonis, and the anemone flower, the blossom that could bloom in and be destroyed by the same strong wind.

      It happened so gently. The Bacchus popped out of the thermal. A wind caught the ship from behind and pushed it softly forward. Since I’d kept the balloon overfull on hot air, the change in temperature once we were inside the cool cloud never caused the ship to stir. The lift simply slowed, and the Bacchus settled into the lateral wind shear. We were inside the cloud. The air felt dewy. I opened my eyes to see the deck of the Bacchus draped in mist.

      Celeste looked around in surprise. Sal and Roni’s crew were smiling from ear to ear.

      “Now, turn the propeller back on. Easy as she goes,” I told the gearman; Sal translated.

      The gearman said something in Italian, smiled at me, then went below.

      Sal chuckled.

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “He said, ‘That’s why the Italians can never beat her. She carries the winds in her heart’,” Sal translated.

      I smiled. Maybe I did.
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      After we were clear of the metallic sea beast, Sal immediately went about taking notes on and drawing everything he had seen. Celeste took a position on the prow of the ship like a masthead as we floated through the clouds toward Kos. I kept our altitude high and in the cloud-cover. The deck of the ship stayed draped in fog, just like it had the evening Mr. Oleander and I had returned to London without Nicolette.

      Mr. Oleander had not spoken a single word to me the rest of the trip to Dublin. When we arrived, much to my great relief, Mr. Oleander had gone into the city and had returned with a common street whore. I had lived in terror that he would make me take Nicolette’s usual role. Too frightened of what Mr. Oleander would do to me if I didn’t comply, and grieving over the loss of Nicolette, I had guided the ship into the towers at Dublin with a sick stomach. I had even considered throwing myself overboard. For me, death would have been a better fate than being handed to lusty men. The wild blonde Mr. Oleander had picked up, however, spent the entire trip from Dublin to London naked and dancing on the deck of the Iphigenia. She was more than enough entertainment for the hungry-eyed men. They never even noticed me.

      When we arrived in London, it took some time for the customers to depart. Mr. Oleander gave the Irish girl a small bag of coin, and she went happily away.

      I busied myself taking care of the Iphigenia. It was late evening, and the Thames had created a thick bank of fog. The gaslights in the street below shone dimly, their hue dampened by the mist. Once I had gotten the ship tucked in, I sat along the bulwark near the wheelstand and considered what to do. I could not go to the constables. Why would they believe a throwaway like me?

      Mr. Oleander crossed the deck of the Iphigenia toward me. In this mist, I could not make out his features. He lumbered toward me like an evil spirit in the fog.

      “Go down to the gear galley,” he said, his voice rough and serious.

      I didn’t move.

      “I ain’t gonna hurt ya, girl. Just go,” he told me.

      I rose, my hands and knees shaking, and went below.

      The gear galley is a cramped space suitable for two adults at maximum. The complex mechanical gears for the propeller lay just below the deck of the ship. A small galley increased the aerodynamic features of a ship and weighed less: the smaller the galley the better. The Iphigenia’s galley was tightly built. Below, a small lantern burnt. The sharp smell of grease and metal filled the space. It was a smell I usually loved. In that moment, however, I feared it would perfume my dying breath.

      Mr. Oleander crawled in behind me and pulled the galley door shut with a bang. Still drunk, he was barely able to keep himself upright in the narrow space.

      “Take your clothes off,” he told me.

      I froze and tried to back away.

      “Aye, pretty kitty, I know Fletcher is keen for you, but we need to come to an understanding. I’m going to teach you why you need to keep your mouth shut,” he said as he began to unbuckle his pants.

      “I won’t tell. I promise. There is no need. Please, Sir. There is no need. I won’t tell,” I said. I was trapped.

      Mr. Oleander reached forward and ripped my shirt open. I stood aghast. Just a girl, I had little to show for my womanliness. In fact, my courses had only come on me a few months preceding.

      “Come on now, pretty kitty,” he whispered dangerously, reaching toward me. He grabbed my shirt by the sleeve and tugged it off of me.

      I turned and fled, slipping between the galley gears. The propeller off, I was able to slide deep into the back of the ship where Mr. Oleander was too large to follow. He reached out and tried to grab me, catching hold of my foot, but I pulled my leg free, leaving my boot in his hand. I scratched my skin on a piece of sharp metal in the effort, but moments later, I had escaped Mr. Oleander’s grasp. Behind me, the old man cursed.

      “Have it your way, pretty kitty. Let’s see how you like spending the night in the dark. Come morning, perhaps you will be more receptive to our new arrangement,” Mr. Oleander said with a laugh then crawled out of the galley. I heard the galley door slap shut. Mr. Oleander laughed as he slid the bolt through the lock.

      “Try that for size,” he yelled then strode off the ship.

      Moments later I was alone in the dark. The Iphigenia rocked in the cool evening air. I put my head on my knees and cried. There was no way to get out of the galley. Nicolette was gone, and I was trapped. I sat in misery, half asleep and half hysterical, until I was awakened by the sound of steps on the deck of the ship. Thinking Mr. Oleander had returned, terror seized me. I listened and soon heard the familiar humming of Mr. Fletcher.

      “Sir?” I called from below. “Mr. Fletcher? Is that you, Sir?”

      The boot steps stopped. “Lily? Where are you?”

      “In the galley,” I moaned miserably and started climbing back through the gears toward the door.

      “Why is the galley locked?” Mr. Fletcher puzzled aloud as he slid the bolt. “Lily?” he called as he opened the door.

      I shimmied through the gears.

      Mr. Fletcher caught sight of my shirt and boot lying on the floor. He picked them up and looked at them. “Lily? What happened? Come out, girl.”

      He led me back onto the deck of the ship. It must have been very early morning. It was still very dark, and the mist was very thick. He removed his coat and dropped it over my shoulders.

      “My girl,” he said, taking me by the chin, “are you hurt?”

      I shook my head but the tears had already started flowing.

      “Where is Oleander?” he asked, bewildered.

      I could not answer him. I burst into tears in reply.

      Mr. Fletcher, who had previously looked perplexed, started to put the pieces of the puzzle together. His face went red and stiff with anger. “Where did Oleander go?” he asked me again.

      “I don’t know, Sir.”

      “Where is Nicolette?”

      I moaned miserably. It was too terrible to speak.

      Mr. Fletcher put his hands to his lips and considered. “Come,” he said. Carrying his lantern in front of us, he led me to the Captain’s Room. He sat me down on a chaise. “Lay down, Lily. Rest. Don’t come out unless I call you. I’ll be on the deck,” he told me. Just before he blew out the lantern, I saw that the lines on his face look deeply grooved. His eyes looked wild with anger.

      I pulled his coat up to my chin and breathed in the smell of him. My savior. As Mr. Fletcher opened the door to go back onto the deck of the ship, I finally found the courage to speak.

      “He pushed Nicolette into the sea.” The words heaved out of me in a giant exhale. I sucked air back into me after I spoke, just barely keeping myself from hyperventilating.

      Mr. Fletcher had his back to me. I saw him stiffen at my words. He did not turn around. “I know,” he said and closed the door behind him.

      I did not move from the chaise, but I heard Mr. Fletcher moving around on the deck of the ship. About an hour after Mr. Fletcher rescued me from the galley, I heard Mr. Oleander mumbling to himself as he made his way down the loading platform toward the Iphigenia. His heavy footsteps hit the deck of the ship with a thud.

      “Good morning, brother,” I heard Mr. Fletcher say. His voice was low and dangerous.

      “What, ho! Back so soon? By God, about time. The Dublin trip was a disaster, by God.”

      “By God, was it so?”

      “Indeed, brother. You won’t believe what ill fate has befallen us.”

      “Perhaps I won’t. Do tell,” Mr. Fletcher said, and I heard the warning in his voice. Mr. Oleander, too lost in the bottom of a bottle of something, had missed it.

      Now more curious than afraid, I quietly slid off the chaise and snuck to the door. The seal on the Captain’s Room never closed properly and left a sizeable gap. If I knelt, I could see outside. Mr. Oleander was leaning against the side of the ship. Mr. Fletcher stood at the center of the ship holding onto the balloon ropes.

      “Ehh, yeah. Nicolette has run off. Turns out she was pregnant by some lad. She musta stolen away to meet the boy.”

      “How do you know she was pregnant?”

      “Oh, our Lily, solid little lass, told me.”

      “Where is Lily?”

      “I left her sleepin’ in the galley. She was tuckered out from the trip. Curled up down there amongst the gears. It’s bad luck, brother. Bad luck, I say.”

      “Bad luck. Just like when Laura died. Bad luck then too.”

      “No, my brother, that was the worst of luck. Your sister was beautiful, but lord knows, she was none too graceful. I can’t cross the Channel without seeing her ghost in the waves.”

      “How, exactly, was it that Laura came to fall? Can you tell me again?”

      “You know, I’ve had a bit to drink, brother, and would rather not live over again something more than twenty years behind us,” he slurred but continued. “My heart hurts for that little bird. She just toppled in, right over the rail and into the brink. Waves took her before I even got the ship low enough to look for her.”

      My hands flew to my mouth as I suppressed a gasp.

      Mr. Fletcher was silent for a long time. In the mist, I could only see the shadow of his figure. Mr. Oleander started to fidget.

      “Fog is thick tonight,” Mr. Fletcher said then.

      “Isn’t it though? I half worried about falling from the tower on my way back. Can’t see five feet in front of ya.”

      Mr. Fletcher laughed. “Come on now, brother. Can you give me a hand? I purchased a new chronometer. Come take a look.”

      “I can’t see a damned thing. Where is your lantern?” Mr. Oleander asked.

      “I left it at the back. Wick got too wet to light.”

      Their voices retreated toward the back of the ship. I stood to watch them from the window. Their figures became mere shadows in the fog. I gripped the handle on the door so hard my hand hurt. I knew it was coming. I knew. I just didn’t do anything about it. It seemed like it took an eternity. But in reality, it was just moments later when I heard Mr. Oleander scream. His loud yell echoed through the foggy darkness as he fell to the ground. In the lingering silence of the early morning, I even heard his body hit cobblestones below.

      I clambered back to the chaise and pulled Mr. Fletcher’s coat over my head, feeling both relieved and sick. I heard him cross the deck of the ship and open the door of the Captain’s Room.

      “Mr. Oleander fell from the ship. Come with me. We need to call the constables,” he said then opened a trunk and pulled out one of Nicolette’s old lacey blouses. “Put this on. I need you dressed,” he added and handed it to me.

      I slid his coat off and pulled on my boot. He lit the lantern as I redressed. I could not help but feel his watchful eyes on me as I moved, topless, in the glaring light of the lantern. His dark eyes were glued to my small breasts. I turned from his gaze and slid the top on.

      Mr. Fletcher pulled his coat on and took my hand. We crossed the deck of the Iphigenia hand in hand. I could hear footsteps pounding down the loading platform as someone ran toward our ship.

      “He was drunk. He fell,” Mr. Fletcher whispered, looking down at me.

      “I know. I saw,” I replied.

      “Sweet Lily,” he said, kissing me on my head, and we went together to tell a lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    
    
      We snuck past the southern tip of Greece toward the islands just off the shore of the Ottoman mainland in the Aegean Sea. After the excitement that morning, the last thing I wanted was to find myself in the middle of a military conflict. We were lucky. Wherever the Greeks and Ottomans were fighting, it was not over the isles of the ancient world.

      It was early evening when we closed in on the location provided by the kaleidoscope. The late summer sun was still in the sky. We would have a few hours left to explore the small isle of Kos. The landscape below the western coast where we flew in was dotted with groves of olive and date trees. When we reached the coordinates indicated by the kaleidoscope, we found ourselves hovering above a cypress grove.

      Celeste looked puzzled. “There should be a shrine here. The Kos Aphrodite was kept at the Asclepeion.”

      “What was the Asclepeion?” I asked.

      “A medical center, like an ancient hospital, built in worship of the god Asclepius. Kos boasted the most famous Asclepeion in the ancient world. That is where Hippocrates learned his trade. People came from all around for healing. It was an enormous temple, probably as large as St. Mark’s Square, with three levels. Thousands of people would come here to take restorative. Yet all I see is trees.”

      “Perhaps the passage of time has buried the world you seek,” Sal suggested.

      “Well, there is no way to know for sure until we go look.”

      I lowered the Bacchus to tree level and climbed down the rope ladder. It didn’t take us long to figure out we were in the right place. You couldn’t take two steps without stumbling over a piece of fallen stonework. The problem was that the ruins were a complete disaster. Columns jutted out of the ground, floor stones were half heaved up in the dirt, and chiseled rocks lay everywhere.

      Celeste looked completely exasperated. “We’ll need a team of people to dig,” she said. “We’ll need to excavate the site. She’s here. I know it. We’ll just need to unearth her.”

      Sal and I exchanged a glance.

      “Celeste,” I began, but I was not sure what to say. Even if she did excavate the site, by the time she found what she was looking for, the Dilettanti would be all over the dig.

      Celeste looked at me with tears in her large, golden eyes. The early evening sun made her hair sparkle. She was a picture of sadness. “It has to be here,” she whispered desperately.

      I turned to Sal to discuss the matter when I noticed he was looking at something in the distance.

      “What is it?” I asked him.

      “A boy. Just there,” he said.

      A young boy, perhaps eight years of age, was looking from us to the ship and back again. He leaned against a wooden staff. His small herd of goats was stepping carefully between the fallen rocks, nibbling on the grass.

      “Why don’t we ask him?” I said, gazing at the boy.

      Celeste looked puzzled. “Ask him what?”

      “Where the statue is. After all, he must know this land,” I replied.

      Celeste looked uncertain, but with no better recourse, we decided to give it a try. Cautiously, Sal approached the small boy. The boy looked like his common sense was telling him to cut and run, but sheer nerve made him stay. I liked the lad. Sal knelt down to talk to the boy at eye level. The boy waved his hands toward the balloon then at the landscape around us. After a few moments, Sal stood up, ruffled the boy’s hair, and waved for us to join them.

      “I asked him where the Asclepeion was,” Sal told us when we joined him, “and he told me, ‘you’re standing in it,’” he added with a laugh.

      I smiled down at the lad. He wore rustic looking cotton trousers and a patched shirt. The child had dirt smeared on his face, and his pants were stained on the knees. His smile was wide and toothy, and his eyes showed innocence rarely seen in children roaming the streets of London. When he clicked at his goats, they obeyed his command. The boy led us uphill through the cypress grove. The goats followed obediently along.

      Sal and the boy chatted along the way. “The temple is his family’s grazing land. The boy’s father told him much of the temple was destroyed in an earthquake many years ago, but he knows where we can see the best parts of the ruins,” Sal said.

      Celeste smiled, not a coquettish sidelong grin, but a smile of raw joy.

      We entered a clearing. There we found what we had initially expected: the ruins of the temple. Their view had been hidden by a rise in the earth and a thicket of trees. What was left of the stone walls outlined the space. In one area, the walls of the temple were still erect. Temple buildings, constructed with small round stones, shimmered with a golden hue in the fading sunlight. Fallen marble columns lay amongst the wildflowers. Some of the ruins seemed to be in relatively good condition. The buildings were mainly roofless, but you could still see the arched hallways with ornately chiseled stonework.

      The boy was talking quickly and pointing toward a rise before us.

      Sal nodded.

      “You can see, just there, how the earth does not rise in a natural way but looks more squared. Under the earth, the temple expands upward toward a shrine that would have crowned it at the top. You can just see the exposed stairs. Your temple is yet undiscovered, Celeste,” Sal said then turned to the boy and asked the child a question.

      The boy looked thoughtful then pointed toward an area in the ruins.

      Sal smiled happily. His silver eyes crinkled in the corners. “I asked him if he knows of any statues within the ruins. He said the statues are ‘in there,’” Sal said, following the boy’s gaze.

      “Oh, please, let’s take a look,” Celeste said excitedly to the boy who smiled up at her in return. The boy led us through the high grass toward the ruin. Along the way, he pointed to fallen stones which bore chiseled lion’s heads, leaves, and flowers. I could not help but notice the snakes, many very large, lying on the stones soaking up the last of the sunlight.

      “There are snakes everywhere,” I commented to Sal, motioning toward the copper, almost yellow, colored snakes lying on the rocks.

      The boy followed my glance and stopped. He motioned to the snakes and began explaining.

      “These are temple snakes,” Sal translated. “They used snakes during the healing rituals in worship of Asclepius. The temple is gone, but its snakes remain. They are not venomous. In fact, his grandmother still puts a snake in his bed when he is sick. He says it stays in the bed with him until he is well then crawls away.”

      The boy plucked one of the smaller snakes from a stone. Celeste took a step backward. He handed the creature, which wiggled to be free of his grasp, to me.

      I extended my hand. The boy set the snake in my palm. The small creature curled into a ball and lifted its small head as if to look at me.

      The boy smiled up at me and spoke.

      Sal translated, “He says it wants to help you.”

      I looked at the little creature. “Sorry, but I think it will take longer than you have,” I said, gently setting the creature back down on one of the warm stones.

      The lad grinned and led onward. We moved into the temple and travelled the ruined hallways of the ancient hospital. Like any other English child, I had wandered around my share of ruined medieval haunts, but this was totally different. The structure was ancient. It both awed and unnerved me. I remembered feeling the same magical sensation the first time I’d flown over Stonehenge.

      The boy chatted, Sal occasionally translating details of interest. I was mostly quiet as I absorbed the enormity of the experience. I understood then why Richard Payne Knight and the others wanted to haul the ancient world back to London. There was something magical about being able to touch the past. I reached out to feel the stone walls, my fingertips stroking the rough stones. How many people had come before me to this ancient place? What had they been searching for? I closed my eyes, just for a moment, and tried to envision the place as a bustling place of healing. The thought of it touched me deeply.

      The boy led us to a part of the wall that was lined with deep niches. In one niche, a working fountain poured water from an image of Pan into a half-moon shaped basin. The lad scooped up a drink with his cupped hand, encouraged us all to do the same, and then waved us onward.

      We all drank, Celeste muttering a little prayer to Pan, and then Sal and Celeste followed the boy toward the eastern side of the terrace, closer to the cypress grove over which the Bacchus hovered. I sat on the stone retaining wall around the spring.

      I waved to Sal. “I’ll catch up,” I called.

      He nodded.

      It was terribly hot in the late afternoon sun. My stomach was feeling nauseous. I swore to myself I would never take an injection of morphine again. A breeze coming off the sea cut the heat, but I was sweating nonetheless. I took off my cap, dipped my hand in the water, and mopped down the back of my neck and splashed water on my face. The startlingly cool water had a minty taste, and I could smell fresh mint in the air. I looked around to see both mint and basil growing in large clumps near the fountain. I took another drink of water, wet my face, and put my cap back on. I then followed the direction toward which I had seen the boy lead Sal and Celeste.

      I worked my way back through the ruins, passing through the arched hallways of the ancient structure, listening for Sal’s voice. I found myself in an area the boy had not yet shown to us. I was in the courtyard of a temple. At one end of the temple were the remains of a sculpture. Its body was charred, and its head and arms were missing. I got a sick feeling in my stomach. I approached the sculpture to see that is was, in fact, the sculpture of a woman. Was this all that was left of the Aphrodite? I looked upward and caught sight of the bow of the Bacchus. If the kaleidoscope’s coordinates were exact, then this was not the statue we hunted. Our statue would be east of here. I looked around to see a set of crumbled stairs leading downward into a mostly collapsed hallway that led underground—and east. I went to the stairwell. Someone had cleared the fallen rock. If I kneeled down, I could enter the ruin. That is, if I wanted to enter. Then I noticed one of the smaller golden colored Aesculapian snakes working its way over the rocks into the underground passage. The space looked tight and dark. The snake turned and looked toward me, pausing for several moments before it slithered into the darkness.

      “Fantastic,” I muttered.

      Someone had left a small white candle at the entrance. A fellow opium eater and chemist who lived on the Strand had given me a small box of his experimental sulphur timbers which I always carried. I struck up my nerve, lit the candle, and entered the underground passage.

      My imagination had me going, and I expected the place to be squirming with snakes. To my luck, only the small, golden snake was moving on the ground before me. The place had suffered at the passage of the hands of time. Rubble was everywhere. The roots of trees overhead had grown down the hallway walls. Many of the walls had completely caved in. Yet I could still see some of the ancient beauty of the place. On one wall, I saw the faded colors of a still-striking painting of a goddess in an ocean setting. Where the soil had not encroached, small white tiles and mosaic patterns appeared on the floor. The passage was dark and winding. Small rooms, many entirely filled by earth, sat just off the hallway. One room, which had remained untouched by time, had a number of stone bathing tubs. I followed the hallway until it reached a “T”. I flashed the candle around before me and worried about getting lost. The flame’s light caught the glowing scales of the snake, which had turned left.

      “I guess you’re leading,” I said, knowing just how crazy I sounded, and followed along.

      Here the ruins were even more collapsed. In order to follow the serpent, I had to climb over a tall pile of rubble. I had just about made up my mind that I’d had enough risking my neck looking for an old piece of stone when I saw light ahead. Thinking the temple wall must be open to the outside, I went forward.

      A golden hue illuminated the end of the hallway. The glow bobbed on the hallway wall, almost as if it were sunlight refracted by water. The temple snake kept a steady path toward the light.

      I turned at the end of the hall and sucked in my breath in awe. The temple was not open to the outside light. Instead, a statue, shimmering brilliantly from the dusting of gold that covered it, filled the room with liquid light. The statue was celestial, but it was not the statue I sought. I immediately understood that I was in the temple room of the god Asclepius. The statue in gold was the god of healing.

      Boasting a broad chest, curly hair, and draped robes, Asclepius was an imposing figure. He leaned against a staff around which two snakes had entwined. The golden dust on him gave the statue a lifelike hue. At Asclepius’ feet, water poured from the open mouth of a marble serpent into a basin. The snake climbed up the statue, twisting around the god’s staff, until its head rested on the god’s shoulder.

      I took off my hat and knelt before the statue. Given my upbringing, I was not a religious girl. And I had never before sensed the divine except at the edge of an opium high. In those moments, where I sometimes lingered too long, the wind of the otherworld had blown ever so lightly upon me. Standing there, however, in that ancient place, I felt…something. The forgotten god’s eyes, still outlined with faded paint, seemed to look down at me. And they seemed to pity.

      I leaned my head against the basin and wept. At once, every terror I carried inside of me welled up and wanted to be let loose. I wanted to be rid of my mother. I wanted to be rid of Nicolette. I wanted to be rid of Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Oleander. I wanted to be rid of the drinking, and the opium, and the emptiness. I wanted a real life. I wanted to be something different. Couldn’t I be Lily Stargazer, airship racer, but not have to be an opium eater? Couldn’t I have just one man in my life who loved only me? And couldn’t that person be Sal, who I knew in my heart, I loved? Why had I always let others’ decisions unmake me? Why did I have to feel so broken?

      I felt stupid sitting in that place weeping like a child. I tried to pull myself together, but I couldn’t. I looked up at the old god, and in that moment, I had the strongest hallucination of my life. The god leaned down, cupped water from the fountain inside his hand, and put the drink to my lips. I sipped the water, startled by the warmth I felt from the statue, as if it were flesh. The water, ice cold, chilled my throat. I felt its coolness slide down my body to my stomach. I closed my eyes. The god then put his wet hand on my forehead, spoke a word I did not understand, and stood again.

      In that moment, I knew I had to stop running from myself. It was time to accept the past for what it was and move on. I had to quit my habits. It was time to have a real life.

      I took a deep breath and opened my eyes. I was startled to see that the room around me was dark save the small candle I had brought with me. The gold on Asclepius was gone. I stood and wiped the tears from my eyes. I lifted the candle and looked at the statue. Faded paint, now just a shadow, had once given color to his lips and shaded to his eyes. Otherwise, now, he was only marble. The room was dark as night, and the snake that had led me there was gone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      From the other end of the underground temple, I heard Sal’s voice. I lifted the small candle and went back to the hallway. Before I left, I looked back once more at Asclepius. I was not certain what had happened, what I had seen, but I knew something within me felt different. I’d had my share of drug-induced hallucinations, but this was not the same thing. The tangy taste of the cold water still lingered in my mouth, yet the basin at Asclepius’ feet was dry. I smiled at the marble statue, now seemingly cold and dead, and went after Sal—and Aphrodite.

      Trying not to stumble over the shifted stones, I followed bits of light toward the other end of the temple. I could hear Sal’s and Celeste’s voices but could not make out their words. The hall turned toward the east. As I got closer, I noticed that the stones on the walls were carved with the anemone flower, apples, doves, and swans.

      I then heard Celeste exclaim excitedly.

      I entered the room behind them. Sal and the boy were holding up lanterns as they gazed at was, without a doubt, the Aphrodite of Kos. While time had worn away her paint, she was a statue with classic beauty. Celeste had said the Kos Aphrodite was draped, but it seemed that Praxiteles had done little to hide the erotic curves of the Goddess of Love. His carved draping of the goddess accented her round hips, full breasts, and long legs. Her lips were slightly parted as she gazed at a mirror she held in her left hand. In her other hand, which was carved to appear to hang loosely before her pubis, she held a marble replica of the kaleidoscope.

      Sal turned. He gazed at me with a look of wonderment in his eyes.

      “Chasing Aphrodite,” Celeste whispered with both awe and frustration in her voice. “All my life I have been chasing Aphrodite.”

      “Well, in Kos, we have found her,” I said, my eyes still locked on Sal’s.

      Celeste, just realizing I was there, looked at me. “This is the Kos Aphrodite. The Knidos is not here. What should we do now?”

      I looked at Sal. “Indeed. Now what?”
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      Four hours later we were sitting in the moonlight enjoying dinner with the young boy’s family. The small boy, whose name was Selim, had insisted we come home with him. After some debate as to whether or not it was safe—for them or us—we agreed. It turned out that the family owned a vast olive and almond farm. Their rustic yet beautiful villa sat nestled into the hillside.

      We had stayed in the temple with the Kos Aphrodite until dark. Sal, who had studied the sculpture with great scrutiny, had fallen into near complete silence as his brilliant mind went to work. In the temple, he had examined the carving of the kaleidoscope, the Aphrodite’s mirror, her face, and even her bracelet. He took notes while Celeste sat in prayer at the base of the Aphrodite’s feet. It was unlike Sal to be so silent. Sal loved to teach, to narrate as he worked, but he’d lost himself in the puzzle of the kaleidoscope. I sat on a small patch of an ancient mosaic and watched him. I, too, was distracted, but by my hallucination. I felt emotionally exhausted. I gazed up at the Aphrodite. The statue was beautiful, but in the end, it was just a statue. Her cold marble eyes gazed into the mirror she held. I wondered how she saw herself. I put my head on my knees and tried not to think about how I saw myself.

      After it had grown dark, we left the temple and walked with the boy to his farm. The child led the way, clicking at his goats as he blazed a path. Sal took my hand and kissed it gently.

      “My Lily,” he whispered in the darkness.

      The small act almost made me burst into tears.

      At the boy’s farm we were met with great curiosity. Once Sal explained that we’d come to look at the ruins, we were welcomed. The large family, from which the small boy was only one of many children, was a loud, happy, and excited crew. The father, Yunus, even knew a little English. The women of the group eyed me with stunned curiosity when Sal explained to them that I had piloted the airship to Kos.

      “You are flying that ship?” Yunus asked. He gazed toward the horizon where the red lamps on the Bacchus were still visible.

      I nodded. “I’m a pilot.”

      Yunus looked thoughtful but said nothing more.

      The older boys, a good looking lot with dark hair, had clustered around Celeste and were eyeing the courtesan hungrily, inexplicably pulled toward her. Their mother shooed them away.

      “Please,” the boy’s mother, Emine, had said, then led us to their el fresco dining terrace under the stars.

      She seated us at the long dinner table. Soon Emine and five girls—no doubt Selim’s sisters—had loaded down the table with wooden bowls filled with olives and platters of feta cheese, lamb roasted with rosemary, and a large round of bread with a yogurt and oil porridge baked into its center.

      Yunus led the table in a toast. “To our guests,” he called.

      “To Aphrodite,” Celeste added.

      Yunus laughed. “Yes! To Afrodit!”

      Everyone at the table cheered and soon we were delighted to a feast.

      As we ate, the discussion turned to the ruins. As it turned out, the shrine of the Kos Aphrodite had recently been damaged. Originally, the shrine had boasted a domed roof with a skylight. A tremor a few years earlier had caused much of the roof to collapse.

      “But we protected her. We laid planks over the roof. We keep her safe,” Yunus explained. He was proud of the statue. It was part of Koan history. From how many villages just like this one had the Dilettanti simply come in and taken what they wanted? What right did they have?

      “This opening in the roof, how large was it?” Sal asked.

      The man stood. “Like this,” he said, extending his arms to make a circle. “Like a barrel,” he added.

      “Was it directly above the statue?”

      Yunus nodded. “When rain came, or sun, it fell only on her. It was beautiful.”

      I looked at Sal. His mind was busy, but he put his arm around me and pulled me close.

      It was a beautiful night. The outside patio where the dinner table sat was partially enclosed by a wisteria arbor. The sweet purple blossoms perfumed the air. I was leaning my head on Sal’s shoulder, fighting off a headache, and watching the couple’s two smallest children playing with a nearly feral kitten when Emine asked a question.

      “My wife…she is wondering if you have children,” Yunus asked.

      Sal looked down at me and stroked my cheek. “Not yet,” he said then kissed me on the forehead.

      Before his answer would have either amused or terrified me. I gazed deeply into his eyes. His gaze was loving and serious. Things between Sal and I had changed forever. Sal smiled then turned back to Yunus.

      “Does your wife have a looking glass?” Sal asked him.

      “Yes,” he replied curiously.

      “May I purchase it from you? I need something at least this big,” Sal said then framed his hands to show he was after a mirror no smaller than the lid of a hat box.

      The man exchanged a few words with his wife who looked perplexed. After a moment, she shrugged and went back into the villa. She returned with a wood framed oval mirror that looked like she’d taken it from the wall. She handed it to Sal.

      Sal looked it over, nodded affirmatively, then set it aside. He dug into his pocket then slid a very generous amount of lira across the table to Yunus. The farmer began to protest, but Sal waved his hand gracefully to dismiss any argument and said nothing more.

      It was not long after that we decided to head back to the ship. Yunus led us through the darkness to the ancient healing temple and our airship. When we arrived, he’d looked up at the Bacchus with wide-eyed fascination.

      “Come have a look,” I offered.

      I could see from the starry look in his eyes that he truly wanted to see the ship, but he was cautious. And in the end, maybe a man with a home full of children was wise to be cautious. “No, but thank you. Please come see us again before you leave,” Yunus said.

      “Thank you for everything,” Celeste said, kissing Yunus on both cheeks, causing him to blush. She climbed back into the airship.

      Sal and I too parted ways with the kind man who stood in the dark holding a lantern aloft to illuminate our steps up the ladder. Sal, climbing up behind me, hauled the mirror on his back.

      Once on board, I leaned over the rail and waved to Yunus. “Thank you,” I called.

      The man waved, and I watched his lantern bob through the night back toward his villa.

      Roni’s crew, who had been sleeping when we returned, looked relieved to see us alive. Sal let them know we would be anchored in this location for a while longer. They seemed satisfied with that and then went back to sleep.

      Celeste went to the bow of the ship and leaned against the bulwark trying to catch a glimpse of the temple on the other side of the trees. Sal headed into our quarters with the mirror. I went to the wheelstand and checked all the instruments then climbed into the basket to check the burners. Everything seemed to be in working order. I busied myself to keep my mind off of what was really bothering me. It had been several hours since I’d last taken any laudanum. And I could feel it. I climbed back down to the gondola and sat down, my back against the wheelstand. I gazed up at the starry sky. My head was aching, and my hands had started shaking two hours before. I didn’t want to take more laudanum. The craving was horrible. I knew that if I waited longer, I would start sweating and feeling nauseous. I also knew that if I ate opium I would feel better, and I would forget again. But for the first time, I did not want to just forget the past. I wanted to be finished with it. If I kept burying it under opium, it would never end. I gazed up at the stars. The sky above the ancient world looked different from the sky above the London. Somehow the sky above Kos seemed wiser.

      I heard Sal return from our cabin with a jangle of instruments. He lit several lanterns, and I heard the clang of metal as he set equipment down on the deck of the ship. Curious, I rose slowly and went to see what he was doing.

      Sal had laid Emine’s mirror down on the deck of the ship and was looking over his notes.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Sal took out a drawing compass, centered it on the mirror, and began to sketch out an oval.

      “The Aphrodite’s mirror,” Sal said as he worked. He then opened his tinker’s kit and removed a number of sharp looking precision instruments. “The mirror…the way she holds it in her hand…it was not angled to reflect her face. I didn’t understand why until Yunus mentioned the opening above the statue.”

      Celeste had come up behind me and was watching Sal.

      “What is she looking at?” I asked.

      “Indeed, a good question, my Lily. At first I thought there used to be something on the ceiling. But now I don’t think so. I think there is something else reflected in the mirror.”

      “The sky?” Celeste asked.

      “The stars,” I said.

      Sal looked up. “The stars,” he repeated and turned back to his instruments. With a fluid circular motion, Sal cut an oval out of the mirror. It was the same size and shape as the looking glass Aphrodite held. He stood, holding the mirror in his hand, and shined it at the night’s sky. Celeste and I gathered behind him and looked up. It reflected the stars.

      “We need to go back into the temple. Tonight. But we need that roof removed,” Sal said.

      Celeste smiled. “I’ll wake up the crew.”
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      An hour later we were once again inside the temple of the Kos Aphrodite. Above ground, Roni’s crew worked carefully in the darkness to remove the timbers over the statue’s head.

      “I feel guilty,” I told Sal. “We need to put it back just the way Yunus made it.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll make it right.”

      While the crew removed the planks, Sal carefully placed his cut looking glass onto Aphrodite’s mirror. It was a perfect fit.

      We waited breathlessly as the men removed the last of the timbers. Moonlight slanted into the temple. It showered the goddess with celestial light.

      Celeste snubbed out her candle to take in the view. “Beautiful,” she whispered.

      She was right. The moonlight, cascading over the pure white marble, made the statue glow with otherworldly light.

      Once the ceiling was open to the sky, the three of us crowded around the Aphrodite like curious children. We all tried to see into the mirror.

      Sal chuckled. “We must see what she would see,” Sal said. “At this angle, I only see your face, my Lily.”

      “What better thing is there to see in Aphrodite’s mirror than your true love?” Celeste asked.

      Sal laughed. “Well put.”

      He then went behind the statue, gazed over her shoulder, and looked into the mirror. Tall as he was, once he balanced on the statue’s pedestal, he was able to follow the sculpture’s gaze.

      “Lily, please find the star chart in my satchel,” Sal instructed.

      I dug through his bag. I pulled out maps, blueprints, and a variety of unusual instruments. I even found what felt like an enormous piece of rolled silk cloth.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      Sal glanced quickly toward the bundle. “Just something I’m working on.”

      I set the bundle aside and finally pulled out the chart. “Here it is,” I said, and handed it to him, “but Sal, we don’t even know what time of year or time of night we should be looking in the mirror. Won’t that determine what is reflected?”

      “Yes, but the mirror only catches a small band of stars no matter,” Sal said then drew a set of parallel lines across the chart, boxing in the stars the mirror could possibly reflect. “Of course, we also have to calculate precession. The sky overhead looks different from when Eudoxus made the kaleidoscope.”

      Sal climbed down and set his star chart on the dusty floor. Celeste leaned over the chart while Sal began pulling instruments from his bag.

      I gazed up at the Aphrodite. I wanted to look into the mirror as she saw it. As I searched for a foothold on the pedestal to push myself up, I glanced down the hallway toward the temple of Asclepius. Again I saw golden light emanating from the room. I stopped for a moment and looked. Then I got an idea. I climbed up and looked into the mirror. The star garden overhead twinkled brightly.

      “I can make some adjustments to my instruments to get a rough estimate on precession. I believe the symbols carved around the frame of the mirror are intended to show us when, seasonally, we are supposed to look. Her bracelet seems to direct one to the signs of the zodiac. I believe it is key to knowing where in the night’s sky—” Sal was saying when I cut him off.

      “The god Asclepius…does he have his own constellation?” I gazed back down the hallway toward the golden light emanating from the other temple.

      Sal stopped. “Yes…we call him Ophiuchus today. It can be seen in the summer sky.”

      Sal rose and looked up through the open slats in the roof. “It is there,” Sal said. “Do you see Ophiuchus’ bright star? That’s Rasalhagues, the figurehead. Look,” Sal said then drew a box in the sky with his finger.

      I looked into the Aphrodite’s mirror.

      “Is it there? Can you see it in the mirror?” Celeste asked.

      I stood up on my tiptoes and looked over the statue’s shoulder. Trying to follow her gaze as best I could, I looked into the mirror. “It’s there. It’s a little out of alignment, but it’s there.”

      “Celeste, give Lily the kaleidoscope,” Sal said with urgency in his voice.

      Celeste dug into her bag, pulled out the kaleidoscope, and handed it to me.

      “Aim it right on Ophiuchus, Lily. Try angling your gaze the same way the Aphrodite is holding the mirror,” Sal advised.

      I put the kaleidoscope to my eye and leaned awkwardly against the statue trying to get a look. At first the kaleidoscope showed only faint hues of red and blue. After a moment, I began to see flecks of clear colors filtering through.

      “Try to catch the Rasalhagues, the head of the constellation,” Sal advised.

      I pulled the kaleidoscope from my eye, took a look at the constellation with the naked eye again, then adjusted the kaleidoscope. Sal gripped my waist, supporting me so I could lean back safely and look up. Once the angle was just right, the colors rolled into place.

      “A blue sea. Something that looks like two harbors, one large and one small. A temple near the larger harbor? A theater. And in the distance, in the water, a small island. The figurehead star is shining above the small island. It’s a landscape.”

      “But where?” Celeste asked.

      I crawled down and let Celeste take my place. Sal and I supported her so she could look.

      “Oh my god,” she said when she had finally gotten the colors aligned. “Oh my god. That’s Knidos! That’s the twin harbors of Knidos!”

      “Are you sure?” Sal asked.

      “I am, but I don’t understand. My order…the Dilettanti…we’ve been all over Knidos. And Temenos reportedly moved her. She isn’t there.”

      “Well, she is, after all, the Aphrodite of Knidos,” Sal said as he helped Celeste down.

      I gazed down the hallway toward Asclepius’ shrine. The room had gone dark, and my head didn’t ache anymore.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Since Knidos was only a few miles from Kos, Sal and I convinced an exuberant Celeste to wait until morning to take off. Even after Sal and I had gone into our crew cabin, I still heard Celeste moving around on the deck of the Bacchus. She was singing a low chant that sounded like prayer. I envied her deep love of and attachment to the divine. Sadly, it was an attachment I’d never felt with anyone or anything.

      But that night, as Sal and I got ready to sleep, I could not take my eyes off him. I don’t know if it was the influence of Aphrodite, but something between us had changed, permanently. When Sal moved to touch me, to stoke my hair, to gaze into my eyes, I could feel I was in love with him. And from the expression on his face, I could see he loved me too. I rose and gently lifted his shirt over his head, pressing my face against his chest. I heard his heart beating and could smell the sweet scent of sandalwood on his skin. When he wrapped his strong arms around me, I was overcome. I reached up to touch his face, to stroke his cheek, to pour myself into the depths of his eyes. Every fiber in my soul called out for him; it was a feeling I’d never had before. Sal and I had been lovers for two years. When we made love, I’d always sensed there was something special about him, something special between us. But in reality, maybe I’d never made love to Sal, or anyone else, before. Maybe really loving someone had always lain just beyond my reach.

      Gently, Sal helped me remove my clothes, and he lay me down carefully, entwining his fingers with mine. He kissed me slowly, moving gently, moving like we were more than lovers. My hands stroked the muscles on his back, touching his skin, smelling the fragrance in his hair. We were patient. We kissed each other, feeling one another’s body in a way we had never done before. My heart felt like it would burst. And when we finally made love, Sal’s eyes locked on mine, and I was surprised to feel tears trailing down my cheeks.

      “My Lily,” he whispered in the dim candlelight. “My Lily.”

      I kissed his wrists, his fingers, and began to dream what life might be like from now on, now that I’d let Aphrodite have her way with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

      

    
    
      My head was ringing when I woke. Despite my earlier hopes that somehow I had been permanently cured of my opium cravings by the experience in the temple of Asclepius, that was not the case. I was overcome with nausea and was soon ungraciously vomiting into the bedpan. My head ached like someone had hit me with an anvil.

      “Are you all right?” Sal asked quietly as he wet a cloth and handed it to me.

      I dampened my face and tried to calm my stomach. My face flushed red with embarrassment. It was one thing to face your habits alone; it was another thing to have someone you admired see you at your lowest.

      “I haven’t had any opium in a while,” I confessed.

      Sal poured me a glass of water. I drank it greedily as I shifted my hand through my satchel. I’d almost finished the bottle of laudanum Byron had given me back in London. I held the bottle of amber colored liquid in my hand. If I quit in that moment, I would be unfit to fly the ship. I had tried to break the habit before. It would take a week, at least, to feel even a little human.

      “I’m going to stop. Soon,” I said and looked up at Sal.

      He kissed me on the forehead and pulled me close to him.

      I took two drops of laudanum and closed my eyes, waiting for the liquid to work its magic. I pressed my head against his chest and listened to his heartbeat. Within five minutes, my headache started to pass. Sighing heavily, I opened my eyes and gazed out at the sunrise. The sky was cherry red with streaks of gold and lavender.

      “We all have difficulties we must pass,” Sal said quietly as he stroked my hair. “For many years I could not understand why my father, my brother, did not accept me, what I lacked. But I learned it was not in my hand to change the past. Sometimes your world must get turned upside down for you to truly see yourself.”

      I looked up at him. “Never think of yourself as lacking. There is no one else like you in this world.”

      “And what about you, my Lily? What drives someone so loving, so gifted, to the bottom of this bottle?” he asked, taking the vial of laudanum from my hand.

      “I guess I’m just…running…hiding.”

      “From what?”

      “From,” I said, and then I didn’t know what to say. From myself? From the past? From that tender place inside me that thought I was so worthless I could just be trashed in a river. My eyes started to water. How could I explain it to him? Should I tell him what had happened?

      “Ahh, Lily,” he said, pulling me tight. “The past does not have to define you.”

      I sniffed and wiped my nose with my sleeve. “You should listen to your own advice.”

      Sal chuckled. “You’re right.”

      “Well,” I said, and taking a breath, I tried to pull myself together, “maybe the Goddess of Love will help us. I think Celeste has been pacing the deck since the sun rose. Shall we see Knidos?”

      Sal nodded.

      I dressed and got the crew up and going. We set sail. First we guided the Bacchus to Yunus’ farm. We found him and his sons working in the olive grove. His boys clustered around him. They stood staring, eyes wide, up at the airship.

      Sal and I went down to bid the farmer farewell.

      Yunus removed his hat and shook Sal’s hand. “Best of luck on your journey,” he said smiling. He waved up to Celeste who leaned over the rail of the ship.

      “Thank you for your hospitality. May your family be blessed,” Sal said with a slight bow.

      “Thank you for sharing your ruins with us,” I added. “But please…I don’t mean to alarm you…please consider hiding the Aphrodite…and the Asclepius. My countrymen—you may have heard what they are doing in Athens—they will take your statues if they find them.”

      The man looked at me as if he had not clearly understood every word I had spoken but got my warning nonetheless. He nodded stoically.

      With that, we made our way back to the Bacchus, Sal pausing to ruffle little Selim’s hair once more. Once we were aboard, I set the ship’s coordinates to Knidos, and the propeller kicked hard as we made our way out to sea.

      “What did you mean, the Asclepius?” Sal asked.

      “There was another shrine near the Aphrodite. It was a temple of the healing god. Didn’t you see it?”

      Sal shook his head.

      “I stumbled upon it. It was…remarkable.”

      As we made our way toward Knidos, Sal studied the notes he had taken. He set his star chart, astrolabe, and sextant out before him. He was swinging a pendulum over the chart.

      “The carvings in the mirror indicated that we should look in the mirror during the summer months, so we are lucky there. The bracelet gives an orientation in the zodiac, but precession has shifted placement in the sky. Ophiuchus was just out of alignment. The zodiac would have made shifts from Eudoxus’ time, but I cannot be certain how much. My talent with astronomy is rather limited,” Sal said.

      I grinned. What Sal thought of as limited likely bested many of Oxford’s brightest. “Once we get to Knidos, we’ll know if we are in the right place or not.”

      “Have you ever met the Scotsman Alexander Jamison?” Sal asked. “He stops by Tinkers’ Hall from time to time. He gifted me this copy of his Celestial Atlas. It is a remarkable piece of work.”

      “Isn’t he the school master? The little mathematician married to that prudish travel writer?”

      Sal laughed. “Yes, that’s him. Here is his plate of your Ophiuchus,” Sal said, showing me the engraved image of the god Asclepius. Jamison had drawn the god standing astride in the evening sky. Between his muscular legs, Asclepius gripped a massive serpent by the head and tail.

      “That serpent…seems the Scotsman doth protest too much.”

      Sal laughed. “Most Scotsmen do.”

      “Don’t let Angus hear you say that.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. That lengthy constellation is Serpens.”

      “Serpens?”

      “Asclepius clutches the serpent, conquering it. You see, my Lily, with determination, all monsters can be overcome. It is written in the stars.”

      “One can hope.”

      “I can see Knidos!” Celeste called to us from the prow of the ship where she had perched since we’d set sail.

      Kos and Knidos were not far from one another, and soon the twin harbors of the ancient city of Knidos came into view. Sal joined Celeste at the front of the ship. A strong wind blew across the Aegean. Celeste, her long hair flying in the wind, looked every bit the part of the goddess she sought. A sharp wind came in and snatched the white silk scarf she had tied around her neck. It floated in the air and fell toward the blue-green waters of the sea below.

      The Knidian coast was rocky with high cliffs pocked by caves. Intermittently, we also saw sweet secret coves boasting sandy beaches and jewel colored waters. The landscape had waving golden grasses, dusty earth, tall Cypress trees, and thick green shrubbery. I sensed the ancient path of the sea captains who had come before me as I guided the Bacchus over the small, eastern Knidian harbor. Knidos was built in part on an island and in part on the mainland. A land bridge separated the two, making two harbors: one smaller and eastern, the other larger and more western. I envisioned the ancient warships docked in the lapis colored waters.

      The island part of Knidos was rocky and shrub covered. Near the land bridge connecting it to the mainland, I could see the ancient stone walls of Praxiteles’ city. The concave shape of an amphitheater was visible as were many other ruins. It looked just as I had seen in the kaleidoscope.

      I yearned to look over and see more, but the Bacchus, struggling in the harsh sea winds, demanded my attention.

      “We need to bring the Bacchus down!” I yelled, gesturing to the balloonman. He nodded and began to release warm air from inside the balloon. We dropped altitude. I navigated the ship in, looking for a spot somewhere out of the harsh breeze. Once I had gotten the ship out of the wind shear, the jostling eased. I lowered the Bacchus below the mountain range and settled into a calm spot just east of the ancient theater. There, the Bacchus seemed to find a remarkably calm harbor from the wind.

      “Let’s hover here until we see what kind of company we are in for,” I said. The crew and I anchored the ship while Sal and Celeste began packing their bags. To my surprise, Sal pulled out his sidearm.

      “Bring yours as well,” he told me.

      He was right. If the Dilettanti thought we were after the Aphrodite, they may certainly be waiting for us in Knidos. Sal dropped the rope ladder. I grabbed an anchor line, and holding tight, leapt off the rail of the ship. I slid down the rope twenty feet to the ground.

      My boots hit the dusty earth with a thud. Below my feet were marble floor stones. Green grass shot up from between the cracks. Behind us, the rocky remains of the ancient city wall were nestled against the mountainside. Directly ahead of us, a sandy bar jutted out between the mainland and the island.

      “Cape Krio,” Celeste said as she joined me, motioning to the island. She rubbed her hands. Her palms were red from gripping the ladder.

      “That’s not the island we saw in the kaleidoscope,” I said.

      Celeste shook her head. “No, that was east of here.”

      Sal joined us. He had been talking to the crew of the Bacchus who now stood, rifles in hand, on the deck of the ship.

      We scanned the horizon. We spotted two tan colored tents on the other side of the land bridge on Cape Krio. No one seemed to be moving around. This was either a very good thing or very a bad thing.

      “Here we go,” I muttered.

      “Let’s be friendly,” Celeste suggested.

      “Let’s be cautious,” Sal corrected.

      We headed across the sandy land bridge. Around us, the landscape was dotted with low green scrub and creeping purple flowers. Although I expected I would be shot at any moment, I could not help but be taken with the landscape. I don’t think I had ever seen a more beautiful sight in all my life. The ancient city, like the Asclepeion, was in complete disarray, but it seemed that more had survived in Knidos than had in Kos. In fact, the owner of the tents seemed to have set up camp near the ruins of an ancient watchtower at the entrance of the eastern harbor. We crossed onto Cape Krio and followed the old wall toward the tents. As we neared the camp, I began to smell roasting meat and could hear someone singing.

      Sal pulled his weapon.

      As we came upon the tents, we found two very sleepy looking Ottoman workers laboring over the campfire. Both men wore a red fez, a traditional Ottoman cap, and loose, ballooning pants. Their clothing looked rather disheveled. Apparently they had recently woken. Both men stood bolt upright.

      “Professor,” one of them called, and my stomach dropped to my boots. Sal gripped his gun harder.

      “Ja, ja, was ist los?” we heard someone reply from inside one of the tents.

      A moment later, a very old man with small, round glasses and a white moustache that curled at the corners emerged from the tent. He eyed us with great curiosity.

      “Humm…Italiener?” he asked Sal.

      “Ja, und Engländer,” Sal replied.

      The old man blew air through his lips. “Engländer,” he said like curse. “Do you all speak English?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Sal replied. “We don’t mean to bother you…Professor, no? We’ve come to see the ruins and wanted to ensure we were not imposing.”

      The man looked at Sal’s gun, his eyes quickly darting to my own weapon. “Imposing. Expecting trouble, were you?”

      Sal shrugged. “We did not know what to expect.”

      The old man laughed a long and hearty laugh and then looked Celeste and I over with great curiosity. “Nice company you keep. Come. Have tea. These Ottoman’s will drink tea when it’s a hundred degrees, but it is morning and not yet hot, and this old man would like to sit and have a look at your beautiful comrades. I’m Professor Herzog,” he introduced.

      Sal smiled. “It is our pleasure, Professor. I am Salvatore, my wife Beatrice, and my sister Viola.”

      The professor smiled and holding open the tent door flap, gestured for us to go within. Sal holstered his gun, took my hand, and we entered. Inside, the old man had strung up maps and sketches of Knidos. He had collected a fabulous array of marble pieces. Picks, shovels, and an odd looking pole with a disc on one end leaned in the corner of the tent. Large boxes were stacked to the top of the tent. On one table, a marble hand sat under a magnifying glass. The hand clutched a fist full of arrows. On another table were about a dozen palm sized figurines.

      “I’ve been hunting the sun god,” the old man said. “In fact, I have finally revealed his temple.”

      “Apollo?” Celeste asked, raising her eyebrow. The Ottoman workers poured us tea into small, glass cups.

      The professor smiled at her. “Ah, a woman educated in the classics. Yes, my dear, but how he has eluded me! I have been on this cove for the last ten years hunting him down, fending off the British who would have me kicked out of this dig. But I have convinced them I am simply an old man on a tired pursuit, and they leave me in peace. Besides, all they want is the Aphrodite. What do they care of my Apollo?”

      The three of us exchanged glances.

      “To be honest, I expected to find an Englishman in your tent, Professor,” Sal said then, sipping the hot tea.

      I pick up the cup, nearly burning my fingers. “Bloody hell,” I grumbled under my breath.

      “Like this, dear,” the Professor told me, demonstrating the correct grip as he held his glass with his fingertips by the rim. “You’ve just missed them. They packed it in two days ago and headed back to Constantinople. Good riddance. No offense,” he added, smiling at me.

      “None taken.”

      “Would you mind, Professor, if we have a look around?” Celeste asked.

      “My dear, with eyes like that, all you should do is look around,” he said with a laugh. “Drink up. I’ll give you a tour,” Professor Herzog said and then hurried us along.

      We polished off the hot tea, which made me sweat in the early morning heat, and headed outside.

      “Come, I’ll take you to the shrine of Apollo,” the Professor said, taking a walking stick with one hand, and his strange disked device in the other. “Where is your ship—Gott, is that an airship?”

      “We travel in style,” Sal said jokingly.

      The old man laughed a long, hard laugh. After a moment, it became clear that it wasn’t Sal’s comment that had amused the professor.

      “Professor?” Sal asked.

      “Ah, my Italian friend, I laugh because you have docked your ship—isn’t that the wine god on its balloon—directly above the ancient temple of Dionysus. I guess the old boy knows where he belongs,” the old man said and led us back across the land bridge.

      As we walked, I eyed the landscape. I was trying to find the image I had seen in the kaleidoscope. It seemed that the image I had picked up in the lens was oriented from the land side of Knidos. As we hiked up the hill along the seaside to the shrine of Apollo, I shaded my eyes with my hand and looked out at the water. The kaleidoscope had clearly indicated there should be a small island just off shore, but I saw almost nothing on the horizon. All around me, however, pieces of the ancient city were found in plenty.

      “Here is one of the east-west roads through the city,” the old man said as he pointed his walking stick toward a flat area carved into the mountainside. “And a row of houses. Some shops are still under the dirt along there. No doubt the Dilettanti will dig them out.”

      Sal and I exchanged a glance.

      The old man, who was soon breathing hard and sweating profusely, led us to a section of wall quite near the sea cliff looking out over the ocean. Below us, on the city side, a pit had been dug into the earth. Marble stone floors and a pedestal had been unearthed.

      “Here we are,” the professor said, flourishing his hand toward the dig. “Besides me and my workers, you are the first eyes to see the temple of Apollo in more than a thousand years,” the old man said then, his voice rich with satisfaction. “Are you pleased?” he called, facing upward toward the bright morning sun. He turned back to us again. “Granted, not much to see, but once we get the earth moved there will be more!”

      “Congratulations on your achievement,” Celeste said with a smile. “It is quite moving.”

      “Moving indeed! Ten years on this cape and more years than I can say buried in the archives of my university chasing Apollo,” the Professor said then took Celeste’s hand. “I must say, my dear, my heart nearly gave out when I saw that old stone floor. It was like passion.”

      “Passion is something I understand well,” she said flirtatiously. She then turned back to the dig. “It is like a miracle,” she whispered.

      “Yes, yes indeed,” the Professor agreed.

      “What led you to this location?” Sal asked him.

      “This,” the man said, patting the strange instrument he carried.

      “I did indeed notice this device, Professor. What is it?” Sal asked.

      “Ah, you see, it is a device of my own creation! I began to wonder if there was some way to sense the presence of marble structures, walls, temples, under the earth without having to dig. I realized I could find them if I look by vibration! I have employed the use of crystals in what I call my clockwork dowsing rod. The vibrations given off by raw earth opposed to the linear lines of cut stone, manmade objects, are different. Using crystals, I catch the resonance. As such, I found the structure.”

      “Quite amazing,” Sal said. I noticed that several times Sal’s hand had moved toward the device as the professor waved it about.

      The old man, lost in his thoughts, had not even noticed. “I tried to assist the Brits, but they think they know better, mucking around in the mud. They are not even looking in the right place for their Aphrodite.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      The old man laughed. “It is written in the Erōtes exactly where she can be found.”

      “On a hill above the harbor. Aphrodite Euploia, the lady of safe voyages, blesses the ships as they pass, and she can be seen from the sea. She has a rotunda, an open air temple, where laurel trees grow and fruits and flowers. It is a place where lovers meet and practice her art under the eyes of Apollo,” Celeste said dreamily.

      “Indeed, by Apollo, she has it,” the old man said, smiling at Celeste appreciatively. “One would almost think you are an Aphrodite scholar. Now, young lady, if that is an accurate description of the temple, where would you look?”

      “Somewhere high. At the seaside. Somewhere visible from all around. Somewhere where laurel trees still grow.”

      “The Dilettanti have been digging this site since 1812, yet you’ve put it together with more logic than all those so-called experts combined!” he said and pinched her cheek.

      Celeste grinned. “Do you know where the Aphrodite temple is?”

      He smiled. “Come with me.”

      He led us away from the Apollo temple and upward, following the sea cliff, toward an impressive rockslide that had shifted from a nearby crag. We crawled carefully around the rocks until we were standing at the cliff’s edge. It was a steep drop to the water below. I noticed that mature laurel trees dotted the location. A soft, warm breeze floated in.

      “What better place from which to see the Aphrodite?” the old man said. “I nearly broke my neck trying, but I explored that heap with my dowsing rod. Looking. Just looking. And do you know what is under all the scree?” With his walking staff, the Professor drew a large circle in the dirt. “Something large, round, and manmade.”

      “The temple of Aphrodite?” Celeste more breathed than asked.

      The old man shrugged. “What do I know? I am just an old man chasing Apollo. Let the Dilettanti take the next hundred years figure it out!” he said with a laugh.

      I had to join him. British prattishness, of which I was sometimes prone when it came to talking about racing, was an unflattering quality. I stared out at the sea. The view struck me. I recognized it immediately as the view from the kaleidoscope.

      I nudged Sal. “Nice view,” I said, looking out at the blue-green water.

      Both he and Celeste turned. Celeste had been staring intently at the pile of rubble; her eyes had a faraway look. I imagined she had been envisioning the ancient temple of the goddess lying underneath. In a world where Catholics and Protestants burned one another at the stake every other hundred years, it was a dangerous thing to have a faith so far beyond the pale. Her faith revealed, Celeste surely would have gone to the stocks, glossy hair and all. Her eyes widened as she looked out to sea and realized that we were seeing the image from the kaleidoscope.

      “Looks pretty clear out there. Any islands offshore?” I asked. On the far horizon, Kos rose from the sea like a gray-green shadow.

      “Just rocks. Not much to see. Except, of course, Aphrodite’s fingers,” the Professor said.

      “Aphrodite’s fingers?” Celeste asked. I could not help but hear the excitement in her voice.

      “Just a pile of rocks, really. Five rocky fingers sticking out of the sea, waving” he said and wiggled his fingers. He then pointed toward the horizon. “North of the harbor. You can see it from here. Look,” he added. And where he pointed, I just made out a small island that looked to be exactly where the kaleidoscope had indicated.

      Celeste released a small, excited “Ahh!” but held herself in check.

      I noticed then that the old man looked rather gray around the lips.

      “Can we help you back? The heat is rising,” I said.

      “Ah, yes. We’ve been in a duel, Apollo and me. Either I’ll find him, or his sun will kill me. Seems I am triumphant,” the Professor said with a laugh.

      Sal gently took the old man by the arm, and we walked back to his tent. Along the way, I noticed that there was a small sailboat docked in the harbor.

      “Is that ship yours, Professor?” I asked.

      “Yes, but I haven’t used it in ages. I used to like to sail around. Lots of lovely beaches along the shoreline. Fit for the foam-born daughter herself,” he said, patting Celeste on the arm.

      Celeste raised an eyebrow at him.

      “I hate to impose, but would you mind if we borrowed your boat? We would love to take a look at the shoreline, but the weather is too rough for the airship,” I said.

      “Have you got any ale on your dirigible?” the old man asked with a twinkle in his eyes.

      I turned to Celeste.

      “Yes, there should be some there,” she said.

      “Then you have a deal! The boat is yours to use. Just bring the ale with you when you come by tonight for dinner. We’ll drink to Apollo!”

      “Of course,” Sal said.

      When we reached the tent, Sal helped lower the old man into a chair, and the Ottoman assistants came at once to remove his boots and give him water.

      “Thank you for the tour. It was an honor,” Celeste said, kissing him on the cheek.

      “Ahh, you smell better than the Goddess of Love herself,” the old man said, whisking a handful of Celeste’s long locks toward his nose.

      Celeste smiled and kissed the old man playfully once again, allowing him to stroke her hair once more before he let her go.

      “We’ll be back at sunset…with ale!” I said.

      The professor was fanning himself with his hat. “Now, that is something to look forward to!”

      We left the Professor’s tent. It had grown extremely hot in the midday sun. The sea breeze cooled us to some degree, but there was little by way of shade in the ancient city.

      “The boat…what do you have in mind, Lily?” Celeste asked.

      “Well, it seems the Aphrodite is literally waving us in, but it will be practically impossible to explore by air,” I said, knowing it was the truth. I scanned the teal colored waters. While the vista was striking, a lump rose up in my throat. I knew I had to try to put my fears aside. We were too close to stop now. Besides, we had a boat. It would be fine. It would be safe. I turned to Sal: “Can you sail?”

      He shook his head. I was surprised. I guess I’d come to think that Sal knew everything.

      “I can,” Celeste said. Again, I was surprised. She caught my expression. “I grew up on an island,” she explained.

      “Well then, shall we set sail?” Sal asked.

      Celeste looked out at the sea. “That’s why we are here. Let’s pray Aphrodite gives us safe voyage.”
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      While I clung to the boat and pretended I was not frightened to death of the water, Celeste showed a side of herself I’d never expected. Her hands moving quickly, she readied the small boat and guided it out of the Knidian harbor with finesse. The small white sail, discolored with age and disuse, flapped in the breeze. Part of me thought that even if Celeste had not known how to sail, she still would have helmed the ship. She was a woman on a quest that was nearing its end. In those moments, a person will risk anything to win what they love.

      Sal panned his spyglass across the water as we set out of the harbor. We had not gone far when he spotted Aphrodite’s fingers. “There,” he said pointing. “I can see the rocks jutting out of the water.”

      Celeste adjusted the sail, and the small ship pushed through the waves.

      I gazed down into the turquoise colored waters. You could see the sea bottom. Below, I saw the dark shapes of rocks and the quick movements of silver fish. The water was beautiful albeit terrifying.

      It was not long until the rocky island came into view of the naked eye. To say it was an island was a bit of an exaggeration. In reality, it was five tall rocks sticking out of the water. Like a hand waving at the shoreline, the rocks really did look like fingers. The back of the hand seemed to face the sea, its dark black stones looking like knuckles. The palm faced the coast. The rocks looked like slim fingers jutting out at different angles.

      Celeste guided the boat toward the rocks, all of us looking intently for any sign of a cave or anything else.

      “Let me drop anchor here,” Celeste said as we came within several feet from the rocks. “I don’t want to risk damaging the boat. We can swim over,” she said. Sal nodded in agreement while I looked at both of them like they’d lost their minds. They didn’t seem to notice.

      Once she had the ship anchored, Celeste began pulling off her boots, and Sal tied his hair back and pulled off his shirt. I sat perfectly still, gripping the rail of the boat as sea spray splashed over its side.

      “Lily?” Sal asked. His forehead furrowed with confusion.

      “I’ll stay and mind the boat,” I said.

      Celeste and Sal both looked questioningly at me.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Fantastic. I’ll just stay here and mind the boat,” I said again. I could feel that all the blood had drained from my face.

      Sal peered deeply at me. “Very good. We’ll take a look.”

      “Be careful swimming near the rocks. Don’t get pulled under,” I told them both.

      Celeste nodded, and with a jump, she splashed into the water and started swimming toward the stones. Sal slipped off the side of the boat and followed her. A few moments later, they appeared on the rocks, helping one another get a handhold. The rocks were much larger up close, perhaps twice the size of a man. I looked at the rocks, taking in the surroundings, as I sat on the rocking boat. I pulled out Sal’s spyglass and examined the shoreline. In general, the coast had high cliffs, but I did spy one small cove nestled into the curvature of the land. There was a small, private beach.

      “I don’t see anything,” Celeste called.

      “No, me either,” Sal answered.

      “It’s all stone. Just wet, slippery stone. You see any carvings? Anything? They might be faded from erosion,” Celeste called. She sounded exasperated.

      “Not yet,” Sal answered. “Maybe there is something under the water. Look for a chain or something leading below,” Sal called to her.

      I gazed up at the fingers. Professor Herzog was right. The Aphrodite’s fingers did seem to waggle, almost like she was waving toward the shoreline. I then noticed that one of the fingers was bent lower than the others, more lateral to the ocean. Given all the fingers seemed to be pointing, just in different directions, I didn’t think much of it at first. But then I realized that the lowest and most lateral finger was, in fact, the ring finger of a left hand. I lifted the spyglass and looked. Following the line of the finger, it seemed like it was pointing directly to the small, hidden cove.

      “Sal?” I called.

      “Nothing yet, Lily. Are you all right over there?”

      I took a deep breath, reached down, and grabbed Celeste’s satchel. From inside, I removed the kaleidoscope. Getting my balance as best I could, I stood, aligned myself with the finger, and aimed the kaleidoscope toward the shoreline.

      “Sal?”

      “Lily? Everything okay?” he called from the other side of the rocks.

      “You and Celeste should come back to the boat.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?” Celeste called.

      I smiled. “Nothing. It’s just…well…I know where to find the Aphrodite.”

      In the kaleidoscope’s colored glass, clear as day, was the image of the Aphrodite of Knidos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

      

    
    
      The small boat made a soft scraping sound as it hit the sandy shoreline of the beach. We jumped into the startlingly warm, topaz blue water and pulled the boat onto the shore.

      The cove turned out to be even more secluded than it had initially seemed. The rocky shoreline formed a crescent shape, secluding and protecting the view of the much of the beach from the sea. As we stood on the beach, it became clear that this was a perfect hiding spot. Where, exactly, the Aphrodite was hidden remained to be found. Sal, Celeste, and I scoured the small beach for any sign of the Aphrodite. I panned the kaleidoscope around but was treated only to colors.

      We spread out to scan the cove. I must have been looking for at least fifteen minutes when Celeste finally called out: “Here! Here!”

      She was standing in one of the most secluded spots on the cove near the cliff wall. There, the cliff was open, just a crack. If you knelt, you could just see the sky on the other side. Above the narrow slit, however, was a carving. It was not large and time had worn it down, but carved into the rocks above the crevice was a swan with an anemone flower in its beak.

      “I’m confused,” Celeste said. “Is she buried in the sand? Under the water?”

      Sal waded in and examined the rocks. Waist deep in the water, he stood in the middle of the inverted v-shaped opening. He turned and smiled at Celeste. Grabbing hold of the rocks, he pulled himself up out of the water and disappeared into the sea wall. He looked back out with a grin. “A cave.”

      Without another word, Celeste went after him.

      I looked at the water. It wasn’t that deep, maybe only thigh high. I followed behind them.

      The cave was very narrow but passable. We crawled through the cavern deeper into the cliff side. It seemed to me the cavern turned to the right with the shape of the crescent moon. Soon it grew very dark.

      “Watch your step. I can see some light up ahead,” Sal called from the front.

      I reached out for handholds, afraid I would feel the squishy body of a bat or worse. The stones were wet and grimy. The sharp smell of seaweed and earth filled the place, and the cave floor was jagged and slick. More than once I scraped my leg on the rocks. Before me, I heard Celeste struggling, but she never complained. Perhaps she had not even noticed. The passage, while rough, was short. Light began to filter in from the other side.

      “My Lily?” Sal called back to me. “Are you all right? Almost there.”

      Sal was the first to emerge. I saw Celeste struggle out of the cave before me. Finally dragging myself over the damp rocks and out of the cave, I emerged into what can only be described as a natural cathedral.

      Inside the cliff was a massive cave that was maybe thirty feet in height. Small openings, from which seabirds flew in and out, let light into the place. The cave floor, sandy on the bottom, was submerged in just a few inches of clear water. Vines with small purple flowers grew everywhere, their cheery faces turning toward the sun, their scent perfuming the place. In the middle of this natural house of worship, on a pedestal adorned with seashells, sat the Aphrodite of Knidos. Sunlight slanting in through cliff side crevices bathed the goddess in the golden light of Apollo. The sun’s rays mixed with a thin coat of crystalline dust that had fallen on the statue. She glimmered gold. The sight was breathtaking.

      Celeste took two steps toward the sculpture then fell on her knees and burst into tears.

      I came up behind Sal and took his hand.

      We all stood in awe, not of what Praxiteles had made—though the rarity and delicacy his sculpture was without equal—but of what that moment meant to each of us. This was what the Dilettante did not understand. It wasn’t what the sculpture showed us of herself, or of Praxiteles, that made her so important. It was what we saw through her that mattered. Through her, I saw hope. I squeezed Sal’s hand.

      After a few moments, we approached the sculpture. With a disconnected eye, you could see it was a divine work of art. Why Praxiteles had made the sculpture was unknown, but there was something special about it. Energy seemed to pulse from it. I’d felt the same thing in the shrine of Asclepius.

      Celeste reached out and touched the naked toes of the goddess. I heard her murmur under her breath. When she removed her hand, I noticed that her fingers had lifted off the golden dust. White marble, almost translucent in color, was revealed.

      “How did they get her in here?” I wondered aloud.

      Sal, who had a strange, faraway look his eyes, seemed to pull himself back from beyond. “The cave entrance is wide enough for her but not practical,” he said.

      “How about from above? Maybe they widened one of the crevice openings and lowered her in,” I suggested.

      “That could very well be. And even if that is not how they brought her in, certainly that could be a way to get her out.”

      I frowned. “The Bacchus is not strong enough to lift marble. Even if we modify the gear shaft to pull her, it can’t be done from aloft. It would destroy Roni’s ship. Maybe Profess—”

      “We can lift her. She’s not heavy. The Bacchus will be able to lift her out,” Celeste said. Her voice sounded thin.

      “Didn’t you hear what I just said? A piece of marble that siz—”

      “She’s just a woman. She weighs no more than you or I,” Celeste corrected, her eyes locked on the face of the Aphrodite.

      I looked at Sal. This is exactly the kind of zealot-like behavior I feared I’d get from Celeste.

      “Celeste, we don’t have time for this. If you want to get her moved, we need to get help.”

      She shook her head and looked at Sal. “You understand? You feel it too, don’t you? You feel it. Just try. Let’s see if we can lift her. It will work.”

      Sal looked up at the Aphrodite. I suddenly started to feel like a person left out on a joke. I watched Sal’s face as he considered. He had a strange look in his eyes.

      I looked up at the statue. The face shined with great luminescence. For just a brief moment, my vision seemed to double. It was almost like the statue had vibrated. I closed my eyes, trying to clear the blurry vision, then opened them again.

      “Stand back, my Lily,” Sal said and walked behind the Aphrodite. “Come. You’ll need to help,” he called to Celeste.

      Had the two of them lost their minds? I was about to tell them so when Sal wrapped arms around the waist of the sculpture, and with a slight heave, moved her from her pedestal. He stepped backward, slowly setting her onto the sandy floor of the cave. Celeste took the Goddess’ arm and steadied her.

      I realized then that they were not seeing what I was seeing. What I was seeing was impossible. Or, she was not made of marble. Or, something else was going on, and I had not been invited to the party.

      “We’ll need to go back and get the Bacchus,” Celeste said then, dusting her hands off on her wet trousers.

      I opened my mouth to speak then closed it again.

      Sal nodded. “We will pull her out from above. I’ll harness her in and get her lifted using the gear assembly. It will work. Does that sound all right to you, Lily?” Sal asked.

      What could I say? “Of course, my love.”

      Sal smiled. “All right. Let’s head back.”

      We turned back to the cave opening when suddenly we realized the water around the edges of the cave was significantly higher and that the entrance to the cave was almost entirely submerged.

      “Tide must have come in,” Celeste said.

      “It’s not a far swim. Looks like we’ll have some air at the top of the cave for another minute or so,” Sal added.

      Celeste nodded and headed into the mouth of the cave. Moments later, without another thought, she disappeared under the water.

      Sal turned and looked at me.

      I had not moved an inch. I stared at the water.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I stood frozen.

      “It’s not far. Use the cave walls to guide you. I’ll be right in front of you. You just need a little nerve, something you always have in abundance,” he said with a wink. He reached out for my hand. I stood still.

      I couldn’t do it.

      “Lily?” Sal said, confused.

      After a moment, I said, “Go ahead. I’m coming.”

      Sal looked worried. “The longer you wait, the higher the water will get. I promise you, I’ll be right in front of you.”

      Sal took my hand and led me into the water. As we neared the cave, the water inched high and higher: first to my waist, then to my torso. When it reached up to my neck, we stopped.

      “Remember, the cave bends a little to the left. Pull on your goggles,” he said, pulling them from my pocket, shaking out the water, and handing them to me. “That will help you see. Use your legs to guide you and take a deep breath.” With that, Sal dove under the water.

      I uttered a faint “wait,” but he was already gone. I pulled my goggles on. I was deep in the cave. The light from Aphrodite’s chamber glimmered faintly behind me. My hands started to tingle as the water began to rise toward my earlobes. I felt the tears coming, and my chest started to hurt. The water seeped into my ears. I could do it. I didn’t have to be broken. I could do it.

      I took a deep breath and plunged under the water. The feeling of being completely submerged alarmed me so severely that I felt a sharp pain in my chest. I braced myself against it and pushed off into the darkness, feeling the cave walls with my fingers, pushing myself along with my feet.

      Further and further I pushed. I opened my eyes. The water was pitch black. I pushed forward, my chest beginning to burn. I expected to see light at any moment. I started to panic. What if I didn’t make it? What if the water finally got me? I pushed forward again, still not reaching the end of the cave. I needed air. I had to breathe. Then, in the water before me, I saw a face. At first I could only make out feminine features: it was a woman with alabaster skin. She was swimming toward me. I stopped. My chest screamed for air. Then, I thought I saw light. Golden light illuminated the dark waves. Sunlight slanted into the water, and I found myself face to face with Nicolette. Her hair moved wildly around her. She reached out, took my hand, and pulled me forward. She led me toward the sunlight. Smiling at me, she pulled me by both of my hands then pushed me toward the surface of the water.

      I broke through the surface with a gasp. Celeste pulled me out of the water. I sputtered, half choking.

      “Oh my god, Lily. Why didn’t you tell us you can’t swim,” Celeste scolded, leading me to the sandy beach.

      Sal pulled off my goggles, pushed my hair away from my face, and sat me down on the warm sand.

      I coughed hard, getting the last of the water out of my lungs.

      “I didn’t understand. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Sal said, pressing me against his chest.

      I nodded, waving my hand dismissively at them, and caught my breath. “It’s okay. I’m okay now,” I said, and I meant it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In silence, the three of us sailed back to Knidos. Sal kept his arm protectively around me. Celeste looked radiant. I stuck my hand over the side of the boat and let my fingertips glide along the water’s surface. Nicolette. I closed my eyes and felt the wind on me. Nicolette. What had I seen? In the end, it didn’t matter. My aching heart felt like it had been soothed. My sister. Nicolette. I closed my eyes and relished the experience.

      Before I knew it, we had returned to the harbor at Knidos. I think we were all relieved to find it just as empty as we had left it. I shook myself from my dreamy thoughts and tried to focus.

      “We cannot delay,” Celeste said when we had anchored the sailboat. “There is no telling when the Dilettante will return. Sal, do you think you can make the harness tonight?”

      He nodded. “I must start now. I was working on a project for Lily that I can modify.”

      “What kind of project?” I asked.

      “You saw the roll of silk?”

      I nodded.

      “Based on a model by Da Vinci, I have been working on a kind of parachute such as Lenormand and Blanchard have used, but this one will be harnessed around the chest like a vest. It is a prototype, but it seems quite effective. I have the harness completed. I can modify it just a bit and use it and a pulley system to lift her onto the ship.”

      As usual, I was amazed, but then I remembered something: “We did promise the Prof—” I began, but Celeste cut me off.

      “We really must act quickly. I can’t bear the thought of the statue alone in that cave,” Celeste said.

      “Well, she has been alone in there for hundreds of years. I think she can wait until we finish a pint.”

      Celeste frowned.

      “My Lily, take the professor his ale and our thanks. Celeste and I will get the ship ready.”

      While I wasn’t wild about the plan, I agreed. The Bacchus had several stoneware jars of ale in stock. They weren’t exactly cold, but I suspected the Professor would not mind either way.

      I wound my way back to the Professor’s tents where I found the Ottoman workers packing a mule cart with the Professor’s boxes.

      “Are you leaving?” I asked them, confused.

      It was clear something was afoot. After discussing the matter for a few minutes, they led me inside Professor Herzog’s tent. Inside, Professor Herzog was laid out on his cot. His skin had already started to turn ashy. I sat on his bedside. His eyes had been closed. I opened one of the jars, toasted the man, and took a drink. Setting the jar down, I sighed and took his cold hand. There was a shadow of a smile on his lips, and the aura of a fulfilled life emanated from him. I closed my eyes and prayed his Apollo would bless his path. I hoped that I would be lucky enough to die so satisfied.
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      We sailed from Knidos and travelled the coast until we reached the cove where the Aphrodite lay hidden.

      “Are you sure it’s strong enough to hold you?” I asked as Sal pulled on the harness. We had reconfigured the Bacchus’ gears to be used as a makeshift pulley.

      “It can hold two grown men,” Sal said, pulling on the straps. “It is woven metal and leather. Don’t worry.” He then tied a rope to a hook on the front of the harness, working it until it was tight. He had extra straps, hooks, and clasps in a bag belted around his waist. Nervous, I bent and looked the rope over. I didn’t know where Celeste had found it, but it was very high quality, strong enough to carry marble.

      Sal motioned to the galleyman. The man removed the pins that held a hatch door under the gondola closed. The door swung open. A breeze from the sea blew in, making the ship rock.

      The galleyman swore.

      I agreed. The hatch door was only opened to make repairs or to change parts, not to lower people into caves.

      “Sal, this is dangerous.”

      Sal grabbed a miner’s pick and motioned to the galleyman who began cranking gears.

      “It’s a leap of faith,” Sal said with a grin then dropped out of the bottom of the ship.

      I held onto a rod and looked down, afraid I would see Sal smashed to pieces below. Instead, he wagged in the breeze about six feet below the ship.

      Sal yelled up to the galleyman who lowered him toward the cliff. Once he reached the rocks, he called “Stop.” I watched from above as Sal peered through the opening into the cave below.

      “I can see the statue. Celeste is there too,” Sal called. Celeste had gotten off the Bacchus at the beach and had gone back inside through the beachside cave. “The rocks are loose here. I can open a space,” Sal said. Getting into position, he began to pick away at the rocks and sediment. He opened up a gap large enough for him and the sculpture to fit through.

      My teeth clenched tightly, I watched as he worked. It seemed to take an eternity, but soon he called: “Good! I’m ready.”

      I motioned to the crewman to begin again. Sal crawled into the crevice, disappearing into the cave.

      “Sal? Salvatore?” I called.

      “I’m okay,” his voice echoed from within the cave. A few minutes later, he called “Stop. I’m down.” I motioned to the crewman to halt. I shook my head. This felt like lunacy.

      I went back on deck to see if I could get a better look. I stared down at the crevice into which Sal had been lowered. I felt like I was frozen in place. After what seemed like an eternity, Sal called up to me. His voice echoed from the expanse of the cave.

      “We have her. Up and slow,” he called.

      I went back down to the galley and nodded to the crewman, motioning for him to go slowly. As the line on the harness grew taught, the Bacchus put up a little resistance. The gears groaned a bit. For a moment, I feared we really were trying to lift marble. The crewman applied a little more torque and soon it began to lift.

      I leaned back over the open hatch door and waited.

      “Stop,” Sal called. His voice sounded like he was just near the opening. I saw the harness shake.

      “Sal?”

      “I’m all right. Just adjusting,” he called. A moment later he yelled, “Begin again. Easy.”

      I nodded and signaled once more.

      A moment later, Sal and Aphrodite emerged into the sunlight. The statue glimmered blindingly bright.

      “Ave Maria!” the galleyman exclaimed in surprise.

      It was an amazing sight. Sal had lashed her tightly against him, gripping the statue under the arms and around the waist. He guided her carefully out of the crevice, protecting her head as best he could as she neared the sides of the opening. The two of them slipped through.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I headed to the deck and leaned over the rail so I could see when Sal made landfall. He used his legs to guide them around the rocks, clutching the statue as he moved toward the flat, grassy landing above the cliff.

      Once his feet were flat on the ground, I called stop. The gears on the Bacchus ground to a halt. Sal unharnessed himself and the statue.

      “Lily, bring the Bacchus down as low as you can. Let’s crate the statue and get her stowed in the galley,” Sal called.

      Airships do not like to be low. It risks damage to the rudder and propeller. I frowned and signaled to the balloonman. He frowned in agreement but opened the balloon value a crack. The ship began to lower.

      “Watch the rudder, Sal,” I called.

      When we came within ten feet of land, Sal called “Stop!”

      I dropped the ladder overboard and went down. We had traded Professor Herzog’s workers a spyglass and a case of Italian wine for a long, wooden crate in which we could transport the statue. There was just enough room in the galley to stow her there, out of sight.

      “Let me talk to the crew. I’ll need more muscle to get her loaded without damage,” Sal said as he positioned the statue on the grassy cliff-top.

      In the bright light of day, the statue was truly stunning. It was not made of marble, at least not any kind of marble I had ever seen. I didn’t know what it was made of, but it was beautiful. I reached out and touched her cheek. I could see why she had scandalized the ancient world. It was not so much that she was nude that was so shocking, it was the way she stood that made her so provocative. While they might have called the statue “Modest Venus,” her pose was anything but modest. The Aphrodite was not shyly covering her feminine parts with her hand. Instead, her hand was tipped forward; she was offering her body to the viewer.

      Sal and the galleyman returned with the crate. Carefully, we lowered the Aphrodite of Knidos into the box. She lay in a bed of golden straw. Her eyes were blank, but the playful smile on her lips made me think that she was enjoying all this intrigue.

      Once she was secure in the crate, the box was lashed with rope, and the pulley system lifted the statue into a small space in the gear galley. The galleyman and I reboarded the ship and guided the crate to rest between the rods. She barely fit, but we had her.

      I could not help but smile. “Let’s pick up Celeste then head out,” I said.

      “To where?” Sal asked.

      Indeed, where could you hide the Goddess of Love?
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      “Lesvos,” Celeste said.

      We were standing on the deck of the Bacchus debating—more disagreeing—our next move.

      “Celeste, the isle of Lesvos is situated right in the middle of the Ottoman-Greek conflict,” Sal said.

      “Perhaps we should take her back to Venice,” I suggested.

      Celeste shook her head. “We have a sanctuary on Lesvos that is secret. She will be safe there. In Venice, our moves are watched.”

      Sal looked at me. “Lesvos is not a hotly contested piece of land. It’s what may lie between us and Lesvos that is a problem.”

      “We’ve come all this way, Lily. We must take her somewhere safe. Cyprus is compromised. In Venice we are watched. Athens is a disaster. I must move her, at least for now, somewhere secret. She must be taken somewhere secluded until our order decides what is best. Please!”

      “And if the Bacchus is blasted out of the sky?”

      “Fly an Italian ensign. With Bacchus on the balloon, people will know we are not about war,” Celeste said.

      This was exactly the kind of mess Jessup and Angus had worried about. “I don’t know.”

      “Please, Lily. Please!” she said, taking my hand. Her eyes brimmed with tears. “Please help us.”

      I sighed. “Let me see a map.”

      I looked over Celeste’s proposed flight path. She was asking us to fly into a war zone.

      “Is there no other option? I could fly the Bacchus to London or Paris. You could transport her elsewhere by land or sea.”

      Celeste shook her head. “We can move in and out quickly. No one will ever know. I just need to get her to Lesvos.”

      “You could have mentioned your plan to fly into the middle of a war before we left Venice,” I chided.

      “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”

      “You were right.”

      I handed Celeste the map. “In and out. After the drop, no more side trips. I have a race to worry about.”

      “Yes, I understand. Oh Lily, thank you so much!”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said with a sigh and then turned to Sal. “You all right with that?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “It is for you to decide.”

      “Then let’s get the crew ready,” I said.

      Sal nodded and went to exchange words with the crew.

      I was feeling irritable, and it was not just because Celeste had me potentially dodging canon fire. I had already started to stretch out my laudanum intake. As delighted as I was that we had found the sculpture, I was already headed back to London in my mind and was in no mood for a detour. That, and I wanted to smoke opium. I really wanted to smoke opium.

      Fly fast. Move quick. Get it over with. That was my mantra as I took the wheelstand and guided the ship northbound into the belly of the Aegean. If we caught a good wind, and the Bacchus showed me what it was made of, I could have us in port by midnight.

      It was late afternoon when we flew between Kos and Knidos. I took the Bacchus up. I wanted to get well out of eyeshot from anything on land or in the water. The cloud bank promised some cover. When it got dark, I would keep the lanterns off. The stars had guided me this far, maybe they could shed a little light on the rest of the journey.

      I asked Sal to have the galleyman run the Bacchus at full speed. Something inside me made me feel like I was on the run.

      Gliding along the coast of the Ottoman Empire, I kept my eyes peeled for any sign of trouble. Sal and Celeste watched over the side of the ship looking for action in the water below. Thankfully, the waters were clear. There was no Greek incursion on Trojan shores that night.

      A couple of hours into the trip, I found myself rooting through my satchel for my laudanum. I was feeling frustrated with the world for no good reason other than I had not indulged my habit for hours. It was a horrible feeling. I tried to keep my cravings at bay, tried to focus on Sal, on the Aphrodite, on the race, on getting to Lesvos, but nothing was working. The longer I waited, the more agitated I became. Once I finally dug out my bottle, I took three healthy drops of the opiate. It would be enough to make the trip tolerable. I closed my eyes and drifted. The feel of the drug made my body tingle, and suddenly I felt lighter. I felt less irritable. My head was swimming in a foggy haze. I rocked with the ship, feeling the Bacchus shift in the wind. It was so peaceful.

      It was not until Sal was standing before me in a fit of panic that I realized I had missed something, something important. Sal moved my hands from the wheel and cranked it hard.

      “Starboard! Starboard!” Celeste was shouting.

      I tried to focus. On our starboard side, a small ship was flying in very fast. Someone aboard the deck of the opposing ship was loading a harpoon. It was aimed at the Bacchus.

      “Oh my god!” I exclaimed and reached for the wheel. “I’ve got it!” I told Sal. “We need to drop elevation!”

      Sal yelled up to the balloonman then pulled out his sidearm.

      If we got the ship low, they would not be able to harpoon the gondola. If they wanted us alive, they would not take out the balloon. The Bacchus did its best, but in the end, the ship was bulky and slow.

      The harpoon hit the prow of the Bacchus with a jolt. I gasped to see the metal claw puncture through the prow. Wood shrapnel sprayed everywhere. By luck, they had missed the propeller assembly. Since we’d already begun dropping altitude, when the harpoon caught the ship by the nose, it heaved us up. I clutched the wheelstand as the ship began to tip from the prow. The small ship that attacked us used counter maneuvers to avoid being dragged down. They increased their altitude. Soon, they were pulling us upward.

      With no better recourse, Roni’s balloonman heated the Bacchus’ balloon to keep pace before we all got dumped into the ocean or the balloon buckled into the burners.

      I looked at the opposing ship. This was no pirate vessel. Nor was it a Greek or Ottoman warship. The ship was a sleek, expensive, and well-equipped private ship. It was the kind of ship an aged antiquity dealer could afford. On the ship’s side, I noted the vessels’ name: Hephaestus. No, this was no coincidence; on the deck of the ship was the man I had outrun in Venice. The Dilettanti had us.

      Celeste headed below.

      Sal, weapon drawn, came to my side.

      I let go of the wheel. There was nothing more I could do.
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      “Well, Miss Stargazer, what are you doing so far from home?” an Englishman in a dark suit asked me from the deck of the Hephaestus as they moored to the side of the Bacchus. Inconspicuously, I pulled my gun from my satchel and stuck it into the back of Sal’s pants. Anger made my hands shake. While I felt rage toward the Dilettanti, I was angrier with myself. This was my fault.

      “I suggest you don’t come closer,” Sal said, aiming his handgun toward the Englishman.

      “Signor Colonna, we are after your sculpture, not your woman. Miss Stargazer just needs to tell us the location of the sculpture, and we’ll let you limp to port,” the man said.

      They did not know we had the Aphrodite.

      “What sculpture?” I asked. While my head was still a mess, I forced myself to focus.

      “Come now, Miss Stargazer. We know what you are up to,” he replied.

      “Perhaps she needs more motivation,” one of the henchmen said, and before we could react, he pulled his sidearm and fired, shooting Roni’s balloonman in the shoulder with startling accuracy. The man screamed and clenched his wound.

      “Do watch the burners. I’d hate for the ship to explode before Miss Stargazer gives us the information we need…oh yes and the kaleidoscope,” the man said. “Now, where is the courtesan?”

      We did not reply.

      The ringleader sighed. “We’ll be boarding your ship now, Lily. Do mind your manners. Signor Colonna, I suggest you lower your weapon. The five of us,” he said, motioning to his crew, “are all armed, and we’d hate to see you meet with an accident.”

      The five men boarded the Bacchus.

      “I’ll take that,” one of the men said, wrenching the gun from Sal’s hand.

      “Go below. Bring the galleyman up and find the courtesan,” their leader said. “Someone get the wounded bird out of the nest and tie him up,” he added, looking up at the burner basket.

      “Stay close,” Sal whispered to me.

      “Now, Lily, why don’t you be a good girl and pass me the kaleidoscope,” the ringleader said.

      I scanned the deck of the Bacchus. Celeste’s satchel had slid toward a storage hold.

      “All right. Let me get it for you.”

      “No games,” the man holding a weapon on Sal said, pushing his revolver into Sal’s ribs.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I replied.

      I grabbed Celeste’s satchel and pulled out the kaleidoscope. I handed it to their leader. “I guess we’ll be parting ways now,” I said.

      “Ahh, but something tells me you might have information to share. Do you know where the sculpture is, Lily?”

      I heard Celeste grunting as the henchman yanked her and the galleyman, both with hands bound behind their backs, onto the deck. Celeste’s lip was bleeding. The galleyman came along quietly. I saw him scan the deck. He saw his crewmate, bleeding from the shoulder, sitting bound against the bulwark. He lowered his eyes and cooperated.

      “Ah, the lovely Celeste. How are you, dear?”

      “Go to hell,” she replied.

      “Mr. Holloway,” one of the henchmen said. “You should come below deck, Sir. There is something down there.”

      “Something? Be more specific.”

      “A crate, Sir.”

      “A crate?”

      “Large enough to hold a statue.”

      Holloway smiled at me. “Well done, Miss Stargazer. You’ve made it easy for me.” He and two of the Dilettanti henchman headed toward the galley. One guard kept a gun on Sal and me, another man guarded Celeste and Roni’s crewmen.

      “I’ve had enough of this,” Sal whispered.

      “I agree.”

      “Now.”

      Moving fast, Sal grabbed the gunman closest to us and knocked the weapon from his hand. I grabbed a wrench lying on the deck, and moving quickly, came up behind the henchman holding the gun on Celeste and slammed him in the back the head with the wrench. He went down with a screech. The others turned back and soon we were in a fray.

      Sal pulled the gun from the back of his pants, but before he could get off a shot, two men jumped him. They pushed him down on the deck. I reached out to help him but instead took a blow to the right cheek; my mouth filled with blood. I spat out a tooth. Celeste came up from behind. She tried to use her shoulders to push the man they called Holloway off the ship. He tossed her onto the deck like a ragdoll. I heard her head hit the deck of the Bacchus hard. I kicked one of the men pummeling Sal in the ribs, and he toppled over, clutching his side.

      “Someone knock that bitch out,” Holloway yelled.

      I turned in time to get clocked in the face. I heard my nose bone snap. I staggered backward. Blood sprayed from my nose.

      “Throw the Italian overboard,” Holloway commanded.

      “No!” I screamed and ran toward Sal. One of the henchmen grabbed me.

      “Sir? Sir! What is that!” one of the henchmen shouted urgently.

      “What are you talking about? Get some rope and tie Stargazer up.”

      One of them grabbed my arms, and I felt the burn of rope around my wrists.

      “That! Sir! Port!”

      “Sal!” I wailed as they began hauling Sal toward the side of the ship. I struggled against the man who held me, and then, in a desperate move, I shot my leg backward, kicking the henchman between the legs. He groaned and went down.

      I ran toward one of the men dragging Sal toward the rail. I slammed into the henchman, knocking him onto the deck.

      “Sir! Sir! Port!” the henchman screamed again.

      This time we all looked. An enormous dark shape dropped from the clouds. It was like the hand of a god was descending upon us.

      “Oh my god,” one of the henchmen whispered.

      Everyone stared in wonderment as an enormous warship came out of the clouds and headed directly toward us. Its cannons gleamed in the dimming twilight. At once, I recognized the double-propelled war machine dubbed Hercules. And at its prow, I saw a poet.
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      “George! George!” I screamed, fearful Byron would not recognize me or the ship.

      Hoping to silence me, Holloway hit me hard. I fell onto the deck of the ship.

      “Lily!” Sal called, reaching for me.

      A split second later, I heard a gunshot. Holloway fell onto the deck beside me; blood poured from a bullet hole between his eyes. His men scattered.

      I closed my eyes and sent out a silent prayer of thanks.

      “Lily! Lily? Are you all right?” I heard Byron call from the Hercules.

      I was now.

      “Here, let me help you up,” Sal whispered. His face was a bloody mess. He lifted me and helped me to the rail.

      “I’m okay,” I called to Byron.

      “Stay there. We’re coming. My crew has your new friends in their optics. I suggest no one moves.”

      The four remaining henchmen stood frozen as the Hercules came up alongside us.

      Byron signaled to his crewmates. They extended a plank between us and the Hercules. Byron was the first to cross over. Four young men, by their appearance I guessed them to be Greek, followed him. Byron took in the scene and directed his crew to watch the remaining henchmen.

      Byron took me by the chin, smoothing the hair away from my face, and looked me over. “My Lily,” he whispered.

      Beside me, Sal stiffened and took a step away from Byron and me.

      Reaching into his pocket, Byron pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the blood from my face. I caught his intoxicating orange blossom and patchouli scent in the soft material. “What have they done to you?” he asked and pulled me close to him. Part of me wanted to fall into the crush of his chest, but then I opened my eyes and saw Sal. I pulled back.

      “Can you cut me loose?” I asked.

      He let me go. I turned my back to Byron so he could snip the ropes. I looked at Sal who looked straight ahead and not at me.

      “Who are they?” Byron asked.

      “The Dilettanti. They have been tracking Lily since she left London. They were after the kaleidoscope,” Sal answered.

      “Colonna, isn’t it?” Byron asked.

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      Byron laughed. “No need for formality. I am a fan of your inventions, tinker” he said, clapping Sal on the shoulder. “But your face is a mess.”

      “That is their handiwork,” I said, motioning toward the henchmen who stood silently on the other side of the ship. I rubbed my wrists where the rope had burned them.

      “Who do you work for?” Byron asked them. His voice was dark and serious.

      They all looked at the ground.

      I saw a sparkle in Byron’s eyes, the glimmer of madness which I had seen before on only a few occasions. I knew it to be dangerous.

      “Let me ask you again,” he said, and I noticed his cheeks had begun to flush red as he crossed the deck toward the men. As if the look in his eyes was not telling enough, Byron’s limp became pronounced. Always self-conscious about his condition, Byron usually took great care to hide the birth defect. When he was distracted, however, that was another matter. “No one wants to talk?” he asked them.

      None of the men spoke.

      “You work for Knight, don’t you?” I said.

      One of the men looked up.

      “Richard Payne Knight?” Byron asked me.

      I nodded. “He paid me a little visit in Venice. He was looking for the kaleidoscope.”

      Byron turned back to the men. “The lady asked you a question,” he told them.

      No one spoke.

      “Well, this is boring,” he said then turned to his crew and gave orders.

      In a heartbeat, the soldiers turned and shot three of the henchmen. They then unmoored the Hephaestus and tossed lit lanterns onto its deck. Oil spilled across the gondola. With a great boom, the ship caught fire. As the vessel floated from us back into the clouds, it became engulfed in flame, and soon the burning wreck fell toward the sea.

      The remaining Dilettanti henchman watched the ship burn. “She’s right. We work for Knight,” the man said.

      “Thank you for confirming,” Byron replied and motioned for his crew to throw the man overboard. The henchmen fell screaming from the Bacchus.

      Lady Caroline Lamb was the one who had called Byron “mad, bad, and dangerous to know.” And in that moment, I suspected this was the side of him to which she was referring. But this was the Byron who had saved us.

      Byron looked around the ship. Spotting Celeste, he knelt down and helped her up.

      “Celeste? Whatever are you doing here?” he asked.

      I felt my eyebrows furrow but tried to hide my reaction. Apparently the instinct I’d had in Venice was right.

      “Lord Byron,” she whispered.

      “Looks like you’ve had quite the adventure, Lily,” he said with a smile. His blue eyes twinkled.

      “That is an understatement. But we do have an injured man here,” I said, motioning to the balloonman who was nursing his shoulder. “Is Dr. Thomas traveling with you?” I asked.

      “He is. Let’s get you and your crew aboard the Hercules. I’ll tow your ship to Athens.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I half expected Celeste to protest against leaving the Aphrodite aboard the Bacchus, but she made her way onto the Hercules without complaint. Perhaps she was feeling just as I did: safe.

      Roni’s crewmen went with Byron’s physician while Byron led Sal, Celeste, and me to his Captain’s quarters. The space was small but voluptuously decorated. Windows looked out onto the deck on three sides, and the wood paneling gleamed. He had a small meeting space outfitted with expensive chairs that had blue velvet upholstery. Behind them was a large captain’s desk upon which he’d spread several maps. In the back of the quarters was a curtained space where, no doubt, one could find his sleeping area.

      Byron’s servants cleaned us up. My nose throbbed. And it never felt good to lose a tooth. I eyed Sal over. He had a black eye and a bruised cheek. He flinched as he settled into his seat.

      “Is your rib broken?” I asked him.

      Sal’s eyes met mine. There was a strange expression on his face. Was he angry? Had I done something wrong? “I’ll be all right,” he said and sat back.

      Byron also looked a little rougher than I was used to seeing him. His hair did not curl as primly as usual, and his clothing looked less than freshly pressed.

      “You were lucky. I just broke the ship in. We are returning from a campaign,” Bryon explained as he poured us all a drink.

      I polished mine off and held the glass out for a refill. Byron smiled at me and filled the glass to the rim.

      “There are no words to express our gratitude,” Celeste said.

      “Well, words were never your strong suit, my dear,” he told her then turned to me. “Now…someone tell me…what exactly is going on? Lily?”

      I looked from Sal, who would not meet my gaze, to Celeste, who begged me with her eyes to keep quiet. Again, Byron’s reputation had preceded him. In that moment, I realized that I was the only one in the room who really understood Byron. And that realization struck me with a terrible sense of confusion. I was in love with Sal. Of that there was no longer any doubt. And Sal was in love with me. But somewhere along the way, I had forgotten to really process what I had with Byron. We were lovers, that much was true, but Byron trusted me the way he trusted few others, and I would not betray his faith for the world. After all, I trusted Byron the way I trusted few others. In that moment, I realized I would never break his faith, but I might have to break his heart. Then, I worried that they might be the same thing.

      I looked at Sal again. His long hair hung all around his face. He had closed his eyes and pressed his glass against his forehead. I understood what plagued his mind: me.

      “The kaleidoscope led to the lost sculpture Aphrodite of Knidos. We recovered the sculpture, and it is stowed in the galley of the Bacchus. Celeste needs to take the sculpture to Lesvos where it can be safely hidden by the secret sect of Aphrodite to which she belongs.”

      Celeste’s mouth hung open.

      Sal opened his eyes and looked at me.

      Byron lifted his drink to his lips, took a long sip, and smiled at me with his eyes.

      “All right, Lily. Let’s get the ships back to Athens, and I’ll have a private vessel, someone I trust, take Celeste and the statue to Lesvos. Where are you and Mr. Colonna headed?”

      “Back to Venice,” I answered for both of us. I looked at Sal. He seemed perplexed.

      Byron sighed and slumped down into his chair. He tossed back his drink and set the glass down on the table. He smiled at me. “Care for an aperitif?” he asked, motioning toward his opium pipe sitting on the table beside him. I had noticed it as soon as I’d entered the room. The sweet scent of opium still perfumed the air. Apparently he’d just used it himself.

      “I’ll pass tonight. I’ve had enough stimulation for one day.”

      Byron laughed. “Is there such a thing? I’ve never known you to find its limits before.”

      I turned and looked at Sal. It was clear from his expression that this entire situation was making him uncomfortable.

      “Things change,” I said with a smile.

      “Too much change is unhealthy. You know, I was thinking it was rather lucky that the four of us are together,” Byron said slyly. “Mr. Colonna, I have to tell you how much I admired the bodice you made for Lily. That was your work, wasn’t it? Your hands are rather genius. I can only imagine what they must be able to do. It was a rather tedious campaign. I’d like to suggest we all have another drink and move our conversation to my sleeping quarters.”

      “All of us?” Celeste asked. I could tell from the expression on her face that she had not really meant to say it aloud.

      Byron shrugged and poured himself another drink. “I didn’t think it was outside your repertoire.”

      I wanted to bury my face in my hands.

      “I’m afraid that is not my style, Lord Byron. But I do appreciate the compliment,” Sal said and then rose, again nursing his broken rib. “If you will excuse me, I’ll be on deck.”

      I feared then how Byron would respond. To my great relief, Byron laughed out loud. “How disappointing! But, it’s no wonder Lily likes you. As you wish,” Byron said then tipped his glass at Sal.

      Sal nodded to him, gave me a long look, then left the Captain’s quarters. My fingers itched to follow him, to nurse his wounds, to whisper in his ear and do away with any worries that plagued his mind. He knew how much I loved him, didn’t he?

      “Celeste?” Byron asked, turning to her.

      “I, too, must pass, Lord Byron. I hit my head rather hard and need rest.”

      “As you like it. I’m beginning to think I’m losing my charm, Lily,” Byron said and rose. He went to the door of the Captain’s quarters and called to a crewman. He motioned to Celeste. “He will take you to a private room,” Byron told her. After she left, he came and sat very close to me. He took my hand. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded.

      “It seems like your adventure was rather…revealing,” he said carefully.

      “Revealing?”

      “How many years have we been together?” he asked me, stroking the nape of my neck.

      “More than four,” I said thoughtfully.

      Byron nodded. “More than four years. Do you know what I’ve always liked about you?”

      I smiled slyly at him. “I think there are many things.”

      He laughed. “That is true…no one understands me as you do. But what I love most about you is that you are honest, in your words and in your heart. I know you love me. And, in truth, I love you. But I can never love you the way that man who just left loves you.”

      I looked at Byron. “What should I do?”

      “It depends. What do you want? You can come to my bed, or you can go after him. The choice is yours.”

      I looked at Byron. “I want you to see the Aphrodite.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “Now?”

      I nodded.

      He took another drink and considered. “Lead the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Two

        

      

    
    
      It was already dark when Byron and I made our way back onto the Bacchus. I gazed up at the stars. Ophiuchus was visible in the night sky. We held our lanterns aloft as we crossed the deck of the ship. I stepped carefully around the puddles of blood. Roni was not going to be happy.

      “It’s in a crate in the galley,” I told Byron.

      “How did you get it in there?”

      “Sal reconfigured the gears to be used as a pulley.”

      “Genius. I like your tinker, Lily.”

      I laughed. “So I noticed.”

      “You’ll need to loosen him up.”

      “I like him as he is.”

      “Be careful. He may domesticate you.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “For you? Yes.”

      When we got below, I hung up the lantern and crawled over the gears to the crate. “Hand me the prise bar.”

      Byron passed it to me. I loosened the nails, pried open the lid, and slid it off. Part of me half expected, well, something, but this was not my moment. The Aphrodite lay where we had left her amongst the golden straw. Wind blew in from the opening in the prow and ruffled the padding around her. It gave the effect that she was moving. I smiled at her. In the light of the lantern, she glimmered magnificently.

      “Let me crawl out so you can see her. There isn’t room for both of us,” I said and slid back toward the galley opening where Byron waited.

      We exchanged places. Byron slipped between the gears and worked his way toward the crate. I handed his lantern to him then crawled out of the galley to the deck of the ship.

      Once on deck, I dug into my satchel and pulled out the tin of Cutter’s tobacco and a pipe. I lit up. I gazed up at the stars. The tobacco didn’t make my headache go away, but it comforted me. I blew smoke rings into the air and watched them twist away in the wind. Below deck, Byron was silent.

      I finished the first pipe then smoked a second. Venus was no longer visible in the evening sky. On the deck of the Bacchus behind me, I heard something rolling. I looked back to see the kaleidoscope lying forgotten on the deck. It glimmered in the moonlight. I got up and retrieved it. I lifted it toward the night’s sky. I was startled and saddened to find that the glass within was cracked.

      I tried to center the kaleidoscope on Ophiuchus. Not only did the image of Knidos fail to appear, but for a brief moment, I thought I saw Mr. Fletcher’s face. I sat back down, leaned my head against the rail, and looked up at the stars.

      The first two years after Mr. Oleander and Nicolette had died, my relationship with Mr. Fletcher was made up of a strange mixture of awkwardness and affection. The lie we shared seemed to cement us together. With Mr. Oleander out of our home, something changed between my foster father and me. We grew very close and were very sweet with one another. I began to feel certain that my foster father really loved me.

      Mr. Fletcher had sold the flat on Neal’s Yard and had rented a small loft in the building next to Rheneas’ tavern. The flat only had one room. The space was fine for a father and daughter. I clung desperately to Mr. Fletcher who seemed to enjoy our closeness. I loved being loved. All my life I had wanted someone to really love me, to see me as someone worth keeping, worth loving. Through Mr. Fletcher, my father, I finally found what I was looking for: unconditional love.

      In the meantime, we were still flying. Mr. Fletcher had sold the ill-fated Iphigenia to a Dutch crew and had picked up a new vessel, the Irish-built Deirdre. The Deirdre was fast and sleek. On her, I began to learn how to pilot like a champion.

      In the year after Mr. Oleander’s death, Mr. Fletcher had hired Angus to apprentice in the galley of the Deirdre. From the start, Angus and I got along very well, but Angus never liked Mr. Fletcher.

      “His eyes are too hungry,” Angus would say.

      It was the first time I’d ever heard the phrase and wasn’t quite sure what he’d meant. One spring morning, however, I found out.

      Mr. Fletcher woke me earlier than usual. “Get up, Lily. We’ve got some business to attend to today,” he said, shaking my shoulder gently.

      Since we lacked space, Mr. Fletcher and I had taken to sharing the same bed. He almost never got up before I did.

      “But it’s Monday,” I complained. We never ran fares on Mondays. On the weekends we worked around the clock. I was exhausted.

      “Not that kind of business. We’ve got legal business to get on with,” he explained. “Get dressed. I laid out some new clothes for you.”

      I woke tiredly and stumbled to the table where I discovered that Mr. Fletcher had purchased me not just new clothes, but a dress. I lifted the gown. The style was modern and very similar to the attire I’d seen the female air jockeys wearing. The bodice was constructed with black leather and purple velvet. The skirt, which was very short, had high splits up both legs. I set the clothes back down on the table and burst into tears.

      “Lily?”

      “How could you!”

      “How could I what?” Mr. Fletcher looked confused.

      “I can’t. I can’t be like Nicolette!”

      “Oh, dear Lily, never! My sweet girl, you are grown now. You should dress like a woman. Today is an important day. You should dress the part!”

      “The part?”

      “You’ll see. Put it on, and let me see you,” he said, sitting down to watch me change. I slipped my house clothes off and pulled the dress on.

      Between Mr. Fletcher watching my clumsy movements and the dress squeezing me, I felt awkward. “How is it?” I asked.

      “Very nice!” Mr. Fletcher said and then rose to stand behind me. “I’ll lace it for you. Push your bosom up a bit, Lily. Here, let me help,” he said, his hand scooping under the fabric, adjusting my breasts. I could not help but notice the caress with which he touched me. It made me uncomfortable.

      After I got the bodice on, he tightened the laces and unbraided my hair. He pulled a comb through my long locks.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. Mr. Fletcher then spun me in a circle. “Perfect. Lily Fletcher, air jockey!” he said with a laugh. “Now, come,” he said, and we headed out.

      Mr. Fletcher had arranged for a carriage to take us across town. We road to a section of London with which I was unfamiliar. From the attire of the men moving busily about, I gathered we were near the Inns of Court. Mr. Fletcher led me into an office building. We entered a small, quiet office where two old men sat laboring over massive piles of paper. We sat waiting for a long time before we were called.

      “John and Lily Fletcher?”

      Mr. Fletcher took me by the hand, and we went to the back. Mr. Fletcher pulled my chair out, and I sat, struggling to find a way to sit in the short dress without showing the whole word what I was made of.

      “Papers?” the clerk said, never looking up.

      Mr. Fletcher handed a number of papers to him.

      “And Mrs. Fletcher will be sole beneficiary of your estate?”

      “That is correct,” Mr. Fletcher said.

      Confused, I looked at Mr. Fletcher.

      “Sign here,” the clerk said.

      Mr. Fletcher signed his name.

      The clerk stamped the paper. “Can your wife write?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Sign here, Mrs. Fletcher,” the man said then slid the papers toward me.

      I looked aghast at my father.

      “Go ahead, Lily,” Mr. Fletcher said.

      I signed my name on the paper and leaned back into my seat. I could feel the blood draining from my face.

      “Your nuptials and estate are now confirmed, Mr. and Mrs. Fletcher. The fee, please,” the clerk said.

      Mr. Fletcher slid a small stack of coins to the clerk who counted them carefully, twice.

      “Thank you. And congratulations,” the man said absently.

      Mr. Fletcher rose and took my hand, pulling me behind him. I followed him to the street. I felt like I was going to faint.

      “Lily? What’s wrong? You’re absolutely pale!”

      “Are we…are we married?” I stammered.

      “Here,” he said, pressing a vial of laudanum in my hand. “Take just one drop. It will calm you. Of course we are married. How else do you think I can ensure you’ll inherit my estate if, god forbid, I die? Now, bottom’s up.”

      I did as he instructed. The laudanum hit me hard. Moments later, I was lost in a fog. I vaguely remember being loaded back into the carriage. The ride home over the bumpy cobblestone jostled me.

      Mr. Fletcher, my father, kept his hand on my inner thigh the entire ride. “You see,” he said, “I promised you I would take care of you. I taught you everything I know! What a pair we will make! Maybe we’ll even have a child, Lily! What-ho! Can you imagine what fun that will be?”

      The carriage stopped outside our flat. I stumbled when I got out, scrapping my knees on the cobblestones.

      “My goodness, Lily. You can’t even hold a drop. Strong stuff though. I try not to use it much, but once it gets you by the nose, it doesn’t let you go. Let’s go upstairs and celebrate. Here, my girl, I’ll carry you,” he said and hoisted me up.

      My head was a confused mess. I thought maybe I was dreaming…or maybe I was dead. In what seemed like moments later, I was standing before the fireplace in our flat. Mr. Fletcher, my father, was lying in the bed. He was calling my name. When I did not respond, he rose. He wrapped his arms around my waist.

      “Come now, Lily. I’ll be easy,” he whispered.

      “No.”

      “Ah, my girl, there is no need to fear. I’ll be gentle. Come now.”

      “No.”

      “Don’t make it come to this,” he whispered in my ear. “We love one another.”

      “You’re my father!” I wailed.

      “Actually, Oleander was the one who officially adopted you. Come on now, Lily. Be smart,” he said, his hands roving between my legs. “You stand to gain everything. Who could ever love you as much as I do?”

      “Please don’t,” I whispered.

      Before I could stop him, he turned me and slammed me, face down, on the table, my cheek pressed against the tabletop. I wailed miserably. “Please! No!”

      In that same moment, the door to the loft opened. Mr. Fletcher had given Angus the key so he could drop off the fares.

      “I’m sorry, Sir. It was dark. I thought you were out—for Christ’s sake, what’s happening here!” Angus exclaimed.

      I slipped from Mr. Fletcher and ran to Angus, clinging desperately to him.

      “Get the fuck out of here,” Mr. Fletcher yelled and grabbed me, pulling me away from Angus.

      “No! Please don’t go! Don’t leave me here,” I pleaded, reaching out to Angus.

      “This isn’t proper! That’s your daughter there!” Angus exclaimed.

      “It’s not a bit of your business! Get out or find a new situation!”

      “Come on, Lily. Come with me, lassie,” Angus called and reached for me.

      I pulled out of Mr. Fletcher’s grasp. He came rushing after me. Trying to get away from him, I moved aside. Mr. Fletcher lost his balance and fell out of the open door and down the stairs. He landed on the street below, his body twisting awkwardly.

      I ran to the bottom of the steps. Several people had already gathered around him.

      “Call the surgeon! Call the surgeon!” someone screamed.

      “What happened, Lily?” someone asked. I looked up. It was Rheneas.

      “He fell!” I exclaimed. Tears ran down my cheeks.

      I knelt beside Mr. Fletcher. He was still alive. His hand, jutting sideways, twitched oddly.

      A constable came running up. “What happened?”

      “She said he fell,” someone repeated.

      “What’s his name?” the constable asked.

      “That’s Mr. Fletcher, the air jockey.”

      “Mr. Fletcher? What happened?” the constable asked.

      Mr. Fletcher’s eyes were already growing dim. A shadow seemed to hover around him. Blood trickled from his ears and mouth. It took him considerable effort, but he made eye contact with me. After a moment, he breathed, “I’m an old man, and I’ll die like an old man. Slipped and fell,” he whispered then he died.

      I looked up at Angus. His dark blue eyes met mine. He set his hand on my shoulder.

      My whole body shook. My father had tried to make me his wife, body and soul. Now he lay dead at my feet.

      In the end, Mr. Fletcher, just like my mother, had seen me as someone to do with as he pleased. My entire life, I was always someone to be used or not, kept or left, at another person’s will.

      A shuffle from below deck startled me from my memories. Byron reappeared from the galley looking paler than usual.

      “Are you all right?” I asked him.

      He turned and looked at me as if he were surprised to see me there. “Lily,” he said, his voice sounding hollow.

      I didn’t need to ask Byron what he had seen or what had happened. By instinct, I had known, through and through, that Byron needed to see the Aphrodite. And from the look on his face, I was right. He’d seen what he needed to see.

      “Let’s go back to your ship,” I said, taking his hand.

      Once we’d boarded the Hercules, we stopped and looked up at the starry sky. We stood, hand in hand, in quiet contemplation.

      “Athens!” a crewman called from overhead.

      On the horizon, the airship towers of Athens were coming into view. The Hercules began to drop altitude. In a matter of moments, we would be docked.

      Byron looked down at me, kissed me on my forehead, and stroked my cheek. “Don’t forget me,” he whispered.

      “Never.”

      He pulled me into a tight hug, and I soaked up his warmth, knowing it would be the last time I would ever feel him like that. From now on, my heart belonged to Sal. It was time to leave the past behind.
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      There was complete mayhem on the airship towers in Athens when the Hercules arrived at port, the Bacchus in tow. I couldn’t find Sal anywhere. The platform was flooded with Greek soldiers, English ex-pats, and travelers trying to dodge trouble. In the midst of all that confusion, Celeste found me.

      “We need to get the Aphrodite off the ship!” she said, wringing her hands.

      “Have you seen Sal?”

      She shook her head. “Oh my god, Lily. It’s like we are in the lion’s den! How are we going to smuggle her out of here?”

      I smiled at Celeste. The Bacchus had already been pulled into a docking bay, and a repair platform had been cranked out underneath. Byron was shouting instructions to his crew.

      “Stay with Byron. He will see her safely transported.”

      It was not until that moment that Celeste realized my role in her quest was done. “Lily! I…I don’t know what to say.”

      I shrugged. “It was fun.”

      “Your broken nose doesn’t look like much fun,” she said then smiled.

      “I like you like this,” I said, grinning at her. “Natural joy suits you. You should try it more often.”

      She laughed and pulled me into a hug. “I am happy, but Roni won’t be. Her ship! Can you send word when you reach Venice? Let her know we’ll be making a few minor repairs? I spoke to her crew. They want to stay in Athens until the ship is fixed.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m afraid the Dilettanti may still follow you,” she said as she released me.

      “I sense that Byron might be able to handle that as well. After all, what can I tell them? I don’t have the kaleidoscope,” I said, and then pulling the kaleidoscope from my bag, I handed it to her. “And I don’t know the whereabouts of any ancient sculptures.”

      “Just…please…be safe.”

      Celeste pulled me into a hug again.

      “Celeste?” I heard Byron call.

      We turned then to see him waving her to the Bacchus.

      “May the Goddess of Love bless you,” she whispered in my ear then disappeared into the crowd.

      I waved to Byron.

      He lifted his hand, smiled at me, held my gaze for several moments, then turned back to the ship.

      My transport to Venice had already been arranged. Now I just needed to find Sal. I worked my way through the platform traffic to the tower where the European ships were debarking. From a distance, I saw Sal talking to the pilot of a Swiss ship. I was puzzled.

      I walked down the platform toward him. “Sal?” I called.

      He turned, spotted me, then spoke a word to the pilot who nodded. Sal walked across the platform toward me. As he neared, he kept his gaze on the landing. My stomach began to knot.

      It was not until he was standing in front of me that Sal looked me in the eyes. The expression on his face was one I had never seen before. He looked anguished.

      “Sal? What’s wro—”

      “I’m taking a transport to Zurich,” he told me.

      “What?” I searched his face. While he tried to pull on his mask, he could not. He looked like a man destroyed. “I don’t understand, Sal. I thought we…Look, Byron and I—”

      “My Lily,” he started. He reached out to take my hand but pulled his hand back. “Lily, I can never be a Byron. I will never drop out of the clouds and save you. I’m just a tinker and that is…not enough,” he said then turned to go.

      “Sal? Wait! Please!” I said and walked after him. I grabbed his arm, but he did not turn toward me.

      “I understand your choice,” he said, his voice cracking. He shook my hand off and strode down the platform. Nodding to the Swiss pilot, he boarded the transport. The ship pulled up her anchors and lifted out of the dock. Moments later, Sal was flying away from me. I stood on the platform all alone. Only Asclepius, astride across the night’s sky, was there to see me weep. I had gone on a quest to find the Goddess of Love only to return home empty-handed. And I had been discarded—again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Four

        

      

    
    
      Two months later, I stood on the pilot’s platform looking out across the green grounds of the Champs de Mars below the Paris airship towers. Thunder rolled in the clouds overhead. Cloud-to-cloud lightning cracked ominously. A cool fall wind blew across the field. Behind me, Angus swore under his breath.

      I looked up at Etienne. He had sucked in his lips and was tapping his finger on his chin.

      The crowd below was waving the Union Jack and chanting “Star-gaze-r-Star-gaze-r-Star-gaze-r.”

      “No pressure,” Jessup joked sarcastically.

      On my other side, Alejandro Fernando was arguing vehemently with his team.

      “Attention!” a voice crackled from a huge brass horn at the Marshalls’ platform behind us. We all turned. “L'équipe Américaine s'est retirée!” Cutter’s team had withdrawn.

      The mainly European crowd cheered jubilantly.

      “Well, that’s a great fucking vote of confidence!” Angus swore.

      Angus was right. While Cutter had taken first in New York and London, I had deftly trounced him, and everyone else, in Valencia. I’d come in a full mile before him. Apparently racing sober, something I’d never done before, significantly improved my piloting skills. Cutter’s team was banking on me to fail.

      I saw Cutter and his crew following behind his well-shod sponsors who had, no doubt, made the final decision not to risk the Double Eagle. They headed toward the observation platform. To describe his expression as angry would have been an understatement. He gazed over at the pilot’s platform and flashed me a thumbs up.

      Despite their certainty that I would botch it, I knew better. What Cutter didn’t know was that my team had been in almost continual training since Venice. Well, that and the fact that I was, in fact, sober. I spent the first month home killing my habit. It hadn’t been pretty. Every ounce of me wanted to bury my broken heart under a bottle of absinthe and in an opium fog, but I didn’t. I wouldn’t. Not then and never again.

      As if constant sweating, vomiting, headaches, body pain, and irritability were not enough, Angus had hauled me to his little cottage in Scotland where there was nothing to stimulate me except the trees. I suspect I sobered up quickly just to get back to London before I died from boredom.

      Sal had not come back. When I returned to London after the stint in Scotland, I went to Tinkers’ Hall. His stall was still closed. In that moment in Athens, I didn’t fully understand why Sal had left me. As I reflected later, I realized that what had really happened was that the deep wounds inside both of us had rubbed against one another. Sal, who had been schooled his whole life that he wasn’t good enough, had felt eclipsed by the blinding sun that is Byron. When I had not followed Sal to the deck of the Hercules that night, he must have assumed the worst. I wish he had trusted me to do right by him, but after a lifetime of being dismissed as worthless, what else would he expect?

      I went to Zurich to set things straight. I’d hoped to find him at the workshop of Master Vogt. Sal had been there, but by the time I’d arrived, he’d left for Rome. Something told me Sal was sorting things out. I went back to London. I would wait. If he came back, he came back. If he didn’t, my heart would heal in time.

      To my great relief, Byron had understood my decision. His letters still came as regularly as ever. We were still the greatest of confidants even though we were no longer lovers. And through Byron, I learned that the Aphrodite had been safely stowed. In that, I felt a sense of peace.

      I looked again at Etienne. “Well?” I asked him.

      He blew air through his lips. “It’s Paris.”

      Lightening cracked on the horizon before us.

      Etienne sighed. “Mon dieu…we’ll probably die, but let’s race,” he said, raising the French flag, wagging it in the air.

      The French crowd below burst into a loud cheer.

      Etienne kissed me on both cheeks. “Be careful,” he told me then headed to the Étoile.

      A light rain began to fall. Lightning cracked again.

      I turned to Alejandro and stuck out my hand. He was the only one close enough to me on the points’ board, besides Cutter, to be a threat. “Vaya con Dios,” I said with a half-smile.

      Alejandro sighed, kissed my hand, and turned to his team.

      Angus raised the Union Jack.

      Alejandro’s crewmate waved the Spanish flag.

      The crowd below screamed.

      “Fly low,” Angus said as we made our way to the Stargazer. “We’ll need to win on speed alone.”

      The announcer started listing the teams still in the lineup: France, Spain, England, Italy, Austria, and Germany. All good crews, but no one was better than us.

      I looked up at the sky. There was a strange yellow hue on the horizon. My scalp tingled with the feel of electricity. Maybe Etienne was right. Maybe we would all die. Lightning cracked nearby; thunder rolled toward us in waves.

      Angus and Jessup strategized as we walked down the platform.

      “The new configuration has us running faster than anyone else,” Jessup said. “Low and tight. It’s a straight shot to Le Mans.”

      “Lily! Lily!” I heard someone call from the notables’ platform. Had Byron come?

      I scanned the platform. To my shock, Sal was trying to push his way to the front of the crowd.

      “Sal?” I whispered.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Angus and Jessup exchange a glance.

      “Sal!” I yelled. I rushed across the platform. “Let him through!” I called to the guards.

      They released him.

      “Lily,” he more breathed than said as he grabbed me by both arms. “Lily…I am so sorry. I crossed paths with Byron in Rome. He told me…Lily…”

      I’d waited months to hear those words.

      “Mademoiselle Stargazer, we need you on your ship,” a Marshall said from behind me.

      “Please, come later,” I told Sal, taking his face into my hands.

      Lightning crashed nearby. It made the ground shake.

      “Here,” Sal said, pushing a bundle toward me. I recognized the harness and roll of silk. “Let me put it on you,” he said and quickly dropped the harness around my shoulders and under my arms, belting it around my waist. He pulled the belts tight. I relished the feel of his hands on my body. “The chute at the back will open if you pull here,” Sal said, guiding my hand to a pin on the vest. “It should lower you safely down. God forbid, Lily. But this weather…please be careful. Lily…”

      “It’s okay. I love you, Salvatore,” I whispered.

      “My Lily.” He pressed me against his chest. Sandalwood.

      “Mademoiselle Stargazer?”

      “I’m coming!”

      “Good luck. Be careful,” Sal called.

      I walked to the deck of the Stargazer with tears in my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Five

        

      

    
    
      The ring of the cannon signaled start. The Stargazer’s propellers kicked over hard, and she leapt out of her tower. I watched from the wheelstand as the other ships lifted toward the sky. Everyone went up except us. Low and fast. Low and fast.

      Lightning rocked the horizon. We had barely moved from the green of the Champs de Mars, the official race gateway, when the sky flashed white. I winced. My ears rung as the lightning rocked my body. My god, had we been struck?

      The Stargazer’s propellers stopped. I heard the door to the gear galley clap open. “Are we hit?” Angus called.

      “Fuck! It was close! No, we’re okay! Lily?” Jessup called down.

      I opened my eyes and scanned the horizon. In the sky above us, the other ships were turning, moving back toward the airship towers. All of the ships were turning, that is, except the Étoile. In the sky above me, Etienne’s airship was on fire.

      “Oh my god…oh my god! Jessup! Take us up!” I screamed.

      Jessup cranked the heat in the Stargazer’s balloon.

      Angus ran across the deck of the ship and started pulling out the airship-to-airship highwire.

      “Fuck! Jessup, hurry!” I screamed. Already the Étoile’s deck and ropes were on fire.

      “Where the fuck are the Marshall ships?” Angus screamed.

      I scanned around. The Marshall ships that were supposed to fly with us were still docked.

      The Stargazer blasted upward like a cork being shot out of a bottle. I turned the wheel to bring us alongside the Étoile as we lifted. We reached the burning ship just as the first of her ropes snapped.

      “Lily!” Etienne screamed from the deck of the ship.

      The Étoile started to tilt starboard.

      “Now, Angus, now!” I yelled.

      He cranked the high-wire launcher and shot the line to Etienne’s ship.

      Etienne was screaming at his crew to lash onto the hoops of two-way drag line.

      “Come on! I’ll pull you in! Hurry!” Angus yelled.

      Grabbing safety belts, the crewmen started to hook on.

      “The balloon isn’t going to make it!” Jessup yelled. “Etienne! Come on!”

      Another rope snapped. The ship shook as the gondola began to hang sideways.

      “Burner is gonna catch! We’ve got to cut her loose or she’ll pull us down too!” Jessup yelled down to me.

      I locked the wheel and went to the side of the ship. “Etienne!”

      The Frenchman held on tightly to the remaining ropes and tried to make his way to the back of the ship. Angus towed the crewmen toward the Stargazer. The high-wire machine cranked quickly and soon Angus was pulling both men aboard. On the Étoile, Etienne was hanging on for dear life as the gondola looked like it was going to capsize.

      “He’s not going to make it, Lily! He’s not going to make it! Where the fuck are the Marshall ships?” Angus cursed again.

      There was a boom as the burners set the soft fabric of the balloon on fire.

      Etienne hung onto a rope, but as the balloon burned, the ship started to plummet toward the ground.

      Angus disconnected the high-wire between us as the Étoile.

      Etienne’s crew stood speechless as they watched in horror.

      “Take the wheel!” I called to Angus.

      “Lily?”

      Etienne screamed as he let go of the rope and began to free fall toward the ground.

      “Angus, come take the fucking wheel and get the Stargazer out of here!” I yelled and with a running jump, leapt off the side of the Stargazer.

      “Lily!” Jessup and Angus screamed in unison.

      The earth rises quickly toward you when you are falling from the heavens. I set my eyes on Etienne, narrowed my body as I’d seen every bird do, and aimed toward him. I gained speed, and a fraction of a second later, I came face to face with Etienne. The look of shock on his face was priceless.

      “Let’s try not to die,” I said, and wrapping my arms around him, I held Etienne with all of my strength. I turned, and with my teeth, pulled the pin from Sal’s harness.

      A leap of faith. The silk unfurled with a swish like a woman’s gown. The fabric yanked the halter when it filled with air. I nearly lost my grip on Etienne, but he was holding onto me so tightly I could barely breathe.

      The parachute held. Our descent slowed. I saw a mob of people rushing across the Champs de Mars toward us.

      “Lily,” Etienne whispered aghast. Tears were streaming from his eyes.

      “I owed you one,” I said.

      We still had some speed as we neared the ground. I pulled my legs up and tried to shelter my head against Etienne’s chest. We hit the ground hard and were separated by the jolt. I rolled across the grass. The landing had knocked the wind out of me, but otherwise I felt all right. The parachute fell on top of me, and I lay under the blanket of white material. It was like lying in a cloud.

      Moments later, I heard the Étoile crash to the ground somewhere not far from me. The burners exploded with a boom.

      Voices drew close.

      “Mademoiselle Stargazer? Are you all right? Are you alive?”

      “Etienne est vivant!” I heard someone call. He was alive.

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      They pulled the parachute off me.

      Overhead, the clouds broke for just a moment to reveal the early evening sky. From the star garden above, a single bright star shone down on me.

      

      
        The End
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* * *

      
        Continue The Airship Racing Chronicles in book two, Chasing the Green Fairy

        

        http://a.co/6Oi90wP

        

        http://www.melaniekarsak.com/
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* * *

      
        Don’t forget to subscribe to my newsletter for receive Ink, A Dark Waters Mermaid Tale and Midway for FREE

        

        http://eepurl.com/OSPDH
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        Stay alive. Don’t get caught.

      

      Mary knows how to thrive on the street. She makes it her mission to keep other kids away from everyday monsters. But when she’s attacked by a crazed man clutching a bloody heart she realizes—there’s a new kind of monster in town.

      A single drop of blood, and now Mary’s one of the infected. Unless she can stop the virus and save her friends, the new monster in town might just be her.

      GERMINATION is the series starter for a post-apocalyptic series where the runaways are the heroes, the zombies aren’t really zombies, and you can't trust your memories—even if they're all you have left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          “Should I Run Away?”

        

      

    
    
      Posted August 10th at 5:36PM on Do More Than Survive: How to THRIVE as a Runaway.

      If you are asking that question and wonder what the answer is—the answer is no. It’s not bad enough. Stick it out, whatever you’re going through. It’s more dangerous on the street.

      If it doesn’t matter what I say, you’re going to run away—then read on.

      Pros:

      » Lots of freedom and travel

      » You will become very skilled at living outside

      » You will meet lots of interesting people

      Cons:

      » If it’s cold, you’re going to be cold, if it’s wet, even worse. If it’s hot—you get the idea.

      » If you are traveling between cities, sometimes you will go without food for several days.

      » Lots of the interesting people you meet will want to steal from you, hurt you, or sell you something that will hurt you.

      » If you look under sixteen it’s going to be really hard for you to make money without getting into serious trouble.

      » If there’s anybody at home who still cares, like a little sister or a grandpa, you will seriously hurt them.

      If you’re actually trying to thrive as a runaway, I don’t recommend:

      Stealing—if you get caught you go to jail which is worse than whatever home you left, but sometimes you need something, just don’t expect to get away with it forever.

      Drug dealing—you’re likely to get hooked and become a tweeker, or get caught and go to jail. I’m not saying street kids don’t deal drugs. It’s fast money, but it’s risky. If it’s really about money for you, then why did you run away in the first place?

      Prostitution—this is disgusting. People do it, but not me. Not ever. But sometimes you have to trade favors because you want a hot shower or a bed to sleep in and that’s okay. Just don’t make it a habit.

      Believing in monsters—people will tell you so many rumors about monsters while you’re on the street. Sometimes it even makes the news, like right now. It’s true, there are monsters on the street. There have always been monsters on the street, but not like what the news is talking about. Don’t let the stories scare you too bad—only just enough to find some others who will watch your back.

      I’m not saying I haven’t done any of the above. I’m saying I wish I hadn’t. So it’s better if you try to avoid it from the beginning. I hope you don’t have to learn the hard way like I did. But if you do, I won’t judge.

      If you can endure it for a little longer, the older you are before you run away the better your chances at making money without resorting to sex, stealing, or other stuff that might hurt you or make you sick. I ran away when I was thirteen. I did a lot of stuff I wish I could take back. I’m almost seventeen now and thinking maybe I don’t want to live on the street for the rest of my life.

      Also, if you think you’re going to find happiness by running away, you’re dead wrong. Happiness comes from within.

      If you run away, all your demons go with you.

      Just saying this because I know. But I’m not telling you not to run. I did it after all, which is why I’m writing about it—to maybe help those like me who are going to run no matter what.

      If you’re still fed up and it’s time to go, then this blog is for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      The guy, middle-aged, wearing business casual, probably walking home from work, held out a dollar like it stank.

      The cell phone lay in plain sight between me and Gabbi on the hot sidewalk. Seconds before Mr. Casual had shown up, I’d hit submit on two posts scheduled to go live an hour apart—my readers expected constant updates. And anyways, if someone were thinking right then about running away, they couldn’t exactly wait a week to read my next one, could they?

      “Thank you, sir. Thank you so much.” Gabbi actually said it without any sarcasm in her voice, which was more than I’d have bet she could manage with his holier-than-thou attitude.

      Their hands hovered in mid-air—hers, dirt-streaked, with half-moon lines under the nails. She grabbed for the green bill.

      His pale, clean hand didn’t let go.

      I looked up. His gaze was locked on a spot near Gabbi’s knee.

      On the phone.

      “What are you two playing at here?”

      Gabbi folded her hands in her lap, her back straight, her round face and brown eyes expressionless.

      The phone had been free, someone’s discard. We loaded it when there was extra cash. I liked posting more than the public library allowed, plus it kept us in touch with the rest of the group. But he wouldn’t understand. None of them ever did. “We’re good people. We just need some help,” I said.

      “You stole that.”

      “A first generation iPhone?” I said, not being able to stop myself. “Please. I would have stolen something newer than that.”

      You could almost see him get madder even though he didn’t say a word. He stalked off a few steps, stopped. Looked down the street, started to come back.

      Damn.

      Between the window washing job I’d finished yesterday and today’s spanging money, we almost had enough for Jimmy’s birthday cake, some gas for the van, and this month’s gym membership. Clearly we weren’t getting any money out of Mr. Casual. The faster he left the better. This was a good spot, but only during rush hour.

      Plus, we both feared Norman would appear at any moment to take back his corner. Street rumors said someone or something had murdered him in a weirdly gruesome way.

      You had to figure people would exaggerate. But still.

      A red four-door drove through the intersection and then another handful of cars all in a row. The light turned yellow and the cars began to slow, but Mr. Casual blocked them from our view. He stepped closer into our space. His cologne was so thick I wondered if he secretly liked to suffocate people.

      “What do you want?” Gabbi said, all thankfulness gone now. I’d taught her that early on—be super nice when people help you out, otherwise get aggro.

      “You two, out on the street like this, begging. It’s disgusting. You think it’s funny, acting like you’re hard up?”

      “We ARE hard up,” I said, fiddling with the braided end of my hair. We got more money when I let my black hair down to offset my dark eyes and brows, but it was too hot for that.

      “You should be in school. I work hard for my money. What do you do? Beg like this?”

      “Don’t give us your money," I said, tugging on my braid until it hurt. "Go home to your wife and 2.3 kids and your TV and your mortgage. We don’t need your help. You don’t even know—”

      “Is this what you always wanted—to be homeless?”

      “We’re not homeless,” I said. “A homeless kid stays at a shelter and never leaves the neighborhood where they got left. We’re travelers. WE left. We’re out here, seeing the world and what it’s really like and all the cool people in it, and sometimes all the dicks in it like you.”

      He stopped listening to me and pointed at Gabbi as if somehow sensing he was getting to her. “Where are your parents? They should know you’re pretending, taking peoples’ money just for kicks. Your parents must be disappointed in you. They must have hoped you would become so much more than this.” He jabbed his finger into Gabbi’s face.

      She seemed to melt into the sidewalk. Each word made her head sink lower until her forehead was inches from the sidewalk, as if in an ashamed bow.

      Crashing waves of air filled my ears. I lost feeling in my toes and my hands began to shake.

      How dare he.

      How dare he put that look on her face.

      I jumped up and pushed him hard in the chest. My hands left dark imprints from sweat and dirt on his clean, pale blue shirt.

      The flush of his forehead deepened into a purplish-red. His blonde hair was stringy, in one of those styles where you could see the pink flesh of scalp underneath.

      “We were nice to you. We didn’t point any fingers. We didn’t harass you. You think you know her?” I pushed him again and he stumbled back a few inches. “You think you can talk to her like that because you were going to give us one stinking dollar?”

      “Young lady, you should be ashamed—”

      “You better stop right now.” I clenched my hands at my sides and dared him to say something else, anything.

      He opened his mouth, closed it. He backed up a step, then a second one. “I’m calling the police.” He left quickly, rounding the corner.

      The light turned. The cars, filled with people pretending not to look, disappeared in a thick cloud of exhaust.

      I tried to calm the roar in my ears.

      Gabbi hadn’t moved.

      “Gabbi.” I brushed my hair off my face and realized my hands now smelled like his cologne. I spit on them, rubbed in the spit, and then wiped the smell as best I could onto the newspaper. “He’s a jerk. He’s a 9-to-5 wage slave who knows nothing about you or me or anything. Forget him. Stand up for yourself next time. You’ll feel better about someone being a jerk if you’re a jerk back.”

      “I’m fine,” she said after a long second.

      “Come on.” I touched her shoulder. “We need to move.” No doubt Mr. Casual was already calling the cops. I decided I would find a way to make her laugh. God knows we both needed it.

      I gathered up the newspapers we used to keep our pants off the gum-pocked sidewalk. Gabbi slipped the phone into a zippered pants pocket. Both of us wore our spanging shirts—ratty, threadbare things we kept dirty. People gave more money to kids who really looked the part. The dirt I had sifted into Gabbi’s hair had caked into mud a while ago. My long dark hair washed out pretty easily. Gabbi’s light brown frizz was a different story. At least the newspapers grimed up our hands in an easy-to-wash-off way. We’d go by 24 Hour Fitness later and clean up.

      A couple of blocks away, I set down our jar and sign and we folded ourselves against the wall of a corner liquor store. Gabbi moved into the shade to keep herself from burning. I didn’t like the heat, but my skin never burned, it only turned a darker cinnamon.

      I sighed. Spanging was the crappiest job ever.

      We made sure to hide the phone when a green Ford sedan slowed. The driver’s side window hummed down, revealing a woman behind the wheel with a too-sunny smile even for summer.

      “Can you spare any change?” I said, returning her smile. You had to smile, you had to be nice no matter how horrible you felt, and Gabbi wasn’t that good at acting.

      She held out a fiver. A gold bracelet caught the light, flashing us.

      Gabbi jumped up, her shoulder-length hair frizzing like nobody’s business.

      “Thank you,” I called out when Gabbi said nothing. “God bless you.”

      Their fingers brushed. She pulled back her manicured hand like she feared an animal was about to bite her.

      The window rolled up and she drove off.

      Gabbi returned to a cross-legged position. I leaned over and brushed a leaf from her shoulder then tugged her hair. “There are worse ways to earn money.”

      I didn’t need to say it. I shouldn’t have said it. We didn’t need reminding about other ways we’d scrounged up cash in the past. But that was over. Things were going to be different now. “You know Jimmy’s hankering for that special dark chocolate cake,” I said, trying to change the subject.

      “It feels dumb getting money for cake,” Gabbi said. “Especially when we can get a whole box of day-old donuts for free.”

      “But he’s desperate for it. You can’t really hold it against him.”

      “Watch me.” She harrumphed in that way of hers that tried to cover up how young she still was deep down, how she wanted to belong to somebody, just like the rest of us. But she would die before letting anyone know it. Her parents did that to her. They didn’t throw her away like they did Leaf, but they drove her off all the same.

      “He’s still an oogle.” I smiled and showed my teeth. “Like you were—not so long ago.”

      “Over a year!”

      I realized I hadn’t made her laugh yet. I decided to take this as a personal insult. “Being a runaway isn’t so bad.” I talked in my deepest, most reflective, most professorial tone to match that woman who had stalked us for two weeks. She had wanted to do a college paper on how life was REALLY like for street kids. She kept asking about survival sex, and how often we did this drug or that drug, or how often we’d beaten somebody up, and how many murders we must have witnessed, and how much did we drink. She didn’t want to know anything we really cared about, like how cramped the van got sometimes, and how we wanted more public library hours, and what were our favorite Tumblr blogs, and how at the last park concert Leaf got invited to drum on stage during the band’s encore.

      “Being a street kid means you get the freedom to party whenever you want and you don’t have any college debt or responsibilities.” I pushed imaginary glasses up my nose. Like taking care of our food, shelter, clothing, safety, hygiene, not getting pregnant, it was no big deal, true freedom, living it up.

      Gabbi smiled—but I wanted her to LAUGH.

      “It’s not so bad, not if you’re smart and careful and stay out of the drug houses, shelters, pimp control, gang territory, rich people territory, poor people territory, middle people territory. You know, all the territory.” I leaned over and pantomimed opening a notepad while holding a pencil. “Now please tell me exactly how many blow jobs you gave in exchange for food this week.”

      Gabbi’s laughter rang out like a bell. That helpless kind of laugh that started from the belly and shook the chest and made you hiccup at the end.

      I toed the sidewalk and hid my smile. She’d be mad at me later for making her bust up like that, but it was worth it. She was fifteen, I was seventeen. But both of us liked to laugh as if we were little kids. I think it was partly because neither of us had laughed much when we were actually little.

      Minutes passed. Only one car drove by. An old man popped into the liquor store before I could ask for change. This corner was SLOW.

      The digital doorbell beeped again. The old man came out, his plastic bag boxy from a six-pack. He dropped some coins in the jar before I could say a word.

      I tipped my head and smiled. “Thank you, sir.”

      He nodded. “I’ve been in your shoes once or twice. Good luck to you.”

      “Why can’t they all be like that?” Gabbi said after he left. She sighed. “What do you think Spencer will find tonight?”

      I leaned back against the wall, happy that at least someone didn’t see us as worse than dirt. “Ano said he was going to swing by the bakery on O Street and try to score some day-olds. That’s all I’m thinking about. And maybe buy some new toothbrushes.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s NOT all you’re thinking about when it comes to Ano.”

      “Very funny,” I said, but we both knew she was right, and mostly I didn’t care since he was hot and really nice and we both had a thing for each other.

      “Jimmy wants another disposable camera.” Gabbi shook the jar, the coins clanging together amongst the dollars.

      Jimmy was the newest to the group. I still hadn’t decided if he was a lifer yet, or if he would end up going back to his family after playing street kid with us. But I suspected he was going to stay. Sometimes you can just tell.

      “Heads-up,” Gabbi said.

      A man dirtier than us limped across the street. It looked like he’d come from the two-story office building that had been shut down for days—if the pile of newspapers at the door was any indication. His clothes were ragged, his shirt torn at the collar. His hair was cropped short but still somehow managed to look like a terrible case of bedhead.

      No one else was in sight. The old guy was long gone. I jumped up and wondered if we should go into the liquor store and hide until the owner called the cops on us for loitering.

      For all my jokes and lightheartedness, things could turn mean real fast. Thoughts of Norman came to mind. If he was back, he’d have already heard we’d been spanging on his corner. We’d be in for a beating for invading his territory. I didn’t totally believe in angels anymore, not like I used to when I was a kid, but I still believed that demons were pretty much real—and Norman was a homeless one in human form.

      “Is that—”

      “Can’t tell.” Gabbi sat on the ground as if she didn’t have a care in the world. But her leg was too relaxed, her fingers too splayed out.

      A lone car passed by, blasting hot air. The man tracked it, distracted by the movement or the engine noise. The car and its person and its chance for help disappeared. Silence returned. His right pant leg was ripped from the ankle to his thigh, revealing a bloody gash.

      Sweat itched down my cheek. I wiped the bead away.

      He turned in our direction now as if he had noticed my movement. As if he had smelled us. His hands spasmed open and closed around something small and bloody, like he had dipped wrist-deep into a bucket of blood and pulled out a heart or something.

      My mother had always accused me of a vivid imagination—it was why she called me a liar when I said my stepdad had kicked me in the ribs for not getting him a beer one night. I hoped in this case that it actually was my imagination going wild.

      “What’s that in his hand?” Gabbi said.

      “Nothing good for us,” I said. It might not be a bloody heart, but that didn’t make him Mr. Nice Guy either.

      Finally the sound of another engine appeared just as I decided we should risk the liquor store. I waved it down before realizing it was a black and white.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Gabbi said.

      “Better than the creep.”

      “Not really.”

      Officer Hanley leaned over, showing off short, silver hair that still covered most of his head. Cops weren’t my favorite people. They kicked us out from underpasses, and harassed us off street corners, and confiscated our van if we didn’t move it often enough. But Officer Hanley could sometimes be all right.

      Cool air blasted through the open window, raising goosebumps on my skin. His aviator sunglasses matched nicely with his scowl. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      “It’s a free country,” Gabbi said.

      I felt proud she actually stood up for herself, but messing with the police wasn’t such a great idea. “We were just leaving. And your real problem is standing over there, probably spreading hepatitis or swine flu or HIV all over the street.”

      Officer Hanley looked, and then dropped his voice so low it was almost a whisper. Officer Hanley never whispered. “How long has he been there?”

      Gabbi shrugged.

      “Has he been in contact with anyone else?”

      “What are you—” I said.

      “Has he touched, or hurt, or otherwise injured anyone?”

      “I don’t think—”

      “You need to leave this area. Now.” He grabbed for his receiver and spoke some weird coded words, his voice clipped and fast.

      I realized he was scared.

      “You can’t kick us off,” Gabbi said. “We have a right—”

      “Gabbi,” I said. “We should listen to him.” I pulled on her shirt. She took a resisting step back.

      “You girls get out of here.” The window began to close.

      Gabbi yelled.

      There was a loud bang.

      We stumbled backwards as if skateboards had slipped out from under our feet. The creep had thrown himself against the backseat window of the cruiser. His hands smeared red down the glass and crushed whatever he had been holding, and then he dropped away as if knocked unconscious.

      It wasn’t a heart, I told myself, no matter how much it looked like a heart out of the books Gabbi and I had poured through together once at the library. Ricker had sworn he was having a heart attack at the ripe old age of thirteen—it had been heartburn but we hadn’t known any different at the time.

      A wild look came into Officer Hanley’s eyes. He used his side mirror, then reached for the door handle.

      A metallic voice barked from his dashboard. The words sounded like some sort of order. He returned both hands to the steering wheel. His gold wedding band glinted as he flexed his hands.

      “You can’t leave us here,” I said.

      He hesitated.

      The creep hadn’t stood up yet and that freaked me out. A lot. What if he was crawling around the car on all fours?

      “Get in,” Officer Hanley said.

      A head appeared at the back bumper. The creep HAD been crawling.

      I yanked open the passenger door, grabbed a handful of bills and coins from the jar, stuffed them in my pocket, pushed Gabbi into the front seat, and jumped practically on her lap. I slammed the door closed.

      The grate kept Gabbi and me from crawling into the back seat. The window had a gap several inches wide. The creep’s grimy, bloody fingers hooked through the gap, reaching for my hair. I couldn’t breathe. Gabbi screamed.

      “Do something!” I said, shrinking back.

      “I have orders to lead him away,” Officer Hanley said. “Don’t let him touch you, don’t let the blood get on you—you should have run.”

      “Story of my life!” I shouted.

      The window rolled up enough to pin the creep’s hands in place. The car moved forward several feet then settled into a slow, steady pace.

      My stomach flipped. I stared at Officer Hanley because I couldn’t stand looking at the creep’s maniacal face any longer without going crazy myself. “You’re going to, to…You should just shoot him!”

      “Can’t,” Officer Hanley said. “Can’t risk the blood.” His forehead gleamed with sweat even though the air conditioning blasted frigid air. That was the only sign that maybe he wasn’t feeling as cool as he acted.

      It was like an insane form of dog walking. I looked everywhere but at the creep. The street was empty. Rush hour over, people inside. A couple of cars zipped by in the other direction, not even slowing. Up ahead was a four-way stop. A woman from the corner house dragged her garbage can to the gutter, saw us. Stopped. Stared. In a different house, a face appeared in the window, on a cell phone, also staring.

      His fingers were dark red, bright red, grimed with mud and something slimy. He limped alongside the car, unseeing. He twisted, pulled, pinched the glass, let it go. Something wet flew from his hands onto my face.

      In my eye.

      My eyelid closed on instinct. I flinched back into the seat. I blinked, rubbed at my eye, thought about all the terrible things probably infecting this meth head. I wiped my hand across my cheek. A small smear of blood transferred onto my skin. I wiped it off on my pants. I wanted to cry.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Gabbi said in a small voice. She’d wrapped her arms around my waist as if I could keep her from drowning.

      “Drugs,” I said. I told myself I’d gotten it off. It was fine. I was going to be fine. “He’s high. Hopped up on a new meth recipe, right?”

      Officer Hanley looked as if about to say something that would wreck my mind.

      Sirens blared from everywhere. The inside of the car flooded with red and blue lights.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          “Everyone’s an Oogle at First”

        

      

    
    
      Posted August 10th at 6:46PM on Do More Than Survive: How to THRIVE as a Runaway.

      What my stepdad did to me, it made me stronger. People call me a miracle kid because of all the stuff I’ve already survived. People are always surprised at how happy I am about life still. Everything done to me has made me stronger.

      He was doing cocaine—that was when I was, like, ten or something. My mom had me change my last name because they wanted to be a family or something. So I changed my name. I still have that name right now. It pisses me off because he would slam my head into the wall.

      I don’t think about it except you should know—I thought I knew everything to survive on the street since I’d pretty much been surviving on my own in that house for years already.

      It doesn’t matter how street smart you think you are. When you first become a street rat you’re really just an oogle, which just means you’re new to the street and stupid because you don’t know the rules yet.

      Until proven otherwise, other street kids are going to think you ran away from your trust fund, or because you think it’s cool—basically, you’re a poser. Accept it.

      If you stay on the street long enough, you’ll earn some street cred. But a tweeker never stays anything but an oogle.

      I tell social workers I didn’t run FROM my family, I ran TO my family. But be careful about who you get help from. There are real sociopaths and murderers and abusers out there, those are the monsters you should worry about, not the ones the newspapers try to scare you about.

      I’d say don’t be an oogle, but you won’t be able to help it. Learn from others—street kids stick together. There will always be someone willing to show you how things are done.

      In the meantime, here are a few basic tips to get you started until you find your street family:

      Stay clean. That’s first. Clean hands, clean clothes. You’re a dead giveaway and probably going to get the police or CPS called on you if you’re dirty. There are water fountains, public restrooms at colleges and libraries, house hoses (watch out for dogs), water fountains, creeks (but watch out for pesticide runoff). No excuses.

      If you’re spanging, that’s different. When you beg for money, it’s important to show your customers a little dirt otherwise they won’t feel good about giving you the cash. Also, spanging sucks. Everyone hates you, even those who give you money or food. It’s the worst part, but it’s the easiest and safest way to make some cash.

      Thrift stores are good for changing into a cheap and clean set of clothes. Don’t be a jerk—actually buy the clothes.

      Get enough cash to buy a gym membership. Go in for a family plan with friends. Make sure and hold out for a great deal. For less than a $1 a day you can get access to bathrooms, hot water, showers, saunas, pools, and games 24/7 so you can stay clean and avoid getting picked up. This is my best tip because then you won’t ever feel pressured to have sex with someone because they have a shower or a warm place to stay.

      Get to know another runaway who has a car. Now you have a moving home and pretty good protection while you sleep. You can park the car in lots more places without being noticed than if you didn’t have one. Plus it’s nice being able to travel without watching the train schedules. You’ll get to have favorite cities and favorite seasons in those cities. You'll stay in one place for a while and then just decide one morning to travel clear across the country to your other favorite city.

      Don’t blow all your cash on alcohol and drugs. I know a lot of you will, no matter what I say—even those of you who think that will never be them—because that’s how me and my friends lived for a while. Just know that if you do, then you become trapped like all the 9-to-5 wage slaves you’re supposed to be better than.

      Don’t ever feel like you’ll worry about food. Americans waste so much food it’s kinda evil. If you spend cash on food you’re wasting your money. I’m a vegetarian and have never had any problems getting food I could eat, as long as I was staying in a city. It’s called dumpster-love. You’ll see.

      If you want to get picked up, or you’re making a moral statement against consumerism, or you are sticking it to the world, then do the opposite of all the above.

      But you better stay out of my way cause if you get me caught, me and my friends will come at you with smileys* and we won’t feel bad about it for more than a minute.

      *For you oogles out there, a smiley is a weapon made out of a bike chain and duct tape, or a chain and a combo lock, or a bandana and a lock, or really anything close by that would hurt someone if you swung it at them.
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      The creep lay flat on the street, faceup. He twitched, stilled, twitched again. They’d stuck the creep with something that dropped him like a rock.

      Every time he moved, I swear my eye flinched.

      Two people in something like white moon suits hovered, taking measurements, writing on clipboards. People in navy jackets with yellow CDC lettering were erecting a tent around them.

      Gabbi and I stood on the corner opposite the house of the woman and her trash can. The last direct rays of light turned the surrounding roofs a golden brown. The aroma of someone’s backyard grill said a family was eating burgers like nothing had happened. A yellow line of tape hung between us and gawkers with their phones out recording every move. I kept our phone away. I wasn’t like them, no matter how much I wanted to post about this. I wanted to help people who needed it, not enjoy someone’s bad luck.

      We were inside the taped circle. I very much wanted not to be. Officer Hanley had been nice to us before—sure he messed with our camps and kicked us off corners and out of squats, but he saved us even though we were street roaches.

      Now he hovered feet away to make sure we couldn’t leave.

      I touched my eye and then forced my hand down. If I rubbed it anymore I was paranoid I’d break the skin.

      Someone was going to call CPS. They’d act like they were doing it for my own good. They’d send me to a home, or ranch, or juvie. They’d tell me what to do, when to do it, how to do it—and have enough power to force me. I knew this. They had taken me in once. I had tried to kill myself.

      “We’ve gotta get out of here,” I said.

      “No kidding,” Gabbi said.

      I was glad she had her courage back because at the moment I was like a little kid scared of the dark. I couldn’t handle being trapped. She couldn’t handle anything to do with her parents. We each had our traumas and tried to respect them.

      I thought about how to get back to the van. I texted Ano a cryptic message about not coming after us. No sense them getting caught up in all this. They were at a nearby park, in a spot nestled among some old oaks we had claimed that day from the pervs that went to shag off together in the great outdoors. Otherwise the van was our home when we weren’t at the library, the gym, the mall, or dreaming about owning our own piece of land one day.

      The phone showed the second post had gone live. I was glad the information was getting out. I didn’t know how to even begin to explain this situation, but I would find a way. I returned the phone to Gabbi’s pocket.

      A moon suit approached Officer Hanley. He motioned us over.

      Moon suit held up a hand when we came within a few feet. “That’s far enough.” A woman’s voice.

      Her suit reeked of new rubber and plastic. This close, the clear plastic shield seemed to shrink her mouth and enlarge her eyes. Her glasses underneath were orange and made her blue eyes look like they were rimmed in fire. Her hair was stuck to her forehead, curled with pomade and pins.

      “I am Dr. Ferrad. Please, understand time is of the essence. Were you scratched or bitten or otherwise injured?”

      I didn’t answer and so Gabbi remained silent too.

      Office Hanley took a step forward but she held up her hand.

      She raked her eyes over my legs, my bare collarbone, my arms, my face. Her face seemed larger than life behind the shield. She was the astronaut and we were the alien species she was deciding how to dissect.

      Where the blood had landed on me felt like a neon sign. She must see it. She must know. And then she would take me away and they would never let me go.

      Her eyes stopped on my arm. My arm of scars, naming all my dead street friends. The freshest was months old. A series of raised, whitish lines.

      She passed by my eye like there was nothing special about it.

      I released a long, slow breath.

      She held up a finger, pointing at something on Gabbi’s arm. “There."

      It was a scratch. Long dried. “That’s from this morning,” I said. “The creep didn’t do it.” Gabbi had caught her arm on a jagged piece of metal. Standard stuff for us.

      “Take them in,” Dr. Ferrad said to Officer Hanley.

      “It’s not my fault,” Gabbi said. “It’s not from him.”

      Gabbi stepped back. Officer Hanley stepped forward. Dr. Ferrad set down the clipboard. The noise from the gawkers increased.

      A groan rose above all the noise, then someone screamed.

      The tent was only half up. The creep was sitting and had buried a pen into the arm of a white suit.

      Dr. Ferrad yelled for Officer Hanley to watch the two of us before racing away.

      Officer Hanley rested a hand on his holstered gun. “Stay where you are.”

      It seemed like all the navy jackets and uniforms had gotten sucked into the middle of the circle. Gawkers pressed into the yellow tape, holding up their phones, lights bright and blinding.

      Energy rippled through the crowd. There were more screams, but this time from the crowd. A woman with a bloody face lurched into the tape and fell into Officer Hanley’s arms.

      People scattered.

      I tugged on Gabbi’s arm. “Time to go.”

      We ran.

      Officer Hanley yelled our names, but the crowd hid us. People were pushing, tripping, screaming. Phones smashed to the ground. A shot fired, and then another, and another. Weird, muffled shots that sounded like whatever they’d dropped the creep with.

      We sprinted across two lawns. A man wearing a red lumberjack kind of shirt appeared. I ran into him and lost my balance. He grabbed at me, his hands a dirty red. A metallic smell washed over me, making me want to wretch. His breath stank like something had died in there.

      I punched the heel of my hand into the flesh of his neck. He curled his fingers into my clothing, pulling me closer. His face was crazy, cranked, like an axe murderer out of a movie.

      My threadbare spanging shirt ripped. I fell onto the ground. He loomed over me like a demon shadow. A scream lodged in my throat. I scrambled up, scraping my palms, my knees. A fingernail peeled back, the pain striking up my arm like lightning.

      Gabbi bowled into his side, knocking him over, but he sprung right back up.

      We ran down the block. Our shoes slapped against the asphalt, our breaths turned ragged. My heart pumped a million times a second.

      I looked back over my shoulder. Mr. Axe Murderer was running too, as if our sprint had only made him lock onto us like a predator giving chase. This guy was cranked just like the creep, but he sure didn’t have a limp to hold him back.

      Gabbi huffed behind me, but didn't cover the growls from the man running us down as if we were the last people on earth.

      “What do we do?” Gabbi yelled.

      I didn’t answer because I didn’t have an answer. She would do what I said as soon the words were out. For all her toughness and could-care-less act, there was no one in the group I trusted more than I trusted Gabbi, except maybe Leaf. But Gabbi was never any good with plans. She’d do something stupid, say something stupid. This was up to me to figure out, I just needed to come up with something, fast.

      “Split up!” I yelled finally. “If he follows you, take the long way back to the van. If he follows me, get to Spencer and say it’s like the station in Texas.”

      “What?” Gabbi’s panicky voice cut off the end of the word.

      “Just do it.” I veered right. “Now!”

      Gabbi followed me for a step, twisted, and sprinted in the other direction.

      I waited to see who Mr. Axe Murderer would follow.

      A few blocks away, it was still chaos, but it seemed like part of a television show. Screams, sirens, shots. All white noise to this meth head. A chill went up my spine. Meth heads were the worst. The most aggro. One guy had knocked out all of this other guy’s teeth while we’d been train bound once in the Midwest.

      Please let him just be a meth head.

      He swiveled between me and Gabbi’s disappearing form.

      If he was going to follow anyone, it was going to me. I shouted and waved my hands around.

      As if on cue, he tilted his head, sniffed, and then locked onto me.

      A hiccup caught in my throat. This guy was going to catch me and eat me, and I would never see the others again or get to buy Jimmy his birthday present.

      I willed my legs to work. I needed one of Gabbi’s scathing remarks to belittle me into action. It was his teeth that finally made me move. His mouth hung open, showing off a bloody grin and split lip. The idea that he might eat me didn’t seem so silly.

      I ran for a gap behind the closest strip mall and raced around a pair of light blue dumpsters, toward a rusting gate that was always left unlocked. I’d pop through that into an empty lot cracked with weeds and broken glass. It backed up to the park. Gabbi would make it to the others. They’d be ready with our smileys. I just needed to bring him—

      Someone had locked the gate.

      Sweat poured down my back. The stench of cat piss flooded my nostrils.

      A brand new, shiny padlock linked the two sagging sides together. It looked like a toy—unweathered, undented.

      A grunt and snuffle sounded behind me.

      I wished for Ano. I had lied. There was no one I trusted more than him, or the steel that entered into his eyes when he moved to stop someone from hurting somebody else—or take revenge on someone for having hurt somebody else. No one.

      I whirled around.

      Mr. Axe Murderer stretched out his hands like some sort of monster in a movie.

      “You really need some new moves.”

      He stumbled as if my voice had tripped some sort of humanity switch. His throat produced a low growl of words too garbled to understand. If they were words at all. This guy was definitely on meth. Some new formula that really took it up a notch. I ignored the little voice in my head that asked—then what were the moon suits for?

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      He ground his teeth, making popping noises.

      I scanned the dumpster, the gate, the lock, the broken glass and rat droppings, the few sticks of wood, scattered and splintered. There was only one way out.

      I threw myself at the fence. It sagged and bent me back toward the ground. I pressed myself against the wire, which cut into my flesh, and started climbing.

      Hands grabbed me around the ankles and pulled my feet off the fence. I hung stretched in the air, my fingers the only part keeping me from dropping. I kicked and twisted and fell back with a whoosh that knocked my breath away.

      My feet found new toeholds. I reached the top bar, folded myself over, took a breath. I would flip over and drop to the ground and leave the creep behind.

      The fence shook, almost throwing me off. A coin fell from my pocket, pinging the metal. The creep’s face bobbed into view. He was climbing the fence. Crap.

      I flipped like the top was a monkey bar and I was twelve years old showing my underwear off to the high school boys.

      I dropped hard on my feet and pain shot up my shins. The rest of the coins spilled into the air, glinting copper and silver before disappearing in the weeds.

      The creep dropped to the ground with a thump.

      Shivers seized my muscles in spite of the heat.

      There was something seriously wrong with this dude and it wasn’t meth.

      I raced through the broken glass and weeds, hopping over the low stone border that separated the lot from the park. Oak trees dotted the open field. The dirt was rock hard, the grass yellow and short from fire hazard mowing.

      I leapt onto the dirt trail that bikers and pedestrians and horses used during the daylight hours. The sirens that had disappeared returned. I chanced a backward glance.

      A flash from a cigarette lighter caught my eye. A figure stepped from the trees. Dark hair, almost black, trimmed and styled to look a little wild. A dark jean-colored shirt that almost matched his hair. Movie star lips and piercing eyes that hid everything inside.

      Ano.

      Gabbi had gotten to them in time. They were waiting. They were ready.

      Ano looked past me. His eyes widened. He sprinted in my direction.

      Something tripped my ankle. My leg twisted, lost traction. I slapped the ground like a fly swatter. My chin burst into waves of pain. Pain flared in my calf. Stars exploded before my eyes, but did not fully hide how the creep’s mouth had latched onto my bare leg.

      I punched the creep in the nose even before I could think. I had practice with that, waking up to someone on top of me and needing to react fast. I punched until his nose cracked like a stick. He de-latched. I slammed both hands against his ears. I dug a thumb into one eye and hooked my other thumb in his nose and pulled until the skin broke. Bile burned my throat, but I used my anger to push it down.

      Then Ano came swinging his smiley.

      A second later, the creep was unconscious next to me. There was now a gash along his temple and across his ear. Blood smeared his face like clown makeup, but it wasn’t my blood—I didn’t think it was my blood. I didn’t want it to be my blood.

      Sirens grew louder. Police cars and a dark van screeched to a halt at the park’s edge.

      Something grabbed my shoulders. I yelped.

      “Let’s go,” Ano said over the impossibly loud sirens. “Get up. Get up.”

      “I can’t,” I said. “My ankle’s twisted.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “You don’t have any idea how bad it is or isn’t!"

      Ano hooked his arms under me and lifted. “Come on.” He pulled me into the bushes.

      We crouched behind an oak tree in the bushes. Here in the brush it was dark and cool. The smell of blood was replaced by the smell of dried grass, sweet and papery. I felt my leg. There were dents. My fingers came away wet with blood and my entire leg felt like it was burning.

      Yards away was the open field I had just run through, a winding trail, and an unconscious monster. Sirens turned off. Three navy jackets jumped out of the van. Two police officers set out rifles with scopes, a third came out with a dog.

      Two horses trotted from the trees. The riders stared at the officers, not realizing how close Mr. Axe Murderer was. One horse spooked and reared up. The rider slipped onto the ground. The horse sprinted away. The other rider stopped her horse from bolting and veered back to her friend.

      “Stop right there!” A man’s voice said through a bullhorn. “Do not leave the area!”

      Mr. Axe Murderer sat up and saw the woman on the ground. He went for her.

      There was a crack, like a car backfiring.

      His head exploded into red mist, spraying her face, neck, arms, shirt.

      The mist cleared. People shouted from far away. The second horse bolted for the trees, the rider holding on to the mane.

      “We are officers from California’s Center for Disease Control. Remain where you are! We are here to help.”

      The horse did not slow. Another shot took it down, the thin, spindly legs twisting into the air, the woman disappearing underneath.

      Ocean waves pounded in my ears. They weren’t supposed to be using real bullets. They were supposed to be worried about the blood.

      The navy jackets approached the field. The woods glowed orange and pink from the sunset, casting everything in this disturbing warm glow—as if instead of blood and guts and gore, people were meeting up for a picnic.

      “Mary!” Ano whispered fiercely in my ear. “You’re not helping!”

      I came back as if from a dream and thought, this must be what shock feels like. I let go of his wrist. My fingernails had dug into his skin and drawn blood. I put my feet back under me.

      Ano passed me, jumping around and then ahead of me so that I could follow. We twisted along the winding trail for another hundred yards, deep into the darkening woodland, deep into the tall, dry grasses no one had bothered to mow because it was too far in to care about. The grasses scratched against each other and against us, making noise louder than the shouts behind us. I ignored the pain in my leg.

      Ano veered at a downed tree. We burst into a small cleared area. On this side of the park, ranch houses and acres of horse property rimmed the border. Holdovers from before this place had become big enough to be called a city.

      Our van was there and Jimmy was in the passenger seat, waving. Leaf held open the van door.

      Once inside, it took long seconds for my eyes to adjust.

      Everyone was there. Gabbi and Ricker in the back with me, Ano and Leaf and Jimmy. Spencer sat in the driver’s seat. He was so tall his brown hair brushed the ceiling sometimes. People thought he was in his twenties even though he was only nineteen. He’d left home at fourteen, not because anything was really wrong at home but because he’d gotten tired of the shouting.

      “Burn some rubber,” Leaf said. “But be careful, that left back tire has a thin tread.” Leaf could have been a football player if he’d stayed in school. He had the build and the looks, with his wide-set eyes, curly, messy, light brown hair, a cleft chin. He always scrunched his nose when he smiled.

      “I remember.” Spencer gunned the engine, rocking the cab.

      I lifted myself onto a bench seat and the others did likewise. I took in a deep, slow breath. Hints of the lavender-scented shampoo we all used from the fitness center filled my nose. So did our sweat from spending a hot summer day on the street. None of us ever seemed completely able to wash it off.

      It all smelled like home.

      Jimmy turned around and stared at me. “Are you okay?”

      “Happy birthday, Jimmy,” I said, grinning, but the look on his face told me it must have come out as more of a grimace.

      Ricker laughed. Leaf smiled. I couldn’t see Gabbi’s face but I suspected she would be frowning. Spencer didn’t smile either. I didn’t look for Ano’s expression in case I burst into tears.

      I pulled out a fistful of bills from my pocket. No coins were left. An oncoming car’s headlights lit up the faces of my friends. “Hot showers, anyone?”

      “Yes, please,” Gabbi said.

      Ano broke open the first aid kit we kept stashed under the front seat. Leaf rummaged through the clothes cabinet.

      At the next light, Ano set himself up on the floor of the van and began to look me over. The disinfectant stung, but I gritted my teeth. He handled my ankle like it was fragile glass that might shatter. Too late, I wanted to tell him. I’d already been shattered and put myself back together. But that really could have described any of us.

      He dabbed a rag at the bite.

      “Pour the whole bottle on it,” I said to Ano, wishing I could use it on my eye too.

      Leaf pulled out an oversized lavender sweatshirt and a pair of threadbare, royal purple sweat pants and tossed them to me.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Leaf ignored my sarcasm. “What happened after you and Gabbi split up?”

      I explained about Mr. Axe Murderer and the lock. “How does it look?” I said.

      “You’ll live,” Ano said.

      “Unless I’m infected with whatever that creep had,” I said quietly.

      He rested a hand on my bare knee and I lost myself in the dark pools of his eyes.

      “You’ll be fine,” Gabbi interjected.

      I smiled, the moment interrupted. Her grimace only deepened because she knew I was faking it for her sake. She wasn’t stupid, just sometimes seemed that way because she was so stubborn.

      “We should take her to the emergency room,” Ricker said, always the practical one. He wanted to get off the street and maybe become a bus driver one day. He thought maybe he’d like helping people travel around.

      “If we take her,” Spencer said, “Then they’ll take her. She’ll be deep in the system and might never come back out.”

      Ricker pressed his lips together in a grim line. The chug of the engine changed to a low whine as Spencer turned into a parking lot. Spencer knew more about the system than any of us. He was the only one who had finished high school so far, on account of his being locked up and forced to do it. If you really wanted to get Spencer mad, you asked him about school.

      “What do you want to do?” Ano said.

      Everyone seemed to wait for my answer. I didn’t know what the right answer was, only what I wanted most at that moment. “I just want to take a shower.”

      The van stopped. “We’re here,” Spencer said.

      Through the front windshield, the fitness club sign glowed red against the pink sky. Inside there were hot showers, running water, real bathrooms available at any time of day. No one could kick us out as long as we paid our dues. We’d started the contract through a gift debit card Spencer had picked up at the liquor store. As long as we kept it on file, we could pay cash on the account.

      Leaf pulled out an envelope from the clothes cabinet. He held out his hand for the dollars in mine.

      “I usually pay. He expects me to pay,” I said.

      “He’s going to have to take a rain-check,” Ano said, because everyone knew how I paid our dues when we were short sometimes.

      I looked over my bloody clothes and gave over the green.

      Leaf jumped out. “I’ll be back in a sec.”

      Ano closed the door and held up the purple clothes. “Put this over what you’re wearing. We can’t get you inside looking like that.” He grabbed a rag and a gallon milk jug we stored water in. He soaked the rag and then started scrubbing at my face.

      “Ow,” I said.

      “You look like you murdered someone,” Ano said.

      “I know,” I said. “Kind of feels like it.”

      “How would you know?” Ano said.

      “May I never know.”

      Ano worked away at my forehead, then my neck.

      “Gabbi,” I said. “Do you have the phone?”

      She pulled it out and handed it to me. I opened the message app and began typing.

      “What are you doing,” Ano said quietly.

      “I don’t know how to put what’s happening right now in words, but there’s a lot of other stuff I have to say.”

      “You can do it later. We should be focused on cleaning up and leaving town.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t know how to explain that there was this sinking feeling inside me. It said I probably didn’t have much time left. Street kids felt that way a lot. I had felt that way before and I was still alive. But this seemed different somehow.

      “If I don’t get this out there now. I feel like, I don’t know, I feel like it’s going to drain out of my brain and I’ll never remember it.”

      He shook his head, his dark eyes disappearing in the growing shadows. “You always remember when it matters.”

      I stopped, then reached for his hand and held it. “Maybe not this time.” In spite of the heat, he shivered.

      “Stop it, Mary,” Gabbi said. “Don’t talk like that.”

      “All right, Gabbi. Sorry.” I swallowed around a lump forming in my throat. “So…you and me, we should go spanging again tomorrow, don’t you think? We’ve got to take advantage of our lucky streak while it lasts.”

      “Oh shut up,” she said, but there was a smile in her words.

      To be honest, I felt a hint of a smile on my lips because this was the part I liked best—lifting people’s spirits when things were really crappy. “There was this one dude today,” I said, “he got all up in our business when he saw the phone, but we set him straight.”

      “You almost pushed him into the street!” Gabbi said.

      “You would have, if I hadn’t done it,” I said.

      “Yeah, thanks, but no, I wouldn’t have.”

      “You would have if he’d been picking on me,” I said.

      “But he went for Gabbi,” Ano said. “And you didn’t let him.”

      “She just stood up,” Gabbi said, standing up and reenacting the scene, “and he was like head and shoulders taller than her, but he wouldn’t stop messing with us, so she got up between me and him, and it doesn’t even matter that he’s all red in the face and about to call the cops. She pushed him twice until he got a clue.” Gabbi laughed. “He pretty much ran down the block after that.”

      “See,” Ano said, caressing the back of my hand with his thumb. “You remember what to do when it counts.”

      The quick adrenaline rush of the retelling drifted away. “Yeah. I guess so.”

      I finished the blog post while he finished scraping my face with the rag. There was a lot more I had planned to say, but I couldn’t remember it at the moment. I saved it as a draft so I could finish it later. I hoped Ano was right—that this time was like all the others and I’d figure out a way to survive it.

      I tapped the button and returned the phone to Gabbi’s care. I realized Jimmy hadn’t said a word for a long time. “Jimmy? Are you okay?”

      A sniffling sound came from his direction.

      “It’s going to be okay, Jimmy,” I said.

      Spencer looked away. So did Ricker, Ano, Gabbi. No one wanted to make him feel bad for crying. We all cried sometimes. We all did our best to hide it.

      The metal rollers screeched as the door opened. Leaf stood in semi-shadow, the sign lights casting an eerie neon line around his body. He was only fifteen, but had been a throwaway for two years. One day he told his mom he was gay and she told him never to come back.

      The parking lot was empty, the sky now a dull imitation of its earlier colors. Leaf looked at Spencer and something passed between them that none of us could read. They did that sometimes. They’d been together for awhile now.

      “We’re good.”
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* * *

      Steam filled the bathroom with curtains of damp air. The tile was slippery, cold, welcoming. Female voices bounced off the ceramic walls and created a sort of chaotic foundation of noise that soothed me. Gabbi and I stepped into different stalls, having left the boys to their side of the bathrooms.

      I blasted the shower on full and let the lavender shampoo and hot water wash away the sweat, the blood, the dirt. The pain of the heat mixed with the pain in my leg. The wound was fiery, red, puckered. But it was my eye that burned like a black widow bite, the poison creeping through my skin and muscles, entering my blood stream, poisoning my system along the way. The leg bite had only added insult to injury. I told myself if I wasn’t feeling better in two hours I would make them dump me at the closest hospital.

      The water drummed on my back like the rhythm of a train on the tracks. Hopping a train was always a rush. Like when you get your first tattoo. That kind of rush. It’s like the best movie screen. You just sit there and maybe you’re high or drunk, or not, it doesn’t matter. You see these places, these dark forests and blue-black nights and stars and mountains and there is no other way to see them.

      The water cut off with a whine and a trickle.

      I dried myself off with a towel, scrubbing my skin until it flushed red, breathing in the clean scent of the cotton. Blood trickled in two rivulets down either side of my ankle. The flesh had swelled enough I thought the bite would stop bleeding soon.

      I tied a strip of cloth tight around my calf and dressed in the purple outfit I was still stuck with.

      Our phone rested on the bench next to Gabbi’s clothes. I sat down with it and texted out everything I could think of about how to run away and keep from making my same mistakes. The post felt jumbled, unconnected, but I felt better when it was all down.

      I decided to make it go live, right then. Just in case.

      The app’s progress bar moved, then stalled. I stared at it, willing the bar to move just a little more, but there wasn’t enough signal. An error message popped up and said it would try again every five minutes until it completed the connection. That would have to do.

      I locked the phone and waited for Gabbi and thought about what to do next.

      We were all together now, we had been together, watching out for each other for years. We could rely on one another to get out of scrapes and mistakes and danger. We had plans to get off the streets and then we’d be safe for good and no one would stop us. We’d get out of town and then visit some random med clinic. I’d tell them a homeless guy had bitten me and they would pump me so full of antibiotics I’d have the runs for weeks.

      End of infection. End of a crazy story I would then write about for days, but only as fiction. Otherwise no one would believe it.

      Four women entered the bathroom, their voices sharp and loud and full of derision. One of the women looked at me, just looked at me. She wore yoga pants and a tight-fitting tank top, black on bottom, bright pink on top. Her face said she knew I didn’t belong there. Two of the women dropped used towels on the tile floor and kept walking. The pitch of their voices slapped the walls and then my ears. My head flared with pain and red washed over my vision.

      She spoke even though her mouth didn’t open. She looked right at me and said, “You’re a whore and your mother is a whore and no wonder your stepdad beat you. Leave now while you still have the chance.”

      I curled my fists and a low growl crept into my throat. How dare she. I paid my dues. We paid and we didn’t come in here acting like we owned the place, acting like we could do whatever we wanted, dropping towels on the ground for someone else to pick up.

      “Mary?”

      I whirled, readying a punch.

      Gabbi’s eyes widened and she raised her hands to block a blow. Her hair rested in wet tendrils around her shoulders, dampening her shirt.

      But I would never hit her.

      Conversation stopped. The silence deafened me.

      I realized the woman hadn’t said a word to me. I’d imagined it, but it had seemed so real.

      I opened my hands and forced my arms to my sides. The sound of shower water filled the space.

      Gabbi glared at the women. They looked away. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      We went from the shower stalls to the locker area. Side by side, like I hadn’t been about to attack her. The women laughed at something, probably us.

      “Did they ask for your ID, too?” One of the women said, her words almost lost in the way it slapped around the tile.

      We both froze.

      “Right after class. They aren’t letting anyone out until they check your ID.”

      “Did they say who they’re looking for? What would they be doing here?”

      “Lots of weird stuff in the news these days. I’m just glad I got my mother-in-law to take the kids for an hour. I can’t bother to keep up with much else.”

      Gabbi grabbed my sleeve. I walked to the bathroom entrance and looked out. The cool air conditioning was a shock after the humidity of the bathroom. The suits had arrived. One currently waited outside rooms opposite from us. Two more moved around treadmills and weight benches, pausing to look at faces and then moving on.

      “How did they know we were here?” I said.

      “Does it matter?” Gabbi said.

      We shrunk into the shadow of the bathroom entrance. I pressed myself into the stone wall and looked back into the women’s bathroom, and then out to the men hunting for us. “I’ll get the boys.”

      “Mary,” Gabbi hissed.

      I slipped across the open space separating the two sides. The humidity hit me like a wet blanket. A young guy sat on the bench, toweling his hair, another small white towel around his waist. He looked up and raised an eyebrow at me.

      I smiled and said, “Sorry, just looking for my friends.”

      “It’s all right.” He smiled back.

      “Spencer!” I shouted loud enough for them to hear but not loud enough to draw attention from outside. “Food’s getting cold!” Which was our fancy secret code for it was time to get the hell out.

      The boys tumbled out of the shower area in various states of dress and wetness, but done up enough to go in public. Ano looked good dressed in loose pants and bare chest that showed off his tan and dozens of white scars.

      I didn’t say anything, just forced a smile at Spencer’s look so he would know we were in real trouble.

      Leaf grabbed a pile of stuff from the bench and headed past me out of the bathroom. I turned to walk alongside him.

      “Bad?” he said.

      “Not good,” I said.

      “How’s the leg?”

      “Not so good either.”

      He wrapped an arm around my shoulders. For a moment, a half breath, a millisecond, this spark lit up inside of me, it told me to hurt him because he wasn’t allowed to touch me without asking, and I would teach him a lesson so that he would never, ever touch anyone again.

      Bile stung my throat. I pushed myself away and walked into the center of the main workout space, veering for one of the suits.

      Leaf was the kindest, gentlest, most brotherly person of all the people I had ever, ever known. He would never hurt me, he was only offering the comfort I had often sought out from him. What was wrong with me?

      My stomach twisted. Pain flared in my calf. I stumbled, knee touching the cushioned floor. I looked up and locked stares with one of the suits.

      “Hey.” He stretched out his arm. “Stay where you are.” He pulled out a phone and spoke into it.

      The two other suits turned like robots. I felt their gaze on me, evaluating me, undressing me. I would make them pay. I would—

      “Mary!” Gabbi hissed. She grabbed me on one side, and suddenly Ano was there and he lifted me off the ground.

      The fire alarm went off. The ringing covered the dance music. A strobe light flashed. People streamed from the rooms, the treadmills, the pools. The women rushed out of the bathroom.

      The suits yelled and waved their hands and pushed people aside, but no one heard them over the alarm. Their pushing only made people freak out more.

      A family of five ran for the front doors, two women followed, and the chaos grew and bottlenecked at the people-counter. The suits tried to stop the tide. An older man must have been shouting because his face turned purple.

      Finally the suits stood back and opened the door. The alarm continued its piercing tone. A middle-aged woman slapped her hands over her ears. Two teenagers tried their headphones.

      Gabbi and Ano helped me hop over the people-counter next to a bodybuilder still slick with sweat and oil. The suits couldn’t see us.

      A dark van and cop car, sirens and lights off, were parked next to our van. The doors were open, shadows were inside. One of them stepped outside, into the parking lot light. Officer Hanley. Even in the chaos, he saw us, shouted, pointed. The other uniforms jumped out.

      Ano said, “Around then. Quick.”

      It seemed like everyone inside the gym was now outside. People milling around, phones out, asking others what was happening. I waited for the groan and growl of a monster to start up. It was too close to what Gabbi and I had just been through. Crowds were bad news.

      Spencer pushed people away and made a path. We rounded the corner. The crowd closed behind us, creating an obstacle course for the uniforms. The alarm faded into a dull ringing.

      Leaf took the lead, making us run behind the dumpsters, through an alleyway, out back behind a grocery store we scored leftover fruit from on Wednesdays.

      We continued silently on foot. Leaf stopped at the next block, a strip mall where people only ordered dinner for take out, never dine in. The greasy smells drifting out of the Chinese hole-in-the-wall made my stomach rumble with hunger and a sudden queasiness. I hadn't eaten since early that morning. A cash advance place had closed for the night, though the entire inside was still lit up and the sign glowed a nauseous green.

      “I did it,” Jimmy said. “I pulled the fire alarm. I did just like you said, Spencer. I really did it.” His voice raised in pitch.

      Ano let go of me and I was suddenly drifting. The building, the lights, the trees, the people, it all wavered, just a little bit. Jimmy shouldn’t be talking so loud. He was going to get us found. We were a bunch of teenagers who looked like they’d just run away from a bunch of trouble. He needed to shut up.

      “Mary, what are you doing?” Ano’s voice came from far away. All I could see was Jimmy’s pinched, young face. Flushed from the run, from the showers, from the pride of pulling the alarm that had kept me from turning myself over to the uniforms and saving them all. It was his fault.

      “Get away, Mary, just back off!” Ano jumped between me and Jimmy.

      I stopped. I didn’t understand why I had stopped. Why had I been moving? Why were my hands in the air, my fingers curled into claws?

      I stood there, swaying on my feet, trying to figure this out. It was ME, I was the one who jumped between oogles and trouble. I was the one, not him, not anyone else. Why was he standing there, looking at me like that?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          “How to Prepare”

        

      

    
    
      Posted August 10th at 7:46PM on Do More Than Survive: How to THRIVE as a Runaway.

      Practice running away before you actually run away. Pretend you’re going to sleep over at a friend’s house for a day or two and then go sleep out in the woods, eat out of some dumpsters, use only public restrooms to wash up.

      Also, put good karma out into the world and leave a note to whoever you left behind—whether or not you think they care about you. I called my mom after I left. She said she was worried about me out here, but not enough to leave my stepfather. But I called, and I was even nice about it, plus, then you won’t get reported as a kidnapping. Let the police spend time and money on finding kids who want to go home. Remember, no one likes a jerk.

      Figure out what you’re going to do with all the extra time once you run away. Other kids your age are going to be in school. Unless you get involved in drugs, or alcohol, or prostitution—not recommended unless you ran away because you secretly want to kill yourself, which was what I wanted at first—you are going to have a lot of free time on your hands.

      This is important because at some point you’re gonna rest your head on your pillow and know that you are sleeping on concrete and you’re gonna start crying. Don’t let anybody see it cause it’ll make you a target. But it will happen. You’ll get so upset about your life and realize that you maybe wished you’d finished the school year or gone to the school swim party at least once, just to know what it would have been like.

      This is when your goal or dream or wish becomes really important to your survival because otherwise there’s no point getting up the next day except for the alcohol and drugs.

      Every street kid has one. What’s yours going to be? Maybe right now, it’s only to get out, to get some adventure, to get free of whatever beatings your stepdad did every night.

      Okay, but now you’re out, so now what?

      Me and my friends, we have a plan. We’re going to save up enough money to buy some land, we’re thinking maybe in Arizona where it’s cheap and warm. Or maybe in the State of Jefferson, in the woods with other people who understand that society has it all wrong. It’s going to be our own place. We’ll grow a garden and brew our own beer and live together and no one can kick us off it just for breathing because we’ll own it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      “We have to run,” Gabbi said.

      “I know,” Spencer said.

      “We have to get out of here. People are going to notice,” she said.

      “I know,” Spencer said.

      I sat hunched over on the curb. I’d puked my guts out after Ano had stopped me from choking Jimmy.

      Jimmy hovered on the far side of the group now, next to Spencer. They talked over me as if I wasn’t even there.

      Gabbi opened her mouth again.

      Spencer held up his hand. “Gabbi, I know it. Just hold on.”

      She closed her mouth and crossed her arms.

      “If they knew we were going to be at the fitness center—how did they know?” Leaf said.

      “They didn’t,” Spencer said. “Officer Hanley knows where most of our regular haunts are. He got lucky we were at the one he checked out.”

      “What are we going to do about Mary?” Ricker said.

      “She’s fine,” Gabbi said.

      “She’s not fine,” Ricker responded.

      “I am,” I said.

      “You are not,” Ricker said.

      “I was chased, almost taken prisoner, beaten up,” I said, my throat croaking from the stomach acid that had burned it. “I think that would make anyone a little wacko. God knows you’ve had your moments, Ricker. Do you need me to remind you?”

      Ricker ignored my jab. “What about the puking? What about Jimmy?”

      “I’ve done more running in the last three hours than in the last three weeks. So I puked. It feels better now. I got angry at Jimmy. Not at Jimmy. I just got angry, and he was there.”

      “You don’t get angry,” Gabbi said.

      “Yes she does,” Spencer said quietly. “She used to.”

      Ano sat next to me and pulled me to his side. I leaned into him and didn’t care that everyone noticed Ano and I were having a moment.

      “Mary,” Leaf said, a warning note in his voice.

      Six pairs of eyes turned on me as if I had already been convicted of murder. “What?”

      “Your mouth,” Ricker said. “There’s white, leftover puke or something—”

      I swept my hand across and felt something wet, like I’d drooled in my sleep. For a long second I could only think about choking and didn’t know if I was about to choke myself or them. Them, me. It almost didn’t matter.

      “I want to get out of town. That’s all I want,” I said. “Get me out of town and drop me off at a clinic. But not here. Please. Not here.”

      Ricker looked to Spencer and Leaf. They were the unspoken leaders, especially when I was down for the count. The van was a tough loss, our extra clothes, basic supplies, a fast way out of town, all gone. But it was only stuff. This wasn’t the first time it had happened. Though I suspected it would take more than a simple impound fee to get it back this time.

      Spencer raised an eyebrow. Leaf nodded in assent. Somehow they had decided, even though they hadn’t spoken a word to each other.

      I should have been able to guess that decision, would have normally helped make it, but couldn’t think what it should be at that moment. Ano pressed his chin against my hair. I decided I would enjoy that feeling instead of worrying about things I couldn’t control.

      “We might have lost the van,” Leaf said, “but there’s still the bikes.”

      “But you just said they’ll be checking out all our normal haunts,” Ricker said. “We need to hitchhike or catch a bus or jump a train.”

      “The bikes are on the way to the trains,” Spencer said. “If we get to them, we get out of town faster, maybe get some info.”

      “If they’re hot?” Ricker said.

      “Then we’ll keep going, idiot,” Spencer said.

      Spencer broke us up into groups. Gabbi, me and Ano in one. Spencer and the rest in the other. They didn’t dare leave Jimmy with me and this made me want to cry. But they were right to do it. Ano and Gabbi could handle the worst in me, if it came to that. We’d done it for each other often enough. This was one of those hard times that sometimes happened on the street. They would know what to do.

      We took the back streets, the side roads, the empty lots, the alleys, the parking lots, the open fields. We hurried onto the bike trail, our preferred way to get from one side of the city to the other when public transportation wasn’t running. It was easy, flat, beautiful, and nobody yelled at us to get out. We could pop into dozens of neighborhoods from it.

      The cooler air rising off the river washed over me, smooth, refreshing, soothing my thoughts and emotions. The air smelled muckier here, but still cleaner than the streets. The sun had long disappeared over the horizon, all the colors gone, leaving only gray light behind. Vines climbed the oak trees that lined the river. Open spots revealed fields of yellow grass cropped short for fire control. We weren’t that far from the bike shop now, but we had to walk it and I had a limp.

      I asked Gabbi for the phone and typed out another post as we went. It didn’t take me long because there wasn’t much left to say. I used to burst with things to write, and now this little message seemed so hard.

      “If anyone shows up,” Gabbi said, “there aren't a lot of hiding places on the trail.”

      Her words interrupted my momentary focus. The trauma of the day crowded back in. I wished she hadn’t said that. “There’s the bushes,” I said. “The trees, the grass on that side. We could cross the damn river if we had to.” My voice rose at the end. My head started pounding, like someone was knocking my skull against a wall. I closed my eyes and saw red, bright, fire-engine red. A whole wall of it and my head banged against it.

      “Mary?” Gabbi’s voice from far away.

      “Maybe Ricker is right,” Ano said.

      The thought of being left behind, dumped off at the emergency room for the moon suits to find me while they all got out of town, this took the rest of my stomach. I vomited saliva onto the bike trail.

      I wiped my mouth on my arm, and then tapped to publish the post in an hour. It was my last little act of hope—maybe things would turn out all right and I could delete it before it went live.

      The two of them stood back a few feet, looking in different directions as if keeping watch, or not wanting to look, probably both.

      “I’m better now,” I said. “Don’t dump me.”

      Ano flinched.

      “That’s not going to happen,” Gabbi said. She took the phone I offered.

      I waited for Ano to say something. He looked down the trail as if he could see a thousand miles away. “Do you need help walking?”

      I imagined one of them touching me, helping me, and feared it might cause an explosion. “I’m okay,” I said. “Really. Throwing up helped.” I had always made it a point never to lie to them, but that was a lie.

      I used all my strength to step down the trail again. We paused at the incline that would take us from river level up and over the levee wall. I thought maybe if I stayed still and closed my eyes for a moment the pain in my head would lessen.

      It didn’t.

      I forced one step over the other. A hand reached out to grab my elbow, as if to steady me.

      I snarled. “Don’t touch me.”

      The hand disappeared as if bitten by a snake.

      I made it up the twenty-foot mountain and paused at the top, breathing hard, this time with my eyes open because it hadn’t done any good to keep them closed. The winding levee road disappeared between the trees, and everything was gray, gray, gray. The brilliant sunset that would have cast a pink glow on the river water, the clouds, the trees, the faces of Gabbi and Ano as they waited to see what I would do next—long gone.

      I wanted to curl up and burst into tears and tell them to please take the pain in my head away and take away my upset stomach and maybe it would have been nice to finish high school at least. I think I would have liked to go to prom once. Just to see.

      “Wait here,” Gabbi said finally, she dug the toe of her shoe into the gravel, disturbing a line of black ants. “I’ll get the bikes.”

      “No,” I said, finding my voice, shaking my head to clear it a little. I wondered if I had any more spittle on my lips but I was too tired to check. “I’ll go.” I was dangerous and they needed to leave me behind. They’d understand that eventually. Plus it would be nice to see Ike one more time. He’d always allowed us to change our flat tires, and effortlessly argued with me about prices and borrowing tools from his shop in order for Ano and Gabbi to modify the bikes the way we wanted—a cross between utilitarian practicality and Mad Max flare—fixies, because brakes and gear shifts always failed, streamers and bells and trick bars, because being runaways didn’t mean we lost our sense of style.

      We entered the neighborhood of ranch-style houses with big front yards and double garages and lawn furniture that cost more than Spencer’s van was worth. The shop was one block in. The sign on the front, Ike’s Bikes, was faded wood with red lettering and a red border. A little hole-in-the-wall where bikes filled the space from floor to ceiling, requiring you to bend around tires hanging at face level. Ike also had an inventory building in the back almost as big as the store, with a mini-kitchen and a bathroom that he allowed us to use sometimes.

      Ike was out front, smoking, almost like he was waiting for someone.

      “Just stay here,” I said.

      Gabbi squatted onto the ground, against a redwood tree's trunk so large the three of us couldn’t hold our hands around it. The bushes were thick here, against the edge of someone’s property, obscuring us from the bike shop, but providing a clear line of sight. Ano remained standing. It didn’t matter what I said, he would follow whether I liked it or not.

      I stepped into the street.

      Someone in a navy jacket with that bright CDC lettering stepped around the corner of Ike’s Bikes.

      I lost my nerve and crouched behind a bush. The two of them spoke. Ike stubbed out his cigarette and went back inside. Navy jacket went around back.

      Gabbi sucked in her breath. “We’re not getting our bikes today. Where’s Spencer and the others?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Ano said. “If they are caught, they are caught. If they are not, we should move and catch up to them.”

      “But where are they?” Gabbi said.

      “On their way to the trains,” I said. I told myself to stand up and walk across the street and around the shop and turn myself in. I didn’t move. The air blurred into wavy lines. Gabbi sidled across the dirt and crouched next to me. Heat came off her body in waves. Reddish waves that pounded into me and wouldn’t stop. She needed to back off. She needed to stop throwing this heat at me like a weapon, didn’t she know I could stand up for myself now? I wasn’t going to take it, I just wasn’t, I just wasn’t anymore—
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* * *

      A rumble started deep in my chest and moved into my legs and arms and head. The pain woke me up. The relentless, pounding pain in my head that made me feel like someone was bouncing my skull off a wall.

      I opened my eyes and saw people. The backs of people. Sitting two by two, in plaids, solids, tanks and t-shirts. I sat up. My head had been bouncing off a glass wall.

      The window of a bus.

      Through the bus mirror, I noticed the driver was an older lady, in her fifties, plump, gray-haired, hawkish eyes and a frown permanently set into her sagging skin. She caught my eye and I looked away, not wanting to be noticed, because getting noticed would surely get us into more trouble.

      Gabbi sat at the aisle, cradling her hand in her lap. Ano sat next to me. There was a peacefulness to the hum of the engine, the rhythm of the tires, the shake of the bus. I should tell him. I should tell him and then he would help me figure this all out and maybe we could really belong to each other.

      I reached for Ano’s hand. He froze as if I were a monster about to attack. I grabbed his hand anyway. When nothing bad happened, he relaxed and squeezed back.

      Gabbi shifted. As if in slow motion, a drop of bright red liquid splashed to the metal floor.

      I dropped Ano’s hand. “What did I do?” I carefully pushed out the words because the act of talking caused my throat a great deal of pain.

      Gabbi didn’t answer for a long moment. When she did she didn’t look at me. “You passed out.”

      “Why are you holding your hand?”

      This time she glanced at me, but still she hesitated. Gabbi wasn’t one to hesitate. She was one to act rashly, to speak her mind, however cruelly, to confront a person with the brutally honest truth of their stupidity.

      My stomach began acting up on me again.

      “We told the bus driver you were drunk and we were getting you home safe.”

      I grabbed for her hand and she flinched.

      She flinched like Ano had.

      I drew back as if I’d touched a hot stove. I locked my fingers together in my lap. Ano stared wide-eyed back and forth between the two of us.

      “Show me,” I said.

      Gabbi shook her head.

      “Show her,” Ano said.

      She separated her hands and peeled back a piece of cloth I realized had been torn from the bottom of her shirt.

      On the backside of her right hand were bite marks, most shallow enough to have only created bruising, several deep enough that they wept blood.

      She covered the wound back up. “It’s not a big deal. We all flip out sometimes.”

      A roar of air rushed to my ears. I had done this thing to Gabbi. I had bitten her and I couldn’t even remember doing it. And now Gabbi, fearless Gabbi, the one who had never been scared, not after that one night in the Florida squat, after we had met her and taken her in and showed her how the world worked, now she had the same look on her face as that first night. That same look of helplessness.

      And I had put it there.

      “Ano?” I said.

      “This is our stop,” he said, talking to the window.

      The bus slowed, everyone leaned forward. The air pistons released and the bus doors swung open with a jerk as the hydraulics lowered it several inches closer to the ground.

      Ano helped me up, except he avoided using his left arm, and so I knew. I had injured both of them and couldn’t remember any of it.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Ano said, but his eyes revealed the lie in his words.

      The passengers stared at us, at me, even though no one actually looked. It was like they were purposely not looking, like when I’d first run away and was dirty and alone on an East Coast subway, not caring where I was going as long as it was away from that house, from all of that anger, from all of that violence, and I had vowed I would never become a monster who hurt the people I cared most about.

      The bus sped away into the dark, the exhaust fumes tasting like poison on my tongue. The curb felt unsteady beneath my shoes, as if I were on an elevator that had dropped out from beneath me.

      Conversations echoed off the mansion-like interior of the train station. Murals, stained glass and architecture from a long time ago alongside plastic-molded benches and bright monitor screens showing arrival and departure times. And then the smells took over—of people, of unwashed human bodies, of perfumes and colognes and deodorants, of shampoo and hairspray, of lotion and toothpaste.

      I couldn’t hop the train. I wouldn’t. I was sick. I was hurting my friends. I was every dangerous thing to them I had once warned them about.

      And then I smelled lavender shampoo. I smelled them—my friends. Spencer and Ricker and Leaf and Jimmy.

      My body pinged as if sparked by electricity. Every cell in me lit on fire with the desire to find them and—

      I sprinted across the tile floor and out through the back exit. I sniffed the air, following their familiar scent of street sweat and fitness center shampoo. I followed the trail around the building. The back of my mind cataloged the scene—how Ano tried to hold me back, how Gabbi hovered, how several dark vans were parked in a line along the curb, how people trailed like ants from the station to the platforms, how a departing train whistled as it chugged along, slow at first and then picking up speed until it turned into a moving missile.

      There.

      Tucked against the back corner of a shed that stored tools and machinery. My friends were dark shadows against the outside of the tin wall that glinted orange from the outdoor lights. They were waiting for us.

      A keening started in my throat. My mouth filled with saliva. I ran faster.
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* * *

      The wall, the ground, the trains in the background, the lights that should have been orange, my friends huddling together while backing away from me, arms outstretched as if to ward me off—everything had turned red.

      Ricker from the shoulder. Jimmy from the hand. Spencer and Leaf from the arms. Ano now from both his leg and arm.

      I fell to my knees and puked, and then kept puking when I saw the red flecks and white flesh in the first pile.

      Strings of pink saliva hung from my lips to the ground like spaghetti noodles. Tears leaked out of my eyes. I tried to say I was sorry but only groaned.

      Ano used his soothing voice, the one he only brought out when he was talking down a scared, cornered dog, but his voice was too low for me to understand. He stepped toward me.

      Spencer said something sharp.

      I held up my hand. Don’t come near me. Stay away.

      Ano took another step. Rivulets of blood traveled down his arm and dripped from his elbow onto the ground.

      I crawled away and huddled against the wall. And then I smelled it—new rubber and plastic and pomade and found the courage too late.

      I sprang up, scaring Ano back a few steps.

      “Mary?” he said, an ache in his voice.

      I ran from them.

      The vans were still parked on the curb, and two suits spilled out of the back right then, not noticing me. I willed myself to stop, willed myself not to lose it again.

      I forced my feet to slow down, dropped to my knees. I waited for them to notice me.

      When they did, everything became action and noise and dizziness. People appeared in those blazing white moon suits, covered head to toe, with a transparent mask. They held out a pole with a loop around the end of it. A dog catcher pole with a slip knot.

      The noose settled on my shoulders and then tightened around my neck. My body shuddered. I wanted to fling myself at their throats and bury my mouth into the soft flesh between the shoulder and neck. The pain of holding myself back threatened to make me black out.

      I spit out a glob of mucus and blood and who knows what else—parts of my friends. I didn’t know if I could talk anymore, didn’t know if there were any words left in me.

      “Please help,” I croaked.

      The slip knot tugged at my neck. Get up, the pole told me.

      I rose and staggered forward until the pole brought me up short. The white suit led me into a white tent. The flaps billowed and covered my vision in white like everything had been washed clean.

      “Your name is Mary, right? Hello, Mary, can you hear me?” The helmet obscured the face, and the voice was ambiguous but familiar somehow. My head lolled to the side and everything in the tent tilted. The tent walls, the tray of medical tools, the IV pole and bag with a line inserted into my left arm. I realized there were two moon suits in the room. The one talking and another one standing just inside the tent door, arms at the sides, legs slightly bent, as if ready to tackle anything in the room that moved.

      I couldn’t remember how or when the IV got there. Only that they had used the noose to place me in a chair, and then had strapped me down at the neck, wrists and ankles.

      “Mary, can you hear me? Nod your head. Or, if that’s too difficult, blink twice to let me know.”

      I nodded, even though my neck felt swollen and hot and my skull was top-heavy. I stretched against the wrist restraints, but there was no give. A train whistle cut through the air. People spoke in low voices just outside the tent. The red and blue police lights threw around odd colored shadows.

      “Thank you, Mary. My name is Dr. Ferrad. You remember me, don’t you? I’m so sorry this has happened to you, but we don’t have much time. You must tell us where your friends are, how many people did you injure, everywhere you’ve been and—”

      “Help,” I said, my voice cracking. The h sound groaned under the weight of my tongue. The rest of the word barely made it out around the swelling in my throat.

      “We can help you.” She stood up, unwrinkling the folds so that the suit ballooned out as if air was being blown inside. Maybe it was. She had one of those tanks strapped to her back.

      But something in her words—I didn’t believe it. They hadn’t helped the creep who’d sprayed blood in my eye or the axe murderer who’d bitten me. Or rather, they had helped him, but I didn’t want that kind of help. Not for my friends.

      I shook my head, flinging a strand of saliva onto the ground. Embarrassment filled me as my body betrayed me. I was going to die here. If moon suit didn’t kill me first.

      The guard, for that’s what I decided he must be, stepped forward, a type of stick appearing in his hand. Except it wasn’t a normal stick because it crackled with the sound of electricity.

      “No, Sergeant Bennings,” she said. “It will only trigger an amygdala response.”

      “Your way is not working either,” he said, his voice muffled by the filter as if he talked through a pillow.

      He hovered closer to me, stick outstretched. “It worked before with the other one.”

      “It did not work before. You sent him into a rage that generated enough adrenaline in his body that he broke out of his restraints!”

      “He told us what we needed. There is too much at stake here, Dr. Ferrad, to pretend this is some science experiment. I have been authorized—”

      She stepped in front of the stick, inches away from me now, from my fingers. Her suit billowed at her movement and then resettled.

      Sweat broke out on my face. My palms became slippery. I wriggled my fingers and brushed the plastic fabric. If she stepped close, I could grab it and tear into it and get to what was inside of it and teach her a lesson for locking me up like this.

      “Get out of the way,” he said.

      “I will not.”

      There was a crackle and buzz and then a sharp gasp. She crumpled and fell onto me, enveloping me in a cloud of white. Parts of the suit deflated and parts of her hit me, and parts of me hit her on her way to the ground. She slithered into a heap, as if someone had thrown water on the Wicked Witch of the West.

      He stepped around her and came at me with the stick. I trembled in my chair from excitement. He held it outstretched from his body and pointed it straight at my nose. The electricity raised the hairs on my face and sent an energy thrumming through me. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t eaten all day. Something else was powering me now and all he needed was to step a little closer and I would catch his suit in my fingers too.

      Something crackled. He looked away, down onto the heap of cloth that had become a person sitting up, legs straight out, gloved hand holding a radio to the helmet face.

      Another moon suit opened the flaps and ordered the stick-man out. The stick-man left as if lit on fire.

      “That is not the way to get what we need,” new moon suit said. “Please proceed. I will remain as your second for now.”

      “Thank you.” She rose up from the ground and brushed the dirt off her formerly-pristine suit.

      “Hold,” he said, command filling his voice. “There is damage.” He said this in a quieter voice, but it sounded like judgment raining down.

      She froze, arms outstretched, body like a marshmallow. “Oh my god, where?”

      “In the back. Near your hip. A three-inch-wide slit. I can see the garment underneath—it’s also damaged…There is blood.”

      A long silence and I wondered if I had ripped it. I didn’t think I’d touched her suit. I only imagined it. She had stayed out of my reach. It must have been when she fell. It must have been.

      “It’s nothing,” she said. “I have not been near the subject. Nowhere close.”

      “You would risk…?”

      “I…” She turned away, back again, in a circle, looking for a way out and finding none.

      “You will get the best care. We will not rest until we have solved this.” He held out his hand for the radio still in hers.

      She drew her arm away.

      “You have witnessed the research. You know there is not much time,” he said.

      Even though a suit covered her body, something about her posture changed. She slumped down in defeat. She handed him the radio. “I understand.”

      He walked to the far end of the tent and spoke quickly.

      She began undoing the various layers, removing the gloves, unlatching the helmet, lifting it off her head to reveal thick chestnut curls cut close to her scalp. Her blue eyes under the orange-rimmed glasses looked haunted, her lips were set in a grim line, stress wrinkles surrounded her mouth. She looked like she was in her late thirties. She looked competent and authoritative and like a lost little girl all at once.

      “You must tell us,” she said again, no helmet distorting her face or voice anymore. She reached for what I thought had been a tray of medical tools, but now saw held a container of hypodermic needles. She tore a needle from its sterile packaging, inserted it into a vial, and drew out the liquid.

      “I am going to tell you the truth and it’s not going to be pretty,” she said. “We can’t save you. Too much time has passed. But there is a cure…There’s a way for us to help your friends, or anyone you’ve infected—”

      “I am…no…snitch—”

      “We have to give them the injection within two hours or the initial infection gets too much of a head start. That’s our window. You have to let us fix this before it spreads any further. You have to tell us where your friends are.” She injected herself in the arm and winced as she pushed down on the plunger. She withdrew the needle, tossed it into a metal receptacle, and rubbed the injection. Then she just waited.

      My brain felt like it was full of blood-soaked cotton. She was asking me to lock my friends up. She was asking me to destroy their dreams, their freedom, to be the one who put them back into the system we’d all run from.

      Then I realized I had already done worse to them than that, by my own hands, my own mouth. I’d infected them with this virus. I had waited too long to run.

      Now my friends had to pay with everything that still mattered to us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          “When it’s Time to Go”

        

      

    
    
      Posted August 10th at 8:49PM on Do More Than Survive: How to THRIVE as a Runaway.

      Become a really good observer. Notice when people start staring at you (time to go). Notice when a cop gives you a second look (time to go). Notice when the other runaways and homeless and prostitutes you are used to seeing are no longer around (time to go).

      Notice when the friends you make on the street become worse than the family you left behind (time to go).

      Notice when you are the friend on the street worse than the family they left behind (time for you to go).

      Remember that no matter how big or small your dreams are for your life and your future and for the people around you that you care about—the street will eat them all and there won’t even be crumbs left behind for your dog to lick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      “Shed.”

      “You last saw them at a shed?”

      “Here.”

      “At a shed here at the train station?”

      I nodded.

      “How long ago?”

      I shook my head even though it made the tent spin.

      “You don’t know. Okay, that makes sense. The virus distorts perception of time. How many have you infected?”

      I tried to think back, only my friends, all my friends, all our dreams for the future. “Six. All of them.” A tear slipped down my cheek, but I couldn’t wipe it away with my hands strapped down. It stayed there for all the world to see, to know, to despise.

      She counted out the vials and separated them from the box.

      The other suit returned and she filled him in. He rested a glove on her bare shoulder for a moment.

      “You will need to decontaminate that now,” she said.

      He returned to the far side of the tent and spoke again into the radio. The responding voice, crackling with static, was recognizable. Officer Hanley.

      A keening noise started, and then I realized it came from me, from my throat. I thrashed in the chair, raising my hips and stomach, lurching like a caterpillar rising from a leaf, but the straps kept me in place even as the moon suit jumped back into the folds of the tent.

      Someone outside yelled, and then there were footsteps. I settled back into the chair, my tantrum doing nothing. Moon suit shouted everything was fine, it was fine, stay away, and then the steps went away.

      “I promise you this will save your friends. They will be getting the same treatment as me,” she said. But something else hitched in her voice and told me that whatever this treatment did, it wasn’t much better than death.

      She wavered on her feet, as if swaying to slow music. She pressed her hand to the back of her forehead and closed her eyes. “It works so quickly, so damn quickly.”

      She opened her eyes and looked at me, as if trying to read whether there was anything human left inside of me. I thought there was, but not much, not enough.

      She grabbed a needle, emptied a vial into it, plunged the liquid into my IV, then did this a second and a third time.

      “What are you doing?” he said. “We are losing control over this thing. We can’t waste our resources.”

      “It probably won’t work,” she said, not really answering him, I think, but more answering the question in my eyes. “It hasn’t yet worked this long after, but I had to try…” The needle and vials fell out of her hands and she swayed again, this time with her eyes closed, as if she had fallen asleep standing up. Moon suit caught her just as she went down, softening her fall to the ground. He laid her out carefully and then jumped back and checked over his suit as if it were covered with red fire ants.

      When he could not find a tear or hole, his hands came to rest at his sides. He heaved deep breaths, almost sobbing, but there was no sound except for the rustling of his clothes and the low, soft hiss of his air tank.

      I closed my eyes and swam in a sea of red. Metal dinged against metal, steps sounded, a plastic tent flap rustled.

      I opened my eyes and saw he was gone and had taken the tray of vials with him.
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* * *

      She sat up and crawled a few feet away, her hands and knees dragging in the dirt like she had weights tied to them.

      “What’s happening?” she asked.

      My throat closed up again. My damn throat. It itched but the straps kept me from relieving it and this set a fire in my stomach and I pulled hard on the straps.

      The left strap loosened an inch.

      She looked around, dazed, as if not seeing who spoke and then locked eyes on me before drifting away to look at something on the tent wall. I craned my neck and saw nothing. There was nothing to see, nothing that deserved the attention she gave it, as if she were watching someone who was about to die.

      But she wasn’t looking at me.

      “It wasn’t supposed to turn out like this,” she said. Talking to the tent wall. “I know,” she said, as if in response to someone. “I understand, we all understand. It was an unexpected mutation. Clearly, no one thought—”

      She looked to the side, as if ashamed. “It’s the only chance you’ve got, but it will make it impossible not to remember. You’ll remember everything and sometimes all at once and—”

      She went silent, as if listening. Then, “That’s a possibility. But the psychologist will be here. There’s no guarantee, but you’re strong. You’re not going to go crazy.”

      I worked at the left strap and it relaxed a little more. A low buzzing started in the tent as if someone had flipped on a generator from far way. I looked around, trying to place the direction. A roar of blood rushed into my ears and should have blocked the buzzing, but it didn’t. The noise grew louder.

      I realized the buzzing came from inside me. Inside my mind.

      “We have a plan,” she said, barely cutting through the noise in my head. “Camp Mendocino. We’ll be taking you there and it will be okay. We’ll find a real cure.” Tears streamed down her face. She kept her eyes open, unblinking, and didn’t wipe away the wetness. She pantomimed giving someone a shot in the arm. She caressed the air and moved her fingers as if pushing aside a stray tendril of hair. “Drink some water while you still can.” She grabbed an imaginary cup and gently, like handling a baby, brought it to someone’s mouth and tipped the cup in her hand. “I’ll be here the whole time. I won’t leave. I promise.”

      She set the cup down on the dirt and the tears kept flowing and she crossed her arms around her knees and rocked back and forth.

      As if someone had flipped a switch, she slumped over. Her breath stayed heavy and uneven. Her forehead glistened with sweat and flushed with fever.

      She’d gone crazy, but I felt crazier, because the buzzing kept rising, became insistent and I needed to do something, anything to make it stop.
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* * *

      A hazy pink film lay over my vision like a vintage photo filter, but somehow it made everything clear. No wavy lines, though the fire in my stomach and my head remained. The buzzing was there too, but more pleasant now, tickling me. A woman lay on the dirt. A slight breeze moved the tent flaps. Voices rumbled outside.

      My eyes felt lazy, as if waiting to lock on to something, as if something important was about to happen. Saliva filled my mouth and part of me understood that it dripped down my chin and dribbled onto the dirt. Most of me did not notice.

      I felt distant from my body, as if down a long tunnel from the me I used to be. The girl who laughed and made her friends laugh, the girl who had been hurt and then loved anyway. The girl who always put herself between her friends and danger. The girl who dreamed about living in a Garden of Eden with her friends. The girl who will forever be upset with herself for not finishing high school, for not going to even one school dance. But this desire, this regret danced away into a hot fog and I couldn’t remember why I felt it.

      Figures blocked the tunnel path. Shapes, bodies, six of them, and another, a seventh body in a white suit. The others were dark, even though the light shined.

      The others were familiar.

      I knew them from somewhere. Dark boxes, rumbling train wheels, laughing at an oogle—memories on the tip of my tongue and then I swallowed and they disappeared and the pain in my throat returned. Confusion buzzed up like a bee. I shrank away from it, flinching, swatting at it. But my hands didn’t move. The buzzing increased and filled my head as if a swarm of bees kept running into each other, running into the sides of my skull, darting backward and forward again.

      “She told us where you were,” white suit said.

      “She wouldn’t have done that,” one of the dark bodies said.

      “Look at her. She doesn’t want you to turn into this.”

      Silence, except for the buzzing, that damn buzzing. Gabbi would laugh when I told her this new craziness that had started in my head. First talking to myself, now a bunch of insects haunting me. Was Gabbi here? I peered at each person. Sullen faces, bloody bites, kids my age, but I couldn’t place them. Familiar, but—

      The woman on the ground twitched. A shudder went through her body. The group jumped back as if coming unexpectedly upon the edge of the cliff.

      “I’ve allowed you to see her, to see what could happen, but there’s not much time.”

      The tallest one, the one with light eyes and a steady look that never wavered from my face—he stepped forward. The edges of his body smeared as if he were in a painting. “Give me the shot.”

      “There will be recovery time. We will take care of you—”

      “I understand. Give me the shot.”

      White suit pulled out a needle and vial. It bothered me that I knew the voices but not the names of those faces. Gabbi would be angry with me for forgetting like this.

      The suit injected the group one by one. They talked low among themselves so I could not hear the words over the buzzing and this made me want to shout at them to speak up or else I was going to punch somebody.

      One of the bodies dropped like a feather to the ground. The others helped each other to sit.

      As if by magic, a strap gave way and my wrist was free and the white suit hadn’t seen because he was too busy checking wrists and necks and spreading out legs as people fell over from their cross-legged positions.

      I become free of the other strap, and then the ankle straps gave way like they never existed. I fell out of the chair and on the ground next to the one who was still cross-legged. There were shouts, movement, shadows against the tent fabric. Something pulled at me and I turned and my mouth opened and I chomped down on something fleshy, and a part of me, that distant part, far away down the dark tunnel, gagged, but most of me didn’t.

      I turned back to the dark face, the face going dark in front of me, the face that was both familiar and strange and the face that made me both sorry and angry because I wanted to know who it was, I wanted to remember who, I wanted to remember this feeling that was nothing more than an empty bowl because it used to be important, it used to mean everything to me but I can’t remember. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.

      Gabbi.

      Her eyes were wide, her brown irises so clear I could see the texture. Her pupils were huge and black and the whites of her eyes showed that she was more scared than I have ever seen her except for that night it stormed and we first met her, holed up in a house that might as well have been haunted, with a mother and father worse than being haunted.

      “Mary?”

      I heard my name and her voice saying my name and this was familiar enough and I remembered how much I cared about her, how many times I told her to lighten up, how the world was full of bad things but also a lot of good things too. I remembered all the times I made her laugh and all the other times I tried to make her laugh and then those memories fell away. As soon as I thought them someone plucked the threads from my brain and threw them aside and I could not get them back no matter how much I wished. The desire to wish them back faded and I realized the world was a bad place, the world was full of darkness and people hurting people and turning on people and becoming animals and turning on each other like animals.

      And then like a lightning strike—I did not have much time left because soon it would all be gone, all the memories, all the feelings.

      “Kill me,” I said. I think I said it. I hope it came out, but I could not hear it. Only I knew I must have said it because she, this girl I was supposed to know, this girl whose name started with a G, I think, her eyes went impossibly wide and she shook her head and said, “No. No, Mary.”

      Suits rushed into the tent but milled around, almost afraid, almost tripping over themselves not to be the first one to me.

      “Do it,” I snarled.

      She shrank. This little girl shrank from me as if I had hit her.

      I stumbled backwards and cupped my mouth and felt the saliva, cold and wet on my chin. Never. I would never. I would never.

      I took another step and another. Someone yelled and grabbed my shoulders.

      His face. His brown eyes. This was Ano and I held that name in my mind with all my strength. I would not lose this name because this name had always spoken kind words to me. He had stood between Jimmy and me when I had turned dangerous. I wish I could have been as courageous.

      I wish I could remember where I had seen those eyes before. I was supposed to tell those eyes something. It had been important.

      The buzzing returned and I swore there were insects in the tent. They were landing on my head, my forehead, my arms, crawling inside my ears and nose and mouth to get to the other insects already inside my empty cave of a brain.

      And then my brain cleared and I saw all of their faces and knew all of their names and knew I was still a danger to them. This anger filled me and made me want to destroy things. I would destroy them.

      Run away. This distant voice said from down a far, far tunnel. It was a trustworthy voice. It was my own voice.

      Run away, my voice said again.

      I clawed through the tent fabric and it was dark on the other side except for the street lights that threw orange rays onto the pavement—and the trains.

      I ran away from the tent. I ran for the trains while I could still remember their names.

      I ran away.

      A whistle pierced the sky. People shouted. The train chugged forward.

      The train picked up speed and ate up the yards between it and me and the horn blew again and the white headlight consumed the night sky and the ground. I would jump while I could still remember to jump. I would put the train between me and my friends.

      I was always the one to keep them safe and this would keep them safe, from me.

      I jumped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          “Remember the Red Place”

        

      

    
    
      Posted September 29th at 6:30PM on Do More Than Survive: How to THRIVE as a Runaway.

      We don’t know if you’re really gone or not. But if you’re not, maybe you’ll read this and know we are all still alive because of you. Mary, you gave us a real chance. We got the cure and it’s, well it’s not awesome, but it’s better than what you went through. We want you to know they had us inside for weeks, but they took care of us, and when things got crazy Spencer got us out. Ano helped. He says to text that he misses you.

      I miss you too—this is Gabbi.

      To anyone else reading this. They’re trying to deny everything and pretend that it’s under control. They don’t have it under control. Maybe they did for awhile, but that isn’t the truth any longer.

      Mary—if somehow you are still alive and aren’t a crazy V, meet us at the place. You know the one. The red place in the field. We’ll look different but it’ll still be us.

      To the rest of you. Don’t bother leaving a comment asking where it is. We won’t tell you.

      
        The End

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Find out where the red place is…the story continues in CONTAMINATION (Feast of Weeds, Book 2) a full-length novel.

        Or for a limited time, get the complete FEAST OF WEEDS Boxed Set (this novella and three full-length novels) at a substantial discount.

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        If you're interested in learning about the Feast of Weeds world (interactive story maps, research, bonus content, and more) sign up for my mailing list. I’ll start by sending you a bonus dark adventure novel.

        www.ZombiesAreHuman.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      Jamie Thornton lives in Northern California with her husband, two dogs, a garden, lots of chickens, a viola, and a bicycle. Her book GERMINATION consistently ranks in the Top 25 Amazon Kindle Bestseller lists for Horror, Action Adventure, Young Adult and Survival Stories. She writes stories that take place halfway around the world, in an apocalyptic future, in a parallel universe—her books don’t always stick to one genre, but they always take the reader on a dark adventure. www.jamiethornton.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A Rip in Time

        

        Jeff Guznel

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      A Rip in Time © 2016 Jeff Gunzel

      Copyright notice: All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without permission from the publisher.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A Rip in Time

        

      

    
    
      With no god to serve and no home amongst men, why do I even exist?

      Viola has no memory of her past and no way to survive on her own. Thus, she is forced to live with a man she hates. Practically a slave to his every desire, she cooks for him, shares his bed, and even steals for him. This life of involuntary servitude is all she's ever known.

      Locked away like some dark secret, Viola knows nothing of the world--that is, until she's found stealing one day when trying to do her master’s bidding. Now her secret world is turned upside down and things can never go back to the way they were. Which is worse, a cruel master who treats her like an animal, or a cold world that views her as a monster?

      With blood-red eyes and hair white as snow, her exotic origin remains a mystery even to herself. What is she? Where did she come from? Some things are better left unknown...
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      Dust devils spun across the desert floor, funneling up bits of sand and rock as they danced along. Many took on an angry reddish hue, thick and mighty as they devoured everything in sight. Now and then a few broke apart, their powdery contents floating high into the air like mist, riding away on the desert winds.

      Perched high on a nearby cliff, armored men gazed down on the desert floor. The weather patterns in these parts had always been turbulent and unpredictable, but today seemed unusually bad for this time of year. General Hyndrid Coleth licked his finger, then turned it slowly from east to west. Clicking his tongue, he shook his head. Strange, unnatural weather indeed.

      “Could there be some mistake?” asked the man to his right, nervously scratching at his oily black beard. “It’s possible the scouts gave us the wrong coordinates. Why, it wouldn’t be the first time the first reports were—”

      “This is exactly where the rardens were spotted,” said General Coleth, retrieving a looking glass from his side pouch. “Soldier,” he added, extending it with an angry snap. The soldier drew in on himself, silently nodding his agreement. It was not his place to question the chain of command. Tensions were high and all the men were on edge. Hyndrid glanced back over his shoulder at the hundred soldiers waiting in complete silence, the occasional cough or snort of a horse the only reminder they were even there.

      Peering into the silver eyepiece, he began his sweep of the area down below. With the view enlarged, he could clearly see the dancing funnels twirling with dirt and debris. Nearly all were beginning to break apart now, sand and tree bits littering the desert floor. Blinking against the dry wind in his face, he continued his fruitless search. Where are they?

      “Eyes to the southwest!” came an excited call. Hyndrid lowered his looking glass to see where the soldier was pointing. Others joined as a cascade of fingers pointed, eyes all looking in the same direction. He refocused his tool, dialing the end a few notches in order to zoom in further. And there they were, a small group of rardens gathered near a large boulder.

      Skin dry and scaly like lizards’, the creatures huddled together to shield themselves against the blowing sand. Their dull green bodies were large and stout, each with a long scaly tail that could snap like a whip. Their toothless beaks housed forked tongues, bright orange, and spotted with red and black. Webbed hands coved their large black eyes, protecting against the grainy, dry wind. Slitted gills on the sides of their necks flapped open and closed, filtering the sandy air as they breathed. Distracted by the windstorm, they seemed oblivious to the men up on the cliff.

      Hyndrid quietly collapsed his looking glass, carefully and slowly, as if they might hear the clicking sound—impossible from this distance, but the general was not one to take chances. Having served in the Redwater army for nearly two decades, these vile beasts were no strangers to him. Savage and barbaric they were, yet dimwitted all the same. Taking them by surprise had always proved to be the most effective strategy.

      Flashing hand signs to the soldiers around him, those on mounts trotted forward, hands nervously fingering the pommels at their sides. There were only a few of the beasts down there, and a surprise charge should easily rid them of the minor threat. The scouts had been unable to verify the rardens’ numbers, so bringing a hundred men to deal with the creatures was the conservative estimate. Looking down at the dozen or so beasts, the small army they’d brought now seemed like overkill, but it was always better to err on the side of caution.

      Forming up in lines of five, the mounted soldiers lined the path that led down into the desert. Snorting horses stamped uneasily, bucking their heads in defiance. Even Hyndrid couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling tingling in his gut. As a further precaution, he motioned for the remaining men to notch their bows.

      He took one last glance at the rardens down below, which were huddling protectively against the blowing sand. The storm had died down significantly, so they couldn’t wait much longer. What were those stupid creatures doing out there, anyway? The pressing question bothered him more than he was willing to admit. But pondering the actions of such simple creatures was a fool’s game. Hyndrid turned back to the mounted soldiers and lowered his hand.

      A hiss filled the air as swords were drawn an instant before the horses began thundering down the path. Fine red dust sifted up in clouds as hooves pounded the dry clay. The startled rardens looked up, pointing and croaking like a herd of toads. With survival instinct overriding the urge to kill the charging humans, they turned to flee. Bodies slithering back and forth, the awkward movements were deceptively fast. Not as fast as charging horses, but certainly faster than any human could run.

      “It makes no sense,” Hyndrid grumbled under his breath. Why were they hiding in plain sight only to turn and run once they were discovered? He watched as their dark outlines slithered into a cloud of sand, the drifting debris still lingering from a faded funnel. Right on their tails, the riders galloped after them. In a flash they, too, disappeared into the cloud of dust.

      Seconds felt like minutes as the soldiers waited, arrows notched, bows gripped with less-than-steady hands. From this distance, it was hard to distinguish the possible sounds of battle over the  wind playing tricks on their ears. Surely several minutes had passed since the riders gave chase. Time had a different feel under these stressful circumstances. What was taking so long?

      From the dispersing dust cloud, the outline of a single rider formed from the sifting shadows. Showing no urgency, his mount clopped along at a slow trot. Coming into full view, the rider raised his gruesome prize in the air. As cheers rained down from the cliff, he tossed the severed head to the ground. Eyes still wide open with fright, the head rolled to a stop, tongue hanging loosely from a wide-open mouth.

      Other riders began to emerge. Some gripped similar trophies, thick blackish blood running down their wrists. Others held their swords in the air, blades stained dark and glistening with wetness. The clear victory had been an easy one.

      Hyndrid let out a sigh of relief. No matter how routine these scouting missions had become, he always feared for the safety of his men. To grow lethargic was to grow careless, a thing he had guarded against for many years.

      The rarden had grown bold as of late, wandering near the sites more often than ever before. What was stirring them up like this, making them act so restless? Hyndrid dismissed the paranoid thought, dismissing the overanalyzing as a result of old age. Surely his overactive mind was playing tricks on his logic. Another year or two, and I’ll be spending my days in peace. I’m getting too old for this sort of thing.

      Turning to the soldier on his right, General Coleth patted the man he had snapped at earlier. “You see? It appears our scouts had the correct location after all,” he said, relief obvious in his voice. Grinning, the soldier nodded while gazing at the men below. Suddenly, his grin melted away. His eyes bulged with unmistakable horror. Hyndrid spun back as shouts of alarm filled the air.

      Emerging from the thinning dust, massive dark outlines charged at the riders’ backs. Two men fell instantly, crushed beneath giant spiked clubs.

      With arms as thick as trees wielding those weapons, the klashtons had seemed to appear out of thin air. Their massive bodies more rock than flesh, the hairless giants charged in with reckless abandon, clubs taking out more than one rider with each wild sweep. Gray, with chiseled physiques, they stood fifteen feet tall yet moved with an unnatural grace unheard of for beasts that size. These creatures were so rare that not everyone believed they existed anymore. But here they were, at least ten in number and all attacking at once!

      Shocked by what he was seeing, Hyndrid’s mouth worked wordlessly as he watched the carnage unfold. He couldn’t think...couldn’t breathe. Could this really have been just a chance encounter with these rare beasts? Impossible! “I led us right into a trap,” Hyndrid mumbled under this breath. He watched the last of his riders as he was hoisted from his saddle, held in the air like a child by one hand.

      With black spots for eyes, the head turned to look at the party atop the cliff. A slit zipped open across that round rock of a head. Twin rows of flat, human-like teeth sank into the soldier’s body, easily biting through his body armor as if he were wearing none at all. The klashton tore half the body away and began chewing, the sound of bending steel creaking in his mouth as he stared up at the cliff. The ball of red meat that was the soldier’s body rolled about, staining the beast’s perfectly white teeth. Throwing the lower half aside with a wet smack, he grinned, those jet-black eyes appearing like lumps of coal pushed into a rock.

      Hyndrid snapped out of his horror-filled trance, his veteran instincts urging him to refocus. Men were not meant to see such things, but mourning these men’s lives would have to wait. Revenge, however, could be served immediately.

      “Archers!” he bellowed, hand rising over his head.

      Eyes glassed over, many of his bowmen were too stunned to move. Upon seeing their fellow soldiers fall so quickly, so gruesomely, many just stared in shock. Those that held their wits drew back, the creaking of tightening bowstrings echoing about. The klashtons were coming at a full charge now, rumbling up the side path.

      “Loose!” the general called, lowering his hand with a chop. There came a hiss as arrows were released, zipping through the air towards the charging beasts. After a short flight, arrows impaled the ground around the creatures. Of those that hit home, most splintered against their stony bodies, shattering on impact. A small percentage actually penetrated their tough hides, causing some to roar with pain as they dropped to their knees. These minor wounds were far from life threatening, but enough to slow their charge.

      For a fleeting moment, Hyndrid considered giving the order to fire at will. But these giants were far too strong for such an intermittent offensive strike. With hides so thick, their fire needed to be concentrated in order to be effective.

      “Draw!” he boomed, glaring as the enemy drew ever nearer. Giving a silent command, he flashed his hand in the air—closed fist, finger, finger, open hand. A louder creak filled the air as those who hadn’t fired the first time regained their nerve. It was do or die, and they needed to trust the wisdom of their general. His hand signals were clear and they all took careful aim. “Loose!”

      A torrent of arrows hissed through the air, peppering the lead klashton. His stony body seemed to sprout arrows, feathered shafts covering him from head to toe. Those that missed only did so by inches, striking those directly behind him. His body crashed, dead before he hit the ground, then slid a short way across the sandy clay.

      That was one less to deal with, but a secondary objective had been accomplished. Seeing one of their own fall so easily, the other klashtons hesitated. Had they kept charging at full speed, they might have overwhelmed the humans inside of three volleys. On the battlefield, seconds gained were the difference between victory and defeat when spent wisely, a lesson the crafty veteran had mastered years ago.

      “Draw!” he repeated, hand flashing in the air. Closed fist, two fingers, two fingers, one, open palm. Gaining confidence, the archers drew back, aiming with precision as opposed to reckless firing. Each volley needed to count. “Loose!”

      Aware of both their position and instructions, the skilled soldiers let another barrage of arrows fly. Starting as a cluster, they separated in mid-flight to find their chosen targets. Three klashtons crumpled to the ground, each with nearly the exact same amount of shafts embedded in their chests. From this closer range, even those solid hides had no chance of repelling the vicious air assault.

      The remaining klashtons slid to a halt. Nearly half had fallen, and they had yet to reach the troublesome humans. Hyndrid held the gaze of one of the beasts, staring into those jet-black orbs. This time, he was the one who grinned. Slowly, tauntingly, he raised his hand, refusing to break eye contact with the thing that had slaughtered his brothers. Open palm, fist, hand lowered with a single finger pointing to the enemy. Send them to the afterlife!

      With the heavy chain of organized strategy removed from their necks, the archers began randomly firing away. With sure aim no longer a priority, arrows took flight with chaotic speed and fury. The klashtons remaining turned to flee, thick arms flailing around as if swatting away stinging bees. Feathered shafts rained down on them, most shattering or ricocheting away off their rocky bodies. Regardless, it was enough to send them into full retreat.

      Taunting cheers rose up from the cliff. Bows pumped in the air. They hadn’t been ready for the surprise assault, yet the trained soldiers had managed to act with calm precision. Hyndrid let out a sigh, hands falling to his knees as he bent over.

      True, they had turned back their attackers and won the day, but he found little comfort in that. They had lost too many brothers this day. If he could go back, what would he have done differently? The general always beat himself up over casualties, constantly replaying the battle in his mind over and over.

      As his soldiers cheered, Hyndrid remained deep in thought. If all this was planned, why were the rardens so clearly taken by surprise? Surely they hadn’t given up their lives willingly. What’s more, the damn things were simply too stupid to be part of any elaborate plan. In all likelihood, they had been unwilling bait! But who set them up? The klashtons? No, they were only marginally smarter. Were these beasts evolving into a more organized force?

      The general shuddered at the disturbing thought. Bah, I’m going mad! We just need to gather our fallen and—

      Hyndrid looked to the sky as others pointed as well. Even from this great distance, he could recognize hydrogriphs when he saw them—large, powerful creatures soaring on the wind. Dark red in color, they strongly resembled bats with their leathery bodies and rodent-like heads. Larger than horses, they required four separate wings to stay airborne, two flapping over each other on either side as they pumped in unison with a deep, whooshing sound.

      Hyndrid swallowed, sweat trickling down the side of his face. There were at least twenty that he could see, possibly more coming over the horizon. “Archers draw,” he boomed, fighting hard to keep his voice steady. He could no longer deny what was happening here. Somewhere along the lines, without anyone realizing it, these beasts had evolved into thinking creatures. Not only had they been set up, but it had been done with chilling tactical precision. This was the third wave of an organized attack!

      Tightening bowstrings creaked with loaded arrows. The men’s faces remained hard, stony. They would trust their general until the end. Not moving particularly fast, the creatures kept coming. Double wings on each side flapped lazily, the beasts gliding more often than not. Hyndrid’s veteran instincts were nearly screaming at him. This was not a full-on charge, yet they were undoubtedly coming straight at them.

      Arms began to tremble, the tension of bows drawn too early starting to take their toll. Lazily flapping along, it suddenly became clear the creatures were dropping something along the ground. Dirt or sand, something white sifted down from packs attached beneath the hydrogriphs. But that was simply impossible! Even if given the intelligence of humans, their sharp talons couldn’t function as hands. Who tied those sacks to these wild beasts, and more importantly, what was in them?

      The general raised his hand as they finally came into range. Fist, fingers spread, hand lowered. “Loose,” Hyndrid called out. Just as the hissing arrows streaked upward—all perfectly divided among individual targets—the hydrogriphs pulled up. Heavy whooshing sounds filled the air as they displayed some measure of urgency for the first time, their wings thrashing the air as they climbed in altitude.

      Arrows drifted up to their apex, nearly nipping the claws of a few of the flying beasts before looping back downward. Tiny clacks could be heard as they harmlessly peppered the cliff only a few yards away. Watching as the winged beasts sailed overhead, a few of the men gave a start, smacking at their face and shoulders as if fending off buzzing insects. White dust fluttered down like snow, frosting helmets, armor, and the ground alike.

      The hydrogriphs glided on, high out of range but showing little interest in the humans below. Hyndrid kneeled down, running a finger through the white, fluffy soot. Spreading it between two fingers, the dry substance became a black-and-white swirl of fine powder. “Ash?” he muttered to himself. Others brushed it off their shoulders, swiping furiously as if it might burn at any moment.

      With the hydrogriphs at a safe distance, movement from the desert floor caught his eye. Ignoring the protests from his panicked men, the general slid his looking glass from his side. Cooler heads must prevail, and it was his duty to figure out what they were up against. Ignoring the fluffy powder still drifting about, he scanned the frosted area where he thought he had seen something. Quickly, he found what he was looking for.

      White men, paler than anything he had ever seen, stood side by side gazing up at the soldiers on the cliff. Hairless, white as ghosts, their bodies were excessively thick. The creatures were eight feet tall and built like giants, yet the only thing Hyndrid could focus on was their eyes. Large and bright pink, their clouded irises seemed to have no pupils.

      One looked up, those pink eyes meeting his own directly through the looking glass. The general’s blood froze as a dark line formed across its featureless, noseless face. That line opened unnaturally wide, splitting its head with a gruesomely large, toothless grin. One by one, the albino creatures seeped down into the dust, melting as if they were candles, leaving behind liquefied ash bubbling like hot oil.

      A veteran of countless battles, Hyndrid couldn’t deny the intense terror rattling him to his bones. The lens of his looking glass cracked against a stone when it slipped from his hand. “Draw your swords!” he shrieked, voice shaky at best. “Prepare for melee combat!”

      Confused men glanced about, dropping bows and unsheathing blades. None were exactly sure what threat their general was speaking of, but they didn’t doubt him, either. Swords drawn, they waited for instruction, eyes glancing this way and that. Which direction was it coming from? What battle formation was required to defend? Instead of his usual precise commands, Hyndrid just stumbled away from the cliff, fumbling around with his own sword. Seeing their resilient general so badly shaken was more than a little unsettling.

      Like waves breaking up on shore, white swells sped through the soot and up the cliff. The enormous pasty men exploded up from the ash, thick arms extended outward. Steel flashed, skilled soldiers lashing out with tenacious brutality, blades slashing several times per second. Their weapons passed straight through them as if their bodies were made of smoke. The pink-eyed men laughed, a deep, hollow laughter that seemed to echo from all directions at once.

      Smoky arms solidified into edged weapons, frosted blades that were mere extensions of their bodies. And then the true carnage began...

      Hyndrid watched helplessly as his men were torn to pieces right before his eyes. Shrieks of pain were followed by choking gurgles, the sounds of men dying filling the air. Time slowed. He spun in slow motion, still gripping a weapon that would do him no good against these foes. Everywhere he looked, eyes bulged, and mouths hung wide open in silent screams. He could see their faces twisted in anguish but was powerless to help.

      A pasty bulge exploded up from the ground near his feet. Those pink eyes glared with hate as a toothless mouth stretched wide open, grinning down at him. Dropping his blade, his trembling hands went up defensively as he screamed. Pure white washed over him like a wave, muffling his final blood-curdling wail.
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      Common folk scurried through the crowded streets, heads down, bumping into one another as they carried their bundles from the market. Shop owners called out, ringing bells while waving fabrics or beating wooden handles against newly woven rugs. Merchants crept their wagons down the cobbled roads, grumbling under their breath at the tightly packed traffic. The streets of Redwater were always busy this time of day. But recently, the market had taken on a solemn, gloomy feel.

      Anxious fear blanketed the city like a dark storm cloud. News of the ambushed soldiers spread like wildfire, triggering a near panic among the commoners. An entire unit wiped out with virtually no explanation! There were rumors floating about that a single man had returned, yet no one but Lord Alaric Bournfred himself could ever confirm or deny such a report. And since the surfacing of these rumors, he had not made a single public appearance. Even before the rumors started, the man was rarely ever seen. But time wouldn’t stop due to uncertainty. Distracted or not, the people of Redwater had to eat, so it was business as usual.

      Lost in his own thoughts like so many others, Fredrick weaved his way through the crowded street. All he needed from the market today was a single fish and a sack of potatoes. The sooner he made his purchase, the sooner he could return to the safety of his home. With all this dark talk of monsters and dead soldiers, just being out and about made him nervous.

      A hard shoulder took him in the chest, causing him to stumble back. “Watch where you’re going!” he barked, spinning to confront the rude stranger.

      The cloaked stranger glanced back, just enough for him to get a peek beneath her hooded cloak. The pretty girl winked, flashing a warm smile at Fredrick. Her full lips were dark in color, standing out boldly against her pale skin. Taken by her beauty, he grinned awkwardly before she hurried on her way.

      Placing a hand on his chest, he sighed, already regretting that he failed to ask her name. Suddenly his smile melted away as his hands frisked up and down the side of his coat. “M-My coin purse,” he muttered. His eyes narrowed, zoning in on the girl who was just now turning the corner. “Thief!” he called, singling her out before giving chase.

      She flinched at the call, cursing her luck before breaking into a dead sprint. “Thief! She stole my coin!” came a second shout from behind, spurring her on faster. It was too late to try and blend into the crowd. Those around her stared and pointed as she bumped past, many reaching out to grab her. She had to get past them quickly before—

      Whistles started to blow. Street soldiers with the red lion head branded on their breastplates—Redwater city’s flag—began giving chase. Moving like the wind, the girl proved to be faster than any of them. But the problem was the whistles were summoning more soldiers from all directions. No matter which way she looked, armed men poured from alleys, clanking around corners with their weapons already drawn.

      Knowing she’d be hung for sure if caught, urgency drove her on as she weaved between the street goers with freakish grace and speed. Pushing back another man who tried to grab her, she whipped around another corner only to come skidding to a halt. Turning down this alley had proved to be a big mistake. Three soldiers blocked her path.

      With a grinding rasp, they drew their blades, advancing steadily. “Halt, thief!” ordered one, pointing the tip of his blade towards her. “It’s over. There is nowhere to run.” Whistles continued to blow from behind, alerting others of her exact location.

      Panic gripped her, her heart thumping so hard it felt like it might burst. With little choice left, she made a desperate decision. I can’t let them catch me!

      From her standing position, she leapt straight up in the air. Gasps of awe filled the alleyway when she landed on the roof above. Pausing only a moment to glance down at them, she sprinted across the tiles. Nearing the edge of the roof, she leapt again with only the slightest push of her foot. She sailed over the street, clothes flapping in the wind as she appeared to float through the air. Gently, she set down on the next roof as if she weighed nothing at all.

      On she ran, bounding from rooftop to rooftop, trailing soldiers who only now had begun to scale the walls. How had it come to this? For years she had managed to hide in Redwater’s shadow, undetected until now. But after one careless act, it seemed that most of the city was on alert. She couldn’t let the chase lead back to her home. No, she had to lose them somehow.

      “You there! Halt!” came a call from her left. Two more soldiers were climbing up, each just starting to get their footing, pulling up with one knee. She blazed past, leaping another twenty feet onto the next roof. Outrunning them individually was easy, but escaping all these curious gazes wasn’t. Folk pointed to the rooftops wherever she went, calling out her location, while some even threw stones to slow her down. Too many eyes... She needed to bring the chase back down to the streets.

      Toes edging up to the side of the roof, she eyed the jeering crowd below. Their calls were harsh and taunting, shaking fists daring her to jump to her death. Peeking down from beneath her hood, she grinned, white teeth flashing brightly through her blackish lips.

      She stepped off, floating down as her cloak rippled against the air. She landed like a cat, graceful and soft with hardly any bend to her knees. People gasped, backing away in horror as if she were covered in snakes. Hearing more angry calls just a short distance away, she was off and running in a blink.

      More soldiers giving chase, she whipped around a corner, hooking a wooden barrel with her hand. It wobbled over, a gush of water and floating leaves spilling into the soldier who was hot on her trail. He stumbled briefly, but regained his balance before falling over. Back at full speed again, he grumbled under his breath as he realized how much ground was lost with that one misstep. He could barely keep her in sight as she sped away. How could that girl be so fast?

      Zipping around a second corner she slid to a halt, nearly running directly into the arms of a waiting mob. With an angry roar, they charged forward swinging handles, shovels, and anything else they could use to inflict damage on the thief. She turned back to retreat, but took only a single step. More common folk and armed men were coming from the opposite direction as well.

      A mere pickpocket should never have drawn this much attention, but the mysterious woman’s antics had seemingly attracted the whole city. She could hear their accusations, whispers of black magic.

      Completely surrounded and with little choice left, she would be forced to confirm their suspicions. Hood low over her face, she hugged her body and spun in place. Her dark image seemed to blur with fluttering movement, a dizzying swirl of fuzzy black. Those who were near leapt back, many falling and scrambling away on their backsides.

      The screeching calls of black birds rang out as the flapping swirl spun like a tornado. The living funnel of birds lifted off the street, floating up to a far-off rooftop. There the swirling funnel settled, the fluttering birds solidifying back into the form of a cloaked girl. With a final spin, she stopped and stared down at the people below. Openmouthed, with eyes bulging, the townsfolk gaped as if they’d just seen a ghost. She flashed a final grin, teeth sparkling behind those black lips, then streaked away across the rooftops.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Creeping silently through the alleyway, the rat sniffed the air with suspicion. Whiskers twitching, it sniffed a second time, unable to decide whether or not it was safe. A pair of eyes snapped open in the dark, sending the startled rat scurrying away.

      Patiently she waited, hidden in the shadows like a creature of the night. Eyes darting this way and that, a trickle of sweat dripped from her nose. She ignored the irritating tickle, refusing to move, refusing to breathe. I need to be sure. I must know I wasn’t followed. The chilly night air licked her face, cooling the beaded sweat collecting on her forehead. Still she refused to move, senses in tune with her surroundings. I must be sure...
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* * *

      It was the middle of the night and the streets were barren, save for the occasional night guardsmen patrolling in groups of three. Still on high alert after the mysterious incident, they glanced down every alleyway, peeking in every barrel as they passed. There had been no reported injuries, other than the soldiers’ wounded pride. How had a single woman managed to escape so easily? What sort of demon could do the things she did? Someone in the city must have some information about her. The search would continue until the mysterious woman was identified.

      Cautious eyes watched from the shadows as another patrol marched by. Lanterns flickered their dancing light as they went, sweeping every inch of street. Once they turned the next corner, the cloaked figure raced across the street. Her feet skittered in complete silence, making less sound than any rodent. After a last glance over each shoulder, she turned the doorknob as carefully as possible, flinching at the unavoidable click, wincing as if the sound physically hurt. She opened it just enough to slide through sideways, silently latching it behind her.

      Crickets chirped in a nearby bush, moonlight illuminating the area intermittently between drifting cloud cover. After a few minutes passed, a lurking shadow drifted back across the doorway. Someone had proved to be even more patient than her...

      Feet creaking on the wood floor with each step, she tiptoed through the dark. She froze when light from a lantern flared in the room ahead. “Who’s there?” came an angry call. The flickering light drifted closer, causing shadows to move along the wall. The dull thud of heavy footsteps inched closer and closer. She tried to speak but the words wouldn’t come. Lantern held high, a large, grizzled man entered the room.

      She shielded her eyes, squinting against the light. Hair dark and greasy, the middle-aged man wore blue slippers with matching sleepwear. His bulging nose hooked downward, appearing to push down against his lip. “Where have you been?” he growled, voice raspy, thick with unfinished sleep. Lowering her hands, her eyes drifted towards the floor. “Viola!” he barked when she didn’t answer.

      She shuddered, eyes flashing up to meet his angry stare. Without a word, she reached under her cloak, tossing the coin purse across the room. Eyes still locked with hers, he caught it with one hand, letting it slip through his fingers so he could hold it by the cord. He bounced it a few times, considering its weight, then walked it over to a dusty table.

      Setting down the lantern, he wiped his hand across the seldom-used dining table, sending dust sifting down to the floor. Resisting the urge to cough, Viola covered her mouth and made her way over to him. He opened the purse with a tug of the cord and shook it over the table. Two dozen coins rolled across the table, nearly all copper with a few silver sprinkled in. Deflated, Viola’s shoulders slumped and she hung her head.

      “And what am I supposed to do with this?” he asked, slamming a fist down on the table. More dust rose, the lantern wobbling near the edge of the table.

      “I-I didn’t know he had so little,” she said softly, ashamed and unable to meet his eyes. “No-Nobody...” Her breathing intensified, fear rising up in her chest. “Nobody saw me,” she finished, her soft voice barely a squeak.

      She saw a flash of white as fire shot across her face. With no memory of falling, she realized she was flat on the floor. “Everyone saw you!” the man roared, shaking the tingling sting from his hand. “The black magic pickpocket has been the talk of the city all day! For all I know you’ve led them back here. And for what? Those few coins won’t feed me for a day!”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she pleaded, inching herself away on her backside. “I’ll fetch you more coin in the morning. I promise! But it’s all right. Nobody saw me. Not...really. They don’t know who I am or what I look like.” The urgent words came out in a rush, desperate and pleading.

      He approached, still shaking his hand. He loomed over her like a giant bird of prey. “Oh, really? They don’t know what you look like?” he said, reaching down, gripping the side of her face with thick, sausage-like fingers. He pushed a thumb under her eye, popping free a glass contact. She blinked up at him, one eye still dark in color, the other a deep blood red. “Or perhaps you meant this,” he hissed, snatching back her hood.

      With a handful of her dark hair, he pulled hard, ignoring her shrieks of pain. Weaves popped free as the wig tore away. Long white hair spilled down around her shoulders, falling over her face. Viola whimpered like a frightened dog, sniffling as she tried to hold back the tears. “How long do you think we can fool them, you stupid bitch?” he growled in her ear, voice low and dangerous. “A month? Another year, perhaps? Bah!” He shoved her head away, rising back to his feet. “I should have left you where I found you! All you’ve done is bring me trouble. I should just take you back into the forest and—”

      “No,” she shrieked, crawling towards him. She wrapped herself around his shin, clinging even as he tried to pull away. “Ethan, no! You don’t mean that.”

      “The hell I don’t,” he said, his foot slipping from her grip. He marched away, back into the room from which he came. Motionless, head bent low, she kneeled on the floor until he returned. He stalked back up to her, one hand hidden behind his back. “How long do you think you can go without this?” he asked, displaying a syringe.

      Her eyes watched the needle as he waved it back and forth in front of her face, a glistening drop of clear liquid hanging off the tip. She swallowed hard, her chest rising and falling as she stared at it. As if he were holding food in front of a starving dog, her dark lips smacked together, mouth watering uncontrollably. “It costs coin for me to keep brewing these for you,” he said, taunting her by pushing the plunger up a bit, the clear squirt dotting the floor.

      She gasped, resisting the urge to lick the wet spot. “I’ll bring you more money,” she promised again, her tone urgent and pleading. “I’ll do anything you want!”

      “Of course you will,” he replied, a chilling smile splitting his round face. The sudden mood swing was unnerving, to say the least. But she knew that look all too well. “You’ll always do what I want because you need me.” Waving the syringe back and forth, he backed away around the corner. “Well, come on, then,” he said, the sound of his footsteps fading with distance.

      As always, she hesitated, wondering if just this once she might find the strength to resist him. Her hands balled into fists, trembling. She wanted to run for the door, to leave and never come back. “I’m waiting,” came a second call.

      Just like that, her trembling fists stopped. She fell forward, catching her weight before her face hit the floor. Slowly, she pushed herself up and began walking to him.

      The long walk down the hall felt like a dream. It was as if it wasn’t real. She wished it wasn’t real. I’ll never escape him. This is the only life I’ll ever know. She entered the bedroom. Ethan stood in the corner, his back to her as he removed his clothes. Hands moving on their own, her fingers pinched the drawstring around her neck. Her cloak fell down around her feet. As she lifted her shirt around her head, a heavy push from behind sent her sprawling onto the bed.

      “Get on with it!” he ordered, tugging at her pants until they tore away. Wasting no time, he crawled on top of her body like an insect, kissing her chest. Licking up the side of her neck, he stuck his tongue in her ear, causing her to flinch and turn away.

      A second backhand blasted her across the face, forcing her to turn back. He mashed his lips into hers, tongue prying its way into her mouth. She could smell his sour scent, a pungent combination of ale and sweat. He groped her breast hard, pulling and tugging while his fingers dug deep. As always, her body was cold as ice. He didn’t care, for he had grown used to it.

      “Ethan, please,” she urged, pulling back as her eyes rolled towards the syringe lying on the dresser.

      “Huh, what?” he groaned, following her gaze. “Oh, you want that first?” Irritated by the inconvenience, he pushed off her and went to the dresser. Angrily, he snatched it and stalked back. Eyes big, she even managed a little smile as he hovered over her. “Fine. But after this you’re mine for the rest of the night.” She nodded eagerly, hating herself for needing that damn elixir, hating herself for needing him.

      He jammed the needle into her neck. Back arching, her chest rose off the bed, eyes going bloodshot almost immediately. Dark blackish-blue veins pulsed beneath her pale skin, webbing up towards her neck and face. When she blew out, a frosty mist rose, dampening the ceiling and dropping the room temperature several degrees.

      After a few seconds her breathing returned to normal and she settled back down into the bed. Pulsing black veins receded, settling back down beneath her pale skin.

      Ethan yanked the needle from her neck and threw it against the wall, shattering the glass. “Enough of this already!” he barked, throwing himself on top of her. “You’ve gotten your fix, now I’m going to get mine.”

      His statement wasn’t entirely true. The elixir didn’t bring her any particular joy; it only managed to temporarily dull her pain. The burning hunger would return as it always did, and she would beg and plead for him to make it go away...as she always did. In exchange, she would give up her body to a man whose very touch made her sick, and around and around it went. This is the only life I’ll ever know.

      She allowed her mind to drift away, even as her body rocked back and forth. The squeaking of the bed sounded far away in her ears. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she stared at the ceiling, her eyes glassing over. He’s right to treat me this way. After all, I’m nothing more than an animal...
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* * *

      Morning light shone through the bedroom window. Eyes already wide open, Viola carefully rolled out from under the covers. Ethan lay next to her, his foul breath stinking with each rumbling snore. Loathing in her eyes, she glared long and hard as his chest rose and fell with deep sleep. It would be so easy right now... A pillow over his face... A well-placed knife in the chest...

      But then what? Despite his gruff exterior, the man had an uncanny understanding of herbs and alchemy. Of course he would never teach her the trade secrets. Keeping her ignorant on such matters was the perfect way to ensure she would always be his slave.

      Preferring not to look at him any more than she had to, Viola slipped from the room and tiptoed quietly down the hall, determined not to wake him. The longer he slept the better. Longingly, she glanced inside her sleeping room as she passed by. It was not really a true bedroom, given the lack of furniture and personal belongings, but still a sanctuary to call her own.

      Normally, she slept there on the floor. Only on nights when he had his way with her did he insist she stay in his bed. Those were the nights when she hardly slept at all, and they were becoming all too frequent as of late. She sighed... Perhaps I’ll sleep tonight.

      She went to the kitchen and fetched three eggs, and placed them in a thick iron pan. Setting the pan on the table, she kneeled down in front of the hearth. After rearranging the stones into a small circle, she spread out some dry hay and a few twigs to get the fire started. Grabbing the flint and steel that were just within reach, she collided the items together with a crack. A spray of orange and blue coated the straw, nearly all of the colors vanishing on contact. Several more times she struck them. Crack...crack...crack... Knock-knock-knock came a rapping from the door.

      She froze. Who could that be at this early hour? No one could know about her being here, so answering the door was out of the question. Panic building up, she glanced down the hall at Ethan’s room. She would have to wake him quickly and—

      A booming crash made her jump. The door buckled inward, hinges hanging loosely from both top and bottom. A second boom sent it crashing inward. Armored men stomped on the door, its last clinging hinge snapping away like a twig. Viola screamed, leaping to her feet and retreating back down the hall.

      She felt as if she were running in mud, the end of the hallway seeming to move further away with each step. The crackle of shattered glass rang out as she zipped past her room, her eye barely catching a moving arm reaching in through her window. They were coming in from everywhere!

      Tackled from behind, her legs buckled and she slammed into the floor, face first. The impact driving the air from her lungs, she gasped as cold armor pressed against her back. An armored knee came down on the back of her head, sending an explosion of dizzying white radiating through her head. Clinging to consciousness, fighting against the buzzing in her ears, she raised her bruised face off the floor.

      Vision fuzzy, she watched them slam Ethan up against the wall, arms twisted around his back. Nose bloody, he looked down at her, glaring with pure hatred. Eyes narrowed, she returned his angry glare with a similar frost. In her mind, she once again relived the fantasy of killing him. A second knee to the back of her head sent her thoughts spiraling into blackness.
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      The old man grabbed a stool from the corner, then walked it back towards the iron bars. Extremely tall he was, with a back as straight as a board. He spun the stool down to the floor and took a seat. He sighed, running his lean fingers through his long white hair. Mouth hidden beneath his bushy white mustache, his expression was hard to read. His light blue eyes watched thoughtfully as the man on the other side of those bars sat on the floor, trembling, hugging his knees while muttering nonsense to himself.

      “Sir?” he said to the trembling man, snapping his fingers to try and get his attention. “I say, sir, do you recognize me?” he asked, to no avail. Muttering and rocking back and forth, the man’s vacant eyes wondered around the cell. “General Hyndrid Coleth! I cannot help you if you do not speak with me.”

      The general’s eyes snapped back into focus for an instant. He looked at the old man, nodding as if he at least recognized his own name and former title. “Y-Yes. I—know...know who you are,” he stammered, sweat pouring down his face. “Liam. Y-Your name is Liam.”

      The old man smiled, sitting up in the stool. “That is correct, old friend,” he said, reaching out to touch one of the bars. Running his long, spidery fingers along the cool steel, his expression changed to one of pain. “I’ve known you for many years, yet I no longer recognize the man sitting before me.” Liam’s white, bushy eyebrows were twisted at their center, making them rise into spiraled points. In a nervous gesture, he began rolling one of the points between two fingers.

      “You’ve been branded a traitor and possible spy, old friend,” Liam continued. “Lord Alaric Bournfred doesn’t understand how you could be the only survivor after the alleged attack on your men. Why leave one alive? Truth be told, Alaric suspects you might have a hand in this. No survivors, yet you don’t have a scratch on you. How do you explain such a thing?” The general kept rocking back and forth, arms wrapped around himself as he mumbled to no one. “How do I even begin to plead your case? Hyndrid, you must give me something! If you don’t, they’re going to—”

      Hyndrid sprung to his feet and rushed the bars, wrapping his hands around two while jamming his face between them. The clumsy impact chipped his front tooth, sending the white cap spinning into Liam’s lap. Liam leapt from the stool, surprised by the abrupt show of aggression.

      “Is that what you believe?” Hyndrid accused, a stream of blood trickling down his chin from the freshly broken tooth. “Do you think I played a hand in having my own men killed?!” he shrieked, voice cracking, crazed eyes wide open like a mad man’s.

      Liam drifted back towards the bars, closing both his hand around the general’s. He held his old friend’s gaze a long time before answering. “No, I do not,” he admitted. “But what I believe matters not. As Lord Alaric’s mystic, and right hand in matters of the court, it is my duty to question the accused and relay my judgment to him. I assure you he is not a man that’s easily influenced. Once his mind is set, I can only reverse his opinion with irrefutable evidence. So far you have provided me none, and until you do I’m afraid my hands are tied.”

      Hyndrid slipped his hands down the bars, away from Liam’s touch. For a moment, his eyes cleared, a sharp, intelligent gaze Liam recognized, if only for that fleeting moment. “When did you become such a fool, old friend?” the general asked, raising one eyebrow with a lopsided smile. “What reason does any organized force have, be they man or beast, to leave a single survivor alive to tell the tale?”

      Hyndrid shook his head when Liam didn’t respond, then went back to sit in the corner of his cell. “They are coming, old friend,” he continued. “And what’s more, they want everyone to know it. They drink our fear as if it were fine wine. Letting me live only served as a warning to the rest.”

      “Who? Who is coming?” Liam replied, unable to keep the urgency from his voice. Hyndrid fell silent, eyes clouded over once more, rocking back and forth while muttering nonsense. Liam sighed then turned to leave. “Know that I will plead for your life. Perhaps Lord Alaric will listen to reason for a change.”

      Hoarse, raspy laughter filled the room. “Your pleas will fall on deaf ears, I assure you. Lord Alaric is not his father,” yelled Hyndrid, each work spit out between mad cackling.

      “On this much we agree,” Liam grumbled to himself. “Lord Alaric is certainly not his father.”

      Nearing the steps, he heard the clattering of armored men coming from above. Angry shouts came next, followed by the sounds of a minor struggle between soldiers and a new prisoner being brought down. Distracted by his unsettling conversation, Liam paid little attention to the ruckus. He stepped aside so as not to block their way.

      Down they came, pushing along a large man with dark, greasy hair. An ugly man indeed, he grumbled in protest, resisting futilely before taking another of several forearms to the back of the head. That calmed him. No longer struggling, he leaned forward and spit on the floor. One of the soldiers fumbled around with a set of keys on his side, unlocking an empty cell before pushing him in. The big man stumbled through, turning back immediately only to have the barred door slammed in his face.

      Liam shrugged, his mind on more important things. A horse thief no doubt. I’ll question him later. He didn’t care one way or the other. This man’s end would likely be the same all the rest. Petty theft, murder—nearly all offenses ended in execution.

      Liam began his ascent once more, but was waved back by another soldier suddenly appearing on the top step. From the cell behind him, the new prisoner burst into a crazy rant.

      “She’s a damn witch I tell you,” he roared, rattling the bars of his cell. “She-She held me captive against my will. I was a prisoner in my own home. You-You brave men saved me from her darkness! I’ll see you all rewarded. I’ll make sure you all—”

      “Silence!” Liam boomed, his enhanced voice vibrating the floor as he glared back. The prisoner let go of the bars, backing into the cell with his hands up. Liam was not normally this short tempered, especially with those poor souls already sentenced to death whether they realized it or not. But this had already been a trying day, and his patience was at an end. Forced to reason with a madman he once called his friend, now some new prisoner off the streets was babbling about witches and being held captive. It was all he could take for one day.

      “And you’re sentenced for harboring that witch,” one soldier added, flashing a glare of his own towards the cell.

      “Enough of this witch talk,” Liam grumbled under his breath.

      The rattling of chains descending drew Liam’s attention back to the steps. Two soldiers came into view, each holding one end of a chain attached to a moving pillory. This must be a dangerous one indeed to take such extreme precautions. Head and hands trapped between two thick slabs of wood, Viola looked up just as her feet reached the bottom step. Dried tracks from tears streaked her cheeks, her lip quivering in fear.

      Liam froze, staring into the eyes of what looked to be a walking corpse. Her irises were blood red, skin pasty white, and her lips were nearly black. But other than the death-like lack of color in her skin, she looked quite normal. Pretty, even.

      “That’s her! That’s the witch who—” Liam took a step towards Ethan, his piercing gaze cutting him off. Ethan was not a small man, but this towering fellow was at least a head taller than him. Shriveling under those intense eyes, he closed his mouth and backed away.

      Two chains in front, two behind, four men total walked the dead-looking girl over to a massive wooden door. Multiple deadbolts were undone, followed by two more heavy locks opened with a black key ring. The door was so heavy, it took the thick-armed soldier considerable effort to swing in open.

      A second soldier lifted his smaller set of keys to each side of her neck. Two locks fell to the floor, followed by their chains and both halves of wood. Free of the substantial burden, Viola dropped to her knees, gulping air as if she had been underwater. Only a second or two passed before she was hoisted back to her feet, then slung into the dark room. Clearly fearing the dead-looking girl, two of the soldiers quickly slammed the heavy door as fast as they could. Breathing sighs of relief, the four of them headed back towards the steps.

      Staring at the door, Liam grabbed one of the men’s arms as he passed. “Is she the one I keep hearing about?” he asked.

      “Yes sir,” he replied. “Dangerous, that one is.”

      “The chains, pillory, and now that reinforced cell—do you think all that was necessary for some young girl?”

      The soldier stared blankly for a moment, unsure as to how to respond. “S-She’s a demon, sir. Just look at her. Who knows what the witch is capable of?”

      Disgusted, Liam released his arm with a less-than-gentle push. “I strongly doubt she’s a demon,” he grumbled, advancing towards her cell.

      He opened the sliding eye slit with a snap, and peeked into the pitch-blackness. Through the eye slit, he could smell the musty stench of a damp cell that was rarely used. Through the darkness, he heard her sobs coming from the far corner where she must have crawled. “What is your name?” he demanded, peering into the dark with only a minimal indication of where she might be. Her sobs only intensified, confirming at least one of his suspicions. Demons don’t cry because they’re left alone in the dark.

      “Very well. I will leave you be for now,” he continued. “But when I return, you will be questioned. Do you understand what will happen if you do not cooperate?” He waited patiently for her to respond. No longer hearing her sobs, he pressed his eyes all the way up to the slit, searching through the darkness.

      A pale face with red eyes flashed across his vision, causing him to stumble back. “I don’t want to be in here,” came the soft voice, pleading. “Please, let me out. I just want to go home.”

      “You are here for a reason,” he said harshly, trying to filter any hint of sympathy from his voice. “You shall spend the night in there and I will return in the morning.” He snapped the eye slit shut and turned to leave. He winced at the sound of her renewed sobs. Most prisoners made threats while kicking the walls. They didn’t cry. It was clear to him she was genuinely frightened.

      In the morning, he reassured himself, picking up his pace so he wouldn’t have to hear her crying. In the morning I’ll get to the bottom of her story. But first things first...

      He hurried back up the steps, rounding the corner at the top. Ignoring the salutes of soldiers as they passed by, his mind spun as he replayed the conversations in his mind over and over, looking for clues he might have missed. He would have to make his report, and it was imperative that he got the facts in order before he did.

      No matter how many years he had been doing this, he never grew complacent in his duties. As always, lives were at stake, and he refused to take that lightly. Everyone’s side must be heard. All facts must be considered.

      He went up two more separate flights of steps, stopping in a large hallway. Servant girls dusted the paintings on the walls, each bordered with thick gold and silver frames. Many designs were abstract, swirls of random color with a moderately discernible figure at the center, anything from a screaming face to a dead tree. Lord Alaric seemed to have unusual tastes when it came to art.

      Striding across the thick white carpet, Liam stopped before a set of white doors with green trim. He gave each of his eyebrows a final twist, peaking up each point before pushing back the doors. Heads turned when he entered, high-class folk raising their wineglasses in silent salute. Women in fancy dresses smiled, wagging their ring-covered fingers in his direction. Men tipped their large hats, giving nods of acknowledgment to the city mystic.

      It disgusted him...

      After a few handshakes and formal greetings, he made his way towards the long table covered with meats, boiled potatoes, imported olives from leagues away, and other fancy dishes most common folk would never sample in this life or the next. Watching as a stout woman licked the sauce from her fingers, dribbles of red spotting between her breasts, it was all Liam could do not to push her round face down into her soup bowl. Entitled pigs...the lot of you!

      To think, while these privileged narcissists stuffed their faces and drank more than their fill, only a few floors down, prisoners were being kept in filth, sleeping in rooms with their own feces. He watched as empty goblets waved in the air, many of the rich folk snapping their fingers at serving girls who were taking too long.

      “Liam! Come sit, my good man,” came a familiar call from the head of the table. Lord Alaric waved him over with one hand, the other resting on the leg of the young lady to his right. Visibly uncomfortable, she tugged at her climbing skirt while gently attempting to remove his roaming hand.

      Liam rounded the side of the table, taking the empty seat to Alaric’s left. He sank down into the comfortable chair and immediately focused his attention on the fidgeting women. “My dear,” he said, voice deep and reassuring. “A thousand apologies, but I fear I must steal a moment of Lord Alaric’s time from you.” He flashed her a knowing wink. Relieved, she returned a subtle nod of thanks. “Do not waste your beauty here as two old fools speak of politics and business.”

      Accepting her offered hand, he kissed it gently, making her swoon. Old perhaps, but Liam possessed a rare charm he often used to his advantage. She rose from her chair and backed away, all the while seeming to have great difficulty tearing her gaze away from him.

      Clearly frustrated, Alaric watched her go. “I called you over to have a drink with me, not to chase away my women,” he slurred, fumbling around the table for his goblet. With short, curly brown hair and large hazel eyes, Lord Alaric was a handsome man. Slight of build with a long, thin nose, his bed was rarely empty at night. “Well, let’s at least have that drink.”

      When he raised the goblet to his lips, Liam pressed his wrist, lowering it back to the table. “I spoke no lie when I said we have business to discuss,” he said. “I would prefer it if you could do that sober.”

      “Bah,” Alaric barked, his sleepy-eyed gaze taking in the scenery. “Why must you bother me with such things? Look around you,” he mumbled, swaying in his chair as his pointing finger swept around the room. “This is time for drink...and dance...and food.”

      When he moved for his goblet a second time, Liam pinned his hand to the table with a hard thud. “If I were to wait before speaking on important matters until you weren’t drinking or celebrating your own existence, nothing would ever get done!” he growled, sitting up straight in his chair. “We must discuss the fate of General Coleth, a loyal man who has served you many years. Do you actually believe he’s betrayed the city?” Alaric glared silently, his eyelids heavy with drink. “It seems I do not take the fate of innocent lives as lightly as you,” Liam finished, suddenly wishing he had accepted a bit of wine. It would certainly help calm him.

      “Come with me,” said Alaric calmly. Rising up on unsteady legs, he headed for the double doors. Liam looked around to see several gazes fixed on him. It was only at that moment he realized he must have been speaking rather loudly. Suspecting that he may have overstepped his authority, Liam got up to follow. Nosy guests whispered, some even pointing as he went.

      When he met Alaric in the hall, he started to apologize but never got a word out. Alaric turned on the tall man, one hand on Liam’s chest, the other tucked inside his own coat. Liam knew he always kept a dagger hidden inside that inner lining. He watched as the drunken man fingered something, the fabric of his coat moving in small waves.

      “Don’t you ever...challenge my authority...in front of others,” Alaric hissed, each word soft and dangerous.

      Unblinking, Liam met his glare. “If you would govern the city once in a while instead of throwing these ridiculous parties every night, maybe I wouldn’t have to,” Liam replied, his voice deep yet non-threatening. “Forgive me, sir, but you left me no choice.”

      With a nod, Alaric backed away. “Very well then,” he said, stumbling ever so slightly. “You have my ear. Now, what about the general?” He turned away and the two began walking down the hall.

      “As I was trying to say, you cannot execute this man as a traitor,” Liam began. “For years, he has served this city with unwavering loyalty. Those men were attacked. By what exactly, I cannot be sure at this time. He watched his soldiers die right before his eyes. The fact that he was spared is nothing more than a message; a warning to us.” Liam shook his head. “Whatever horrors he witnessed that day have clearly broken his mind. He is but a shell of the man we once knew.”

      Liam rounded on Alaric, stopping them both in their tracks. “But none of that proves he is part of some conspiracy to overthrow the city, as you seem to believe,” he stated. “If so, why would he return here? Do you believe his fragile mental state is but an act? Do not mistake me, you do have enemies that we must be leery of,” he added, trying to pass some credit back to Alaric. It was imperative that he stay neutral and present only the facts. “Your suspicions of an enemy alliance working to weaken us from within are not without merit, but in this case, I’m afraid it is implausible at best. I say to you now, the general is innocent of any wrongdoing, and I beg you to reconsider your position on the matter.”

      Alaric tapped his chin, considering. “I want you to do something for me,” he said at length. “I need you to test the white powder we found on his clothing. Finding its origin might go a long way in helping to piece together this puzzle.”

      Relieved, Liam nodded. It seemed as if Alaric was at least willing to listen to other options. “Very well,” he replied, eager to go get started. The sooner he could bring Alaric some answers, the sooner he could pardon his old friend.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” Alaric added just as they were parting ways. “I want you to question the girl as well.”

      “The girl?” Liam replied innocently.

      “Yes, the thief the whole city’s been buzzing about. I know you’ve already spoken to her,” Alaric added slyly. He prided himself on knowing everything that went on inside his keep. What’s more, he loved reminding his subordinates that they were always being watched. “She may be tied to this. Figure out what that ‘creature’ is and where it came from.” Satisfied, Alaric stalked away.
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* * *

      Beakers bubbled just above controlled flames. Many were connected to each other through clear tubes that sipped liquids from one beaker to the next. Others sat in wire holders, a constant stream of smoky mist sifting up from their tops. Liam’s lab was nothing fancy, but it contained everything he needed to conduct his experiments. He relished working here alone. It provided him with some much-needed relief from his day-to-day duties.

      Using a scalpel, Liam scraped a small portion of the white powder into a glass tube, then added a small amount of blue liquid. It fizzed briefly before settling, the liquid changing into a dirty green color. He rubbed his chin, considering the possibilities of his first attempt. There was no doubt the powder was indeed some kind of ash. But it was not pure. Tiny, sand-like granules collected at the bottom of the tube.

      He strained the contents into a second glass container, filtering out the gritty particles through a tiny screen. He set up several more containers, each with liquids of different properties and colors. It was going to be a long night, but he was determined to get some answers before daybreak.
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* * *

      After working feverishly through the night, Liam had managed to break down all the components found in the foreign substance. The majority consisted of regular ash from burned wood, but he also found traces of volcanic glass. More importantly, the volcanic grains showed trace amounts of microlite, a rare mineral found only in the far-west regions of Ayrith.

      Well, that’s it, then. Someone or something transported that ash over a long distance, and it most certainly wasn’t Hyndrid. It seems I’ve cleared him of any involvement.

      There were no windows here, but a sickly looking candle burned down to its base gave him some indication of the time. No doubt it was morning, and probably high time he reported his findings before getting some rest. On second thought, his report could wait until later. Better to go speak with that peculiar girl while it was on his mind.

      Stifling a yawn as he snatched his bag, he set out from his lab and hurried towards the prisoner-detainment area below. After passing the first two guards at the bottom of the steps, he approached the giant cell door where she was being held. The second pair of guards sidestepped the door, allowing him access.

      He knocked as a courtesy, then slid open the eye slit. There she was, lying on a coarse bed of dry straw, her shoulders rising and falling with the peaceful rhythm of deep sleep. He cleared his throat. She rolled slightly, lips smacking with dryness. Her eyes fluttered a bit before jetting open with alarm. She sat up with a jerk, the memories of where she was and what had happened all flooding back in a rush.

      “Good morning to you,” said Liam, watching curiously. “Did you sleep well, dear?” Her eyes flickered towards him briefly, before looking away. She backed all the way into the corner, then hugged her knees to her chest, face hidden behind them.

      Liam cleared his throat a second time. “Let me explain to you how this works,” he said. “You have been charged with a crime. Yes? It is my job to decide whether or not you are guilty of that crime. I personally have the ear of Lord Alaric Bournfred. Sooner or later he will seek my counsel on the matter, and your fate shall be decided.”

      She said nothing, her emotionless gaze peeking over the top of her knees. “I have been doing this a long time,” he added when she didn’t reply. “And in that time I have known one thing to always be true: Those who refuse to speak to me are deemed guilty by silent admission, then executed.” This time her eyes rose to meet his. “No exception,” he added, realizing he now had her full attention. “Do you believe you are special, and that somehow your fate will be different?” Slowly, she shook her head back and forth. “Then let us begin where we left off yesterday. What is your name, dear?”

      “Viola,” she said in a whisper. Her soft voice was barely more than a rush of air.

      “Viola,” he repeated. “Viola, do you mind if I join you in there so we may speak face to face?” Immediately, the guards began to protest. Surely she was too dangerous to be left alone with him. Silencing them with a raised hand, he returned his attention back to her. “Viola, that was not a demand but a request. You are free to say no. I will not force you to do something against your will. But understand, your refusal to any of my requests will have a consequence.”

      Liam had been doing this a long time. Part of the mystic’s job had always been to question the prisoners. Through light magic when needed, along with his own considerable intuition, he could always tell the difference between those who had made a poor choice, and those who were truly vile. He knew the innocent from the guilty, and always presented a fair case to Lord Alaric Bournfred. His rare ability to judge one’s character was renowned.

      Over the years he had learned that giving the prisoners as much freedom as possible reaped a certain amount of benefit. By providing them the freedom of choice, they felt as if they’d gained back a measure of respect. He would find the truth one way or another, but there was no reason to strip the prisoners of their dignity in the process.

      With a subtle nod of her head, she agreed to his terms. She watched as the eye slit snapped shut, then heard the chinks and clanks of bolts and locks being undone. Already pressed into the corner, she pushed back further, as if trying to bury herself directly into the bricks. Hugging her knees to her chest, fear gripped her. What if this was all a trick to make her lower her guard? What if they were going to just kill her here and now?

      The door creaked outward, and in walked the tallest man she’d ever seen. Back straight as a board, his light blue eyes measured her up and down. His pointed eyebrows gave him a sinister look, but his posture was nonthreatening. Liam set his bag down on the floor, and a lantern next to it. The door closed behind him with a heavy slam.

      “Are you not afraid of me?” she spoke first.

      “Should I be?” he asked, voice deep and commanding. “Is your kind dangerous?”

      “No,” she replied softly, face still mostly hidden behind her knees. “I-I don’t think so. But everyone else seems to be afraid of me.”

      Liam raised an eyebrow, curious. He specialized in reading one’s eyes, being able to see the truth no matter how hard the subject tried to hide it. It was clear she was telling the truth. She really wasn’t sure if she was dangerous or not. “I’ve never seen a being of your likeness,” he stated, hardly able to stop staring at her strange features. “As far as I can tell, you are completely unique to these lands. Tell me, Viola. What race are you?”

      A long while passed, her dark red eyes shifting from one wall to the next as if the answer were written somewhere. “I don’t know,” she admitted at length, moisture pooling in her eyes. “I just want to go home.”

      A thousand questions flooded Liam’s mind at once. How could she not know? Where did she come from, and how had her race remained hidden for so long? But there would be time enough to gather answers to these questions. After all, his desire to understand the world and all living things in it was an insatiable hunger, one he couldn’t satisfy in a hundred lifetimes.

      But he had a job to do first.

      “Viola, you have been charged with theft. Now answer me truthfully. Did you indeed steal that man’s coin?” Slowly, she nodded her head yes. Liam sighed at her admission of guilt. Theft, no matter how petty, was taken very seriously. Liam knew his thoughts were greedy, but he just couldn’t let her hang over such a minor charge. Not this rare specimen! She must be studied...and tested...and—

      “But it wasn’t for me,” she blurted out. Realizing his mind had drifted, he returned his attention to her. “It was for Ethan. He makes me steal for him.”

      “Is that the man in the other cell?” Liam asked. She nodded. “Well then, I shall speak with him as well,” he said, fumbling around in his bag. “But I’m afraid I must do something first.” He pulled out a syringe with an empty chamber. Her eyes seemed to double in size, her face rising over her knees. It was as if she believed it was some sort of treat. “I must take a blood sample from you.”

      Looking a bit confused, she didn’t resist when he extended her arm. Lips smacking, mouth watering, she watched curiously as the needle pricked her. Her skin was so very pale, and the veins he could see beneath the surface looked almost black. Drawing back on the plunger, the chamber began to fill. Her blood was red like any other being’s, but surprisingly thin and watery, as if diluted somehow.

      “There,” he said, removing the plunger and capping off the vial. He held it up, swirling the vial in circles. “We are not done talking,” he reminded her. “I’ll be back after I speak with your friend, and possibly run a test or two on this sample.” He hadn’t slept all night, but there was just too much to do to be bothered by rest.

      “He is not my friend!” she hissed, an eerie sound that seemed to carry around the room as if several people had spoken at once. He jumped at the odd, echoing effect of her voice. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought there were five of her in here.

      He took note of her obvious dislike for this…Ethan. “Very well,” he said, zipping up his pack and picking up the lantern. Arms full, he rapped on the door with his feet. It opened a moment later and he went back into the main prison chamber. He turned to one of the guards as the door was closed, and motioned with his chin. “Be sure she is well cared for. I have a special interest in that one—”

      He froze, stopping in mid-sentence. “Where are the other two?” he demanded, realizing for the first time that the other two cells were empty. With all his focus on the girl, he hadn’t even noticed when he came down here the first time. The guard flushed, his eyes rolling towards the steps. That was all Liam needed to see. Damn you, Alaric! I’ve been played for a fool!

      He streaked up the steps and down the hall, racing past his lab only to throw his bag inside. Slamming the door shut, he sped on towards the keep’s entrance. Even a hundred feet from the doorway, he could already hear the commotion going on outside. That mix of shouts and jeers could only mean one thing. “Damn you,” he muttered out loud before bursting through the doors and out into the street.

      There, right in the middle of the street, was a makeshift gallows on wheels, its first victim already hung. He was masked, both his hands and feet tied. Liam was already sure it was Ethan. The large body rocked back and forth, the rope creaking against his stretched neck. Surprisingly, the people were paying little attention to the gallows. With the execution already concluded, their interest had been drawn elsewhere. If that’s Ethan... No!

      Liam pushed through the tightly packed crowd, urging them to make way. Blood-curdling screams could be heard in the distance, urging him to move faster. “Move! Get out of my way,” he pleaded, nearly trampling folks as he shouldered his way through. The shrieks reached a high-pitched crescendo in an ear-splitting note fit to shatter glass. It was the most primal reaction to pain Liam had ever heard, making his heart sink and his chest quiver.

      Being taller than most, he could clearly see four horses in the street up ahead. With ropes tied to metal bars at their backs, they stamped and snorted, each pulling in a different direction. Finally, Liam broke through the crowd, more than one angry person protesting as they tumbled aside. He froze, his heart nearly sinking to his feet. Nothing could have prepared him for this haunting image.

      With ropes braced to each leg and arm, the general’s body was stretched out. He wailed as the horses nudged in opposite directions, spurred on by a man wearing a black mask. One of the general’s arms was clearly dislocated at the shoulder, rendering it several inches longer that the other. Skin and tendon were the only things keeping it attached.

      Liam watched in horror as three more men rounded the tugging horses, each holding a black strap. Hyndrid’s head rose from its hanging position. Clinging to consciousness, his bloodshot eyes scanned the circle of people until they found Liam. For a fleeting moment the world stood still as the two old friends shared a silent moment. Displaying bloodstained teeth, the general managed a small smile. It appeared as if he might have found peace in his final moments.

      With a crack, the black straps came down simultaneously. All four horses whinnied in protest, then exploded in different directions. The general’s body erupted in a sea of red, gore painting the streets. Lifeless eyes glassed over, his torso still attached to one arm skipped down the street. Many folk looked away, unable to bear the sight. Others cheered for the dead traitor, pumping their fists in the air.

      Liam fell to his knees, trembling hands entwined in his hair. Everything around him seemed to spin about. Faces contorted before his eyes, as if all those around him had suddenly been possessed by demons. He roared, a savage, mournful wail that forced all those near him to step away. The pain of failing his friend was more than he could bear.

      This time...Alaric had gone too far.
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      Guards stationed at the front entrance continued about their business, watching the travelers come and go, pulling aside anyone they deemed suspicious so they could be searched or questioned. But most were simply waved by in order to keep the heavy crowds moving. Horses and wagons inched along, careful not to crush any fearless children who ran past, slapping at the slow-turning wheels with sticks.

      Suddenly, the outbound traffic stopped altogether. Unnatural like a river reversing direction, all the traffic began to back the other way. Folk stumbled back, tripping over each other just to get out of the way. The guards at the gate began waving people off, sending them to either side of the street. “Tell Lord Alaric he’s here!” one guard called out, sending another scurrying back towards the keep.

      The lumbering beast ambled through the gate, its head topped with a bony plate and spiny horns all over its large, gray head. Crooked and warped, the horns twisted about in chaotic patterns. Its furry body was striped with gold and black, and its disproportionately thin legs ended in massive, oversized paws with razor-sharp claws.

      Seeing a lavics was extremely rare. Seeing someone ride one was completely unheard of. The rider’s long black hair hung down to the middle of his back, the top portion tied in a topknot to keep it out of his face. Covered from the neck down in a snug black bodysuit, it clung to his bulging arms, accentuating his massive chest. A thick, puckered scar, faded from age but still plenty visible, flowed from the back of his ear and down his neck, disappearing below his collar.

      Two silvery swords crossed his back, both of exquisite quality. Positioned at the back of his shoulders were two small crossbows, so black they seemed to blend in with his body armor. A variety of other bladed weapons were strung around the lavics, some tucked inside of sheaths with ties at the hilt, others in plain sight with nothing more than a bit of twine keeping them attached to the beast.

      Another figure rode directly behind him, trotting along on a sleek black horse with silver chainmail armor draped across its front and side. Although not quite as impressive a specimen as the lavics, the warhorse was clearly a fine animal indeed, more than fit to carry a queen. Its rider might as well have been a ghost. A white cloak covered him from head to toe, the hood drooped low covering his face.

      Together, they rode slowly through the streets of Redwater, folk staring for only a moment before rushing to get out of their way.
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* * *

      “Alaric!” came an enraged call from out in the hallway. Alaric snapped his fingers, his already assembled soldiers positioning themselves around the table. He knew the mystic would be angry when he gave the order to have the prisoners executed. The only thing to do now was wait out the storm, let Liam calm down until he was ready to listen to reason. So far...things weren’t exactly going as planned.

      “Alaric!” came a second roar just before a heavy boot blasted open the door. Ready soldiers partly unsheathed their blades, a raspy hiss filling the air.

      “Now stop right there!” Alaric ordered, his normally confident voice shaky and unnerved. “You have no right to barge in here and—”

      “Why?!” Liam boomed, his deep voice filling the dining hall. “And it was done in such a brutal fashion. Have you no soul?” His voice softened. “I thought we had reached an understanding.”

      “Bah!” Alaric grunted, the back of his hand sending his full goblet flying across the room. Now that it was out in the open, he was no longer going to tiptoe around Liam’s feelings. “You had an understanding. While you continue to coddle the prisoners as if they’re your children, I do what must be done. Unlike you, I’m not afraid to make the hard choices!”

      “What must be done?” Liam mocked in a stunned whisper. “Hyndrid was innocent. You knew that as well as I.”

      “Leave us,” Alaric ordered, slamming his hand on the table as plates and silverware jumped. Now that Liam was in control of himself, the soldiers no longer seemed necessary. Besides, he knew where this was going, and really didn’t want to have this talk in front of anyone.

      Reluctantly, the soldiers began filtering from the room, flashing suspicious glares at Liam as they did. Although Liam’s rank was significant here in Redwater’s keep, the soldiers knew who had the final say.

      Alaric waited until the clanking of armor was far out of earshot before continuing. “Of course he was innocent,” he said in a rush, still keeping his voice low as if unwanted ears might be lurking in the shadows. “You knew it, I knew it, but the people did not. Liam, the citizens of Redwater were terrified, and rightfully so. All we know is that a large number of soldiers were killed with virtually no explanation. The people were growing restless and needed someone to blame.”

      Appearing strangely calm, Liam raised one of his pointed eyebrows. “So an innocent man died today, because you caved to the pressures of a mob?”

      “Those rumors of his involvement, and possible betrayal of this city,” Alaric pointed, “I did not start them. They merely became a convenient way to solve an escalating problem. And not just any execution would satisfy those who had already condemned him. It had to be savage, a violent, visual display that would leave no doubt that justice had been served.” He sighed, throwing himself back in his chair. “I took no joy in that, if that’s what you’re waiting to hear,” he added, looking away. “At the loss of a single life, I have regained control of my entire city. Is that not a fair trade?”

      “No, it is not,” Liam corrected, his ice-cold eyes boring holes into Alaric’s skull. “All you managed to do was buy a little more time. Those attacks still remain a mystery. Nothing has been solved.”

      “Agreed,” Alaric cut in, fingers drumming nervously across the table again and again. “That is why additional steps have already been taken.” He leaned forward in his chair, hands clasped directly in front of Liam. “And as such, these sorts of decisions have always been your weakness, Liam. You do not have the ability to see anything beyond your own nose. You lack the gift of forward thinking. I, on the other hand, understand that a ruler must remain several steps ahead at all times. This is why I run Redwater, and you shall forever remain my right hand.”

      “Again, you are mistaken,” Liam replied, frost dripping from every word. “Your bloodline is the reason you run Redwater, not your intelligence, and not your ‘forward thinking,’ as you so put it.” He leaned forward and clasped his hands, mirroring Alaric’s pose. “And it is most certainly not your compassion...my lord.” Not once did Liam raise his voice. There was no need.

      “Your jealousy is beneath me,” Alaric hissed, eyes narrowing dangerously. “My father was wise to choose me over you, and today I shall prove it yet again. While you were playing caretaker to criminals who have no right to draw breath in my city, I send word, and have already acquired the aid of a most capable individual. Owen Dunwich will be in Redwater soon, possibly even today.” He found the look of shock on Liam’s face was more than gratifying.

      “Owen Dunwich?!” Liam repeated, both hands flattening out on the table. “You sent for the Demon Hunter? Are you mad?!”

      “On the contrary. I’m in complete control,” Alaric corrected smugly. “As you’ve already stated, the death of General Coleth did little more than buy us some time. Rather than sitting on our hands, I’ve reached out to a legend in the profession and acquired his services. Whatever is going on in the wilds of Ayrith, he’s sure to get to the bottom of it.”

      “That man is little more than a renowned murderer,” Liam protested, surging to his feet, forcing his chair to topple back. “A cold-blooded mercenary whose blade goes to the highest bidder! He can’t be trusted.”

      “And guess who was the highest bidder?” Alaric retorted, also rising from his seat.

      “Lord Alaric?” came a voice from the doorway. There stood a nervous-looking man, rubbing his hands anxiously. “Pardon my interruption, sir. Your guests are here.”

      “Then send them up,” said Alaric, dismissing the man with a flick of his hand. “You there,” he snapped his fingers at a servant passing in the hall. “Go to the kitchen and fetch us some food and wine. Go!” After a brief curtsy, the young girl scurried off. “And you,” he growled, pressing a finger against Liam’s chest. “Why don’t you go play nursemaid with the prisoners while the adults discuss the fate of our city? I assume you’ll sing them a lullaby, or something else just as useless.”

      Liam’s chest expanded as he took in a deep breath, then closed his eyes when he slowly exhaled. “I’m afraid your modest request is impossible,” he replied. “You’ve already murdered most of them in cold blood.” He bowed his head. “I take my leave, Lord Alaric.” Disgusted, he turned and stormed into the hall.

      Making his way towards the steps, he slowed at the sound of heavy footsteps making their way up. The Demon Hunter came into view. Their eyes met as he ascended the last step. A strange gray color, the hunter’s eyes locked onto Liam. Neither spoke, heads rotating as they passed, each daring the other to look away first. A cloaked man in white flashed across Liam’s vision, redirecting his gaze. A bit shorter than the hunter, the man moved with an eerie grace seen only in trained assassins.

      “You’ll find him in there,” Liam spoke, pointing to the open door on their left. With barely an acknowledgment, the fearsome figures entered the dining hall. Already Liam could hear Alaric spouting enthusiastic welcomes, and knew the wine was sure to start flowing shortly. This was no longer his concern. Let Alaric deal with the hunter. The madman was his problem now. It was high time Liam got back to his lab. There were more tests that needed to be completed.

      Let’s find out what you really are...Viola.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Liam shook the vial of blood, then held it up near the light of a lantern. Thin and watery, he wasn’t sure what to make of it just yet. A series of random tests was simply out of the question. There wasn’t enough time or resources, so all he could do was measure one likely probability against another and work up from there.

      Thumbing through one of his many massive tomes, he finally found the page he was looking for. Repeating the list several times in his head before pulling his nose from the book, he shuffled over to his shelf and managed to pick out all the ingredients needed. Next, precisely measured liquids were mixed with dashes of white and brown powder. After adding a few drops of Viola’s blood, he held the mixture over a tiny flame with a pair of tongs. Within seconds, the concoction bubbled briefly, then turned black.

      He frowned at the beaker, fingers stroking his long mustache in thought. The lack of a clear result could only mean one thing. Not unlike the ash mixture, her blood was not pure. Whatever her race, she was apparently some sort of hybrid, a mix of at least two species, possibly more. Rare, indeed.

      With little choice left, he made his way towards an old, dust-covered trunk in the corner. Reaching under his shirt, he retrieved a key strung around his neck. He never parted with it, even when he was sleeping. After jiggling the lock, a thin cloud of dust sifted into the air as he threw the lid back. It had been ages since he needed any of these special items.

      Scattered about were rare insects floating in preservatives, dried herbs that could only be obtained from faraway lands, and old vials of dried blood from various creatures, many of which hadn’t walked the realm for many years. It was going to be another sleepless night, but rest was the last thing on Liam’s mind. Tongues could lie, appearances could deceive, but blood was a straight-lined map to the truth that couldn’t be denied.
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* * *

      Eyes reddened yet still plenty alert, Liam set down another beaker. Green and bubbling, it was another of several filling up multiple holders. He ambled over to a piece of parchment at the end of the table and frantically began scribbling, dipping his feather in the inkpot several times before he was through. He set the parchment on a stack of others, allowing it to roll back into its former shape. Notes, charts, and the details of each test so far lay about in an unorganized heap.

      His hand trembled as he uncorked the blood vial marked “laberath sample.” Was he getting close? These sorts of tests rarely came with black or white conclusions. A blade of grass was vastly different than a tree, yet both had plenty in common when compared to a stone. So far, the night had proved far more useful in determining what she wasn’t...than what she was. Each test result led closer to another probability, which had slowly guided him to this final theory.

      She was at least partly human, of this much he was certain. With an effort, he stopped his hand from shaking and managed to scrape a bit of dry laberath blood into the vial. This sample was so rare, Liam figured he was probably holding a thousand gold pieces’ worth. Next, he added a few drops of Viola’s blood. He’d been at this all night, and her original blood sample was nearly spent.

      He hesitated a moment, going over the possibilities in his mind. He would have never started with this test, but this was where the night’s results had led him. Determined, he added a small amount of blue liquid and began swirling the contents. The colors mixed, clouding until the liquid went dark. Moments later the muddy mixture began to clear, starting from the base and working its way up. After a minute, the liquid looked no different than water from a spring.

      The vial slipped from his fingers, shattering against the floor. He stumbled back, luckily landing in an open seat behind him. “Impossible,” he mumbled, staring at the far wall with a blank expression. Numb, he sat in silence for a time before pulling himself together. Forcing himself to accept the reality of it, he rose from his seat and went back to his bookshelf. Finger tracing along the rows of bindings, he eventually found the one he was looking for.

      With an effort, he pulled the heavy book free and slammed it on the table, dust rising all around him. The binding crackled as he turned the yellowed pages. His head swam with swirling emotions, nearly all conflicting with one another. On one hand, she could just be the greatest discovery ever found, an impossible mutation that shouldn’t even exist. On the other hand, the very concept that human blood could mix with such a being...was terrifying.
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* * *

      Several pages torn from his book in hand, Liam bounded up the steps. Despite his disagreements with Alaric, he was still obligated to report any relevant information, especially a finding of this magnitude. Rushing down the hall, he glanced into the dining area as he passed. He stopped, a bit surprised. He hadn’t expected to see Alaric still in here. He must have been here all night!

      Scattered plates of half-eaten stuffed pigeon were slung around the table, along with a few empty goblets, one turned on its side with a trail of red running across the white cloth. Unsure, Liam approached the obviously drunk man sitting alone. Eyes glassy, Alaric stared at the flickering ball of wax that was once a full-size candle.

      “My lord?” said Liam, cautiously taking a seat across from him. “My lord, where is the hunter and his companion? I assume your meeting went smoothly as planned?” When Alaric’s eyes drifted towards his half-full goblet, Liam pushed it with his fingertips, subtly sliding it just out of reach. It was too early for Liam to be tolerating such foolishness. He needed Alaric to sober up and clear his mind.

      Alaric’s lazy eyes rolled towards Liam. “The hunter and his apprentice retired to their rooms many hours ago,” he said, his voice uncharacteristically soft. He sounded exhausted.

      “Apprentice, you say,” Liam repeated with a nod, at least getting one relevant answer to his many questions. “Then why are you still here? Still drinking. All by yourself. Where they able to provide us with any relevant information regarding the attack?” The string of questions was really just an attempt to get Alaric talking.

      “The attack,” Alaric repeated, his voice so very soft. “Owen and I spoke of this at length. It appears these assaults are happening all over Ayrith, each resulting in a single survivor left to tell the tale.” He motioned towards three tiny rolled-up parchments on the edge of the table. “Even as Owen informed me of what he knew, messenger birds have been landing throughout the night. Every nearby town and city is calling for aid, each one unaware that this is happening everywhere.”

      Liam bit his tongue, the vision of his friend being torn to pieces right before his eyes flashing in his mind. Again, more proof that his death was meaningless. As badly as he wanted to point that out, now was not the time. Something big was happening here, and they needed to be united on all fronts. More bickering would accomplish nothing.

      “And what are they reporting? I need specifics,” Liam said, reaching through the rolled parchments. He read the alerts one at a time. They were so similar, they might as well have been written by the same person. White powder being dropped from above... Large albino men with pink eyes moving through the white dust and attacking from underneath... Their limbs shifting shape to form solid weapons... Help us, we can’t fend off another attack... The notes where chilling.

      “I killed him.”

      “What?” said Liam, suddenly realizing Alaric was speaking. His tone was so feeble it was nearly unrecognizable.

      “General Coleth was executed on my order.”

      Liam sighed, glad to see Alaric showing some remorse for his action.

      “There will be no way to conceal the knowledge of this widespread outbreak of attacks,” Alaric continued. “Soon, the people will know I made a mistake in executing Hyndrid. Th-They will hold it against me. My authority will be challenged at every turn!” He looked at Liam, panic filling his now alert eyes. “What do I do? I must find a way to divert the negative attention away from me.”

      Enraged, Liam leapt to his feet. “That is the source of your distress?!” he bellowed, hardly able to contain his anger. “You sacrificed the life of a loyal friend in order please a mob... The death toll from these attacks looks to be hundreds of times higher than we originally thought, and your status is what concerns you most?”

      “Please, old friend,” Alaric begged, diving over the table to grab Liam’s wrist. “Please, you must speak to the people on my behalf. Th-They value your judgment, as do I. They’ll listen to you. Set up a dais at the center of town, and tell them it’s not my fault. Tell them we’re at war! Yes! A declaration of war makes the weakest bonds strong again.”

      Repulsed by the sickening display of groveling, Liam yanked his hand free. “You sniveling coward!” he roared, rubbing his hand on his shirt. “I’ll do no such thing! Is power all that matters to you? How many lives would you sacrifice to keep your authority for one more day, sitting in that chair drinking and womanizing as if you own the world? One hundred? One hundred thousand? It is obvious that lives are meaningless to you. No, ‘old friend.’ I won’t help you this time. It will take a miracle for you to save face after this treacherous blunder.”

      “As requested, I gave you the night to think it over,” a gruff voice rumbled from the hallway. Without being asked, the hunter and his apprentice entered the room. Neither seemed to care whether they were interrupting or not. “I can wait no longer for your answer. Do we have a deal, or not?”

      “Deal? What deal?” Liam hissed, angered by the intrusion.

      Alaric slipped by Liam, whispering in his ear as he passed, “Alas, it seems my miracle has arrived. And not a moment too soon.” He turned his attention to the other two. “And good morning to you both. I trust you slept well.”

      “That is not an answer to me question,” Owen grunted, his odd grayish eyes flickering towards Liam suspiciously. He was no longer wearing his black armor, only a plain white shirt with ratty blue pants. His arms bulged beneath the shirt, veiny and covered in scars. His apprentice, on the other hand, still wore his gleaming white cloak, face hidden beneath its hood. With both hands tucked inside the opposing sleeves, he strongly resembled a silent monk.

      “Yes...yes. Straight to business then,” Alaric replied, doing an admirable job of pretending nothing was wrong. His voice was strong and his smile wide, a natural con when he needed to be.

      “And who is this?” the hunter asked, speaking to Alaric but staring right at Liam.

      “Liam Trundric,” Liam answered, fighting to keep his anger in check. “I am the city mystic of Redwater, and right hand to Lord Alaric Bournfred.” He extended his hand.

      “Owen Dunwich,” said the hunter, ignoring the offered hand. “No doubt you’re already aware of my profession, or I wouldn’t be here.” Of that there was no doubt. Liam was certainly aware of the man’s reputation: a mercenary for hire that willingly tracked down both man and beast alike. Gold was gold, so the contract’s target made no difference. Rumor had it he’d even taken down a demon or two, hence his given title. No one could confirm nor deny the rumors. But the simple fact that he was still alive after hundreds of completed contracts spoke volumes of his resourcefulness.

      “My apprentice, Xavier Graystone,” said Owen, gesturing to the man in white. Liam looked at the man expectantly. Head low, hands hidden within his sleeves, the man gave no indication he was even listening. “Xavier speaks only when I permit him to do so,” Owen added, answering the questioning look on Liam’s face. His eyes narrowed as he glanced back at Alaric. “Now that all the pleasantries be out of the way, I need to know right now if my journey here was a waste of time.”

      “And what exactly are these terms you speak of?” Liam asked.

      “Nothing that concerns you,” Alaric snapped, glaring at the mystic. “I’ll fill you in as needed. Dismissed.”

      Liam bit his tongue. Continuing their heated debate in front of these two would only show weakness in front of the hunter. There had been enough of that already. He turned back to Owen and Xavier. “Well met,” he said with a bow. “I’m sure we’ll speak again soon.”

      “I’ve no doubt,” Owen grunted, a knowing, tight-lipped smile creeping across his face.

      With little choice in the matter, Liam stalked back into the hall. With all that had gone on the last forty-eight hours, adrenaline was about the only thing keeping him on his feet. But now even that reserve was beginning to run low. The lack of sleep was really taking its toll, and the thought of returning to his bedchamber was an inviting one indeed. Still, there was one last thing he needed to do before getting some much-needed rest. From his inner pocket he retrieved the ripped pages from his book. That girl is full of secrets indeed. Time we finished our little talk.

      Stifling a yawn, he made his way back downstairs. The saluting guards he passed irritated him for some reason. Was he just cranky from a lack of rest? No. Things seemed different somehow. Nightly parties thrown for no reason other than to mock those who couldn’t afford such lavish lifestyles. Soldiers saluting his very presence just because the chain of command dictated them to do so. This power pyramid he had grown accustomed to was nothing more than a mockery of organization. Suddenly, it all seemed so fake and meaningless in the face of recent events. How could these ridiculous protocols be more important than this strange, dark violence that was suddenly gripping their world? Did anyone even care?

      He marched up to the thick door, snapping open the eye slit. “Viola? Are you awake, my dear?” The smell coming through the slit was foul, far bitterer than it was his last visit. Listening closely, he could hear her raspy breaths. “Viola! Is everything all right in there?” No answer came, only the same harsh breathing.

      Liam turned on the guard to his right. “When did you check on her last? I told you she was to be well taken care of.”

      The guard avoided his gaze, eyes on the far wall instead. “I was following orders, sir,” he said, swallowing hard.

      “Quite the opposite, I’d say!” Liam retorted. “I gave you explicit instructions to—” He stopped in mid-sentence, suddenly realizing he had simply been outranked by another. “Unless the individual gave you specific instructions as to what you can, and cannot tell me, you are permitted by law to tell me whose orders you are following. I assure you there is no legal penalty for giving me that information.”

      “I am following the orders of Lord Alaric Bournfred, sir,” he replied quietly.

      “Which were?” Liam stated, his voice soft and solemn.

      “No food or water given to the prisoner until instructed otherwise, sir.”

      Liam was amazed at his own level of restraint. He raged inside, wanting to strangle Alaric, this soldier, and nearly anyone else who might cross his path today. Instead, he kept calm, knowing that a rampage would solve nothing. The wheels of his mind churned as he tried to piece together why such a cruel order would ever be given. The fate of the prisoners was mostly his jurisdiction. Why did Alaric get involved this one time, over this one prisoner? Was it just to get back at him?

      “I want you to fetch a proper meal and clean water,” Liam said, his voice dangerously calm. “You bring them directly to me, understand? My order does not conflict with your original instruction.”

      “Sir,” he acknowledged before turning away.

      “You,” Liam said, pointing to the other guard. “Open this door.” The soldier hesitated, appearing conflicted as to what he should do. Liam stepped towards him, towering over the young man. “It is a rare day indeed where I am forced to repeat myself,” he said, eyes blazing with barely controlled rage. “I ask you now, has that day come at last?”

      “N-No sir,” he stammered, immediately fumbling around with his key ring.

      “All of this falls on my shoulders, not yours,” Liam reminded him as the man clicked through the locks. “You are but a small piece in a much larger game, and won’t be held responsible.”

      Hearing the door click and rattle, Viola sat up. The straw in the corner used for a lavatory had yet to be changed, severely tainting the air in the unventilated cell. The rags they gave her to wear had grown foul with sweat, yet they were all she had. Her lips had grown chapped from lack of water, and her breaths came in raspy bursts. The door was flung open and in walked Liam. If the rancid stench in the room bothered him, he showed no indication.

      “I’m so sorry, my dear,” he said. It was so stuffy and hot in here it was hard to breath. Even animals didn’t get treated like this.

      “Water,” she begged, her voice raspy.

      “It’s coming,” he reassured her. “I swear I didn’t know you were being treated this way. I would have come back sooner.” He sat down beside her, his back to the wall.

      The guard returned, a hot plate in one hand, a silver pitcher of cool water in the other. He entered the cell, briefly turning up his nose as the musty stench assaulted him. “Give them here,” Liam reminded, holding out his hands. It was only a violation of his orders if he gave them directly to the prisoner. After setting them both down before the mystic, he took a step back.

      “Sir, I cannot leave the door open,” he said, eyes flickering back towards the only source of light.

      “Of course,” said Liam, dismissing him with a gesture. “Lock me in if you must, but I’m not going anywhere.” The mystic moved closer to Viola, sliding the plate and pitcher near her. She looked at him with pleading eyes, as if still waiting for permission to drink. “Go on,” he urged. “This is all for you.” She went straight for the water, gulping greedily as it spilled from the corners of her mouth.

      The guard stepped out, the room going dark when he closed the door. Seconds later it opened again, the same guard holding the lantern that was just outside. “Knock on the door if you need anything,” he said, eyes flickering to the plate on the floor. “More water, food, anything at all, sir.”

      “Thank you, lad,” said Liam. “Now go back to your post.” The door closed again, although this time the room flickered with the soft light of the lantern.

      Viola began coughing, her throat chilled from the cool water. “Easy there,” said Liam, patting her on the back. “Take your time. There’s plenty more where that came from.” He lifted the plate containing two kinds of meat and a side of cooked potatoes. Given the quality of the food, Liam couldn’t help but wonder if the guard had swiped this from the dining hall above. Good lad... “Try some of this.”

      She carefully lifted a strip of meat with her fingers, moving slowly as if he might snatch it away at any moment. Nibbling at first, she soon inhaled the strip and went for another. Liam placed the plate on her lap and leaned back against the stone wall. The coolness felt good given how stuffy it was in here.

      His intent was to give her some much-needed food and water, then hopefully have a nice, long talk. So many questions he had. But the results of staying up for two days straight were really taking a toll. Their talk would just have to wait until another time. He would just rest his eyes for a few minutes, then return to his room. He felt the weight of her head press against his shoulder. Within seconds her slowing breaths were coming long and heavy. She must have felt safe and secure with the old man for such deep sleep to find her so quickly.

      “Yes,” mumbled Liam, his heavy eyelids fluttering. “I’ll stay here a few more minutes, then I must go.”
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* * *

      “Well, isn’t this sweet?” came a familiar voice cutting through the haze of sleep. Liam stirred, eyes opening slowly as he started to get his bearings. It didn’t take long for him to recognize his surroundings. Still sound asleep, Viola’s head lay across his lap. “It seems the little freak has clung to a father figure,” said Alaric, looming over them. He leaned down close, nearly nose to nose with Liam. “Or am I mistaken? Perhaps it is...more than that.”

      “You monster,” Liam hissed softly, trying not to waken her. “What kind of man deprives a young girl of even the most basic necessities? She was practically dying of thirst when I found her.”

      “A necessary evil,” Alaric said, reaching down to tap her on the head. “I needed to see how far her condition had progressed.”

      “What condition? What are you talking about?” asked Liam.

      Ignoring Liam’s questions, Alaric tapped her head again. She squinted, swatting at her head as if chasing away a fly. “Wake up, Viola.” Blinking, she slowly sat up while wiping sleep from her eyes. “I do believe it’s time for you to leave,” said Alaric, turning back and making his way back towards the door.

      “Wait,” she mumbled groggily. “You mean I’m free to go?”

      Alaric glanced back over his shoulder wearing a tight-lipped smile. “I said it was time for you to leave. I never said you were free.” The moment he stepped out, a large shadow moved to take his place. The hunter loomed in the doorway, now dressed in his full-body battle suit.

      Liam rose to his feet. Viola clung to him, her face buried in his shirt. “I assume this is the deal you spoke of earlier,” he said, not intimidated by the hunter’s presence. Liam was plenty dangerous in his own right, and had no intention of backing down, even to one of the hunter’s reputation. “I’m afraid I cannot allow you to take her. Go back to the land you came from, Owen. Leave in peace and that shall be the end of it.”

      The hunter stared blankly for a long while, his hard, chiseled expression completely unreadable. “Aye. I’ve no quarrel with you, Liam,” he said at length. “But I won’t hesitate to kill you if you try to stand in me way. Alaric’s word is final. I need no authorization from you.” His gray eyes fell on Viola. “We leave in two hours. That is plenty of time for you to get cleaned and prepare for travel.” He spun away from the door, leaving it open.

      “Liam!” Viola said, still gripping the mystic’s shirt, panic in her eyes. He leaned back against the stone wall, feeling beaten once more. The hunter’s words rang true in his head. He was indeed outranked by Alaric, and therefore had no say in the matter.

      Years of built-up frustration boiled in his blood. No matter whether he was right or wrong, it always ended this way. Alaric would always be free to strike bargains under the table, to kill the innocent and do whatever he wished.

      The mystic pushed off the wall, eyes jetting open. “No,” he said. “I will stand by no longer.”

      “I don’t want to go with him,” Viola pleaded, face buried in his shirt.

      Gently, he managed to separate from her. Her chin is his hands, he gazed into her tear-streaked face. “Do you trust me?” he asked. She nodded her head up and down. “Then you must do as I say. Go with the guards and get cleaned up as he instructed. I promise I will not abandon you.” Again, she nodded. What choice did she have?

      Liam left the cell, guards flowing in behind him to fetch the girl and get her ready. “Two hours,” he mumbled to himself as he went up the steps. So much to do and only two hours to do it. He hurried back to his lab and bolted the door behind him. His eyes swept across his vials and beakers, glancing at his many books that had proved useful throughout the years. These decisions were going to be painful.

      He opened a backpack and began stuffing it with his most precious belongings, books mostly, along with some rare components from his trunk, things that simply could not be replaced. With only a little space left in the pack, he left the lab and went over to his sleeping quarters. He filled the rest of the space with spare clothing, then threw the pack down near his bed.

      Throwing back a side curtain, he entered the chamber attached to his room. He sighed, gazing down at the weapons he didn’t dare leave behind. It had been many years since he had served in Redwater’s army. He picked up a sheath and belt housing his old long sword, and strapped it around his waist. “I hoped I’d never use you again,” he whispered down at his blade, clicking the buckle. “I still cling to that hope, although it now appears to be nothing but a fool’s hope.”

      It the opposite corner stood a gleaming white staff, so clean and bright it looked to have been recently polished. In truth, it hadn’t been touched in more than a decade. The handle swirled with intricate designs, so many yet each vastly different from the one below it. The top portion was carved into the likeness of a goat skull, its two curled horns twisting back. The eye sockets each housed a shimmering white gem. With all its teeth on display, the goat skull almost looked to be smiling.

      Grabbing the staff and pack, he headed back into the hall. Time was of the essence, and he had made a promise to someone—someone who was clearly unique and special. Even now he still didn’t know her story, but none of that mattered. How could such a being exist by accident? Liam had learned long ago to trust his instincts, and something in his heart urged him to see this through. The pull was strong, and he refused to ignore it.

      Striding down the hall, he heard a call from behind. “Going somewhere?” Alaric accused.

      Liam stopped, eyes fixed straight ahead. “I’m leaving,” he stated plainly. “My time in Redwater has run its course and there is nothing left for me here.”

      “Enough with this foolishness,” Alaric said, his footsteps drawing nearer. “Is this about the freak girl? Bah! Let it go. Her body is diseased, yet for some reason the hunter has shown quite an interest in her.”

      “She is not diseased,” Liam corrected, spinning back to face Alaric. “Her blood mix is rare and special. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “A mutant, then?” Alaric questioned, not particularly interested in what she was, or was not. “What does it matter? You didn’t want me to have her executed and I didn’t. And now she’s leaving with the hunter. She is no longer our burden. And as far as what his baffling interest in that creature is, I don’t know nor do I care. In exchange for her, he’s going to investigate the attacks. Don’t you see? His services now belong to the city of Redwater! I don’t know what fate shall befall on our neighboring towns, but I can only assume we are safe now. Once our enemy realizes Owen Dunwich serves the city of Redwater, they won’t dare advance a second time!”

      “So you offered her in exchange for his service?” Liam questioned. “Another innocent sacrifice to buy you more time?”

      “No!” Alaric protested, then paused to think. “It wasn’t like that at all. In fact, he is the one who inquired about her. He was already aware the girl was in captivity.”

      “And how would he have known that?” Liam asked suspiciously. “He’s not from anywhere around these parts.”

      “I don’t know! I don’t care!” Alaric blurted, fed up with what he felt were unimportant questions. “People talk in this city. He may have caught wind of a rumor or two. Does it matter? He works for us now, and that’s all that counts.”

      Liam stepped forward, glaring down on Alaric. “You forced her to suffer for no reason. Why would you have given such immoral orders?”

      Alaric sighed. “It was at the request of the hunter. Something about seeing how far it had progressed. I don’t even know what it is. Now please, Liam, put your things away and let’s have a long talk. Surely you don’t really mean to leave Redwater.”

      “Old friend,” said Liam, managing a smile. “You have proven to be a spineless serpent of a man. I will not work for you another day. Without me here to assist in hiding your corrupt practices, the people will soon see you for the fraud you truly are. You will be striped of power, possibly even executed the way you have done to so many others. I care not what happens to you.”

      Alaric bared his teeth, closed fists trembling with anger. “I am a noble leader,” he growled. “I am a great man!”

      “No,” Liam whispered. “You are not. Your father was a noble leader. Your father was a great man. You...are a scheming, spineless drunkard. And a day is coming when you will pay for your countless atrocities.”

      Alaric took a deep breath, fire blazing in his eyes. “I, Lord Alaric Bournfred, dismiss you from my service,” he hissed, each word soft and dangerous. “Now get out of my sight.” Liam dipped into a low, mocking bow before continuing on his way.
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      Viola lifted her pale leg from the warm, soapy water, a cluster of suds still clinging to her ankle. It felt like ages since she’d had a proper bath, and the water felt good. Relaxing. Running her hand over her knee, down and across her inner thigh, she slowly lowered her leg back down beneath the surface. Tilting her head back, she dipped her white hair. It spread out wide like the bloom of a flower, water circling her face and covering her ears. She remained submerged for a long while, listening to the underwater echoes.

      She was stalling, of course, her mind working feverishly on how she might escape her predicament. There were no windows in this room, and the only door was guarded from the other side. Mind drifting, she couldn’t help but think about what might have been. Ethan had been executed for harboring a criminal, yet the criminal herself had been spared for some reason. All in all, she felt lucky to even be alive, let alone sitting in a warm bath.

      She didn’t care what happened to Ethan. She hated him, and was glad he was gone. The admission made her feel guilty, yet she couldn’t deny her true feelings. But now what? Was she truly better off now that he was gone? Had she only exchanged one set of problems for another? This...Demon Hunter...was going to take her away. To where? For what? Perhaps she was going to be a slave all over again. The only difference would be she’d have a different master. Her mind raced as she tried to take it all in.

      There came a light knocking on the door. “Hurry up in there,” someone said from the hallway. “It’s time for you to go.” The door opened and one of the guards entered, holding a towel in one hand, folded clothes in the other. Embarrassed by the male intrusion, Viola sank into the water. Surrounded by bubbles, her face was the only thing still showing. With hardly a glance in her direction, the man placed the items on the stool next to the tub. “You have two minutes to get dressed,” he said. He left, closing the door behind him.

      She could hear muffled voices just outside the door. “Did you get a good look?” asked one voice, snickering between each word.

      “A good look at what? A corpse?” replied the other voice. She recognized it as the man who was just here. “From what I hear, dead bodies are more your type, Gilin.” Laughter followed the cruel exchange.

      She winced at the hurtful remarks, suddenly feeling very foolish. Of course no man would look at her that way. Pulling herself up from the tub, she gazed into the steamed mirror on the far wall. Even through the blurred reflection, her ghostly white skin and dark red eyes were plain to see. She wiped away a tear before it rolled down her cheek. I won’t let them see me cry. Snatching the towel, she dried off quickly, then shook out the clothes they brought.

      The tan shirt and black pants were rather dull, but perfectly comfortable. They gave her a gray, hooded travel cloak that buttoned at the collar. This could certainly be useful for hiding her appearance. Once dressed, she went out into the hall where several guards were waiting for her. Whatever private joke they had going on this time, their snickering ceased when they saw her.

      “I’m ready,” she said, her red eyes locking onto each of them in turn. Each looked away, wilting under that eerie gaze. She liked seeing them fidget nervously, but in truth, it only served as a reminder of how different she was. How different she would always be.
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* * *

      “Our mounts are watered and ready to go,” said Owen, tossing two leather bags down at Xavier’s feet. “Take these down, and make sure they have the wagon ready. I don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary.” Without a word, Xavier slung a bag over each shoulder and left the room.

      Owen had begun lacing up his black boots when he heard the door open again. “I’m not big on long, mushy goodbyes, mystic,” he grumbled without looking back. Giving the laces a final tug, he turned to face Liam. “That’s why you’re here, right? Already, you miss my pretty face,” he said with an open-mouthed cackle. Liam saw for the first time that the hunter was missing quite a few teeth.

      “That title no longer applies to me,” Liam stated, his face hard as stone.

      Owen stopped his cackling, but a mocking grin remained. “Oh, I see,” he said with a shrug. “But that still doesn’t explain why you’re in me room. Why don’t you go to the local tavern and see if they need a mystic? Perhaps you can entertain the local drunks for a few copper pieces.”

      “Careful, hunter,” Liam warned, knuckles tensing against his white staff. “I did not come here to listen to you joke of my lost status.”

      “Then why are you here?” he growled, no longer grinning. “I’ve no time for your games old man. If you’ve something to say, then say it so I can be on my way.”

      “Tell me what you know of Viola,” Liam shot back. He watched Owen’s eyes carefully. Reading others was one of his greatest talents, and now was a good time to display that talent.

      “So the thing has a name,” Owen replied, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Not much to tell, really. I heard a few rumors about a captured witch or demon, and I wanted to see it myself. I assure you she’s neither.” A knowing smile reappeared on his face. “Then again, you already knew that.”

      “I did,” Liam admitted. “Yet, somehow you already knew she was in captivity before you reached our city.”

      “I did,” Owen also admitted. A long silence followed, the two dangerous men sizing each other up. “I know a fool when I see one,” Owen continued. “Tricking Lord Alaric into believing she was simply diseased was easy. Soon after that, I bargained to take her with me in exchange for investigating the recent attack. A fair price, I’d say.”

      “You deprived her of food and water for a full day,” Liam shot back, still angry at that fact.

      “That had nothing to do with tricking Alaric,” he assured Liam. “That be a real test. I needed to see how her body would respond to a lack of sustenance. Tell me mystic, what better way to prove whether or not she be able to control her laberath blood?” Owen asked. And there it was. Liam’s eyes went wide, stunned that the Demon Hunter was even aware of what she was. He had greatly underestimated this man. “Seeing as how you still be alive, even after sleeping next to her for several hours, I can safely assume it has not overtaken her human side.” Another long silence passed.

      “It seems that you and I share a secret,” Liam admitted, finally breaking the silence. “You asked why I came to you. I no longer have a place to call home. Therefore, I wish to travel with you, your apprentice, and Viola.”

      “And why would I agree to that?” the hunter sneered.

      “Because whatever it is you’ve gotten yourself into, you are in over your head. I know you think you’re invincible, but sooner or later you will require my services,” Liam reasoned. “As you can imagine, I have a lot of questions about your true reason for being here. But for now, it’s clear to me you have an objective. I am aware of your reputation, but you should be aware of mine as well. If you and I are not on the same side, then it stands to reason that you are my enemy. And that would be bad for both of us.”

      The hunter’s smirk reappeared. “Are yea done?” he asked, arms folded across his chest.

      “No, I have another reason,” said Liam. “I promised Viola I would not abandon her. I never break my promises, and I never abandon my friends.”

      The hunter’s arms fell to his side as he shook his head. He grabbed the last bag off the bed and headed towards the door, nudging Liam with his shoulder as he passed. Liam sighed, leaning heavily against his staff. Now what would he do?

      “We leave in ten minutes,” came the call from the hallway. “I hope you’re already packed.”
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* * *

      A pair of guards at her front, two more at her back, Viola was marched towards the front doors. It was everything she could do not to make a break for it. Not yet. Just a little farther. If I seem overeager they’ll sense something’s wrong.

      Her plan was a simple one: the moment they stepped outside, she would start running until she separated enough to transform into her black-bird form, then take the chase back to the rooftops. As far as she knew, there didn’t seem to be anyone who could keep pace with her step for step. None of them are as fast as me. I Just have to get outside.

      The torturous march seemed to go on forever. Hands bound at her front, the ropes crackled as she nervously twisted her wrists back and forth. Around the next corner, the front doors came into view. Her muscles began twitching with anticipation. Almost there. Just a few more steps! Suddenly, hands flashed down across her face from behind, something clicking around her neck.

      A staticky energy crackled through her, numbing her mind and body, dropping her to her knees. “Courtesy of Owen Dunwich,” said the guard behind her. “We are not in the mood to chase you around the city a second time.” Her trembling fingers clawed at the black collar around her neck. It was no use; it wasn’t coming off that easily. “The man traps demons for a living. Didn’t you think he might have a device for just such an occasion?”

      She gasped for air, arms flailing uncontrollably as she rolled back and forth across the carpet. The wide-open door just a few feet away taunted her, laughed at her for thinking escape would be so easy. Pressure building in her head, it felt like it was going to split open. “The hunter said the more you fight it, the worse it gets,” said the second guard. “Just try to relax and the pain will subside.”

      Her whole body was on fire, acid coursing through her veins, yet she continued to try to fight against it. She pushed back with her mind, trying to take back control of a convulsing body that seemed to no longer be her own. Her resistance was rewarded with the sensation of being struck by lightning over and over. Beaten, she gave in, letting the collar’s magic invade her body. The white-hot pain slowed; her skin, which had been on fire, was now dulled to a pins-and-needles prickle.

      “That’s right,” the guard said, helping her back up to her feet. “Better, yes? Look, you might as well accept the fact that you’re not going to get away from him.”

      “At least not yet,” she mumbled under her breath. Her knees were weak, but she managed to walk under her own power. The sun on her skin was like a taunting slap across the face. She was supposed to be free at this very moment.

      They walked through the street, folk pointing and whispering as they passed. “Witch... black... sorcerer... dead girl,” they whispered. Before long, a slow-moving mob tailed them, the harsh insults growing louder and more assertive. It was the typical bravery associated with a mob, each person feeding off the others’ hate.

      A spherical object tumbled over her shoulder and past her ear, causing her to flinch. She pulled her hood forward, shoulders slumped. A second one found its mark, hitting her square in the center of her back. She shrieked, pain radiating between her shoulder blades. “Enough!” yelled a guard, spinning back with a hand on his sword hilt. “All of you, go back to your—” A potato flashed right past his nose, narrowly missing Viola as it skimmed past her chin.

      The angry mob was growing out of control. Small rocks, tomatoes, and other objects were being hurled at a regular pace, many of which were being pulled right off the carts of vendors. “Get moving,” urged another guard, giving Viola a shove. “Head for the stables. The sooner you’re out of sight, the sooner this ends.”

      They hurried their pace, rocks and vegetables bouncing off the guards’ chainmail. Unprotected, Viola took the brunt of the punishment, feeling each hit across her back and shoulders. Although the pain was gone, the effects of the collar were obvious to her now. Normally she could have outpaced them all easily, but it was as if her legs just wouldn’t respond the same way. She felt as if she were trying to run through waist-high water. The hunter probably used this device when the contract called for the target to be taken in alive.

      The stables were just ahead. “Get out of our city!” came another of several threatening shouts from behind. She could see Owen and his apprentice saddling their mounts, basically ignoring the thunderous uproar heading towards them.

      “Silence that racket,” Owen said to Xavier, tying the last bag on his lavics. “We have no time for this.” Face shadowed as always, the apprentice silently nodded, then stepped from the stables and out into the street. Facing the advancing mob, he reached back underneath his white cloak, retrieving what looked like two short blades. Each had a leather grip right near its center with the bladed ends slightly curled.

      He clanged them together, each suddenly sprouting an additional blade, making them look more like bladed wheels. He snapped his wrists, Viola and the four guards sliding past him just as he released. Spinning through the air, they whistled with a piercing hiss, soaring right over the tops of everyone’s heads. Hooking in mid-flight, they glided back to Xavier, who effortlessly snatched them from the air. The warning shot was obvious. He could have killed a dozen in one shot had he chosen to.

      The mob stopped in its tracks, staring at the cloaked figure. Face shadowed, emotionless, he began stalking towards them, lightly tapping his bladed wheels together with each step. Outnumbering the stranger sixty-to-one, they still fumbled over each other, trying to back away.

      “Stop this madness at once!” Liam boomed, sliding out from the back of a wagon. Viola gasped when she saw him appear, a mix of hope and relief swirling inside her. For the moment at least, it seemed as if he’d kept his promise to her.

      Xavier stopped his slow advance, sliding his weapons back under his cloak. He turned and stalked back towards his horse as Liam raced out into the street.

      “What is the matter with all of you?” Liam asked pleadingly. A few folk still holding rocks dropped them to the ground, eyes shying away. “I’ve known you all for most of your lives, yet I’ve never seen you display such hate. You called for the head of Hyndrid Coleth, a great man and friend to us all. Now you want to see a young girl die because she looks different than you? Where does it end?!”

      Liam pointed to a wiry man with thinning brown hair. “Tendle, I knew you when you were only knee high,” he said, holding an open hand near his lower leg. “If your father had lived to see you now, what would he say?” The man looked down, avoiding Liam’s accusing eyes.

      “Miranda,” he continued, gesturing at a plump girl with short blonde hair and a flowery dress. “How many times did you come crying to me because the other children picked on you because of your limp? I comforted you, reassuring you there was nothing wrong with being different. And now you’ve joined up with this bloodthirsty mob, intent on hurting someone who has done nothing to you?” Beginning to weep, she, too, looked away.

      Liam sighed, glancing back to the stable where the others were waiting. “I don’t recognize a one of you anymore,” he scolded, before heading towards his waiting party. “I don’t recognize this city anymore,” he whispered to himself.

      Viola waited in the back of the hooded wagon, feet dangling over the edge. Futilely, she kept tugging at her collar, eyeing Liam as he approached. “It’s only for the time being,” he assured her, gently guiding her hands away from it.

      “You came back for me,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. Even having no idea what was to become of her, his presence alone made her feel much better about the situation.

      “Of course I did,” he replied with a wink. “I always keep my promises.”

      He made his way to the front of the wagon and climbed up into the double seat. Giving the reins a snap, the horses began pulling the wagon. Slow at first, it wobbled from side to side with the uneven road. With Owen and Xavier taking the lead, they were on their way.

      Viola watched the crowd, angry glares fixed on her, until she could no longer see their faces. Before she knew it, the city itself was nothing but a speck off in the distance. She didn’t know where they were going, or what would happen to her once they got there. Only one thing felt certain in her heart: She was never coming back to Redwater...

      [image: ]
* * *

      Panting heavily, the thin, bearded man ran as fast as he could. Shoeless, and wearing little more than a tattered pair of pants, his calloused feet smacked against the cold stone with every step. Covered in soot and grim, his every panting breath was visible as his burning lungs produced wisps of steam. The temperature was near freezing, but a healthy layer of soot and natural body oils kept the chill from his bones. That, and the fact that he had simply grown used to the frigid climate.

      Jagged to the touch, cold as ice, stone walls blurred past his vision as he ran. Day and night meshed together into twenty-four hours of darkness, a world of eternal midnight.

      Save for the occasional stalagmite with an odd shape or color, each tunnel looked identical to the last. No matter, he knew these caves like the back of his hand. Long ago his eyes had adjusted to the nearly lightless world. Still, the low light of the occasional oil lamp flickering on a peg embedded in the stone was a welcome sight. Such a luxury occurred every three hundred feet or so.

      With little warning, the mouth of the cave sprung open before him, emptying into a giant chasm. Leathery feet bleeding from the rough terrain, he skidded to a halt, taking in the view he’d seen hundreds of times before, yet would never get used to.

      The underground city sprawled out before him was as breathtaking as it was unsettling. Tall buildings with jagged forked roofs spidered up towards the chasm ceiling, each glowing faintly in a dull, fluorescent shade of purple. The walls looked to be polished stone, but the spiky, jagged roofs had the look of crystal. Beautiful it was, a stark contrast to the vile beings who lived there.

      So used to the near pitch-black he was that the modest city light looked radiant at first. From here, a narrow path led down into the heart of Kraindoel. Resisting the urge to rest, he sped on, making his way towards the lost city. He carried with him urgent news.

      Orm’rak was not one to be kept waiting...
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* * *

      Terrified, the girl forced herself to take another step, followed by another, then another. Each reluctant movement came as a product of sheer will, her true instinct being to flee the other direction. Her dingy dress was worn to nearly nothing, a single frayed strap clinging to one shoulder, her left breast fully exposed. The lower half consisted of tattered ribbons of cloth, once white, now a dingy yellowed tan. Whimpering in fear, her shaking hands gripped the lidded silver tray. It rattled from her trembling, wobbling from side to side.

      She almost threw it in the air when a hand touched the back of her shoulder, giving her a start. “It’s only me, Naomi,” the girl said, stepping around to face her. “You’re drawing too much attention to yourself. Just go in with your head down, serve the tray, then leave. Nothing will happen.”

      “I-I can’t go in there, Talis,” the girl cried, eyes beginning to water. “What if they want something else? What if they—”

      “Stop it!” Talis demanded. “Don’t talk like that. You are not to be used for that. You are a servant, and servants are not to be used for—” She swallowed hard, unable to finish her own sentence. “That is not our purpose,” she finished, rewording her poorly chosen sentence. “Listen, I’ve been here four years now. I’ve already accepted that escape is impossible, so survival is the only hope I dare cling to. The key is to keep your head down, and don’t make eye contact with them. Just do your job and leave.” Lip quivering, the other girl shook her head from side to side. “You’ve already kept them waiting too long. I’ll be by your side the whole time. We have to go right now.” Holding a porcelain pitcher, Talis shook it around with a sloshing sound for emphasis.

      Reluctantly, the other girl followed her down the hall. Standing before a set of red double doors, Talis held her breath and backed through. Naomi followed, head down as instructed, gripping the tray firmly to control her shaking.

      All at once, the soulless creatures sitting at the table turned their heads eagerly. Forcing her head down as she always did, Talis rounded the table, filling glasses with red drink. Red eyes stared at her as she poured, those pale white faces always reminding her of death. She ignored them, concentrating on the task at hand.

      Ghostly in appearance, their lips were black and most had no hair. Their eyes sat low on their faces, making their foreheads seem long by comparison. Their ears were long and pointed at the top.

      Mustering all of her courage, Naomi leaned in, placing her silver tray at the center of the table. Boldly, the creature to her right gave her body a long sniff, pressing his cold wet nose against her side. Panic swelled up in her chest, the pace of her breathing increasing tenfold. Wisps of steam rose from her lips, making it seem like the already frigid temperature had dropped several degrees. Anxious to get away, she fumbled around with the lid, that cold nose still sniffing her side like a curious dog.

      Trembling fingers finally taking hold, she removed the lid too quickly, knocking over the goblet of the sniffing creature. Red drink doused his front, the goblet rolling onto his lap. She froze, petrified eyes dashing between the angered creature, and the now exposed main dish on the tray. A human head sat upright, eyeless sockets staring directly at her. An assortment of fingers and toes bordered the edge of the tray, a sort of garnish that added a decorative touch to the gruesome snack.

      Naomi’s heart leapt into her throat. “I’m-I’m so sorry,” she gasped, nearly on the edge of fainting.

      Talis watched in horror as the scene unfolded. Just walk away. You’re making things worse! Just. Walk. Away. Over the years she had gained a strong understanding of their thought process. Humans were either food or workers, and not much else. Humans meant so little to them, that they were almost always forgotten once they were out of sight. It was a strange advantage to be viewed as something lower than a pet. Once you understood that, becoming invisible was relatively easy. Just turn and go! The thoughts screamed through her head, but she didn’t dare say a word.

      Naomi snatched a nearby cloth, sending his fork and knife tumbling to the other side of the table. Desperately dabbing away at his chest, she ignored the primal rumbling coming from his throat. He hissed, a bright red tongue flickering like a lizard’s. “I’m sorry,” she repeated, now urgently wiping his chest. “I’ll get this all cleaned up. I’ll—”

      With impossible speed, the enraged creature snatched her by the arm and flipped her onto the table. Winded from the jarring blow at first, she quickly found her voice, producing a glass-shattering shriek as he bit into her wrist. Like wild animals, others lashed out, gripping limbs and hair, ripping towards them what they felt was their deserved portion of fresh meat.

      Talis turned away and started walking towards the hall. Naomi’s shrieks were short lived. All she could hear now was the snapping of bone and sinew as limbs ripped free from her torso. Human blood was the bulk of their sustenance, but they would indulge in flesh on occasion, given it was fresh enough.

      Talis dared a glance back over her shoulder, regretting it instantly. Hands and feet were being held over goblets, as every drop of the precious nectar was drained. Strips of skin were being wringed like wet towels, the useless innards chucked into a pile on the floor. She covered her mouth, fearful she would throw up on the floor, hence drawing attention to herself as well.

      She darted out the door and into the hallway, cheeks puffed with her hand still clamped over her mouth. With an effort, she swallowed the bitter mixture that was threatening to escape, then hurried away. Not drawing attention was the key to surviving in the underground city of Kraindoel, a lesson that had been wasted on Naomi. She would be replaced soon enough. They always were.

      The laberaths were resourceful like that. Whether they were nourishment or labor, humans were mostly ignored, but managed to serve a purpose one way or another.
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* * *

      “I sense his approach,” the laberath grunted, shoving the winded man down to the floor. “Deliver your message, then be gone from our sight.” In walked a second laberath, an unmistakable grace to his steps. Unlike the others, he boasted a full head of black hair, long and slicked back across the top of his head. His long robe was of the finest quality, dark purple with white ruffles around the neck and wrists. His eyes were proportionate to his nose, making his facial features appear quite human. In fact, if not for his oddly colored eyes and skin, he would have been considered  handsome by any human standards.

      “Orm’rak!” said the filthy human male, scrambling across the floor on his hands and knees. “Orm’rak, our surface contacts have reported back to me. I bring word of—”

      With a raised hand, the tall laberath silenced him. “You’ve traveled so far already. Surely this can wait a bit longer,” he said, easily lifting the man off the floor as if he were weightless. “Join me for a walk. Stretch your legs before we talk.” His voice was soft and musical, large red eyes inviting, almost hypnotic. Well spoken and charming when he wanted to be, he was nothing like the others.

      “You may leave us,” Orm’rak said, making a subtle hand gesture to no one in particular. Suddenly, the air to each side of him seemed to rip open, two massive klashtons stepping into view where there was nothing a moment ago. Stunned, the human scrambled back on all fours, trying to put distance between himself and the rocky creatures. Amused at the startled human’s reaction, Orm’rak let out a hearty laugh, far deeper than his usual voice.

      “Did they frighten you?” he asked, amused. “They will only harm you if I allow it.” The klashtons reached down to their feet, scooping up what appeared to be liquid portions of the floor. It soon became obvious that those skins they just slipped out of adjusted to their surroundings, rendering them invisible at all times. They must have been standing there the whole time. Holding the crumpled body suits under their arms, they looked as if they had holes in their sides. They turned and thumped away.

      “What is your name, runner?” Orm’rak asked, talking softly and slowly, as if speaking to a child.

      “Kane,” the man replied, eyes to the floor.

      “Kane,” he repeated, clicking his tongue as if he liked the way that name sounded. “Come with me, Kane. I will show you something I rarely show to the other humans. I hope you can appreciate that.”

      “I-I do, Orm’rak,” the man said, following the laberath from the large chamber. The halls were exceptionally tall, most likely to accommodate the two klashtons he apparently had in service. It was hard to believe such brutish creatures could be tamed enough to be used as personal bodyguards.

      Kane felt reasonably safe in the presence of Orm’rak. Unlike the others, he wasn’t driven by emotion or a slave to an insatiable hunger. Kane was a runner, whose status was viewed at least on par with a servant’s, but with more freedom involved. He was permitted to journey near the surface world to meet with their contacts in order to gather information. Runners were useful, and were rarely harmed without reason.

      Runners and servants alike passed them in that hall, heads low as they scurried past. Any human who had been forced to live here long enough understood that staying invisible was always the key.

      Kane tugged at the thin iron collar around his neck. Even after his years of being a runner, he still wasn’t sure if he was relieved to wear the mark, or if he viewed it as a sign of hopelessness. The collar proved his status as a runner, ensuring he could never be mistaken for anything else. But at the same time, it guaranteed he could never escape to the surface world. Too many eyes and ears working for the laberaths were aware of what that collar represented. He would be identified, then brought back as a deserter. Those who were branded as such could only pray for a swift death, a desire that was rarely granted. He shuddered at the thought, realizing his life here could certainly be much worse.

      They approached a large iron door, bordered with a series of gold serpents intertwined with one another like twisting snakes. When Orm’rak placed his ice-cold hands on the door, the serpents began to writhe, seeming to come to life as they squirmed and twisted around the door’s edge. Light broke around the door as it sank in, then slid directly into the side wall.

      The room seemed bright in comparison to the dark hallway, forcing Kane to blink incessantly. Once inside, his eyes quickly adapted to the light. He gazed around briefly, then violently vomited on the floor. Instantly, he regretted ever opening his eyes in the first place.

      As far as he could see, naked men, women, and even children hung in the air from metal racks, their feet crossed and arms spread wide. Clear masks covered their faces, each connected to long tubes flowing with dark liquid. Air bubbles crept through the tubes, giving a visional indication of how slowly the fluid was pumping between bodies.

      Fixed beneath the hanging bodies were long wooden troughs used to catch their falling waste. It was only upon seeing this that a further horror invaded Kane’s mind. They’re still alive, suspended in some sort of living death! His empty stomach had nothing left to offer, yet made a valiant effort anyhow. Mouth wide open, he gagged and belched, stomach contracting with nothing but bile and air.

      Orm’rak patted the feeble human on the back like a friend attempting to provide comfort. He drifted over to one of the racks and pulled a lever near its side. There was a hissing sound, and what looked to be steam dispersing all around. The strong scent of sulfur filled the air as the rack containing a male body slowly lowered to ground level.

      Orm’rak gripped the clear mask on his face, wrenching it back and forth. As it wiggled free, it became clear it was not the mask itself resisting, but the tube running down the man’s throat. Given its length, it clearly ran all the way down to his stomach. At last the end popped free with a wet splash of dark fluid. The man’s eyes began to flutter, followed by a violent fit of coughing.

      “You see, the fluid contains a sleep inducer, as well as a nourishing agent,” said Orm’rak, attempting to educate the runner. His scientific calmness on the vile subject was chilling. “As you can see, the moment the tube is removed, the subject wakes up rather quickly.” Indeed, the man had already regained consciousness. Suspended helplessly, panic flooded his eyes as he gazed at the laberath before him.

      From a peg on the side, Orm’rak grabbed a large needle with a flexible tube attached, then jammed it deep in the man’s inner thigh. “Ah! No!” he cried out, confused panic quickly becoming outright terror. “Don’t! Please don’t!”

      The laberath lifted the end of the tube to his lips, blood beginning to creep through the tube. The man continued to scream, thrashing as much as the restraints would allow. Orm’rak stopped a moment, and turned back to the runner, who was down on his knees, hands over his ears to muffle the blood-curdling cries.

      “Do you know why I prefer to feed while they’re still alive?” Orm’rak asked. “Because I can taste the adrenalin as it builds. It sweetens the blood, making the feed just that much more enjoyable.” Kane’s head went straight to the floor, face down in his own vomit, hands still covering his ears.

      “I’ll tell you something else,” Orm’rak continued casually. “Before his blood is completely drained, his face will go white like mine. His lips will even darken in color. Don’t you find that ironic? Before this human expires, he will strongly resemble a laberath.”

      He tossed the tube aside and strolled back to the trembling runner. “I want you to remember what I shared with you today. Tell the other runners what will happen if any of you ever decides to try to betray my trust in any way. If even one of you tries to escape, I will put three of you up on these racks. Do you understand?”

      “Yes! Yes, Orm’rak,” the runner whimpered, refusing to lift his head. “I swear I would never betray you!”

      Orm’rak placed his cold hand on the man’s head. “I believe you, Kane,” he said, his voice returning to its calm, musical tone once again. “Now before I let you go, I believe you had something to report to me. Correct?”

      Shaken to his core at what he’d just witnessed, the man could hardly pull himself together. He had completely forgotten all about the report. It seemed so unimportant now. “Y-Yes sir,” he stammered, now just eager to get far away from here. Each scream from the poor man on the rack made his shoulders twitch. “The hunter. He has retrieved the girl, and they are on the move as we speak.”

      Orm’rak’s lips curled back in a fiendish smile, revealing bloodstained teeth. “Good,” he whispered. “So the human came through after all. I’ll assemble a team to meet with him immediately.” He glanced down at the runner, as if he’d forgotten he was even there. “You may go now,” he said, gesturing towards the open doorway.

      Nearly crippled with fright a minute ago, the runner suddenly found his legs easily enough. He bolted away, the slowly dying man’s screams echoing behind him.
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      The sun dipped down below the horizon, the last of its orange glow lingering just above the western mountain range. Glancing up to the sky, Viola could see the stars breaking through the sparse cloud cover. Gusts of wind lifted her white hair, wrapping it around her face. The tickling sensation made her giggle. Smiling, she brushed it back until the next gust did the same.

      Never before had she been outdoors for so long, an entire day spent riding in the back of a wagon. After spending so many years hidden from the world, the freedom felt exhilarating. Having Liam along made her feel safe. It seemed so very foolish to trust someone she had only known for such a short amount of time, but there was a kindness in his eyes that made her feel at ease.

      The creaking wheels began to slow, the rocking wagon now veering off to the side of the road. “We’re stopping for tonight, Viola,” said Liam, dropping the reins and shaking out his hands.

      “Where are we going, anyway?” she asked.

      He twisted back in his seat, peeking under the canopy. “An excellent question, young lady,” he said, flashing her a smile. “One I intend to have answered shortly.”

      Owen and Xavier each tied their mounts to separate trees. Other than a few grunts and snorts, the hunter’s lavics seemed remarkably disciplined. Such was not the reputation of such a wild beast. Clearly, it was well trained.

      Xavier began setting up camp, Owen doing little more than watching. Seated, his back to a tree, the hunter barked out a few final instructions before closing his eyes. Within minutes, bedrolls were laid out across a flattened space. The hunter’s assistant made a quick sweep of the area, collecting armfuls of wood to make a fire. Kneeling down before the pile, Xavier pulled out his flint and steel.

      “Allow me,” said Liam, moving up near the pile. Eyes closed, he muttered a word or two before placing the end of his staff into the wood pile. The white-gemmed eyes of the goat skull glowed briefly, then smoke began to curl up from the wood. Seconds later a small fire was produced, sharing its warmth and light with the group. With no acknowledgment or thanks, Xavier stood and walked back to his master near the tree.

      Viola had found herself a spot under another tree across the way. Leaving the fire, Liam went to where she was seated. “Are you all right, dear?” he asked, kneeling down before her. “Why don’t you come sit by the fire? I’m sure you’ll be more comfortable than sitting way over here.”

      “I don’t get cold,” she replied, her vacant gaze fixed on nothing. “Don’t worry about me. I’m just fine over here.” She tucked a finger underneath her collar, tugging at it without even thinking. It had been a full day, and she was still not used to it. It was going to take some time.

      “Very well,” said Liam, rising up off his knee. “I think it’s time I had a little chat with our friend.” He glanced over his shoulder, eyeing the others. “It’s time we got some answers.” He marched over to the other two, both sitting with their backs against the same tree. “Ahem,” he cleared his throat and waited. “Ahem,” he repeated, just a tad louder.

      The hunter opened one eye. “It appears my attempt to ignore you is failing,” he grumbled, annoyed. “Any chance I can listen to your complaining in the morning?”

      “None,” Liam replied, sitting down before him. “I told you I would have questions, and it’s time I got some answers.”

      “One,” Owen replied.

      “One what?”

      “I will answer ye one question per day, dependent on how much longer we travel together.”

      “That’s not good enough,” Liam retorted, clearly irritated by the hunter’s arrogance. “You cannot keep Viola and I in the dark like this. We need to know what your intentions are moving forward.”

      “Oh, do you?” Owen said, an amused eyebrow raised. “Because the way I understand it, you no longer have a place to call home. You practically begged me to come along, not only so you could keep an eye on your little pet,” his eyes quickly flashed to the other tree, “but also because you have nowhere to go. You have no home, no true objective, and no purpose...old man. If I turn you away tonight, what will you do? Where will ye go?” Liam twitched, knowing the hunter’s logic was sound. He was in no position to bargain.

      “Make no mistake, old man. For now, I’m keeping you around because you just might prove to be useful sooner or later,” he continued. “But until that time comes, you will follow my rules. Given your circumstances, I would say that my offer is rather generous. Agree?” Admitting defeat, Liam nodded. “Good. Now what is your question so I can finally get some rest?”

      Liam’s expression hardened, his mind swirling with so many questions. He decided to stick with the one bothering both he and Viola. “Where are you taking us?” he asked plainly.

      After a pause, Owen let out a booming laugh. He rocked back and forth, slapping his knee as he cackled. Liam was not so nearly amused. “Xavier, go entertain the girl,” Owen said, once he was able to catch his breath. Hood low, it was impossible to see the apprentice’s expression, but he turned to face them with a jerk, clearly caught off guard. “Go on now. Speak to her. Do what you can to amuse her simple little mind while the mystic and I have a chat.” The assistant rose to his feet, then went over to his horse and began tugging at a leather cord.

      “I’m glad you find my question so amusing,” Liam growled.

      “Oh, it’s not the question I find amusing,” Owen responded, still visibly trying to hold back more laughter. “It’s more than fair. But I’m afraid ye might have wasted today’s allowed question.” He paused. “I don’t know where we’re going,” he answered, then burst into another fit of laughter.

      Liam surged to his feet. “What do you mean you don’t know where we’re going?” he boomed, livid. His obvious outrage only made Owen laugh even harder. “Surely you have some sort of plan! Are we to just roam the realm aimlessly?”

      “Oh, I didn’t say I didn’t have a plan,” the hunter said, rubbing a tear from the corner of his eye. “It’s just not as specific as you might like. Now a deal is a deal, and I still intend to investigate what these reported attacks are all about. Think what you want of me, but I be a man of my word. A straight deal I made. The girl in exchange for me service. I haven’t built my reputation on swindling folks out of their coin. I’ve honored all my contracts.”

      Liam paused, considering the hunter’s words. Indeed, his claims of being business savvy as well as a mercenary were most likely true. He could have never gained so many contracts had he been known as a swindler. “So if you don’t know where we’re going, how can you possibly have a plan?” Liam asked.

      “I am in search of a few ‘business associates’ of mine, and at this time I be unaware of their exact location,” Owen answered, deciding Liam’s second question was just a continuation of his first, therefore he could provide some semblance of an answer. “But they always seem to find me, all right. So you see, we just have to keep moving until our paths cross.”

      “And what of Viola?” Liam asked, gesturing towards her. “You know her secret as well as I. Have you figured that into your plans?”

      Owen raised a silencing hand. “You’ve asked your question and I’ve answered as best as I can. Ask me nothing else.”

      Beaten and frustrated, Liam flopped down beside the hunter and watched Xavier make his way over to Viola, a bag in hand.

      She looked up quickly, startled. Placing the bag near her feet, Xavier drew back his hood. She gasped, seeing his face for the first time. He was so young. Shaggy blond bangs hung down over the top portion of his face. He gave his head a shake, revealing his light blue eyes. “Would you like to see something?” he asked, his soft voice sounding even younger than his boyish looks would indicate. Viola’s heart skipped a beat when he smiled at her. Voice caught in her throat, all she could do was nod.

      He stripped off his riding gloves, revealing silver rings on each finger. Unlatching the leather bag, he retrieved what looked like some sort of wooden doll. The doll had large eyes with black hair. It wore a tiny set of armor, and its long nose was hooked down over its mouth. It looked like a little knight.

      “This is Brom,” he said, laying the doll near her feet. In a rapid series of motion, he tapped all his rings on different parts of the elaborate toy, then drew his hands away. Visible only when catching the light just right, she could see what looked like tiny strands running from his fingers to the doll. As thin as spider webbing they were. “Say hello, Brom.”

      His fingers twitched ever so slightly as the doll opened and closed its eyes. Little hands rose up to rub them as it came awake, rising up to its feet. It stretched, arms quivering in the air while its mouth opened in a wide yawn. Viola clapped her hands, an ear-to-ear grin splitting her face. To her eyes, seeing the doll come to life was absolutely magical. Brom winked, dipping down into a low bow.

      The hunter shook his head as he watched his apprentice mesmerize the girl with his puppet tricks. “She has the mind of a simple child,” he grumbled.

      “Not true,” Liam corrected, rather enjoying the show himself. “I find her to be quite intelligent. Although I admit she is socially underdeveloped, that is not the same as being simple.”

      “You don’t say,” Owen groaned. “Please enlighten me, homeless mystic.”

      “She’s been isolated from people her entire life,” Liam continued, ignoring the hunter’s sarcasm. “Children playing with others is crucial for their growth. Years of social development have been stolen from her. It’s like trying to grow a tree in a pot. It will start out fine, but at some point it will become woefully stunted. What she needs is time with other—” He stopped in mid-sentence.

      “Laberaths?” Owen questioned, his sarcastic tone returning. “Human children, perhaps?” Liam fell silent. “There is a reason she’s been isolated her whole life, mystic. In truth...she shouldn’t even exist.” After a moment of silence he whistled to Xavier, who was busy making the puppet do a jig of sorts, Viola clapping in time to the unheard song. “Enough with that...toy! Time to get some rest.” He turned back to Liam. “And I suggest you do the same.”

      “That apprentice of yours is quite talented,” Liam said, rising to his feet.

      “I suppose that’s true,” Owen admitted, stripping off his flexible armor. “That toy of his seems to fetch quite a bit of coin when we visit the local taverns. Now you and Viola can go ahead and sleep in the wagon.”

      “Then goodnight it is,” said Liam, heading away. He paused, then turned back briefly. “I’ll have another question for you in the morning,” he warned, before heading towards Viola.

      “I’ve no doubt,” Owen groaned to himself, crawling on hands and knees towards his bedroll.

      With the slightest twitch of Xavier’s fingers, the doll stretched and yawned, each joint moving perfectly. He truly was masterful with the toy. Brom waved goodbye, then curled up at Viola’s feet, sleepy eyelids fluttering shut. The nearly invisible strands seemed to melt away on their own. She gave a return wave, looking sad to see him go.

      “He’ll visit you again in the morning,” Xavier promised, placing Brom back in his bag. She nodded, grinning eagerly. “Until then, Brom and I bid you goodnight.” He took the bag back to his horse, then slipped into his bedroll near the fire.

      “He is a friendly lad, is he not?” said Liam, giving her a start. She didn’t know how long he had been standing there, and only just realized she had been staring at Xavier this entire time. She wasn’t even sure if she was capable of blushing, but her face certainly felt hot all of sudden.

      “He’s nice,” she whispered in reply, suddenly unable to meet Liam’s eyes.

      The mystic pressed his lips together, trying to disguise his knowing grin. “Come now. It’s time to get some sleep.”
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* * *

      Moonlight crept through the tiny rips and tears in the canvas above. Unusually bright tonight, the soft beams seemed to illuminate the inside of the wagon. Tucked beneath a blue woolen blanket, Viola trembled in her sleep. Beads of sweat spotted her forehead, her rapid panting moving the blanket in a pulsing rhythm.

      With a gasp she bolted upright, red eyes flaring wide open. Her damp clothes clung to her body, the back of her neck covered with sweat. Still breathing hard, she glanced at Liam lying beside her. Wrapped in a blanket of his own, the old man continued to snore peacefully.

      Still trembling, she wiped the cold sweat from her neck, then slid out the back side of the wagon. What was wrong? Why couldn’t she stop shaking and sweating? Her vision was blurred, everything around her appearing in black and white. She was so thirsty, but the thought of water made her stomach queasy.

      Swaying drunkenly, she stumbled away from the camp. Her chest clenched with tightness. It was more like discomfort than actual pain. An insatiable craving that couldn’t be satisfied. Unexplainable, like body craving more air even as it continued to breath. She didn’t even know where she was going, only that she needed to get there soon. Her heart thumped in her throat, each beat a mighty thud echoing in her ears.

      Branches and leaves swiped her face as she stumbled along recklessly, hardly noticing the minor cuts adding up. Feet shuffling along, her toe struck a tree root, sending her skidding face first across the leaves and dirt. Leaves stuck to her face and hair, she looked up. Growling, a young wolf stood only a few feet away. Its muzzle crinkled up, baring its sharp teeth. A long, low rumble escaped its throat, yellow eyes locked with hers. She got to her knees, staring back with a blank expression.

      A shrill howl off in the distance woke Liam from his slumber. He sat up slowly, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. The man was no stranger to the sounds of the woods, but feared Viola might have been startled by such a thing. When he looked to see if her sleep had been disturbed, she was nowhere to be seen. A second howl rang out, far more strangled than the first. The obvious sounds of an animal fight followed: growling, snapping, and finally a series of high-pitched yelps.

      He slid from the back of the wagon, fear gripping his chest. “Viola!” he called out, moving through the camp. “Where are you, dear? Answer me!” In a flash, Owen and Xavier were at his side.

      “What’s going on?” Owen asked, head darting this way and that.

      “Do you not hear that?” Liam asked, only now realizing that the savage sounds had stopped. There was only silence now.

      “I heard something a moment ago,” Owen replied. “Sounded like dogs fighting.” He looked Liam up and down, then glanced towards the wagon. “Where is the girl?”

      “That is what I intend to find out,” Liam said, before rushing back to the wagon to retrieve his staff. Once he had it, he stormed off in the direction of the disturbance but only made it a few feet before stopping. Moving slowly, a shadowy figure walked towards the camp. It was Viola, head down with her white hair draped over her face.

      “Viola?” Liam said, watching her curiously. “My dear, is everything all right?”  She drew closer step by step. “Are you hurt? Say something.”

      Owen began laughing, shaking Xavier by the shoulder. “I saw the way you were looking at her, boy,” he said tauntingly. “Well, take a close look at her now!”

      Tears dripped down onto her shirt as she began to weep, the combination of shame and fear overwhelming her. Rubbing at her eyes, she lifted just enough hair to expose her bloodstained face. “I couldn’t control myself,” she whimpered, managing enough courage to glance up at Xavier. “I didn’t mean to—” He met her eyes briefly, then turned away in disgust. He may as well have stabbed her in the heart with a blade. Crushed by his reaction, her weeping intensified, both hands covering her face in shame.

      “I said look at her!” Owen demanded, forcing Xavier’s head back towards her direction. Xavier opened his eyes, again gazing into that bloodstained face. “Take a long look, and don’t ever forget what you saw here today. Make no mistake, she is little more than a wild animal. Had she not found a creature to feed on, it would have been you!”

      “Never!” she shrieked in protest, a hissing screech that seemed to come from everywhere at once. Owen paused, unsettled by the eerie way her voice echoed around like that. It was like she was all around him at once.

      “Of course you would say that,” said Owen, pushing Xavier aside while moving up close to her. She shied away, backing up a step. “I distinctly heard a wolf cry out with his last dying breath,” he growled. “So what was it like? You know, killing an innocent creature of the woods?” She covered her ears, shaking her head.

      “Enough,” Liam interrupted. “This solves nothing.”

      “Oh, I’ll bet the blood was sweet,” Owen continued, ignoring Liam’s protest as he moved in close to her ear. “Ah, but not as sweet as the blood of a human. That’s what you truly crave!”

      “I said enough!” Liam repeated, rushing at Owen.

      There came a blur from the corner of Liam’s eye, and cold steel was suddenly pressed against his neck. “Do not interfere or you shall force my hand,” Xavier whispered in a voice too soft and youthful to belong to such an efficient killer. Liam barely had time to register the speed of the young man. In a flash he was just...there.

      “Bah,” Owen grumbled, turning away from Viola. Xavier stepped back, his dagger slipping back into his sleeve. Heading back towards his bedroll, the hunter gave Liam a hard nudge as he passed. “Don’t blame me when she kills you in your sleep,” he muttered. “You already knew what she was.” Like nothing had happened, he slipped back into his bedroll and appeared to fall right back to sleep.

      With a fatherly gesture, Liam wrapped his arm around Viola’s shoulder. “Come now. Let’s get you cleaned up,” he said tenderly. He could only imagine the trauma she had just experienced, giving in to a savage craving she couldn’t control. Still weeping softly, she let herself be led away. She could feel Xavier’s eyes on her, but refused to look back. “Don’t listen to anything he says,” Liam said, rubbing her shoulder assuredly. “He is a cold-blooded mercenary who kills for money, not exactly the sort whose opinion I deem to be trustworthy.”

      When they neared the wagon, she leaned back to resist going any further. He regarded her questioningly. “Viola, we have a long day tomorrow, and I don’t need you being difficult right now. As I already said, I need to get you cleaned up so we can get some rest.” He looked to the east, the black of night giving ground to the first signs of an orange horizon. “Daylight is almost upon us.”

      “I don’t want you trapped in there with me,” she said. “What if...something…happens? I couldn’t live with myself if I...hurt you.”

      Liam sighed, leaning against the corner of the wagon. “I asked you once before if you trusted me, remember? And you assured me that you do.” She nodded. “Then I expect you to take me at my word. I promise you that nothing is going to happen. Now, I need you to say the words. Tell me you believe me.”

      “I believe you,” she squeaked.

      “Good,” he replied. “Now, we shall talk in the morning. We’re going to figure all this out.” The two of them climbed into the wagon. After dampening a rag with the contents of a water skin, he scrubbed the drying blood from her face. When the job was finished, they both crawled under their blankets to try and salvage what was left of the night.

      Liam found it hard to go back to sleep. Not because he was concerned for his own safety, but because he had meant it when he told Viola they would need to talk in the morning. She had the right to know the origins of her bloodlines, and this talk was long overdue. But how to approach such a thing? How could one so innocent and childlike be spawned from such evil seeds?

      Eyes wide open, he lay there trying not to think about it. And of course, it soon became the only thing he could think about.
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* * *

      Liam woke to the crackling of a bonfire. He must have dozed off within the past half hour or so. He glanced at Viola briefly, her blanket rising and falling with the steady breathing of deep sleep. Deciding not to wake her just yet, he grabbed a change of clothes from his bag and quietly slid out the back.

      The other two were sitting near the fire, each rotating a piece of meat on separate metal pokers. Silently, Liam walked over to join them. Both looked dressed and ready for travel, the hunter wearing his full battle suit, double crossbows mounted at the back of his shoulders. Taking a seat, the mystic stared at the fire for a long while before speaking. “When she wakes, I will tell Viola what we know of her origin,” he said bluntly. “She must face the truth, and then we must all decide how to deal with it.”

      Owen pulled his meat from the fire, rotating it under his nose as if considering whether or not it was done. “Did you hear what I just said?” Liam asked. “Are we going to just keep pretending she is not a danger to herself as well as others? If we do not address this soon, it threatens to tear our group apart.”

      Owen took a careful bite, eyes wandering upward while considering if he should cook it longer. “Ever stop to think that she may already have the answers we seek, old man?” he asked calmly.

      “What do you mean?” Liam asked.

      “She is not exactly a newborn,” Owen explained, glaring at his meat, now having second thoughts about its doneness. “There is no way she could have remained hidden for this long unless her affliction had somehow been controlled. I mean, she hasn’t exactly been feeding on human blood for nineteen years. Hell, she seemed so unsettled last night, I’m actually suspicious as to whether or not she’s ever killed a living creature. I’m betting that was her first.”

      “I believe you are correct,” Liam agreed, snapping his fingers.

      “Aye. So before you try explaining to her that she be a natural-born killer, maybe you should ask her how she’s kept it in check for so long,” Owen said, jamming his stick back over the fire. Xavier just listened in silence, hood pulled low over his face.

      “I’ll go wake her. The four of us are going to figure this out right now,” Liam replied, already standing to go get her. Suddenly, Xavier leapt to his feet, hands slipping underneath the back of his cloak. “What? What is it?” said Liam, eyes scanning the tree line for whatever had drawn the apprentice’s attention.

      “Wake the girl,” he replied, eyes staring off in the distance. “We have to go. Now!”

      Liam bolted towards the wagon calling to her, but Owen didn’t move a muscle. He tore away another bite of his meat, then threw the rest into the fire. “It’s too late,” he grumbled, Xavier glancing in his direction. “They be here already here.”

      “Viola!” said Liam, giving her a harsh shake.

      Disoriented, she sat upright, head twisting this way and that. “Wha-What’s going on?” she asked, trying to get her bearings.

      “I’m not sure,” Liam admitted, snatching his staff before taking her by the hand. “We have to get out of here. Leave your things. We’ll come back for them if we can. Now come on!”

      He hopped out first before helping her down. What began as a dead run towards the others quickly slowed to a light jog. Liam didn’t like the look of this. If there was trouble nearby, why were the other two just standing near the campfire? With Viola by the hand, his staff clenched in the other, he approached them cautiously.

      “Why aren’t we going?” Liam asked. Stoically, the other two just stood there in silence.

      There came a blur of movement from the tree line. In a flash, a tall figure stood before them. With a ghostly white appearance, his eyes were red and his lips black as night. Large ears rose into points on the side of his bald head, and his face appeared compressed, eyes squeezed down near his nose. Several more blurs flashed into the camp, each moving with impossible speed. Before they knew it they were surrounded. At least a dozen stood strong, and who knew how many others lay in wait.

      Had Liam seen these mystical creatures even a week ago, he wouldn’t have known for certain what they were. Such beasts were thought to have gone extinct long ago, and little was known of them even then. It was only due to his recent research that the image of these vile creatures was fresh in his mind, if only through literary descriptions and crude drawings. These were full-blooded laberaths!

      Grinning wickedly, the first began clapping his hands, a slow, taunting beat as he glared at Owen. “Orm’rak is impressed, human,” he said with one last loud clap for emphasis. “We trust it wasn’t too hard to acquire the girl?” Owen said nothing, his blank eyes staring right through the creature.

      Clutching Liam’s shirt in fear, Viola looked up for an instant, hate-filled eyes landing on Owen. “You betrayed me,” she hissed, her shadowy voice echoing in all directions.

      “So these are the friends you spoke of,” Liam accused. Viola buried her face in his shirt once more, arms clutching him tightly. Seething, he turned his attention on the laberath. “I don’t know what deal you and the hunter have, but she will not be leaving with you.” Gently pushing Viola aside, he stepped in front of her, hand fingering the blade at his side. “You shall return to your master empty handed, or stay here and perish at my hand. I leave the choice up to you.”

      Ignoring what he perceived to be an idle threat from an inept human, the laberath turned his attention back to the hunter as the others laughed. He tossed a black pouch at Owen’s feet. When it landed, what looked to be tiny cut diamonds scattered across the ground. “Your payment as agreed,” he said. “Now, we’ll just take what’s ours and be on our wa—”

      Owen kicked the bag, sending it tumbling back towards the laberath, clear jewels scattering in all directions. Too small to detect, a fortune’s worth of gems now lay hopelessly scattered among the tall grass. “I see you failed to deliver my last message,” Owen growled, gaze sweeping across their ghost-white faces. “Perhaps your severed heads in a box will make my point more clear.”

      Hands hidden beneath his cloak, Xavier watched the tense standoff unfold, his senses on high alert. He and his master had worked on silent communication extensively in the past, and now they needed to get on the same page. He watched Owen carefully without openly staring, waiting for one of the many signs they had worked on with tireless repetition. Hands fingering his hidden blades, he waited...waited... In a movement so subtle only his trained eyes could have ever seen it, the hunter tapped his right heel twice.

      Xavier’s grip on his blades loosened, and with all the speed he could muster, he charged Liam and Viola, knocking them to the ground. He lay on Viola, keeping her pinned down.

      In one smooth motion, the hunter rolled his shoulders, both crossbows clicking down his arms, locking around his wrists. With a roar, he swept his arms across the laberaths, his weapons unleashing a flurry of energy projectiles firing at a staggering rate.

      The sound was thunderous, blinding orange flashes consuming the area in a flickering light show. Trees splintered into nothing, the ground itself churning up as the violent energy assault peppered the soil. Laberaths caught in the onslaught were shredded, their bodies tearing into unrecognizable strips of flesh long before the first drop of blood ever touched the ground. But their speed was virtually unmatched, and many still managed to evade, blurs of movement scattering about.

      “Get off me!” Viola shrieked above the weapons’ deafening sounds. She squirmed and pushed back, even trying to bite Xavier. Liam lay only a few feet away, face down, hands covering his head as energy bolts sprayed all around. “I trusted you!” she cried, fists pounding up at his chest. Xavier grasped her wrists, easily turning her back onto her stomach. With a sudden pressure on the back of her neck, her face went down hard into the soil. Gasping a last breath, she stopped her futile struggling against the much-stronger assassin and closed her eyes, waiting for the inevitable blade that was sure to sink into her back. “I hate you,” she whispered, figuring those would be her final words.

      She felt something click against the back of her neck. The collar snapped open, the two sections falling on either side of her head. She felt his breath as he moved close to her ear. “I swear I didn’t know,” he said. “Run. You have to get out of here!” He rolled off her back, allowing her to get up. She watched him rush away, a wheeled blade flashing in each hand. She glanced at Liam, the old man rising up from the ground.

      “They’re after you,” he yelled, staff twirling in his hands. “We’ll hold them off as long as we can. Go!” He, too, rushed past her, streaking headlong into the fight. With the collar off, she felt her energy returning, legs responsive and nimble once more. Driven by terror, she bolted away into the forest.

      Owen’s crossbows ceased, tiny rotors winding down with a slowing ticking sound. An orange gem ejected from each. Their energy spent, the steaming jewels bounced along the hard ground. The hunter rolled his shoulders back, prompting the weapons to ride back up his arms with a clacking sound, reseating themselves at the rear of his shoulders. With a rasping hiss, he slid two silver blades from his back.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” he called out, eyes scanning what was left of the tree line, massive trees reduced to kindling, their charred thick trunks releasing spirals of black smoke. Xavier and Liam stood by his side, each gazing about for signs of survivors. Blurs of movement streaked back and forth across the ruined portion of forest. “If you bloody imps stand still like your friends here, I promise you the same gift of eternal sleep!” He kicked a steaming head across the ground. The bloodied stumps of legs and arms lay all around them.

      “Xavier!” Liam said, not daring to take his eyes off the trees. “You follow Viola. Who knows how many are in pursuit of her as we speak?”

      “I am needed here,” he replied, whirling a circular blade in each hand.

      “Go after her,” Owen ordered, his own swords high and readied. “Liam and I can handle things here. They must not take her! Understand? Now go!” After a slight hesitation, the apprentice turned and bolted away. Owen’s eyes narrowed as he scanned back and forth, distracted by the flittering streaks of movement. “Come to me, demons,” he growled under his breath.

      A streaking blur came right at them, sending Owen into a sideways roll as it blurred past. A flash of steel swiped the air where he had just been standing. Completing the roll, the hunter was on his feet, blades out and ready. Warrior’s instinct alone had thwarted that attack, but he couldn’t continue relying on reflexive instinct against an opponent with such freakish speed. Sooner or later, cold steel would bite his heart.

      Liam backed away, mumbling something while holding his staff in the air. A second blur streaked from the forest, heading straight for the mystic. Reflexively, Owen threw his sword with all the speed and accuracy he could manage. The tumbling blade glanced off the streaking laberath, doing little damage but still redirecting its charge. Stumbling at a high rate of speed, it tumbled forward, just missing Liam, who seemed to hardly even notice the close call.

      “If you’re not going to help, at least get out of the way,” Owen called to the mystic, quickly retrieving his second sword. He stood in front of Liam protectively, twirling each blade in long, sweeping circles. “Are you all afraid to fight like men? Feel free to come taste me steel!” he roared. Multiple streaks blurred from the forest, each heading straight for him. He braced, preparing to swing blindly and hopefully take out a few before they inevitably overwhelmed him.

      “Go teh blathra!” Liam boomed, his thunderous voice carrying on the wind as he slammed the butt of his staff into the ground. There came a brilliant flash, quickly followed by a silent explosion, felt as opposed to being heard. A low, vibrating boom like thunder with no sound rattled the entire area.

      Knocked to the ground by the soundless impact, Owen scrambled back to his feet. Disoriented, he gazed around at a world he no longer recognized. Reality itself seemed to bend and bulge, like looking through the bottom of a finished glass of ale. Warped. Twisted. His eyes could hardly focus. A tiny movement at the side of his face drew his attention.

      He glanced at a dragonfly somehow suspended in midair. No, not suspended. It was indeed moving, only in slow motion. Tiny wings swept up and down, completing a single beat every few seconds. Impossible that it could stay airborne while moving so slowly, yet somehow it did.

      He looked up to see Liam moving towards one of the laberaths, it, too, moving at an impossibly slow pace. Face contorted with rage, its body leaned too far forward to possibly remain upright. With no hesitation, Liam ran his sword right through its neck. Its expression never changed. Owen suspected it would be at least a minute before it knew it was dead. Liam yanked his blade free in a spray of gore, already turning to eliminate the next.

      “Leave one alive,” Owen said, grinning with satisfaction. “We’ll want to question him.” He walked over to the mystic, then jumped back as Liam slashed another’s neck, the blood spray nearly speckling his armor. The old man obviously wasn’t disturbed by the prospect of death. Owen patted him on the back. “See, I knew sooner or later you’d be useful to me.”
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* * *

      Viola ran through the forest. With her speed and agility returned, she weaved between trees as if her body were liquid, ducking under low-hanging branches with ease. Blasting through another bush, she saw a shadow of movement from the corner of her eye. But glancing in that direction, she saw nothing. There was no way to be certain if she had really seen it, or if her fear-ravaged mind was playing tricks.

      She looked up, then leapt into the air. Spinning, her body distorted into a black funnel of flapping black birds, the living twister spiraling upward onto a thick tree branch. Coming out of the twist, her body reformed, melting birds churning within a cone of liquid black.

      Perched, she remained perfectly still. Holding her breath, she listened carefully to the sounds around her. The wind whistled through the leaves, a rattling clatter that echoed through the treetops. She turned quickly, startled when a pinecone bounced from branch to branch on its way down to the forest floor below. A trickle of sweat dripped down from her temple, the icy cold bead racing towards her chin.

      Suddenly, two black funnels blazed up beside her, perching on either side. The flapping black swirls melted into humanoid bodies, red-eyed faces grinning at her. She shrieked, leaping from the branch, spinning back into her whirling black bird form, then landing on another perch a fair distance away. Cackling with glee, they happily gave chase. Black funnels swirled through the treetops, each materializing on its latest perch before spinning away again.

      Each time she stopped, a funnel blurred up next to her, laughing, taunting its prey. Escape was futile. No matter which direction she chose, she was quickly cut off. Exhausted, Viola dropped to one knee. Tiptoeing across the surrounding branches, the laberaths began closing in. Surrounded, there was nowhere left to run. “Orm’rak wants her alive,” one reminded as they drew closer. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun with her on the way back.” A shrill cackling of agreement followed.

      A flash of spinning metal blazed across his chest. Stunned, the laberath glanced down at the gaping cut, blood running freely down his front. The wound began to smoke. White sparkles appeared on the sides of the wound, quickly engulfing his entire chest. He lurched his head back to scream in agony, but all that spewed from his mouth was a fountain of white glitter. Like ants devouring a carcass, within seconds his body melted, glittery white liquid dripping down to the ground below.

      The circular blade boomeranging back, Xavier caught it in full stride as he streaked towards them. He released his second, sending it whistling up towards another laberath. Now alerted to the pesky human, the laberath easily dodged the whirling blade. To their eyes, such a cumbersome attack was remarkably slow.

      “Xavier!” Viola shouted, whirling down from the treetop to reform beside him. He snatched his returning blade out of the air, then refocused his attention on the remaining four creatures. They whirled down towards him, black funnels taking shape at his front and back.

      “Kill him but don’t harm the girl,” one of the four commanded, clicking his blades together in some kind of taunting song. In a blur, the laberaths began to race around them, two moving left, the other two moving right. No doubt they were planning some sort of timed attack. Xavier could hardly focus his eyes on one, yet alone all four.

      “On my mark, drop to the ground and don’t look up,” the apprentice said, clanging his own blades together in rhythm, trying to get some sort of timing down in his head. Viola said nothing, her head whipping back and forth, trying to catch a glimpse of the lightning-fast enemies. She could even feel the wind produced by their speed. He clanged his blades once, twice... “Now!” She dropped, hands covering her head.

      He sent his weapons twirling into the spinning circle, effectively leaving him unarmed for the moment. Throwing his shoulders back, his cloak fluttered to the ground, revealing rows and rows of handled blades strapped across his chest. There were at least twelve, possibly more. Clack, clack, clack, clack... he touched each handle with one of his rings, then threw his hands up.

      Time stood still as half-moon blades floated up into the air, each attached to a silky magic thread. The puppet master had unleashed his true talent. Ten blades whistled around with only the slightest twitch of his fingers, each directed with purpose and precision. The streaking laberaths had easily evaded his thrown weapons, but they were nothing but a distraction, buying him the second he needed.

      Whirling blades flashed out, the silky threads attached growing longer or shorter at Xavier’s will. Three laberaths were shredded instantly, their bodies tumbling down into a blob of liquid white. Somehow, the fourth managed to evade. Leaping back, he glared at the young assassin.

      Half-moon blades whistled around with impossible speed as Xavier displayed masterful control with barely a twitch of his fingers. Whirling in a precise pattern, they collectively formed a protective dome around him and Viola. Hearing the whistling, she dared to look up. Seeing the flashing steel whizzing around from the corner of her eye, it was hard to determine if she was protected or trapped.

      Xavier grinned at the remaining laberath, the cold, heartless sneer of a predator. For the first time in its life, the creature felt...afraid. This human was more than formidable. With a twitch of the apprentice’s finger, a single blade snapped off and went zipping towards the creature. The laberath sidestepped the blade.

      Unexplainably, white-hot pain ripped through his body. The laberath fell to his knees, now recognizing the decoy for what it was, far too late. Body liquefying into a shimmering ball of white glitter, he glanced up one last time. The assassin stood there, blank expression, emotionless...weaponless. The single blade was only to make the laberath move in any direction. The rest were unleashed in a perfect surrounding pattern, ensuring the victim would step into one or more no matter which way he dodged.

      Trembling, Viola slowly got back to her feet. Xavier all but ignored her, scouting out ahead to retrieve his weapons.
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* * *

      “Should I go look for them?” asked Liam, tying a rope around the captured laberath, securing him to a tree.

      “No,” Owen replied, gazing off in the direction where Xavier had gone. “My apprentice is more than capable. He’ll handle anything that comes their way.”

      “Good,” said Liam. “Then let me take this opportunity to apologize in advance.”

      “Apologize for what?” the hunter asked, confused. He glanced back over his shoulder.

      “For this.” An explosion of pain shot through the back of Owen’s head. He dropped to his knees, his body unresponsive. Everything spun as dizzying nausea gripped his stomach. Unable to respond or react, he never even felt the second blow.
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      Owen groaned, his eyelids twitching as he rolled his head. “I think he’s waking up,” said a soft female voice. Even in his confused, hazy state, he recognized the voice as Viola’s. He winced as a sharp, stabbing pain shot through his head. Instinctually reaching to touch his forehead, his arm wouldn’t raise. Grimacing, he opened his eyes all the way and glanced down, already knowing what he’d see. With hands bound at his front, more rope securing his body to a tree, he chuckled to himself.

      “You’re in on this too, I suppose?” he questioned, glancing up at Xavier. His gaze swept slowly, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “So you’ve all turned on me.”

      “You hid the truth from me,” Xavier growled, face shadowed beneath his hood. “Until now I’ve never questioned you. I followed you blindly, doing whatever you asked of me. For that...I was a fool.”

      “You put us all at risk,” Liam added, towering over the hunter. “This demented game of yours is over. We are no longer playing by your rules. You’ll stay tied to that tree until all my questions are answered. And even that does not ensure that I will release you. I may just decide to leave you here with him.” There came a grunting sound from the other side of the tree. Owen realized for the first time that the rope securing him was also holding the captured laberath on the other side of the same tree.

      Owen laughed again, the others looking at him as if he’d gone mad. “So your feelings are hurt because I didn’t share every single detail of the plan, boy?” he asked, looking up at Xavier. “Well, that’s not exactly the same as lying, is it? The less you knew, the better.”

      His gaze found Liam. “And you! Your life was at risk the moment you begged to accompany me on this journey. Nothing’s changed. Welcome to the real world, mystic. You could have left any time you wanted.”

      “Let me go,” begged the laberath behind him, struggling against the ropes. He spoke in a quick, nasally voice. “I can speak with Orm’rak on your behalf. I’m sure he’ll double—no, triple—the price for the girl! Surely we can work something out.”

      “Would that be the same offer I’ve already refused multiple times now?” Owen asked. The laberath didn’t reply. “I warned you serpents not to contact me again. How did you find me?”

      “W-We have human spies all over the surface world,” the creature admitted after a long pause. “Orm’rak was certain you would go after the girl, despite refusing his generous offers. So we kept a watchful eye on you and your apprentice.” He began breathing hard, fear building up inside him. “Our orders were to take the girl whether or not you refused his offer again. But we still offered you the reward! Orm’rak said once you saw the jewels you would change your mind. I see now that he was wrong. There, I’ve told you everything. Now let me go! I swear you’ll never see me again.”

      “Why does this...Orm’rak...want her so badly?” Liam asked, now glaring over at the laberath.

      “I don’t know,” he blurted out, growing increasingly desperate. “I’m just a grunt. He doesn’t tell us anything! But I’ve never seen him so obsessed. He’s not going to stop searching for her.”

      “If that’s all you know, then I would say you’re no longer useful to us,” Owen growled, tightening his body. The hunter’s muscles bulged with tension, the veins on his arms rising, chest expanding.

      The laberath’s eyes bulged as the ropes tightened, mouth opening wide with not enough air to scream. The ropes creaked with tension, sinking into his body due to the shocking display of strength. The hunter roared, every muscle in his body swelling with blood. Like a knife through water, each rope snapped through the creature’s body, its spine and a thin layer of skin now the only thing between the ropes and the tree.

      Owen blew out a deep breath, the ropes tying him relaxing with the mass of an additional body no longer a factor. Easily slipping the loose ropes, he rose to his feet and brushed himself off. Liam stepped back, stunned by the show of raw power he had just witnessed. No human should have been able to do such a thing. Owen went around the tree and gazed down on the bloodied carcass. With a heavy boot, he crushed the skull, sending brain matter spraying across the ground.

      “Maybe now you dimwitted creatures will understand that no means no,” he said, then began laughing again, wiping his bloody boot on the grass. He looked at Liam, who started shifting uncomfortably. It never occurred to him that the hunter might shed his bonds with such ease. “No more secrets,” Owen said, untying his bound wrists with his teeth. “There is a small town called Trankend about half a day’s ride from here. We’ll stop there and fetch ourselves a cold ale and some warm women. A bit o’ liquor in me gut will get me talking just fine. I’ll tell you everything I know.”

      Liam eyed the dead laberath, its eyes glazed over, its tongue hanging out the side of its mouth. “Why do I get the impression you could have escaped my capture anytime you pleased?” Liam asked.

      “And what good would that have done?” Owen replied. “I can’t make you trust me through brute force. I wanted you to hear at least part of the story from the lips of that thing.” He glanced towards Xavier. “I’ll help you pack up the rest of camp. We leave in five minutes.” Feeling ashamed at how he had treated his master, the apprentice quickly began rolling the bedrolls.

      “I don’t blame you for not trusting me,” Owen grunted to Liam, eyes watching Xavier work. “Nor do I blame my apprentice. But I’m not your enemy, mystic. Sooner or later you’ll have to make a choice as to where your loyalties lie, and the gods know I could sure use your help.”
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* * *

      Back on the road, Owen and his apprentice led the way while Liam manned the wagon at the rear of the line. Several uneventful hours passed by, Viola keeping to herself the whole time.

      “Before the day’s end, you and I shall be enjoying a hot meal and some cold drinks,” said Liam, his body swaying back and forth with the wagon’s movements as he snapped the reins. The small talk was just an attempt to break the unbearable silence. She was being even more quiet than usual. “I’m sure there will be music playing. Doesn’t that sound nice?” Viola gazed out the rear of the wagon, acting as if she didn’t even hear him. “Perhaps Xavier will unveil that puppet toy of his. You would like to see him again, no? Um, what was its name again?” He snapped his fingers a few times. Still, she ignored him, her body moving only when the wagon swayed. “Viola? Are you all right, dear?”

      “Why do you keep acting as if nothing happened?” she asked after a long hesitation, still gazing out the back. “You pretend there is nothing wrong with me.”

      “Nothing I say is pretend,” he replied, wary of her sudden inquiries. “Indeed you are unique, but that doesn’t mean I believe there is anything wrong with you.”

      “Liar!” she hissed, turning to face him, voice seeming to echo from all directions at once. She began crawling towards him, the slow stalking of a predator. “That wolf was afraid of me, you know. And even though I could feel its terror, I still wouldn’t let it get away.” Now she was near Liam’s back, black lips moving up near his ear. “Do you know why?” she whispered. He could feel her icy breath pulsing, each blast an arctic chill. “Because the scent of its blood nearly drove me mad. I wanted it more than anything. No... I needed it. I didn’t want it to die, but none of that mattered to me. My burning thirst would not be denied. Even as it whimpered in my arms, I drank until I had my fill. So, my dear Liam, if you are not afraid of me as you say you are not, then you are a fool!”

      With surprising quickness, the mystic’s hand fired back and snatched her by the collar. With equally surprising strength, the old man heaved her body over his shoulder, all the while ignoring her shrieking protests. With a jarring thud, her rear landed in the seat next to him.

      “Not another word!” he boomed, his deep voice like rolling thunder. “Enough of your foolish game! You think to play on my fears? Your pathetic game is but a feeble attempt to push me from your life. I’ve taken more lives than you’ll ever know. To this day I still see their faces, still hear their screams. I assure you I am no stranger to death. Both friend and enemy alike have died in my arms! If your intent is to drive me from your life by trying to scare or intimidate me, then I’m afraid you shall be sorely disappointed.”

      She sat next to him silently, bottom lip quivering as if she might start crying at any moment.

      “Viola,” he said, in a much softer voice. “I understand what you’re trying to do. You believe that if you scare me away, then there is no chance you could ever hurt me. I see the fear in your eyes, but it won’t work. You’re stuck with me whether you like it or not.” This time she did start crying, resting her head against his shoulder.

      “Those things that tried to take me away,” she said in a muffled voice, face pressed into his sleeve. “What were they? What do they want with me?” Before Liam could answer, she pulled away from his shirt, the look on her face cutting off his words. “And why do they look like me?” she asked. His mask of calm shattered, his eyes went wide. The question he had feared for so long still managed to catch him off guard.

      “They move like me. In fact, they’re much faster,” she continued. “They have some of the same abilities that I do.” Liam held his breath. “Are...are we the same? Is that what I am?”

      And there it was. She had come face to face with full-blooded laberaths, and witnessed for herself how violent and evil they were. She had seen their physical traits, and knew on some level that their similarities to her couldn’t possibly be coincidence.

      Over and over this very moment had repeated itself in Liam’s mind, and each time it seemed to end differently. Sometimes carefully worded explanations ended with fits of rage, other times denial, or even violence. With these thoughts so fresh in his memory, he could hardly believe the simple words coming out of his mouth.

      “Yes,” he admitted plainly. “They are known as laberaths, and it is true that their blood courses through you as well.” Her expression was blank, nonjudgmental. It was if she didn’t even hear the words.

      “This is the reason I’ve started craving blood?” she asked, again seemingly void of emotion.

      “Yes, but you are only part laberath,” he said, placing a reassuring hand on her knee. “You are also half human. I know this for certain because I tested your blood. But to be honest, I would have known anyway. You’re kind, compassionate, and empathetic when dealing with others. Whatever laberath traits you possess, your human ones are twice as apparent. After getting to know the real you, I no longer see a laberath mixed with human, or a human with laberath blood. I see you, Viola, and I’m grateful to have you in my life.”

      “The town is just up ahead,” Owen called back, his lumbering lavics still managing a fair pace. The exotic mount struck Liam more as a war beast suitable for combat than a creature fit to travel long distances. But it seemed to be holding up just fine. “I can already taste those barroom whores!” His eyes settled on Viola, only now realizing she riding up front with Liam. “I mean ale,” he corrected. “I can already taste the cold ale.” His gaze drifted back to Liam, tongue flickering between two split fingers.

      “She’s not deaf, nor is she blind,” Liam called back with a groan, shaking his head with embarrassment. Viola only laughed, leaning her head back against his shoulder. He addressed Viola, “That barbaric brute is an uncivilized, ill-mannered—”

      “He’s just a man,” she corrected, closing her eyes. “I accept him for who he is. Who am I to judge anyone?”

      A short time later she woke to the sound of whinnying horses. She hadn’t slept long, but the short nap was still refreshing. Owen and Xavier were tying up their mounts in front of a shabby-looking tavern. “The Hangman” read the wooden sign swinging from two rusted chains. Liam brought the wagon up behind them, squeaky wheels grinding to a halt.

      “I don’t see too many people around here,” Viola pointed out, her gaze sweeping the empty dirt street.

      “This is not a bad thing,” Liam reminded, tugging down on the hood of her riding cloak. “Less eyes on you means less chance of discovery. Until we can find you a proper disguise, this will have to do.” Lowering the hood further to shadow her features, Viola stepped down from the wagon. Joining with the others, they pushed through the swinging doors of a less-than-lively tavern.

      Spirals of disturbed dust swirled across the floor when they entered, as if this place hadn’t been cleaned in weeks. Even the clouded mirror behind the empty bar looked to be covered in a thin film. Flickering lanterns hung from the walls were the only evidence that someone had recently been here.

      “This be a bit less spirited than I’d hoped,” Owen grumbled, moving to take a booth under the mounted head of a jackal. With a chuckle, he flicked its nose before sliding up to the wall. The others were a bit less eager to sit on something so filthy, carefully wiping dust away before taking their seats. “Maybe things will pick up later in the evening,” he said, hopeful.

      “None of that’s important,” Liam cut in, hands folded on the table. “Now that I’ve heard the desperate words of a doomed creature, it’s time to hear your account of the same story. We need clarification as to why you were dealing with the laberaths.” Liam lifted a finger, and pointed straight at Owen’s chest. “No more secrets,” he warned.

      The hunter sighed, then fell back against his seat. “Aye. I received a message from Lord Alaric Bournfred on Redwater’s behalf. He, like so many others, wanted to hire me to investigate the random attacks taking place all over the realm. This much you already know. What I didn’t tell you,” he turned to Xavier, “or you...is that I was confronted by a laberath messenger before we reached Redwater.”

      “How was I not aware?” Xavier replied suspiciously. “I was with you the entire journey.”

      “Because you be sleeping like a bear in hibernation,” Owen said, giving his apprentice a shove to the face. “All he had to do was approach while I was on watch. There was hardly any danger of you waking.” Xavier looked away, face turning crimson. “The inquiry was about you,” he went on, pointing to Viola. “Said he knew I was heading to Redwater, and that all I had to do was bring back the girl. If I complied...well...you saw the bag.”

      “So that’s how you knew Viola was held captive,” said Liam, twisting the points of his eyebrows in thought.

      “Aye,” Owen replied. “In fact, they approached me a second time when we were only a day’s ride from the city. The attempt was to sweeten the deal.”

      “But you went through with it anyway,” Liam accused, his eyes narrowing. “You were going to deliver her to the laberaths. Had Xavier and I not been there—”

      Owen shook his head. “You’re wrong,” he said plainly. “Yes, I bartered for the girl. Yes, I left the city with her in my possession. But no, I had no intention of handing her over.”

      “And why should I believe that?” Liam asked. “Your reputation precedes you. It is rather well known that the mighty Demon Hunter will willingly capture or kill anyone or anything, so long as his price has been met.”

      “Aye,” Owen nodded. “I do not deny a word of what you say. But I also understand you have a gift when it comes to whether or not folk are telling ya the truth. If that be true, than listen to me carefully. If you don’t like what you hear, then take the girl and go. I won’t try and stop you.”

      “I’m listening,” Liam replied, leaning in closer.

      “All I know is that I turned down the biggest contract of my life, and one that would have been an easy payday at that. All I had to do was hand her over and walk away with me jewels. Why didn’t I?” He paused, tapping his finger on his chin as if even he wasn’t completely sure why. “Laberaths are the most vile creatures I’ve ever encountered. Most folk don’t even think they exist, but I’ve known about them for many years. They take whatever they want, whenever they want. Demons kill if an unsuspecting soul so much as gets in their way, but few creatures kill for pleasure. This alone separates their species from all others.”

      Owen laughed to himself, shaking his head. “Even now, I still have no idea what they want with Viola. But the way I see it, if such a vile species wants her that badly, then nothing good could ever come from them getting their way. I’ll do anything it takes to keep her out of their hands. Call it a survival instinct. Hell, call it stupidity! But when I saw how desperate they were to get their hands on her, I knew right then that I couldn’t allow it.”

      “So why take her at all?” Liam questioned. “She was safe in captivity, watched day and night by Redwater’s finest.”

      Owen leaned forward, a dangerous glint twinkling in his eyes—the look of a man whose confidence bordered on madness. “Safe? If your gut told you that protecting this girl might be more important than anything you’ve ever done in your life, would you leave the task in the hands of dimwitted soldiers whose only loyalty was to their next paycheck?” Liam leaned back with a sigh, understanding that feeling all too well. “If I’m wrong about the importance of keeping her out of their hands, then I’ll live with it. But as a rule, I always trust my gut and I never leave anything to chance.”

      Owen paused a long while, watching Liam’s unblinking eyes as he judged, evaluated, assessed the mercenary’s motives. “Now I’ve told you the truth,” Owen said, hand on Xavier’s shoulder, hinting for him to slide out from the booth. “We’ll leave you and Viola alone to discuss what you want to do. I won’t try and stop you either way.” Sliding out, he leaned down into Liam’s ear. “Should you decide to push forward without us, please keep a close eye on the girl. Seek others who may help in this cause as well. An entire species of killers is searching for her. I don’t imagine she’ll ever be safe.”

      A pale hand reached across the table and gripped his wrist. “Please stay,” Viola said, her gentle voice as soft as ever. Both Owen and Xavier slid back into their seats, eyeing her uncertainly. “This is not how we make decisions. We make them together. As a group, I mean.” She cleared her throat, obviously uncomfortable with being the center of attention. “I know that none of you can understand, but you’re the closest thing I’ve ever had to a family. I know you don’t see me that way, and that’s all right. I understand.” She managed a weak smile.

      Heat rose in her face as she spilled her heart out. But she needed to speak her mind. If they laughed at her, fine. If they rejected her devotion to the only people she had ever dared to call friends, then so be it. But her opinion would be heard, if only this once.

      “Besides,” she continued. “Even if you don’t see me as family, I’m still part of this group. And nobody asked me what I want.” There came uncomfortable shifting around the table. “If I am the one who’s in danger, then shouldn’t I have a say in my own future?”

      “Of course you should,” Liam added quietly.

      “I know the laberaths are bloodthirsty killers, and for some reason they are hunting me,” she said. Her red-eyed gaze drifted to Owen. “Their blood courses through my veins. I know what I am.” He sat upright, surprised by her sudden admission. Either Liam had told her, or she figured it out on her own. Either way...she knew!

      “But I also know what I am not,” she said, glancing at Liam, smiling. “I have...urges... But I’ll never be like them. Human blood flows through me as well, and when I’m with the three of you, that’s how I feel. Human.” She let out a deep breath. “I don’t want the group to split up. We won’t always agree on everything, and that’s all right. To me...that’s a family.”

      Grateful she had the chance to speak her mind, Viola drew in on herself, shoulders slumped. The words hadn’t come easily for her.

      “It seems as though our young friend here has shown wisdom beyond her years,” Liam said.

      “Perhaps a couple of old fools like us could learn a thing or two,” Owen replied. Viola lit up, feet suddenly tapping the floor excitedly. Owen held out a calloused hand, rugged and strong from years of battle. “We make a pact,” he said. “This evil that stirs underground is bigger than both of us. I don’t know what they want with Viola, but I don’t intent to find out. Agreed, brother?”

      Liam grasped the offered hand. “I believe we have a deal,” he said. “The girl has good instincts. If she is willing to place her faith in you, then so am I.”

      With her attention drawn to Liam and Owen, Viola was surprised when her hand was lifted off the table. “It seems that you and I shall not be separated,” said Xavier, her icy cold hand wrapped in both of his. “It will be an honor to serve and protect you.” Her first instinct was to pull away. Her skin was forever cold, and the touch of any warm human made her self-conscious. Displaying no insecurities of his own, Xavier kissed the back of her hand. It went on for an uncomfortably long duration; he was clearly in no hurry to end the kiss.

      “I’m grateful,” she replied, the soft words coming out as a whisper. Why did her face feel so hot? And why wouldn’t her knees stop shaking?

      “Ahem,” Owen grunted, clearing his throat. Viola quickly pulled her hand back, swallowing nervously. “Perhaps the young lady would like to order us some drinks?” he asked, flashing a half-toothless grin. He slid two silver pieces across the table. Sure enough, the bartender had showed up along with a few other patrons. The place was far from busy, but at least it was showing some life now.

      “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” Liam warned. “Perhaps I should go.” His hands moved towards the silver.

      “Oh, she’s fine,” Owen said, smacking the offending hand away. “Her face is covered. They can’t see what she looks like. I’m sure she would like to talk to someone other than us. Let her go to the bar and get served like a normal person.”

      “It’s all right, Liam,” she said, taking the coins and squeezing past him. “I want to try.”

      “That a girl!” Owen bellowed, winding back his hand as if to smack her backside when she passed. Liam quickly raised a warning finger. Oblivious to Owen’s action, she wandered her way up to the bar. “What?” he said innocently. “I-I wasn’t really going to— Oh, stop looking at me that way.”

      A stout man stood behind the bar. Rag in hand, his arm worked back and forth across the bartop, seemingly cleaning the same path over and over again. Greasy black hair clung to his forehead, deep-set eyes gazing across the room at nothing. Hood pulled low, Viola clinked the coins down on the bar. “Excuse me,” she said softly, already feeling the anxiety building up. “I would like four—” Something felt wrong. His mouth hung open, drool running from his chin as his hand worked back and forth. His eyes were completely blank, face like a dead puppet, an imitation of life.

      His eyes slipped back into his head, leaving nothing but empty black sockets staring back at her. The skin around those shadowed spheres turned gray, seeming to harden like dry mud. Cracks crept across his face, expanding outward like spider webs. His graying lips curled back like drying leaves, exposing a mouth full of bloodstained teeth. They clicked together with a sharp crack, a hard snap that should have certainly broken at least a few. His jaw opened back again, impossibly wide like a snake unhinging its jaw. It snapped closed with a shattering boom, teeth exploding into black spiders that sprayed across Viola’s face.

      Viola screamed, a shrill note echoing from all directions at once. In a flash, Liam was at her side. “What? What is it? Are you all right?” he asked in a rush of words.

      “I want to go. We need to leave. We need to leave. We have to go,” she babbled, clutching the old man so tight he feared she might break a rib.

      “I believe you’re all right,” he said, attempting to comfort the girl. He glanced at the emotionless barkeep as he wiped the same spot over and over, evincing a curious lack of reaction, considering a girl just screamed in terror right in front of him.

      “What in the blazes is going on over there?” Owen asked, watching Viola tremble against Liam’s chest.

      “I think it’s time we left this establishment,” Liam warned, suddenly quite aware of the other suspicious patrons in the room. He’d been so caught up in their earlier conversation, he hadn’t really noticed anything unusual until now. The barkeep’s simple expression never seemed to change, his stiff, awkward movements seeming to have no purpose. Liam was a master at reading people, but there was nothing in the man’s eyes to read. The barkeep was hollow, empty—an animated shell of a man with no soul to speak of.

      Liam glanced to a group of three men standing in the corner. Seeming no different than Xavier’s puppet, they turned as one, artificial grins appearing at the same time. Their looks were chilling, as if invisible fingers pushed up their cheekbones, stretching their lips so they formed into wickedly exaggerated grins. Normal face muscles should not have been able to form those synthetic expressions.

      “We have to go now!” Liam repeated, far more urgently this time. Also seeing the twisted perversions of nature masquerading as people, the hunter and Xavier leapt from their seats. The four of them ran for the exit. Eerie grinning faces followed, swaying with each clumsy, drunken step. Blasting through the swinging doors, they turned but stopped short of their destination. Their mounts and wagon alike were surrounded.

      “We will have to find another way out of here,” Liam said, pulling a dagger from inside his shirt. “Here,” he said, giving it to Viola. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but whatever happens I won’t have you defenseless.” She reluctantly accepted the dagger, tentatively holding it away from her body as if he’d just handed her a snake. “This way,” he said, grabbing Viola by the sleeve.

      The moment he spoke, one of the aimless wanderers noticed them. It moaned, hobbling towards them clumsily like a child learning to walk. Others followed, arms outstretched, growling like animals.

      The mystic and his companions dashed down the street as more of those things poured out from alleyways. Others came busting through doorways, their blackish dry tongues hanging out, eyes rolled back in their heads. “Keep going!” Owen shouted just before he stopped and turned around. Xavier promptly joined him, blades in hand.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Liam shouted, stopping briefly to see what the madman was planning.

      “Reasoning with them,” the hunter called back, crossbows clacking down his arms, automatically latching to his wrists. “I know what I’m doing. Just get her out of here!” He sneered, eyeing the moaning swarm approaching from multiple angles at once. “We’ve been in tighter spots than this,” he grumbled under his breath.

      Seeing no choice in the matter, Liam drew his sword and led Viola away.

      Owen’s crossbows hissed and steamed as new orange crystals loaded into empty chambers. “Stop right where you are and I won’t have to hurt any of you,” Owen shouted, crossbows raised. Not even slowing, the groaning wave drew ever closer. Blades readied, Xavier flashed him an incredulous look. “What?” the hunter asked sheepishly. “I didn’t actually think they’d listen. But now that they’ve been properly warned, I feel better about killing them.”

      The wave nearly on them, Owen roared as a torrent of flashing orange light sprayed from his wrists. The front runners were instantly shredded, limbs and clothing tumbling upward. A fine mist of blood hazed the air as he swept his arms back and forth, pieces of torn bodies hitting the ground with a wet smack.

      Xavier hurled both his blades into the wild fray. Spinning in a wide arc, their level trajectory took multiple heads before gliding back into his waiting hands. Even as those bodies fell, others seemed eager to take their places. Ignoring the countless fallen, they just kept coming. Stumbling over on the slippery dead, they didn’t seem the least bit shaken by the ensuing massacre.

      After a final sweep, Owen’s crossbows began to click, tiny rotors slowing to a halt. Steaming orange crystals ejected, hopping across the dirt. “What is wrong with these things?” the hunter shouted, rolling his shoulders to send the crossbows ticking back up his arms. Effectively useless now, they would have to cool down before reloading. “They have no survival instincts whatsoever. They see their own falling by the dozens, yet eagerly advance to be the next to die! If we don’t fall back now, they’ll surround us.”

      Snatching his spinning blades from the air a second time, Xavier thrust them into the ground. Owen’s words rang true. They would be surrounded shortly, so a change of tactic was imminent. With a sudden flourish, his cloak floated back, fluttering to the ground. Silver rings tapped against handles strapped all over his chest. With a subtle twitch of his fingers, the blades seemed to levitate into the air, each defying gravity for what seemed like several seconds. Then, with a high-pitched whistling, they began to zip around with astonishing speed.

      Three of the mindless creatures wandered too close. The whirling blades buzzed right through them, faces splitting open as if ten thousand paper cuts all formed at once. Blank, drooling expressions exploded in a fine mist of red.

      “Go if you wish, master,” said Xavier, now eyeing the ones coming from behind. With a mere thought, one of the silky lines tripled in length. A single blade fired out, shaving the top of one’s skull clean off. It crumpled to the ground, others marching right over it, unfazed by the fear of death. “I’ll hold them as long as I can. The mission has changed now, and I intend to see it through...no matter the cost. Viola’s safety is our top priority.”

      Drawing the blades from his back, Owen cursed under his breath. He wasn’t about to let his young apprentice show him up. These things were aggressive, true, but showed nearly nothing in the way of fighting skill. Surely we can take down a few hundred. Right?
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* * *

      Liam and Viola were able to keep a fair distance between themselves and their pursuers. Although aggressive and tireless, the primitive creatures were mostly clumsy and slow. Suddenly, Liam stopped in his tracks. A second wave came from the other direction, each stumbling over each other in an awkward charge.

      “Go up,” he said, pointing to a nearby rooftop. “I’ll hold them off from down here.”

      “Liam, they’re coming!” Viola shrieked. “I won’t! I’m not leaving you here.”

      “You must get to higher ground,” he ordered. “I’ll join you as soon as I can. I’ll be fine. Now go!” Reluctantly releasing his hand, she backed off a step before starting to spin. The flapping black funnel whirled upward, settling on the roof above.

      Coming out of her spin, her form shifted back just in time to focus on the mystic down below. “Behind you!” she screamed.

      The former soldier whirled back, his steel flashing across the face of a woman. The top portion of her head burst, gore and brain matter scattering across the dirt. Her body remained upright a second or two, then tipped over stiffly as if blown by the wind. With half her face and one eye remaining, her accusing gaze seemed to glare up at Liam.

      Trying not to think of what he’d just done, he backed his way up near the wall. She was not a woman anymore. It couldn’t be helped. At least, that’s what he tried to tell himself. A small hand reached down from the rooftop, waving just above his head.

      “Liam,” Viola called, stretching down as far as she could. “Take my hand. I’ll pull you up.” The mystic spun off the wall and turned to face her. Surely she couldn’t handle all his weight, but if he pressed his feet against the wall, he might be able to climb up with her assistance. She could see the mindless humans converging from all sides, men, women, and even children rushing towards him. “Hurry!” she urged, shaking her hand at him.

      He reached up to take her hand, sliding his sword back in its sheath. Suddenly, his eyes went wide, face going white. There was no time to speak, and just barely enough to act. His sword hand streaked in and out of his chest pocket, then flicked towards her face. Her eyes hardly registered the tumbling dagger zipping straight at her. It whizzed past her ear, and thumped into something just behind her. She rolled to the side, a delayed reflex at what felt like a failed attempt on her life. Dagger quivering in its chest, the mindless creature hovered over her.

      With a shriek, she rolled twice more to create some distance. It didn’t pursue, lazy eyes just watching curiously. She scrambled back to her feet, pulling out the dagger Liam had given her. “Get back!” she ordered, jabbing weakly as she backed away. Eyes crossed, it lumbered forward, hands stretched out in a lazy attempt to grab her. One on one, the slow creatures were hardly dangerous at all, but she was untrained and had no idea how to use even a simple dagger.

      She caught a quick glance over the side of the roof. Liam was fully engaged, his steel flashing this way and that. They were dying as fast as they approached, but there were just so many of them. How long could the old man hold?

      Ignoring the dagger in its chest that obviously caused it no pain, the creature on the roof started displaying a bit more urgency. Its clumsy walk became a trotting charge, arms flailing wildly as it groaned. “I said get back!” she screeched, continuing to jab her blade in sweeping stabs.

      By luck alone, she caught it right in the chest. Her blade easily slipped in and out, like stabbing several layers of dry paper. It was as if his insides were hollow, and his fragile skin offered almost no resistance. Piercing him a second time, the sickly crunch of dry skin made her let go of the blade. Poking out harmlessly, her dagger remained in his chest, jiggling near the first. Neither seemed to bother it at all.

      Wild fear gripped her as the impaled creature lunged. She screamed, throwing her hands up in a desperate attempt to defend herself. Eyes closed, she felt it slam against her arms, heard its teeth clicking with numerous attempts to bite her flesh. She should have died, should have been eaten alive and ripped apart right then. But the expected pain of teeth ripping into her never came. Still feeling the pressure of its body, she opened one eye, wondering why she still drew breath.

      Like a nightmare come to life, Viola wasn’t sure which startled her more: the sight of a mindless creature trying to tear her apart, or the sight of her own arms blocking its path—arms which she no longer recognized. Flesh turned solid, her pale arms had extended several inches, each now resembling the blades of long swords. Held at bay, the creature snapped and growled, unable to push through the solid blades of flesh.

      Overwhelmed by it all, Viola felt faint, but she didn’t dare lose consciousness. Not now! How could such a thing have happened? In some bizarre survival instinct her body had somehow defended itself, a primal reaction she couldn’t even begin to understand. Face leaning between the crossed blades, the trapped creature’s teeth clicked wildly. Unable to adjust to even the simplest of defensive tactics, it just kept pushing forward. Her feet began sliding back, her body inching towards the edge of the roof. Pushing back but failing to reverse its momentum, she gazed into its deep-set eyes.

      Yellowed eyes slipped back into its head, black sockets suddenly turning red with flickering flames. Its tongue crept from its mouth, hanging low like a wagging red vine. The tongue twisted up, then began weaving back and forth like a cobra. Rotted skin across the cheeks twitched and squirmed as writhing white maggots burst through, trickling down its front and spreading across the rooftop. The beast opened its mouth, a sorrowful moan bellowing forth as slugs and spiders scrambled up from the back of its throat.

      Something clicked in Viola’s mind, an extraordinary revelation she couldn’t begin to comprehend on a conscious level. The disturbing images flickering across her vision were rooted in something deeper, something far below the surface of conscious reasoning. As nightmarish as these images were, they secretly revealed a truth of sorts. They were like a window into another dimension, displaying an unfathomable suffering that could only be described through images, not words.

      She pushed back with all she had, her bladed arms actually slashing the creature’s chest. Dry, flaky skin broke easily, releasing a stream of dirty sand onto the roof. The grievous wound only made it stumble back momentarily. A second later it regained its footing, charging at her once more. Viola’s arms shifted back to normal, armored flesh melting together like molten metal. She didn’t raise her arms again, nor did she move even when the stumbling creature was only a few steps away.

      “You’re in pain,” she whispered, body tense, ready to accept the impact. The creature stopped cold, a sort of light appearing in its yellowed eyes. It was a readable emotion unlike primal anger or savage hate. Sadness...

      It was all so clear to her now, although she couldn’t say why. An animated husk stood before her, with only a hint of its former life force still remaining on this side. Like a foot stuck in a hole, most of the body is liberated, but one simply still cannot move on until the whole body is free. That small part still clung to this world against its will, keeping it trapped between two dimensions.

      She could feel its faded life force so easily, could almost touch it. It was like a kite barely snagged on a small branch; it just needed a little push and it would sail away on the wind. Her mind reached out, easily giving the necessary nudge. “I release you,” she said. The creature raised its arms, teeth bared as if smiling in gratitude. Then it dropped in a heap. Lifeless.

      With no time to contemplate what had just happened, Viola raced back to the other side of the roof. Her only concern now was for Liam. Terrified of what she might find, she gazed down upon the street below. Liam was still standing, and more than holding his own against the ever pressing wave of attackers. Twisting and spinning, his sword flashed with lightning speed. The mindless creatures died as fast as they advanced once the old soldier’s instincts took over in a deadly dance of steel. Forms he hadn’t performed in years brought his blade to life. Techniques burned into his muscles’ memory allowed him to react to each new enemy with zero hesitation.

      But his breaths came heavy, and the enemy was tireless. With exhaustion taking its toll, his once blazing-fast movements were taking on a sluggish look, each felled enemy now seeming to last a second longer than the one preceding it. At his current pace, he would soon be overwhelmed. Evidence of his work lay all around as bodies were piling up. In a sense they were trapping him, limiting his mobility as he struggled to dance around the mounting carcasses.

      Viola could feel each of them, their weak life forces offering only the slightest trace of lingering energy, fireflies that should have felt like blazing torches. But in reality they should have felt like nothing at all. They were dead. One by one she gave each a mental push. The effort needed was so minimal it was hard to believe it didn’t happen on its own. So delicate a balance it was, the scale so easily tipped.

      To Liam’s eyes, the creatures fell for no reason, bodies jolting as if being hit from behind by some unknown force. But Viola could feel their essences streak away like feathers on the wind, so light they carried away with ease. Danger quickly disappearing, Liam looked up to see Viola gazing over the street. Hands stretched out, her eyes swept methodically, bodies dropping wherever she looked.

      Exhausted from battle, Liam dropped his sword with a rattling clang. Covered in sweat, all he could do was watch as the miracle unfolded right before his eyes.
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* * *

      Double blades slashed forward, ripping the creature’s chest wide open with crisscrossed gashes. Clotted blood spilled out in darkened globs, discharging with the gooey thickness of honey. Arms pumping, steel flashing with reckless abandon, the hunter took out two, sometimes three with each sweeping assault. Arms bulging with unmatched power, he cut the creatures down like weeds, roaring savagely with each swing.

      Sweat glistening across his forehead, he gulped air as his lungs burned, muscles craving more oxygen than he could give. Owen was certainly no stranger to battle, but he usually overwhelmed his prey quickly and savagely with a decisive outcome. Rarely was he engaged in battle so long, with endless foes coming at him from all sides.

      Xavier spun and leapt, his whizzing blades opening throats and taking heads. Much of his training had been similar to this, learning to hit multiple moving objects as they came at him from all angles. But this time he didn’t dare miss a single target. If one slipped through his whirling defense of blades, he would be forced to adjust accordingly, disrupting his blazing pattern of flashing death. There were just too many for that. The slightest hesitation could prove to be...unforgiving.

      Owen whirled back, his savage blade streaking right over the top of one. What? It ducked? He jumped back, shaken by the brief indication of combat intelligence. If these things started getting organized, this could spell real trouble given their numbers. But no, others were falling for no reason as well.

      Breathing hard, the hunter and his apprentice watched in stunned silence as the creatures collapsed all around them, wet smacks hitting the road as they seemed to lose their bodies completely, as if hammers were falling from the sky and driving them down. They looked down the street, seeing Liam and Viola headed their way. Her arms were held out, and the creatures seemed to be dropping wherever her gaze fell. Was this her doing?

      “The gods be praised,” Owen grunted, slipping his bloody swords back into their sheaths.
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      Owen sat down on a wooden walkway, his back pressed up against the door of the local butcher’s shop. From the putrid scent wafting from under the doorway, it was clear they wouldn’t be salvaging any meat. It was also a clear indication of just how long this town had been abandoned. Arms still tingling from the battle, he stretched hard. With a groan, he began rubbing the cramps from his shoulder. Xavier and Liam approached to join him, each taking a seat on either side.

      “Of all the places you could choose to sit and try to regain your wind,” said Liam, clasping a hand over his mouth. “This doesn’t bother you?”

      “Decayed animal flesh bothers me a lot less than decayed people trying to take my head off,” Owen replied, hand waving underneath his nose to help make his point. “I’ve seen a lot of strange things in my day, but this ranks up near the top. What the hell happened here?”

      “They were undead,” Liam reasoned. “Animated corpses brought to life by an unseen hand. Are you telling me the mighty Demon Hunter has never faced such a foe? They’re quite common, really.”

      “I’ve faced hundreds,” Owen snorted, tilting his head back against the wall so he could gaze at the clouds above. “Just not hundreds all at once. And these seemed different somehow. Less...decayed than others I’ve seen. Most often they’re summoned by some dark force, then used as cheap, throwaway soldiers for however long the spell lasts. The bodies are usually years old and nearly reduced to bone. I don’t think these were dead all that long, and they were all about the same level of decay. You know what that means, right?”

      “Of course I do,” Liam said, rubbing his temples, eyes closed. “They are the very same folk who lived in this town. Essentially, a mass murder took place here, then each of them was turned into—” He couldn’t finish his own sentence. Owen nodded his agreement. It was the same conclusion he had come to.

      “Where is Viola?” Xavier asked. “Do you think it’s safe to let her wander off like that?”

      “She’ll be fine,” Liam said. “Viola insisted on searching the town for any stragglers so she could...release them. She’s refusing to leave until she’s saved everyone. And to be honest, I think her gift leaves her far more equipped to deal with them than we are. If you are concerned, go on and join her if you like.” Agreeing with the idea, Xavier stood and wandered off to go look for her.

      “Aye, about that little trick of hers,” Owen said, a twinge of suspicion in his voice. “Do I even want to know?”

      Liam sighed, already aware of what Owen was hinting at.

      Owen continued, “So that’s what’s really bothering ya. She not only has their speed, their taste for blood, and now—”

      “Don’t say it!” Liam warned, gazing around as if someone in this ghost town might actually hear them.

      The hunter leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Necromancy,” he said, the word coming out in a long, slow hiss. “I know we swore to protect her, but denial isn’t going to do any of us any good. I know she’s half human, but her laberath side seems to be maturing by the day.”

      “We can’t be sure of anything at this stage,” Liam replied, the weakness of his voice betraying his inner thoughts. In truth, he had wondered for some time now if and when this particular trait might surface.

      “Oh, we’re not sure?” Owen said, mocking Liam’s denial. He patted the mystic on the knee. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I guess she just plays better with the undead than we do.”

      “That is not funny!” Liam snapped back, a bit harsher than he intended.

      “No...it’s not,” Owen admitted, leaning his head back to look up at the clouds again. The sky was a brilliant blue, with only a handful of fluffy white clouds lazily drifting by. A flock of black birds soared overhead, streaking across the sky in their arrowhead formation. “I suppose it’s just one more thing we’ll have to figure out.”
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* * *

      Viola turned the corner, cautiously following the grunting sounds to their source. There before her stood two more undead, one ramming its head into the side of a house repeatedly with a series of thuds, the other staring at the sky, drool flowing from the corner of its open mouth. The second one turned, suddenly aware of her presence. It growled a low, watery gurgle before advancing towards her. With a flick of her hand and a subtle thought, they both collapsed to the ground. She smiled as she felt their life forces zip away, off to find the eternal peace they so desperately craved.

      Another angry sound caught her ear, more a scream than the usual grunting she was growing accustomed to. Viola turned back just in time to see a woman charging her with a pitchfork. She reached out with her mind but knew instantly this woman was not one of them. She was alive...and enraged!

      “Wait! Stop!” Viola cried out. She was far more helpless against a human then she was against the undead. Backing up, she fumbled for her dagger. The moment she had it in her grasp, her trembling hands juggled the weapon briefly before dropping it on the ground.

      There came a flash of white accompanied by a cracking sound. Viola looked up to see the old woman in Xavier’s grasp, the forked head of her weapon snapped off cleanly. Held in a loose chokehold, she thrashed against the apprentice. Of course she was no match against him, yet he wasn’t quite sure what to do with her, either.

      “Let go of me!” the old woman screeched, all her aggression still focused on Viola. “Don’t you see? It’s her!” Her foot swung up in a fruitless attempt to kick Viola in the face. “She’s one of them! She killed them. She killed all of them!”

      “You need to calm down,” Xavier reasoned. “We are not here to hurt you.” Still, the gray-haired woman thrashed, displaying a tireless aggression Xavier could hardly believe for someone her age. His grip was loose so as to not cause her injury, yet more than once she nearly broke free. He looked up at Viola. “You better go back to the others,” he warned. “I don’t imagine she will calm down until you are out of sight.”

      “Demon whore!” the old woman screamed, foot firing up a second time. “My husband is dead. Both my sons are dead. All because of you murderous creatures! Fiend. Monster!” Sobbing, her body fell limp in Xavier’s arms. He lowered her to the ground gently, resting her head across his knee.

      Opting not to leave just yet, Viola boldly approached and knelt down beside them. She reached out to stroke the woman’s hair but pulled back at the last second, thinking better of it. “I’m so sorry for what they did to your family,” she said. “But they’re gone now. You’re safe.”

      “They’re gone now,” the old woman mocked between sobs. “Everything is gone now! My family, everyone I ever knew, everything! What am I supposed to do now?”

      “Come with us,” Viola blurted without even thinking. Xavier flashed her a look, subtly shaking his head. “The men I travel with are strong,” she continued, ignoring Xavier’s warning glance. “We can protect you. I know we can’t replace your family, but you’ll be safe with us. We can—” A glob of spit hit her cheek, silencing her.

      “I would rather die than travel with a demon whore like you,” the old woman hissed, fire smoldering in her eyes. Viola had already accepted that most people would never trust her. But this was different. A deep loathing like nothing she had ever seen burned in those eyes. Feeling the cool wetness run down her cheek, Viola froze, unable to lift a hand towards wiping it away.

      “You want to help me?” the old woman asked. “Then take your own life right here so I can watch as the light goes out in your eyes.” Viola’s eyes began to glisten with wetness. “Then I want you to rise so I can watch you do it again, and again, and again. I want you to die once for each soul that was lost here. And once your debt has been paid, I want you to lie down before me one final time so that I alone may cut off your head, and take it for my wall. Then, and only then, will you have helped me.”

      Each word was like a white-hot dagger sinking into her heart. So much hate directed at a person she’d just met. Deep down inside, a part of Viola died. A sour taste spreading through her mouth, she felt nauseous, everything spinning around her.

      “Are you listening to me?” Viola snapped out of it, looking at Xavier as if seeing him for the first time. “For the third time already, go back to the others. I need to question her, and that’s clearly not going to happen while you’re still here.”

      Viola swallowed the bitter phlegm, her glazed-over eyes coming back into focus. “All right, I’ll leave,” she said, so softly it was hard to hear her. She glanced at the old woman. “All I ask is that you tell me your name.” The woman glared back at her silently. The hate was so strong, Viola thought she could actually feel the heat radiating from that stare. “Tell me, and I promise you’ll never see me again.”

      “Breda,” the woman growled, only now attempting to get back to her feet.

      “Breda,” Viola repeated, more to herself than to them. She turned to leave. “I won’t forget you as long as I live, Breda,” she whispered to herself.

      A short while later, Owen and Liam came into view. The two of them appeared to be engaged in a spirited conversation, but fell silent when they noticed her approach.

      “Did you accomplish your goal?” Liam asked. “Have the townsfolk all been liberated?” Expression blank, she kept on walking, ignoring his questions. “Viola, where is Xavier? He went looking for you.”

      She turned slightly, pointing back the way she came from. “I’m tired,” she said, sounding very much the part. “I’m going to lie down for a while.” She headed right for the wagon, then disappeared beneath the canopy inside.

      A short time later, Xavier showed up. “And where have you been?” Owen asked. “We considered leaving without you.”

      “We found a survivor,” he said, surprised they didn’t already know. “I’ve been questioning her this whole time. Did Viola not tell you?” Their expressions were answer enough. He gave a recount of how the old woman had treated her. Now thinking on his own words, the fact that Viola hadn’t spoken of her was not actually surprising at all.

      “Poor dear,” said Liam, glancing back at the wagon.

      “We’ll deal with that in a minute,” said Owen, his attention focused on his apprentice. “Did she speak of what happened here?”

      “As we suspected, they fell victim to a laberath attack,” Xavier replied. “They had no chance. This small town has no militia, and I doubt it would have made a difference anyway. The woman hid, watching from her attic as the town was slaughtered before her eyes.” He shook his head. “She stayed hidden even after they were turned into those...things. Such trauma that one has endured.”

      “So basically, we fought off the entire town.” Owen grunted, a bit too much pride apparent in his tone.

      “Not exactly,” Xavier corrected. “According to our only witness, they took a quarter of the townsfolk captive. Marched them out of here like livestock.”

      “So they didn’t kill all of them?” Owen asked.

      “Only most,” Xavier replied.

      “A food source?” Liam suggested, thinking out loud. “Possibly labor. I’m not sure who is worse off, the captives or the dead.”

      “Well, I say we get moving,” Owen said, already heading for his lavics. “I figure we’ve already stayed too long.”

      “Agreed,” Liam said, heading towards the wagon. “Uh, how much further until we meet these friends of yours?” he called to Owen.

      “Soon,” came the vague, but expected answer.

      “Of course,” Liam muttered, peeking inside the back of the wagon. Viola was lying down, her face nestled into the crook of her arm. He could tell from her breathing that she was still awake, but opted against bothering her. If she wanted to be left alone, he would honor her wish. After all, she’d been through a lot today. They all had. He climbed into the front, and with a snap of the reins, they rolled away from the empty town.
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* * *

      The runner streaked down the hallway, bare feet slapping against the thin carpet layered over ice-cold stone. Hearing the mumble of blended voices coming from the room just ahead, he stopped to lean against the wall, his pounding heart slamming inside of his chest. He was winded from the long sprint, certainly, but the thought of delivering bad news directly to Orm’rak was beyond terrifying. His heart would be thumping the same even if he had walked the entire way.

      Here in the frigid hall, mists of steam blasted from his mouth with each breath. He took a final moment to gather himself, building his courage at last. Pushing off the wall, he jogged around the corner. Streaking into the dining hall as if he’d been running the entire time, he ran straight for Orm’rak at the head of the table, determined to deliver his message and get out as fast as possible.

      The laberath leader hardly paid any attention to the human, allowing him to babble in his ear without the slightest change of expression. Listening, Orm’rak tipped back his goblet of blood, draining it in one gulp. Others around the table only spared the human a glance or two before continuing their gluttonous feeding.

      After the last word left his lips, the runner stood up straight, awaiting further instruction. When Orm’rak said nothing, relieved, he turned to bolt from the room. After only a single step towards the hall, a hindering tightness around his waist halted his movement. Reluctantly, he glanced back to see two fingers pinching the band of his tattered pants. The grip was so strong they might as well have been iron locks.

      Calmly, Orm’rak began tapping the side of his goblet with a bloodied fork. Muttering voices began to dissipate, quickly followed by total silence. All eyes on the head of the table, he took his time, meeting each curious gaze in turn. “I have just received an update on our most recent objective.” He gave the runner’s band a gentle tug. “Um, what is your name?” he asked.

      “G-Goru,” the man muttered, trembling from head to toe.

      “Ah, yes,” Orm’rak continued. “Goru here has informed me that our team has failed in capturing the half-blood girl. Can anyone here suggest to me what might have gone wrong?” His answer came in the form of a long, drawn-out silence. He tugged the man’s band again. “Excluding the target, how many adversaries did my team encounter? One hundred? A thousand, perhaps?”

      The rising terror forced the man to lose all control of his body. Moist warmth spread across the front of his pants, trickling down the inside of his legs. “Three,” he whispered, his voice barely a rasp of air.

      “I’m sorry, could you repeat that, Goru?”

      “T-There w-were three of them,” the runner repeated, shaking so hard his teeth were starting to click.

      “Did everyone hear our friend, Goru?” Orm’rak asked, his red-eyed glare sweeping around the table. “Three humans defeated our warriors. Needless to say, I am not pleased by this.” He turned back to Goru. “But I imagine this pleases you quite a bit.”

      “No. No, that’s not true,” the runner groveled. “I live only to serve you. To serve the laberaths!”

      “Now don’t you lie to me,” Orm’rak scolded, speaking to him as one might speak to a child. He lifted Goru up in the air by the seat of his pants. After letting him hang for several seconds, he slammed the runner down on the table, driving all air from his lungs. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this right now. I need to figure out what, if anything, is so special about you humans. I will not accept another failure.” Pinning Goru down by his neck, he slid a knife out from between two dinner cloths.

      “Master, please,” the man begged, trying to slip air past the crushing grip around his throat.

      “So let’s take a close look at one of these humans so we may determine what it is that makes them so formidable,” Orm’rak said, ignoring the choking man beneath his grasp. “I must find their secret so I may plan accordingly. Please be patient. This might take a while, since I plan to search for this magical formula inch by inch.” Goru’s terrified scream was partially muffled, smothered into the iron grip strapped over his mouth.

      There came a flood of cheers, laberaths clapping and rubbing their hands together. “Now then, that’s what I like to see: a little enthusiasm towards our research efforts. So where shall we begin our search? You there,” he said, pointing to the female to his left. “Where do you think this human is hiding his special powers?”

      “In his hand,” the hairless female chirped, rubbing her hands together with excitement.

      “You may very well be right,” Orm’rak admitted, privately entertained by the simplistic answer. He raked the knife diagonally across the top of the runner’s wrist, liberating four of his fingers and a fair chunk of hand. Goru shrieked in pain, again his cries muffled against Orm’rak’s hand. He tossed her the piece. She wasted no time in tearing into the fresh slice, teeth scraping against bone.

      “Anyone else?” Orm’rak asked.

      “The secret is in their eyes,” came a voice from the back. “Always a sickly blue or brown. Never a proper color. I’m sure that’s where their power lies.”

      “Excellent!” Orm’rak said, pointing to the one at the far end of the table. “I hadn’t even though of that.”

      He tipped the runner’s head back, forcing him to look up at the ceiling. “Nooo!” he screamed, closing his eyes as tightly as he could, thrashing about, head shaking, legs kicking. “Please don’t! I’ll do anything you say.” Ignoring the desperate pleas, the laberath leader wiggled his fingers into the man’s socket. Goru released a high-pitched shriek fit to shatter crystal. With a bit of effort, the eyeball popped free with a snap. Orm’rak held it up, the clinging optic nerve looking like a small tail. He tossed it across the table, watching it hop once before rolling off the edge.

      “I’m not so sure anymore,” Orm’rak said sarcastically, glaring down at the wounded runner, his hand clenched over a bleeding, empty socket. “I thought their secret would be easier to find than this. I see I must triple my efforts.” With nowhere near the amount of care he used removing the first eye, the laberath drove his fingers in the second socket, snapping out his other eye. “Umm, nothing here, either,” he reported casually, tossing the bloody ball aside. His mortally wounded body going into shock, Goru lay on the table with his mouth wide open. His body twitched again and again, head shuddering with seizure-like symptoms.

      “I’d better keep looking,” Orm’rak growled, no longer looking amused at the game he had created. His hand fired down into the open mouth, its hidden mass apparent in the form of a lump moving deep down the runner’s throat. Viciously, he wrenched his hand free, a spray of red misting a portion of the table. Stringy bits of meat clung in his fist, dangling between his fingers like gory vines. “Nope,” he said, glancing at the red pulp then throwing it right in the center of the table with a wet smack. The other laberaths slid their chairs back, entertained smiles slowly melting from their faces. This was getting out of hand even by their practically nonexistent standards.

      Tongue, jaw, and ears were quickly ripped free and tossed onto the table. “They’re clever, these humans are!” Orm’rak roared, gouging away at the lifeless corpse. “I just can’t seem to find any hidden power.” A minute later, the corpse was completely unrecognizable. To prove it was once a human would take a long, careful examination.

      Orm’rak moved away from the corpse. Glistening blood-coved hands clasped behind his back, he calmly began circling the table. “I’ve searched but found nothing,” he said, his steady voice an icy calm. Eyes low, the laberaths sat quiet and still, avoiding his gaze at all costs. “So, now that my thorough search has concluded, I can only come to one conclusion.” Orm’rak stopped directly behind one of the seated laberaths, and glared down at him. “It seems to me that there is nothing special about them at all. They are just as pathetic and weak as I always suspected.” He leaned down into the laberath’s ear. “Which means my brothers have failed me.”

      A fist exploded through the creature’s chest, spraying even more blood across the table. The others leapt from their seats, instantly becoming blurs of movement streaking for the hall. “And you shall not fail me again!” Orm’rak raged, his piercing scream echoing down the hall. Retracting his hand with a squishing slurp, the wide-eyed body tipped from the chair onto the floor. Still seething, he glanced down at the corpse. It was a necessary sacrifice. Someone had to be held accountable. And more importantly, others needed to witness someone being held accountable. There was simply too much at stake here.

      “Oh, but I don’t blame you,” said Orm’rak, walking back over to the mangled human corpse. “Forgive my temper, Goru. Sometimes I lose myself when dealing with such incompetence.” He paused, as if waiting for some sort of response. “I understand,” he continued, answering the imaginary comment. “You were just a runner after all, and didn’t deserve such harsh treatment from the likes of me. So allow me to present you with a gift. Let’s just say this is my way of giving you...a second chance.”

      Orm’rak swiped his fingers across the bloody torso. Cracked ribs glistened beneath the skin, shimmering a silver light visible for only a second. The mangled body twitched once, twice, the remaining fragment of head swayed on the tip of its spinal column like a wagging tail. The bloody mass rose, pushing off the table with its one still-functioning arm. “There you are,” Orm’rak mused, admiring his own work. “You see, I’m not so bad after all.”

      Still glistening with fresh blood, the animated mound of flesh hobbled away, a severely broken leg clicking in and out of place with every other step. A length of intestine dragged behind, slithering across the floor while leaving a red trail. The imitation of life found its way into the hall, then limped away, broken bones shifting and clicking.

      Orm’rak let out a deep breath, enjoying the lingering aftereffects. Each time a human body was animated, a small trace of its life force was absorbed. Like sweet nectar with a touch of adrenaline, the afterglow pumped through his veins, the taste lingering on his tongue. The rush was always short-lived, but he savored it nonetheless.

      Realizing he could stall no longer, Orm’rak left the dining hall and headed for his private chambers. Now that the runner had made his report, he would have to go make his. The idea of reporting his failure didn’t sit well with the laberath leader. Mere humans had somehow defeated the force he sent. How was he supposed to explain this humiliation?

      Sure, Owen Dunwich was an elite warrior whose reputation seemed to grow by the day. There were even a few scatted reports claiming his apprentice might be the more deadly of the two. But still...they were just humans. How could they have caused this much trouble? And now it seemed they traveled with a third person who possessed a completely different skill set, complimenting their brute strength with arcane powers.

      Regardless of the hunter’s new ally, another failure was simply unacceptable. This time, I will lead them myself. Hunter, you turned down my offered riches only to embrace certain death? Fool! Then allow me to accommodate your wish.

      Servants dressed in tattered rags scattered as he marched down the hall. Word of his display of brutality had already spread. Even his fellow laberaths were nowhere to be seen, no doubt avoiding him, as well they should be. He stopped near a window and looked out across the underground city, admiring the view for a time. With its jagged rooftops giving off a soft fluorescent light, Kraindoel’s beauty matched that of any city of the surface world. But it wasn’t located in the surface world. It was buried so far underground, sometimes Orm’rak thought it felt more like a tomb than a city.

      “Why must we remain hidden beneath the rocks like common rodents?” he growled to himself, eyes sweeping across the buildings below. “We are a superior race, yet it is we who are forced to live underground.” A wicked smile spread across his face. “But not for much longer. Soon we shall rise and take what is rightfully ours. Enjoy your ball of fire creeping across the sky. May it burn your souls into dust! Soon, it will be you who crawls beneath the ground, skittering over cold rocks like insects.”

      He pushed away from the window and continued on his way. In his mind, he already knew why the laberaths remained underground. Although they were physically superior to most surface beings, they were woefully outnumbered. So outnumbered in fact, that many surface dwellers actually denied their existence at all. This push into relevancy would be a slow one, but it was inevitable.

      Their newly formed alliance with another superior race would see to that.

      Reaching his chambers, he pushed back an unassuming door made of splintered wood, its color faded away long ago. He pushed through the decorative room, colorful tapestries seeming to hang from every wall, heads of bizarre creatures displayed on dark lacquered plaques. Throwing back a beaded curtain, he stepped into the gloomy backroom, a dank stench hanging in the air. Before him was a purple stone pedestal, sanded smooth with two holes at its front. Taking in a final breath, Orm’rak slid his hands into the holes, back straight, his head held high.

      It hissed, steam rising all around. The once dark room pulsed with yellow light, throbbing on and off with a buzzing sound. The steam began to circle, spinning together to form a misty funnel of vapor. The twirling vapor slowed, a white cone spreading upward as it began to take shape. Orm’rak swallowed, suddenly gazing into the eyes of a pasty white face with large pink eyes. Its bald head almost looked dusty, a powdery dull white.

      “Orm’rak,” hissed the noseless, featureless white face. “Word of your failure has already reached my ears. I thought such a simple task would be easy for the laberaths, legends of the underworld. I see that I was wrong.”

      “The force I sent proved to be incompetent,” Orm’rak admitted, withering under the glare of those savage pink eyes. “I assure you it will not happen again.”

      “Their incompetence is a reflection of your own!” the white face shrieked. After a pause it calmed a bit, still glaring with judgment and hate. “Have you no desire to leave this murky underworld you call home?”

      “Of course we do,” Orm’rak replied. “But could I not ask you the same?” he asked boldly. “I don’t imagine being trapped in a world of fire is any more desirable than my sunless cage. Don’t forget, you need us just as badly as we need you.” The pasty white head funneled back into steam momentarily, twirling with irritation before reforming once more.

      “Find the girl!” it roared, pink eyes flaring with blazing light. “Once the ritual is complete, we, too, shall walk the surface world once more.”

      With a satisfied smirk, Orm’rak dipped into a shallow bow. “With pleasure,” he said. “This time, we shall not fail.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      Viola watched the trees roll past on either side. Clouds of dust funneled up from the churning wheels, spiraling away from her swinging feet. Each mile traveled carried her farther away from her former life. Already, Redwater felt like like a distant memory rolling around in the back of her mind like a dream from one’s childhood, so vague and faded it becomes difficult to recall. She was not necessarily safe, but she was free now.

      “Viola,” Liam summoned, peeking back from his high perch. “Would you mind sitting up here with me for a bit?” Reluctant at first, she hoisted her feet up from the edge and crawled to the front on her hands and knees. Taking her by the hand, Liam helped her up over the seat backing. “There we are,” he said, trying to smile at her. The forced grin looked more like a man trying to show off his teeth. She wasn’t buying it.

      The wagon wobbled as they rolled along in silence. She could see Owen up ahead, his thick mount zipping along with unnerving grace. Fluid and agile, it reminded her a bit of a lizard, its nimble body swaying from side to side to keep its built-up momentum. Xavier rode by his side, his elegant horse clopping along. It was easy to forget the beautiful beast was a full-blooded warhorse, ready to charge at a moment’s notice.

      “So what happened back there?”

      “Wha—” she stammered with surprise, realizing she was staring at Xavier again. In his flowing white cloak, to her he looked like a high-ranking noble, a stark contrast to the grizzly warrior riding at his side.

      “I understand that the old woman had some choice words for you,” said Liam, eyes straight ahead. “I think you’ll find that I’m a good listener. That is...if you care to talk about it.”

      Viola shifted uncomfortably. “There is nothing to tell,” she replied softly. “That woman’s only crime was being afraid of me. That’s all. Everyone is afraid of me.”

      “Not everyone,” Liam assured, glancing down at her. “Besides, what does some old woman who has been trapped in a small town her whole life know of the world?”

      “Breda,” Viola replied.

      “What now, dear?”

      “Her name was Breda,” Viola repeated, a touch of venom in her tone. “And she wasn’t just some old woman. You don’t know her story any more than I do. Who knows what she’s accomplished during her time in this world? Perhaps she saved someone’s life, a small child from drowning or something like that.” She paused, listening to the wheels creaking down below. “Maybe she fell deeply in love and thought nothing could ever take that away from her. And in that moment, life couldn’t be more beautiful. Maybe she thought things would always be that way.”

      Liam sighed as he listened to the sound reasoning of one so sheltered, so innocent. But her morality and ability to empathize with others might do more harm than good. Such a good-hearted person might not be long for this cruel world.

      “But something did take it away,” she continued. “Something cruel and evil. And when she looked at my face, she saw that evil all over again... Her family was taken, along with everyone she’s ever known. I can’t blame her for hating me.” She looked up at Liam, waiting expectantly for him to look back at her. When he did, she ran a hand through her white hair, then traced a finger between her eyes and down across her black lips.

      “These features,” she said. “No matter where I go I’ll never outrun them. To others, they are a symbol of hate. The world is full of Bredas, each with her own tales of suffering at the hands of someone like me. No matter where we go, I’ll always be hated. I accept that. It’s something I can never change.”

      “Oh, my dear,” Liam said, sadness in his eyes as he gently stroked her hair. “I know it feels like that now, but I promise you that someday—” Her sudden fit of coughing cut him off. “Dear, are you all right?” he asked, aggressively patting her on the back, fearing she may be choking. It escalated quickly, her body convulsing, wracked with violent coughs. His concern rising to alarming levels, he pulled the wagon over and proceeded to slap her on the back.

      “Get...away,” she hissed, pushing on his chest to put distance between them.

      “What are you talking about? What’s wrong?!” he said, hand fighting with the suddenly very strong girl.

      “Get away from me! You have to run!” she blurted, her scattered, hissing voice assaulting Liam’s ears from all directions at once. He released her wrists, gazing into the eyes of a being he no longer recognized. Her coughing had stopped, and now she just glared at him, black veins pulsing beneath her pale skin. They spidered along her neck, creeping upward across her face. “Run,” she said weakly, her red eyes flaring wide open. It was clear she was quickly losing control.

      Liam shook his head. “It’s too late for that,” he said, a stoic look on his face. “Even if I ran right now, it would be impossible to put enough distance between us. The thirst is already upon you, and neither of us can stop it.”

      Chest clenching with tightness, she hugged herself as guttural, choking sounds bubbled up from her throat. “You have to kill me,” she said, her voice nothing but a raspy growl. “Do it now!”

      Liam slowly reached beneath his shirt and unsheathed his dagger. He looked at it a long while, turning it back and forth against his palm. “I can’t do that,” he said calmly, a kind of peaceful tranquility washing over him.

      “I’ll do it,” she gasped, grasping at the blade. “Give me the knife and look away. I don’t want you to see this!”

      He shook his head again, then dragged the blade’s edge across his wrist. Blood began to flow. It trickled down his forearm as he raised the wound near Viola’s face. “You must drink,” he said, voice as calm as she’d ever heard him. “We are out of options now. There is no other way.”

      “I can’t,” she said in a gurgling, strangled voice. “What if I can’t stop?”

      “I’m dead either way,” he said. “If you refuse my offer, then the thirst will only get worse. It will eat at your mind until you lose all control. Your body will react on its own, no different than when you killed that wolf. You’ll go into a raging bloodlust, most likely tearing me apart. As your body obeys its primal need to feed, you will be powerless to resist it. But still, you will be present of mind the entire time. You will be in the moment, looking into my eyes as I die. And worse, you will remember all of it. I say this not to frighten you, but to make you see the reality of the situation.” He held out his bleeding wrist once more. “I trust you, even if you don’t trust yourself.”

      Hands trembling, throat burning, she grasped the bloody offering. Clasping her lips around the open wound, she began to drink. Never had she tasted anything so sweet in her life. The nectar of a million berries burst in her mouth at once, its sweetness coating her tongue, rushing down the back of her throat. Years of chemical-induced alchemy had kept these primal urges in check. Now, released in full for the very first time, the sensation came like a tidal wave of satisfied desires. Like deaf ears hearing music for the first time, the blissful reaction was unexplainable.

      Lying naked in a grass field, her body tingled with hot energy. Breaking through the sparse clouds, the shining sun warmed her, filling her with life. A gentle breeze whistled through the nearby trees, rattling the leaves while cooling the beaded sweat on her body. She arched her back, knees melting apart as her legs spread. One hand reached back, fingers entangled in a fistful of her white hair, the other slipping across her stomach, sliding down between her legs.

      Her shivering body rattled with ecstasy, her wet tongue sliding across her dark lips. Her hips rose off the ground, slick moisture gathering between her fingers. Slipping one finger inside herself, she moaned, hips rising even higher. Her body grew hot, sweat trickling from her temples. How could she have been deprived of such joy for so long?

      Her whole hand already glistening with wetness, she worked her finger in and out. With panting breath, her other hand cupped her breast, rolling and pinching a hardening nipple. Her body was on fire, a strange combination of pleasure and scorching heat flooding through her veins. She opened her eyes momentarily, glancing up to see a white-haired figure gazing down on her. His lips moved in silence; only the sounds of rattling leaves touched her ears.

      “What?” said Viola, her mind suddenly spiraling with confusion and doubts. What was all this? How did she get here in the first place?

      The familiar old face moved closer to hers, coming into clear focus. “You’re killing me,” he rasped, eyes set deep, skin turning gray.

      “Liam!” she shrieked, a suddenly alert mind fighting to regain control.

      “No!” she screamed, tearing her lips away from Liam’s wrist. The effort it took to stop was gargantuan. Even now, her desperate eyes couldn’t stop staring at the open wound, her body craving to finish what it started. The old man fell back against the seat, wide-open eyes staring at the sky. “Liam! Liam, speak to me!” she wailed, shaking his shirt collar. “No. Oh please, no,” she cried, rolling her forehead back and forth across his chest. “I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you just kill me when I gave you the chance?” she sobbed, fists beating on his chest.

      “I’m not dead,” came his weak reply, glassy eyes beginning to blink. “But I will admit, I’ve seen better days.” With a squeal of joy she threw herself against his chest, arms wrapping the back of his neck. “Easy. Easy now,” he groaned, trying to push the excited girl away but failing on all fronts. “I said I’m not dead, but your jumping on me like this is pushing me ever closer to the grave.”

      She finally backed off, taking a good look at him for the first time. With heavy eyes and pale skin, he did certainly appear to be at death’s door. “Oh, Liam,” she said, flopping back against the seat. “I am so so—”

      “Don’t say it,” he cut her off. “Don’t you dare apologize to me. It was my idea after all, and all things considered, I’d say my idea worked quite well.” He winked, prompting a weak smile from the distressed girl. “You regained control before it was too late, as I knew you would. I imagine that wasn’t easy, and commend your solid display of self-control.”

      “But I almost didn’t,” she replied in shame, eyes looking away.

      He reached out, lifting her chin with a curled knuckle, imploring her to look at him. “But you did,” he reminded. “And that is all that counts.” He placed his hand on the back of her wrist. “This time it was human blood. Unless I miss my guess, you should be sustained for much longer this time. But it will still happen again. Sooner or later we’ll need to address—”

      “What is going on here?” came Owen’s gruff voice. That beast of his certainly moved quietly when it wanted to. They looked up to see the hunter high on his mount seated only a few feet from the side of the wagon. “Is everything all right? Why did you stop?” Instinctively, Viola wiped at her mouth, not sure if any lingering blood remained. Liam rolled his hand, trying to conceal the wound as best as he could.

      “I’m afraid I’m not feeling well,” Liam said, only stretching the truth a tad. With his pale face and shallow breathing, he looked every bit the part of a very sick man. “Viola here is going to steer the wagon the rest of the way.” She flashed Liam an incredulous look before nodding at Owen.

      The hunter’s suspicious gaze bounced back and forth between them. “Then let’s get moving,” he said at length, turning his great beast around. “It’s not far now. You can rest once we find my companions.”

      “Very well,” Liam replied. “But I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      Owen glanced back, this time blatantly staring at Liam’s turned wrist. “Right...” he said, digging both heels into his lavics, sending it lumbering back up into the lead position.

      “He knows,” Viola gasped, nervously wringing the bottom of her shirt.

      “Does it matter?” Liam asked, allowing her to crawl over the top of him to trade seats. “You said yourself that we’re a family. To be honest, I shouldn’t have tried to hide it from him.” He placed the reins into her hands. “Now, do you know how this works?” he asked, hopeful.

      Her panicked look told him all he needed to know. “Nuh uh,” she said, shaking her head back and forth.

      He reached across and gripped both reins in one hand. “He-ah,” he barked, giving them a hard snap. Viola rocked back against the seat as the wagon lurched forward. “Then you’ll learn the same way I did. On the job.” He reached into the back, retrieving his goat-skull staff. “I’ll need some time to recoup my strength,” he said, closing his eyes, his staff positioned upright between his legs. “I would like to believe that I won’t wake up...dead. I hope my small request isn’t too ambitious for you.” White gems embedded in the eye sockets of his staff began to glow, the soft light seeming to wash over his body from head to toe.

      “Liam,” she said, getting tossed around as the wagon zigzagged down the road. “Liam!” she repeated, this time with more urgency. It was no use. Whatever trance-like state had taken over his body, it was obvious he had fully succumbed to it. She gulped, holding the reins up high near her face. Remembering what she saw the old man do, she gave them another snap, hoping that would calm them down. It didn’t...

      With a collective whinny, the horses picked up speed. The wagon rocked and rattled, weaving from one side of the road to the other. “Bad horses! Stop that,” she yelled, trying her best to reason with the unruly animals. Without the slightest hint of being disturbed, Liam’s unconscious body swayed back and forth through the chaos.

      The wagon cut a sharp left, lifting two wheels up off the ground. Instinctively, Viola pulled the right rein to counter. It worked...a little too well. This time they cut a hard right, nearly tipping the other way. But the pattern was clear to her now. No longer committing to yanking one rein or the other, she eventually found a balance between the two.

      Moving straight for the first time, she looked up to see Xavier staring back at her, eyes wide with a gaping mouth. Again, that feeling of heat rose in her face. Such a bothersome sensation that was. She grinned, trying to convince him she had everything under control. His open mouth shut, then quickly turned to laughter.

      Owen snapping his fingers drew his attention away from Viola. After flashing a series of hand signals, the hunter pointed off to the right. Xavier turned back to Viola, a far more serious expression on his face this time. “We’re going off road,” he called. “Follow us and try to stay close.” She nodded, trying her best to look more confident than she felt.

      Owen led the way, his beastly mount trampling down brush, mauling its way through the thick shrubbery. Xavier had little troubling following the wide, self-made trail. But Viola found it to be a daunting task. The wagon swayed back and forth, wobbling its way over uneven clumps of dirt. The metal wheels dug deep into the soil, digging trenches while skidding along. She did what she could to keep it straight, occasionally scraping against the rough bark of a thick tree. After each rasping, cringe-worthy scrape, she found herself glancing at Liam, concerned he may wake up at any moment to scold her.

      Mercifully, they broke into a wide-open clearing and came to a halt. Owen gazed around for a time, considering his surroundings. “Yup, this will work,” he said, leaping down off his mount.

      “Ah, good,” said Liam, reaching up into a long, exaggerated stretch. “I’m anxious to finally meet some people who aren’t trying to kill us.”

      “How long have you been awake?” Viola questioned accusingly.

      “Long enough, I suppose,” he admitted, hopping down off the side. “Now, to assess the damage you caused after hitting those trees.” He disappeared around the side, leaving Viola with her arms crossed, pouting. “Shall we set up camp?” Liam called out, anticipating being needed to aid in building another fire.

      “No need,” Owen answered, just as the ground began to rumble. “They’re already here. Brace yourselves!”

      The rumbling grew in intensity, soon resembling the shocks of an earthquake. Both Viola and Liam clung to the wagon, their grips weakening, fingers quickly going numb. Owen and Xavier backed away from the center, their warrior stability and keen sense of balance keeping them on their feet—barely...

      The grass peeled downward, as if something was removing the soil from underneath. Seconds later, a large object erupted from the ground. Dirt and gravel burst in all directions, showering everyone with sandy grit. “Well, it’s about time ye showed,” Owen barked, before spitting out a bit of dirt.

      Strongly resembling a green clam with hairy whiskers, the giant bud slowly opened. What looked like a long tongue rolled out invitingly, stretching flat across the ground. “Take only what you need,” said Owen, pulling two sacks off his lavics before smacking it in the rear, sending it away. “Our mounts know exactly where to go and wait for us. But we won’t be needing that wagon anymore.”

      After gathering a few meager things from under the canopy, Liam set about unhinging the horses. After allowing Viola a moment to pet them one last time, he sent them running off into the woods. In her mind, the short time driving the wagon had become a bonding experience for her and the animals. She was sorry to see them go.

      Owen led the way, aggressively wiping his feet on the tongue before disappearing into the green clam. The others followed, Liam and Viola displaying a bit of apprehension, more than taking their time. The tunnel was dark. Warm rushing air blew their hair forward and back, as if this thing was actually breathing. The strange sensation did nothing to ease their anxiety.

      “Come on then,” came Owen’s voice, echoing through the darkness. “Quite yer stalling already.”

      Viola made the mistake of touching the wall while attempting to stay balanced on the wet, meaty carpet. The wall was sticky and moist, prompting her to grab onto the back of Liam’s shirt instead. With slow, subtle strokes, she tried to wipe the slime on his shirt without him noticing. Through the darkness, they could see a faint light just up ahead. Within that light, the shadowed outline of Owen’s large frame was apparent. With a wave he urged them on before disappearing into the light.

      “It’s all right,” Xavier said, politely slowing his pace in order to match theirs. It was obvious how uneasy these two were. “I promise you there is nothing to fear. Soon, you will both be among friends.”

      A moment later they stepped into the light where Owen was waiting for them. He looked agitated as always, tapping his foot impatiently. The walls here were pinkish red with a glistening wet look, almost as if they were trapped inside of a watermelon. “We need to work out a better system!” he grunted to no one. “Do have any idea how long it took us to find you? Do you hear me, Thatra?” With a wet crackling sound, a sort of door split open from the side wall. In truth, the belching movement in the wall gave the appearance of watching the back of a person’s throat as they swallowed.

      A small green creature hobbled through, its large white eyes with no pupils fixed on Owen. Just above his ears were two horns, thick and curled back like a ram’s, similar to the ones on Liam’s staff. His stringy garment looked to be made of dried vines, or some other such vegetation. He rushed at Owen, looking at first as if he might be attacking. Grabbing the hunter’s shoulder, he began tugging and pulling, awkwardly trying to remove the black body armor.

      “It’s good to see you too, Orfi,” said Owen with a roll of his eyes, dipping his shoulder to aid in the aggressive removal of his armor and weapons. “What’s that? Oh, our journey was fine. It’s not like laberaths and dead people be trying to kill us or anything. Nope, just an easy, peaceful journey. But thank you for asking.” Both Viola and Liam began snickering at the odd, one-sided conversation. Xavier began removing his own weapons, both swords from his back as well as the rows of leather straps from his chest that housed his half-moon daggers.

      With Owen’s gear in hand, the little creature hopped over to Xavier, who added his own weapons to the top of the pile. Frowning down at the gear, Orfi turned, practically running for the exit. “It was nice talking with you, Orfi,” called Owen, standing there in nothing but his boots and pants. The front and back of his upper body were covered with scars, and one could only assume that probably held true for his lower body as well.

      “Um...that was Orfi,” said Xavier, trying to clarify what that strange transaction was all about. “He does all the maintenance on our gear. In fact, he engineered most of what we carry. He is a genius, although not all that fond of social interaction.”

      “You don’t say,” Liam mocked, watching the sticky slit in the wall melt back together. “But you also failed to mention that your friends were tarrins. I should have guessed the moment I saw this pod rise up from the ground.”

      “Is that bad?” Viola asked, gazing around uneasily.

      “Not at all,” Liam assured, placing his hand on her shoulder. He often forgot how little she knew of the world. “But I admit, I’m a bit surprised they even have dealings with you two,” he said, redirecting his attention back to Owen. “The tarrins are a peaceful species who mostly keep to themselves. I find it odd they would have any association with...um...”

      “Mercenaries?” Owen finished for him, one eyebrow raised. “You read too many books, old man. Yes, the tarrins are a peaceful race...during times of peace. Do not confuse that with being helpless or weak.”

      “I meant nothing of the sort,” Liam was quick to point out. “No insult was intended.”

      “Perhaps not directed towards the tarrins,” Xavier cut in. “Yet you still seem to have no problem judging my master and I.”

      “Drop it, Xavier,” Owen said, turning his back to them. “Let the old man come to whatever conclusion he wishes.”

      “No, I won’t drop it!” Xavier snapped back, causing the hunter to turn and glare at his young pupil, a warning look in his eyes. The apprentice ignored him, turning his attention back to Liam. “Constantly, we are forced to defend our reputations in the eyes of the great mystic. What exactly do you know of us?” he asked, glaring up at the much taller man.

      “Your reputations are larger than the room we stand in. Everyone has heard the stories of rage and bloodlust come to fruition, all for the sake of a few coins. Is that what you wanted to hear?” Liam asked with a sigh. “Must we really speak of this now?”

      “That’s not what I asked you,” Xavier said, the angry edge in his voice starting to fade. “I asked you what you know of us, not what you’ve heard. We are already aware of our reputations.”

      Liam rubbed his chin, beginning to understand the lad’s point.

      “It’s best if our foes believe we are merciless killers,” Owen added. “I know you believe we wander the realm friendless and alone, open to any contract that’s shoved under our noses.” He looked up, raking his fingers through his long black hair. “Many of those stories stem from a time when that was indeed true. But not anymore. Those days are long over with, yet our reputations remain intact.”

      “But here is what you don’t understand, Liam,” Xavier said. “It works to our advantage to be seen in such a dark light. Those tales aren’t true anymore, yet they give us an edge wherever we go. In fact, you and Viola are the only two living souls who know we have an affiliation with the tarrins. We brought you here to help keep Viola safe, but also because we trust you. Tell us, Liam, have we made a mistake in our judgment?”

      Liam sighed. “Forgive an old fool,” he said. “I admit, to this point I have based too much of my judgment on your reputations, and not on your actions. And as for your question, no, you have not made a mistake. Sometimes even I can be influenced by the stories spread by others.”

      With a sticky slurp, the slit in the wall opened up once more. In walked a tall female with long, curly red hair. As thick as it was, it did little to conceal the thick curled horns on the sides of her head. Her skin was green like the other tarrin’s, but with her less-than-modest clothing, there was quite a bit more of it to see. With a lean, toned physique, her long legs and chiseled arms were clearly those of a warrior’s. Her ridged stomach was knotted with muscles that seemed to twitch with each graceful step. Her fingers were disproportionately long, making her hands look spidery.

      “So there you are,” said Owen. “Thatra, I would like you to meet—”

      She blew right past him as if he were invisible, and stormed right up to Viola. Quite a bit taller, she hunched down to get a better look, her milky-white eyes only a few inches from Viola’s. “I don’t believe it,” she whispered, hands rising to boldly creep all over Viola’s face. “How could such dissimilar strands of nature find unity within a single vessel? It’s a miracle. I’ve never seen such a thing.”

      “I am not a thing!” Viola hissed, her shadowy voice ricocheting from everywhere at once. She pushed the frisky girl in the chest, but only managed to send her own body backward. The reaction was similar to pushing against a wall and expecting it to move.

      The green girl clasped a hand over her mouth, her creamy white eyes enlarging to the size of coins. “I am so sorry,” she said, looking absolutely mortified. “I don’t know what came over me. I never meant to imply— Well, you are most certainly not a thing.”

      “Ahem. Let’s try this again,” Owen said, hand smacking up against his forehead. “This here is Thatra, one of my contacts from the Eldham village. Thatra, that tall gentleman there is Liam.”

      “A pleasure,” said Liam, gently taking her hand.

      “And the girl whose face you just groped is Viola,” Owen added sheepishly.

      “Please accept my apology,” said Thatra, rushing back over to Viola. “I know I’ve made a horrible first impression, but I still hope that we can be friends.” Viola looked up at her, a mischievous look spreading over her face. With a grin, she grabbed Thatra by her horns and shook her head. “Hey! What are you—”

      “There! Now we’re even,” said Viola, laughing at her own cleverness. “Now we can start over.”

      “Very well,” laughed Thatra, turning back towards the wall. The sides split open with a wet squish. “If you’ll all just follow me, I’ll take you to a place that’s a little more comfortable so we can talk.” They followed her through the slit and out into a narrow corridor. Dimly lit, they moved carefully so as not to trip or accidently touch the sticky walls. Once already, Viola had made that mistake, and found that it was not a pleasant experience.

      Up ahead, they could hear a series of grinding sounds coming from a room on the left. Liam took particular interest as the others passed, taking a long peek inside. Orfi was inside, running what looked to be a metal file across one of Owen’s swords. He slid the tool in long, even strokes, always going the same direction. On the table in the corner lay several disassembled pieces of what looked to be one of his crossbows.

      After running the file across a few more times, he turned the blade on its side and picked up a steaming bowl with some sort of shiny, metal liquid inside. Using a coarse brush, he spread the hot liquid across the blade’s edge, which produced a crackling hiss.

      Liam jumped when a hand lightly clutched his shoulder from behind. “A combination of silver, craduit, and a rare metal ore called ravlix,” said Xavier, answering the unasked question. “At least, those are the elements I’m aware of. I’m sure there are many more.”

      “And what are the reactive properties of such elements?” Liam asked, truly fascinated by the process he was witnessing.

      “That depends on the target in question,” said Xavier. “Different creatures react differently. Laberaths are highly allergic to the combination, among many other creatures of the underworld. In many cases, a minor scratch could prove fatal. As for humans, the mixture is about as dangerous as water. The blade itself would be a far bigger concern than the coating.”

      “Viola?” Liam asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Xavier shrugged. “I just told you how it reacts with the blood of both species, and Viola happens to be both. As to how her body would respond, your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Perhaps we should avoid that particular test,” Liam replied dryly.

      “Agreed,” said Xavier. “Let’s go catch up with the others. I promise to answer any other questions you may have at a later time.” Eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness, they made their way down the corridor. Although a bit humid, the air in here smelled sweet and flowery, serving as a reminder that they were indeed inside a living plant of sorts. Long ago Xavier had grown accustomed to the idea of being inside such a vessel, but Liam simply could not wrap his head around the idea.

      “In here,” Thatra called, waving them in from a lit room just ahead. Like everything else they’d seen, the walls were a pinkish red with a slimy, wet look to them. But there were some comfortable-looking chairs dressed with large, soft cushioning—truly a luxury after being on the road for so long. A large globe hung from the ceiling, giving off a soft light that was rather easy on the eyes.

      “Do you live in here?” Viola asked Thatra as she plopped down on a seat, gazing around in astonishment.

      “Certainly not,” Thatra replied, taken by what she thought was a rather odd question. “The great boxa tree would never allow that. I am but a mere passenger, same as you. As we speak, we’re heading back to Eldham right now. I had hoped we could talk longer, but I’m afraid we’re almost there.”

      “Wait, we’re moving?” Liam asked, placing his hands at the base of his chair. “I can’t feel a thing.”

      “Indeed we are,” Owen said, leaning back in his seat, one leg crossed over the other. “And mighty fast, too. You asked me a few days ago about where we were headed. This was why I couldn’t give you a straight answer. I had to wait for Thatra to find me. I can tell when she’s close, but that’s about it.”

      “The roots of the boxa tree can spread for many miles in any direction,” Thatra added. “Now that we have you with us, the root is just pulling back to the tree. We’ve been attached this whole time.”

      “Incredible,” said Liam, wishing he had some way to take notes. They felt a slight tremor that shook the chairs ever so slightly.

      “And we’ve arrived,” said Thatra, pointing to the wall on the opposite side of which they entered. With a wet crackling, it split open. Her warm smile radiated around the room. “Welcome to Eldham!”
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      They followed Thatra through the quivering slit in the wall. Moving through a dark corridor, air rushed back and forth in long, pulsing drifts, lifting their hair and blowing it about. Liam considered inquiring about the strange occurrence, but ultimately determined he didn’t want to know the answer. The light at the end grew brighter as they neared the exit. Only a few feet away Thatra turned back, a look of concern on her face.

      “I must warn you,” she said, looking at Viola. “My people are virtuous and kind, but not all are as open minded as I. We have lived here in peace for centuries, with virtually no dealings with outsiders. Owen and Xavier are the only humans we have contact with, and we certainly don’t have any dealings with—” She paused.

      “Laberaths,” Viola stated plainly, refusing to look away.

      “Yes,” Thatra admitted quietly. “Although we were aware of Owen’s plan shortly after the laberaths made contact with him, not everyone here was so open to the idea. Now that they’re going to see you in the flesh, you may in fact be treated with...indifference.”

      “I’ve grown used to hiding from the public eye,” said Viola, nervously wringing the bottom of her shirt. “I don’t mean to be a burden. It is kind of you to bring me in, but I didn’t ask for any of this.”

      “No, you did not,” Thatra agreed. “But the fact that the laberaths want you so badly has forced others into action. Keeping you safe from them is too important to leave up to chance. And as for whether or not you’re a burden, that is not for me to decide.”

      “Then I must ask you,” said Liam. “Whose shoulders would bear the weight of such a decision?”

      “It is time,” said Thatra, ignoring his question and leading the way out from the dark pod.

      “You’ll see soon enough,” said Owen, thumping Liam on the chest as he passed by.

      When they stepped out into the sunlight, a whole new world opened up before their eyes. High above, flimsy-looking bridges connecting massive trees swung and swayed. Intertwined with those bridges were huts made with some kind of bamboo. Lights flickered from behind stained-glass windows. It was practically an entire village stashed high up in the trees.

      Strung in long lines from tree to tree were paper globes of all varying colors, each with a tiny candle burning within. The flickering lights made their shadows dance across the ground as the globes swayed in the light breeze. The charred remains of open fires still glowed with orange embers, their thinning black smoke coiling up into the air. However, despite the obvious signs of civilization, there didn’t look to be a soul anywhere in sight.

      With a thundering rumble, the pod behind them recoiled, writhing its way back down into the ground. Bulging dirt glided away, the wave of rising grass heading for the largest tree any of them had ever seen. It was the only tree in sight with snow-white bark. Large leaves fanned out from every branch, blue as the sky and each bigger than a man. There was little doubt that this was the boxa tree Thatra had spoken of.

      “It’s all so beautiful,” Viola gasped, unable to stop staring at the huts above. “But where are your people? I don’t see anyone around.”

      A flock of yellow birds burst from a bed of bushes, scattering high up to the treetops. In an eerie exhibit of silent movement, horned faces peered out from behind virtually every tree at once. A second ago the place was abandoned. Now, easily hundreds, possibly thousands of eyes all stared at the group. Each had either red or blond hair; no other color could be seen. Liam couldn’t decide which was more unnerving: how so many beings could remain so perfectly hidden in complete silence, or the angry glares each face seemed to cast. Even Owen seemed a little unsettled by it, and he knew these people far better than any other human.

      “This is my world,” said Viola, her gaze sweeping the trees. “No one has said a word to me yet still I am unwelcome.”

      “I warned you of our general feelings towards outsiders,” said Thatra. “Make no mistake, you are perfectly safe here. But don’t expect to make friends anytime soon. Regardless, their opinions of you matter little. There is only one here with the authority to judge your merit. Come, Assirra is waiting.”

      They followed Thatra up to the great boxa tree. Up top they could see a large structure seated on a wooden platform. Rickety steps strung together with vines wound the base of the tree, spiraling their way around the white trunk. With no railing and each step only two feet in width, the climb was horribly intimating to any other than a nimble tarrin. Showing no hesitation, Thatra began the climb, hopping her way up with confident grace. After only a few turns completed, she glanced down at the others, who still had yet to commit.

      “What are you waiting for?” she shouted down, irritation seeping into her voice. “Don’t tell me you’re all afraid of a little climb.”

      “Bah,” Liam gasped, feigning insult as his hands rose to his hips. “Why, certainly not!” He gently grasped Viola by the shoulders. “After you, my dear,” he said, giving her a slight nudge.

      “Out o me way!” Owen barked, jumping onto the first step and proceeding to ascend the steps with ease. Odd that a man so large would have such minimal difficulty navigating the narrow path. The old steps creaked in protest with each heavy stomp. Xavier followed, displaying a much lighter touch as he zipped up with minimal effort.

      “All right...all right...here we go,” Liam mumbled, bouncing on his toes while clapping his hands, yet still showing no signs of commitment.

      “I’ll go first,” said Viola, moving up to the first step.

      “Good idea!” Liam exclaimed, a bit too much relief revealed in his tone. “That way I can...you know... I can catch you if something... Yes...well, here we go.”

      After rising ten feet or so, Liam clung to the side of the tree with wide-open arms, inching along with each crab-like side step. “This is absurd!” he complained, willing himself to take the next step. “Who wouldn’t put a rail on something like this?”

      “Hey, mystic,” came a taunting call from above. Foolishly, Liam glanced up, regretting his decision almost immediately. There stood Owen on the top platform, dangling his foot over the edge. “Ooo, Ooo I’m going to fall,” he teased, cackling at Liam’s struggles.

      “That’s not funny!” Liam shouted, closing his eyes while bear-hugging the tree. He felt a cold touch, a small hand taking his. He opened his eyes to Viola urging him to keep going with her aid. Embarrassed, he accepted her help and continued the climb, trying his best to maintain what was left of his dignity.

      When he and Viola finally reached the platform, the others were waiting patiently, tight-lipped smirks worn by all. “Well then,” said Liam, tugging at his damp shirt, rings of sweat darkening the underside of his arms. “I’ll have you know that Viola handled the climb just fine.” He patted her on the head like a dog. “Brave girl... So, let’s go inside, shall we?” Thatra rolled her white eyes, then turned and led them through an entryway covered by long, beaded strings that clacked when she swiped them aside.

      Inside, the sweet scent of burning incense lingered in the air, a pleasant fragrance hinting of mint and cinnamon. Animal-skin rugs lay scattered about, with more furs of exotic animals seemingly hung from every wall. The beaded door across the way clacked loudly when a tall figure entered, even taller than Thatra. Long blonde hair danced about her shoulders, its light color highlighting her bright-red lips. Atop her head sat a tall, elegant feathered headpiece that fanned out like the tail of a peacock, colors alternating between white and red. Her mostly white eyes had a strange blue tint them, making them stand out when compared to the other tarrins’.

      “Welcome to Eldham,” she said, removing the tall headpiece and setting it aside. Her large gold hoop earrings swung about, shimmering as they caught bits of light. “I am Assirra, High Cleric of the tarrins.”

      Owen, Xavier, and Thatra all dropped to one knee, heads dipped low. After a brief hesitation, Liam did the same. He wasn’t actually sure a mere cleric deserved such tribute, but who was he to question their ways? Viola remained standing, curious of everyone’s sudden change in behavior. Liam tapped on her leg to no avail. She didn’t understand.

      Assirra stepped forward, cupping Viola’s face in her long, spidery fingers. “So this is the specimen,” she said, grinning, her bluish eyes eagerly roaming up and down Viola’s face.

      “Your people can’t seem to make up their minds,” Viola responded softly. “I’m still not sure if I’m a thing or a specimen.”

      “Viola, please,” Liam intervened in a hushing tone.

      “Nonsense,” said Assirra, dismissing his words with a spidery twitch of fingers. “She speaks her mind, unbound by the rules of etiquette. Innocence in its purest form. I shall not be the one to manipulate her innocence, for soon enough, the world shall do it anyway.”

      Liam rose from his kneeling position. “I beg your pardon, Assirra, but do you have a superior, perhaps a ruler that we may speak with? In other words, who is it that you answer to?”

      The glare she shot Liam was nowhere near the tolerant, forgiving look she had given Viola.

      “How dare you!” Thatra shrieked, springing up from her feet. “Are you challenging the authority of the High Cleric?!”

      “I challenge nothing,” Liam replied, empty hands rising up defensively. “I have no doubt our cultures are different in a number of ways, but my question was an innocent one. In your own words, you introduced yourself as a high cleric, a woman representing the gods, and someone to be respected for certain. But in my culture, that title holds little weight when compared to an empress, queen, or any other sovereign ruler. Please forgive my ignorance in your ways of social rank, but it would appear you are ignorant of mine as well.”

      Thatra shook with rage, her white eyes narrowing into thin slits. But Assirra held up a calming hand, even smiling at Liam. “There is nothing to forgive,” Assirra assured him. “But I must admit, your words have already taught me much about your race. You seem to find it odd that a woman who speaks through our god Odao, bringer of life and vitality, would have the same authority as a king who lines his pockets with gold he stole from his own people. But as I understand it, if one calls it a ‘tariff’ then it is no longer theft. I fear you might be correct. It is clear our cultures are vastly different.” She brought a long finger up to her lips, pondering. “I can’t help but wonder which of our races is doomed, and which shall thrive in the coming centuries.”

      Liam began to speak in defense, but slowly closed his mouth and looked away. Now was not the time for such petty arguments. Besides, Assirra’s words made a lot more sense than he cared to admit.

      “Well, I’m sure you’re all tired from your journey,” she said, motioning towards the beaded door from which she entered. “As my special guests, later this evening we shall all dine together, united in the eyes of Odao. But first, I shall show you to your quarters so you may rest.”
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* * *

      His clouded mind still in a haze, the human heard a hissing sound that seemed to come from all around him. The pungent scent of sulfur assaulted his nose, alerting him to open his eyes. Red eyes stared back at him, black lips curled up in a fiendish grin. His eyes jetted wide open, horror gripping him as the memory of his whereabouts came flooding back. “Oh no. No!” he cried out, thrashing helplessly against the restraints. “There are hundreds here to choose from. Please, choose another. I’m begging you!”

      “Oh no... Please, no,” Orm’rak mocked, emphasizing each word tauntingly. Even after countless years of feeding on fresh humans, their predictable responses never ceased to amaze him. “I find it fascinating how consistent you humans are. As if somehow your individual life is so much more precious than the next. I must ask, what exactly is your life worth to you?”

      “I’ll do anything you ask,” he whimpered, drool and mucus dripping from his chin. “Just put me back up and choose another. I’m not ready to die!”

      “And this is what I’m talking about,” said Orm’rak, moving up closer to his prey. “This lack of loyalty towards your fellow humans. This willingness to sacrifice another without hesitation, only to cling to your meaningless existence for just a little longer. Where does this cold, unrelenting survival instinct come from? After all, you’re already dead. Whether that’s today, tomorrow, or next year.”

      “Please,” the human begged again, head thrashing back and forth. “I’ll be your personal slave. I’ll be whatever you want. Just choose someone else!”

      Orm’rak threw his head back and laughed. “What are you trying to cling to?” he asked, amused. “A second chance at eternal sleep? You would choose that over an honorable passing? Your final act of greatness will be to nourish the body of a superior race. A lowly human worm could achieve no greater honor, yet you shun my offering in an attempt to live out your days in a dreamless coma. I’ll never understand the minds of humans.”

      Orm’rak moved closer still to the trembling man, his icy cold breath pulsing against his cheek. “Before I award you my gift, I’m going to let you in on a little secret. Some rather resourceful humans recently foiled my plans. Had they accepted my most generous offer, not only would they have been rich beyond imagination, but would have walked away with their lives. But unlike a groveling worm such as you, they risked everything to stand up for a cause even they don’t understand.”

      Orm’rak turned away, rubbing his chin in thought. “Perhaps you’re not all alike as I once believed. That is indeed...interesting.” He spun back with a blur, icy cold nose pressed to the man’s forehead. “However, my contacts on the surface world have discovered their location. If they think they can hide among the tarrins, they are wrong. They have something that belongs to me.” He traced his finger down the man’s forehead, between his eyes, before clutching his throat. “And I want it back!” he screeched.

      With a snapping crunch, his teeth sank into the man’s neck. Hot pain shooting through his neck, the man screamed, fully expecting to die. He would eventually, but it would be many hours later. Within that time, Orm’rak periodically stopped his slow feeding to casually outline details of his planned attack on the tarrins. Other times, he simply reminded the man of how horrible his death would ultimately be. The surge of adrenaline sweetened the blood, giving Orm’rak all the reason he needed to keep tormenting his victim with promises of continued pain.

      Hours later Orm’rak left the chamber, wiping his mouth with a satisfied grin. He couldn’t deny his good mood this fine day. There was just something in the air. He could feel it. He went outside, and casually strolled through the empty streets of his underground city. “Ah Kraindoel, you truly are beautiful,” he shouted out to no one. “But you will not be my tomb. I’m afraid my lofty ambitions spread far beyond your confined borders.”

      With that, his body swirled into a funnel of screeching black birds. The whirling tornado spun up above the city, settling near the main breach leading into a system of caves. A single step became a thousand, cave walls blurring past his vision as he blazed forward with impossible speed. He bent through twists and turns, zipping around corners without even slowing. Within seconds, the dazzling light of the surface world’s fireball came into view. He slowed, practically walking as he sauntered up to the main cave entrance.

      Squinting against its dazzling brightness, he stepped from the mouth of the cave to a thunderous roar. Hundreds of laberaths cheered, slamming their blades together in a series of booming claps. Klashtons snarled and bucked, rattling the chains around their necks and wrists. Bodies more rock than flesh, their coal-black eyes seemed to glisten under the intense light of the fireball above. Orm’rak knew exactly where they were hiding Viola, and no resource would be spared. He would take no chances this time.

      “Loyal subjects!” Orm’rak boomed, his powerful voice seeming to carry on the wind. “Too long have we been hidden from this world, deemed parasites and driven deep down into a world of frozen stone. Well, I say the surface dwellers are the parasites and will die as such! Never have we been this close to our freedom. Never has it been so close to our grasp!”

      More cheers rose, the cackling chirping of wild animals about to be released from their cages. “We have one goal,” he continued. “The girl must be found!” He pointed up to the blazing source of light in the sky. “Once the ritual is complete, this source of light and all it touches will belong to us.” He swept his finger in a long, sweeping circle. “Everything on the surface world...belongs...to...us. Onward we march!”
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* * *

      “Pass me that thing over there,” Owen grunted, juice dripping from his chin as he pointed a ways down the table. “No, not that thing. The other thing. The little red things.” Confused, the tarrin picked up yet another plate, glancing back with a hopeful look. “Yeah, give em here.”

      “Have you no manners?” Liam scolded in a hushed but harsh tone. “Your own apprentice is a far better representative of our people than you are. You could learn a thing or two from him.” Xavier ignored them both, quietly slicing a piece of yellow fruit.

      “Bah,” Owen grunted, taking the offered plate and slamming it down next to his own. Small red fruits hopped up and down, a few spilling over onto the table. “If they wanted to see me good table manners, they would of served some meat. Under the circumstances...I’d say I’m being downright enchanting!” He stabbed a rolling red fruit with his fork, and chomped it savagely as if it were to blame for his mood.

      His point was well taken, though. No meat had been served, and it didn’t seem like any would be coming. Liam hadn’t asked outright if the tarrins were indeed adverse to the idea of eating meat, but the answer seemed rather obvious at this point. Viola pushed her food around in circles, her fork clinking against the bottom of the plate.

      “Is everything all right, dear?” Liam asked. “If you can get past the mushy texture, these green ones here are actually quite good.”

      “I’m not hungry,” she said, dropping her fork onto the plate.

      “You really should eat something,” Liam replied. “If you don’t nourish yourself with real food, the result of that may decrease the time between episodes of...you know.”

      “Does it matter?” she asked, sighing down at her plate. “It’s going to happen anyway. Sooner or later.”

      “Is that what’s bothering you?” he asked, setting down his own fork. “We handled it once already, remember?” He rolled his hand over, presenting a now perfectly healed wrist. “You’ve proven you can control yourself, if the need arises. Viola, we’re going to figure this out. I promise.” He glanced around, realizing there were quite a few empty seats between his group and all the other tarrins. His roaming eyes caught a few angry glances flashing in his direction. It would indeed be a long time before they were accepted here.

      “You know, I think I’m finished,” he said, wiping his mouth and stepping back from the table. “Would you like to go back to our rooms now?” he asked, already certain of the answer. Viola was nodding eagerly long before he finished his sentence.

      Heading back to the boxa tree, they had to cover a surprising distance before no longer hearing Owen’s complaining. Approaching the narrow, winding steps, Liam took a deep breath to prepare himself for the unpleasant experience. Coming down had been easier than going up, but he was about to be tested once again.

      “Something tells me you are not fond of these steps,” came a voice from behind. Liam jumped, turning quickly to see Assirra standing there. She must have followed them when they left the table.

      “I’m afraid I’m not too keen on heights,” Liam admitted, frowning at the winding steps.

      “Then perhaps this will be of help,” Assirra said, urging them to follow her around to the other side. There stood what appeared to be a bamboo cage with a metal pulley on top. She glanced up and whistled. A moment passed before two heads peeked out from the platform above. After a wave of acknowledgment, they all stepped inside and closed the flimsy door. With a hissing squeak, the cage began to inch its way up in fits and jerks, the tarrins up top turning a crank. “Better?” she asked, smiling at the relieved mystic.

      “I only wish you had showed me this great mercy a bit earlier,” he said.

      “We don’t often find the need,” said Assirra, pushing back the makeshift door once they reached the top. “I couldn’t help but notice the two of you were uncomfortable this evening,” she said, changing the subject as they entered the structure. “For that I apologize. That was never my intent.”

      “Please don’t apologize,” said Viola, one foot inching towards her quarters located through the next door. “I’m half human, half monster. The tarrins are not at fault for seeing me for what I am. It no longer matters where I go; the reception will always be the same.” She bent at the knees and dipped her head, giving her version of what a bow looked like to her. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I will retire.”

      “Not just yet,” Assirra replied, raising a hand. “For the duration of your stay you will remain under my protection. That is the agreement we’ve made with the Demon Hunter. If you are in indeed in danger, that means my people are in danger as well.”

      “What is it you are asking of her?” Liam asked. “Certainly she is not to blame for events she cannot control.”

      “I lay blame on no one,” Assirra replied. “Yet too many questions remain unanswered. You have come here seeking asylum, yet we don’t know why Viola is being hunted in the first place. Her mixed blood is a biological impossibility, yet here she stands before me. Surely you understand that I must have some answers to these questions before I can guarantee my protection.”

      “I seek answers to these questions as well,” Viola admitted.

      “Then perhaps we shall seek them together,” Assirra replied, turning away and motioning for them to follow. They marched down a long hallway, ending in a far sturdier door than any of the others. Assirra pushed it back with a creaking groan, leading them into a dimly lit room. The freshly swept floor was sanded smooth with red markings scribbled everywhere. Thick black furs were thrown about, presumably to sit or kneel on. There were no chairs or tables, only a few candles placed at the centers of some of these drawn designs.

      “This is where I pray to Odao,” said Assirra, her outstretched hand sweeping the scene.

      “He listens and provides you with answers?” Liam asked, trying hard not to sound too skeptical. He had accidentally insulted her once today and was not looking to repeat his blunder.

      “He provides us with everything,” she replied sharply, detecting the doubt in his voice. “Without Odao there is no sun and no sky. The world as we know it would whither into a wasteland of rot and decay. Make no mistake, my skeptical friend, every breath you take is Odao’s gift, and one to be cherished.”

      Liam swallowed, not sure how to respond, but Assirra only smiled at him. “It is all right,” she reassured him. “I understand your suspicions. My words are destined to fall on deaf ears because you have yet to witness his greatness with your own eyes. You also believe the sun shall rise tomorrow as it has always done. The birds will sing, fish will swim, and all because it has always been so. You take for granted all of Odao’s miracles, never believing that a day may come when he may take them from this world. But that is about to change.”

      “What is going to change?” Viola asked, beginning to grow nervous with all this talk of gods and the supernatural. And what did any of this have to do with her?

      “With my guidance, he shall touch each of you tonight. I offer to you this evening a rare gift of sight, only a glimpse into a world mortal eyes were never meant to venture. It is here we shall find the answers we seek. Here, you can determine for yourself what is real and what is not.”

      “Do we have a choice?” Liam asked.

      “I am not your keeper,” Assirra said. “You always have a choice. But understand that the choice you make shall have a consequence. If you refuse the gift of sight, I can no longer offer you my protection. If that is your choice, I ask that you leave at daybreak.”

      “I accept your gift,” said Viola, just as Liam was about to respond. She turned to Liam, a pleading look in her eyes. “Liam, please. I’m a stranger in my own world and I don’t even know why. There is no logical reason for my existence. No matter what happens, I’ll never forget what you and the others have done for me, but we can’t keep running forever. I would never ask that of you.” She glanced at his wrist. “I’m a danger to those who are closest to me. I refuse to be a burden to those I care about, without ever even knowing why. Either we learn the truth here and now...or we keep running for the rest of our lives. My choice is made.”

      Liam held her pleading gaze, considering her words for a time. For a fleeting moment, she no longer appeared to be that same innocent young girl, naive of the world and all its dangers. She was a woman who had weighed her options and made a decision.

      “Very well,” Liam said. “It’s not as if I have an alternative plan.” He turned back to Assirra. “Although I admit that I remain skeptical of your methods, we accept your offer. What would you have us do first?”

      “Free your minds,” she said plainly, her bluish-white eyes seeming to light up. “A simple request, yes? There is no effort involved when seeking the truth, only acceptance. The path of least resistance is always the correct one.” She stood and made her way towards the door. “I shall gather the others. It is important that they be involved as well.” She left, leaving them to sit in silence for a time.

      She returned a short time later, Owen, Xavier, and Thatra in tow. Liam waited for the loudmouthed hunter to make some sort of jest about the situation, but he did nothing of the sort. A solemn look on his face, he silently grabbed one of the black fur rugs and tossed it down on the floor. Xavier mimicked his master’s action, sitting down next to Viola.

      “So, we’re really going to do this, aye?” Owen asked.

      “The decision wasn’t mine to make,” Liam replied, eyes on the floor as Assirra drew a double circle in red. Hand moving in fits and jerks, she created what looked to be extremely complicated, intricate designs along the outer edge of the inner circle. Once finished, Assirra tossed her small piece of red rock aside and gestured for Thatra to come take a seat. They all sat in a circle, legs crossed, eyes on the circular design near their feet. Assirra placed a thick red unlit candle at the center of the circle.

      “I want you to all join hands and close your eyes,” said Assirra, taking her place at the head of the circle. Xavier was the first to oblige, taking Viola by the hand. With a reassuring smile, he gave it a light squeeze, bouncing both their hands on top of her knee. The rest followed suit, none seeming particularly at ease. One at a time they closed their eyes, Liam the last to do so.

      “Once we begin, our minds shall be joined as one in the eyes of Odao,” Assirra called out, her voice crisp and clear. “As his divine power flows through me, you shall all see what I see, feel what I feel… But understand that the imagery you witness is meant for me and me alone. Do not concern yourselves with the cryptic nature of these visions. I shall translate the meanings of all that we see. Open your minds, friends, and walk this spiritual path with me.”

      The candle in the circle’s center ignited on its own, flame shooting high into the air. The dancing light flickered across their faces, making them squint against its brightness. Gray mist clouded their vision, rolling and bubbling in a shapeless haze. Dark faces emerged from the chaos, flashing brief expressions of suffering before vaporizing back into the gray rolling mass.

      The imagery changed, rolling gray beginning to take on some semblance of form and color. A flash of red assaulted their vision, clearer images now starting to form. A boiling river of liquid fire flowed through a canyon of rock. With each molten bubble rising, white ash spewed from the top as they burst.

      The vision sharpened further, as if they somehow drew closer to it. Ghostly white men came into their vision. They stood around the flowing lava howling in pain, blood-curdling shrieks echoing through lipless slitted mouths. Their colorless bodies endured the scorching heat, absorbing the pain, although never seeming to burn. Large pink eyes opened wide with each howl, tears evaporating as fast as they formed.

      “The laberaths are not the only ones hunting Viola,” Assirra whispered, her voice shaky with focus. “The ghatins have joined them as well. You see before you the white devils who have terrorized your human cities. It would seem that their fiery prison is no longer able to contain them.”

      Liam looked on through his spirit-guided eyes. Sure enough, those creatures fit the descriptions reported by the survivors of each attack. Once again the candle shot fire into the air, its light flashing across their faces sending the images swirling and boiling into a churning blend of color.

      The rolling colors reformed once more, images slowly taking shape for a second time. It was a dimly lit room with a mother and her babe. They watched as the baby suckled its mother’s nipple, the face of the mother unseen. The baby suckled harder, suddenly displaying a desperate need. It seemed to grow teeth despite appearing to be only a few weeks old, and began biting with an animalistic voracity.

      Blood ran freely from the unflinching mother’s breast, down the sides of the baby’s cheeks, blood filling its mouth. Displaying a calm demeanor, the mother ignored the mutilation of her body, lightly bouncing the babe as if nothing were wrong. It ripped and tore, pulling away bits of red flesh with each vicious bite.

      “You have not been forthright with me,” Assirra accused, all eyes still closed as they listened to her voice. “You suffer from the thirst, Viola. This is not a thing that should have been kept from me.” Everyone stirred uncomfortably, legs readjusting their positions. The candle flashed again, this time its blaze releasing considerable heat in the small room.

      The mother and babe meshed together, colors swirling into a rainbow of light. Another flash of red assaulted their vision. This time they saw Viola encased between a grid of iron bars. She screamed and thrashed, attempting to free herself. Below her, molten lava flowed like red honey, burping large bubbles that threatened to reach up and grab her.

      The grid began to lower in bouncing jerks, her screams intensifying as her body drew closer to the heat. Her clothes began to smoke, steaming flesh peeling away from her face as flakes of skin hissed against the red river below. When the grid touched the surface, her whole body erupted in flame, a final blood-curdling scream echoing through the chamber.

      Pasty white ghatins looked on as her corpse blackened into ash. Suddenly, it burst. White spectral faces with long, misty tails exploded in all directions, soaring through the air like ghostly bats. Ignoring the specters, ghatins began leaving the fiery chamber. The scene drew back, now showing ghatins drifting down the side of a mountain.

      Everyone gasped, trembling hands clenching their neighbors’ with false reassurance that it was nothing but a horrible vision. Viola was fine. They would never let this happen to her. “The ritual,” Assirra gasped, her voice trembling with fear for the first time. “This is why they need Viola. The ghatins will be free to roam the world once more after her body has been sacrificed to break the curse. Why didn’t I see it before?” The candle flared again, this time a bluish burst that felt more like a cool breeze against their faces.

      A murky haze formed before their eyes. Turbulent and wild this time, it looked like a storm of clouds all funneling into the eye of a hurricane. Wisps of vapor seemed to be torn apart, shredded by raging winds. The explosion of movement began to slow, rolling vapor starting to take shape.

      It was Viola once more, her face pale as ever, lips black as night. Her red eyes seemed to pierce into each of their souls as a knowing smile creased her lips. Suddenly, her eyes enlarged, easily tripling in size. This disproportion made her look like an insect. Her grin widened, pointed teeth now fully on display. The skin on her face began to turn scaly, as if all the moisture were being sucked out.

      In a crackling blur, her lips peeled back under her chin and over the top of her head. The skin on her face flipped inside out in an explosion of red. At the center of the gory massacre that was once her face, a long pink tongue waggled about like a streamer in the wind.

      Assirra shrieked, releasing the hands on either side of her, falling back against the wall. With a collective gasp, everyone’s eyes jetted open. Stunned by the horrific visual, chests rose and fell with panicked breaths. Unfazed, Viola stared down at the melted candle, a vacant empty look in her eyes.

      “What the blazes did I just see?” Owen growled, the normally unflappable hunter sounding quite shaken.

      “I...I’m not sure,” Assirra admitted, slowly rising to her feet. “The visions are always cryptic to all those who bear witness, but they’ve always been clear to me, yet I only partially understood its meaning. The vision represented a direct link to Viola’s origin, of that much I’m sure. Only...”

      “Only what?” Liam prodded.

      “Only, the conclusion was not clear. It’s as if Odao himself is confused.”

      “I’ve run the tests myself,” Liam pointed out. “Her blood consists of both human and laberath.”

      “Your findings are not in question,” Assirra replied. “It’s just that...there is something quite alien about her. An infection, for lack of a better word. Her blood is...tainted.” Everyone fell silent, their foreheads beaded with sweat from the ordeal.

      “Enough of that then,” Liam said, eventually breaking the long silence. “Let us focus on what we do know. Those ghostly white creatures we saw. Every report of those random attacks described those things in great detail. There could be no mistake. But you referred to them as ‘ghatins.’ At first I couldn’t recall the name, yet it seemed oddly familiar somehow. But now I do indeed remember the tale. Those creatures are from the story of Malikye. The old folk tale of white beasts which were finally subdued by an ancient sorcerer. Although unable to destroy them, he cursed them to live out their days in a smoldering volcano, thus saving the realm.”

      “Looks to be a bit more than an old folk tale,” said Owen.

      “I don’t believe this,” said Liam, rising to his feet. “So not only is the story true, but they’re trying to lift the curse by performing some ancient ritual.” Liam began to pace, knuckles knocking his forehead while he tried to remember the old story. “Why now, after so many centuries have passed? What’s changed?”

      “They now have a vessel that fits the formula,” said Assirra, as if that should be obvious. “Tell me, Liam, how many beings such as Viola have you met in your time? Can’t you see? She is the missing link!”

      “And if they manage to succeed, the curse will be lifted and these powerful beings will roam the world once more. And what’s more, they’re working with the laberaths!” Liam replied, suddenly realizing how dire the situation had become.

      “But I don’t understand,” said Owen. “It seems they’ve already found a way to escape their molten tomb. Somehow, they’ve already beaten the curse on their own.”

      “No,” Xavier replied, still displaying his ever-present calm. “Well, not exactly. It’s not that they’ve found a way to leave the volcano.”

      “Of course,” Liam said, disgusted by his own stupidity. “They’ve found a way to bring the volcano with them! They’re using its ash as a gateway to move around on the surface world. Theoretically, they are still confined within the volcano. And look how much destruction they’ve caused while still being so limited. Imagine if they were to lift the curse!”

      “That can never happen!” Assirra insisted. She walked over to Viola, who still remained seated, eyes calmly fixed on the inactive candle. “I still don’t know exactly who or what you are, or even how you came to be. None of that matters now. Now more than ever, I know that we must keep you safe. I pledge my full protection.”

      Suddenly, a tarrin burst into the room. He bent over, hands falling to his knees as he fought to gain his breath. “Assirra!” he managed through his rasping.

      “What? What is it, Growlen?” she asked, distressed by his urgency.

      “They’re...they’re coming!” he huffed. “The reports are coming in from everywhere. There is no mistake.”

      “Who? Who is coming?” Assirra pleaded, growing desperate for some clarity.

      “The laberaths are on the move,” he bellowed. “They march on Eldham as we speak. They’ll be here by tomorrow evening!”
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      Assirra’s creamy blue eyes swept the silent room, carefully measuring slouching postures and hung heads. “So be it,” she said, her head high and back straight. “I promised you sanctuary for as long as you remain with us,” she said to Viola. “I meant every word of that oath. Now more than ever!” She turned back to the messenger. “Go now and gather the villagers. I want everyone gathered at the base of our sacred tree within the hour.” He nodded and turned to carry out her orders. She grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him back. “Find Orfi as well,” she added, keeping her voice low. “Have him sent here immediately.” The moment she released him he was off and running.

      “I’m sorry,” Viola whispered. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. You should have just left me in Redwater.”

      “Nonsense,” said Liam, downplaying her words with a dismissive wave.

      “People are going to die because of me,” she replied, her eyes tearing up.

      Xavier came up from behind, placing his hands on her shoulders. “Of that there is little doubt,” he admitted. “But those numbers will reflect only a fraction of what it will be if you are captured by the laberaths. Owen and I have been bounty hunters for years, and countless times I’ve risked my life for the sake of a few coins. This is the first time I can honestly say I am willing to die for the cause. As long as my body draws breath, I swear they will not take you.” Viola managed a weak smile, not yet certain she believed him.

      Just then, Orfi hobbled through the beaded doorway. He must have been nearby to have gotten there so quickly. When he limped up to Assirra, she leaned down and whispered something in his ear. His milky white eyes betrayed her confidence momentarily when they flashed towards Viola. “And hurry,” she said audibly, sending him right back out.

      Owen ambled over to Liam. “Might be a good time to discuss a strategy,” he mumbled as he passed right by him.

      “Agreed,” Liam replied, following him into the next room. Owen paced twice, then turned to face the mystic with an icy look in his eyes. “However, I don’t think that discussing strategy is the reason you pulled me away from the others,” Liam responded, returning the glare.

      “Aye,” the hunter said. “But it be only a half lie. I think we be needing to clear the air on a few matters.” Liam nodded his agreement. There never really seemed to be a right time to have this discussion. Apparently Owen had decided that despite their impending doom looming right around the corner, this was about a good time as any.

      “How be your wrist?” Owen asked, getting right to the point. Liam didn’t respond, all the while resisting the urge to glance down at it. “When were ye planning to tell me about your little incident regarding the girl?”

      “You already knew,” Liam stated, having known that for some time.

      “Aye, I did,” the hunter admitted. “Which was why I gave you plenty o chances to speak up. I thought we were past all of this. You still don’t trust me? What did you think I was going to do, put her down like a rabid dog?”

      “Perhaps,” Liam sighed, his hard glare softening. “Yes, I lied to protect Viola. For what it’s worth, I regretted it the moment I did. But I wasn’t sure how you would react to her loss of control. Covering it just seemed like the simplest solution at the time.”

      “I can’t keep doing this,” said Owen. “You heard what her messenger said. By tomorrow night this place is going to be crawling with laberaths, and who knows what demons they’ll bring with them? I need to know...and I mean really, really know, that you and I are on the same page.” He motioned towards the other room. “That girl’s life is in danger, and for some unexplainable reason, she seems willing to trust that you and I can protect her. In her own words, she seems to think we’re a family.” He paused, eyes lowering.

      “I’ve been called an assassin, cutthroat, mercenary, and even a murderer,” he continued, his voice much softer this time. “But no one has ever used my name and the word ‘family’ in the same sentence. Even Xavier has never gone that far. So my question is a simple one: Was she wrong?”

      “No, she was not,” Liam said. “Viola trusts you and Xavier implicitly, just as I do. My deceit of the situation was a kneejerk reaction, an unjustified fear I felt in the moment. I panicked, thinking you might do something rash. Although my intent was to protect her, my deception was a foolish choice. Your every action has done nothing but reinforce my trust in you, Owen. I do indeed believe the word ‘family’ now applies.”

      The angry mutterings of villagers outside began to filter their way into the room. “Word spreads quickly in these parts,” said Liam, eyeing the doorway.

      “I’m pretty sure that anger be directed at us. After you,” said Owen, sweeping a hand towards the doorway. The two of them marched out onto platform where the others were already waiting. They gazed down at the growing mob. Angry mutters blended together, the occasional fist shaking up at them. For such a supposedly peaceful race, these tarrins seemed rather livid right about now.

      To no avail, Thatra waved her arms, trying to calm them down. “Quiet yourselves,” she called down. “Show respect in the presence of your High Cleric!” Viola peeked over the edge to a chorus of hissing. Realizing she was only making things worse, Thatra gently pulled her back.

      “My fellow tarrins,” Assirra boomed, her powerful voice much stronger than it should have been. Perhaps Odao was working through her once more. “I do not stand before you today to offer false promises of hope and comfort. I shall be honest and forthright as I have always been. I know you have heard the rumors regarding an impending attack from our most ancient enemy. These are not mere rumors my friends, but a certainty we must face together. Indeed, the laberaths are coming. And true to their very nature, they shall show no mercy!”

      Re-energized by the foreboding message, a hateful roar rose up like a storm.

      “It’s her they want. Just let them have the dead girl!”

      “I’m not dying for a witch!”

      “She led them here. She’s working with the laberaths! Kill her now!”

      Call after call for blood rose from the crowd, and none of it for laberath blood. A few even began inching their way up the steps, burning torches in their hands that they pumped menacingly.

      “Enough!” came Owen’s deep voice like rumbling thunder. Startled by the human’s reaction, they quieted down. “For over a decade now, I have been the only human to set foot in your village. For a time I deemed that a great honor. Despite our differences in culture and race, you trusted me and I trusted you. Xavier and I have spilled blood defending your village and asked nothing in return. I took that blood on my hands so each of you could sleep at night. We did what you couldn’t do. Is that all I am to you now? A butcher, summoned only when something threatens your village?” Where there was roaring anger only a minute ago, you could now here a pin drop on wet grass.

      “What happened to that trust we once had?” he continued, no longer shouting. “They are coming, and nothing we do can stop that. And even if you send Viola away, they’ll still cut your families apart just like the butcher you seem to think I am. And if they do find her, then you’re all just as dead.” He groaned, wiping the sweat from his forehead. “I can’t force you to defend yourselves. You must look into the eyes of your family and make that choice for yourself. If I have to stand alone, then so be it. I always knew I would die in battle, but I didn’t think it would happen defending cowards who would sooner sacrifice a young girl than defend their own village.”

      He turned away, leading Xavier by the arm. “Leave them to their tarrin business,” he said. “You and I must prepare to make a final stand.” They disappeared back into Assirra’s private temple. Liam glared down at the group, then followed the warriors inside.

      “So the humans do not fear to make a stand when my own people will not?” Thatra hissed down from the platform. “So be it. Then I shall stand with the humans, and perhaps even fall as one. Their blood and title bring me no shame. But I will fall with a blade in my hand, not cowering behind some tree.” Snatching Viola by the shoulder, she, too, went back inside.

      “I cannot tell you what is in your own hearts,” Assirra called down to her people. “That is between you and Odao. I make no demands of any of you this day. If you want to flee, then do so. I harbor no ill will for any who make such a choice. They will hunt you down anyway, but you just may live another day or two. May Odao go with you and guide your path. As for me,” she pulled a dagger from her side and dragged the blade across the palm of her hand, “I am prepared to shed blood in his name.” She held out a closed fist, blood trickling to the ground below. Onlookers stepped back, watching as spots of soil darkened at their feet.

      With a disgusted sneer she turned away and went back inside to join the others. Owen and Xavier had already claimed two chairs in the corner. They conversed at a feverish pace, bordering on yelling as Owen’s hands flailed about. In stark contrast to their flamboyant communication, Liam sat alone at the table near the center of the room. Feather in hand, he scribbled away across an unfurled roll of parchment. He stopped every so often to stare at the ceiling while tapping his chin, then dipped his feather in black ink and continued to write.

      In an opposite corner Viola and Thatra sat in silence, mostly just watching the men go about their frantic work. Behind Assirra, the beads from the door flung inward and in came Orfi, quickly hobbling over to bend her ear. He jabbered away, protectively clutching something in both hands. Once again his eyes flashed towards Viola.

      “Good,” said Assirra, leading him into another room. After a time she returned, just barely peeking her head in from the hallway. With a curled finger she summoned Viola. Liam took notice, looking up from his parchment as Viola followed Assirra into the next room. Carefully laying his feather across the mouth of the ink vial, he pushed back his chair and followed as well. Waiting a minute or two, he peeked his head inside.

      He watched as Orfi presented Assirra with a small syringe, the tip of its needle glistening with a single drop of clear liquid. Viola’s eyes widened, mouth salivating as her lips smacked together. “Lie down, dear,” said Assirra, gesturing towards a cot in the corner. “And you, don’t just stand there,” she said to Liam without ever turning around. “Come on in. I’m afraid you’ll need to see this for yourself.”

      Liam stepped through the doorway, eyeing the strange scene suspiciously. “I say now, what foolishness is this?” he asked.

      “This foolishness just may be the solution to one of your problems,” said Assirra. By now, the curious gathering had drawn the others as well. Something so blatantly secret simply had to be witnessed by all. They watched on in silence, realizing that whatever was going on here, now was not the time for questions. Viola obeyed unquestioningly, sinking down into the cot. Appearing eager, she pulled down her collar and exposed her skin.

      Assirra stepped over and sunk the needle into her neck, clear liquid draining from the chamber. Everyone watched, each holding their breath while not really even understanding what it was they were witnessing. Viola coughed, once...twice, then settled back down with her eyes closed.

      Suddenly, her chest lurched, back rising from the cot. Her eyes jetted open, the whites instantly turning blood red. Dark veins pulsed beneath the skin on her neck, then spidered their way up until her face throbbed with interweaving lines of black.

      Liam looked on helplessly, wondering what they had done to her. Had he just stood by as they poisoned her and done nothing? A frosty mist expelled from her mouth as the pulsing veins slowly subsided. It dampened the ceiling, noticeably dropping the temperature in the room.

      He rushed to her side. “Viola! My dear, are you all right?” he asked, hands on her shoulders. “What did they do to you?”

      She turned her head, lazy eyes meeting his as she smiled. “I’m better now,” she said, sleepy eyelids fluttering shut. “Thank you,” she whispered, although it was unclear as to who she was speaking to.

      “Leave her be,” said Assirra. “It seems that the serum Orfi prepared has done what it’s supposed to. The thirst will be one less thing we have to worry about. Now let her rest.” She waited until all had funneled back into the front room, then pinched out the two lit candles so Viola could sleep peacefully.

      “I am in your debt,” said Liam when she appeared from Viola’s room. “I wasn’t sure how we were going to deal with that issue moving forward. It seems you really have discovered a treatment.”

      “Compassion for a friend is not worthy of thanks,” Assirra replied, worry etched all across her delicate features. “As you know, we have more immediate problems that must be dealt with. It is I who should be thanking you. You could have run when word of the upcoming invasion reached our ears. But here you remain, ready to stand by our sides.”

      “Well, I thank you all the same,” said Liam.

      “The hour is late,” she said with a sigh, now speaking to everyone. “There is nothing more we can do tonight that will aid us. I think it’s best that we all retire.” With nods and yawns rattling around the room, one by one they rose and headed for their quarters. All except Liam, who sat back at the table and continued his scribbling. “Will you not join us?” Assirra asked, glancing back over her shoulder.

      “Soon enough,” he assured her, flicking his wrist. With an acknowledging nod, she left the room.

      An hour soon became two as small stacks of parchments began to thicken with layers. He tipped the ink bottle and frowned into it. It was nearly empty. But no matter, his work was nearly complete. Placing the last parchment on a nearby stack, he gave a big stretch while stifling a yawn.

      Assirra’s words rang true in his head. There was nothing more he could do tonight. Sliding back his chair, he pinched off the candle and headed into the hall. Curious, he peeked into Viola’s room. She snored lightly, looking as peaceful as he’d ever seen her. “Good night,” he whispered into the darkness before slipping back into the hall.

      She waited for a time, continuing to fake her snores with one eye watching the doorway. To be safe, she sustained the ruse for another half hour. Once she was certain that everyone must be asleep, she rolled from the cot. Folding a small blanket at its corners, she formed a makeshift bag for her meager possessions. Cautiously, she peeked out from the room. Seeing nothing but pitch-blackness, she tiptoed into the front room and headed for the door.

      “And where do you think you’re going?” came a familiar voice from the shadows. She froze in place, dropping her bag to the floor. It was all she could do to keep from crying.

      “How did you know?” she asked through her sniffling.

      “I’m an old man who has seen a great many winters,” Liam replied. With a snap of his fingers he ignited the candle, its flickering light illuminating his face from the neck up. The shifting shadows made him look rather sinister. “I know a great many things. But now, I simply need you to answer my question.” Using his foot, he pushed back the chair opposite of his. Sniffling, lower lip quivering, she reluctantly sank into the seat.

      “I just didn’t want to see anyone get hurt,” she mumbled.

      “So you believed the best course of action was to leave...on your own...and try to outpace an entire race of beings who won’t stop searching until you are found?” he asked, only barely able to keep his temper in check.

      “I’m faster than you,” she stated simply. “They won’t catch me that easily.”

      “But they will catch you,” he replied. “Maybe not tomorrow, or even a week from now, but sooner or later they would find you, Viola. And then what would you do?” She said nothing, chin pressed down against her chest. “You would die, that’s what. Their plan is to sacrifice you so that these...ghatins...can break their curse and roam the world freely as they did once before. I’m not entirely sure what the laberaths have at stake, but considering how hard they seem to be working at finding you, there is little doubt they were promised something. They are working together, and that makes them both twice as dangerous.” No longer able to hold back her tears, she began to sob openly.

      “There now,” he said, his large hand engulfing both of hers. “I understand what you were trying to do, but your plan was dangerous. No matter what, we have got to stick together.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she managed between sobs. “You and the others have done so much for me already. I just don’t know how to help. I thought if I could lead them away—”

      “That’s enough of that talk,” he said, rising from his seat. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I will now attempt to salvage what’s left of the night. I advise you to do the same.” He rubbed her shoulder as he passed by. “I trust I won’t have to go searching for you in the morning?” She shook her head. “Good. Then off to bed with you.”
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* * *

      As daylight crept through Liam’s window, his eyes squinted against its shine. His eyes fluttered open to the sounds of rapid footsteps moving about in the hallway. He sat up quickly, wondering if all the sudden commotion had something to do with not being able to find Viola. “That girl,” he grumbled, throwing back the cover, wishing he had kept a better eye on her. Just as his feet hit the floor, Owen’s head peeked into his room.

      “I think ye better come take a look at this,” said Owen. His head disappeared before Liam could speak.

      “Good morning to you, too,” Liam muttered to no one, slipping his pants over his small clothes. Heading out into the hall, he was surprised when he nearly ran into Viola. “Oh...em...good morning, dear,” he stammered, now more confused than ever.

      “Good morning. You need to come see,” she said, smiling up at him. She took him by the hand to lead him outside. The others were already lined up, gazing down from the platform.  “My oh my,” he muttered, his breath stolen away by the scene below.

      Every tarrin in the tree village had to be down there, each standing at attention with their eyes fixed on the base of the boxa tree. Each held a weapon of some sort, swords and spears, but mostly long bows as far as he could tell. Mismatched armor spotted the group, leather differing in color from brown to green, and a variety of oversized helmets, many of which were constantly being tilted back up when they slipped forward. For all Liam could tell, this equipment must have been preserved from past generations, possibly passed down from great-grandparents. No matter. It would do the job.

      “We stand before you, High Cleric Assirra,” one of the men shouted from the front. “We are ready to defend what is ours by right!”

      “Indeed...you are not,” Liam said softly, his comment only meant for Assirra’s ears. “But it is a start nonetheless. If you’ll excuse me, I have much work to do.” As Assirra whirled into a fiery speech, Liam turned away and went back inside. Approaching the table, he hovered over his many scribbled parchments. A minute later the others joined him, all save Assirra, whose mesmerizing speech was still raining down in full force.

      “Well, it looks like we might be getting a bit o help on this one,” said Owen, smacking Liam on the back. “So, are ye finally going to tell us what all this is?” He gestured to the parchments. “You got a plan er something? I was thinking that maybe you just like to draw.” The mystic ignored him, carefully laying out each parchment in an organized fashion. After they heard a final roaring cheer from outside, Assirra entered the room.

      “Just the person I’ve been waiting for,” said Liam, his full attention on his work. “I need you to enlighten me on the combat prowess of your people. Fighting style, preferred choice of weapons, anything that might be useful for me to devise a proper strategy.”

      “Hold on there, mystic,” Owen interjected, emphasizing the word. “You just worry about yer little tricks and sparkly dust. Xavier and I will ready these folk for battle.”

      “Oh?” Liam replied, still not looking up as he studied his parchments. “So, were you planning to teach them when to employ a defensive choke point strategy, as opposed to when a phalanx would be of better use? You do realize there are times to reform and try a feint rather than splitting your forces to attack the enemy’s flanks, no matter how tempting the bait may be? Of course, this all becomes a numbers game, with experience and terrain weighing in accordingly. Given the inherent lack of experience among this group, it is imperative that they maintain the high ground at all costs, giving them a constant edge no matter which way the battle turns.” Owen just stared, a blank look crossing his face.

      “Look, you two work well together,” Liam continued, addressing both Owen and Xavier. “But your brutal, chaotic tactics will only hinder an organized force, especially one as green as these tarrins. I served many years in the Redwater military. Although it is impossible to turn them into soldiers in just one day, with careful planning I just might be able to keep them alive. Most of them, anyway.” He finished arranging the parchments. “Ah, there we go.”

      The others leaned in, gazing down at the mystic’s sophisticated arrangement. With excruciating detail, he had mapped out the surrounding terrain nearly down to the last tree. There were spots marked with Xs in varying shades of darkness. The darkest Xs were spots he deemed perfect ambush points. The lighter ones were retreat points to use only if needed. There were scales of numbers riding up the side of each page, representing the points of high ground that needed to be held, versus low ground areas where the enemy should be pushed into.

      “Um, yeah,” said Owen, whistling between his teeth. “They’re all yours. But how did you know they were even going to fight? Just yesterday they wanted nothing to do with any of this.”

      “I knew nothing,” Liam admitted, gathering up his work. “I suppose you could say I simply believe that the tarrins aren’t much different than humans. You know what they say about wounded animals backed into a corner. I didn’t really think they would chose to lie down while their own families were being threatened. Call it a calculated guess, if you will.”

      For the next half hour, Assirra did her best to explain to Liam what he should expect from his soon-to-be student soldiers. As he suspected, with the exception of Thatra, who was quite skilled with a blade, few were all that seasoned in melee combat. Still, their archery skills were some of the best in the realm. Gifted with superior sight and steady hands, the tarrins had no equal when armed with a bow. Their reputations were sure to be put to the test.

      After acquiring all the information he could, it was time to get to work. If the scouting reports were true, they had less than a day to prepare. After being lowered down in the cage, Liam began organizing the would-be soldiers into groups. Viola and Thatra watched from the platform as the mystic barked orders, his fingers tracing invisible lines all over his notes, then sweeping the tree line to plan their positioning. He often made them repeat his instructions word for word before verbalizing a counter-scenario, then making sure they understood the contingency plan as well.

      He did his best to keep the strategies simple, but drilled them hard throughout the day. Repetition was key, and they didn’t have much time. In the meantime, Owen and Xavier had basically disappeared. The last anyone had seen of them, they were heading east, each with a large sack slung over his shoulder.

      After watching another wave of arrows hit a line of trees for what must have been the fiftieth time, Viola finally decided to go back inside. There was nothing she could do to help, and watching the tarrins get drilled over and over was making her nervous. This was really happening, and the reality was really beginning to set in.

      “Are you all right?” Thatra asked, taking a seat next to her. Viola rattled her head back and forth, the tense look on her face speaking a thousand words. “I understand. I myself can hardly believe it’s come to this.” She placed a reassuring hand on Viola’s knee. “I am not anxious or even worried. I am terrified. But there is nothing we can do about it now.”

      “I thought it would be better,” Viola whispered.

      Thatra’s face crinkled at the odd, cryptic comment. “You thought what would be better?” she asked, confused.

      Viola’s red eyes looked up. Like windows into her soul, they revealed the pain in her heart. “The outside world,” she said softly. “From my earliest memories I have been caged like a pet, hidden from the world.” She smoothed a hand across her leg. “I was his plaything. My body belonged to him and it was something I never questioned.” T

      hatra covered her mouth, her milky white eyes suddenly glistening with unshed tears.

      “Hearing of his death brought me joy,” Viola admitted. “I’m not proud of that fact, but I can’t deny my feelings, either. When Liam took me away from that life, I thought I was free. I thought I would finally have a chance to see the world, to discover all its beauty.” She paused. “But there is no beauty, is there? The world is just as ugly as the life I left behind, if only in a different way.”

      “No, you’re wrong,” said Thatra in a quiet, choked voice. “I am so sorry for what has happened to you, but the world is beautiful. If—” She cleared her throat. “When we have successfully defended our village and sent the laberaths running with their tails between their legs, I will prove that what I say is true.” She took Viola by the hand. “I assume you’ve never had a friend before, and now you have many. Don’t you think that’s beautiful? Surely that counts for something in this world you find strange.”

      Liam entered, his shirt drenched in sweat. Gingerly, he hobbled across the room and flopped into a chair.

      “How are they doing?” Thatra asked, wiping her eyes with a sniff.

      “As good as can be expected in so short a time,” Liam groaned, sounding exhausted.

      “What do we do now?” Viola asked.

      “We wait for the enemy,” Liam replied. “There is nothing more I can do.” He propped his staff between his legs and closed his eyes, preparing to renew a bit of his energy. “I do hope your god smiles on us this day,” he muttered.

      “Do not doubt it, mystic,” Thatra replied, grinning. “Odao sees all.”
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* * *

      A cloud of dust rose as hundreds of feet pounded the dry ground. Streaks of distorted motion blurred ahead of the pack in explosive bursts, then glanced back like impatient children, impish grins splitting their pale faces. Klashtons rumbled along, their massive rock bodies leaving deep prints with every step. Had it not been for the slower beasts, the laberaths would have reached their destination far earlier. But to leave behind such powerful beasts all for the sake of added efficiency would have been foolhardy at best.

      Claiming the girl was still their top priority, but keeping casualties to a minimum was nearly as crucial. For a race planning on retaking at least a portion of the surface world, their numbers were tragically low. All that could be spared were already present. Any measurable losses in the upcoming battle could be catastrophic to their future plans.

      But that seemed unlikely. The tarrins were nothing but a race of tree huggers who seemed to worship nature, not an aggressive species by any means. No, the real threats were the humans, a thought that nearly made Orm’rak laugh. Yet the trouble they’d caused so far was undeniable. They were at least an obstacle, if not exactly an outright threat.

      Worked into a frenzy, Orm’rak watched the churning tornados of black whirl around him. Flapping wings shedding their feathers, black birds cawing before they melted back together into a cone of liquid black.

      “All of you save your energy,” Orm’rak warned, pointing to the tree line just ahead. “For you are about to drink your fill. Just beyond that border lies the sweetest blood that’s ever touched your tongues. Come, my children, and prepare to feast.” Of course, he had no idea what the blood of tarrins actually tasted like. It appeared they would find out together.

      He eyed the sun hanging low in the western sky. There were still several hours of daylight left. Given their inherent night vision, it might have been advantageous to wait until dark. But the arrogant laberath leader didn’t feel the need. The inferior enemy would fall no matter the circumstances. Still...

      Orm’rak whistled, summoning his scouting party. A group of thirty or so zipped up, instantly flashing up all around him. “I need you to go in first,” said Orm’rak, his finger sweeping across the first line of trees. “Find out if these tranquil creatures have actually set up a line of defense. Regardless of your findings, you will report back here immediately.” Eager heads bobbing, hands rubbing, one by one they blurred away. “Do not engage!” Orm’rak warned as the streaks zipped past the first line of trees.

      Eyes narrowing, Orm’rak gazed into the forest, a feeling of unease creeping into his bones. Certainly the tarrins were anything but a combat race, but exactly how much better suited for battle were his laberaths? Zipping around him, they cackled with glee at the thought of sinking their teeth into something a little different. They didn’t seem focused on the task at hand. Little doubt the laberaths were genetically superior to nearly all surface races, but they were so painfully unorganized. Chaotic, even.

      “Bah,” Orm’rak muttered to himself, dismissing the doubts. Of course his mind was simply playing tricks on him. “I’m overthinking. I’ve no time for such foolish thoughts.”
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* * *

      Laberath scouts flashed through the brushes, twigs crackling and snapping with the sudden force. The first in line stopped, prompting the others to pull up next to him. He sniffed the air, his red eyes scanning the area.

      “What you see?” one of them hissed, also sniffing the air, although not quite sure what he was trying to detect.

      “I thinks I saw something,” the first replied, head swiveling, eyes darting from trees to bushes. Just then, their eyes all pulled towards an obvious movement. A man hidden behind a tree streaked over to another. “There!” he called, his forward-leaning body already in motion. The others followed like streaking shadows.

      There came a series of snapping sounds followed by screams of pain as laberaths fell to the ground clutching their legs and feet. Felled by the most ancient of tricks, the leaf-covered bear traps had worked even better than expected. A slower species would have seen one or two traps go off and backed away, but the speedy laberaths had sprung them all nearly simultaneously. At least ten were trapped for the moment.

      With a whistling sound, a spinning blade flashed across their chests, even taking two heads before sinking into the ground on the far side. The slashed laberaths jerked and twitched, their wounds coming to life in a crackling show of white glitter. The remaining laberaths backed away, watching the untimely deaths of their comrades as they melted into pools of sparkling liquid white. Heads darted this way and that, wondering where the attack had come from.

      One laberath glanced back at the wheeled blade embedded in the ground. Was he seeing things? Did it just move? An unseen finger twitched from the shadows, summoning the invisible thread to recoil. The blade wrenched from the ground, flashing across the chests of more laberaths as it spun back to Xavier’s waiting hand. More laberaths hit the ground, visible wounds spraying glitter like magical fountains. Having seen enough, the remaining eight scattered in retreat.

      Owen stepped out from behind the first tree. “Good job, boy,” he called over to Xavier. “Too bad you didn’t get them all.”

      “Too bad you didn’t get any,” he retorted with a wink.

      “Watch it,” Owen warned, pointing a finger. “Next I’ll let you be the bait. Then I’ll show you how it’s done.”
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* * *

      Orm’rak roared, resisting the temptation to kill the remaining scouts himself. “I told you not to engage!” He turned and motioned to the beast handlers. “Send in the klashtons,” he ordered. “These stupid beasts can be replaced, but I can’t afford to lose any more men just because they can’t follow orders.” He leaned to the side as the handlers carefully unlocked the chains securing the beasts. “And I want you both to lead them,” he said, appearing to be talking to no one.

      Two sets of telltale footprints turned and marched away. Free of their bonds, the other klashtons thundered into the forest as well. With savage murder blazing in their soulless black eyes, the beasts were ready to rip apart any living thing that crossed their paths.

      Trees crackled, snapping and falling while others just burst into wild blooms of splintered shards. Hardly slowed from the jarring impacts, the beasts recklessly charged on. Jet-black eyes scanned for movement, any hint of life that they could extinguish. Their instincts demanded it. Flocks of startled birds took flight, while other small woodland creatures scattered to elude the rumbling giants.

      Stepping out from behind a tree, the white cloaked figure came into view. Onyx eyes sparkled at the sight of this easy prey. The beasts roared, increasing their charge as bloodlust prevailed over logic and reason. Xavier threw his hands up, a short silver blade gripped in each. Over his head he crashed them once, twice, then threw the newly formed bladed wheels.

      Whistling like teapots, they streaked through the air. The first wave of giants managed a clumsy evasion, more by way of a flinching twitch than an actual skilled dodge. Defying gravity, the spinning wheels seemed to hover in the air as other klashtons rumbled past the levitating blades that missed their targets.

      Hands held out with his fingers spread, the puppet master grinned at the charging beasts. With a twitch of his fingers, the hovering blades fired off in opposite directions. The back row of klashtons convulsed with a twitching jolt, decapitated bodies skidding across the leaves, their heads rolling into nearby bushes.

      His fingers twitched again, summoning the spinning blades back. Two more giants shrieked as fire shot across their sides, spinning them around and bringing them to their knees. Xavier caught the blades, then tossed them to the ground. In an effortless flash of controlled violence, he had killed or incapacitated all but three.

      With a shrug, his white cloak fluttered away, revealing the steel strapped across his chest. In one smooth movement his rings clacked each handle then fired up into the air. For an instant, steel blades levitated as if hoisted up by ghosts, then began to spiral around him, his extended fingers twitching ever so slightly.

      The first klashton stumbled right into the invisible dome of whirling steel, sparks flying from his chest and face as razor-sharp edges bit into rock-hard flesh. Roaring in agony, it covered its face, gashes appearing everywhere at once. Deep wounds opened across its forearms. Shredding like cheese, one arm ripped away, quickly followed by the second. Without the barrier of his arms, exposed features erased from its face, black eyes vaporizing as everything wore away in seconds. Jaw hanging by a single hinge, a bubbling gurgle floated up from its throat before the dying beast crumpled face down into the dirt.

      The last two halted, their primitive brains unable to comprehend what had just happened to their comrades. Their brief pause was more than enough for the skilled assassin. Five of his ten blades zipped free from their streaking orbit, embedding themselves deep into klashton flesh. Howling in pain, their rugged bodies accepted the initial onslaught, one even managing to remain on his feet. Tearing them free with a twitch of his fingers, Xavier sent the other five streaking towards the injured targets. Tearing those free, his sent back the first five to finish the job. Bleeding profusely, both beasts lay motionless on the ground.

      Leaning against a nearby tree, Owen witnessed the one-sided battle. He beamed with pride at the startling efficiency of his deadly young student. He had intended to help out, but quickly realized it wouldn’t be necessary.

      Moments later, his beaming pride gave way to a feeling of unease. His warrior’s instinct tingled in the back of his mind, a gut feeling built up from years of experience. It soon became a screaming warning. For no reason his conscious mind could comprehend, he dove forward in a desperate evasion. The ground where he just stood imploded, forming a deep crater the shape of a large fist.

      Swords unleashed, he completed the roll and sprang back to his feet. Nothing. There was nobody there. But something had clearly gone on the attack. Mists of dust rose from the freshly made dent in the ground. His eyes scanned the area, searching for even the slightest movement. His senses screamed again, sending him rolling forward once more. With a hollow thud a second crater formed exactly like the first. But this time Owen spun back, slashing his blade just above the indented soil.

      Feeling resistance shudder through his weapon all the way up to the hilt, he heard a growl of pain. In a blink of light, a massive humanoid shape took form for an instant before winking out. Owen slashed the air wildly, hoping to get lucky a second time. After a few seconds of slicing air, he stopped.

      Sidestepping across the area, he closed his eyes. They were useless now. Best to concentrate on his other senses. He listened carefully, reaching out with his mind. Birds chirped in the distance as the wind whistled through the treetops. It was here somewhere, he just needed it to slip up and give away its location. He just needed it to...

      There! He whirled about, eyes opening as he kicked dirt towards the subtle sound of crackling grass underfoot. For an instant the outline of two legs and a torso formed, revealed within the dry cloud. The hunter lashed out like like a snake, his blades biting hard into the massive leg. The beast howled, its massive body blinking in and out of visibility. Whatever force was keeping it invisible could apparently be disrupted, if only for an instant.

      Not wanting to lose track of it again, Owen burst into an offensive flurry. His blades flashed over and over as he pressed his attack. Sometimes he missed, sometimes he connected, but the strikes that rang true made the creature’s body flash in and out. Deep gashes began to form, leaving telltale signs of wounded flesh that seemed to float in the air. The damage was done and it could no longer hide from him.

      Knowing it had permanently lost its advantage, the klashton countered furiously. Bloody fists flailed wildly. The skilled warrior ducked and rolled as needed, easily outmaneuvering the slow but powerful giant. After a final roll, the hunter spun back and slashed across the beast’s already wounded knee. It roared, blood pumping from the wide-open gash. Steel flashed across its neck, turning its roaring cry into a whimpering gurgle. It fell back, lifeless black eyes staring up vacantly at nothing.

      Hands dropping to his knees, the hunter attempted to catch his breath. Where had that thing come from, and how was it invisible? Senses screaming once more, he glanced up, instinctually twisting to the side in an attempt to dodge an unseen blow. Too slow... Something solid crashed into his shoulder, sending him flying into a nearby tree. Severely shaken, he crumpled to the ground from the jarring blow. He struggled back up to one knee, his whole right side on fire. Dislocated at the shoulder, his arm hung limply.

      The hunter shook his head, trying to clear his mind after the heavy blow that nearly rendered him unconscious. His head was full of cotton, ears whistling with a sustained shrill note. Everything seemed to spin. Don’t black out. Keep it together!

      With long, labored breaths coming heavy and slow, his eyes scanned once more. He glanced at the spot he had just been standing before getting hit. Sure enough, there were large footprints sunk into the dirt. He watched them, searching to see if there was a trail leading away. The soil around one of the footprints shifted slightly, suddenly deepening on one side. He’s still standing there!

      Owen growled, gripping his damaged arm just above the elbow. With a sickly crunch, he pushed it back into place. His blades lost somewhere during the impact, he was now weaponless and wouldn’t have time to search for them. There would only be one shot at this.

      The warrior surged, charging at the footprints with all the speed and power he could muster. Crashing into the invisible mass, his feet kept churning, driving forward with impossible strength. The giant’s body flickered in his arms as they crashed to the ground. Maintaining top position, the hunter drove his fists down again and again. The roaring beast’s face rocked left and right, already starting to crack from the thunderous blows. No human hands should have been able to do such a thing, but the hunter’s fists continued to rain down like hammers.

      Rock-hard flesh now beginning to soften from the pummeling, Owen began dropping elbows onto what was left of its face. Again and again his forearm drove home, the shattered facial structure providing all the resistance of a wet pillow. Winding up to unleash another, his arm caught in the air, wrist halted by an unseen force. “He’s dead, master,” came the familiar voice.

      Breathing hard, Owen glanced back to see his apprentice standing there. Then he looked down at the distorted mushy pile that was once a klashton’s face. “Aye,” he agreed, getting off the massive body. “How long do you think it’ll be before they notice we killed all their little beasties?” Just then, a murderous wail echoed through the forest.

      “Not long,” Xavier said, glancing up towards the direction of that guttural scream. “We better get ready for the next wave.”

      Owen found his swords and slipped them back into their sheaths. The forest beyond seemed to come to life. Blurs of movement zipped back and forth while swirling funnels of black whirled around in the treetops. These were not klashtons or even a small scouting party. The laberaths had committed their remaining forces and were coming to finish the job.

      Owen rolled his shoulders, sending his crossbows clacking down from the back of his shoulders. Latching to his wrists, he raised them towards the charging enemy. “Are you ready, lad?” he asked, a stony look on his face. Xavier only nodded in response, blades already in hand. Owen lifted his crossbows straight up, pointing them up to the sky. “Here we go!” he yelled, releasing a blaze of flaring orange energy.
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* * *

      “I see the signal!” Viola called down from her perch up on the platform. Liam turned, silently pointing to what appeared to be an unassuming row of trees. On command, the sound of tightened bowstrings creaked. He pointed to a second line of trees, which produced a similar sound of readying bows.

      “This is your home!” he boomed, looking every bit the part of a military commander. “These vile beasts think to destroy your village, and peel the very flesh from your bones. They dare to threaten the lives of you and your families. Show these vile creatures what the tarrins are capable of! Send them crawling back to the dark depths from which they slithered! Loose!”

      Bows snapped in unison, cutting the air like thunder. A torrent of arrows whistled through the air, shading the ground below.
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* * *

      Laberaths materialized in the trees, black funnels reshaping back into their humanoid forms. Hearing a whistling hiss, they gazed up at the sky. A snapping sound rang through the forest as tarrin arrows rained down through the leaves. Laberaths clutched their chests, falling from the trees as their wounds instantly began sparkling with white glitter.

      “Let’s go!” said Owen, snatching Xavier by the back of the collar. They had done everything they could here, and it was time to rejoin the strength of their main force. They ran through the forest, the wails of dying laberaths ringing out from behind as more waves of arrows snapped down through the trees.

      Dagger in hand, Viola stepped out onto the platform. She watched Liam down below, waving his hands about in silent signals. Wave after wave of arrows snapped off, gliding through the air to bring their promise of death to the enemy. Off in the distance, she could see the tiny flares of sparkling white light, the telltale sign of direct hits taking their toll. Terror gripped her. The sight of so much death at once rattled her to her bones. She held the dagger so tightly her hands began to shake.

      A strong grip snatched the back of her shirt, causing her to fall and get dragged back inside. “What do you think you’re doing?” Assirra yelled, finally releasing the girl with a not-so-gentle shove.

      “I want to help,” Viola replied. Although she meant it, the words sounded foolish, even to her own ears.

      “You will do nothing of the sort!” Assirra shrieked, standing over her protectively. “Your only job this day is to not get captured. Nothing else! You will not leave the temple again for any reason. Am I understood?” Viola wilted like a flower, dropping the dagger to the floor. She really did want to help, but what could she possibly do? “You shall hole up in here until this is over. I’ll say no more on the subject.” Assirra turned and slid a bookcase in front of the open doorway.

      Liam watched the forest from the ground level while hearing the screams of the dying. Staff in hand, he held it high above his head. Bursting through the brush came Owen and Xavier, both sprinting as fast as they could. “They’re behind us!” Owen yelled, nearly falling down at Liam’s feet.

      “Yes, I’m aware,” Liam replied dryly. “And it is here we must make our stand. They must not break through this line.” He began twirling the staff above his head, eyes rolling back while muttering words in a guttural, alien language.

      “I guess it’s the three of us,” Owen groaned, rolling his shoulders. His crossbows clacked down, automatically fastening around his wrists.

      “Four!” came a call from above. Bypassing the steps in a single leap, Thatra leapt down from the platform above. Landing softly like a cat, she twirled a metal staff around her back, hardened muscles twitching from her shoulders to her abs. “Viola is with Assirra. We must defend the temple at all costs.”

      “Their ranks have been significantly thinned,” said Xavier, turning his head towards the growing commotion heading their way. “But there are still plenty left.” The forest seemed to come alive with movement, blurs of movement zipping back and forth, spirals of black whirling from branch to branch.

      Liam’s mumbling intensified, the last words roaring off his tongue like thunder. Slamming the butt of his staff into the ground, there came a boom with no sound, an energy felt but not heard. Like creeping death, the invisible rings of power radiated outward like a tidal wave of force. Laberath bodies came into plain view, as if the trees had all suddenly disappeared. They glowed a dark red for an instant before seeming to vanish once more behind the thickness of the forest.

      “There,” said Liam, stumbling forward a step. “I cannot slow time in so large an area, but I can slow their physical bodies temporarily. They will still be faster than us, but the difference will no longer be so extreme.”

      “How long will the enchantment hold?” asked Thatra as she eyed the first wave approaching.

      “Not nearly long enough,” Liam replied, lowering his goat-head staff towards the first threat breaking through the tree line. Uttering a single word, a head-sized ball of flame burst from the tip of the staff. Unable to dodge, the laberath’s body was instantly engulfed in fire. Seared flesh blackened to a crisp, the creature was dead before it ever hit the ground. Others broke through the trees, leaping right over the charred corpse.

      “Stand back!” Owen ordered, stepping forward with his crossbows raised. A blinding spray of orange energy made short work of them, as well as most of the trees in the immediate area. He swept back and forth, wildly unleashing the weapons’ energy. When they were spent and the gems ejected, he drew his silver blades and moved to the flank.

      They had already done their part, and Liam had no intention of asking for more. The tarrins could have stayed hidden had they chosen to, but didn’t. Awkwardly clutching swords as if they were shovels, they emerged from trees and bushes to join in the fray. Blinding rage overriding their lack of weapons proficiency, the tarrins began circling the boxa tree, swinging wildly at anything that moved. They refused to be viewed as cowards in the eyes of these human strangers not afraid to take a stand, let alone in the eyes of their own families.

      Thatra and Xavier moved to the east side to defend. Xavier’s blades whirled around him, covering so much killing distance that Thatra found herself of little use so near the assassin. She shifted back to the front, her staff whirling defensively to keep the creatures off Liam so he could cast his next spell. The teamwork paid off initially. The laberaths’ most advantageous physical gift had already been subdued, and they weren’t skilled warriors to begin with.

      “Who wants a piece of me?” Owen boomed, his silver blades shredding and slicing, reducing laberaths to shimmering pools of liquid white. “I can do this all day! I can—” His gaze drifted up to the sky. “Oh no... No!” One by one the others looked up, eyes wide with horror. With a whooshing sound, multi-winged hydrogriphs went soaring overhead. Like dry snow, white ash began to fall from the sky...

      Liam opened his hand, allowing bits of fluffy soft ash to collect in his palm. With saddened eyes, he glanced at Owen. “Get out of here,” he said, turning over his hand so the ash flittered to the ground. The sounds of clashing steel steel rang out all around them, yet he seemed to hardly notice.

      “I’ll do no such thing,” the hunter replied, shaking his head. “We’re in this together.”

      “Your steel is useless here,” Liam pressed, just before raising his staff to intercept a falling blade. With the speed of a skilled soldier, he quickly rotated his staff, catching the laberath in the lower jaw. Collapsing, the stunned creature screeched as the butt end of the staff dropped into his chest. Liam muttered a single word and the creature’s body burst into flame. “You must get Viola and go,” he went on as if the minor kill was barely a distraction. “The ghatins are coming. I will do all in my power to buy you time. If you and Xavier stay, death is all that awaits you.”

      Owen stepped towards the mystic, clasping a hand over his shoulder. “Very well,” he said reluctantly. “But once she’s safe we’re coming back for you!”

      Liam smiled at the white lie, even if Owen didn’t think it was at the time.

      “Xavier!” Owen called, watching his apprentice’s blades shred two more laberaths. “Follow me.”

      “But—”

      “No buts! Viola is in danger.” Xavier jumped at that, racing after his master.
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* * *

      Feeling overconfident, a pair of tarrin brothers slashed their way away from the protective numbers near the boxa tree. The enemies seemed to be thinning; whether that was from retreat or simply death remained unclear. Swords at the ready, they raced towards one who seemed to be hiding behind a bush.

      Rushing around the bush, they charged him from opposite sides. The laberath jumped up and whirled about, his steel flashing in one clean stroke. Severed, both their hands dropped to the ground. One screamed, glaring at his stump as blood pumped from the perfect cut. The other dropped to his knees, shock quickly setting in.

      Orm’rak grabbed the neck of the one still on his feet. “Where are they hiding the girl?” he asked calmly. Trembling, the tarrin revealed his silent answer by glancing back towards the temple high in the boxa tree. Orm’rak grinned. “Thank you,” he said, before squeezing his victim’s neck with only one hand. With a crackling snap, the tarrin’s eyes bulged and crossed before Orm’rak dropped him to the ground.

      Leaping into the air, his body whirled into a black funnel of squawking birds, reforming when he reached the temple’s platform.

      Racing up the steps, Owen had seen the spinning black funnel drift overhead. “Move, lad!” he called behind him. “They know where she is!”

      Orm’rak smashed through the wooden barricade, splintered chips of wood spraying everywhere. Assirra shrieked, turning to run from the room. White-hot pain exploded through the back of her shoulder, a blade tip now protruding through the front. “Where is she?” Orm’rak asked, the calm in his voice chilling. When she didn’t answer he twisted the blade, lifting the hilt to drive her face down to the floor. She covered her mouth to stifle the inevitable scream of pain. “I will not ask you again.” He glanced up as a figure rushed out from behind a chair. He ripped the blade free, sending Assirra spinning across the floor.

      “Viola, run!” Assirra screamed, her head spinning with nausea as her clothes darkened with flowing blood.

      Shrieking in terror, Viola leapt out the widow and onto the outer platform. Leaping off the edge, she whirled about in midair, spinning into a living tornado of black. Setting down on the ground, her terror redoubled when she took in the scene around her. Bodies were scattered everywhere as the battle ensued. Steel clashed and screams filled the air. She glanced up, seeing a second black funnel descending towards her. With no hesitation she ran into the forest.
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* * *

      Liam saw her land then run off while another laberath gave chase. Seconds later, he was relieved to see Owen and Xavier giving chase into the forest. But there was nothing he could do to help. He needed to remain here and buy as much time as he could before... He gazed off in the distance, his eyes spotting what he was waiting for. From far away, large white giants with pink eyes glared back at him. Even from here he could feel their hate. Like melting candles, they seeped down into white ash.

      “Very well then,” he muttered, raising his staff over his head. “If it is my life for hers then so be it. Sparing her means millions of lives saved, where mine alone means nothing. A small price to pay indeed. There is nothing to consider.”

      Alien words dripped from his lips in sounds that no human should be able to formulate. White waves raced towards him, the speeding bulges in the ground throwing tarrin bodies into the air as they approached. Recognizing him as the only real threat, they converged and sprung from the ground. Faces contorted, mouths gaping open like white serpents, they washed over him just as his staff slammed the ground.

      There came another boom with no sound, a deep bass that seemed to rattle the planet. The ash around him crystallized, the effects spreading outward. Like a ripple from a pebble thrown in water, the crystallizing wave coated the white men, working its way back through the forest. Frozen like fossils, ghatin faces glared down at him from only inches away. Liam stumbled back, his head swimming from the power it took to cast such a spell. He sat on the ground gazing up at those twisted faces, knowing that all he’d managed to do was buy a little more time.
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* * *

      High in the trees, Viola leapt from branch to branch, whirling black settling briefly before spinning off to the next perch several yards away. She went to leap again, but her foot held fast.

      “Going somewhere?” Orm’rak asked, gripping her by the ankle. He dropped down from the tree, slamming her to the ground with a heavy thud. “You’ve cost me much this day,” he said, releasing her foot with an angry flick of his wrist before kicking her square in the stomach. “Who would have thought those humans could be so resourceful?” He kicked her again, sending her body tumbling several feet away.

      “Even if the ghatins keep their word and give the laberaths a fair amount of land once they take over, what am I supposed to rule with less than half an army?” He kicked her yet again, driving the last of the air from her lungs. Too winded to scream, she wheezed over and over, both hands wrapping her stomach. “I’m not so sure it’s worth sparing you for the ritual any longer. No, I think I’m just going to satisfy my need for revenge and just kill you now!” He released his blades with a hiss, holding them high above his head.

      Redirecting them, he spun back and slashed the air, deflecting a spinning blade with a shrill clang. With a back slash, he sent the second tumbling away as well. The misdirected blades never touched the ground, only hovered in the air before spinning back to Xavier’s waiting hands. He stood like a statue, his glaring blue eyes filled with hate. Trained to ignore distraction, to ignore emotion, he found himself unable to do that this time. He wanted Orm’rak’s head.

      “Touch her again and I’ll kill you where you stand,” he hissed.

      “Oh, so touching,” Orm’rak mocked, a hand rising to his chest. “So says the monster in disguise who walks among men. Does the killer now stand for truth and righteousness? I suppose now she is your one true love, inclined to be rescued by the famous hunter’s apprentice?”

      “No,” Xavier whispered plainly, his voice soft and dangerous. “You are the monster, and by my pledge I am bound to kill your kind. This I shall do without remorse or regret.” He looked at Viola, trembling on the ground as she gasped for breath. “And by that very same pledge I am bound to protect her and all those like her, no matter the cost.”

      “Oh? And why is that?” Orm’rak mused, his lip curling up in a half smile.

      “Because she is human!” Xavier roared, dropping to the ground as Owen dove over the top of him. Corkscrewing through the air, his twisting blades slashed towards Orm’rak’s neck. Stumbling back, the laberath barely deflected them at the last second. Relentless, the hunter pressed his attack. His blades worked feverishly, crashing against Orm’rak’s swords in a constant spray of sparks.

      “Fools!” Orm’rak boomed, deflecting Owen’s blades high before flashing forward ten feet or so. Owen felt the hot blade cut his side and whirled back to face his speedy attacker. Liam’s spell had given them the edge they needed, but it was clearly wearing off. Orm’rak was dangerous no matter what, and now his unworldly speed had returned to his body.

      Xavier dodged left then right, slashing blades he sensed more than saw. Orm’rak’s swords were a blur, slicing in at wild angles with blazing speed. The apprentice dove to the side, his rings slapping across his chest before rolling back to his feet. Throwing his hands in the air, glistening steel flashed all around him. Together they formed a protective dome formed of twirling blades. Orm’rak pulled up, almost rushing directly into the trap.

      Hearing the clicks behind him, the laberath leader whirled back with blurring speed, knocking Owen’s arm up in the air. A torrent of orange energy fired harmlessly into the sky. The hunter drove his head forward, his forehead smashing Orm’rak’s nose. He followed with a knee to the hip, then a hard elbow across the jaw. Stunned by the heavy blows, the laberaths’ leader sprawled to the ground. Dazed, he rolled away just as Xavier’s spinning blade impaled the ground right where he was lying.

      Orm’rak leapt to his feet and began circling the two humans. In truth, he was shocked at how dangerous they were proving to be. A single laberath at full speed versus two mere humans should have been a rout. He needed to finish this quickly. In a streaking blur, he rushed at Owen with his blades low. One clanged astray in an instinctual block by the hunter that was nearly impossible to comprehend. But the other hit home, biting deep into the hunter’s leg. With a growl, Owen hobbled back, the fabric of his armor darkening with blood.

      Placing almost no weight on the injured leg, Owen countered with a double high slash. When Orm’rak parried, he suddenly dropped low. Airborne steel flashed over the top of his head, Orm’rak barely deflecting in time. Their strategy was obvious now. The bruiser would hold the front position, taking the heavy brunt of Orm’rak’s offense while Xavier used his speed and pinpoint accuracy to attack from the outside.

      Coughing blood into her hand, Viola watched the battle rage on. Sparks bloomed in the air with each crash of steel, but Owen was getting pretty cut up with each exchange. Already she could see dark spots all over the hunter’s body, and more forming every few seconds.

      Owen ducked, allowing Xavier to roll over the top of his back. In a wide arch, his half-moon daggers came raining down on Orm’rak, who deflected each one with a shrill clang. Xavier dropped to his knees as the hunter rolled across his back, flashing his steel aggressively despite his mounting injuries. Working as a single unit, they were doing just enough to keep Orm’rak off balance.

      She glanced at the blood in her hand, bits of white caking the top. It was the ash that had been dropped from the sky. A thin layer was scattered all around them. It felt warm in her hands, somehow. She rose off the ground, feeling its tingle beneath her feet. Nothing more than a mere sprinkling of dusty ash, it should have had no effect on her. But it did. Like sunlight on a flower, she could feel its influence coursing through her, an energy-giving effect that made no sense.

      A cluster of memories assaulted her mind all at once.

      Flesh turned solid, her pale arms had extended several inches, each now resembling the blades of long swords.

      “Why didn’t I see it before?” she asked herself.

      

      “Only, the conclusion was not clear. It’s as if Odao himself is confused.”

      “I’ve run the tests myself. Her blood consists of both human and laberath.”

      “And so I am,” Viola whispered. “But that’s not all that I am.”

      

      “Your findings are not in question. It’s just that...there is something quite alien about her. An infection, for lack of a better word. Her blood is...tainted.”

      “You were correct also, Assirra,” Viola hissed, her attention returning to the ensuing battle. “I am infected. My blood is tainted.” She began to sink down into the ash beneath her feet. “I am cursed with the blood of the ghatin!” She disappeared below the surface, ash bubbling like molten lava.

      Owen crashed his swords down low, ducking his head as two small blades zipped past the backs of his ears. Orm’rak blocked the swords and ducked the half-moon daggers. To his eyes these slowing humans were moving in water. Like a bolt of lightning, his swords simultaneously crossed Owen’s chest. Blood misted the air as the hunter spun and hit the ground.

      Xavier charged forward to cover his fallen master, his fingers twitching and body spinning. Orm’rak’s body seemed to teleport back and forth as the spinning blades shredded nothing but air. The laberath’s swords seemed to flash from multiple angles at once. In a virtual explosion of blood, wounds erupted all over Xavier’s body at once. Flashing steel his eyes could hardly register bit his shoulders, chest, and thighs. White-hot pain surged through him, his ruined body crumpling to the ground. No longer controlled by the puppet master, levitating blades clanked to the ground all around him.

      “The two of you were stronger than I expected,” Orm’rak admitted, raising his weapons in the air. “I shall dine on both of you this evening. Consider that an honor.”

      The ground behind him erupted in a wave of ash as a white form burst into the air. Features twisted with rage, red eyes flaring with light, Viola’s warped form clasped onto his back. Like a white sheet of flesh, she seemed to fold around him, pulling him down towards the ground.

      “Wha— No! It can’t be!” he screamed, thrashing to rid himself of the clinging being. It was like trying to escapade from the grasp of an octopus. For an instant, he managed to shed one arm. It melted in the air, reshaping into something that resembled a hook. She drove in back down, sinking it deep into his shoulder. He wailed in pain as she did the same with her other hand, now pulling down with even more leverage.

      Impossibly, they both sank down into the ground, his face twisted with panicked fear, hers twisted with rage. Like sinking into a pool of water, they dipped down below the solid surface, white ash bubbling and steaming where they disappeared.

      “Viola!” Xavier yelled, blood running from the side of his mouth. With a mighty effort, he inched his broken body towards the bubbling ash. “Viola!” he cried out a second time, gazing in horror at the smoldering spot. Suddenly, white hair emerged from the bubbling ash. Inch by inch, Viola rose from the ground like a ghost. Her eyes were intense, cold, like those of a creature void of all emotion. “Viola?” Xavier repeated, his voice soft and unsure.

      “He is gone,” she said, her voice every bit as cold as her eyes. “He was a monster, true. But it seems I am the bigger monster.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Resigned to his fate, Liam gazed into the hollow eyes of the frozen creature before him. Claws twitched for an instant, crumbs of crystal sifting to the ground. Soon enough they would break free, and the mystic could do nothing to stop it. Strangely, his thoughts were not of his own forfeited life, but of the others. Had they managed to save Viola? Were they all right? He was but a single man who would face certain death the moment these ghatins broke free. “All death is certain,” he reminded himself. But if Viola had managed to escape, perhaps his death would have meaning.

      The surrounding tarrins moved closer to him, approaching with caution. Some carried their dead; others still gripped weapons as if they would do any good.

      “Go,” said Liam, dismissing them with a flick of his hand. “Get as far away as you can before they break free. There is nothing else you can do here.” They stared at him with milky white eyes, blank expressions all around. A tarrin holding his dead brethren laid the corpse on the ground and sat by his side. One by one, others began to sit, clearly having no intention of fleeing.

      “Suit yourselves,” Liam sighed. “In the end it will matter not.” Another ghatin moved, its hand closing into a fist as more crystal crumbs sprinkled down. The mystic scooped up a bit of dirt and ash in his hand, then watched it sift down between this fingers. “Completely trapped by a binding curse, yet they’ve found a way to reach us anywhere in the world,” he muttered, watching the fine stream sprinkle to the ground. “This cursed ash... If only we could—”  He closed his fist, then threw the rest down on the ground. “Take shelter!” he bellowed, surging to his feet. “Return to your homes and barricade the windows and doors.”

      Not questioning the mystic’s command, tarrins began to scramble about, climbing up ladders and steps to find shelter. His staff in hand, Liam raced towards the steps at the base of the boxa tree. He hesitated a moment before leaping up the stairway, often bounding three steps at a time. There was no time left, and his fear of heights would have to wait.

      When he reached the top, he saw a wounded woman down on her knees inside the temple. After taking a few steps towards her, Assirra waved him off, assuring him she was all right. Whatever he was going to do, he’d best do it now.

      Standing at the edge of the platform, he raised his staff above his head. Rotating it in slow sweeping circles, he began his guttural chanting. The winds started to pick up, leaves spiraling up into the air. Liam’s long white hair lifted from his shoulders, waving around as if air were rushing up from under his feet. The clouds above began to boil, turning black as they churned.

      His voice gained strength as the wind increased, an angry sky now creating hurricane-like conditions. His eyes lit up, a white shining light that seemed to radiate all around. With a final twirl, he slammed his staff down, creating a soundless boom that shook the boxa tree to its roots. A black tail funneled down from the dark clouds, its spinning head rotating towards the ground. Once the twister touched down, others began to form, black spinning tails funneling down from above.

      One by one they touched down, pulling up leaves and dirt, sending debris straight up into the sky. The twisters danced in and out of one another, occasionally uniting as one before separating a few seconds later.

      With a crackling sound the crystal encasing the ghatins shattered, releasing them in an explosion of flying shards. Like levitating specters they rushed at Liam, rising straight up as if shot from the ground. Within seconds, the mystic found himself eye to eye with a stretched, ghostly being. Bright pink eyes glared from a pasty white face, its lipless mouth stretching wide open as if to swallow Liam whole. But something tugged at its body, pulling it back the other direction. As ash on the ground was being swallowed up by the black funnels, the ghatins were losing their temporary grip on the surface world.

      “Go back to your fiery hell!” Liam commanded, his eyes still blazing with white light. “Return to your cursed home of fire and ash, demons!”

      The ghatin’s face seemed to stretch and pull, his smooth features strained from effort. “This is but the beginning, old man,” it rumbled, its white body turning translucent before Liam’s eyes. “Time means nothing to us. Soon, we will return in numbers you can’t possibly imagine.”

      “And we shall be waiting,” Liam said, his voice a calm whisper. The creatures’ bodies stretched out like strings as they were sucked into the funnels. One by one the twisters retracted into the sky, black tails absorbed back into the clouds above. The blackened sky began to clear, the winds dying down to form a gentle breeze.

      Covered in sweat, Liam turned back to assist Assirra. He could only hope she was still breathing. But already on her feet, he watched as she removed a hand from her wound. Aside from the dried blood ringed around the torn clothing, the wound was completely healed.

      “Help me gather the wounded and even the dead,” she said, appearing strong and healthy. “I fear I have much work to do.”

      “I will assist when I can,” Liam replied, relieved to see her well but concerned for the safety of his own party. “But I must first set out to find my friends.” Weak in the knees, he hobbled further out on the platform and gazed down below. His heart nearly leapt from his chest when he saw them. Obviously wounded, both Owen and Xavier came into view. Viola stood between them, providing support from under each of their arms. She stopped to wave, then slipped her arm back around Owen’s waist.

      Relief washing over him, Liam waved back. They were alive and well. Clearly they were injured, but they had certainly come to the right place for that to be addressed. Assirra walked up next to him.

      “She’s tougher than she looks,” Assirra said, reading Liam’s mind. “Thanks to all of you we are safe for the time being. Come now; the other wounded need our help. You and I have much work to do.”
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* * *

      
        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!
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      “Bring in the next,” said Assirra, signs of weariness seeping into her voice. Ignoring her obvious need to rest, Liam simply gazed on in wonder. No matter how many times he watched her do it, the reality of the feat just couldn’t sink in. Two tarrins carried in a corpse, then set him down within a red circle on the floor with various drawings around it. Eyes glazed over, his gaping chest wound hung wide open. With very little blood left in the body, even the skin around the wound was dried and leathery. This was about as far gone as any subject could be.

      Displaying no squeamishness whatsoever, Assirra placed her hands on either side of his chest and began to pray. Although no individual candle seemed to change its hue, the room itself appeared to darken before Liam’s eyes. The subject’s chest lurched up off the floor, the leathery skin around the wound joining back together with a dry, crackling sound. His wide-open eyes blinked once, then twice, starting to moisten with the tears of life. He gasped, chest expanding with the first air those lungs had seen in several hours.

      Wracked with coughs, he rolled to the side as Assirra lightly smacked his back. “You are whole again,” she said, seeming just as pleased as the last several times she had performed this miracle of miracles.

      “Odao be praised,” he groaned, slowly rising to his feet.

      “Indeed,” Assirra replied, watching him hobble away.

      “I simply can’t believe you can do such a thing,” Liam gasped, dumfounded at what he had seen with his very own eyes.

      “Me?” she questioned. “I can’t do anything of the sort. I am but a powerless mortal.”

      “Odao?” Liam said, now more convinced than ever that a deity must be behind all this.

      She nodded. “I find myself forced to pray anew with each of my fallen brethren. Perhaps Odao will heal their flesh and reignite the fire extinguished from their eyes. Perhaps he feels they have done enough in this life, therefore keeps their life force on the other side. I have no way of telling which he will choose until I pray. Neither choice is wrong. Odao does not make mistakes.”

      “I see,” Liam replied simply, having little reason to deny her logic. Besides, there was another matter pressing his mind. “I say, Assirra, would you mind taking a walk with me? I should think a break from all this might do you some good.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” she said, wiping a bit of sweat from her brow. “A bit of fresh air might do me some good.” She led the way into the front room where Viola, Owen, and Xavier were seated.

      “You two are looking much better,” said Liam, admiring the work of his own healing.

      “Aye, I be thinking I just might do some dancing tonight,” Owen replied, rotating his arm in wide circles. Viola remained quiet, her eyes on the floor. It was obvious to Liam they were hiding something. What happened to them out there? No matter, he would find out sooner rather than later. For now, he had more pressing questions that needed answering.

      After being lowered in the bamboo cage, Assirra and Liam took a stroll. Liam was impressed at how much light the hanging lanterns provided, especially given this time of night. Still, the scene was far from beautiful. Weapons lay scattered about, and even a few bodies that had not yet been recovered.

      “We will be leaving soon,” Liam said, finally breaking the long but not uncomfortable silence. “Within a few days’ time, I suspect.”

      “Oh?” Assirra replied, sounding a bit surprised. “The three of you are welcome to stay as long as you like. Given my offer of protection, I actually thought you wouldn’t be leaving us at all.”

      “And a most generous offer it is,” Liam said. “I cannot thank you enough for what you have done for us already, but we cannot endanger your people any more than we already have. Now that our location is known, we’ll have to keep moving.”

      “And where will you go?”

      “Even if I knew, I’m not sure it would be in your best interest to tell you. The less you know about our whereabouts, the better for anyone involved.” She nodded, considering. “Also, I would like to have a word or two with Orfi, if that’s all right. Um...does he speak my language?”

      “He can communicate,” she replied, an oddly cryptic answer to such a direct question.

      “I see,” Liam replied. “Well, I need to understand how he prepared that serum for Viola so quickly.” Assirra shuffled her feet briefly, a subtle, nervous movement. Liam noticed. “You see, most alchemist serums consist of various herbs and plants, some of which are quite rare. And even if you have such items in stock, two or more are usually brewed longer than a day, often at varying temperatures. That mix is then combined with the remaining components, then together they are brewed even longer. Even then, the first batch doesn’t always take. The correct coloring is the first sign, usually followed by a bit of testing.”

      Assirra stopped walking, suddenly finding great interest in a rather dull-looking plant. She stroked its long leaves, making an excruciating attempt to find reason not to look Liam in the eyes.

      Liam walked around her to face her, forcing her to look at him. “And yet somehow Orfi managed all this in a matter of hours,” he continued. “Most curious, wouldn’t you agree? Since we’ll be without his service, I simply must learn how he defies the laws of time and physics as we understand them.”

      Liam purposely let the silence linger a long while before speaking again. “That serum was not only prepared long before we arrived, but it was meant for another,” he accused, his voice soft and dangerous. “Are we going to play this game all evening or are you going to tell me the truth?”

      Balling her fist, she broke off the top of the plant and threw it aside in frustration. “Yes, we had the serum on hand,” she admitted.

      “And who was it meant for?” he asked.

      “We didn’t think he was ever coming back, but we kept it for him anyway,” she said, now looking Liam right in the eye.

      “He? Are you saying there are others like Viola?”

      She nodded, holding his gaze. “I suspected the moment I saw her. I’m not talking about her obvious affliction. I mean in the same way siblings often look alike. Her eyes, her nose, I just knew I had already seen that face in some capacity.”

      “What? What did you suspect? I need you to start from the beginning and tell me everything,” said Liam, suddenly feeling the urge to sit. He flopped down on the ground.

      With a sigh, Assirra sat down next to him. “I believe...no, I’m certain…that Viola has a brother... And not unlike her, he is in grave danger.”

      
        The End
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        Continue the Tainted Blood Series

        Book two, Of Blood and Blade

        Book three, Winds of Chaos
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        It’s all fun and games until someone loses a soul.

      

      In the late 21st century, scientists created a serum that gave every person nine lives, also known as souls. Flush with expendable life, Earth collapsed into war and anarchy, leaving the Catholic Church to step in and take control. In a world where the stealing of souls is big business, it takes people like Constance Grace, detective in the Soul Theft Division, to hunt the criminals down and strip them of their remaining souls.

      When social-climbing con man, Noah Hannock, plunks himself on the church's radar, he becomes Constance's problem. With a brand new partner, Mikon Cross and seven of her nine given souls remaining, Connie has to enter high society under a too-familiar alias to tempt Noah into her web.

      While the chemistry between Connie and Mikon is scorching hot, the reality is they don't trust each other. Each with their own secrets to protect, the hunt for Noah Hannock threatens them both. The only way they can survive is if they learn to lay themselves—heart and souls—on the line for each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Constance Grace sat bolt upright in a dark alley, the water from the day's thunderstorm already soaking her clothes. Dirty brick walls and refuse crowded close, even though the alley stretched pretty large for the crumbling part of town. The smell alone might cause her another death if she didn’t get out of there. Rotting vegetables or human remains lay beyond the far dumpsters and Constance had no plans to seek it out.

      She rubbed her wet cheeks with dirty hands and grimaced. Her pores were never going to forgive her. The sweetness of chloroform the man had pressed against her face stuck to the back of her throat and nose. Realization struck hard.

      "Great. I freaking died. Again."

      As soon as she said it, she felt another presence nearby. Well, besides the dead man lying down the alleyway with her knife in his leg. He took one of her souls so she didn't care about his safety. The soul was lost, even though he held it in his chubby little body only feet from her. It had been tainted when he'd claimed it for his own, and now Constance could never recover it.

      He'd come at her from behind or he wouldn’t have gotten close. She remembered planting her foot long knife clean through the center of his thigh before she’d blacked out.

      You know the Fathers say "freaking" is close enough to cursing.

      The voice slid into her head without using her ears—male, resonant, and deep. After the shock of his voice in her brain she tried to shake it off. One day she would force him to speak to her properly, and on that day, they would have reckoning for all the times he’d gotten inside her mind without permission.

      Mind-to-mind communication had long been the only way Xander would ever talk to her. In fact, she often feared it to be the only way he could communicate. In the three years since their partnership began she hadn’t heard him utter so much as a syllable.

      Connie reached into her pocket and removed a fob watch on a long delicate gold chain. Her recent murderer hadn't stolen her watch at least. He must have run as soon as he accessed her soul in case her Reaper waited nearby, or he could have been experiencing severe blood loss. The worn metal gave way as she pressed the button and lifted the face. The hands rested silent and still, but the moment she pressed her thumb to the front of the watch the time jumped to the correct number, exactly forty-seven minutes later.

      "I died forty-seven minutes ago. Why'd it take you so long to get here?"

      Traffic.

      "Ha ha, very funny."

      He moved forward, stepping into the light. His perfectly contoured shaved head caught the street lighting, illuminating the tattoos spreading from ear to ear around the back of it. Aramaic symbols covered his skin from neckline to forehead. He might have been handsome if not for the tattoos marking a clear "fuck off" to anyone and everyone. Not to mention the scowl. Or the midnight darkness making up his eyes. Not a pinpoint of light in his gaze, just black.

      Connie and Xander had always maintained a strange relationship. On one hand he scared the ever-loving shit out of her, being a Reaper and all. On the other, they had been working together for so long now they'd developed a familiarity between them, maybe like an older brother. She'd never had a sibling so she couldn't be sure. But she'd never felt closer to another soul.

      She lumbered to her feet, wet and shivering in the chilly night air.

      Xander removed his heavy leather coat, stepped closer, and placed it over her shoulders.

      "Thanks." She shoved her arms into the sleeves. He towered over her—easily over six feet—so the hem dragged on the ground. She hiked it up, holding the mass of leather out of the muck.

      The scent of apostolic incense floated up from the fabric of the coat as she moved, and Connie groaned, thinking of her boss, Father Reynolds. She didn't look forward to his impending call. The boss had probably already heard about the soul loss, and they were never good to put on the day's safety report. Regardless, the soft smoky incense combined with the heavy leather gave her a grounding point—reminding her of Sundays in church with Xander. She breathed in the scent, took it into her lungs, and let her shoulders hang loose. She relaxed for only a heartbeat.

      With a sigh she pulled her long wet hair out of the collar of the coat to hang down her back in a tangled up mess. "Let's get back to the church so we can get this over with." Connie headed toward her car, but Xander stopped on the street and pointed at his own. Connie had no problems leaving her vehicle there in the open. The blackened windows and license plate screamed "church issue," and no one stupid enough to fuck with it lived on this block. She longed to shiver in the comfort of her own vehicle, though. "Really?"

      Protocol.

      "And we're all for protocol, aren't we?" She let out of a long sigh and walked toward his immaculate Mercedes. Black, of course. When one entered church service they renounce creature comforts, but Xander had made some deal with Bishop and got to keep the car. Once they were both inside he turned up the heating in the seats and vents. As she lifted her fingers to allow the warm air access to her tingling digits, she groaned. The noise must have sounded indecent to Xander but she didn't care.

      "I still can't believe you left me there for forty-seven minutes. Also, once I go in for testing you need to send someone for my car. And someone will have to find my service weapon from the evidence bags after they revive the asshole in the alley." She wouldn't have left it if it was her choice but the weapon would now be part of the investigation into him both robbing her of a soul and his death. Once the Reapers got ahold of him though, he might prefer to stay dead.

      You'll need to add pride to your list of sins at confession. And I know you have more than one knife. What possessed you to come out here alone?

      "Pride, huh? I didn't plan on being jumped and stripped of a soul, nor did I think I'd find anyone in the chop shop. I wanted to try and get a read on the new location. And I do have other knives but that one had sentimental value. I caught my first perp with it."

      Well, I didn't expect to be stuck in traffic so I guess we're even.

      Connie dropped her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes. Traffic didn’t exist anymore; no one had vehicles except the rich and the church. She let it go, however, for the time being. With the loss of this soul only seven of her souls remained. She might be able to earn it back if she explained to Bishop the circumstances. The tradeoff didn't seem worth it. As Father Superior of the Reaper Element he skeeved her out even more than his brethren.

      Every single day she regretted having stepped foot into Bishop's office. Consecrated ground or not, it made her skin crawl. Bishop’s main office had looked like any other at the church, but walking through the doorway of his workspace felt like pushing through a wall of water. He did some pretty powerful magic in his space and it held a taint from all the souls passing through his door. Ever since that day, Reapers and she did not mix. Bishop could likely be credited for scaring her off them all.

      She shivered at the thought. Bishop had spoken to her for the first time when she’d visited. The only time. Even now as she thought about it, the memory of his actual words eluded her, trying to remember the conversation made her head ache and her eyes burn. She shook it off and took a deep breath. Of course, the man the Reapers reported to for duty, the one doing the tattoos and rituals involved in all the secret Reaper stuff, was bound to be a little...weird.

      The car sped them toward the church at fifty-five, the exact speed limit. Connie wished she could slow the car down, but Xander was not the type to be bargained with. She’d tried within the first year of their partnership to get him to drive faster than the speed limit but the gaze he’d leveled on her for speaking about it had been chilling and she didn’t repeat the mistake.

      "You know, your driving might be the cause of your inability to be on time."

      You know your ego might be the cause of your inability to keep yourself alive.

      She huffed and looked out the window. "Yeah, yeah. Get me to the church, alright."

      As expected, her phone began to ring, vibrating against her thigh. She rearranged yards of leather to find it and flipped it open to show the face of her boss, Father Reynolds.

      "Ah, Constance. I’m pleased to see you unharmed."

      She smiled down into the kind and gentle face of her mentor. Father Reynolds was pushing sixty, but still had the youthful air of someone half his age. His hair was a shock of solid gray and cut short—the only part about him telling of his age. He barely had crow’s feet around his eyes.

      "I’m fine, Father. Wet, but fine."

      He shook his head and scowled in his usual manner. Their next sparring match would be brutal. Bruises still marred her arms where he’d rapped her with a solid wood fighting stick earlier that morning.

      "You have lost a soul, Constance. You’re not fine. You need to come in for the usual exams before you can continue with your duty."

      She stifled the urge to argue. "Yes, Father."

      The tests. Always with the tests. She had been knocked out with chloroform, but her motor skills were intact. The only issue was the soul loss, and she’d known from the moment she woke up she wouldn't be getting that one back.

      "Thank you, my child. I’ll speak to you soon."

      She snapped the phone closed and dropped it into her lap. The tests were even worse than losing the soul. The actual test only took a few minutes at most, but the pain involved could cripple a person if they weren’t prepared.

      She lifted the right sleeve of the jacket, revealing a black leather band covering her forearm from wrist to elbow. Carefully, she unclasped the two braces resting on her inner arm and parted the leather. Before she opened it all the way she glanced at Xander.

      He fixed his gaze on the road.

      A sapphire-colored soul-mark covered her flesh, like a tattoo, from the delicate bone at her wrist to the soft bend at the joint. She swallowed, hard.

      Part of it was gone, erased from where it had been only hours before. The delicate swirls of blue stood out against pale skin. No one knew why soul-marks had certain colors but she always loved the blue, ever since she could understand the significance. When she’d first noticed her soul-mark it had only just begun to bloom on her arm: nine delicate swirls of sapphire blended into the white of her skin. As she aged, the soul-mark grew with her, expanding until it reached its maturity when she’d turned eighteen. The soul-mark had once taken up the length of her arm, but now two pieces of the puzzle were gone, stolen from her. On her last soul loss, her ability to appreciate music had disappeared. She feared what else she’d lost this night.

      She closed the braces and slid the jacket sleeve back down.

      Is it bad?

      She swallowed, measuring her answer. Talking to Reaper about one’s soul could prove to be a dangerous business, even more so because Reapers had direct access to each and every soul. From the little she’d learned about Reapers since she’d begun working with Xander she knew he could see her souls inside her when he looked at her. All the magic and mojo involved with Reapers gave Constance nightmares, so she stayed far away from their lore and legend. Not all cases required working with the Reapers, and Connie preferred those.

      "It’s not as bad as it could have been. It’s only about a square inch removed. Nothing is visibly altered and the lines remain clear and unblemished."

      Good.

      Her heart resumed its usual beat as she watched the crumbling houses along the road. This part of town held nothing but drug addicts and soul-swappers. All of them too far gone for the Church’s help. Embracing the Church would save them, in more ways than one. Some of them believed going to the Church meant giving up, even if the consequences were purgatory or hell. Talk of seeking out the unsaved and bringing them into the church by force had run rampant for a while, but the Father Superior informed the parishioners he meant to give the people some free will. He explained to the congregation no one can be forced to accept God’s love. Constance never had a choice. The church or nothing. It had given her sanctuary when she had nowhere else to go. She shook the memories away and focused out the window. To her relief, Xander held his peace until they arrived at the church. Once parked, she twisted out of the seatbelt and opened the door.

      Do you want me to go with you? For the tests?

      Connie almost laughed out loud. A Reaper present for a soul test. Sure, right.

      I promise not to look.

      "No, thank you. I’ll be fine." She took off his coat and hefted it across the center console. Before she could slip out he grabbed her arm and she made the mistake of meeting his gaze. He released her after a moment.

      Connie valued Xander as a partner, but he still scared the shit out of her. Like most churches in the city, the medical section consisted of gray weathered stone and dark alcoves. She entered through the employee entrance and stood in line for the next available nurse. The inner waiting area resembled a hospital—minus the long lines, and with the added benefit of immediate service. Soul care was not taken lightly within the Church.

      She stepped up to the nurse’s station and put down her fob watch on the counter.

      The nurse handled it reverently, opening the face. "Constance Elizabeth Grace. Born 22 December 2102 in New Haven, New York."

      "Yes, ma’am." Connie couldn’t help sounding wary.

      The nurse returned her watch and wrote something on the paper. "Are you a part of the soul-theft division?"

      "Mass theft section, ma’am."

      The nurse arched an eyebrow and gave her the once over. Connie liked to think of herself as compact...unfortunately she hadn't found a t-shirt that said that yet. Others saw her as too short, too thin, too anything that might mean she couldn't do her job.

      Connie frowned severely, and the nurse, undeterred, continued with the paperwork. Once she finished writing she hit the buzzer for the side door. The room she ushered Connie into was plush. Bookshelves lined one wall floor to ceiling, their inhabitants no doubt all about the fall of democracy and the rise of the church’s reign.

      She took a deep breath as the nurse left and settled into a cushy armchair.

      Only minutes passed before the priest entered without so much as a shuffle, made the sign of the cross, and perched across from her in an identical armchair. "The nurse tells me you have lost a soul."

      Connie swallowed, trying not to think about it, and nodded.

      "Souls lost in the service of the church can be reclaimed under the right circumstances."

      She shook her head. "No, Father. I was foolish and prideful, so I think this soul is gone for good."

      He nodded with the solemn air of a seasoned practitioner.

      Connie undid the braces with reluctance and removed the wet leather. The Father reached out and held her wrist with a delicate grasp; his fingers sat cold against her pulse point as he inspected the skin around her soul-marks and forearm. "They seem to be nice and clear. I’m going to touch the part of the soul-mark closest to your wrist now." He extended a long slim finger and placed it on the coil of color closest to her hand.

      Connie gripped the chair. A slice of pain ripped through her from head to toe, as if someone tried to crack her like an egg. The last test had been the same except this prod went deeper into her soul-mark and deeper into her soul. She prepared for more, but the priest released her arm and allowed her to cover herself once again.

      "Clear and unblemished. I think you’re probably fine to return to duty, but be careful in the future. Are you sure you don’t want me to speak to the Bishop on your behalf?"

      Connie shook her head and adjusted the leather band until it sat comfortable again. "No, thank you, Father. I will go to confession tonight and learn from my mistakes."

      The priest stood and she followed suit. He extended his hand toward the door, her cue to leave.

      Now she needed to go find Father Reynolds to get her next assignment. Trotting off half-cocked had been a mistake. If only she’d taken the day to rest like he’d told her to, she wouldn’t be down one soul right now. The last case closed without a bang. They’d busted the chop shop with the help of the Reaper deployment element, but something nagged at Connie. She went back, hoping to find a clue as to what bothered her. Her intuition hadn’t let her down yet. Well—it had now.

      Father Reynolds knelt in prayer in the far side of the church, the part open to the public. Connie waited in the back until he finished and caught his eye as he moved to leave. He motioned her to follow him. "Constance, your life would be less filled with grief if you would but listen to me. Or to your Reaper."

      She resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the mention of listening to Xander. "Yes, Father."

      Once they reached his office, she plopped in the chair opposite him.  "Where is he, by the way?" Xander should have arrived way before her.

      "Xander is with his superior. I’ll explain in a moment."

      The priest ruffled some papers before pulling out a tablet computer and suspending it in a low gravity field between them. A clear glass screen hovered, waiting for his will. When the priest reached out to press a button, the image of a man’s face filled it.

      Connie reared back. Wavy golden hair brushing his brow, piercing blue eyes, dimples that screamed dashing and carefree. Most of her perps looked to be on the wrong side of used up. Too many souls passing through one body took its toll on the vessel, showing it on the skin.

      "Lovely, isn’t he?" Father Reynolds shifted in his chair to meet her eyes around the tablet, the creak of leather breaking her concentration.

      Connie made a noncommittal noise. "Who is he?"

      "This man is your next assignment, Constance."

      She furrowed her brow and stared at him again.

      Father Reynolds touched the screen and brought up a number: 321. "This is the number of souls he has stolen—at least, the ones we can verify. The assignment requires you to have a...less conspicuous partner than Xander."

      "I thought all Reapers looked so...obvious?"

      A new voice entered the room. "Maybe you should read your Reaper Manual."

      Connie turned her upper body toward him. The new arrival surveyed her from the dark corridor before he entered and took the vacant chair next to her. The man took up all the space in the chair and then some, looking kind of ridiculous, but the rigid set of his backbone kept Connie from laughing. He had beautiful eyes, deep brown fringed with long dark lashes. His hair seemed to have a mind of its own. Brown curls here and there added a texture inviting her to touch him, and so did his deep five o’clock shadow.

      "Some Reapers are born and some are made. The ones who are made look like your former partner. The ones who are born look like an everyday human being," he said, as he looked her up and down from toes to forehead.

      "But how is a Reaper made?" she prompted him further, ignoring his obvious perusal of her person.

      "I would have thought you worked that one out by now, Princess." The man turned back to Father Reynolds. "Father, how is she qualified to handle this case?"

      The priest cast his glance between them, remaining silent. He knew her too well to speak for her.

      He'd gone too far, but hitting the man in Father Reynolds' office would be overkill. She settled for an icy glare and a hard grip on the chair arm. "Excuse me, but I am well qualified to be on this case. I’ve been training with the mass theft unit since I was eighteen years old and I have brought down over a dozen criminals. I am, without a doubt, the best investigator our team has. Just because I don't have my head up some Reaper's ass doesn't mean I'm not a qualified investigator."

      She would never admit her fear of the Reapers to him —it was the only flaw in her career. Not enough interaction with their Element. If only she could get over it and work with them properly. The secrets of the Reaper Brotherhood would remain intact as they were a cloistered bunch, always hidden in shadow and most of them didn't even speak. She also had no will to learn their ways.

      "Be careful. You may have to add 'telling a lie' to your daily confession."

      Connie snorted and rolled her eyes. "Oh, the sass is strong with this one."

      She took a deep breath and looked back to Father Reynolds, who looked concerned. "Father, can you please corroborate my credentials for this...person?"

      The priest swallowed and steepled his fingers under his chin. "Mikon, she is the best we have, and the most qualified for this particular task."

      Father Reynolds reached out and pulled the screen from the air, tapped it once, and handed it to Connie. "You can start as soon as you’re ready. I expect full progress reports. Mikon is authorized to strip the souls from this man and hold them, save one for trial, on contact. Oh, and one more thing. We already leaked a photo and your identity to the underground. Your alias is Prudence Acquitaine. I trust you will figure out a suitable way to approach the target."

      Connie stared at Father Reynolds, not believing he would use that name, that alias. She hadn’t even heard the name spoken aloud for many years. That it would happen today, now. Connie didn’t believe in coincidence. "Father—" she began, but he held up his hand.

      "Good night, Constance."

      She looked over at her new partner who stared back at her with equal displeasure.
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      Noah Hannock had his target right where she should be. A tiny push with a little chemically-laced champagne would bring this game to an end. This had been one of the longest cons he’d ever undertaken, but the payout would be worth it once he collected from the woman. It was nothing more than dumb luck that he’d met Lydia at a party a month ago. Usually he liked to know more about his marks before that he went in, but there they were a month later, on the cusp of marriage.

      She had no idea he’d courted her for her souls, and she wouldn’t find out until the day she died from grief that he didn’t want her at all. This particular con worked like a charm on the old birds. He’d pretend to love her, she would fall for him, and not even a month later they would be married and sharing souls. He always ensured he only kept two souls on him at all times leaving him to take all of his mark's souls. They couldn’t do a damn thing about it either. Some of them had gone to the church for retribution, surely, but he'd never encountered a problem there either, no Reapers lurked around corners waiting for him.

      He arranged himself on the chaise lounge in the lady’s bedroom, awaiting her arrival as she’d asked. She was at least forty years his senior but he didn’t mind if it got him what he wanted in the end.

      The gold-inlaid doorknob turned, and then she slipped into the room. She was a petite woman with furs draped over her shoulders and her soul-mark bare as customary with most of the high-society set. She had nine intact souls, eight for his taking if all went well. The rich didn’t care. They always bartered or paid for more souls if they got down to too few. She would do the same. Although she did fancy herself in love, she might decide to do herself in once he left her heartbroken and soulless.

      "My love," she whispered, peering into the candlelit room. "Are you here?"

      He stood and led her to the chaise lounge. She held his hand and stared into his eyes. All of his marks were so trusting, so easy to manipulate.

      "Why has someone as beautiful as you never married?" he asked, kissing the back of her hand.

      "I had a soul mate once, but the pain of losing him before my next soul proved too much to bear and I couldn’t move on. I’ve never tried to love again until now."

      Noah kissed her hand, lingering at her pulse point, picking up her arousal. "Now, Lydia, my dear. I wish we could continue this night. I want to show you all the things I have planned for us once we’re married." He leaned in and whispered naughty suggestions in her ear.

      Lydia shivered in his embrace

      "I think I should go now. We can talk tomorrow," he said while adjusting his dinner jacket.

      She gripped his coat so he couldn’t get away. "Wait. Please don’t go."

      He turned back and met her eyes. They were green with soft flecks of amber. The wrinkles framing those aged eyes only a slight mar to the beauty she'd held probably all her life. She must have been exquisite in her prime.

      "I must leave. I don’t want anyone to suggest something," he whispered fiercely. "I am an honorable man." He unclasped her fingers and set them in her lap. The look in her face suggested she had misplaced her favorite book. "I will return tomorrow, my love."

      "But you only have two souls left. What if something happens between now and then?"

      He smiled and patted her hand, as if placating a child. "Nothing is going to happen, and when we sign the marriage agreement you can share yours with me. Then we won’t have to worry about a thing."

      This seemed to clear up her terror. She let him leave.

      Once in the hall he took off his jacket and tie. The glittering party still raged downstairs, so he slipped out back, not wanting to mix and mingle. This was the penultimate moment of his scheme. He had to get his accomplice to marry him and Lydia so he could take her souls and be on his way. He smiled when he recalled how he’d blackmailed that priest into doing all his marriage ceremonies. Best investment yet.

      Ever since the church had gotten ahold of the Soul Program, they’d tainted the system to their own ends, and without them Noah would be out of a job. People used to retain their souls individually when married, before the church had decreed married partners would share souls between them. The rule left people vulnerable, however, because anyone could just slip in and take the souls away once the marriage ended in the divorce settlement. Many married couples went to court to fight for custody of the souls. Some even died, as in the case of Rogers v. Rogers, when the wife had won all the souls but one because her husband had committed adultery. The wife enticed the mistress to testify in return for a share of the bounty. The man had been robbed in Noah's opinion.

      He opened his cell phone as he walked to his car. The phone made a soft beep and he said, "Call Tanya."

      His sister’s face appeared on the screen, and he smiled as she smiled. They had the same wavy blond hair and crooked nose. Tanya was the only family left in the world to him and seeing her smile made all the trouble he went through for her worth it.

      "How was your day, sweetheart?" he asked.

      She coughed then returned to smiling. "Fine, love. I can’t wait to see you in a couple of weeks."

      "Good. I’ll be happy to take a few days off to spend there. How is the nurse? Are you faring alright with her alone?"

      She nodded. "She’s much better than the one I had before. Very attentive."

      A month back he’d caught the previous nurse flirting with his guard, and found out she'd been neglectful. His sister had developed bed sores so severe it hurt her to even breathe. He’d fired both the woman and the guard on the spot. He’d had a worse punishment in mind but his sister wouldn’t have liked his methods so he’d withheld for her sake. Lucky them.

      "Good, sweetheart. Good."

      "How was your day, Noah? You save any lives?"

      He smiled even as his heart ached. Tanya didn’t know his true profession. She would never approve if he told her. "No. Only some research and follow-up today."

      "Oh, good. I’m glad you’re taking it easy as well."

      She stopped speaking and looked away. Noah waited. "I have to go it’s time for my medicine," she said while trying to cover a cough.

      "We can talk soon," Noah said, swallowing through the heavy ache in his chest that squeezed his heart every time he spoke to his sister.

      "Okay. I love you."

      "Love you, too."

      He hung up and stuffed the phone back into his pocket. Every time he spoke to his twin sister she looked peaked and feverish, breaking his heart anew. All his spare time was spent researching and finding doctors to pay, con, or kidnap to help find a cure for the type of cancer she suffered.

      He remembered how lively she used to be, the mirror image of him in female form. They would run through town discovering new ruins to poke through, on the rare occasion finding a new place offering food to urchins like them. As soon as he’d reached his majority he signed on with Marcone, the crime boss, and started his own enterprise. His sister remained safe and that was all he cared about.

      His sister thought he was a lawyer. He tried to be that man for her but life didn't cooperate. Crime suited him much better, especially when he could play by his own set of rules.

      As the world and science had evolved, so did the diseases and he’d watched his sister waste away with no help from the church or medicine. If the blasted church hadn’t ruled religion over science he might have had a better chance to save her.

      Noah climbed in the car and slammed the door. His task tonight involved a doctor who had been hanging out at one of his clubs. The man had a taste for women, and Noah could provide him with an endless supply or rip his medical practice right from under him. The decisions would remain in the good doctor’s hands.

      He sped through midtown all the way to the old financial districts to his club close to the water. The back alley entrance doorman greeted him with a tip of the hat. Once he parted the beaded curtains into the main room, his senses came alive. Jazz music pounded through the club. Liquor was being served from two gleaming wood bars, and a line of beautiful women danced on stage. Creating a club after the old vaudeville style had been a genius move on his part.

      The doctor would be in the back rooms tonight, no doubt playing with a new toy.

      Noah stared through a hidden peephole as the man did unspeakable things to the hooker he’d bought at the bar, surprising him with some of the moves the man possessed.

      Once he’d finished, the girl waited on the side of the bed for her payment. The doctor settled up, and she sauntered out, leaving the door open for Noah.

      He allowed the man to dress before he interrupted. "I have a proposition for you, sir."

      The doctor glanced up as he tied a boot. "I’m not interested in men, sorry."

      "Neither am I. I have a business proposition." Noah moved into the room but didn’t touch anything. He’d witnessed the depraved acts taking place here.

      The doctor tied his other boot and looked at Noah. "I’m not interested."

      "Oh, but I think you are."

      The doctor stood, towering over Noah. The man was at least six-foot-three and 250 pounds of solid muscle. His skin glowed in the low light a deep brown. "I said ‘no.’ Do you want trouble?"

      Noah smiled. Anyone who knew him would have cringed and backed away, but the doctor didn’t know him and didn’t back down. Noah reached out and pressed a nerve tendon in the doctor’s neck, dropping him to his knees. He grabbed the doctor’s ear in a vice-like grip and leaned down to whisper. "If you don’t do what I tell you to, I’ll make sure the video of what you just did to my girl is sent to the church. Something tells me you leave certain things out of your confession." The doctor went stiff against his hand and Noah released him to get up.

      "I’ll send you the details," Noah said, wiping his hand on his pants before exiting the room.

      Now business was settled, Noah planned to get roaring drunk and see exactly how many women would offer him their beds for the night. A lucrative game he enjoyed, as it provided blackmail information about a number of high profile women in the city and it certainly helped boost his ego. After spending the evening with that old woman, he needed fresh youthful faces and more life than he knew what to do with.

      On a good night he had women offering single souls to spend an evening in his bed. He didn’t prostitute himself out to them, oh no, but he took what they offered, gave them just enough to feel they needed more, and left them bereft. Of course they couldn’t report it to the police because many of the women had husbands, very influential men, and wouldn’t want to be caught up in a scandal. Most moved along with their lives, bought new souls, and tried again later. Most never learned their lesson.

      He went back into the darkness of the main bar area and sat on a polished stool facing the stage.

      His dancers were tasteful and all beautiful as they performed burlesque numbers to entice the crowd of gentlemen sitting close to the stage. Not the usual entertainment, but effective. Tomorrow he would talk to the manager and get her to make it a regular act.

      Speak of the devil.

      His manager, Seraphina, approached him from behind, sliding her arms over his shoulders so she could nuzzle his neck. Her shoulder-length inky black hair hung around her face as she leaned forward, hiding the heavy makeup she lived behind. The one woman he loved dearly, who wasn't a relation, somehow made him look like a saint. The moment he planned to open a club he knew she should be the one who would run it. Seraphina had to be the only other person in the city as unscrupulous as he was. By all the circles in hell, the night he’d met her she’d tried to rob and then assault him. She hadn’t quite succeeded, though, and now he couldn't ask for a better platonic match.

      "My dear," he said, gripping her hand as he kissed her inner left wrist.

      "I’ve missed you, Noah. Where have you been?"

      He smiled. "The usual places. I’m just finishing up a mark. I should have her by week’s end."

      "Ah, is this one beautiful?"

      Noah considered it. "Maybe about twenty years ago she might have been. She is old. Really, I’m doing the woman a service by putting her out of her misery."

      Seraphina motioned the bartender who poured her a glass of whiskey on the rocks, then walked around to his front, settled on the stool next to him, and stared toward the stage. "Mm. I might have to make this a regular act."

      Noah nodded. "That’s exactly what I was thinking. Those men are salivating on the stage lights. I bet those girls are going to make a pretty penny this evening once they clean them out."

      All the women who worked at Noah’s club knew what they were getting into. They were all paid very well for their discretion and for everything they had to deal with. He designed the system to work perfectly and all the working girls knew what was expected. He rarely had defectors.

      He recalled the last girl who did leave them. She wasn’t cut out for the business. He could see it when he hired her, but she was beautiful, and he knew his clients would love her. A heart-shaped face matching a heart-shaped ass. She had magnificent proportions. The night she ran off it took less than an hour to hunt her down and ensure she’d never work again. Angelina had been her name, and she became a clear sign to all his girls what happened to those who stepped out of bounds.

      "Seraphina, my love. Have you heard about any new marks headed our way?"

      The woman’s smile seemed almost predatory. "I actually heard of one that might be up your alley. Her name is Prudence Aquitaine."

      That got his attention. He leaned in closer. "Of the Aquitaine legacy? The long lost heiress?"

      Many had spoken of the old man and his adopted concubine. The underground had gone abuzz the night she’d disappeared, thinking he had murdered her for his own pleasure. An investigation took place, of course, but no body, no crime. When the man died no one could believe he’d left his fortune to a dead girl so that only meant she still lived and, it seemed, she had finally been found.

      "Apparently his only heir, and I hear she is as lovely as she is rich."

      Noah did some calculations in his head. If he could close the con he could start on his new mark within a month.  "Do you know what she looks like?"

      She smiled that feline grin again. "I can do better than that." She lifted her phone from her pocket and scrolled through before turning the screen to face him.

      He gasped out loud. She was absolutely stunning. Her fire red hair hung wild and free around her face and down her back. He loved a woman with sexy hair. "I wonder if her hair is real," he mused.

      "Looks real to me," his companion said.

      This woman would be his next mark, he had no doubt about that. The anticipation of ending his current con beat heavy in his chest. Soon he would hold this goddess in his arms and relish as he stripped the life from her. Not only would he take his pleasure, he would use every part of her before doing so.
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      Mikon followed entirely too close as they exited Father Reynolds' office. His breath fanned the back of her neck in warm gusts.

      She swung her head toward him as he crowded too close. "Don’t you believe in personal space?"

      "Don’t you believe in being polite when you first meet people?" he countered.

      She stopped, and he almost ran into the back of her. "I believe in being polite to people who deserve it, sure."

      "What did I do to you that makes me unworthy, oh qualified one?"

      She threw her hands up in the air. "You questioned my ability to do my job and called me a little girl, all in front of my boss. Why wouldn’t I think you were a raging dick?" No one criticized her abilities. Yes, occasionally she made a blunder, but never anything that hurt anyone else. If something bad happened it would be her own ass, she made sure. She spun back and marched outside as she thought of Xander and how she didn’t even get to say goodbye. Her last remarks to him had been full of anger and sarcasm.

      "You missing your former Reaper? I don’t think he liked you very much. He did leave you soulless for forty-seven minutes."

      She pursed her lips and shifted her still damp jacket closer. "Well, apparently there was traffic." It sounded dumb even as she said it but she owned it once the words tumbled out.

      "You know, my timing is impeccable. I don’t even have to have contact to bring forward a soul."

      "Are you bragging or comparing sizes now? Because in case you hadn't noticed I don’t have a penis."

      His lips curled in a suggestive grin. "Of course I noticed."

      She rolled her eyes and kept walking toward her car. He followed behind. At least Xander had remembered to send someone for it before being called away.

      "Stop staring at my ass," she said, as she added another curse word for her mental confession tally.

      "I’m not staring at your ass."

      She turned again to face him, walking backward. "Oh yeah, I forgot. You boys have dicks, but you can’t use them."

      His eyes clouded, and the man's face morphed from innocent ribbing to menacing Reaper in two-point-two seconds. "You should watch what you say." A midnight quality had entered his tone. Almost unworldly, as if something else spoke through him.

      She’d never actually riled up a Reaper before, but for some reason this one didn’t scare her the same way the others did. She stopped and watched his face change back to arrogant ass. Mikon had the readability of a dictionary. She could almost see his thoughts entering his head to leak out his big ears. "How often does that happen?"

      He shook himself and met her eyes. "As often as dumb investigators get me riled up."

      "Oh, so now I’m dumb?" She stalked to her car and ripped open the driver’s side door before throwing herself in the seat.

      He climbed in the passenger side as she buckled in.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Going with you?"

      She chuckled as she started the car. "Uh...no. I think not."

      He buckled his own belt. "Like it or not, we are stuck together so we need to start working and you obviously need to change so...I’m going with you."

      She rolled her eyes and threw the standard issue black 2124 Buick into drive. You obviously need to change so I’m going with you. She mocked him in her mind. Even though he wasn’t as scary as the other Reapers, her bravery only went so far.

      The entire ride she imagined ways to throw him out of her moving vehicle. She wondered if that would require a confession. Would be worth a few extra Hail Marys. His voice interrupted her as she imagined unlocking the door and pushing him out.

      "You do know I can read your mind and emotions right?"

      She slammed on her brakes at the stoplight, almost skidding through it. "What?"

      "Yeah...you really should read the manual."

      Yet another Reaper who could rifle through her mind without her permission. "You really should stick to your own damn head and stay out of mine." Another thing everyone knew except her. If only she could find that cursed book so she could read it. He acted like he knew everything. Her mind still raced at all his showing off in Father Reynolds' office. "Hey, what did you mean about Reapers being born or made?" She looked over at him and he cast his glance out the window.

      He took a deep breath like he had to prepare himself for the conversation. "There are a group of criminals, people, humans, that do things, horrible, awful, unimaginable terrors. When those individuals lose their first soul, and they always do, the remaining souls they have are locked in hell. They come back to life to serve the church, but that’s it. Until the day the church no longer needs them or they die."

      A backfiring car nearby shook her to reality. She drove forward, processing Mikon's words. "So your souls are in hell?"

      He jerked his head toward her and scowled. "My soul, just the one, never went to hell and it never will." He spoke with a sharp edge and Connie refrained from touching that topic again.

      "So, Xander?"

      "Yeah."

      "I didn’t know. I wish I’d known, I would have..."

      "What? You would have what? Been nice to him, took pity on him, for being such a horrible human being that he has to exist in hell? He deserves every miserable second. I can read those Reaper’s sins as well yours or Father Reynolds. He deserves every minute and more."

      Connie kept her eyes fixed on the road as she thought of Xander and what he could have done. She thought herself competent at reading people. Reapers aren't really people though.

      She pulled up to her place, turned the car off, and looked at Mikon. "Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot. Can we start over?"

      He let out a long sigh then gave her a brief nod.

      Connie climbed out of the car and walked into the abandoned warehouse that held her loft. The roof had already begun to collapse and the worn wood and steel barely hung together. Her loft had been one of the few salvageable places to turn into living space and the two other tenants below her kept to themselves. She knew she pushed the church's line by living on the edge of the safe zone, but out here, no one bothered her, and it usually remained quiet. This area of town used to be known as the Garment District, and she sort of liked the old world name. It fit the style of the buildings. Once they managed six flights of stairs she slid the door open to her home and allowed a Reaper access.

      Church employees usually lived in the church or at least within walking distance, but Connie liked her independence. She enjoyed the fifteen minute drive to her place and besides she could decorate however she wanted and change it as often as she wanted. Right now she had a bright red couch in some sort of microfiber with plush cushions that sucked you in. Her throw rug was cobalt blue, and her kitchen decorated with nothing more than bare bones and steel. Just inside the door stood her bathroom. It was tiny, and she’d never bothered to decorate it. On the other side of the bathroom was her bedroom, also never decorated, as she often slept on the couch while working. Okay, passed out on the couch while overworking.

      He walked in like he owned the place, and Connie grabbed some clothes and headed to the bathroom to change. "I’d tell you to make yourself at home, but you probably already have," she said through the thick door.

      Once changed into a pair of black pants and a black t-shirt, she exited the bathroom. She tried to tame her hair, but it was a mass of tangles, the red strands twisted and knotted around each other. He watched as she tried to the work the knots out. "What?"

      "You’re strangely...peaceful."

      "What’s that supposed to mean," she asked, finally giving up to get a brush.

      "It means you don’t think much. Not that you’re simple, but that you don’t require a ton of extra energy to do small tasks."

      He confused the crap out of her. One minute he spouted bullshit, the next he put on ol’ Reaper face, and then stood tongue-tied in her living room. Mikon was going to keep her on her toes.

      "Here, let me." He crossed the room and took the brush from her hand. Carefully he pulled it through the knots and loops in her hair until it fell down her back in a red curtain. With each pass of the brush, she melted into herself. The pleasure she got from such a simple thing was incredibly indecent, but it felt so good to have someone touch her hair and brush it.

      Sometimes when she recalled her youth, there were memories of her sitting on the floor, a caring hand drawing a brush through her locks until they sparkled in the firelight. She pushed the memories away. "Thanks," she whispered, taking the brush.

      She flopped on the couch and he followed suit. "So...you can look over the case." She handed him the tab Father Reynolds had provided.

      As he began to read aloud, Connie dropped her head onto the back of her couch cushion and listened. His voice rang beautifully when not spouting stupid comments. Somehow it combined the rich and melodic tones with deep dusky undertones, creating a voice that vibrated through her, straight to her toes. "Noah Hannock. Born 2098. Works the high-society set. Favors romance cons targeting unsuspecting older women."

      Connie chuckled, interrupting him.

      "What’s so funny about that?" he asked.

      "Nothing. It's typical. He’s beautiful, so he goes for what he thinks he can accomplish."

      Mikon continued, "To date he has stolen over 321 souls, but nothing can be tied to him directly. All souls have been given willingly."

      He stopped reading, and Connie looked over at him. "What is it?"

      "This is the first picture I’ve seen of him and even I have to say he is sort of stunning."

      "It’s probably why he’s so good at what he does. What woman wouldn’t want a man who looked like that to love her? Especially if her beauty is already fading. He offers a jolt of youth to the unwary. It’s disgusting."

      There was a comfort having someone in her apartment. She had no friends and never many lovers. It was always awkward admitting pre-marital sex at confession. Connie watched her new partner. He was certainly smart, seemed to be in decent shape, and might be a capable partner. "Can you do me a favor," she asked, climbing to her feet.

      He placed the tab in his lap and gave her questioning look.

      "Please."

      He stood and put the tab down on the couch.

      Connie shifted her weight into a fighting stance, and his eyes rounded in surprise.

      "You want to duke it out to see who’s in charge?" he asked, with a smart-ass grin on his face.

      "No, dipshit. I want to duke it out to make sure you can handle yourself if things go south."

      "Ah, of course. You’re worried about me."

      "Um, no. I’m worried about me."

      He chuckled, and put his hands up to guard his face. His fighting stance seemed solid, but she would see. Every single day since she was old enough to watch the old man teaching martial arts across the street from her home, she’d practiced and learned anything and everything about fighting that she could. Practicing had become a haven for her, a place where she could turn her mind off and be free.

      She shifted forward and threw out a right hook. He easily blocked it.

      "Come on, honey. You’re toying with me."

      "Perhaps. I don’t want to break you on your first try."

      "This isn’t my first time fighting. Give me all you got."

      Connie shifted and threw out a kick. He wasn’t expecting it, and her foot landed in his stomach, throwing him back a few paces.

      He laughed, stepping back up. "Okay." This time he led, throwing an uppercut.

      She dodged around and slammed his head forward with her forearm. He spun back and aimed a punch to her kidneys, which she blocked. They set up again, and she aimed another kick, but he grabbed her leg and took her down to the soft carpeted floor. She tried to twist him into a headlock, but he maneuvered out of the way and pinned her arms. They stayed locked together for a moment, breathing each other’s exhales. Connie recalled his fingers in her hair and the obvious strength beneath his clothes. Her thoughts took another turn.

      Mikon immediately released her, got to his feet, and stepped a few paces back.

      A flush of heat crept up Connie’s neck and face. "Sorry about that."

      He straightened his clothes and resumed his seat on the couch, although stiffer than before. "No problem," he said.

      "I guess I’m going to have to learn to control my thoughts. Can all Reapers do that?"

      "No, only born Reapers. Punished Reapers have no special abilities save reaping souls."

      Connie got up and sat on the other end of the sofa then rearranged her hair.

      Awkward tension stretched between them as Connie picked up the tab to learn more about their target. They had three long weeks of training together before they could even begin the mission tasks. A new Reaper investigator pair had to work together for a minimum of three weeks before any serious work as they needed to learn each other's habits and interactions.

      Connie did not relish spending three weeks training with the man.
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      Mikon woke with a start, glancing around his sparsely furnished bedroom. There was something here with him, but he couldn’t quite get a read on it. It felt like the soft presence of a soul, but it wasn’t lost. He stayed flat in his bed staring at the ceiling until he felt the soul brush closer to his bed. It was a strange feeling, like trying to use your arm after it had fallen asleep. Finally, he looked where the soul should be and made out the hazy figure of his new partner, Constance. Three weeks ago he’d begun to mentally carve her body into his head. She dragged his mind to places he didn't want to go. He blinked to clear his vision and stared again at the hazy figure, still Constance.

      He climbed out of bed so fast he twisted in the covers, and they almost took him down as he ran to his phone on the kitchen counter. He dialed her number quickly and waited an eternity while it rang.

      "Hello," she said. Her cheeks looked raw and red, like she rubbed them in a haste to answer. He could see her bed tousled hair and swollen eyes through his phone. Had she been crying?

      "What the hell did you do?"

      She made an unintelligible sound then said, "What?"

      He shouted into the receiver, trying to jar her sleep addled mind. "Check your arm. Check your soul-mark. Now!"

      His shout jolted her into action. She put the phone on the bed and lifted her arm from under the covers. "There’s nothing wrong with it. It looks the same, feels the same."

      "Let me see." He shouted it before he even realized what he was saying. Asking someone to show him something so personal was taboo. By all rights she should have slammed the phone shut in his face but she didn’t. Instead she lifted her arm slightly and bared the sapphire scrolled soul-mark to his eyes.

      Being able to see her soul-mark was being able to see her soul. It glowed bright with clean, innocent energy. She was so pure of heart he could barely look at it straight on. Rarely did he find anyone with such souls. "It’s fine. Thank you for trusting me."

      She dropped her arm and pushed a mass of hair out of her face. "What’s going on?"

      "I don’t know. Can I come over and speak to you about it? I’d prefer not to talk on the phone about such things."

      She yawned and stretched, her nipples poking through the thin tank top she slept in.

      He looked away but the image seared in his brain.

      "Sure, come on over, I’ll make some coffee."

      She clicked the phone off, and he dove for his jeans at the end of his bed. As he slid each foot through the denim he couldn’t help but wonder what he’d seen. Lost souls were one thing, something he lived with every day, but seeing a soul of someone he knew to be alive and well unnerved him. It wasn’t right. There was more to Constance Grace than he knew, and he wasn’t going to wait around and allow it to bite him in the ass.

      He finished dressing, grabbed his faded brown leather wallet, keys, and phone, and jogged out the door and down the stairs of his apartment building near the church.

      Once he hit the street he hopped on his motorcycle in the side alley and rode out to Constance’s house. She lived on the edge of the safe zone. He’d need to speak with her about it. Anything outside the church's protection didn't guarantee safely. The people who lived on the outside usually bartered in souls and food making them a dangerous caste to walk amongst. The night pressed in as he rode, but the need to make sure Constance was safe, in person, was an all- demanding pounding in his brain.

      Constance opened the door as he jogged up the stairs.

      "Are you sure you’re okay?" he asked as he entered, turning toward her as she slammed the door.

      "I’m fine."

      He looked her over. She appeared much smaller without most of her clothes on. Long lean legs, a small waist, and he could clearly the see the handful that made up her breasts outlined by her tank top.

      "If you’re done?" She interrupted him as his eyes trailed upward from her breasts. Heat immediately sizzled straight to his ears; he was sure his cheeks had to be a matching pink.

      "Sorry. I just needed to make sure you’re okay."

      He turned to go into the kitchen for the aforementioned coffee. She could have at least have gotten dressed before I showed up.

      "I could have gotten dressed, but it occurred to me that you were coming to my place at three a.m. uninvited so... I just didn’t feel like it," she said, following him into the small alcove off the living room that made up the kitchen.

      He stopped, his brow furrowed, his hand on the steel countertop. "Did I just say that out loud?" he asked, turning around to face Constance.

      She swallowed and met his eyes, "Of course...I..." She furrowed her brow too. "Yeah, you would have had to. Right?"

      "Yeah, I guess," he said, reaching out for the coffee cups near the machine. He pressed the button to brew the coffee she’d set up for him, and took a sip as soon as the last drop fell.

      Her own mug, gray with black swirled design, sat at the end of the counter untouched. "So what had you running over here in the middle of the night?"

      He took a deep breath and debated telling her at all. The entire trip over he had gone back and forth about it but something pushed him to tell her so... "I saw you standing by my bed. You looked like a lost soul."

      "You’re not kidding? Is this some sort of new detective hazing thing you do or something? Because if that’s the case I’m going to kick your ass since I’ve been on the force a lot longer than you have."

      "No, honest. Sometimes I see lost souls wandering around. I usually send them beyond so they can rest, but I have no idea why I saw yours."

      Constance spun around, grabbed her cup, and settled on the couch with a purple fleece blanket. "This is weird. In the three years with Xander we never had anything strange. I’ve been your partner for what? Three weeks?"

      He tried not to growl at her. "I don’t want to hear about your creep of an ex-partner."

      She met his eyes as he sat down on the couch opposite her. "He saved my life numerous times. That’s all that matters to me."

      "It wouldn’t be if you knew what he did to earn his purgatory."

      "Well, that’s his business, not mine."

      "You don’t want to know?"

      "You don’t want to tell me anymore than you want me to ask so drop the bullshit."

      He inclined his head in surrender and sipped at his coffee. The sharp edge of the dark roast caught him unawares, but he drank it anyway. "There is still something wrong here. Just be careful until we figure out what it is."

      She gave him a look so menacing he could only describe it as her telling him to "fuck off" with her eyes.

      Somehow as the last few weeks had passed she was starting to more than fascinate him. Her strength and determination was a siren call to his heart. One he didn’t want to ignore. Their daily sparring matches had begun to make sure they both stayed up on their abilities. But now he loved the feel of her body moving around his, gravitational almost. The rare times when he could touch her, other than fighting, were enough to keep him rock hard for hours after. The vows of celibacy he’d taken had never been so tested. "Constance, I’m not trying to be a demanding dick, okay. I just want to keep you safe."

      She pursed those full pink lips and looked into her coffee. "You can call me Connie if you want. My friends would, if I had any."

      "I could be your friend," he whispered.

      He’d not had many in his life. No one wanted to be friends with a Reaper. He’d also hardly ever had female friends as they were mostly afraid of him. Even in the church investigation units they were afraid of him. The Reaper Element also didn’t have women. There wasn’t a single female born Reaper, and the church had made the mistake of creating one just after the Reaper Element inception. It was a terrible idea as the woman couldn't handle the constant emotional bombardment as men could. Any woman who committed a crime so terrible would be burned at the stake until dead after a quick hanging.

      She met his eyes. "Is that even allowed?"

      His mind situated on the one time he saw a burning, and Constance pulled him back to the present, even from such a horrible place.

      "I think we’re going to remain partners after this case so it might be nice if we got along on some level, sure."

      "Okay. So what do friends do at three a.m. on a Saturday morning?"

      The corner of her lip rose up in a grin, and she dashed off the couch sloshing coffee in her wake. She placed her coffee cup on the counter and reached up on top of the refrigerator for a cookie jar. The back of her tank top rode up exposing bare white skin to his eyes. He couldn’t look away until she came down from her tiptoes with a yellow duck-shaped cookie jar. Probably not a good start to a friendship. "You want to eat cookies at three a.m.?" he asked, growing amused.

      "No, stupid." She sat down across from him again cup and cookie jar in hand. Once she arranged herself comfortably, she shoved the jar toward him.

      He took it warily meeting her eyes with an arched brow. Lifting the lid carefully he peered inside to find a bottle of moonshine. He pulled it out and stared at the amber liquid through the hazy glass.

      "I’ve had that bottle for a while, but it’s no fun drinking alone."

      "I really shouldn’t drink. It goes right through me and messes up my chemistry."

      She raised an eyebrow at him and he conceded to pouring some into her coffee cup then into his own.

      The liquid burned as it hit his tongue but then slid down smoothly with a nice almond bite. He didn’t have the heart to tell he would be even worse at filtering out her thoughts and emotions once he started drinking. She seemed so happy to have someone to share it with and he didn’t want to burst her bubble

      They sipped in companionable silence until she moved closer to him on the couch. "You know you’re not so bad," she said, bumping his shoulder with hers.

      "That’s probably the booze talking. I’m sort of an ass."

      She chuckled and scooted in closer bring her knees up to her chest and laying her head on his shoulder.

      The second her bare skin touched his body a jolt went through him, and he had unfettered access to her thoughts and emotions. He didn’t snoop, that would be wrong, but there was something on the surface, something about himself, he couldn’t ignore. He delved in just enough to see and jumped right back out of her mind in a hurry, but the images followed him to his own mind, and he was stuck watching her imagining of him and her together.

      They sparred as they usually did but then something changed between them and he ended up on top of her on the carpet. This time no one moved to continue the fight but only sought something deeper. In her meanderings he dipped his head to kiss her first. He could almost taste her now, sweet, yielding, and passionate.

      She clutched onto his neck with a vice-like grip, pulling him closer to her body with her hands and her lips. He wasn’t a virgin. There’d once been a time in his life when he’d fought against the control of the church, he regretted it even as he did it, but this was different. Somehow there was a purity with Constance he couldn’t fight against.

      She arched into him and his real body already reacted. He had to let it go, push it away. He took a long deep breath then climbed to his feet quickly. Connie fell over onto the couch without his support there.

      "Sorry," he said. "I need some water."

      "You okay?"

      "Yeah, sure. Fine. Just need some water."

      He grabbed a small glass from her cupboard and some water from the tap while his brain went eighty miles an hour over bible scriptures and apostolic literature. Those images of her would never leave his mind, and from now on every time he looked at her he would want her in a way he could never have her.

      Once he got his raging hard-on under control he settled back on the couch. No way he was drinking moonshine again. She cuddled back in to him, and he put up every single mental barrier he knew to keep her mind out of his.

      "You sure you’re okay?" she murmured. "Am I making you uncomfortable like this?"

      He reached out and stroked a strand of red hair. "No, you’re fine. I’m fine. Everything is perfect."

      She smiled and drifted off to sleep her head resting gently in the curve of his neck.

      He didn’t sleep one wink for fear of what her dreams might hold.
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      Connie woke up alone on her couch with a foggy head and a pounding behind her eyes. She blinked the haze away and sat up slowly, clutching her head. Maybe drinking was a very bad idea. Memories from the early morning seeped into her mind and she remembered falling asleep on Mikon. She jerked and looked around, but she didn’t see him anywhere.

      Maybe he went home.

      He’s probably cursing being assigned with her anyway, Connie berated herself. She’d gotten him drunk, hit on him, and then fell asleep on him. The man is probably long gone by now.

      She got up and stretched some of the stiffness from her muscles before heading to the bathroom. The fog still clouded her brain as she opened the bathroom door. Mikon stood at her sink brushing his teeth with her spare toothbrush. The man was half-naked and wrapped in a towel. Drops of water slipped down his back, and she watched them roll across a tattoo. Looping shapes in intricate detail covered his back from neck to below the towel, forming a massive display of angel wings. It looked so real; if she touched his skin, they would be soft.

      Before she could think about it she reached out and dragged her index finger down the soul-mark and he shivered under her hand. She jerked her finger back. "I’m so sorry."

      His toothbrush bobbed between his foamy lips. "No, don’t worry. It didn’t hurt."

      She wanted to ask, she needed to ask... "Is that? Are those your..."

      He spun around to face her, removing the toothbrush from his mouth. "Yes, that would be my soul-mark."

      "Why angel wings?"

      "I was born with this on my back and it evolved over time, just as the soul-mark on your arm did, but it doesn’t show me anything when I look at it. When I see others’ soul-marks I see inside them. I see their essence, the very thing that drives them and makes them who they are. Don't ask me why angel wings. I have no idea."

      Connie swallowed. He’d seen all that in her last night then. It must not have been terrible if he stuck around. But now she was dying to know exactly what he saw in her mark. Before she could ask the awkward question he spoke up.

      "I used your extra toothbrush. I hope you don’t mind. Look, I know it’s a Saturday, but I thought we might get a plan laid out for this case."

      She nodded and shook herself from her own mind. "Yeah, just let me get dressed. Make some coffee."

      He nodded, grabbed his clothing, and stepped out of the bathroom.

      She kept her eyes firmly on the opposite wall so as to not drool on him as he left. He had an ass that wouldn’t quit and the outline of a six-pack. It had been years since she’d been with a man and right now she felt every damn day of that absence. Get it together woman. He’s your partner and a Reaper. The very definition of off-limits. She'd heard a distinctly lonely tone in his voice last night as well.

      "Gah!" It was more of an expletive than a word. She began to wash her face and brush her teeth. Nothing was going to get accomplished if she just stood around mooning after him. She heard him tinkering in the kitchen as she wiped the foam from her lips. A deep breath in, a long exhale, and she was ready and composed to face him again.

      He had the tab on the bar. The coffee waited in front of the other bar stool and she climbed on it and settled in for a long conversation not involving the man’s anatomy and lack of soul.

      "Did you sleep okay?" he asked putting her bottle of pain liquid in front of her.

      "Yeah, alright. You?"

      "I didn’t."

      "You mean Reapers don’t sleep either?" she asked, dropping a small dot of the honey liquid onto her tongue. It took a few seconds, but she sighed as her headache ebbed then disappeared entirely.

      He chuckled. "We do sleep. I just don’t sleep well outside of my own bed."

      "Oh. Sorry about that. You could have left. It wouldn’t have bothered me."

      "No, I wanted to stay. I was still shook up by what I saw last night."

      She nodded and pressed the button to bring up the case on the tab. Opening the folders she started to separate out the data and pull what she needed. She activated the 3D sequence and pulled the images off the tablet and up to the air between them. "It looks like this is going to be an undercover operation. It would be easy to set myself up as bait for this guy. Play the innocent heiress or something. What do you think?" She looked up at Mikon but he had an odd look on his face.

      "You want to set yourself up to be seduced by this snake?" he asked.

      "You think I can’t handle an undercover op? This man is beautiful, yes, but he’s also a despicable criminal that feeds on the innocent. I want to put him away in the most efficient way possible. Do you have an alternate plan in mind?" He pursed his lips, spread his hands out on the counter and stared out at the data from his high vantage point. "No, unfortunately. Your idea seems like the best bet. But for the record, I don’t like it."

      "Fine. Noted." She went back to digging through bits and pieces of information, occasionally pulling out facts about his preferences and proclivities.

      "Can you play this role? This upper-class woman?" he asked after a while.

      "Yeah. I have before. I can do it again."

      "Was it for an undercover thing?"

      "No, it was more like my mother sold me for souls and then I had to parade on some upper class old man’s arm until I got away thing."

      His eyes grew round, and she held them steady until he looked away. She didn’t want to see his pity but she wasn’t going to act like it was her shame.

      "I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I read your file, but it didn’t give anything about your past."

      "I know. I scrubbed it when I broke into the archives just after I joined. Wouldn’t believe the penance I served for that. Worth it though."

      "I can still fit in this role too. I can be your personal bodyguard/Reaper. A lot of the high-society set are starting to recruit rogue Reapers for the novelty of it."

      Connie nodded, looking him up and down. "Yeah, I think it will work. We just need an in and a budget."

      "We have a budget," he said, pulling out a credit card. The plastic rectangle gleamed shiny red in the kitchen lighting.

      "Why didn’t you tell me this before?" she demanded.

      He shrugged. "I forgot."

      She pointed a finger at his chest. "You forgot to tell me I could go shopping? If we are going to remain friends don’t ever do that again."

      He smirked. "I guess you don’t go very often."

      "Nope, not at all. The whole worldly-possession thing isn’t big in the church. Ya know?"

      He nodded, and she grabbed the card from his hand.

      "You stay here. I’m going to go put on real pants." She practically skipped out of the room clutching the plastic.

      When she returned she wore black tight fitting pants and a t-shirt that read "Christ or Bust" on it. Her service weapon strapped against her right thigh for all the world to see and know not to mess with her.

      "Connie?" he said, while staring at the wall opposite him.

      She looked over. All along the far wall of her loft hung small frames bearing tiny pictures. Some were splattered with ink. "Mm," she said, looking over to what had caught his attention.

      "What are these?" he asked, peering closely at the tiny pictures.

      She cleared her throat. "They’re stamps."

      "What’s a stamp?" he asked.

      "When I was a little girl my mother gave me something. It was the precursor to email, something called a letter." She gestured at the wall. "These are what people used back then to pay workers to hand deliver written messages to others. They were all worth a certain amount depending on the weight or the distance of the message."

      "Wow! Two dollars for such tiny little things," he murmured. "You’ll have to tell me more about this later. It’s fascinating. I think I read a book that had a letter in it once, but I can’t remember the title." He reached out and ran his finger over the image to see if it held a texture. The one he chose had a faint ridge around an edge.

      "What hobbies do you have?" she asked abruptly.

      "I guess I read a lot," he said, walking back over to the counter.

      "Oh, yeah? Like what?"

      He smiled. "I read mostly history. There are a lot of books about the church dating back millennia. I also like to read about the wars. I believe that history repeats itself and I hope if enough people learn the history we can stop that from happening.

      She laughed. "So you’re an idealist then?"

      "I wouldn’t say idealist. I just would hate to see so much useless death again. It's horrible and sad that the Earth has suffered so much."

      She settled back on a stool and stared at him.

      "What?" he said, leaning away.

      She’d noticed before he didn't like to be stared at. "Nothing. You’re just more complex than I originally thought."

      "Uh...gee. Thanks."

      She sighed. "No. I just meant I‘m enjoying learning about you and what you like." She shrugged and stared down at her hands.

      "Don’t worry about it. We are newly friends, it’s proper we should get to know one another."

      She nodded. "So are we going shopping or what?"

      She curled her legs under her and practically bounced off the stood. Her small stature made her look like a manic mouse before him.

      "Yes, we can go shopping. I made a list of things we’re going to need and it includes a formal gown for you," he said.

      She smiled from ear to ear.

      "You should smile more," he said.

      "I never get much to smile about. I'm happy when I find a new stamp or spare change in my couch. That’s about it."

      He motioned toward the card. "Now, shopping."
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      Noah walked into a party alone for the first time since dear Mrs. Hannock passed away unexpectedly. Pity for her she was on her last soul.

      He waited the requisite few weeks before re-entering society, as the upper-class had become stuffy about mourning periods, and now he was itching for a new mark.

      Chandeliers, candles, and gold glittered at every turn. Whoever threw this shindig had money to burn, and his reliable source informed him the hostess was exactly who he’d been thinking about for weeks. He’d heard rumors from some of his minions she was extremely beautiful and young with seven of her nine souls intact. Usually he didn’t bother with less than eight, but he was in the mood for something young and pretty after the old bore he’d just conned. The sight of his new target had been etched into his brain, even on the grainy phone picture.

      The crowd milled about and soon parted as he went in search of his prey. He saw her from across a small ballroom and knew instantly he’d made the right decision in claiming her as his next conquest. Her soul-mark stood stark against her pale skin and the blush gown she wore. Ripe fruit for the plucking.

      He didn’t approach her yet, but simply watched through the crowd as she spoke with her companion. The Reaper tried hard to blend in, but Noah had years picking out his kind. Even with the man’s arms covered by his suit jacket, he knew. He allowed himself to wonder what sort of mark the man did have. Some Reapers had marks of a different kind...something new and strange. The Reapers were a solitary bunch so most of his sources didn't have much in the way of Reaper knowledge. Most of it came second-hand.

      A waiter passed by with a tray of champagne. Noah slipped him a fifty and pointed him toward the girl. She couldn’t have been older than her late twenties. He couldn’t remember the last time he was able to play with someone so young.

      After she took the champagne and angled away from her Reaper, Noah approached. "Are you the hostess of tonight’s festivities?" he asked, swiping her hand and placing a kiss just above her delicate knuckles. He watched for the telltale signs of lust he saw in all his marks. Her eyes rounded, her breathing quickened, and he felt the faint trace of a racing heart as he let go of her hand. This was going to be too easy.

      "Yes. And you are?"

      He shook his head and gave her a thousand watt grin. "Where are my manners? I’m Noah Hannock, of course."

      She raised a delicate crimson eyebrow. "Of course. I apologize. I’m new to town and haven’t acquainted myself with whom I should know."

      He smiled and extended his elbow. She wrapped a small hand around his forearm and he led her away from the scowling Reaper at her back.

      "Your bodyguard seems very protective," he said, snagging another glass of champagne from a passing waiter and slipping it into her hand. She'd tossed back her previous glass in short order. She didn’t even notice the powder he sprinkled into it before he handed it over. Like taking candy from a baby, this one.

      He led her to a bench on the far side of the room away from the music, and she spent a moment arranging her gown so he could join her.

      "So, Mr. Hannock. What do you do?"

      "Ah ah ah. What do I have the pleasure of calling you, my dear?"

      Her cheeks flushed a becoming shade of pink, and she smiled as though embarrassed. "Apologies, again, Mr. Hannock. You can call me Prudence Aquitaine."

      "Of the late James Aquitaine?"

      The women bowed her head for a moment and looked up to meet his eyes again. "Yes. I was his ward and when he passed on he was amazing enough to leave me his fortune and land. Well, what the church didn’t take for tithe."

      He nodded. The sum must still be a tidy number for the girl to throw a party of this magnitude. "I understand completely, my dear. The church took a part of my late wife’s inheritance as well."

      "I’m so sorry to hear of your loss."

      "Thank you."

      They sat in silence for a moment. He could barely contain his glee at finding such a delectable morsel. He didn’t sleep with all his marks, but Prudence might be about to sway him to her side. That flame red hair kinking and coiling down her back in wanton abandon. Her lithe little body. He hadn’t met a woman who looked so good in many years. This con would be more than a pleasure. Perhaps he would draw it out and ensure she got a little pleasure before he ripped out her heart and left her soulless.

      Her cheeks were flushing redder by the minute. The drug was snaking into her system, heightening her senses, arousing her as it passed into her blood. He’d used it many times to seduce women into his arms, leaving them wanting and needing him for weeks until he finally succumbed and gave them what they wanted. A few more minutes, and then he would suggest they go off to a private chamber.

      His thoughts were interrupted by her bodyguard. The hulking man tapped her on the shoulder and whispered into her ear.

      She nodded and allowed the man to pull her to her feet. "Mr. Hannock, if you’ll excuse me? I have to attend to some business. I’ll return shortly. I’d love to continue this conversation."

      Noah nodded briefly as the bodyguard escorted her away. He was so close. By the time she returned most of the drug would have worn off and another dose would be too obvious. Ah, c'est la vie. He raised his glass in salute to her as she wove through the crowd to a side door. He watched her shapely backside sway in the mermaid cut of her gown and wished she would be the type of girl who threw herself at him. The drug would have helped if only she’d stayed. He pulled the phone from his pocket, and snapped a picture as Prudence exited the room. He sent it to Seraphina.

      A moment later the reply arrived. Lovely. Can I keep her?

      He chuckled and sent another message. I don’t think she’s into that.

      He sometimes wished he could have his one true friend on his arm on these nights. She would make the party exponentially more fun, also debaucherous.
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      The second Connie and Mikon were alone she began to strip the gown from her torso. "Mikon, for fuck’s sake. Help me get this thing off."

      Her curses threw him into action, and he helped with the intricate buttons and zipper until the shimmering material lay at her feet in a puddle. Once she was down to her undergarments, he swung around to allow her privacy.

      Connie stood in the middle of the room, alternating between clutching her fists and shaking out her hands frantically. "I think the bastard drugged me," she said after a few minutes.

      He turned back to her. "What?"

      "Yeah, something is wrong. I feel strange...needy."

      She slid her eyes over to him making it impossible for him to miss her meaning. His own eyes rounded out in response as her lust radiated toward him like the scent of food.

      She continued her rapid movements, jerking her arms about, and stomping her legs. "I don’t know how to get it to wear off. Mikon, check the database on your phone."

      He fumbled in his pockets and brought out the device, quickly searching for drugs heightening sexual arousal. "Found it. Amareconstrictum, also known as Love, is a drug that heightens arousal and the senses of the user. The most effective method to counteract the drug is overload the senses...or sleep."

      She stopped and stared at him before opening her arms wide. "There is no way I can go back out there like this. Knock me out."

      He just stared at her. The man wasn’t understanding the situation properly apparently. "I’m on overdrive here. Since I can’t sleep with you, please just knock me out."

      He opened his own arms to mirror hers. "What do you want me to do? Knock you out with my special mind powers? I don’t have such a thing. If you’d asked me a few weeks ago I’d have happily punched you but now... I can’t."

      She blew out a frustrated breath and began to pace again. After a moment she approached Mikon. "Take off your shirt."

      His face lost all color. "I can’t have sex. You know this."

      "Yes, duh, but the thing said overload of the senses. I think if you just hold me, maybe we can back it off a bit or take the edge off."

      He squinted down at her. "Do you have any idea what this will do?"

      "I know if you don’t do something soon I’m going to walk back out there and let that bastard have his way with me."

      Her words shot him into action. He quickly divested himself of his coat, tie, and shirt.

      It was more than awkward as she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. Her head barely grazed his nipples, but all the muscles she got her hands on where perfectly formed and solid. She could hear his teeth grinding as she stepped closer, aligning their bodies so the most skin touched. He held himself stiff with his arms out. She wanted him to wrap around her as she did him. Feel him let go only to her. The thought took hold and it beat at her until she grabbed his arms and wrapped them around her corseted waist. His heart beat erratically under her ear, but his scent and heat helped ease the wash of the drug, slowly calming her senses. "I think it’s working," she whispered, snuggling closer.

      "Good," he gritted out through clasped teeth.

      "I’m sorry you’re not excited about touching me this way," she said, feeling regret for having to force herself into his arms.

      A couple of heartbeats passed before he ripped himself from her embrace and launched across the room. She felt bereft without him, lost at sea without a lifeboat or one of those stupid bird things.

      He hunched over on the other side of the room, clutching his knees.

      "What the hell is wrong with you?" she asked, getting frustrated. She knew they couldn’t do anything, but she didn’t think he was actually repulsed by her. "I know you have to control yourself but I mean...I’m not completely unfortunate looking." She approached his back, but he held out an arm to keep her away.

      "Why haven’t you read the freaking manual already?" he said, more to the carpet than to her.

      "I lost that manual ages ago, okay. If it will make you feel better I’ll get another one and read the damn thing. What am I missing now? What other special Reaper thing did I mess with?"

      He turned around and met her eyes, looking like he just ran a marathon in the space of a minute. "I already told you. The emotions thing... Remember?"

      Realization skittered across her mind, and she cupped her hands to the bottom half of her face. "I’m so sorry. I couldn’t control it."

      She groaned at the horror she felt—he felt. A multitude of thoughts shot through her head, most of them sexual, some of them embarrassing. This is why he probably didn’t have female friends.

      "I know. It’s fine," he said.

      "No, it’s embarrassing."

      "I’ve seen worse. Really," he said, straightening to find his clothing.

      "You’ve seen worse than a woman imagining various situations in which you feature erm...prominently?"

      He grinned as he buttoned his shirt and tucked it in. "No, but regardless...still kind of flattering."

      She rolled her eyes and searched for her own clothes. The drug was still in her system. A siren song to the wicked things her soul longed for, but the edge was off and the rest was just part of the job. At least she could sell the act when they went back out to Noah. "Help me, please," she said, sliding the dress around so he could fasten it.

      "I’ve had more experience with women’s clothing tonight than I’ve ever had in my life."

      "Really? So you didn’t do much before you took your vows?"

      He zipped the back of her dress and stepped away while she rearranged it. "No," he said. "Not much. I’ve always had these abilities. It’s not good when a girl is wondering about your penis size while you’re kissing her. Very distracting."

      Her eyes shot straight to his package and then back to his eyes. Oh, God.

      "Not cool." He laughed.

      She would never live this night down. If they remained partners then he’d always be able to ridicule her about the night she stared at his package while he knew exactly what she thought about it.

      "Okay. We need a cover for what we were doing in here so Noah doesn’t get suspicious."

      "We can go out discussing the church’s tithe and let him think it was a church official I was talking to," she said, arranging her hair.

      "You should be talking on your phone. If he sees you talking to me about such things he won’t be cataloging me under 'servant.'"

      She pursed her lips and stared off into space. Mikon was right. Noah needed to see him as a servant and someone who could easily blend into the background. If Mikon could somehow convince Noah he was harmless, when or if they happened to be alone together, he might be able to overhear or even talk to him about his operations. "No. I have an idea. Am I straight? Do I look alright?" she asked, fluffing her hair.

      "Yeah, you look good. I mean...yeah. Fine," Mikon sputtered.

      Back into the fray. She met his eyes once more. "Look, I’m really sorry. I know the drug is no excuse for my behavior. Thank you for being a gentleman about it."

      He inclined his head.

      She gave him a little grin, walked past him to the door, and then turned back and winked.
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      Mikon closed the door of the room carefully behind him and followed her out into the ballroom. People seemed like they were having fun even though this whole party had been planned at the last minute all with the church’s money. That part the guests didn’t know.

      Connie approached Noah, who turned toward her wearing a huge smile. She stopped in front of him, launched a hand back, and slapped him hard across the face.

      The ballroom went eerily silent. No music, no shifting, just utter silence in the aftermath of her smack.

      Connie leaned in, and Mikon could barely make out the whisper, "You know what you did."

      She swung around to him, wearing a scowl. "We are leaving."

      He quickly nodded and followed her out. They exited the party silently, him following her at a respectable distance. Once they cleared the building, he grabbed her arm and spun her back. "What the hell?"

      She ripped her arm from his grip. "First off, don’t grab me like again unless you want punched in the teeth. Secondly, by drugging me he set me up for his next mark, and he never waivers from a mark once he’s decided on her. Tomorrow evening I’ll have at least a few dozen bouquets of flowers and messages from him asking for forgiveness and a second chance. None of his marks play hard to get. I’m about to be the best game in the world to this creep and by slapping him, I hooked him."

      Mikon blinked a few times taking in her words. She’d gone over Hannock’s file almost fifty times. If anyone knew his motives, it would be her. "Fine, but if you just cost us this con you will be thinking of a backup plan. I will not rest until this man is brought to justice."

      Connie met his eyes until he had to look away.

      "You know you piss me off more than anyone I have ever met. My father included," he grumbled, before passing her to open the back door of the sleek black sedan. He climbed in after her and the confined space instantly made him regret his decision not to drive himself. The way her breasts felt pressed against his belly would forever be imprinted in his memory, and it was not the appropriate thing to think about while fighting with her.

      "I am capable of making my own decisions, you know. We are partners. You aren’t calling the shots here," she said, staring out the window as the buildings passed in a blur.

      The anger she felt was astounding. He’d only met a few people who could get so angry and keep from exploding. "I never said you weren’t. I just wish you would discuss things with me before you go off and do them. Isn’t that how you lost your last soul?"

      She turned to face him, the rustle of her gown making it impossible for him to concentrate.

      Yup, touched a nerve.

      "You have no right to bring up anything in my personal past. How dare you? I made a call out there and you will see it was the correct one. When you do, you will owe me an apology." She slumped into the leather and crossed her arms under her breasts. Those absolutely perfect breasts.

      He shook himself physically to get his mind out of the gutter. "Are you going to pout now because I called you out?"

      "I’m going to pout now because I wasted a perfectly beautiful dress on such a craptastic night. Is that alright with you? Is that beyond my decision making quota for the evening?"

      Mikon dropped his head into his hands. This woman was maddening. Nothing on Earth he could say would keep her from arguing with him. She wanted to fight, and there was nothing he could say to stop it. "We’ll finish this conversation at the hotel," he said.

      "Whatever," she muttered, turning back to the window.

      The ride was fairly fast. Since the start of the undercover operation they had been staying at the city’s nicest and oldest standing hotel, The Algonquin. Once the car stopped, Mikon climbed out and held the door open for her to exit. She walked right past him into the hotel, leaving the door to close in his face.

      Patience, Mikon, patience.

      Once they were in the hotel room everything was a different story. He ripped the tie from his neck and tossed it on a waiting chair next to his bed. "What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you acting like this?"

      "Like what? Like I have a partner who is going to question my every decision for this whole damn case and who knows how many more cases?"

      She swung her back toward him and began to undress. At this point privacy didn’t even matter, and he had no idea how she would react if he left the room. "I made a quick decision, yes," she said as she unzipped her gown. "But I made it based on fact, not emotion. He will come here tomorrow looking for me. I guarantee it. And will you freaking help me." She let go of the zipper and dropped her arms.

      He approached and quickly finished unfastening her dress. She pushed it down and stepped out of the material. In only a moment she was almost half naked and removing her stockings.

      He couldn’t handle this. Not after the onslaught to her senses earlier in the evening. It was all more than he’d faced in almost a lifetime. "I’m going into the bathroom until you’re done changing," he said, heading toward the open door.

      He heard her let out a sigh as he closed the door behind him. There was no way he could keep this up. His body practically hummed when he got near her. All he wanted to do was lay her down on the huge bed and see what sort of delicious noises he could wring from her beautiful mouth.

      This line of thought wasn’t helping matters. "Mikon, snap out of it," he told himself as he unbuttoned his shirt and slipped off his shoes and socks.

      He’d made a vow. A serious vow he intended to keep. No sex while serving the church. It was simple, it was straightforward, and it was unbreakable. He couldn’t even think about the punishment for breaking a vow of celibacy. It was even more important to the Reapers than to the actual clergy.

      The more he thought about it the angrier he started to become. Who was she to flaunt herself in front of him? Insist on him holding her when she felt there were no other options. They were both adults, they knew the stakes, and he was sure they both felt the ever present sexual tension between them. It wasn’t her place to test his vows. He hung his head and ran his hands back through his hair. Now he was the one wanting to start a fight.

      He heard her say his name from the other room. There was no hope for them in any regard. If they couldn’t be together and they couldn’t work together, they needed to find alternate partners. He shook himself back to reality, picked up his clothing, and exited the bathroom. She stood on the far side of the room in a tank top and shorts, her soul mark still bared for all to see. She spoke first.

      "Look, I’m sorry. Okay? I should have told you what I was going to do. Please trust me on this one. I didn’t hurt our operation."

      He dropped his clothes on the chair in a pile and approached her. Her emotions were like a bubble around her. As soon as he breached it, he could see inside her head and feel all of her frustration. "I’m sorry too. I can be a real dick sometimes and I don’t mean to be. I’m not always trying to pick fights with you. I promise," he said.

      She stared at her feet, and it was hard not to hear her thoughts. For the life of him he couldn’t resist, and he saw way more than he wanted to. The moment she looked up into his eyes she knew he read exactly what was in her mind.

      "Will you stop that?"

      "I can’t help it. You can try to control your thoughts," Mikon said.

      "That’s like telling me I can’t wear a skirt because other men would find it too revealing. In other words, ridiculous."

      He shrugged.

      "Come on, let’s spar. We both have a lot of energy we need to expel," she said, moving around him.

      "Hold on," he said and moved to grab his comfortable clothes.

      He quickly changed, and they set up in their makeshift sparring area. It used to be a dining room off their suite until they both realized they hated eating in there.

      She held up her hands in a boxer’s stance, and he mimicked her position, and then they danced around each other. Each on the balls of their feet, lightly moving around, waiting for someone to throw the first punch.

      As usual it was her. She swung out with a right hook which he easily blocked.

      He could see the tension rolling off her in waves as she sunk into her element. Fighting might not have been a life’s calling for her, but she certainly excelled at it.

      He took a roundhouse kick to the ribs with a grunt and moved out of range of her other leg. It was his turn. He advanced with a right hook of his own, but she was prepared and dodged it easily before landing an uppercut to his chin.

      "You know," he said, rubbing his jaw, "you almost fight as well as a man."

      She smirked. "I was going to say that about you."

      He jabbed out a quick punch, but she stepped aside as his body weight carried him forward. It took her only a second to take advantage of it and swing around so she could push him down to the floor.

      "We going to the mats now?"

      "Sure." She shrugged before moving to her knees. "Not every bad guy is going to wait to stand back up to fight."

      They both waited a few seconds before they seizing each other around the shoulders, gripping tight.

      She was always better than him at floor work, and she quickly put him in an arm-bar that could have easily broken his bone. Before the pain became too much he tapped her shin tightly wrapped around his torso.

      The rules of the game were simple, and they both knew them well. She released him quickly and stood back up as he remained on the floor.

      "Guess this round goes to me," she said, doing a little dance before walking to her bed on the far side of the room.

      "Don’t get too comfortable on top, hot shot, I’ll take you down next time."

      She laughed. "In your dreams."

      He took a deep breath, stretching his arms and legs. Their fights never went on too long; both of them too stubborn to continue after one person won. They could have done two out of three, but it had been a long day.

      He watched as she pulled her unruly mane up into a messy bun on top of her head. Every time he saw her do it, he couldn’t help but think it was a move specifically designed by women to turn men on. The pale skin of her delicate neck was now on full display, as were her toned shoulders and biceps. Usually he liked his women soft, and while Connie did have softness here and there, mostly she was made up of backbone, hard-toned muscles, and coffee.

      "Stop being a creeper," she said, breaking the spell.

      He looked up. She was giving him a pointed look with an eyebrow arched. Somehow he had forgotten himself and sat staring at her. Will this night never end?

      "Sorry, I was zoning out," he said.

      "Yeah, on my tits."

      "Really, I wasn’t staring at them. I was just thinking."

      "Uh-huh."

      There was no talking to her. He climbed up and went to his own bed. She was right, but he wasn’t going to admit it. He’d have to hear about it for the next year otherwise. "How are you feeling?" he asked after a few moments of silence.

      "Still a little messed up from the drug, but, not terrible," she said.

      "That’s good." He could tell she wasn’t saying it all though. She sat on top of her comforter, shoulders slumped, as she rocked ever so slightly back and forth.  There was no way he could let her stay like that all night. If she was to be tortured, then he could at least bear some of the burden.

      He got up and walked over to her, moved behind her on the bed, and circled his arms around her upper body. She didn’t move, didn’t even breath, for a few seconds. It was a huge relief when she sagged into him, allowing him to hug her more comfortably.

      The intensity with which his heart leapt and battered against his ribcage was astounding. If heaven and hell could merge it would live in such a moment. Her scent engulfed him, consumed him, and made him think of all the things he knew he shouldn’t. It was a shock when he realized she was guarding her thoughts to him. Not effectively, but she was making an attempt to ease his discomfort.

      "Here," he said, shifting his legs open so she could lean back into him and stretch out as well.

      Such an unlikely pair they made. Only having met a month ago and now here they were in a gilded hotel room, holding each other gently. He would never have imagined a moment like this between them when they first met. Father Reynolds wouldn’t have either.

      Constance turned to face him, and he watched helplessly as she slipped her tongue out and wet her lips.

      "I’m going to kiss you, Mikon, unless you stop me," she whispered, only inches away from his mouth.
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      "You shouldn’t," he said.

      She wasn’t convinced. "You’re going to have to do better," she whispered, slowly closing the distance between them.

      He inhaled softly, his breath touching her lips before making contact. And she knew he would be thinking all the reasons why she shouldn’t kiss him and any second about to push her away. It was like an out of body experience. As she pressed her lips up against his she watched from the outside. As he brought his hand up into the hair at the nape of her neck, she was a spectator.

      In a snap she was back and his soft mouth pressed into her own. She didn’t push him away, only kissed him soft and gentle. A moment after it began, it stopped and she pulled back.

      A strange pressure entered her chest. Almost like someone put weight on top of her upper body and she couldn’t draw a full breath. "Mikon, something is wrong," Connie whispered.

      He looked in her eyes as he drew his hands up her biceps.

      "I can’t tell what it is. It’s sort of cloudy to me. I can’t see it in your mind."

      A tingle began at her toes and soon enveloped her entire body, as if every part of her skin had a "fallen asleep limb" syndrome. "I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like my whole body is asleep now."

      "Are you in pain?" he asked, concern leaching into his tone.

      "No, it’s not unpleasant. I just don’t know what’s happening."

      She inhaled and exhaled slowly, concentrating on each singular rise and fall of her chest. Minutes passed and the pressure abated, but it was nothing close to the heat snaking through her in place of that pressure.

      "Oh God, Constance, please," he said.

      His eyes widened and she could see he was feeling every bit of the lust she also felt. The hard part was figuring out if he felt it as well or only because she did. "Do you want me, Mikon?"

      He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      She wanted to lick it, just to see what he would do. "You have to tell me, Mikon, I won’t touch you if you only feel this way because of my emotions," she said.

      He leaned out and pressed his forehead against hers as he tightened his embrace. "I should tell you to stop. I should push you away," he said, the words floating between them. "But I can’t. I want you so much and I don’t understand how I can have such a lack of control. I used to be good at it until I met you." He raised his head away from her, and she stared up into his beautiful brown eyes. "I want you, Constance, God help me but I do."

      It was her turn to be speechless. The exact same situation was running through her brain. Every day she’d woken, sweat soaked, from dreams of them together. Every single day she’d worked with him she’d waited for a small touch, a gentle nudge, any contact she could possibly get. This wasn’t love, although she knew she liked him a great deal more than any man she’d ever encountered. This was lust. A deep needy ache in her bones.

      His words rang in her ears and all she could do was kiss him again. This time wasn’t gentle. She smashed their lips together until teeth scraped teeth. She turned fully and climbed into his lap, straddling him. He was already hard and the length of him pressed into her though cloth was dizzying. She ground down onto his lap as he took control of the kiss, capturing her face in his hands.

      He slowed her mouth but didn’t ease on intensity. He took the kiss from smoking hot to a scalding smolder.

      Connie reached out and wrapped her hands around his back, drawing him even further into her. His muscles tightened under her hands and the image of tasting every inch of him played in her mind.

      Mikon placed a delicate peck on her lips before pulling away. "I want you, Connie. I do. But I can’t do this. I can’t break my vow, no matter how much you test me," he said.

      She let out a long slow breath and pulled away and off his lap. "I’m sorry, Mikon. Sometimes I don’t think about these things. I didn’t even think about how much your vows mean to you. All I wanted was to taste you and now I have. Maybe my urge is quelled and I can move on." She knew it was a lie even as she said the words, and she didn’t meet his eyes as she spoke them or he would know it too.

      Connie climbed off his lap and got into her own bed.

      They sat fully clothed, lights on, staring at nothing until Mikon broke the silence. "I don’t feel well."

      Connie glanced over to him and he did look a little pale. She got up, walked over, and felt his forehead but he wasn’t warm. If someone didn’t feel right it usually always involved their soul-marks. "Lean forward," Connie directed, reaching down for the hem of his t-shirt.

      He almost doubled over, allowing her to lift up his shirt and expose his back. The moment she saw the feathers, she dropped the shirt and backed away so fast she almost tripped over her own feet.

      "What? What is it?" Mikon asked. He didn’t wait for an answer, but got up and jogged toward the bathroom.

      Connie followed him and watched as he removed his shirt and turned toward the mirror. She held her hands over the bottom half of her face as if she could keep in all the questions.

      His marks were there, still intact. Previously, they’d been solid black and white; now there were edged faintly with crimson and sapphire.

      "Oh my God," Connie said, lifting her arm out to stare at her own soul-mark. A small black feather floated just above her wrist. It hadn’t been there before the night.

      It could only mean one thing.

      Connie left him regarding his reflection and went to her bed again. She pulled the cover up to her chin and stared at the empty white wall in front of her, thinking.

      Soul-marks only merged when a person soul-mated. Humans can soul-mate once for every new soul they obtain, but Reapers...if a Reaper is fortunate enough to ever soul-mate, it’s for the duration of all the souls the human party possesses. Or so she’d heard in one of the three conversations about Reapers she remembered with Father Reynolds.

      Connie had never had a soul mate before. Souls eight and nine had never mated. It wasn't uncommon to have souls that never find a match. The enormity of what could happen was so big it hurt to think about. Soul mating wasn’t about fate. A person had to choose. The marks beginning to merge let the participants know what could happen should they consummate their union. The kiss must have started the process.

      "Mikon, can you come out here, please?" Connie said, speaking loudly so he could hear her over the exhaust fan in the bathroom.

      He came around the corner staring at his feet.

      Connie thrust her arm out to him and he walked over and held her wrist gently. He traced a finger gently over the black feather and she gasped out loud, gripping the blanket. "Do it again," she said.

      He did, and her eyelids grew heavy. It wasn’t painful, though others touching her mark usually was. It was pleasurable, like the feel of cotton candy melting on your tongue or the effervescence of an ice cold orange soda.

      "I felt it, too," he said, plopping down by her drawn up feet, still holding her arm.

      "What are we going to do?" she asked.

      He shook his head, continuing to stare at the lone black feather stark against her pale skin. "What are the odds Noah Hannock won’t notice that?" he asked.

      She pursed her lips and looked down at her skin too, pulling her arm from his grasp. "I really have no idea. I’m not sure if he got a long look at my mark earlier. I purposely kept it from his view to sort of reel him in. I do know it can’t change anymore. He is going to try and see me tomorrow and I won’t be able to hide it if we are alone. To be honest he might just think he missed it the first time."

      Mikon bit his bottom lip, and Connie couldn’t look away. Only moments ago her lips had been right there. She could still taste him in her mouth and knew she wanted more, needed more, than just the one taste.

      He’d made it perfectly clear though, and she didn’t want to be the one responsible for pushing him over the edge. If he broke his vow he would resent her and everything she was. But how could they have a real relationship with no kissing, no sex, nothing?

      For the fifteenth time that week Connie mentally yelled at herself for forgetting where the hell she put her Reaper manual. Maybe it could give her some idea on what to expect with him. In any capacity.

      Connie broke the stretched silence. "Can Reapers die?"

      Mikon looked up in surprise. "Still haven’t found the manual, have you?"

      The heat flushing her cheeks had to be enough answer.

      He cleared his throat and scooted further back on the bed. "Yes and no. We don’t die in the usual sense and are brought back...we are immortal when it comes to injuries that can cause death. We age the same rate as any other humans and at the end of the life we are given, we are gone. There is just no death by gunshot or stabbing, that sort of thing."

      "So you live on long life just not broken up by souls? You said, yes and no."

      "Right. Well, there are legends of church relics that can kill Reapers permanently. There hadn’t been a Reaper death by that method in any recent telling or on records since the Reaper program began. But they train us to know what the few in existence look like so we are always ready."

      Connie swallowed hard and took a deep breath to build herself up. "So...if we soul-mate...then I won’t die? Would I share your one long soul then?"

      Mikon’s forehead wrinkled as he looked down at his fingers. A look of sorrow crossed his face. "We would share one long life, yes. Unless I was killed by a relic. In which case you would remain on one final soul until you also departed." He got up and walked over to his bed.

      "We should get some sleep," he said as he pulled back the covers and climbed in.

      Connie watched as he rolled under and facing away from her. Well, shit.
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      The morning dawned bright and shining on the upper east side of Manhattan. It had been posh in its glory days and still retained a state of elegance for most of the elite who lived there.

      Noah sat at his dining room table leisurely reading a paper. It was ten a.m. and he’d just had a bouquet of flowers sent to Ms. Aquitaine. Later he planned to abase himself before her lovely figure and demand she forgive him. No one had ever seen through his drug routine before, so it made her even more of a charming conquest. The ordinary tricks wouldn’t work this time. He had to up his game if he wanted to win her heart. And he would. He most certainly would.

      A soft knock interrupted him as he reached for his coffee cup.

      "Enter," he called.

      His main enforcer ducked under the doorframe clutching a jewelry box.

      "Open it please, Richard," he said, gesturing at the unique robin's egg blue container, which only originated from one place.

      Richard opened the box to reveal a sapphire the size of Noah’s thumbnail.

      Noah grinned. Obviously Tiffany’s still paid the church’s massive tithe that allowed them to be the world's only jewel supplier. It had cost him a great deal of the late Mrs. Hannock’s money, but it didn’t matter. The gem matched his new love interest’s soul-mark perfectly. Hopefully she would appreciate the gesture. "Did you send the flowers?" he asked, before turning back to his breakfast and tablet with the morning news.

      "Yes, Mr. Hannock," the giant replied.

      Noah was satisfied. He waved the man away and lifted the device again to read. Page six held a scintillating piece of gossip needing his undivided attention.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At promptly twelve noon Noah found himself outside The Algonquin, clutching even more flowers and the Tiffany’s box. He approached the service desk and slipped a fifty to the man behind the counter to direct him to Prudence’s room. It was like child’s play.

      He sauntered down the hallway and knocked on her door gently. When she opened it, he gasped. The women was even more beautiful today than she‘d been yesterday.  She wore tight spandex shorts and a tank top that barely covered her flat stomach.

      "Mr. Hannock, what an unpleasant surprise."

      "Oh, come now, my dear, it can’t be all unpleasant. I told you I was coming in my card with the flower arrangement I sent this morning," he said, stepping forward so she had to allow him access to her room.

      She gestured at her wastepaper basket holding the bouquet of white lilies like a vase. "You mean those flowers? I’m sorry, but I didn’t get a chance to take a look at the card."

      She turned away from him. He followed, taking in every detail of her hotel room. Her Reaper was in the adjoining dining parlor, dressed in similar workout attire. "Did I interrupt something?" Noah asked.

      "My life, you mean?" she quipped, as she sat down at a small table by the door to take a drink of water.

      "I meant..." He pointed to the Reaper in the other room.

      "We were just sparring."

      "You spar with a Reaper? Do you have a death wish?"

      "The opposite actually. Can I help you?"

      Noah took a deep breath and sank to his knees on the plush beige carpet. "My dear, my sincerest apologies for last night. I was taking some of that drug. I don’t abuse it regularly, mind you, and I was clumsy. I must have dropped some in your drink by accident. It was a negligible amount. I didn’t think you’d even have a reaction."

      The girl met his eyes with a cold stare and tilted her head toward the box he clutched.

      Noah could barely contain his smile. Jewels always did the trick. He opened the lid and displayed its contents to her and she gasped loud enough to bring her Reaper over to them.

      She waved him off, then reached into the box and touched the sparkling pendant.

      Noah rose to his feet. "Allow me." He circled around to her back and lifted the diamond-encrusted chain from its box. It was weighty, but the best pieces always were. He looped it around her neck and clasped it under her ponytail.

      She reached to touch the sapphire as it nestled in the hollow of her throat. "I have to see this," she said, moving to the mirror by the door. She sighed as she tilted her head to the side to look at her bejeweled reflection.

      He knew he had her. Not a woman alive could resist jewels.

      "Mr. Hannock, I believe I accept your apology," she said, still staring into the mirror.

      He approached her from behind and rested his hands on her shoulders.

      She met his eyes in the glass, then turned around. "I do believe you should call me Prue. It’s what my friends call me, anyway."

      He held her gaze as he bent, lifted her hand, and kissed it. "It would be my pleasure. And please call me Noah."

      She gave him a sweet smile. One she had to know would curl his toes. It surprised him even more that he had a reaction to it. "Now then, Prue. How about we have a nice cup of tea?"

      She lifted her hand from his grasp and stalked toward her closet. "Just let me freshen up, please."

      He inclined his head and took the vacant seat at the small dinette where she’d previously sat. "I’ll just converse with your...friend."

      A snort came from behind him, and he knew it would be a rather short conversation.

      The spray of a shower caught his attention after sitting in near silence for a few moments. What would the water look like sliding down her back? If he hadn’t been caught at the party he might be joining her under the hot spray.

      The Reaper bumped his chair as he passed on his way to the small kitchen and got a glass of water. He met the man’s eyes and looked away quickly. Damn. He’d forgotten born Reapers could read thoughts and emotions.

      "I’m not sure if we met last night," Noah said. "My name is Noah Hannock."

      "Mikon."

      "How much do you bench press, might I ask? You look like you regularly lift tanks."

      Noah kept his mind peacefully blank as he spoke so the Reaper would have no idea if he were sincere or not.

      "I don’t usually do a lot of bench press. Mostly boxing."

      "Ah, the gentlemen’s sport," Noah said, as he crossed his legs and settled in.

      "If you say so, man."

      Mikon sat in a chair at a forty-five-degree angle to him.

      "How long have you worked for Prue?" Noah asked.

      "A few months. Why do you ask?"

      "Just curious. Where did she find you? I’ve been looking into bringing a born Reaper into my organization. You guys are tough to find."

      Mikon nodded.

      "The other kind are just too much to have around in polite company and, besides, I don’t really want church people in my business ventures."

      "What sort of business are you in, Mr. Hannock?"

      "Noah, please. I do mostly real estate and some high value item acquisitions for top-tier clients."

      "I’m afraid I don’t know anything about that, Noah," Mikon said, elongating his name as if he were tasting it. "I’ve been on the run most of my life. I didn’t want to work for the church and I’m sure you know the pressure of having to tell them no."

      Noah nodded, still maintaining a perfectly blank mind. Until the shower shut off and the image of Prue’s naked body flashed in his head. He cleared his throat and shifted to distract Mikon. "Do you think the church will end the Reaper program? I hear there’s unrest there. People not agreeing with the way they are punished."

      Mikon pursed his lips. "I don’t know, to be honest. I myself think it perfectly justified, I just don’t want to mix with those criminals." Mikon shrugged like it was an obvious thing.

      "I heard once that Reapers can see into a person’s soul, into the very heart of who they are. Can you do that to other Reapers?" Noah almost wished he could take the question back, but he didn’t often get conversation time with one of them and his curiosity got the better of him.

      When he answered, the Reaper’s voice was deeper, lower. "That’s a very personal question, Noah. But, yes. I can see into a Reaper’s soul, the same way I see into anyone’s. I see their sins, their fears, and the deep twisted motives that drive them."

      Noah swallowed. The midnight voice was nothing to go up against. If he didn’t know better, he would have said the temperature in the room had dropped.

      The bathroom door opened, and Noah stood as Prue exited in a cloud of steam. She wore deep navy cigarette cut jeans and a red button-down tunic. Her soul-mark was covered by the long sleeves but he didn’t mind. He’d gotten a perfectly good look at it last night and, provided nothing happened to her before he could seal the deal, he didn’t need to look at it again.

      "Did you call for tea?" she asked, toweling the long mass of her hair.

      He jerked in surprise. He hadn’t even thought.

      "I’ll do it," Mikon said, before returning to the dining parlor.

      He heard the Reaper’s low voice on the phone as Prue took the seat across from him at the table that Mikon vacated.

      "The service here is excellent. It shouldn’t take them but a moment," she said.

      He merely nodded, all his attention focused on her small fingers as she gently squeezed the water from the tresses with a towel. It had to be one of the most erotic sights he’d ever encountered. The crimson strands stood out perfectly against the plush white towel and Noah realized he could sit there and watch her for hours. She removed the towel after a moment, slipped a circular hair tie from her wrist and began to gather the mass up into a bun.

      Noah almost groaned aloud. "Please don’t. Would you leave it down for me? I love how wild it is. Women’s hair fashions these days are so severe and styled. I absolutely love how free yours is."

      She grinned, color rushing to her cheeks as she let the hair fall down her back in a red kinky wet wave.

      Noah had enjoyed intimate fantasies the previous night about her hair. He wanted to wrap his hands in it and enjoy her yelps of pain as he did any number of naughty things to her body. No woman in a long time had affected him so. He was enjoying himself more and more with each passing minute he spent with her.

      The tea arrived in less than ten minutes and Mikon made himself scarce, slipping out the hotel room door as Prue directed the room service personnel. The young man expertly set up the tea on the table between them, and Noah tipped him before he could wheel the cart back out.

      Prue poured the tea. "How do you take it?" she asked.

      "Three sugars and a little milk, please." He watched her precise movements. This woman was not ordinary. She had a meticulous way about her and it was something he needed to be wary of as his plan progressed. There were often small factors people like her noticed even when love and lust were involved.

      "Will you accompany me to the theater this weekend?" Noah asked, as he brought the china cup to his lips.

      "What’s playing?"

      "I’m not sure. I’ll have to check, but I know that, regardless, I need to see you as often as you will allow."

      She laughed, a dainty tinkle, before taking a sip of her own tea. "I’d love to accompany you. Maybe you can tell me more about your business ventures in the city. I heard you handle some real estate. I’m looking for an Upper East Side apartment for myself." She motioned around the room. "The hotel is beautiful but I need more space. I wish to unpack my things and spend some time away from that ghastly Reaper."

      Noah wrinkled his nose. "Does he stay here with you?"

      She pursed her lips as if she was debating on how much to share with him. "He does, but he sleeps on a mat in the other room. I suggested getting his own room adjacent but he thinks that would be a dereliction of duty. He swore to my late benefactor that he would protect me and takes that oath very seriously."

      Noah knew all about Reapers and oaths. Yes, he did.
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      Two weeks passed with Noah paying close court to Connie and she was beyond tired of the man. Every time she was with him her skin crawled as she went over in her mind all the things he’d done to get where he was. How many women had he tricked into loving him? How many people's lives had he destroyed via blackmail? She would wager it was a lot more than even the church knew about. He would start talking about a new business venture and all she wanted to do was punch him in the face.

      Things with Mikon weren’t great either. After the kiss and the tentative soul-mate he’d become distant, citing it wasn’t worth risk of losing Noah. Her job was to hook him; Mikon’s was leaving him soulless. End of discussion.

      She still missed the banter when they sparred. Now, when they did fight it was in virtual silence. Her soul-mark hadn’t changed anymore either. Small mercies.

      Connie sat on her bed with the tab open on her lap. She wanted more information about the underground business ventures Noah had. All she’d been privy to so far were his above board places. If she could get the information, then they could take out his empire along with him.

      So far she’d played the dutiful heiress to perfection, but when he picked her up for their date in a couple of hours she was going to suggest something more intimate, a little more wild. Let him think she lusted for a taste of the uncanny. There would need to be some persuasion. She’d have to dress the part.

      Connie eyeballed the little black dress hanging on the armoire across from her. When she’d brought it back to the room Mikon had fairly scowled at it. It was a long tube, with sheer lace panels which bared the sides of her breasts and thighs to public view. He had compelled her to buy a trench coat to wear over it.

      Mikon walked into the room from the hall and Connie jumped out of her skin. He looked like he’d been fighting a rhino. He had bruises on his forearms and his clothes were sweat soaked.

      "What were you doing?" she asked, staring at him..

      He shrugged. "Just working out."

      "You were gone for three hours."

      "Are you keeping tabs on me now?" he snapped, as he sat on his own bed to untie his shoes.

      His words stung. Connie had no idea why he was being such a dick to her lately. Making a little distance between them was fine, but she wasn’t going to put up with him sniping at her all the time. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood up, hands already on her waist as she approached him. "Listen, I don’t know what your problem is, but you have no right to speak to me like that."

      He looked up slowly when she’d finished, and then stood to tower over her, but she didn’t back down.

      "Don’t you know why I’ve been so snippy?"

      She crossed her arms under her breasts and raised an eyebrow. There had better be a good reason, and PMS wasn’t going to cut it.

      "Every time I look at you, every time you speak, even when you move." He bent over and clutched his knees for a moment before straightening back up. "All I can feel is your body in my hands, your lips on my mouth, your taste. I can’t get you out of my head. I’m not trying to take my frustration out on you. I’m just trying to make it through the day and finish this job."

      Anger began to well inside her chest, a deep burning ache right over her heart. "You don’t think this is hard for me too? You don’t wonder how I feel at all? I’m the one who has to pretend to like this creep and not like you."

      He shook his head. "It’s not the same, Constance. You don’t have a vow to keep."

      He did not just say that! "Oh, that’s right, I didn’t make a vow and yet...somehow I am still keeping yours."

      She threw up her hands and stalked back over to her own space.

      How could he think this whole thing was easy for her? Just because she could go out and screw any man she wanted didn’t mean the whole situation wasn’t her problem as well. The nerve of him to think he meant to so little, that she threw herself on men often enough a little kissing and some almost soul mating didn’t affect her.

      "Constance," he said. Her name almost a plea.

      She looked back over to him from staring at the wall. Tears burned at the corner of her eyes, but she willed them to stay put and not fall. "What?"

      "I just don’t know what to do. I can’t make this ache for you stop and I can’t give into it either. I thought maybe if you started to hate me it might make it easier."

      She snorted. "Yeah, because you make every decision for us, right? You have no right to choose whether I hate you, love you, or want to fuck you. My emotions are my choice. Don’t think for one second you can try to influence them."

      She wanted to slap him and kiss him, all at the same time, but she did neither, simply stared at him, holding her tears and heartbreak inside. "I have to get ready," she whispered, after a long heavy silence.

      He nodded and went into the other room.

      Connie swallowed, grabbing the dress that mocked her from its hanger, then went into bathroom.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Noah Hannock seemed to be a stickler for punctuality. He knocked on her door exactly two minutes early. Thankfully she was already dressed and wrapped up in her coat.

      He stepped into the room and kissed her on the cheek softly.

      Bugs could have crawled from her mouth and she might have enjoyed it more, but she plastered a smile on her face.

      "I can’t see what you’re wearing, but I do believe you would look ravishing in anything, my dear," he said, as he spun her around in a little twirl.

      The man himself was dressed in a tuxedo complete with tails. If only he had a clue about her plans.

      "Noah, darling, do you mind if we do something different tonight?"

      His forehead wrinkled "My dear, what do you have in mind?"

      Connie swallowed, not letting her nerves show, and unbuttoned her trench coat to reveal her barely clad body.

      Noah’s mouth hung open in shock. It was the first real emotion she’d seen him display.

      "I thought we could go somewhere this outfit might be more...appropriate," she said, leaning in so he could catch the throaty tone of her voice. He seemed speechless as she inched closer. She dropped her voice to a whisper and wrapped her hands around his neck, leaving her coat open to his eyes. "There are rumor you know some of the best underground clubs in the city."

      He swallowed, and Connie watched his Adam’s apple bob as he tried to get a word out. She knew she had him.

      "Of course I do, my dear," he said, his voice cracking toward the end.

      Connie removed her arms from around his neck, opened the door, and walked out. Noah followed on her heels and despite the fact she wanted to punch Mikon she was glad she could at least make one man drool over her, even if his regard was enough to make her physically ill.

      They climbed into Noah’s waiting car, and then he leaned forward and whispered something to the driver who nodded in return.

      Connie looked out the window, pretending she wasn’t craning to hear every syllable.

      "This is an interesting surprise," Noah said, breaking the silence.

      Connie turned toward him and smiled wide. "Well, I wanted to do something different and this town is known for its underground nightlife. When a little birdie whispered that you might know a place or two all I thought about were ways to convince you to take me."

      Noah nodded. "Sure. I just had no idea you liked such things."

      She trailed a hand over his knee. "There are a lot of things I enjoy you probably don’t know about."

      The same glassy expression he wore earlier entered his eyes, and Connie reveled in it. She held him in the palm of her hand, and she couldn’t wait to crush him there.

      The trip into the dark alleys outside the safety zone was uneventful. Connie watched as the buildings grew progressively more dilapidated the further out they got. She even caught a glimpse of the half sunken Brooklyn Bridge. She read somewhere it was destroyed by a Russian spy during the war. It was hard to get true accounts so far after the events though, especially with the church having to approve every book written and published.

      Mikon would probably know what happened to the bridge. Connie swallowed down her regret at how things were going with him. They needed to have a talk when she got back.

      Noah jerked her from thoughts of the Reaper as the car pulled to a stop in a dark alley. Brick walls crowded close outside the car but she couldn't see any trash and the buildings looked in decent repair. All strange things for a place outside the safe zone.

      She followed Noah out of the vehicle and held tight to his forearm. "Are we safe here, Noah?" Playing the damsel sometimes worked even better than the vixen.

      "Of course, my dear. We’re just going through this door."

      They approached a weathered red door with giant steel hinges. The paint was chipped from top to bottom, but the hinges moved soundlessly as they entered and closed the door behind them.

      It only took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, and the sight she beheld as she entered certainly wasn’t mainstream. There were half-naked women on the stage dancing to jazz numbers. The entire place looked like it belonged in a history book and yet it was breathtaking. The stained glass and mirrors behind the bars shone clean in the dim lighting and the wood stools and countertops all gleamed as if they’d just been shined.

      Noah led her to the bar on the far long wall, and she sat on a stool as he bellied up to the counter. The bartender brought them two drinks and Connie stared at hers warily. She didn’t have Mikon to get her out of another drugging.

      Noah must have noticed her unease because he leaned down and said, "it’s perfectly safe, I assure you. I would never do anything to harm you."

      She gave him a warm smile and sipped the cool liquid. It burned in the back of her throat, but wasn’t entirely unpleasant. It reminded her of the licorice candies the old man she was sold to used to eat. The memories bubbled up from some long dormant place. His hands on her skin, his foul breath on her neck. He hadn’t been a bad old man. He hadn’t abused her, but he’d never treated her like a child, always more like a trophy, something pretty to display and shine to his preferences. He’d seen her beauty and sought only to use it as a weapon. It had never mattered that she was an actual person with hopes, dreams, and wishes.

      She shook herself back to the present when Noah placed his hand, not too subtly, on her shoulder. He gazed down at her in the exactly the same way the old man had—and she hated it. The evening had become too much. She hopped off the barstool and gave Noah the biggest, fakest smile she could muster. "Could you point me to the ladies room, please?"

      "Of course. Just go around the bar. Second door on the left."

      Connie followed his directions. As soon as she closed the bathroom door she called Mikon.

      He answered after one ring, "Are you alright?"

      "Yeah, I’m fine. I just needed to..." She trailed off, unsure. "I needed to hear your voice, I think."

      "I was worried. Are you sure you’re okay? He hasn’t tried anything, has he?"

      She shook her head before realizing he couldn’t see it. "No, nothing. He’s the perfect gentleman," she said, sarcasm heavy in her words.

      "Be careful and get out of there as soon as you can. You know where the place is now. They can raid it. You don’t need to linger."

      "Okay, see you soon." She hung up then checked her makeup in the mirror. Her red hair made her skin seem almost translucent in the soft light of the bathroom.

      This was too much.

      She left the bathroom, and went back to schmoozing Noah and sipping her drink.

      A woman hung around the edges of the bar, often making eye contact with Noah. If Connie had been a betting woman she would probably say the woman was the manager and a personal friend of Noah’s. "Who is that?" Connie asked, pointing to her.

      Noah glanced up, "Oh, that’s my friend, Sera. She runs this club."

      Connie nodded, glad she could at least put a name with the report. "Noah, darling, I’m not feeling well. Do you mind if we go?"

      He turned to her abruptly and looked her over. "Is it too much for you?"

      She chuckled. "No, of course not. I just am not used to drinking and I think I have a bit of a headache coming on."

      Surprisingly he helped get her coat and immediately led her outside. He must want to keep her happy.

      They climbed in the car and she was on her way back to Mikon. The only place she needed to be.
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      The moment Mikon heard a shuffle outside the door he ran over and threw it open. The sight in front of him instantly caused him to close the door and stalk back over to his side of the room.

      Connie was kissing that man. Their lips were locked and it seemed like she was enjoying it.

      The door opened and Connie slipped inside, removing her coat.

      He remembered the dress and cursed out loud.

      "Whoa, watch it, man. You’re going to need to start writing a confession list," she said, teasing him.

      The words couldn’t properly enter his mind because all he saw was her kissing that...that criminal.

      "Did you enjoy it?" he asked.

      She looked up and met his eyes. "Mikon—"

      "No, I don’t want to hear it. How could you even stand it? You could have easily held onto the sheltered heiress card and not ever have to touch him, but you kissed him!"

      Connie took a deep breath and let it out slow, but he was beyond trying to calm down at this point. "If you want to start a fight, fine! But can you wait until tomorrow. I’m tired."

      "Oh, you’re too tired to talk to me, but not quite tired enough to leave him at the door with a handshake."

      That seemed to do it. She stood and stalked toward him, pointing a finger. "I’m doing my job. If you have a problem with that, keep it to yourself. If I hadn’t kissed him then I wouldn’t have been able to continue. He wouldn’t have asked me on another date because he would have assumed a disinterest. I’ve barely touched him since we met. Yes, I’m a mark, but apparently the church didn’t think about the "lost heiress" connections when they gave me my alias." Connie turned around and plopped down on her bed. The headboard hit the wall with the force of it.

      "What the hell does your alias have anything to do with it?" he said, still angry, trying to gain control.

      "My alias has put me on more than just Noah’s radar. I’ve had to field passes, advances, and calls from suitors all over the damn country. It’s why I changed my damn name and scrubbed my records in the first place." She put her hands to her mouth as if she hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

      It took Mikon a few moments to piece it together and his anger quickly burned down to a low simmer. "You mean you really are Prudence Acquitaine?"

      She threw herself back and put her hands over her eyes with a loud groan. "Yes, okay. My mother sold me to him when I was thirteen. I escaped when he died and the inheritance went to me without my knowledge. I found out when I entered the church, but by then they just allowed me to keep my new name and I never mentioned it again. Once I was able to figure out the archives I scrubbed the data so no one could find me. Only Father Reynolds and Bishop knew the truth."

      "Did he..." Mikon wasn’t sure how to ask her.

      Connie caught his train of thought fast though. "No, he did not. He just treated me poorly. I had a very unhappy and lonely childhood. It also was pretty hard when the whole world assumed he actually did do terrible things to me. I guess I should just be happy he never did."

      There was no easy way to ask a question like that. Mikon swallowed the fear that had threatened to overwhelm him when he thought she’d been abused.

      "Why on Earth are we always fighting?" Connie asked.

      Mikon had wondered the exact same thing. There was something about her that brought out this crazy protective person. "I don’t know," he said, instead.

      She sat up again, and he tried not to notice the low cut of her dress or the way it rode up her thighs, almost exposing her underwear.

      "Why can’t we be like normal partners? I know you hate Xander, but we never had drama, never fought, nothing."

      He snorted. "That was probably because he scared you a little. Apparently, I don’t do that to you."

      "Nope, you don’t really scare me at all. You need to work on your menacing Reaper routine," she joked.

      "I’ll try that on my next partner," he said.

      She stopped smiling and stared into his eyes. "As much as I hate you, I don’t want another partner."

      He stood then sat on the bed beside her so he could wrap her in his arms. Born Reapers were few and far between. With the other Reapers hating him for all the freedoms he had that they didn’t, and the one other born Reaper not even speaking to him because he’d felt he was better than everyone else, Mikon had always felt like an outsider. He still felt like an outsider, but now it felt like there was someone standing on the outside with him.

      She nestled her head against his chest, and he held her there, content for a few moments because she was also just as content. It radiated out of her like an aura, so strong he could almost taste it.

      "I’m sorry I snapped at you," he said. "I saw you two standing there and I got jealous. I know it’s your job and I shouldn’t have jumped on you."

      She leaned back to meet his eyes. "Why do I feel like we are always yelling at each other, then apologizing to each other? It’s like an endless cycle."

      He chuckled and rubbed his hand over his hair. "You’re so right."

      Tension grew as they stared into each other's eyes. Mikon was going to kiss her, even though he knew he shouldn’t. He leaned forward, just as his phone began to ring and vibrate violently on the bedside table.

      "It’s Bishop," he said, still only inches from her mouth.

      She nodded and leaned away so he could stand.

      The phone buzzed off the side of the table, and he caught it before it hit the floor. "Yes, sir."

      Bishop's voice cut through the phone loud and commanding. "It seems that this Hannock character has his hands on some relics the church is interested in. You and your partner need to find the location of these relics so that can be procured in the raid."

      "Yes, sir."

      Bishop hung up, and that was that. He always treated everyone like they were subordinate to him. Mostly everyone was, but that was beside the point.

      Connie sighed. "Great. Now our mission just got harder. Where do you think they could be?"

      He shrugged. "My guess would be his home or, if he has a secondary place, maybe the club you went to."

      "I guess I can just try to get information on all his properties and hope the squads can hit them all when we take Noah," she said.

      He nodded in agreement. "Maybe next time you can invite him in and I can try to read him. If you ask him the right questions while I listen, we might get more information. Although he’s very good at keeping a blank mind so it might not work. Worth a shot though."

      Noah Hannock was proving to be more of a challenge than either of them expected. They had underestimated the man. He had stolen over three hundred souls. Obviously he was very good at not getting caught.

      "We need an end game. He won’t sit idly by while I wear clothes like this and make him wait. He’s going to want to sleep with me."

      Mikon swallowed the jealousy that was clawing its way up from his stomach. He wanted to touch her. He wanted to be the one to lay beside her at night. For the first time in his life joining the Reaper Element seemed like the worst decision he could have made. He’d never expected to soul-mate, and he’d certainly never expected someone like Constance to enter his life. On the days he didn’t want to kill her, he thought maybe, almost—love?

      The thought took him unawares but the moment it settled into his mind it stuck and he couldn’t shake it.

      "Oh, Mikon?" Her voice brought him back sharply. He hoped his face didn’t look too guilty, but she was smiling as if she wasn’t sure if she should continue. "How did the Brooklyn Bridge collapse?"

      He laughed until his sides hurt. Not only was it a complete change of subject, but no one had asked him anything as remotely interesting in years.

      "Um," he said, trying to catch a straight face. "A book I read on the subject said a Russian spy who was captured during the war escaped, and then flew the plane into the bridge to stop supplies from getting into the city. I don’t know if it’s true but it’s an interesting story."

      Connie nodded. "Yeah, I think I read the same thing. We passed it on the way to the club and the first thing that came to mind was that you would probably know."

      He reached out and interlaced their fingers. The feather on her right arm drew his attention, and he met her eyes as he slowly reached out to touch it. She didn’t stop him, but her entire body seized up tight as if his touch would hurt her. He shifted his gaze to the mark. The black lines looked raised, as if the feather would be soft and downy against his index finger, but the skin was smooth, flat, just like the rest. He checked to see if she was all right but she had her eyes closed and her body had relaxed. "Are you okay?" he asked.

      "Yeah, fine. Usually that hurts me. Only the priests have ever touched my mark and it always hurts like I’d imagine being hit by lightning would feel like."

      "Why the hell didn’t you stop me then?"

      "It didn’t hurt. It felt...good. Like I could lay back and forget all my troubles."

      He let out a sigh of relief. At least he hadn’t caused her pain. There weren’t official, punishable rules about soul-marks but there usually were rules of decorum and you never, under any circumstances, touched another’s soul-mark. It was considered as intimate an act as walking up and grabbing someone's crotch.

      "I’m sorry," he said after a moment.

      "No, don’t apologize. It’s partly you now, too."

      He’d never thought about it that. He now held a part of her soul—and she his—but what did that mean for them, both separately and apart? A lump built in his throat at the thought of leaving her alone and never touching her again. It was something he had no desire to contemplate.

      He decided he didn’t want to be without her, ever. If he had one long life to live he wanted to spend it with her by his side. They may fight non-stop, but he’d rather spend his whole life fighting than living without her in silence. "Constance?"

      She looked up from where their hands were clasped. "Yeah?"

      "Don’t be alarmed, but I’m going to kiss you." He watched her eyes cloud over and her tongue dart out to wet her lips. He kept his voice steady and even, as if he were discussing the weather with Father Reynolds. "Then I’m going to strip that scrap of fabric from your body and make love to you until I erase any thoughts of another man from your mind."

      "But—"

      He held his hand up to stop her. "Do you want me?"

      She inhaled sharply.

      He’d said it on purpose. Using her own words against her.

      "I want you," she whispered between heartbeats.

      "Then you have me."
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      Her head and heart couldn’t reconcile what Mikon was saying. She wanted him almost more than her next breath, but couldn’t let him give up everything. The vow he’d taken meant a lot to him and to just throw it away for sex?

      "Mikon, I do want you, too. But I don’t want you to hate me for this later. You will resent this. Maybe not tonight or tomorrow, but down the road you will. I couldn’t bear to see you hate me."

      He squeezed her hand. "I couldn’t ever hate you. Even when we first met, I was such a dick to you because the second I saw you I knew you were about to mess up my life. Turns out for the better."

      Trying to talk him out of something she wanted desperately was difficult. She looked into his eyes and saw he was completely sincere. "How about we start slow?" she suggested.

      "Slow is good."

      She scooted closer on the bed, close enough that the scent of his aftershave and shampoo mingled with her perfume, creating a new scent, something theirs.

      The doubt threatened to stall her progress but she swallowed it back, leaned forward, barely grazing his lips with her own. She opened her eyes and met his as she deepened the kiss, sweeping her tongue into his mouth. There was no force, just gentle acceptance. Soon she had to close her eyes because the sensations he was eliciting with his tongue were overwhelming.

      He tasted like mint toothpaste she noticed, as she thread her fingers into his hair. The stubble on his chin added a new sensation as his lips took control. She broke away with a gasp, still clutching his head in her hands. "Slow, remember?" she whispered against his lips.

      His mouth curled up in a sexy grin, one dimple showing on his left cheek. "Fuck slow."

      Her eyes widened as he leaned into her space, taking it up, and forcing her back onto the bed. His weight was comforting as he settled between her parted thighs. Big men were sometimes deceptive. They looked like they weighed as much as a horse, but when vertical it meant nothing. She put a hand on his chest, slowing his progress back toward her lips. "Mikon."

      "What?" he said, looking into her eyes. It helped they were now on the same level.

      "How long has it been since you found yourself...in this particular situation?"

      He chuckled. "Well, if you’re asking when I last had sex, it was before starting with the church. So...three years ago?"

      She smiled. "You don’t seem rusty at all."

      "Just like riding a bike," he quipped.

      She slapped his chest then leaned back to capture his lips with her own, sweeping her tongue into his mouth after the first brush.

      His hands inched up her outer thigh under her dress, burning a path. It only took a few moments before she couldn’t stand the cloth touching her skin.

      She pushed him back and sat up. "Take off your clothes," she said, reaching behind her to unzip the dress.

      "Yes, ma’am." He gave her a mock salute before grabbing his t-shirt from behind his head and lifting it up and over in one smooth sweep.

      After she got the zipper down she held the front of the dress close, suddenly self-conscious. What if he didn’t find her sexy? The thought grew big in her mind as she looked up at him. His body was amazing. It was like he channeled all of that sexual energy into working out. He had defined pecs and abs all the way down to a neatly trimmed happy trail into his shorts.

      "I already think you’re the sexiest woman alive," he said, interrupting her pity party. "Let me see you." Gently, he clasped her dress and helped her wriggle it off. He tossed it to the floor and stared at her body, completely naked save the scrap of lace underwear.

      She waited for his response, nerves threatening to choke her.

      "Beautiful."

      There was no time to recover. He leaned down and captured her nipple in his mouth. The sensation shot straight to her core, already growing wet.

      The man had a mouth on him. I wonder what else he might be good at?

      He let go of her nipple with a soft bite and trailed kisses down to her belly. "Let me show you," he said, answering the question she never asked.

      He nibbled his way down her stomach and bit her inner thigh softly before parting her legs further. Without any warning at all, he ran his tongue from her opening to her clit in one hard smooth pass right over her panties.

      "Holy fuck," she gasped, her hands immediately clutching the covers she could reach.

      He ripped her underwear and pulled it away before repeating the pass of his tongue a few more strokes. By the time he moved up, parted her lips to focus on her clit, her knees were shaking so hard she was afraid she might hit him in the head.

      "Relax," he whispered against her wet skin, his breath causing another wave of pleasure to roll through her.

      "Mikon, please. I don’t want to come in your mouth. I want you inside me."

      He did as she asked, kissing his way back up her body until his lips met hers again. She tasted herself on his mouth, and it had to be the sexiest thing any man had ever done.

      "Have you had the inoculations?" she asked, thinking they probably should have talked about this beforehand.

      "Yes, I got them when I was a teenager."

      "Me, too," she said.

      He nodded.

      There were no other barriers, and Connie could think of no other reason to postpone the inevitable. She wanted to wrap every inch of herself around him while he buried himself inside her.

      He sat back and removed his shorts and underwear. Connie got her first sight of him and he was absolutely beautiful. Not too long, but thick and flushed pink, a bit of precum already beading at the head.

      There was a pause. He looked down at her, and she couldn’t read his face.

      "Regrets? Do you want to stop?" she asked. Praying, even though she shouldn’t have been, that he wouldn’t stop now.

      "No." He shook his head. "I’m just memorizing this moment and the way you look, turned on and wet for me."

      "Well, that was a good answer," she said, laughing.

      He settled between her thighs again, the head of him poised at her entrance.

      "No regrets?" he asked.

      "No regrets."

      Slow and careful he entered her, and they both held their breath until he was fully seated within. He felt even bigger inside than he looked on the outside. She was stretched almost to the point of discomfort, but she didn’t want to make him nervous.

      He met her eyes. "You okay?"

      She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Even the tiny movements he made as he held some of his weight up was about to drive her over the edge. It had been so long since she’d had sex she wasn’t going to last long at all. "Mikon, please. Move."

      He nodded, holding his chest off her so she could look down between their bodies. Staring at the full length of his sexy form, seeing his cock move in and out of her was too much for her overloaded senses, and she could feel the start of her orgasm sparking. "Mikon, I need you to put your weight down and fuck me hard and fast, please."

      He did exactly as she asked, placing a hand on her shoulder for leverage as he slid in and out, increasing the tempo.

      Within seconds she fell into her orgasm. It didn’t take over, it consumed her. Wave after wave of pleasure rolled from her toes to her head and back again as he pumped into her. He started to push out short ragged breaths as he clutched her shoulder tighter.

      "I’m gonna come," he said, groaning, slamming into her now.

      He bit his lip, closed his eyes, and exhaled as he pumped into her one last time. He held himself in the moment of his orgasm, his fingers long ago having bruised her skin and her hip. She watched him as he came, the aftermath of her own release still flooding her senses.

      Another minute passed, and he eased back, releasing her body as he pulled out. She felt the heat of his fluids seeping out as he rolled over and dragged her into the crook of his arm. Curled up with her head on his chest, she thought they could almost pass for a normal couple.

      They lay like that together until his arm started to fall asleep. He lifted her head and sat up. She gasped as she caught sight of his back. Before, his soul-mark had been white outlined in black. Now the lines and curves were black, edged in crimson, filled in completely with sapphire. She sat up quickly and looked down at her arm. It was blank, the only thing remaining was the small feather just below her wrist.

      "Mikon," she said, grasping for his arm to get his attention.

      He turned and looked at what she focused on and his mouth dropped open. In one smooth motion, he leapt from the bed and ran toward the bathroom.

      She heard his sharp intake of breath as he checked out the additions to his mark.

      The implications of what they had just done hit her full force. She could never regret it, but they should have thought about it more carefully. If she had known her mark would disappear, they could have waited until the case was closed. Now, she had nothing to offer Noah— and nothing to catch him with.

      Mikon came back out from the bathroom and found her bent over, holding her head in her hands. "What is it?" he asked.

      "Can’t you tell?"

      He paused, staring at her, then reached out and placed his hand on her shoulders. Finally, he bent down and clutched her face in his hands. "I can’t hear you at all. Nothing. Silence." He laughed.

      "You can’t be laughing right now." She held out her almost naked arm. "We have nothing to catch Noah with now. How can he try and steal souls that don’t exist?"

      Mikon sat down beside her on the bed. "That is a problem."

      "A problem? I’ll say. How do we explain this to Father Reynolds? Sorry Father, we had to sleep together. We didn’t know it would screw up the entire investigation."

      "Calm down, Constance. We will figure something out."

      Connie ran her hands up her face and sat back. He was right. There was no use stressing about it now. It was late, they were both tired, and all she wanted to do was curl up in Mikon’s arms and pass out.

      He walked over and flipped the light switch. The darkness swallowed up the room as she lay back down and pulled the covers to her shoulder. Mikon climbed up and slid under then pulled her back into his body.

      She fell asleep against a wall of male heat and never slept so good in her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      Connie woke as the sun began to peek through the curtains. Mikon snored softly beside her, and she smiled, reveling in the warmth his body offered. He was so huge and yet so gentle with her. Last night had to have been the best night of her life. There were many things to consider but...no regrets.

      She quietly slipped out of bed, careful not to wake him, and padded on the balls of her feet to the bathroom. A shower was definitely in order. She flipped the faucet on and waited until it was so hot she could barely stand it then turned on the shower. It was a huge marble enclave with a glass wall to keep water from pouring all over the bathroom and big enough for at least four people Mikon’s size.

      She waited for the spray to heat up and then stepped under. It was unbearable at first, the water scalding her skin until she got used to it. Once she did, it was a nice hot heat seeping into her bones and relaxing away all her troubles.

      The shower was a place of wonder for Connie; all she had to do was step inside and she could think away all her problems. Some of her best thinking was done in the shower...and some of her worst. The last soul she lost was a result of a shower thinking session.

      Her souls were exactly the problem she needed to consider now. She didn’t have any more chances at life. There was only one left, and if she messed it up...nothing. A single chance to live her life was horrible. Tears prickled at the corner of her eyes, and she had to slow her breathing as it was starting to get out of control. She could barely make breakfast right the first time let alone her entire life. How did they deal with it before the Soul Program? Just walk around being extra careful and hope they didn’t die as they walked down the street?

      Just as she was about to grab her shampoo, Mikon stuck his head around the door. Her initial reaction was to cover herself, but with the events of the previous evening it seemed pointless.

      "Mind if I join you?" he asked.

      She shrugged. Never in her life had she showered with another person. Might be interesting and there was nothing wrong with seeing him wet and naked for a while.

      He stepped in and then ran back out. She laughed so hard her side ached.

      "Why is that water so hot?"

      "I like it this way. Just get in here. I’ll turn it down, only a little."

      He walked back in and stood at the far end until he could tolerate the spray. Once he was able, he squeezed under the main showerhead to warm up.

      "Hey," she said, as he nudged her out from under the warmth.

      "Come here. I’ll warm you up."

      She didn’t even have to consider it. It was like fate, the way they were drawn to each other. He wrapped her in his arms, and she pressed her cheek to his soaking wet chest and hugged him hard.

      "Are you okay?" he asked, turning his head so he could look down at her face.

      "Yeah, fine. I was just trying to figure out how people go about their lives with only one shot. I mean, any second could be my last breath and that would be it. How do I ensure I stay alive long enough to well...live?"

      "Well, you won’t just die walking across the street. You’ll share my pseudo-immortality. You won’t be killed unless by a relic. Well, unless I die. Then you’ll just be a human, open to the good Lord’s will."

      "That speech was not comforting," she said, still pressed to him as water rained down.

      He just held her tight and let her hold on to him.

      "Its morning and we are going to have to discuss Noah," she whispered, after a few blissful minutes breathing in the scent of him and relishing the fact that she was actually clutching his naked body after so long fantasizing about it.

      "I had an idea as I drifted off to sleep last night," he said.

      "Okay."

      "You know the underground artists who make soul-marks for those just starting in the business?"

      "Sure, but they aren’t any good. Anyone can tell they aren’t real upon close inspection."

      "But Noah already saw your marks and he would never expect you to need a fake substitute for it. It might work just because he knew you had them before."

      She pulled away and looked up at him. "It might work. At least long enough to get him to try and cement the theft."

      "Right."

      "Hurry up and get clean then. We need to get this done, cause I’m supposed to meet the bastard tonight for him to ask me something..." She held her hands up and quoted, 'very important'.

      "Well, if he goes where I think with that ‘something important,’ this case is way too easy. Why didn’t the Church take him down sooner?"

      Connie considered what he’d said for a moment. Of course he was absolutely correct. It had been way too easy to get Noah exactly where they wanted him.

      "Yeah, not a good thought," Mikon said, moving some of her hair back from her face.

      "Well, we can talk about when we’re dry. Clean up," she said, about to step out.

      He grabbed her upper arm and pulled her back into him. "Where do you think you’re going?"

      "To get dressed."

      "You really think so?"

      Connie hesitated.

      "You’ve never shared a shower with your lover before, have you?"

      She shook her head.

      "Oh, my dear."

      He drew her face up for a kiss, but she tried to recoil away from him "I haven’t brushed my teeth yet," she whined.

      "Too bad," he said, holding her face so she couldn’t get away.

      She struggled for a moment longer until his lips descended on hers and she lost herself to him. Even in the morning he held an addictive edge she couldn’t quite shake. It was as comfortable as breathing, and each pass of his lips drew her taut like a bowstring, her entire body singing for what she knew he could do for her.

      He pulled away. "You haven’t seen anything yet."

      She swallowed, waiting.

      He reached behind him and detached the showerhead from its stand and brought it down.

      Connie just stared, not comprehending what he meant to do. Finally she just asked. "What are you doing to do with that?"

      "Come here," he said, a slight growl to his tone.

      She sidled closer, stepping back into his arms, uncertain now, but knowing he would never hurt her.

      She nearly jumped out of her skin as he aimed the spray up into her intimate parts, her eyes flying wide when he found the spot he wanted. A damnable grin covered his face and all she could manage was a gasp as she clung to his chest and arms.

      The pressure from the water hit every sweet spot she had; in mere moments, her knees began to shake from the pleasure. Why hadn’t she realized she could do that sooner?

      He began to swivel his wrist to make the water spray curl up against her clit, as if his tongue were actually touching her. It was her undoing. Her orgasm exploded inside, and he had to hold her up so she didn’t sink to the floor.

      "Where in heaven or hell did you learn to do that?"

      He just grinned. "A gentleman never kisses and tells."

      There was such a look of satisfaction on his face for the small act of bringing her pleasure. That alone was a gift to her.

      "Do you want me to..." She gestured to him.

      "No, we don’t have time. I can wait until tonight." He planted a quick kiss on her lips, turned her to exit the shower, and slapped her ass to drive her out.

      She left, grabbing the towel off the rack. "I’m going to kick your ass for that later," she called as she left the bathroom.

      She dressed so he wouldn’t try to force more sex on her before they could solve their problem. Force was a strong word. Coax her into more sexual situations, where their judgment might be clouded, was a better thought.

      At least she now knew she wasn’t the only one who felt that Noah had given in way too soon. Usually she only carried her knife latched to her thigh, but if she spent any more time with Noah, without Mikon, she might think of carrying a stronger weapon. Guns had been outlawed after the war. Knives where what most detectives carried. Anyone partnered with a Reaper didn’t concern themselves. No one stood up to them.

      For a moment she considered what it might be like to stand up to Noah with Mikon at her side, even more so now that they were lovers. He could easily take out the bad guys because most wouldn't assume him a Reaper as not many people outside the church had much experience with born Reapers.

      Mikon came out of the bathroom butt naked, rubbing a towel over his head.

      "It’s going to take me awhile to get used to this casual nudity thing, Mikon," she said, but couldn’t peel her eyes away from him. "Are you worried about letting Father Reynolds and Bishop know about us?" she asked.

      He approached and knelt down in front her, dropping the towel by his side. "No, we’re soul-mated. There is nothing shameful in that. Yes, the act that led us to be soul-mated did break a vow and I’ll pay penance for that, but in the eyes of the church we belong together."

      Connie swallowed, still uncertain and nervous about the whole thing. She would feel better once everything with Noah was wrapped up and done with.

      "Let me get dressed so we can get out of here. I can hear your brain screaming at me to hurry up, even if I can't hear your thoughts anymore."

      She shook herself. "Sorry."

      "Buck up," he said, "I’m sure there will be someone around for you to hit soon."

      She laughed. "Goodness, I hope so. It’s not that I didn’t enjoy last night or having you in my arms. It’s the uncertainty of our situation, the frailty of my life now, and the fact that since we talked about Noah being too easy to catch I have this terrible feeling in my stomach. Like something bad is about to happen and I won’t be able to stop it."

      He finished buttoning his pants and sat on the bed to wrap his arms around her. "I know we might have moved too fast. I know you’re scared and so am I. We just have to take each day and see what happens. If we worry and look to the future we can’t enjoy the now.
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      Noah Hannock had found the solution he’d been seeking for almost ten years. His twin sister lay alone and sick in her bed while he’d been out in the world trying to find a way to heal her. An unexpected visitor had given him the answers he sought so desperately.

      The scotch he clutched in his hand shook slightly, the ice inside hitting the glass. So close to a solution after such a long time, his heart ached with the joy of it. There were risks, of course, but he took them every day.

      He wouldn’t even ask Tanya for permission. He’d just do it. If it worked, then he could keep her safe by his side forever; if not, then he would join her down the twisty road of death and hope someone took mercy on his tainted souls.

      "Mr. Hannock?" A woman in her late forties approached him. His housekeeper. "A message was delivered all it said was 'be ready, one hour.'"

      "Yes, thank you."

      She departed and he smiled. It was almost too good to be true.

      A few moments passed as he sipped his drink in silence. Maybe when it was all over he’d take the little bitch anyway. Prudence or Constance, whatever her name was. He could take her for his whore and destroy every part of her for anyone else. He realized he might be jealous of the Reaper. She gave that man so easily what he himself had to work for, even if it was never real..

      Her acting had been phenomenal. The way she’d slapped him after he tried to drug her. Genius move. He’d wanted her more in that moment than any woman he’d laid eyes on. But her Reaper...Noah had seen the love in his eyes the first night and knew he had the chance he’d been waiting for. He’d played along with them, intent on taking their souls, never dreaming they were church officials until his informant arrived. It made the entire situation so much easier. He had the means, the men, and it was time to see it through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Connie stared down at her forearm, the fake mark ugly against her skin. It looked weird and felt even worse; unnatural and dirty, like she’d spent the night sucking back cigarettes.

      "I don’t like this, Mikon," she said, as they rode back to the hotel.

      "I know, but it’s only for a short time until we can catch Noah. Hopefully you can bag him tonight. I hate to tell you this, but maybe turn up the erm...charms."

      Connie frowned at him severely. "You want me to sleep with him?"

      "Goodness, no, Constance. Just pretend like you will and get what you need out of him. As a man addicted to your wiles, I know they are hard to resist when you actually try to get attention with them."

      "Mikon, are you remarking on my breasts?"

      His eyes grew round like he knew he stood on dangerous ground. "Just all of you. You’re intoxicating Connie." He reached out and grasped her hand, lifting it for a kiss.

      Connie only allowed it because she knew for some reason she was geared up for a fight with him. Which might not be a bad thing since they could try the make-up sex.

      "Why do you want to fight with me today?"

      She grinned. He knew.

      "I don’t know. It seems to be my default when I’m nervous and I doubt we are going to pull this off, even more so with this thing on my arm."

      "What do the fathers say when you feel like this?"

      She took a deep cleansing breath and thought of Father Reynolds' melodic voice. "Father Reynolds says 'God will provide.'"

      "Then trust it and stop worrying about it."

      "But I’m so much more damn fragile now."

      "Then take your service weapon."

      "A knife is not going to help me against these people. I honestly wouldn’t put it past them to have guns."

      "You think so?"

      She shrugged. The operation was intense by the look of Noah’s club. It wasn't just the dancing girls. She’d also noticed prostitutes leading men to back rooms and the illegal booze they'd served at the bar. She hadn’t seen any guns, but not many had them these days. Once the war ended the church banned them all and destroyed any they could find. It had been a mortal sin to carry one since the late 2000’s.

      "It’s possible."

      "Well, you know how to fight. They think you’re a socialite, not a church investigator. It’ll give you an advantage."

      Mikon had a point. They expected a frail and fragile woman, not a tried and tested investigator. It would buy enough time to get away if the situation required. Resolve settled low in her gut, and she recalled the picture of Noah’s last victim. No, she would bring this bastard down if it happened to be the last thing she did.

      She sighed, letting out a long breath on her exhale. "I can do this. I will do this."

      He grabbed her face, almost in a bruising grip forcing her to look at him. "You will not get yourself killed. That is not an option. Do you understand?"

      The midnight quality had entered his tone.

      "It’s not exactly what I would choose, Mikon."

      "If it comes down to you taking him down or you living? Let. Him. Go."

      She swallowed and stared into his beautiful eyes. "I’ll do what I need to. You have to accept that this is me. This is who I am. I believe in what I do to the depths of my soul and I know you can see it when you look at me. So how can you ask me to go against something in my very nature?"

      He pressed a hard kiss to her forehead. "I know," he whispered. "I wish I could make you see. Tell you—"

      The car jolted violently, throwing the pair against the far door. Connie had enough time to hold on to Mikon as the vehicle rolled over and slid into building.

      Connie blinked back the haze that threatened to drag her under and looked to Mikon, who had his arm pressed over the front of her chest.

      He met her eyes and she knew a bone deep relief. "You okay?" he asked.

      "Yeah, fine," she said.

      Mikon slid his hand up to the driver, and touched his neck. He bowed his head and then the driver woke gasping for breath. Mikon whispered softly,"it’s okay. You’re safe," in an effort to comfort the recently deceased man.

      Mikon sat back and unsnapped his belt, before pushing past Connie to open the door. She climbed out ahead of him, but stayed crouched behind the car. No telling who or what was out there and why they’d gotten in an accident. Not enough people drove cars for there to be accidents.

      Connie slid over so Mikon could get out and hide behind the toppled vehicle.

      "Well, I didn’t see who it was," Mikon said, looking at the way the car had gone.

      "I didn’t either. My head was too busy meeting the window." She reached up and touched a tender spot where her head had been thrown against the glass.

      "I’ll call another car," Mikon said, as he fished his phone from his pants pocket.

      Before he could flip it open a car stopped right next to them.

      Bishop stepped out. "Get in the car," he said. His voice seemed loud and menacing even though he barely spoke above a whisper.

      Connie shook off another black out before walking to the car. As she climbed in, she realized her hands were shaking, and her heart hadn’t even begun to calm down.

      "Where are you going?" Bishop asked.

      Once enclosed with him in a confined space, she felt cold, bereft of warmth completely. She wanted to curl into Mikon for warmth but they weren’t ready to explain the mating to Bishop yet.

      "Little girl, I know you have mated with my Reaper. No need to think any more on my account," Bishop said.

      She cursed herself for her lack of control. Mikon needed to teach her that little party trick. Since Bishop already knew, she huddled into Mikon anyway, casting her glance across the space to meet Bishop's eyes. It was as defiant to him as she would ever get in her life—and it felt damn good.

      "Why do you dislike me so?" He cut into her thoughts, drawing her in a conversation.

      "It’s not that I don’t like you. It’s just that you feel unnatural, I guess. Whenever I’m around you things just don’t feel right."

      "Don’t feel right, how?"

      "It feels like you suck the heat from the room. Like you don’t belong amongst the living. Like you died some time ago and shouldn’t be here."

      He tilted his head and regarded her.

      She built the courage to look up into Mikon’s face. He maintained a carefully neutral expression. Definitely needed him to teach her his tricks.

      "You are correct, little one. I died a long time ago. Almost ten years now. Without divesting the secrets of the Brotherhood, however, I can’t tell you more."

      Mikon stiffened beside her, and she met his eyes again. This time he didn’t look neutral. He seemed shocked.

      "You’re companion is nervous because I rarely talk this much to an outsider."

      Connie gripped Mikon’s hand. "But we work together, why am I considered an outsider?"

      "By mating with a Reaper you are little closer to the mysteries that are heaven and hell, but you can’t know them as we do. You can’t touch them and taste them as we do. You will always be different."

      "That doesn’t make me any less. We investigators may not save your asses as much as you do ours, but our partnerships mean something. They are important. Neither party should have to feel constantly undervalued. Just because I don’t wield magic or some mystical force doesn’t mean my mind isn’t of value."

      Bishop just looked at her with black eyes as she waited for him to speak again. But it seemed they’d talked more than enough for one car ride. He dropped them off at her apartment without another word.

      As they climbed the stairs slowly, Connie kept getting dizzy. Eventually, Mikon just picked her up and carried her the remaining two flights to her apartment.

      He sat her down gently on the couch and got her some ice.

      "This vertigo needs to go away before I meet with Noah tonight."

      "You don’t think you’re still going to that, do you? Our cover is blown. There’s no other reason we would have gotten in that accident earlier."

      "We have to try. We have to find out. Maybe we can still salvage some part of this?"

      "Connie, it’s not a good idea."

      She put the ice to her forehead and closed her eyes. They needed a new plan. A new way to complete the mission without risking their lives. She took a deep breath and focused her mind on the problem.

      If Noah had sent someone to crash them, what was his goal? To end their pursuit of him? If that had been the plan he would have known they wouldn’t die because of Mikon’s abilities. He might not know they were soul-mated, though. So far, only Bishop knew.

      Her decision made, she opened her eyes and met Mikon’s worried gaze. "I say we still try for it."

      "What?" he asked, standing before beginning a familiar pace across the floor. "Before I freak out, which is highly likely, why do you think we should still try?"

      "He can’t know we’ve soul-mated. He can’t know I’m just as hard to kill as you."

      "So your plan is to go in and hope he doesn’t kill us? The backup plan being we are hard to kill so even if he tries we will be fine?"

      He leveled a shrinking look at her. The man could give some serious glares.

      "When you say it like that it seems stupid. My logic is, we test the waters. See what happens. It really could have been a freak accident."

      He ran his hands up over his head in frustration, causing the strands to poke out and take on a mind of their own.

      While she watched him pace some more he jumped and then plopped down beside her. "I know what the problem is. You have a concussion. You’re not thinking clearly."

      She thought about it and inclined her head. "It’s possible I have a concussion, but my thoughts seem fine to me."

      "That’s because you’re injured."

      Just as she was about to tell him off, her apartment door burst in and a trail of six goonish looking thugs appeared, followed closely by Noah.

      "Hello, love. Miss me?" he said, as he locked eyes on her.

      Connie made to get up, ready for a fight, but Mikon pushed her back down and held her thigh with his hand.

      "Now, what do we have here?" Noah said, pacing around her apartment.

      She didn’t want his eyes on her things, in her home, in her space. Again she tried to get up, but Mikon held her until she turned his face to look at him.

      He shook his head and inclined it toward one of the goons who held a short knife, almost like a spearhead, in his left hand. The blade was inscribed with Aramaic. Connie’s brain wasn’t addled as much as Mikon thought. It must be one of these infamous relics she’d heard so much about.

      "How did you find this place?" she asked Noah who still perused her walls.

      "We followed you, of course," he said, poking one of her stamps with his index finger.

      He turned back toward them and stood next to the man with the weapon. "Who wants to play show and tell?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      Their cover had been blown.

      Mikon couldn’t think of a single thing to save the operation and barely anything to get them out alive. Connie shifted restlessly beside him, chomping at the bit to, no doubt, put her fist in Noah’s face. The woman did like to hit things.

      He assumed they’d brought the weapon in case he started reaping souls. Usually, in a circumstance like this, he would, but he couldn’t risk Connie. He could never risk Connie. He could feel each of their souls. Some of them were less criminally-minded than they looked, innocence radiating from them. How had they gotten caught up in Noah’s business?

      Noah, however, held no innocence. His souls deserved to burn. Every single soul he wore like armor had been tainted by his misdeeds.

      "Now, my little Reaper, we are going to play nice," Noah said, gesturing to the weapon his compatriot held. "Do you know what this is?"

      Mikon had identified it the moment the man stepped in the door. "It’s the Spear of Destiny."

      "Very good. Scholarly as well as roguish good looks. It’s a shame you’re going to die."

      Connie jerked up from Mikon’s grip and stepped up toward Noah. "You will not touch him."

      Noah smiled, one that could melt a woman’s heart and probably some men’s, too. He stalked toward Connie as if she were the easiest prey alive. "My dear, you are the only person I plan to touch."

      He reached out, and Connie swatted his arm away, hard, but it didn’t deter him. He reached out again. "Oh, my dear. I think you need a little inspiration."

      The goon stepped up and put the weapon right at Mikon’s neck.

      He watched Connie jerk away one more time before Noah gripped her waist and pulled her into him. The sight of her in his embrace ignited something inside Mikon. His Reaper abilities usually remained dormant until he brought them forward, but this was different. Something swelled inside him and he stood up, even with the weapon pointed at his neck. In the back of his mind he registered the man wouldn’t kill him until given the okay from Noah. "Release her." He heard the dark edge of his voice that came out only when he wasn’t in control.

      "Ah," Noah mocked. "It seems we have wakened the Reaper."

      Noah released Connie and she stumbled away from him. Mikon went to her and cupped her cheek, comforting himself with her safety.

      "Isn’t this beautiful. You’re in love." He seized Connie’s arm in tight grip and sneered at her fake soul-mark. "You think that would have fooled me?"

      Noah released her and Connie jerked her arm back. Mikon pulled her in close.

      "Round them up. We’re going downtown," Noah said, exiting the door before anyone moved.

      The man who appeared to be the head goon stepped up. "We don’t want any trouble. Come along nice and you’ll stay unharmed."

      This man’s soul was unmarred. He had to be about forty with a jagged scar up one cheek. Either he hadn’t had time to muddy up his current soul or he somehow avoided the murder and mayhem of his surroundings. Mikon pulled Connie in close and led her out the door, the man with the spear following closely behind.

      They trailed into a large limo, probably one of the last few in existence. Noah wasn’t inside however, Mikon noted, as he placed Connie against the far door and put himself on her other side. He wished he could still read her mind, feel her emotions, but she was nothing but dead space in his mind. He could feel the others, but their emotions ranged from scared to confused to downright sadistic. One of them has his eye on Connie, and Mikon made a mental note to rip the man’s throat out before they escaped. The sound of harp music blared from the speakers in a strange juxtaposition to the men and the weapons.

      Connie gripped his arm, and even with such a small touch he could feel the tension in her hands. They shook—and not from fright, but from controlled rage. Mikon put his hand across hers, trying to instill some sense of calm, but it was useless. He still wasn’t in control himself. At least she hadn't launched herself at their captors. He took a deep breath and started to think out the problem. What would Noah want with them? Why take them with him instead of just killing them both?

      Mikon leaned down and drew Connie into his arms, making it seem like he was comforting her. He put his lips next to her ear so she could hear him whisper. "We need to escape. There is no way this is going to end well for either of us."

      He felt the faintest incline of her head.

      "Best bet would be to escape from the car, but I don’t think they left the doors unlocked."

      She shook her head ever so slightly. So she’d already checked.

      "Our next bet would probably be upon our arrival between vehicle and our destination when they take us in." He stroked a hand down her hair, maintaining the image, and still comforting himself. She leaned into his hand. "Whatever happens, Constance, do not do anything stupid. You’re mostly immortal, but it would still be more than I can bear to see you hurt."

      "What do you think it would do to me to see you hurt?" she whispered fiercely.

      "I have other things to protect myself. You have five feet of anger and hair." She pinched him and he had to work hard to keep his face blank. "At least wait until you can get a weapon," he said, with another stroke of her hair.

      She wiggled in his arms, and he peered between them to see she had her service knife tucked into her pants. "You’re going to cut yourself."

      "I’m not a child, Mikon."

      "I know, I’m sorry." He placed a kiss on her forehead. He could feel the part of her attached to him. Her bright shining soul burning into his chest mingled with whatever uncanny force made him a Reaper. "I just want you out of this alive."

      "And I you," she said.

      When the car began to slow, he tried to peer out the windows, but they were blackened on the inside. Once the car came to a stop the goons ushered them out. They stood outside a dilapidated building in a back alley. Never a good place to be. There was no escape here.

      Noah’s men pushed them through an open door and inside a place that did not match the exterior. It was immaculate, with white walls and black accents like curtains, rugs, and shiny black vases centered on clear glass tables. They led them into a sitting room holding nothing but a black couch against a far wall.

      Once they were seated, Noah appeared again, his jacket now off and his shirt sleeves rolled up. He looked like he was about to start some serious work. It didn’t bode well.

      Mikon kept his face perfectly neutral as he cupped Connie's hand in his own.

      Noah dragged a chair from the hallway into the room, and then sat on it in front of them. "The situation is simple," Noah said, leaning forward as he clasped his hands together. "You’re both going to die."

      The severity of the situation combined with the cavalier way Noah said it made him want to laugh in the man’s face. "What do you hope to gain?" Mikon asked.

      A new voice, familiar and haunting entered the room. "Your soul," said Bishop.

      Noah’s lips curled into a diabolical grin. "You see, it was a brilliant plan. I needed one almost immortal soul. I can’t take it from a Reaper so..." He trailed off and looked at Connie, who was staring at Bishop with a seething scowl.

      "Fucking traitor," she growled at him, and Mikon gripped her hand tighter. "You know where the souls of traitors live?"

      "Better than you do, little girl," Bishop parried.

      "It’ll be my personal pleasure to send you there."

      Bishop didn’t respond to her taunts, only smiled his otherworldly smile.

      Mikon shifted to place more of himself in front of Connie who shot him a glare. "If you think I’ll just let you kill Connie, you’re wrong. I’ll fight until my last breath."

      "Oh, we know you will. But can you fight Bishop? That’s the question." Noah said, climbing to his feet and putting the chair to the side.

      There were four goons, as well as Bishop and Noah. If the head Reaper hadn’t been present Mikon would have been okay with the odds, but fighting with Bishop for the last couple of years taught him one thing: he couldn’t beat him.

      "Can we have a moment alone to say goodbye?" Mikon asked.

      Noah laughed. "Like I’m that stupid."

      "You just said it yourself. I can’t beat Bishop. There are six of you and two of us."

      One thing he knew that they didn’t: he may not be able to beat Bishop—but Connie might.

      In the time they’d trained together, he’d only beat her a handful of times and they were always cheap shots. She would have a serious chance of getting them out of there. If they could at least injure Bishop without dying themselves, then they could escape and warn the church.

      Noah regarded Mikon and Connie. "You have two minutes."

      They all exited the room and Mikon turned to Connie and wrapped her in his arms.

      "What’s the plan?" she whispered.

      "Oh, so now you’re letting me make decisions?" he teased, leaning back to plant a kiss on her full lips.

      She kissed him back, harder and longer than he expected. He had to catch his breath once she released him.

      "Go for Bishop. I’ll go for the rest. Connie...if we don’t—"

      "Shh, don’t. We will."

      "But—"

      She stopped his words with her fingers. "I know."

      He sighed.

      Noah walked back into the room, his entourage in tow. "So, Mikon, you’re up. You’ll die, then we’ll take Prudence’s soul. And then we’ll kill her too."

      Mikon and Connie stood.

      He’d had one night to hold her in his arms. One night to kiss her and make her his own. He didn’t regret a single second. His only regret was putting her in danger. He loved her. There wasn’t a single part of him that doubted it. He just wished he could have told her, so she knew how much. His chest ached at the thought of never holding her again, never running his fingers through her crazy mane of hair again. It was enough to inspire him to live, enough to give him the resolve to fight his best. "How do you think to get her soul once I’m gone?" Mikon asked.

      Noah answered like it was obvious. "Bishop will take it, of course."

      Mikon looked down at Connie, squeezed her hand—and leapt toward Noah.
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      Connie couldn’t focus on Mikon’s fight since she had a battle of her own. Bishop stood in the doorway like he’d been waiting for her all along.

      "Hello, Bishop. I’m going to take you down."

      "You don’t have the power to kill me, child."

      "Oh, but I have the power to make you hurt, to make you bleed, and that’s good enough for me."

      She didn’t hesitate, simply stepped up to him as if they might start a waltz, but instead of clasping their hands together gracefully, she drove all twelve inches of hidden steel into his gut. The shock on his face held a satisfaction she had no idea she’d been missing.

      A trail of blood dripped down from the corner of his mouth as she removed the honed weapon from his flesh. She settled back into a fighting stance. "Let’s dance."

      He grinned at her like she hadn’t sliced and diced his belly, and launched a right hook straight toward the side of her face. She dodged it and swerved as she dropped to the ground, taking his feet out from under him.

      He toppled, but not enough to go down. He balanced himself, as Connie jumped up and threw a roundhouse kick to his head, her leg coming up in a beautiful arc even Mikon would have had to stop and admire.

      Bishop did not. He grabbed her leg before she could complete the step and threw her against the opposite wall.

      The impact jarred her enough to make her teeth rattle, but she lashed the knife out toward Bishop’s hands and he dropped her leg so she could regain her footing. Connie took a deep breath and centered herself. Fighting is like sex. You have to let yourself go to the feelings, the movements, and hope by the end everything goes the way it should.

      He’d had time to regroup too but his face grew paler by the minute. Blood loss is a bitch. "How you feeling, Bishop? By my count you’ll pass out in two minutes or less."

      He laughed and punched her straight in the jaw.

      She would have dodged, but he’d moved too fast for a reaction. Her head snapped back and she stumbled, somehow still holding the knife. The impact made her see stars and her teeth cut into her lip. She spit a mouthful of blood on the floor and shook off the dazed effects. Fighting probably wasn’t the best idea after a concussion.

      He threw another hit which she blocked, sending a tingle into her hands.

      "I can’t wait to see what the brotherhood does to you once they find out about this. Both born and created Reapers will want to see you hang."

      "They wouldn’t hang me, girl. They’d dismember me," he said, matter of fact, before attempting to get ahold of her hair.

      She slipped to the side just in time. "Ah, and I’ll have front row seats," she said, slicing a cut into his arm.

      She could hear the scuffle of Noah fighting behind her, but couldn’t risk the distraction to make sure he was okay.

      "You can’t kill me. I can’t kill you. Give up," he said, circling her again.

      "Never."

      He reached for her face but she ducked to the left and planted the knife in his belly once again. He grunted with the force of the impact, and doubled over as she ripped the knife out again.

      The man laughed hard, then dropped to his knees. "You’re a stupid girl," Bishop said, clutching his stomach. "I didn’t think, of all things, that you were stupid."

      She watched him warily. "What’s so funny?" she asked, unable to help herself.

      "Fate," he said, and nodded his head toward Mikon’s fight.

      She allowed herself to look this time, and the entire world slowed to a grinding halt. She could do nothing, not a single thing, as she watched Noah drive the spear into Mikon’s neck. A flash of light eclipsed the room and everyone turned their eyes away. When she could look again, Mikon was gone.

      A voice from far away, some other time and place shouted 'no' over and over again, but all Connie could do was stare at the spot Mikon had been, feeling her chest compress around the ruin of her heart. She hadn’t even gotten to say goodbye.

      The world snapped back like a rubber band and she looked at Noah. He stood with a smug expression on his face, and she walked toward him, calmly intent on ripping his head off with her hands and knife. He must have seen his death in her eyes because he took the spear and ran. She started after him, but didn’t get far. Hard bands gripped her arms before blackness took her into its bosom.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Connie came around slowly, feeling the sandpaper of her tongue and the bruises from the bindings that tied her hands. Memory swamped her hard and fast as she saw again Mikon’s face at the moment of his death. A hot tear slid down her cheek. She cried for the moments they never got to share. The laundry they would never fold together. The expression on his face when she was being a smartass.

      She looked around her holding cell. It was nothing but four bare walls enclosing her. The person who tied her to the chair had been excellent; she couldn’t even move. But little did they know she had a contingency plan for this.

      She pushed her face into the pocket on her t-shirt. A small blade sat at the bottom wrapped in cotton. She maneuvered the sharp metal in her mouth, carefully, with help from the rubber coating on the backside of it. Finally, it sat naked and gleaming on her tongue. She bit down on the blade as she stretched herself upward, then flexed her body in order to bounce the chair up off the ground. The chair moved slightly and she thanked God they hadn’t bolted it to the floor.

      There had only been a few times she’d been brave enough to play around with this maneuver. Once she’d had it down she didn’t want to do it again, as it hurt too damn much for her mouth to get all cut up.

      She took one long deep breath and let it out before throwing herself to the side, knocking the chair over with her still tied to it. Relief set into her chest when she stopped moving. The blade hadn’t cut her, and she’d landed exactly as she’d needed to.

      She wiggled, scooting on her side like an inchworm to the wall behind her. She just applied pressure to the back two legs against the wall until the legs gave out, folding inward, allowing her to slip her hands out from under the broken pieces. She brought her bound wrists to her mouth and used the blade clenched between her teeth to saw through the rope. Once her hands were free, she untied her ankles and stood.

      She took a deep breath, absolutely not thinking about Mikon. Part of her felt like he couldn’t be gone but there was an empty void in her heart.

      Suck it up.

      Noah would pay for what he’d taken from her. Purgatory and hell would seem like a joy ride when she was finished with him.

      Something niggled at the back of her mind, almost like she wasn’t picking up a radio frequency correctly. She shook it off as approached the door. It was locked but it was an old- fashioned lock. She slipped the blade along the door seam but nothing happened. "Fuck."

      Drawing a breath and holding it, she tried again. This time she felt the blade catch at the lock, but didn't move it. She let out her breathe and tried one final time. The lock gave with a jerk and she sighed in relief. She peered out into the corridor then quickly retreated. No one about.

      She palmed the blade, ready to cut anyone who crossed her path to freedom. Once she got a plan together she would come back for Noah. There wasn’t a single place he could hide. Bishop either.

      Somehow she got out of the building without a single soul to accost her. She walked down the street and realized she wasn’t far from Noah’s club, but she needed to get home, find a new weapon, and make a phone call.

      Running had never been an enjoyable experience for her, but she ran all the way to her apartment, where she carefully searched every inch of the place to ensure Noah’s goons weren’t lurking about. She found nothing save the lingering reminders of Mikon. For a second she didn’t think she could hold the tears at bay any longer, but she shook her hands and tilted her head back to ward them off. There would be plenty of time to cry later, once she’d given Noah’s head to Father Reynolds.

      She looked around for her extra phone, the one for emergencies, and dialed a familiar number. No one answered but she distinctly heard the tone of a number being pressed on the other end of the line and she looked down at the screen to find Xander’s face. Somehow she found it comforting.

      "Xander, I need your help. Can you get to my apartment, like, now?"

      He nodded and hung up. Always a man of few words.

      Connie quickly showered and braided her hair before wrapping it in a tight bun. No use giving them any advantage. Once she’d sheathed her spare service weapon on her thigh, she sank to her knees on the living room floor to pray.

      "God, I know we’ve had a contentious relationship. I haven’t always agreed with the plans you’ve made for me. I don’t ask for things often, but please help me keep myself together until this is over." Her voice broke and she swallowed another surge of sorrow. It’s funny how you can’t know how much you love something until you lose it.

      A soft knock broke her concentration, and she looked up to see Xander’s leather-clad form standing in the doorway. He didn’t speak, as ever, but walked forward and wrapped her in his arms. She clutched the leather of his coat and laid her forehead against his solid chest. No tears fell, but she held on to the comfort he’d offered before stepping back.

      What happened?

      "Basically, the cover on our op was blown, my lover took a knife in the neck, and I only have one soul."

      She looked down at her arm. The fake soul-mark had faded to nothing from the shower. All that remained was the single feather. She held her arm out to Xander for inspection. For the first time in their long history together, he touched her soul-mark. He sighed as she gritted her teeth against the bite of his touch on her soul-mark. Their relationship now came full circle. His touch on her skin sealed something between them. He’d fight for her and die for her. She could feel the knowledge pumping through her as certainly as her blood and heartbeat.

      He lifted his hand and staggered back, eyeballing her warily.

      She rubbed her wrist. "Oh, and I put my service weapon into your boss’s gut."

      Why?

      "Because he betrayed us into Noah’s hands and took Mikon’s soul."

      That’s not possible.

      His voice in her head made it seem like he had no doubt.

      "I was there, Xander. He betrayed us. I fought him."

      You fought him and lived? It is evidence enough of his innocence.

      She sighed. "So because he didn’t kill me, he didn’t betray us? Mikon is still dead, Xander. He might as well have killed me too."

      I’ll help you catch Noah, but I will not fight Bishop.

      "Can’t or won’t?"

      He shrugged.

      "Fine. If it comes to it I’ll fight him."

      We need a plan, Constance. You can’t just run off and save the world.

      "I’m not going to save the world. I’m going to end one. Let’s go."

      Xander didn’t move. Do you think you will kill him, Constance?

      She met the black vacant pools of his eyes. "Are you judging me, Reaper?"

      She’d both loved Xander and been scared of him when they’d worked together. Now he was just another guy on the street. After losing Mikon she felt nothing. Numb. Which probably was for the best.

      No. I’m telling you I won’t allow it.

      No, not numb. In a split second she realized she’d been consumed by rage with such fine precision point it blotted out everything else. "I don’t believe that is your call, Xander."

      I feel the void in you, Constance. I feel your missing half and I’d weep for it if I could. But it’s not worth the punishment. You won't become a Reaper. You'll be burned at the stake until dead.

      Connie asked the question hanging over her since Mikon had told her what Xander was. "What did you do to earn your punishment, Reaper?"

      That is not your concern. It is between me and Bishop.

      "Let’s just get through this alive, Xander."

      She waited for more of an argument but none came and she nodded sharply before leaving the apartment, him following close behind.

      He drove as she directed him to the house she escaped from.

      Xander would have her back if anything went south in there, but when it came to planting her blade in Noah’s chest he had no say.

      Not even God himself would keep her from her vengeance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      Absolution is a funny thing. Not guaranteed and certainly not earned. Noah stared at the sleeping form of his sister. Bishop would return soon and give her the Reaper’s soul. He couldn’t have been happier about it, but he’d seen his death in the eyes of Constance Grace or Prudence Acquitaine, whoever she was.

      As certainly as he knew his sister would live, he knew he would die. And it was fine, as long as Tanya lived.

      "Noah," came a soft whisper from the bed.

      "Yes, sweetheart. I’m here," he said, clutching her delicate hand.

      "You haven’t been to see me in a while. I’m happy you’ve come."

      "Of course. I’ll always be here." The lie hurt to tell her, but if she knew what he’d sacrificed she wouldn’t accept it. "I’ve brought someone to help you. Heal you."

      "That’s not possible, Noah. I know that."

      "No, this time it is possible."

      Bishop entered the room behind him. It was like hair standing on end or gooseflesh on your arms. It just didn’t feel right to be near the man. Noah endured though, for her sake.

      "Little one." Bishop spoke to Tanya directly. "When you heal, it will hurt. It will feel as if the hellfire itself has come to claim you. But don’t give into the pain. Ride it, and come out the other side."

      "Have you done this before?" Noah asked.

      "Exchanged a soul? No, I haven’t. But I am confident it can be done."

      "Confident is not certain, Bishop. It’s my sister’s life."

      "Yes, and this process is partly in her hands. Should she allow herself to be consumed by the pain, by the unmaking, she will be lost. Even I can’t retrieve a soul that doesn’t want to be found."

      Noah pursed his lips and took a deep breath. "She is going to come for me."

      Bishop met his eyes. "Constance Grace, you mean? Yes, she is."

      "She’s going to kill me."

      "I believe she will."

      "You’re on her hit list too, Bishop."

      "True, but there is nothing the soul-keeper can do to me that I haven’t already done to myself."

      "What did you call her?" Noah asked.

      Bishop didn’t answer, only turned back to Tanya.

      Noah sat down and let the man work. Bishop probably needed to concentrate. And Noah needed to focus on Constance—and what she was about to do to him. He would fight. He would fight until his last breath, but she would be angry enough to make it hurt.

      The sound of a heavy banging echoed through the house and most of its empty rooms. He didn’t think she would come for him so soon.

      Bishop looked up from his work. "Just in time. If she wakes up she will be healed."

      Noah walked over and kissed his sleeping sister on the cheek. "Fight for it, my love."

      They exited the room together and ascended the stairs to the main foyer. Constance and a Reaper stood in front of the door, naked weapons in hand.

      "Constance," Bishop said by way of greeting. "Xander."

      Constance met his eyes, but made no other move. Xander inclined his head.

      "Shall we take this into the living room? There is much more room in there," Noah said, gesturing to the room they had fought in previously. He saw her hesitate and thought he could use it to his advantage later. The death of her lover weighed heavily. She was acting more out of love and loss than out of desire for justice.

      They walked into the room together, Noah and Bishop preceding Xander and Constance.

      "How is this going to play out?" Noah asked, squaring off with Constance.

      "It’s not going to play anything. You’re about to have a pretty chest ornament."

      "Crude, my dear."

      Bishop cut in. "Actually this won’t play out."

      "Stay out of this, Bishop." Connie pointed at him with her knife. "We’re going to discuss your part in this next."

      "Constance, has your mind left you? When do you speak for the Church, the Brotherhood, or God?"

      "I speak for no one but myself."

      "You think yourself so important that you can take a life?"

      "I think Mikon was so important his death shouldn’t go unpunished."

      "So you’re now the Hand of God?"

      "No. I’m only me."

      He laughed softly. "But you’ve always been more. You can’t even feel it because of your heartbreak, but you’ve changed."

      Noah broke in. "So, am I dying today or not? I’d really like to get on with it."
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      Constance felt the anger swell up. She almost struck out at Noah until a gust of wind blew through the windowless room. A current of air swirled around Bishop who chuckled softly, drawing everyone’s attention.

      Noah asked the question. "What is it?"

      When Connie met Bishop’s eyes she knew something wasn't right. She reached out to Xander who bowed his head. "What the fuck?" she asked.

      "Noah Hannock." The voice came from Bishop, but it didn’t belong to him. It sounded like a collection of the midnight voices the Reapers adopted, like Mikon's did, when he lost his control.

      Noah took a step back from all of them.

      "Noah Hannock. You are charged with crimes against humanity, the Church, and the Brotherhood of the Reapers. How do you plead?" Bishop said.

      Noah cast his eyes back and forth between Bishop and Connie, but Constance had no answer for him. She was just as confused.

      "I think I’m supposed to say ‘not guilty’ but you’ll have to let me check with my counsel."

      Noah dropped to his knees after his smart ass comment, clutching his throat.

      Satisfaction shot through Connie for the first time.

      "You’ve already been judged, Noah James Hannock. Your plea was your chance to own your crimes. You choose not to, but it won’t alter your fate." Bishop gestured with his hands and Noah coughed, sputtered, and clutched his throat tighter.

      Connie realized what Bishop was about.

      "No," she shouted, pushing Bishop’s arms down.

      Xander stepped between her and Bishop and took a gust of air to the chest. He fell to the floor at her feet and she decided she'd had enough.

      "I claim this man’s life," she yelled.

      Bishop fixed his gaze on her. "You claim this man’s soul?"

      "I don’t want anything to do with his sorry soul. I want his life."

      "To take a life is to take the soul, soul-keeper. You do not know what you ask."

      Connie shook her head and gestured at Noah. "He already took half my soul when he took the life of my soul mate. I would take vengeance."

      "Vengeance belongs to me. ‘I will repay, saith the Lord.’"

      "Well, God isn’t here."

      "Is he not?"

      Connie stared at Bishop. She had no idea who she spoke to: heaven, hell, or something else. "Who do I speak with? Name yourself!"

      "Daughter of Rhys, you speak with the Brotherhood. The souls of those who have gone before."

      Her first thought was Mikon. He couldn’t be in there, could he? "Well, Brotherhood. I claim this man’s life. You can take his soul."

      "They are not exclusive. You take his life, you take his soul."

      Connie inhaled. So be it. "Fine. I’ll take both then, if that’s my only choice."

      Xander grabbed her leg, slowly starting to climb to his feet. Constance, you can’t know what you are agreeing to. There are consequences.

      Bishop spoke again. "If you wish this man’s soul you must reap it."

      "Reap it?"

      "Open yourself to us and we will show you the way."

      Connie stared into the black depths of Bishop’s eyes, hesitating for the first time. Her life was worth the risk, but was her soul?

      "You wish this man’s soul. You will reap it, and pay the consequences."

      "What are the consequences?"

      "You will be of us."

      "You want to perform a making on me in order to take this man’s soul?"

      "Not a making, no. An unmaking."

      Connie shook her head, and for the fiftieth time wished she knew where her Reaper manual was. "Xander, what is he talking about?"

      It is not for me to share the secrets of the Brotherhood.

      Connie took a deep breath, filling her lungs, stalling so she could think. Mikon’s face floated in her mind, the way he’d looked when he slept beside her, and how he always led to his left when they fought. The pain burned her chest and she pushed the memories back, locking them away inside her heart again. She stiffened her spine and returned her gaze to Bishop. "I’ll pay the consequences."

      Xander’s voice blared in her mind. No!

      A flash of light eclipsed the room for the second time that day and she blinked it away. A pain bloomed in her chest, similar to her broken heart. It only added to the burning fire of vengeance within her. Connie opened her eyes and saw the world clearly for the first time.

      Xander lay at her feet, his soul blossoming out from him, glowing red around his form. She looked up at Bishop and had to look away. It felt like trying to see a black hole, nothing there and yet everything. She shifted her gaze to Noah. Black oozed from his body like a thick tar. She could see their souls.

      Xander clutched her leg again, this time sitting up. A red string connected him to her when he removed his hand.

      She plucked it with her finger and he winced. "Sorry," she said. Her voice. Was that her voice? It came out husky and hoarse.

      "It’s the power," Xander said.

      She nearly jumped back when his deep throaty voice cut through her thoughts. "How are you speaking?"

      "I was always speaking. You just didn’t know how to listen."

      Bishop broke up the little reunion. "Soul-keeper, you have been unmade and you claim the soul of Noah Hannock for your own."

      She pursed her lips and tried to look back at the creature Bishop had become. "I do."

      "So be it. But know once you claim his soul, or any soul, you keep it."

      "What does that mean?"

      Bishop’s voice boomed through the room. "The sentence has been passed, the price paid. You will reap his soul and be done with it."

      The menacing figure disappeared and the usual Bishop stood before her. He met her eyes, before dropping to his knees and falling over. A thought passed through her mind. She could kill him right now and he would be down forever. All she needed to do was find the Spear of Destiny and Bishop could be crossed off her list.

      Xander reached for her hand. "I’ll show you."

      He led her to Noah who stared up at them, fear in his eyes for the first time since she met him, and all thoughts of Bishop were lost.

      "Can you really kill me?" Noah asked.

      Connie searched the depths of her heart and what remained of her soul, and she found she could. She wouldn’t take the pleasure in it she’d thought, but she wanted him dead. "Yes."

      She didn’t need Xander’s guidance. She reached out with her mind, latching on to the filthy stinking thing sludged all over Noah—and ripped it off.

      He screamed then collapsed face down on the floor.

      The filth clung to her mind like taffy. She couldn’t get it off, the residue making her feel dirty and disgusting.

      The gravity of the entire day hit her hard. She’d taken a life, reaped a soul. She met Xander’s eyes, seeing his fear just before the world went dark.
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      Connie ripped herself from unconsciousness through a fog.

      When she opened her eyes she looked around, finding herself in a hospital bed. She’d never been in a real hospital in all her life, only the church adjacent ones. She began to pull plugs and cords off her skin and alarms began to ring. Xander rushed in, followed closely by Father Reynolds. She looked at them both, the only two things she had in her life now, the only family she had left.

      "Constance, no," Father Reynolds said, gripping her hands tight, while Xander attempted to replace the sensors. "You must remain here for a few more hours until the test results come back."

      "What tests?"

      "The tests Bishop ordered."

      "Father, Bishop is a traitor. He’s the reason Mikon is dead. He sold us out," Connie said, returning his biting grip against his wrists. Father Reynolds jerked away from her touch and she stared at her mentor. He acted as if her touching him would harm him in some way. "Father—"

      "Constance, you sought vengeance on your own."

      "I sought recompense for my soul, and for Mikon’s soul."

      He sighed and produced a small compact mirror.

      Connie gripped it and looked at her reflection. Two thin black bands ringed her neck exactly at the center. A permanent mark on her skin as a reminder. Her eyes widened. "What does it mean?"

      "It means you’re now in the Brotherhood. According to the old texts, they are the marks of a soul-keeper. A form of Reaper that reaps a soul but keeps it, never allowing it to move on to another place. Neither heaven nor hell. You are, in essence, the same sort of being as Bishop. Give or take a few…” he waved his hand searching for the right word, “eccentricities.”

      Connie touched her neck. She didn’t feel any different and her skin felt as smooth as ever under her fingertips.

      Father Reynolds watched her from the corner of his eye as if it painted him to look at her full on, finally, he whispered, "it’s the price you paid for your vengeance."

      "How many other soul-keepers are there? And what is the significance of the bands?" Connie asked.

      "There are no other soul-keepers alive and each band represents a soul," Xander said. He lifted his sleeve so she could see the same fine lines circling his forearm.

      "But why do I have two? I only took Noah’s soul." She watched Xander’s face warily.

      "The other soul is mine," he said.

      Connie stared at him open mouthed for a second. Her heart began to thunder against her rib-cage. She accepted the penance or whatever for taking Noah’s soul and his life but she didn’t ever mean to cause Xander additional hardship. "Wait. I’m confused. You’re alive. How can I have your soul?"

      "Somehow you called my soul from Bishop’s care when I touched you. You are now my soul-keeper."

      "How many souls does Bishop “care” for?"

      He shook his head. "Bishop plants souls in places for keeping. You personally keep the souls you reap."

      "You mean right now I have Noah’s soul and your soul swimming around inside me?" The thought creeped her out even more than she expected. "How do I get them out?" She stopped. "No offence, Xander. I just don’t want this."

      Father Reynolds interrupted. "You don’t have a choice, Constance. This is the price you agreed to pay."

      Everything became crystal clear as she saw the entire situation from the outside. Rewards and consequences, although this whole situation looked a little heavy on the consequences. Killing Noah had been worth it though. No matter what it had turned her into. She stared down at the feather on her arm. "But that still leaves Bishop," Connie said.

      "What about him?" he asked.

      "He betrayed us, the Brotherhood."

      Father Reynolds jerked and turned fully to her for the first time. "Us? You’re already assimilated?"

      "I mean Mikon and I."

      "Ah yes, your soul-mated Reaper. I appreciate being informed of that, by the way."

      It was the first time she’d ever heard Father Reynolds use sarcasm but he continued his statement. "Bishop didn’t betray you. Mikon did."

      She shook her head. "No, I was there. Mikon died, not Bishop."

      "Mikon died because he chose to die. Not because Bishop gave away your proclivities."

      Confusion warred again inside her brain. "Father, please. Just tell me what happened."

      "Constance, I’ll grant you this one small mercy. Bishop got word Noah sought a soul-mated born Reaper pair. We had information you and Mikon might be a good match and we set it up."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean we set you two up to soul-mate, if that was going to happen."

      Connie shook her head. "How could you have known?"

      "The mysteries of the Church are not for you to know, Constance."

      "Once you soul-mated, Bishop contacted Noah, saying he wanted to exchange you two for the relics Noah possessed. Afterwards, Bishop spoke to Mikon, as the Brotherhood speaks, and told him why he needed to die."

      A hot tear slid down her cheek and she swiped it away savagely. "He chose to leave me? And now I’ve become something else, something other, in order to avenge his death, his meaningless death."

      "No, it wasn’t meaningless. His soul saved a woman who will one day become very important."

      Sacrifice. It always came down to sacrifice. Mikon betrayed her, not Bishop. She needed to get out. The world had suddenly shrunk and took her with it.

      She removed all the sensors and stood, wavering slightly. Father Reynolds moved to put her back in the bed, but she wrenched her arms from his grasp and ran. She didn’t know where or why until she found herself panting on the hospital roof. No one had followed her.

      The chill of the night air coated her skin but she barely noticed. She walked toward the edge of the roof and looked out over the crumbling ruins of a once great city. It mirrored her insides. All the solid pieces of her life now crumbled around her. The job she took so much pride in. Her mentor, her friend Xander, and finally Mikon.

      "You bastard. You fucking bastard. That wasn’t your choice. The moment we shared a soul was the moment your decisions became ours. How dare you," she said out loud to empty night air. "How dare you!"

      She screamed her rage, her pain, her grief until she clutched her stomach, her bare knees pressed into the cold concrete ground.

      The slam of a door caused her to look up. Xander stood there.

      "What do you want?" she asked, tears now coursing down her face.

      "I wanted to see if you were okay."

      "I’ll never be okay again."

      He stepped forward, "the Brotherhood won’t be bad for you. You’re not being punished. It won’t be a terrible job."

      "That’s not it," she whispered.

      "You loved him?"

      "Yes. Look what good it did me."

      "Love should never be regretted."

      "How do you know?"

      "I loved once. I loved so much that I gave up everything for it once it ended. I’ve known love and I’ve known loss, Constance. You don’t hold the vigil for those feelings alone."

      "How do you make the pain stop? I feel like my chest is cracked open like an egg."

      He placed his jacket over her back and adjusted it around her. "You wake up every morning and try to make it through each day without crying, without screaming, without tearing yourself apart. Every day that passes, it gets a little easier to do each thing until it becomes a distant memory in the back of your mind."

      "Just like that, huh?" she said, swiping a hand under her nose to stop it running.

      "Just like that. You’re alive, Constance, and that is more than a lot of people can say."

      She allowed him to help her up, and she instantly became thankful she had his jacket as the gape in her hospital gown was not flattering, even in the darkness. "You can call me Connie if you want," she said, letting him lead her to the door. "Mikon says you’re a bad person."

      "Mikon is right. I am a bad person."

      "But are you a bad person or are you a person that did a bad thing, like me?"

      He sighed. "My soul is yours. You can answer that for yourself."

      Connie shook her head and went back into the hospital. She didn’t have the energy or the knowledge to look for the information. "I want to go home."
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      Xander took Connie home and put her to bed.

      Lying alone on the covers she closed her eyes and sought that tiny connection to Xander, his soul she admitted to herself, that was his soul. It vibrated inside her like a harp string pulled taut. She focused her mind on it and suddenly found herself in a bedroom. It was opulently furnished with billowy white curtains and feather bedding. It looked rather comfortable. Until she stepped closer to the white sheets to see blood splattered there. A tiny hand hung over the edge of the bed and Constance jerked back and hit the dresser with a thud.

      She didn’t feel anything other than its solid presence against her back. Nothing moved, not even the curtains that looked like they should be fluttering in the sunny breeze. Constance swallowed. If this was what Xander was punished for then maybe she could understand why Mikon called him a bad person. Trying not to look at the pale lifeless hand she glanced over at the other solid form under the covers. It was bigger and Constance caught the sheen of brown hair fanning across the pillow. Was this his wife and child? How could he have murdered his family?

      The second the thought fluttered into her mind she felt Xander beside her. She stepped away from him. This was likely a dream but she had no idea if he could harm her here, kill her here. This man she’d trusted with her life, numerous times, was capable of this. She should have known, all the reapers were punished for unfathomable crimes, she knew that, and yet not being able to see them made her able to work with them, be near them. The scene before her changes everything.

      “How could you do this,” she asked him, unable to continue holding her tongue at such a display.

      “I didn’t do this,” he whispered. Tears ran down his cheeks in rivulets. She’d never seen a reaper cry like this. She found it a little disconcerting, well, more so than standing in the middle of a murder scene.

      “What do you mean?”

      He shook his head and pointed to the next room. Part of her wanted to end this nightmare. Get out before it was too late, before he took her too but she took this man into herself, there was no going back from that and she needed to know.

      She stepped around him giving him a wide berth and exited via a French door at the side of the room.

      This scene was worse than the last because she could see every gruesome detail. A man lay on the floor, shredded and disemboweled with what looked like a butcher knife. Blood spread across the walls and floor, sprayed out in fans and arcs. After a moment she had to turn away only see the form of the woman again. She took a deep breath and focused on her own self. Her eyes popped open to stare at her own ceiling but the face of the woman and the sight of the man’s entrails spread across gray carpet still swam in her vision. Xander sat at the end of her bed and carefully reached under her pillow for the knife she kept there. Even just holding it gave her a small measure of safety, of comfort.

      “Tell me what happened,” she said.

      He didn’t look like himself, in nothing but a t-shirt and jeans, sitting barefoot on the end of her bed. She could even go so far as to say he looked defeated.

      “It was August and I worked nights building the church downtown. Her name was Madeline and my little girl was Sophie. They were my entire world. I had to work nights and when I came home…” his voice broke and he dropped his head into his hands, hunched over. She could feel the sorrow coursing through him via their connection. “I came home in the morning to find that man…”

      He stopped himself again and Connie felt the urge to comfort him. She couldn’t until she knew all of it. She needed to know before she could accept this, all of it.

      He cleared his throat. “That man murdered my family in cold-blood. What he did to them was unspeakable. I stood there and saw him tuck them back into bed for me to find when I got home and something inside me snapped. I don’t remember most of it but when I came back to myself he was there, in pieces on the floor. I realized what I had done and I laughed. I embraced madness that day. The church officials showed up soon after and only a few weeks later I became a punished reaper.”

      He looked up and met Connie’s eyes. “I don’t regret it. Even now, after all these years of torment, I will never regret what I did to him.”

      Connie blinked and looked down at her hands, now clutching the knife in her lap. For less than a second she considered ending her own life with it, severing the tie she had to two murders. But could she truly judge Xander for his crime. If anything could be a crime of passion that would be it and yet the church didn’t recognize those anymore. The reaper ranks swelled with the punished after they abolished the practice. She gave him one last long look and lay back on the pillow. “Are you going to stay here?”

      She heard his whisper into the dark. “For a while to make sure you don’t do anything stupid.”

      When she woke it was to the sound of running water. She opened her eyes and thanked God that she and Mikon had never slept together in her bed. If she had snuggled into his scent last night she might not have woken up again.

      She sat up, her body sore from the fighting done in the last few days and, she suspected, from the strange magic of becoming a Reaper. "Xander?" she called. He was the only person who could possibly be taking a shower.

      She climbed to her feet gingerly and noticed she did not have pants on. She’d have to talk about it with him later. Xander wouldn't have tried anything, especially with her injured, but removing her pants wasn't on the "to do" list for anyone except Mikon. The thought of him hit her hard. A curious pressure built around her heart and she breathed through it and hardened herself to yell at Xander. If even for no reason other than to expel some of the emotion trapped inside.

      "Xander?" she said, pushing the bathroom door open. A damp cloud of steam billowed out and her vision cleared. It wasn't him inside her bathroom...but Mikon.

      Now her dreams weren’t even her own?

      "They don’t have showers in heaven?" she asked the apparition.

      "Oh they do, but they aren’t yours and they don’t have your body wash."

      "Ah, so you came all the way back to Earth for my body wash. Obviously."

      She smiled, loving him all over again. She reached out and wrapped her arms around his chest until her hands came into contact with something soft. She jerked back and looked at him again, cloaked in steam.

      "I thought I was mad at you. No way my subconscious would give you wings after what you did to me."

      "You’re not dreaming, Connie. And I earned these wings."

      "Come again?"

      "I earned these wings when I gave my life to save Noah’s sister."

      Connie stared at him, mouth hanging open. How could be so dense? She ripped the t-shirt over her head, and then grabbed his hand, bringing it to her neck. He touched it, but jerked back.

      "What did you do?" he asked, his voice wavering.

      She laughed and walked out of the bathroom. He followed on her heels. Just like everyone else in the world, he was selfish and didn’t give a damn about what he did to her. "You’re so proud of what you did for that girl. But what about what you did to me? Do you care about that?"

      "Connie, what did you do?" he asked, more of a plea than an actual question.

      She put her hands on her hips and summoned as much height as she was able. "I claimed the right to take Noah’s soul from the Brotherhood. Then I killed him."

      "No," he whispered. "No." His Adam’s apple bobbed and a something entered his eyes, she might call it sorrow, if the man had a conscience.

      She couldn’t believe he’d be so callus. He should have been the one to explain to her what would happen. Mikon should have been the one to inform her of this choice. "What did you think I would do? Go home and cry into my pillow?"

      "No," he said. "I was coming back. I was always coming back. I though... Bishop didn’t tell you, did he? He told me he would tell you. That he’d explain it so you wouldn’t do anything stupid."

      She shook her head. "He told me nothing."

      Mikon dropped to his knees before her, his wings sweeping out as tall as she was. She had to tear her eyes away from them.

      "Constance, I had a split second to consider my decision and that was it. Bishop told me I’d earn a greater reward. He said I would return. To save a life and come back? It seemed like a no brainer since he assured me it might be the only way to get you out safe." He reached out and clutched her hand. "Connie, please. I love you. I just wanted you safe."

      "Did you even think what it would be like for me to see you die?" she whispered. She turned her eyes toward the ceiling to battle the tears building there.

      He gripped her hands hard in his own and shook his head, "no, and I’m so sorry."

      Bishop. That bastard had everything planned out from day one and didn’t think for second to include the lowly mortals in his plans. Those schemes that would affect all of them for the rest of their lives. They were pawns to him and the breadth of his depravity became crystal clear to her. Bishop was never to be trusted. "Looks like Bishop got two novelties this evening. A female Reaper and an angel."

      "I no longer fall under Bishop’s purview," Mikon said. "I answer to Cardinal now."

      "Who the hell is Cardinal?"

      He shook his head, and she added it to the list of secrets they both had to keep. Her anger receded a little. He looked so beautiful and so alive in front of her.

      "What does this mean?" she asked, reaching out to stroke a feather.

      He gasped and clutched her hand tighter. "It means the obvious. I’m an angel."

      "What does that mean for us?"

      "It means I’m back and we can still be together."

      Connie swallowed and dropped to her knees as well. They stung as she shifted, but she didn’t notice anything but him. "But how are these giant things going to fit in my bed?"

      He laughed and swept her into his embrace. He kissed her once, hard, and let her go. When she blinked again his wings were gone. "No, I want to see them," she said.

      And they appeared again. She reached behind him, feeling where they merged with his back, and then rubbing the soft down of the feathers closest to his skin.

      He gasped and pulled her into him before dipping down to nuzzle her neck.

      "Does it feel good?" she whispered against his skin.

      "Yes, very good."

      Then she ran a hand up the arch of his wing while she pressed her mouth to his. He took the kiss deeper, meshing their tongues together until she came away panting.

      "It hasn’t been long, but I’ve missed you," he said, fisting her hair before dragging her in for another kiss.

      She’d lost him for a day and it was long enough. Nothing would ever take him away from her again. When he put his hands under her ass and lifted her with him, she was more than okay with it. And when he threw her on her bed, she wanted nothing more than his arms and his scent surrounding her.

      Mikon lifted his head and smiled down at her.

      "What? Stop staring at me and kiss me," she said, while trying to pull him back down to her lips.

      "I got you a present."

      That was a shock. She didn't remember the last time anyone had given her a gift, and Noah's bribe of jewelry didn't count.

      "Hold on," Mikon said, as he untangled himself from her and walked back into the bathroom.

      He came back to the bed with a book which he handed Connie.

      She sat up and took it, laughing when she recognized the title: An Investigator's Guide to Reapers.

      
        The End
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        Getting grandma out of the zombie apocalypse will take a miracle. Or two.

      

      Life is hard enough at fifteen…

      Banished by bad decisions to spend the summer with his great-grandmother, Liam Peters thinks his life is over. After all, Marty Peters is a tough woman to be around. Maybe she wouldn’t be so bad if she'd just take an interest in the modern technology he loves. Sure, she has some insight to her…but the woman is practically “pushing daisies.” Not surprisingly, as tornado sirens announce a city-wide emergency, Liam discovers why that term should be avoided…well…like the plague.

      When Grandma Marty tries to send him on his way, refusing to abandon her home, Liam sees his situation in a new light. Something deep inside awakens—and he chafes at the thought of leaving his 104-year-old grandmother to die. Armed with two tiny pistols and an arsenal of knowledge from his overwhelming zombie book collection, Liam realizes he could be the hero and accomplish the impossible: rescue her.

      With the interstate gridlocked, opportunist criminals looking to take what they can get, law enforcement desperate to keep the peace, and the military declaring St. Louis a war-zone, Liam and Marty find themselves wrapped up in a world of chaos and panic. But when the zombies begin to overshadow everything else, Liam comes to appreciate why there are no atheists in foxholes.

      Since the Sirens is the gripping first installment of E. E. Isherwood’s hit post-apocalyptic series Sirens of the Zombie Apocalypse. If you like to watch society collapse, zombie hordes bear down on the heroes, and skin-of-teeth escapes, you won’t be able to put down this awesome read!
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      Martinette Peters leaned against her oven and thought about hunger. She guessed she'd cooked tens of thousands of meals during more than a century of living, but this morning was different. She was off the script.

      These days her breakfast was prepared by Angie, the nurse who lived in the upstairs flat of Marty’s two-family red brick home. Bacon. Eggs. Toast. The same things she'd made for her the past two years. Every day. Without fail. But today Angie hadn't come down at her regular time and hadn't answered the intercom or her telephone. Marty waited as long as possible for her chef but soon thought about how to cook those things for herself. What was once second nature now required proper planning.

      She studied the cabinets, the pantry, and her cooking dishes. Everything she needed was far above. Either she was getting shorter, or Angie had intentionally placed everything on shelves out of reach.

      She walked from the kitchen, leaning on her cane. A bag of bread hung from her free hand. That, mercifully, had been within her grasp on the counter. The phone rang as she guided herself into her comfy chair. Her cane remained nearby.

      “This is the Metropolitan Police Department, City of St. Louis, with an emergency alert. Violent disturbances have been reported in multiple locations within St. Louis city limits. There is a risk of injury or death to any participants or bystanders. If you hear this message, we urge immediate evacuation to safer areas. Follow instructions from city or police officials in your neighborhood. Be alert for additional emergency messages. (Pause) This is the Metropolitan … ”

      Shifting in her seat, she listened as the robocall repeated through the answering machine. She screened everything these days, responding at her leisure, if at all. Despite having many friends and relatives, she seldom had energy for chit-chatting. At 104 years of age, she assured herself it was okay to be picky.

      The announcement finally ended with a beep, leaving her to her thoughts.

      Well, I'm not going to run for the hills!

      She glanced at the two-wheeled walker in the corner, tennis ball-swathed feet fresh and yellow—she hated using that big device. If she were going to chance an escape, which she certainly was not, she'd use the smaller, quad-footed cane sitting by her side. She despised that thing too, but grudgingly admitted it helped her get around more effectively than grasping at walls and furniture while patrolling the cozy single-level flat.

      Ignoring the robocall’s instructions, she resumed cross-stitching under the timeless rhythm of the wall clock. Angie would call sooner or later, and then the day would start properly.

      It wasn't long after the phone alert when she heard a great banging sound from the front of the apartment. To her hearing-amplified ears, it sounded like someone had fallen down the stairs leading to the upstairs flat. Over the years, she'd heard many things dropped down those stairs, including many by her grandchildren who just loved playing on them despite her stern warnings. She had also come to know the sound of someone tripping up the stairs, or falling down the steep flight. This was a case of the latter.

      “Angie, is that you?” she asked, though she knew her raised voice was still too weak to be heard in the front of the house, through a wooden door.

      Getting up, she patiently grasped her cane, pushing up on the armchair with her free hand. Normally it was Angie who would come down to help her when she had trouble getting out of her chair after being comfortable for too long. A quick buzz on the intercom was all it took. This time, she was able to make the transition from sit to stand unaided.

      She lamented that if someone up front was counting on her to help them quickly, they were in trouble. With her hunched back and sub-five-foot stature her gait was a slow shuffle at best—foot, foot, cane. It was, however, very steady most of the time. That, at least, would give the desperately injured some modicum of hope of eventual rescue.

      She hurried—in her own way—to the potential fall victim. At a snail's pace, she passed her curio cabinet and shelves of fine china in her dining room and emerged in her front living room. She steadied herself on a big armchair, then pushed off to the last stop, the interior door in the front foyer of her home.

      Lord help me move.

      Soft moans and scratching indicated this was indeed an emergency. She steeled herself to see the fallen victim as she opened the door inward.

      “Oh my, Angie. Are you all right?”

      Angie had bounced down the stairs sure enough, but a mere fall was the least of her problems. Her skin was ashen, and her eyes were bloodshot—or bloody, it was hard to tell—and her usual perfectly manicured hair was sitting in greasy knots. Her light-colored nightgown was soaked with sweat and stained with many red streaks and blotches from top to bottom. The fifty-something nurse looked almost skeletal, and her emotional state wasn't the expected embarrassment or agony from the fall, but instead...anger? Her right foot was unquestionably broken from the fall—it was pointing in the wrong direction.

      Why isn't she screaming?

      While Marty had scoffed at the warning on the phone, she was aware of the panic sweeping the nation and was certainly aware of the mystery Ebola-like sickness which so troubled many of her family members. They were at her flat just last night urging her to stay with them until it all blew over. She demurred, declaring she felt perfectly safe for the time being. She assured them if things got really bad she'd oblige them on their offer. Secretly she felt it couldn't possibly get rotten enough for her to leave. For someone who had lived through the Great Depression, World War II, Vietnam, and the War on Terror, she did not panic or scare easily.

      She wasn't panicking now, but she was hasty about shutting the door.

      “I'm sorry, Angie. You aren't looking right. I'll call 911 and get you some help.”

      Before she could get the door fully closed, Angie stuck her arm and shoulder into the void to reach for her, preventing a good seal.

      “My lands!” It was as close as she came to cussing.
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* * *

      A woman of 104 wasn’t going to kick or shove a person lying on the floor hard enough to get them back through an open door. It would be difficult for someone half her age, so she released the door and did the only sensible thing she could at that moment—she walked away.

      Perhaps it was habit, or maybe just a little bit of panic creeping in, but she went back into her flat rather than step out the front door to the relative safety of her front porch. After several seconds, she realized her mistake and partially turned around to see if she could still slip out—and saw Angie slithering into her flat, blocking escape in that direction. Angie had an evil look she had never seen on her friend's face before, and she was struggling to get off the floor.

      “Angie, you're hurt badly and aren't yourself. Please wait where you are and I'll call a doctor.”

      She considered her options as she pushed herself through her home, understanding that she was likely in mortal danger. Angie was probably infected with heaven-knows-what, though it was beyond her reckoning how anyone sick or healthy could lay there with a broken ankle and not make a peep. Working her cane with her left hand, her free hand was in her pocket holding her rosary. At her age, death was never far away, and the rosary was an important reminder of the faith she always kept close, but this was not how she wanted her story to end. She needed a plan.

      She could easily lock herself in any room of the house—a bathroom would be the best choice for now—but she didn't know how strong Angie might be. If she could survive a broken ankle and not complain, what if she could put her head through the thin wooden doors? The growling sounds of the sick woman behind her spurred her to continue without stopping to consider potential side routes.

      “I'll just be a moment, Angie.”

      She walked into the kitchen at the back of the house, looking around frantically for something to help her. Her heart was beating hard at the effort to simply walk at such a brisk pace. She scanned the kitchen table, the oven area, and the open door to the basement—her great-grandson Liam lived down there, but he was gone for the day to the library. She would never be able to get down all those steps. Her eyes finally fell on her impressive collection of kitchen cutlery, and she chuckled to herself at a funny thought.

      Maybe I could fight her with a knife? Ha!

      Her painfully slow progress brought her near the back door, the only real alternative left. Going into the backyard was a definite option, but that would put her outside her house for who-knows-how-long. What about food, water, her pain medications, the telephone? Could she survive until Liam returned? The shuffling noises entering the kitchen made up her mind.

      She slid out the stout back door, pulling it shut behind her. The exterior screen door slowly followed suit. The concrete porch was a flat, open space with a small awning overhead, providing limited shade for a few chairs and one large freestanding porch swing she kept around mainly for the grandchildren. She liked this flat for a lot of reasons, but the biggest was how few stairs she had to use. The bright-eyed Marty who moved in all those years ago never imagined she'd still be here at 104 with a disdain for steps.

      She hobbled, her back starting to flare up in pain, to the closed window near the back door so she could get a look inside at her friend. She had to put her face up against the glass to see through the glare of the morning sunshine. Her cane, with its four small feet, waited patiently at her side.

      Angie was right up in the window looking back at her.

      Oh, my. Poor Angie.

      She could see Angie had to be standing on her broken foot, banging herself against the window quite forcefully. The interior screen frame was already ripped and bent, but her greatest concern was how much pain poor Angie must be suffering from that injured foot.

      She moved away from the window to consider what to do next. She ran through a Hail Mary prayer, not for herself but for the more endangered soul inside. She sat down in the sturdy armchair. She knew she'd have trouble getting back up, but there was no choice but to take a quick rest. And think.

      A hedge separated her immaculate yard and well-tended flower beds from her less tidy neighbors on both sides She saw none of them outside, which wasn't terribly unusual. Most of the kids and many of the young adults were probably inside playing with their video games or whatever newfangled technology was out these days. Or they could all be inside suffering like Angie. That image hung on the air.

      “Those police called a few hours too late. I let Liam go out today without a care in the world. I need to get back inside, so he has a safe place when he returns.”

      It was time to save her own bacon and prevent her from becoming someone else's problem. She hated asking for help for tasks she could do for herself. Even worse was depending on others for things she had done herself but was physically incapable of doing now. A rescue, for instance.

      I'm starting to feel old. Finally.

      The tiny yard offered nothing regarding weapons—not that she had any desire to hurt Angie. If she could still hold one, a gun might be a useful deterrent. The concept of a cowgirl granny lifting a shotgun, heroically reentering the house, and chasing off the bad guy would have given her a laughing fit on any other day. Today it just made her mad.

      If she were ten years younger she might be able to sneak to the front door, open it, and lure Angie out—then run around the house and through the back door. Today, just walking to the front would probably give her a heart attack, and running from the angry nurse on the return trip would kill her, one way or the other.

      Her eyes fell on the garage.

      Can I get there?
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* * *

      She had mild difficulty getting out of her chair, but the banging on the window kept her motivated. At the far end of her small yard was her one-car garage. A small wooden structure she seldom visited these days. It had been painted a tidy white, had a sloping black asphalt shingle roof, with a tiny window on the rear wall as well as small portals on each of the sides. The walkway led down the center of the yard but snaked to the right side of the garage. When she reached the service door she made a horrible realization—the key was hanging on a wall inside her house! She had never cussed her whole life; it just wasn't her style. Instead of cursing, she prayed.

      She looked into the garage through the tiny window of the door and saw sunlight. The main garage door was already open. She noticed almost all the garages on her block had their bays open, many with detritus tossed as if sneezed out. She and many of her neighbors had been robbed.

      Looking in, she saw the previously pristine space was a tornadic blast of her belongings. She hadn't driven in twenty-five years and didn't own a car, but Angie's should have been sitting in front of her—it had been taken. So had anything else of value. The boxes of power tools. A couple of the grandkids' fancy bikes. The snowblower.

      It's June, for heaven's sake.

      Looking at what was left, she had to find something which would help her get back in her house. Trash cans. Old lumber scraps. Bags of soil. All manner of car-cleaning products, lawn-care accessories, and pre–World War II shovels, spades, and other old equipment she was unable to categorize. Her late husband never gave up on a good tool.

      At that moment, the emergency tornado sirens began to howl their deep and unmistakable wail. It couldn't be weather—it was a clear day. They were supposed to warn of a tornado, but mostly the trumpets sounded only during their monthly readiness tests. She wasn't quite deaf, and the eardrum-splitting decibels from the siren tower located just around the corner were painful as they continued to wail like the devil’s version of Gabriel’s trumpet.

      Her eye came across something the thieves had overlooked or hadn’t wanted that gave her hope. Thirty feet of her past lay coiled on the floor, in the guise of a stout, braided rope with one end tied in a loop with the famous Honda Knot cowboys used to make their lariats. It was a souvenir from her honeymoon at Table Rock Lake—eons ago. She and Al got the lariat from the aged proprietor of the small lakefront cabin they rented. He liked to pretend he was a cowboy and talked about his time roping steer over in Kansas City. He wanted to give it to “youngin's” like them.

      She used a rake to hook it, so she didn't have to bend down to pick it up. The braids felt good in her hands, and she savored the memories of its origin. She drew strength in the notion her husband was helping her from above. She leaned against the wall of the garage, considering how to advance her cause.

      “I'll only have one chance. I'm already pooped,” she said to herself. Below her snow-white hair, sweat was beading profusely.

      She looked around for the one other tool she thought she might need and found the long handle of a broom without the brush attached. Easily done.

      Slowly, she started making her way to the back porch again. The infernal siren continued to blare, adding anxiety to her already desperate plan. At the halfway point, she paused for a rest and wondered whether she shouldn't just go out the front gate, down the narrow path between her flat and the neighboring home, and just keep walking until she found help. Forget about Angie for now and just find assistance. Lots of risks either way.

      “Lord give me strength to make the right choice,” she said to anyone listening. She seldom prayed for herself, but now she allowed herself to ask for help. After a minute's pause, she decided her best chance to see this day to the end was to take charge of her own problems and recapture her home. Even if she didn't live through the night, she wasn't about to spend her final hours on earth sitting on a deck chair listening to Angie claw away at her kitchen window.

      “And, please, Lord, turn off those trumpets!”
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* * *

      She closed the distance to the back of her house, the rope heavy across her thin shoulders; the broom handle held tightly under the arm not working the cane. She saw herself reflected in the glass of her back window, stooped over and hobbling up the path like some elderly, deranged Calamity Jane.

      She admitted she did not look very intimidating, but she was a survivor in the truest sense. She lost her first daughter in a freak car accident. A son lost to war in Korea. Financial ruin after Al died. And the coup de grace was breaking her hip when she was 99. This, she told herself, was a minor speed bump in comparison.

      So, on she went, pulling up to the door and window. She tied off her rope and took a seat in the same chair she'd used a few minutes before. She was winded now, and her back was fast becoming a major distraction. She almost never consumed pain meds, but using them after such exertion would be justified.

      The plan was simple, as it had to be for a woman of her rapidly declining abilities. She would tap the window with her broom handle to get Angie’s attention and draw her over to the window one more time. She hoped that would give her an opportunity to open the screen door long enough to push the main door, so it would open wide. From there, things would get interesting.

      As with most major events in her life, this one began with a prayer.

      “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”

      She tried to stand up and realized her back was nearing its limits. With great effort, she did manage to stand, but this would likely be her last unassisted “up” of the day.

      “As if I don't have enough problems.”

      Standing and wobbling a bit, she righted herself and made for the small segment of brickwork between the door and the rear window. She had the rope looped over her head, the broomstick in her left hand, and the cane in her right. From there, her best guess was she could just reach the window with the stick and still be close enough to the door to open it. She considered whether Angie would even hear her banging on the window over the din of the emergency klaxons.

      Trust in the Lord.

      She let go of her cane and stood unassisted as best she could. With all her strength, she swung the broom handle with both hands. She had feeble arm strength, and her whole body was already taxed to its breaking point—but she did manage to make a satisfying bang on the window glass before the stick slipped out of her hands and rolled into the grass just off the concrete porch. It was now or never. Was it enough?

      She maneuvered herself to open the screen door, and was dismayed to see how far open she needed it so she could gain enough leverage to open the heavier inside door. It was taking too much time! She gave the door a push and was relieved to see it slowly swing open into the kitchen. Now all she had to do was move out of the screen door's path and close it before Angie returned from her attack on the window. It disturbed her deeply to hear such anger and pain, but it also scared her half to death, knowing she didn't have anything between her and the inside of the house but a slowly closing, flimsy aluminum screen door.

      It latched shut with a satisfying click, but she felt the panic rising as Angie appeared in her blood-stained nightclothes and began flailing at the door.

      My stars!

      She nearly forgot what she was supposed to be doing, but regained her wits enough to pull the rope from around her neck and get it into position. She had no idea what to expect of this plan, as she had absolutely no experience breaking screen doors. Would the whole thing collapse outward? Would Angie kick it open or accidentally hit the latch to open the door like a normal person? So many variables ran through her head as she stood inches away from danger.

      The lining abruptly ripped near the top, and Angie leaned through the broken screen. As Angie's head poked through, Marty—city slicker or not—pulled a simple rope trick that the old proprietor would applaud unabashedly. She circled the lasso over Angie's head and pulled the loop so it cinched around her neck. If Angie noticed it, she gave no indication as she continued trying to push through the door. She grabbed her cane and started walking as fast as her orthopedic shoes would carry her, knowing Angie was going to make it outside—if her plan continued to work.

      The other end of the rope was tied to the only thing of any weight close enough to her back door—her porch swing. It was an awkwardly shaped freestanding model, and she'd seen it moved enough times over the years to know it took pretty good effort on the part of a couple of people to drag it around. If she were really lucky, it would hold Angie long enough so she could walk around front and backtrack through her house to shut the rear door again.

      Lots of ifs.
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* * *

      Angie came screaming and flailing out the door. She nearly grabbed her before being pulled up short by the rope. Angie stumbled, stood up, and lunged at her again, but Marty was silently lifting and pushing her cane, trundling forward just out of reach. She risked a glance back over her shoulder and was dismayed to see the plague-driven nurse was dragging the swing behind her, an inch or two with every lunge. Angie was slightly above average height and weight for a woman her age, but the sickness seemed to give her some added oomph even as it took away some of her mass.

      She made it through the front gate and started making her way along the forty-foot corridor between her house and her neighbor’s. The effort made her very dizzy, and she had to lean against the brick wall while she regained her bearings and settled her vision. She wasn't very far up the path, and Angie had made it through the gate—Forgot to close it behind me!—dragging the swing behind her. She could hear it slide off the concrete into the grass.

      The fog lifted just enough, and she was able to take one step at a time, constantly leaning against the wall to steady herself. The relentless fury of the sirens was clashing with the angry screams from Angie, making her ears ring. She was definitely panicking now, aware of the danger of falling over and knowing if she did it would be for the last time.

      Angie had made more progress down the narrow corridor, with twenty feet of rope behind her linked to the swing. She realized she was going to lose this slow-motion race and fall prey to whatever it was Angie intended to do to her.

      A “thunk” sound accompanied a wild scream from Angie.

      The porch swing ran up against the gateposts. It wouldn't fit through. Not even close.

      Marty couldn't manage even a little smile at her good luck. She could only focus on her feet below her and her hand on the wall to her right. One foot. Other foot. One hand. Repeat. She seemed to be walking through molasses.

      “Lord, I don't mind if you call me to you today, but please let me make it inside, so Liam doesn't go outside again to look for me,” she said softly, half to herself, half to her Redeemer.

      With enormous effort, she reached the front corner of her house. She leaned to her right to view the front, positioning herself so that over her shoulder she could see Angie furiously thrashing against the rope and the jammed swing. No time to delay. She turned her head back to the front and began her final push to the door, up the small ramp her grandson had built for her so she could avoid the two steps up to her front porch and entryway.

      The ramp had been constructed with sturdy hand railings, which provided a solid purchase on the incline, but even so, she saw stars when she finally had the door handle in her grasp. She swayed dangerously. The handle was on the left side of the door. This was it. She grabbed the latch and pushed.

      It was locked!

      Of course. Angie did most of the door-locking these days. The keys were inside....

      Maybe I could sit a spell?

      No, you old fool.

      Steeling herself for one more task, she grabbed her cane—no, her cane had fallen somewhere during her escape. She looked down. She was holding her rosary with her free hand, rather than the cane.

      “Now when did that happen?”

      When she thought she was going to die back there, she must have made the switch from the worldly cane to the spiritual talisman to prepare to meet her Maker. She now assumed her time had not yet come and, though she devoutly depended on her faith, she depended on that cane, too.

      “Looks like I'll have to do it the hard way.”

      She propped herself against her door, then dragged herself leftward along a few feet of the brick facade, leaning hard the whole way. Then she was in front of Angie's door. The entry doors for the upstairs and downstairs flats were next to one another. The door handle for the upper flat was on the right side of the door. If Angie's door was unlocked, she knew the interior door was open, and she could reach her own flat. If...

      She pushed the latch and pushed the door.

      Locked.

      Have mercy!

      She considered sitting down and letting the end come. It wasn't suicide—forbidden by her faith—rather an honest end to a hard day.

      Looking at her hands, she saw she'd scraped them good and hard in the last few minutes though she hadn’t felt anything. She was really out of it. Teetering between sitting and standing, she remembered something through the dizzying haze. Angie had often complained about her front door sticking when she tried to push it open. Several handymen had been through over the years trying to fix it, but none of them seemed willing to replace the whole doorframe. They were confident each time they had loosened it for good. Later, it would stick again. Sometimes you had to push really hard on the door and depress the latch at the same time to get it to dislodge. It was no problem for the relatively young Angie, but for her... If Angie's door was unlocked, she would still have to find strength to get in.

      She looked to her right—no sound was coming from the corridor. Was that good or bad? She tried the latch, giving it a half-spirited second attempt and a little shove. It would not budge. The stars were swimming dreamily in her eyes. She took a moment to lean her head directly against the wooden door and rest.

      She came into focus just in time to see Angie standing at the corner of the house; the rope looped around her neck, the other end hidden somewhere around the bend. The swing chair could not have fit through the gate; Angie was free of it. The sick nurse reoriented on her quarry and began closing in.

      She had no time for a prayer. Pure instinct and perseverance drove her at that moment. She knew in her heart that door was unlocked—Angie was a trusting soul, unafraid of the outside world, going in and out with great frequency to do her chores. She grasped the latch with both her tiny, wrinkled hands while pushing with everything she had against the door. It would only work if the door was really unlocked. If if if …

      She spilled through the entryway as the sound of rage from Angie grew louder, even eclipsing the incessant scream of the sirens. Only by the grace of God did she manage to hang on to the handle, so the heavy door didn't throw her to the wood floor as it opened. Now all she had to do was close it again, but this time, physics was on her side. The door was heavy enough that as she pushed it, it also forced back the blood-stained hands that had arrived a second too late to affect its trajectory. Angie was unable to make the sharp right turn at the door jam to put her hand into the diminishing gap. The door slammed, and she quickly double-locked it.

      She didn't remember the stumbling walk from the front of her house to the rear. Couldn't remember if Angie stayed in the front or moved to the back, observing her through the side windows. She had no recollection of closing the back door and pulling the curtains shut on the kitchen window. She didn't know how she reached her bed and fell in fully clothed, shoes and all. Rosary in hand, she would barely recall the little prayer she said before finally losing consciousness.

      Dear Lord. Please help Liam find his way home safely.

      She fell asleep to the sound of trumpets.
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      “Where's Liam? Where's Liam?”

      That was the sound of his worst nightmare the past few months. Mom and Dad and their incessant, demanding, infuriating repetition of that question. It was almost like they were afraid to let him out of their sight. As if he were still a five-year-old. In a mad stroke of irony, it was the one thing that made staying at his great-grandma Marty's house bearable. She didn't ask stupid questions.

      He’d run out of her house this morning as soon as possible, just as he'd done most of the previous three weeks, to find refuge among his kind online and do important things, like slaying the undead and e-chatting with his friends back in civilization. His home away from home away from home was the public library.

      “I'm going to the lye-bury, Grandma. See ya tonight!” He reveled in mispronouncing the word library, though not to antagonize his sweet old great-grandmother. He butchered it on purpose because his dad said his mispronunciation was a special broken word that was “more obnoxious than bloody fingernails on a chalkboard.”

      Shouldn't tell me your weakness, Dad!

      He knew his father's second most-hated word was nu-cue-lar power—but it was harder to fit into everyday conversation. So, as a sarcastic homage to his father, he continued the tradition. Today, Grandma only answered him with an affirmative nod as he walked out the door to relative freedom.

      Though it broke the unwritten teenage rule of time management—awake all night and sleep all day, like vampires—today he reached the library just as it opened at eight o' clock. He wasn't interested in small talk, or chatting up strangers, so he didn't care to know the name of the well-dressed, somewhat older woman who unlocked the doors and sat behind the counter every day, but she at least recognized him with a wave. He figured it was the blue jeans and soft-drink-logo shirts he liked to wear.

      “Good morning and welcome back. I didn't expect anyone today.”

      He didn't think to ask her why. He was anxious to avoid her and get to the computer area so he could set up shop. He passed by with a hurried wave in her direction.

      When he arrived in the technology area, the computers were still off. He turned on the PC where he had taken a seat. While he waited for it to spin up, the woman came along and turned on the half-dozen or so other computers. He could see she had a frown on her face, but he kept his nose in his phone, trying to begin text conversations with his other friends who should be coming online. Normally there would be three or four of his friends from school—a cabal that would meet in one of their homes during the summer. He was now the outsider since he was staying with his grandma in the city for the summer.

      “Where is everyone?” he wrote to the lone avatar sitting on his screen. It belonged to Terrance, who had for some reason named his character “Share the Spirit” and used skins in-game with Olympic themes. Funny because Terrance never lifted a muscle to exercise a day in his life, though he was overly competitive inside the game world.

      “Dunno. You have the game loaded yet?”

      He wasn't in a rush to get things started since he knew he'd be at the library all day. As the computer came online, he logged into the server for World of Undead Soldiers, and leisurely prepared his soldiers while he waited. His friends should be crawling out of bed and joining up soon.

      He sat there fiddling with things for another fifteen minutes. He and Terrance wanted to give the other guys a chance to link up before they headed into the wilderness. It was always harder to jump in on the run.

      At last, they made the call. The other guys weren't going to make it.

      He thought it was highly unusual all three were missing, but it was no reason to cancel the engagement. He'd go out by himself—lone hero style—rather than sit back at Grandma's.

      All thoughts turned to the battlefield as he and “Share the Spirit” were immediately “in it,” fighting for their lives with their reduced group of soldiers.

      His sense of time melted away as the game consumed him.

      An hour went by when he got some texts from JT, one of his AWOL buddies.

      ---

      “I got the guns. Where u want them?”

      “Dad?”

      “Oh srry Liam. That was 4 dad. Hope you guys are running 2. Like a real adventure!”

      “cya”

      ---

      Is this a joke?

      The texts showed up on his phone in one blast, as if they were delayed.

      He tried to reply but got a “network busy” message.

      He thought about asking Terrance what he thought of those messages, but the computer game screen was frozen. Forced to observe the real world, he felt a sudden and powerful vibration. Some of the computer monitors rattled and a couple flashed off and back on. But the important thing was the connection...

      Losing connection to the internet rarely happened with modern technology and infrastructure, but when it did, it always happened at the worst possible time. Looking at his screen, he could see a host of undead and supernaturals just coming into view. The game world would continue running while his character stood there and died.

      “Crap!”

      He knew he'd said it too loudly in the library, but looking around he saw no one he might have offended. There were no other patrons besides himself.

      Even the woman behind the desk was out of view.

      Suddenly, to his great delight, the screen unfroze. His character was still alive! He re-joined the battle, to the relief of “Spirit” who was getting his butt handed to him in the storm of creatures. Together, they stood a chance.

      His attention was once again focused on the screen, the outage already a distant memory.
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* * *

      Another hour went by before he came back into awareness of what was happening in the real world. The lights were flashing as if the library was closing.

      Not how things were supposed to go.

      Without haste, he messaged Terrance in-game to let him know he had to drop out. The library was apparently shutting down early today. An expletive-laden tirade came back at him, suggesting he tell the library to stick something illicit in a dark orifice.

      With a chuckle, he stood up and stretched.

      Then the power went off, killing the dull fluorescents on the ceiling of the entire building along with everything else.

      His primary concern was that he was glad he exited the match cleanly. His character was safe in his stronghold until he returned to the game world tomorrow, next week, or next year. If the power went out while he was in battle, he would have lost all his loot and would have returned to his stronghold with nothing. It was a major downer to have to start from scratch.

      Instead of moving toward the exit, he texted Terrance an extended analysis of a portion of the adventure they'd just experienced. He looked forward to getting back together so he could check out some new weapons he'd picked up while they were fighting the beasts.

      When he hit send, he got another “network busy” message. He slammed his phone on the laminate table a bit harder than he wanted.

      This totally blows.

      Frustrated at the intrusions of the real world upon his game time, he stood up, grabbed his backpack containing the extra laptop he kept for those times when the library computers were filled with other patrons, and headed for the exit.

      When he arrived at the glass doors, he found the librarian on her feet, looking outward in silence.

      “Ma'am, what happened to the power? Is the libary—I mean library going to be open tomorrow?” he said with a chuckle.

      Turning around, she looked at him like he was crazy. Liam could see she'd been crying, an unmistakable puffiness combined with smeared makeup.

      “Don't you know what's going on?”

      “Yeah, the power went out,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “Not that. I mean with the city. With Ebola. With zombies.”

      He looked past her and her drama. Everything appeared normal; he really couldn't identify anything unusual in his field of view. He noticed nothing out of the ordinary when he walked in this morning, so he had no help there. And zombies? That was the craziest thing he'd ever heard. What would some librarian know about zombies?

      “I don't see anything unusual.”

      “Don't you listen to the news? NPR? Anything?”

      “My dad says NPR is run by the government so you can't trust anything they say.” He was content to believe his father on this point because the few times he did listen to NPR, he was bored to tears. His conclusion was anything that mind-numbing had to be propaganda.

      “Does your dad think the cable news, nightly news, and radio news is also propaganda.”

      “Well, actually—”

      “It doesn't matter. Do you have anyone taking care of you? Where are your parents? Can you get home from here?”

      He considered the many possible answers to those questions. He decided to keep his response as simple as he could.

      “I live with my grandma about thirty minutes from here.” He pointed in the direction he was going to walk.

      “You should take care of your grandma. Keep her from getting sick.”

      He looked again out the window and saw nothing to support the woman's claims. He saw the crazy look in her eyes, the smeared makeup, and her position in front of the door and absently wondered if she presented a threat to him.

      “My grandma is 104. She's probably sitting in her comfy chair right now knitting or crocheting or whatever it is old ladies do. I'm sure she's safe and sound—”

      And then to placate his strange captor, “—but I'll go check on her to be sure, thanks for the advice.”

      He stepped back as if waiting for her to let him out.

      She took the invitation, unlocked the door, and held it open. Once he was through, she stepped out as well, locked it, and then raced to the lone car on the lot. He heard her complain to herself about coming into work at all today. In moments, she jumped in her car and went speeding down the street, opposite of where he was heading.

      He was left scratching his head.

      In no particular hurry, he began his walk. Even with the freakishly distraught woman egging him home, he didn't see anything out of the ordinary in the neighborhood; she was plainly crazy. He put in his ear buds and was comforted by a rock song almost as old as his father—Supertramp's “Take The Long Way Home.”

      Too bad I can't go to my real home.

      He thought of Grandma. He had told the librarian the truth. He was absolutely certain he knew what she was doing. The same thing she was always doing. The same thing she'd probably be doing until the day she died. Sitting in that stupid chair knitting, quilting, or whatever the heck she called it.

      In his mind, if she wasn't plugged into technology—even if she was technically doing something—she might as well be doing nothing.
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* * *

      Walking back to Grandma's was a downer. He knew it meant the day would be spent in his dreary basement living quarters playing solo games on his laptop, reading, or listening to music. By no means would he spend the day on the same floor as Grandma and risk having to come up with things to say the whole time. Too much energy required. Just because he was on loan to her this summer didn't mean he had to be in her pocket the whole time.

      Ha! On loan. That's what his father called it. More like a prison sentence. A fifteen-year-old boy and his 104-year-old great-grandma had nothing in common as far as he could tell. Computers. The internet. Wi-Fi. Texting. He tried to explain all this to his technology-challenged grandma—he dispensed with the “great” in casual conversation—but she never seemed interested. Even showing her videos of fuzzy bunnies and cute little kittens evoked a “That's nice” but not much else in the way of conversation. He’d run out of ideas.

      He returned again to “Where's Liam?” She was a breath of fresh air compared to the inquisitions of his mom and dad. Where are you going? Who are you meeting there? Will there be girls? Drinking? Drugs? And on and on and on. The constant nagging was part of what drove him insane, and helped contribute to the massive fights he'd been having with them. No doubt it helped expedite his banishment to Grandma's. A cooling off period for everyone involved. It had already been a few weeks, and he still hadn't communicated with the ‘rents. It was fine with him. His biggest worry was that he'd have to see them both on his birthday in a few weeks.

      One day at a time.

      His parents stopped paying for his monthly cell phone service as punishment for one of his exploits—he couldn't remember which—and they wouldn't even turn it back on as he left for Grandma's. Talk about cruel and unusual. But once there, his grandma insisted his phone be turned back on so she could communicate with him using her standard telephone. He had to grudgingly thank her for helping him regain such an important piece of his technological repertoire. It linked him with Grandma, but more importantly, it linked him back up with his friends.

      When they weren't discussing their games, he and his friends were constantly talking about horror movies, TV series about zombies and similar supernatural thrillers. They all read the same kind of books too. He was interested in lots of genres of horror but capitalized most of his non-game time by reading the classics on the end of the world: The Stand, Earth Abides, Alas Babylon, and countless zombie stories. Of course, he and his friends visualized themselves as the heroes who saved the world. They even played video games where they could be those heroes. When they talked theoretically about what would happen if the world did end, most of his friends believed they would meet the fall of civilization standing up, facing the harsh new realm with a cool and detached form of heroism. They would be the guys taking out the zeds, zacks, or whatever. Chasing away the corrupt government. Exterminating the barbarian cannibals. And they'd naturally be coveted by buxom women.

      He was filled with bravado in front of his friends but privately wasn't so sure he was ever destined to be more than an extra when the movie version of the demise of society was filmed. Most books packed-in characters who defied all the odds to survive. Some had quirky skills that just happened to be what was needed at that particular moment—sort of like the old gardener who had used a spade for fifty years and could miraculously detach zombies from their heads with it. He knew that just didn't happen.

      He accepted he would probably be an infected loser when the end came. Books only show the heroes. Everyone else gets sketched into the background as mindless extras, though each one has a story as rich and detailed as the hero. As humans succumb to infection, either by malfeasance, poor clothing choices, or just dumb luck, they instantly transferred from the “important” column to the “afterthought” column in book after book.

      The guy who thinks he can shoot a crowd of infected at point-blank range.

      The girl who tries to run away only to stereotypically trip and fall.

      The unsupervised child who innocently lets the undead into the house. Those guys.

      I don't want to be those guys!

      At that moment, he heard gunshots from somewhere to his right. He yanked off his ear buds. He knew the sound from his time at the gun range with his mom and dad. You can't mistake the sound of someone banging out round after round from a gun. Then a second and third chain of rat-tat-tats started to hammer. Like it was a bank robbery or something.

      At least I'd recognize the zombie uprising before some librarian.

      Then a tornado siren began to howl—coming from the direction of home. He could also hear another one starting up somewhere behind him. Clear skies were overhead. The morning kept getting weirder.

      Unperturbed, he decided to drop into the little corner market for his daily infusion of whatever energy drink was on sale. It helped him survive the tedium of living at Grandma's. He'd need an extra or three if he'd have to hole up until tomorrow.

      Walking in, he could see a few patrons up near the checkout counter. They were all huddled around a small radio. He immediately recognized the grating voice of the President of the United States.

      “—you must stay in your homes to survive this crisis. I have authorized all governors to deploy the National Guard to their home states for the duration of this event. Local officials will follow this broadcast with instructions specific to your area...”

      He wasn't entirely listening. He tended to ignore politics and political “stuff,” such as messages from the president. His takeaway was that some disaster was happening somewhere and that those people should be doing something.

      He walked to the refrigerated section to grab the drinks he needed. The lights were off—all power was off in the store—but the large front windows helped him see well enough. As he was staring at the selection of beverages in the darkened coolers, he heard two people arguing in the next aisle, a man and a woman.

      “I told you the president was going to ruin this country! But did you listen? Noooooo.”

      In response, the woman made a sound with her mouth very much like she was throwing up. She then said, “You never did like him. Everyone hates the Socialists; that's why he can't get anything done for this country. You'd probably like to see this country in ruins if it meant he got the blame for it.”

      He heard the words, amused at the couple's tone, but had no interest otherwise. More political nonsense he didn't need to absorb. Of more importance at the moment—what flavor energy drinks to grab. He pulled out what he needed, and headed for the register.

      The attendant would not peel herself away from the radio. He held up a five to cover the two cans in his other hand and slapped it on the counter, then walked away. It wasn't something he'd do any other time, but he was getting frustrated at people acting so abnormal this morning.

      I don't have time for all this BS.

      When he returned to the light of the day, he stood near the front door as his eyes adjusted. He could see a man sitting in the passenger seat of a car parked almost in front of the store, drinking out of some kind of hard liquor bottle. He turned and looked at Liam with sleep-filled half-closed eyes, then faced forward again as if he were on a long drive. He felt embarrassed for the dreamer but had no desire to engage or even acknowledge him. He began walking toward home.

      He hadn't gone a hundred feet when he heard, and then saw, an orange sports car—a Barracuda he guessed—roaring down the narrow two-lane street from behind him as if it were on the open highway. The vehicle thundered by with enough force he was buffeted by the strong turbulence.

      What the hell?

      It was going the same direction he was walking, so he jumped into the street to see where it went. Several blocks down it hit its breaks hard, squealing maniacally, then banked left down a side street out of sight.

      As he stood there, he felt the hair begin standing up on the back of his neck. He had a strange feeling the car was running from something evil, and the “something” was close behind him that very second...

      He turned around expecting to see something horrific but was pleasantly surprised to see nothing out of the ordinary, not even other moving cars—as long as he ignored the tornado sirens. And the drunk man in the front seat of the car at ten-something in the morning. His momentary feeling of panic faded, but he quickened his step as he made for home. He downed one of his drinks almost without taking a breath and considered going back to the shop and getting one to replace it, but he had a sudden desire to get back to Grandma’s. Something was different this morning.
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      During his twenty-minute walk to the block where Grandma lived several other cars passed him, though none were going as fast as that orange one. Several times, he saw people running out of their houses to jump in cars or load junk into vehicles parked on the street. Clearly, something big was going on, but was it a tornado—thus the sirens—or what. He'd get it all sorted at Grandma's. Sure, she didn't have the internet or even a cell phone, but she seemed pretty well-informed most of the time. He imagined her sitting in her sewing chair listening to a radio right now, probably with Angie close by.

      In fact, he had this image so firmly in his mind's eye it took him several moments to digest what was going on when he finally saw his grandma's house. There on the front porch was Grandma Marty. She didn't have her cane or anything—just looked like she was dragging herself along the wall near the front doors.

      First, she fiddled around with her door and then slowly moved to Angie's.

      He stood on the sidewalk a couple of houses away, on the opposite side of the tree-lined avenue. Several cars were parked along the curb, making it difficult to get an unobstructed view. He began moving with haste—not quite a run yet as he wasn't sure what was happening—but, he was going to help if she needed it.

      Grandma stood at Angie's door, leaning her head against the wood. Was she trying to get into the wrong residence? He had never known her to have even an ounce of dementia, but this certainly seemed like a start.

      He almost called out to her when he saw Angie—or someone who looked like Angie—groping her way out from between the two houses. She had a rope or something trailing behind her, and she screamed demonically when she rounded the corner and saw Grandma.

      Then things happened so fast it forced him to stop in his tracks. Grandma looked over, saw her pursuit, and then threw herself hard against that door. Somehow it opened for her, and she seemed to tumble out of view. Angie lunged for her, but inertia took her wide of her target. The door slammed.

      He stopped and pulled up behind one of the large trees.

      OK. This is Twilight Zone material.

      He leaned out to look at Angie, making a positive identification. She was slamming her fists on the heavy wooden door, making no attempt to use her keys to get in or use the door's handle. What the hell was she doing in her bathrobe? He'd never seen her come down from her apartment less than fully dressed, with makeup to boot.

      The tornado sirens made it difficult to hear distinct sounds, but he knew Angie was not throwing out words. She wasn't cussing or yelling insults; she was merely pumping out a guttural scream, something horrible and inhuman.

      In a flash, she seemed to tone it down. Instead of beating the door, she appeared to sniff the air and move sideways along the front of the house—heading back the way she'd come. It looked like she was trying to peer inside, but the drapes were drawn over the windows. In a few minutes, she went back around the side of the house out of his view.

      He was armed with one empty and one full beverage can, a laptop, and a cell phone. He tried to call Grandma to find out what just happened, but the number he dialed rang and rang, then the tone changed to a raw squeak. Either the network was down again, or she couldn't get to her phone. Or both. He'd have to go in to find out.

      He wasn't a weakling, despite being just fifteen years old, but he knew he could never subdue such an apoplectic person as the crazy nurse who had pursued his grandma. Up and down the street he could see people running, walking, or scrambling into cars to speed away, and the truth hit him: the president had been describing this disaster, not one far away. For once in his life, he wished he'd paid attention to the news.

      The librarian—she mentioned Ebola. Did Ebola make people go crazy?

      He took stock in his surroundings, trying to put things together. Gunshots had been a curious anomaly twenty minutes ago but were now constant as they mixed with the blare of the sirens. The specific threat wasn't clear, but he knew he needed to hunker down. Like Grandma minutes before, he had to figure out how to get into her house.
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* * *

      He was fairly confident he could outrun the nurse in a foot race, but he ruled out going right to the front door. Angie could be on the side of the house waiting to pounce, and he suspected both doors were now firmly locked. He wasn't sure why, but he felt an almost primal fear of Angie, based on her erratic behavior. She was ill, that much was clear, and he wasn't going to get anywhere near her and risk getting infected. He needed to find another way in that didn't involve Grandma opening those heavy doors again. He didn't want her infected by Angie either.

      On the backside of her house, there was a small cellar door that led to the lower level, his living area. If he could reach the backyard, evade Angie, and have enough time to use his cellar key, he could get in and help Grandma do...whatever it is she's doing.

      He had just stepped into the street when another car approached at high speed. He didn't know the make or model, but it was a modern-looking and sleek reddish sports car going much too fast for the small street. The driver spotted him but made no effort to slow down. He veered dangerously close as Liam lunged between two parked cars. Without thinking, he raised his middle finger, an act of defiance he knew the driver witnessed.

      That's for trying to kill me!

      The car sped down the street, broke hard, and turned crisply to the left at the first cross street.

      He spent several long seconds checking both directions to ensure no more moving cars were heading his way. It was becoming deadly to spend any time at all out on the roads. He moved across and down the street, using the parked cars as cover to shield him from Angie. It was only a minute or so before he heard squealing tires once more. Another car was coming from behind him.

      No, the same car. It was the same red sports car making another pass.

      He panicked. He knew why the driver had come back.

      He threw himself between two parked cars, though he figured he'd already been spotted. He had about ten seconds to think up a plan. Hiding was the best he could do; he moved off the pavement, so he was shielded from the street side. He wanted some steel between himself and the road-raging driver.

      The rumbling vehicle approached and decelerated with the telltale sound of disc brakes grinding and tire rubber grabbing the asphalt.

      “Where you at, boy? I've got something to show you.”

      The tone was obviously malicious. He felt he had to know how near the car had stopped in case anyone got out.

      He popped up slowly and tried to look through the lightly-tinted window of a four-door foreign car. He knew right away he'd made another mistake. It would have made more sense to look underneath the car. Too late. He was spotted. The car was directly on the other side. And the passenger-side door was opening.

      He went instantly from squatting fright to explosive flight. He ran on the grass up the row of cars, behind the stalking red menace.

      The passenger door slammed shut, and the car squealed as it backed up the street. There were at least two men inside, both cackling like hyenas.

      “You can't run, boy!”

      Gunshots followed. The passenger shot a handgun in his direction, sometimes hitting and breaking glass on nearby cars. Laughter followed each shot.

      He ran as fast as he could, but couldn't outrun a car. He was unwilling to run toward any houses, or he'd become an easy target out in the open front yards. Instead, he let the car reverse on by, and then crossed the street in front of it.

      The maneuver had the intended effect of surprising the driver and shooter. The car had to stop before it could move forward again. The angry driver popped the transmission into drive, the wheels spinning forward even as the car continued moving backward. It gave him enough time to cross the street and run in the other direction. This put the shooter on the wrong side … as long as he didn't move to the back seat.

      The car readjusted, moved forward again, and caught up to him in seconds. However, the driver merely yelled obscenities at him and then accelerated down the street. The passenger continued to fire his gun randomly out his window. They'd evidently gotten bored of the game. A relief, too, as he had sprinted himself to exhaustion.

      I could have been killed. On my own street!

      He waited there for a few moments, recovering his wits. He peeked out from behind a small truck to see if more vehicles were coming, or if the two lunatics were coming back. All looked safe. He moved fast to the far side of the street, watching for Angie, but she must have gone into the back again. She was not in the narrow corridor between the two buildings. He ran farther down the street, his brain in overdrive, processing the broken pieces of his day.

      Internet shutting down was unfortunate, but probably not unheard of. Library shutting down in the early morning was definitely abnormal, though. President giving a speech wasn't weird, or even interesting, but taken together with everything else his speech was clearly a piece of it. Finally, his boring old street had gone bonkers with speeding cars, dangerous gunmen, and a nurse in a nightgown trying to claw at Grandma. And what was the deal with those sirens?

      The tornado sirens were on a tall pole at the end of his block. He would have to walk practically underneath them to go around the corner and then back up the alleyway to the rear of Grandma's flat. He could cut between one of the many houses and save himself the longer trip around them all, but he wasn't sure if they each held hidden hazards. Now was not the time to anger a neighbor. He was freaking himself out just thinking about the possibilities. He paused by one of the large trees and took a look around.

      He could see through the windows of several homes on the other side of the street. People were moving around in some of them. Those people didn't appear to be sick or crazy like Angie, but he really couldn't say with certainty.

      One of the big brick flats did have someone that wasn't right. The front screen door was closed, but the inner door was open. A small woman, with a pale face, cropped hair, and a light blue t-shirt was standing in the doorway behind the thin screen. From his vantage point, he couldn't hear her over the sirens, but she appeared to be howling or yelling or something of that nature.

      He had to take his chance in the open and keep moving.

      As soon as he stepped from behind the tree, the woman animated and began clawing and banging at the screen door. He stopped again, his mind screaming, “Go! Go!” but he couldn't look away. The woman viciously tore away the screen and pummeled her way through the wooden frame as the door’s tiny latch tore off. In moments, she cleared the debris and was walking quickly, directly at him. A small grassy yard and twenty-four feet of roadway separated them His brain was still screaming for him to run, but he felt like he had detached himself from his body and could only watch.

      The woman, barefoot and with black stretch pants—had she just come from a yoga class?—entered the street. No cars blew through to run her over.

      That would have been nice.

      Her shirt was sweat-drenched and stained with large blotches of red. Blood had exploded all over one side of her head and shoulders from an ugly wound on her neck. And yet she was up and moving.

      She was well across the street when he finally had enough control of his body to take a step sideways, preparing to begin running for real—

      A gunshot rang out with a thunderous clap, and the woman's chest exploded outward. It didn't even slow her down.

      I can see right through her! He froze again, staring. A second shot ravaged the uninjured side of her head, but she was dangerously close. Reaching for him. Another couple of steps . . .

      Yoga lady tripped on the curb and slammed into the large maple tree beside him. She collapsed into a bloody pile of flesh and bones at its base.

      He could only stand there, staring, completely locked up.

      Another shot. Bits of wood and bark sprayed from the tree inches from him. That finally woke him up.

      The shooter was in a house across the street. Rather than aiming at him again, the man waved out of an open window, motioning Liam to keep moving.

      Are these things in every house?

      He waved his thanks to the good Samaritan, then—pretending he wasn't already exhausted—ran as fast as he could.
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* * *

      He finally reached the corner of the street. He crossed to the other side and paused to look back in the direction he had come, half expecting to see a wave of crazy people pouring out of the houses. Even the people fleeing to their cars had diminished for the moment. As before, if he didn't know anything was wrong, the block would look pretty much normal.

      His ears throbbed from the shrill screaming of the emergency sirens above. He walked down the street with his hands over his ears, until he realized he could pop his ear buds back in. That brought it down to a constant—though still overwhelming—hum in his head.

      He arrived at the alleyway. Like most streets in this part of town, the flats lined the main streets, and each block was cut lengthwise down the middle with a small, paved alley where each house had a detached garage and homeowners parked one of their vehicles. He would go up the alley to a point behind Grandma's house, see what he could see of Angie, and plan from there.

      But before he could even step into the alleyway, he noticed Angie's car parked at an odd angle in the middle of the street, fifty or so feet beyond the alley. The car might be necessary for any kind of escape. It would also simplify the Angie problem. It would be nice just to run her over and be done with it.

      Wow. Seriously, dude? Murder?

      As he walked toward the car, he wondered if it was murder? Did the gunman who saved his life murder that crazed woman? Was she a person? He had read so many zombie books he thought he knew the difference between a living, breathing person, and the walking, infected zombies—but had he just seen one? Was that woman already dead when she attacked? Or just really sick? Either way, she meant to harm him. The gunman killing her had saved him. But what of Angie? Was she sick or dead? It wasn't so simple in real life.

      Something wasn't right about the car. It looked abandoned, parked as it was in the middle of the street with both front doors open wide. The passenger side was closest. He approached carefully and wasn't the least surprised to see the seat on that side was covered with blood. Lots of blood. Something bloody was in the space in front of the seat, but he couldn't get himself to look at it directly.

      That is not a foot.

      He looked over to the driver's side; it was mercifully clear of most of the blood. However, there were no keys in the ignition. He scanned around the outside of the car but saw no clues as to what went down there. He backed away, turned around, and slowly jogged back toward the alley.

      Not a foot. Not a foot. Not a ...
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* * *

      He imagined the discussion he'd have when he finally saw Grandma. Rather than their usual rehash of the weather, he'd be able to tell her about being shot at, being assaulted by a yoga student, almost getting run over by a speeding car, seeing something disgusting in Angie's disturbingly abandoned car, and he could even toss in the bit about the librarian's freakout. Oh yeah, and he could share how he saw his 104-year-old grandma escaping the clutches of an insane nurse on the front porch of his house. “And how was your day Grandma?” he'd say with a cheery grin.

      It only took the collapse of civilization to give us something interesting to discuss.

      Soon he'd have that conversation. Right now, he needed to focus on how to get past Angie. He didn't have any weapons, but he would need something creative. She didn't seem to be in the mood for talking.

      If it came to it, he wondered if he could kill her, or anyone. As much as he detested the idea of being forcibly assigned to Grandma for the summer, he had to admit he liked the friendly nurse from upstairs. She had a knack for talking to him—she said she had a granddaughter about his age, so that gave them a shared frame of teen reference. While they never sat down over coffee and chit-chatted, he didn't mind running into her at the house. That made it all the harder to contemplate harming her.

      Glad I don't have to put Grandma down.

      That thought heaved his stomach and made him light-headed for a few seconds. He had to stop walking and lean against a nearby fence pole. He forced those feelings aside; there were more pressing matters at hand. He was coming up to the correct house. The sirens made it impossible for him to hear if Angie was rooting around out back, but for once, he thanked the sirens for covering his approach as he tried to get a look into the backyard of Grandma's house. He couldn't see Angie, so he passed Grandma's garage and went to the next house, hoping to catch a glimpse of her from that angle.

      Before he could get his bearings, he noticed a couple of men at the far end of the alleyway come out of a garage carrying some yellow power tools. A third man riding an ATV pulled out of the same garage. It was piled with stuff. None of them looked like they lived in the area. None of them appeared happy to see him. They dropped what they were carrying and swung rifles so he could see them. They weren't pointing them at him, but their message was clear—beat it!

      He rushed into the neighbor's yard, forgetting for a second they might not appreciate his intrusion. The men might come searching for him, but he doubted it. They appeared to be cleaning out garages, not looking for young boys to murder. The thought—and its normalcy in this situation—blew him away.

      This isn't at all how I thought the world would end.
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* * *

      He spotted movement ahead. Angie was randomly walking around in Grandma's backyard, not thirty feet away. She was hidden from the alley because she was almost directly in front of the garage. Fortunately, Grandma had fences lined with many flowers and bushes, making it nearly impossible for anyone to see through without effort. It was unlikely Angie would notice him sneaking around the yard next to her. But he didn't know what to do next.

      There were probably many kinds of weapons in the garages behind any number of the houses, but the thieves in the alleyway put the fear of God in him. He'd rather face Angie bare-handed than face three men with guns and an angry look in their eyes.

      His only real option was to get her attention somehow, then get her to follow him out of her yard, giving him time to swoop in, unlock the cellar door, and then seal the door to keep her out. He formed a plan quickly, not wanting to delay to the point new elements wander in—such as the men in the alley, the zombies in the houses, or just trigger-happy neighbors who might think he was infected. A common scenario in the stories ...

      Each corridor between the flats met the backyards with two gates—one for each neighbor's yard. He could guide her to a gate that was closed so he could jump it and leave her in the corridor to rot.

      Unless she can climb.

      Maybe she could. Angie had gotten over the fence somehow and was heading his way. She must have noticed him after all. The noise of the sirens covered her approach as he was looking around the far side of the house, waiting to begin his great plan.

      She was ten feet away before his brain kicked in—much faster than the yoga girl incident—and he began to run up the corridor toward the front of the neighbor's house. Angie was fast, not running, but sauntering at a good clip on pretty long legs.

      How did Grandma outrun her?

      He rounded the corner of the front of the house, not bothering to look behind him. He knew she was coming.

      He dashed across both front yards. If he slipped and twisted an ankle now, he would likely die twenty seconds later. Even a minor mistake would be unforgiving. When he was safely around the corner, he finally chanced a look back to see Angie plowing across the yards with that rope around her neck.

      He plunged into the final corridor, pushing his hand into his front pocket to retrieve the key he would need to open the back door. He made good time to the back fence blocking this side of the house and took a leap, hoping to clear it in one bound like a stunt man. He grazed the top and fell into the yard, dropping the key in the process—it squirted backward onto the walkway. It was now on the wrong side.

      Unbelievable, he thought. He was that guy from every horror movie ever made. The idiot who gets killed because he couldn't handle himself well enough to make good on his easy escape.

      He stood up just as Angie was rounding the front corner. She paused ever so slightly as if she had to reacquire him now that he'd been out of sight for a few seconds. Then she came for him.

      His brain was finally, thankfully, firing on all cylinders. He jumped the fence in one clean bound, stooped down to pick up the key, dropped it in his pocket, and turned around to repeat the process. As he leaped, a hand on his back shoved him hard into the fence's top bar. His strength and momentum carried the day, and he made it across, though he had some serious scrapes on his thighs and bruised his shoulder on his second landing.

      He was on his feet, not trusting Angie couldn't climb, and ran for his back door. He noticed Grandma's porch swing was lying against the gate on the other side of the yard. It provided a ladder-like way to get over the neighbor's fence.

      Was Angie a sly zombie?

      The key opened the basement door. Without a second glance, he shut the door behind him and locked it quickly. For the first time since he moved in, he was glad to be greeted by the aroma of mold mixed with mothballs. He unplugged the clothes dryer, yanked off the venting, and pushed the whole appliance, walking it across the floor until it was directly in front of the small door.

      He collapsed in front of the dryer to collect his thoughts. Strangely, he felt nothing. No fear. No sadness. Nothing. It was just a series of episodes culminating in him sitting here on this basement floor, alive. For now, that was all that mattered. He assumed his feelings would catch up eventually.

      It wasn't long before the sirens spun down. He estimated they'd been going for an hour.

      About the time it takes a dumb teenager to figure out his world is broken. As the shock morphed into quiet exhaustion, he drifted off into thoughts of what he'd just survived. He played the morning over and over in his head as if to confirm it actually happened. In time he returned to the present and stood on his shaky legs. He had to get upstairs to check on Grandma. He angled his forearm to see his watch; it had already been twenty minutes since the sirens stopped ...
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      Marty found herself in her backyard, barefoot.

      It was summer. It was sunrise. It was breathtaking.

      A bluebird had landed in the birdbath not five feet in front of her and was busy primping as if it didn't have a care in the world. Certainly, an old lady presented no threat. Soon other birds joined the pool party, and she just stood there like a giddy schoolgirl watching the magic of Mother Nature within those tiny creatures.

      “Welcome aboard, Marty.”

      A man's voice. Standing right there beside her was Al—short for Aloysius, a name he hated. Her deceased husband was with her once again—or she was with him. It didn't matter which it was. It felt as if he had always been there, just like the old days. In a sense, that never changed, even after he was gone. To be with him again was wonderful, she thought.

      And Al was young again! She drank in his blond hair, the deep blue eyes, and the smile that charmed her from the moment they met. He looked no older than the young man she met seventy-five years ago. He was dressed smartly in his Army uniform—just like the day he packed off to war. He knew how much she loved a man in uniform. And he was standing right next to her again.

      “Pinch me, Al. I think I'm in Heaven.”

      “Hiya, Marty. How ya doin'?” The Jersey drawl was exaggerated as he did when he was trying to impress her. And he called her by her nickname too. She really hated her full name just as much as Al hated his.

      “You aren't in Heaven, but I know how you feel. It's great to see you again.”

      She looked around. Everything was so perfect; it had to be Heaven. But if it wasn't—she had a sudden fear that if this wasn't Heaven, it might be ... somewhere else.

      “You aren't anywhere bad. We're merely taking a stroll in your mind. Your recent trauma has...opened new doorways. This is a way to reunite and look ahead. Are you ready for what comes next?”

      “What in Heaven's name are you going on about?”

      “The plague. The infected dead. The chaos. Are you ready to help your family survive this thing or not?”

      “Al, my love, you might not have noticed, but I'm 104. My days of doing much of anything important are well behind me.”

      “Said the lady who single-handedly fought off a horrifically infected woman who was once her nurse. Not many people would have been able to survive that. You're a fighter. Have been since the day we met. That was amazing how you remembered that old rope.”

      “I felt your presence helping me figure it out.”

      “My dear, you figured that out all by yourself.”

      Her mind had to be playing tricks on her. Her religious beliefs were very strong, and she didn't believe in ghosts or spirits or anything supernatural walking the earth. But she desperately wanted to believe this was real. That he was real.

      “What of poor Angie? Is she still alive?”

      “I don't think so. I think her soul has moved on. Her, and many like her, are succumbing to this sickness.”

      They prayed together. She and Al. Just like the old days. Somehow she was on her knees, and they both prayed to the Creator for guidance. When they were finished, Al took her hand and helped her back up, and they walked over to the patio to sit together as if it were just an average day. It could have been any day from among the 70-plus years they shared together. If it wasn't Heaven, it sure felt like it to her. But it also made her sad to sit there with him, knowing he couldn't be real.

      “But I'm real enough, my dear. I'm here to help you face this challenge. People out there are going to need you. Liam is out there right now. He's young and reckless, but you know, deep in his heart, he would stop at nothing to protect you. He's probably riding a fire truck on his way here right now.”

      They laughed together.

      “But why would anyone risk their life for an old woman? It doesn't make any sense.”

      Al had a twinkle in his eye when he looked at her but said nothing else on the matter.

      They sat there for a long time, chair next to chair, hand in hand. She didn't want it ever to end but knew it would.

      “I have to go, and so do you, my sweet Marty. I wish I could tell you everything is going to be all right and that everyone you love is going to survive this catastrophe. But you've seen outside your window. Things will get worse. Then they will get much worse. The sick will get sicker, and the survivors will become more and more desperate as their reality crashes. You have to look deep in your heart to help your family get through this. You're very special—that I'm here talking to you tells me that. You can help them. You can help everyone.”

      “I'm an unlikely hero. I can barely stand up on my own anymore. Someone is going to be saddled with taking care of me ... ”

      “You don't give yourself enough credit. In another universe, you passed away peacefully in your sleep today. The opportunities for you in this one are still endless. You could live to be 120!”

      She was full of questions, but at that moment, a wounded raven dropped out of the sky and landed hard right in the birdbath, chasing the songbirds away. Its head was covered in blood as if it had been digging inside something … fresh. The dripping blood turned the pristine water red.

      “That's curious. I'm so sorry you must endure this filth.”

      “What caused this disease?” She asked him, as he got up and pulled her out of her chair.

      “My love, you were always whip-smart. That was one of the things I adored about you, and still do. That's the right question but the wrong time. The really important question right now is how can you survive the disease?”

      “OK, how do we—”
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* * *

      “Grandma!” Liam was not quite shouting, but loudly whispering, if such a thing was possible.

      He ran up next to her bed and was comforted to see she was alive. She had been mumbling in her sleep as he approached. He tried not to think again of the possibility she might have been dead. Being alone scared him more than the plague right now.

      “I'm so glad you're safe, Grandma. Things aren't right outside.”

      He briefly considered mentioning he saw her out front struggling to get away from Angie, but something made him avoid the subject and instead focus on his tense encounter with the impaired nurse.

      “I ran into Angie, and she chased me around the house, but I managed to jump the fence and get inside the cellar door before she could touch me. She has some kind of sickness.”

      She gave him a clear-eyed look but continued to lay on her bed in silence. She was still fully clothed, shoes and all. She was holding her prized rosary, which wasn't unusual, but both her hands were on her chest grasping the string of beads and its crucifix as if she had lain down and never expected to wake up. It was very disconcerting.

      He watched her for a moment, expecting some sort of reaction, but she remained silent.

      He didn't push the issue.

      “Well, I walked back from the library, and it's just as crazy everywhere else as it is in your yard. There are speeding cars, people shooting guns”—he left out the bit where they were shooting at him—“and sick people running through the neighborhood. Oh, and there are thieves rifling through garages in the alleyway.”

      No response.

      “Grandma, do you know what's going on?”

      She had dozed off again.

      He removed her shoes, considered trying to get her under the covers, but instead found a comforter and threw it over her. She must be really bushed to nap when so much was going on outside, he thought, but understood her advanced age gave her the right to sleep whenever she dang well pleased.

      I'll just wait until she wakes up, and then we'll figure this out together.

      The hours ticked away.

      He listened at the windows. The city outside was in full-on collapse the whole time.
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* * *

      He spent much of the afternoon resting from his ordeal getting home. If he wasn't checking in on Grandma, he was fidgeting with the radio, trying to get news about what was happening. Other than the emergency alert message—playing on all stations—there was no useful information forthcoming anywhere on the dial, other than “Get out!”

      As the sun set over the city, he was checking the rechargeable flashlight he found in Grandma's cupboard. His father was a bit of a type-A and had insisted she had a fully stocked larder at all times, as well as a stash of survival gear such as flashlights, sewing kits, fishing kits, and all manner of camping supplies. He also made sure she had a high-quality toolbox with an appropriate quantity of quality hand tools. He told Liam he knew Grandma would never use any of them, but anyone who was watching over her or helping her out would have everything necessary. Dad often dug into the tools while fixing things up in the house.

      As he was looking things over with his bright flashlight, he wondered if he himself was a piece of equipment in Dad's toolbox for Grandma? Did he send him here to protect her? Was he that smart, or just lucky? He always seemed to have a way about him that said he was looking ahead to what may come. Like buying insane amounts of ammo when it went on sale. Mom always said he was crazy but never made a serious effort to dissuade him from purchasing his “life insurance,” as he called it. It felt unnatural to ascribe any positive qualities to his father, given their recent falling out, but he knew Dad did right by Grandma at least, giving her these supplies. Now he had a fighting chance to help her.

      So what was he going to do? Hunker down with Grandma inside her house? It seemed the most obvious solution, given her advanced age, and the hostility he’d found on a simple neighborhood walk. He heard the gunfire outside, and the men ransacking garages didn't inspire much hope in things staying friendly on the block. No wonder that man who shot yoga lady was perched in his window with a hunting rifle. Staying home and riding things out was a plan, but probably not a good one.

      The other option was getting Grandma out of the city or at least somewhere safer than this house. Where could they go? He was just a kid during Hurricane Katrina, but he had a vivid recollection of the people stuck in the New Orleans Superdome. Were St. Louisans lining up downtown at their football stadium this very minute? It didn't seem like a good idea to have so many people in one place with a disease going around.

      Unless the radio broadcasts started passing along useful instructions, the window for useful help was closing quickly.

      He glared at the radio. “Enough with the 'waiting for instructions.' Just tell us what to do,” he muttered.

      He considered getting her out to Mom and Dad's house. Would they be pissed he took Grandma on an underage car ride? She hadn't driven since the 1980s, and probably couldn't even reach the pedals anymore. If they did drive out of the city, it would have to be him behind the wheel. On the other hand, maybe Dad would drive into the city. That would solve his problems by handing the responsibility to his father, but something about that notion didn't sit well.

      Was there somewhere better to drive her? Maybe over to Illinois? It was a shorter distance in terms of time spent in the crowded city compared to driving south toward home. Once over the Mississippi River, it was open country. At least they could avoid the plague victims over there. The big problem was Grandma couldn't just live in a car or tent somewhere eating baked beans until things got back to normal. Of course, he could—

      He hesitated to finish his thought but knew he had to look at all options.

      I could just leave her.

      It sounded harsh as he thought it. Could he leave Grandma on her own? What if he told himself he was going to get help and then come back to rescue her? Even as the thought entered his mind, he knew he would probably never come back once he was out, especially if things were worse out in the wider world. Maybe if the military settled things down ...

      Leaving Grandma would free him to travel light and fast, but the idea of ditching her simply for expediency was disgusting.

      Oddly, he thought of his father at that moment. He knew his dad would do everything in his power to save the woman, and he knew it would let his dad down tremendously if Liam walked in the door saying he left Grandma to fend for herself because “she was inconvenient.”

      Oh, great. I'm now my father.

      But, he had to admit that sometimes—just sometimes—Dad got things right.

      He was startled from his reverie by a presence in the doorway. She was awake at last.
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* * *

      “Grandma!” He ran over and gave her a hug before he knew he was doing it.

      “I'm happy to see you too, Liam. I think we're in a bit of a pickle together.”

      He filed that away as the understatement of the year. Gunshots nearby accentuated the issue.

      “Help me over to my chair, if you would. I'm still a bit wobbly from my—” she hesitated as if deciding to expand her thought. “—fainting spell. Those tornado sirens nearly made me jump out of my shoes.”

      He helped her, then sat down nearby and began speaking in the nervous cadence of someone who has been waiting a long time to talk. He told her about the walk home, in all its detail.

      “Whoa! Take a breath. Are you saying someone shot at you? Are you OK?”

      He forgot to edit that part out.

      “How long have I been sleeping? It's dark outside. Is this still the same day?”

      “You slept through the afternoon. I've been getting a bunch of stuff together in a backpack so we can escape. I've just not figured out how to travel or where to go.”

      She was thoughtful for a few moments.

      “OK, Liam. I want you to get out of the city. You can escape before it gets too bad.”

      Here it was. He recognized she was giving him his out. He could walk away with her blessing, and it would be a logical story when he reached Mom and Dad's. “She ordered me to go!” He turned it over in his head. Looked at it from multiple angles. But always, he saw his father shaking his head. Would Dad leave her at the most desperate hour like this? Would any man?

      Hell, no!

      “I'm sorry, but I can't leave you. We have to get out together or stick it out here together.”

      “You know that doesn't make any sense. I'm an old woman. I'll probably be dead before you know it, and then you'll be stuck here after things have gotten so bad you can't think of leaving. You have to get out while you still can.”

      “Grandma, I'm not leaving you. My dad would never leave you. My grandpa would never have left you. Great-Grandpa sure as heck wouldn't have thought of abandoning you. I'm staying.”

      Grandma nodded, giving him a grim look.

      He wondered if she was proud of him for making his decision. Or was she disappointed he was putting himself in danger at her expense? She offered no clues.

      “Well, then,” she said, “we have to decide what we're going to do to survive. I'm afraid staying here could be a problem. If there are robbers about, we won't have much hope of stopping them from coming in, and the sick people like Angie aren't going to make getting out of the house very easy either. The police said we have to evacuate to safer places but didn't say where to go that was any safer than here. The most obvious is somewhere out in the country where there aren't as many people. Maybe your mom and dad's place?”

      He was proud he had come up with virtually the same ideas. Getting to his house outside the city did seem the most sensible plan, even if he did have a little fear of showing up after illegally driving across town. Many of the miles he'd logged in pursuit of his learner's permit had been driving Dad to Grandma's, so he knew at least one route home fairly well.

      “Can we take Angie's car? I don't think she'll need it. It was parked on the next street over. Not sure why she put it there, but it was covered in lots of blood and had a—” he grimaced—“a foot on the floor. I think someone stole it from the garage—the car, not the foot. Or maybe she was sick while driving home.”

      He paused as they both sat in thought, then continued, “Also, there are no keys inside it. I checked because I thought about driving it back here.”

      They looked at each other with sudden realization.

      “We have to go up into her flat and find a spare set of car keys,” Grandma said without enthusiasm. He guessed she was worse off than she admitted about losing her friend.
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* * *

      They agreed to spend the night in the flat. For Grandma, this gave her time to recuperate after her “scare” with the sirens. For Liam, it was a chance to pack up everything he would need to help get them out of the city, such as her bottle of ibuprofen, some water, her walker, and a few bites of food. Just enough for a long drive through the inevitable traffic.

      After packing the essentials, they sat down to eat a heaping dinner of spaghetti and meatballs—his favorite. If they were leaving, it made sense to try to use some of the remaining food. The electric was out, but the gas for her old stove still worked.

      Preparing his backpack was initially exciting—a “real adventure” his friend had texted him earlier in the day—but as he realized they were in a true emergency, with real bullets, his enthusiasm withered. Now he wasn't relishing going outside one bit. He was quietly moving the long strands of pasta on his plate, hardly eating them. That seemed to get Grandma's attention.

      “Eat, Liam. You'll need your strength.”

      He looked up and resumed eating with a little more zest.

      She began talking again, her tone more somber. “Liam, I want to talk to you about something important. I know you and your family get set in your ways, but I'm afraid for your soul. You need to think about going back to church.”

      Inwardly, he groaned. He knew she lamented the choices of his family to stop going to church every Sunday—his mom and dad often talked about it—but he saw that as extra free time he didn't want to give up. Sunday services were a bore that he dreaded each time he went. He was unwilling to make promises to her based solely on the mysterious disruptions outside. Surely the government would get things fixed, and everything would soon be back to normal. What then? And was it right to profess faith in God only because you need something? How wrong would it be to tell her he found God, but not really mean it? He saw this as a massively complex question his brain was unable to process with spaghetti hanging off his lips. He felt the shadow of silence growing longer. Something needed to be said.

      “I'll think about it, Grandma. Really. I will.”

      That should do it.

      Shoveling the last of the noodles into his mouth, he focused on eating, hoping to indicate the conversation was over. He felt her hard stare, but she passed some toasted ravioli rather than push him on his vague response.

      He was thankful she dropped it, though it made the rest of the evening a bit awkward.

      Before she finally went off to bed, she summoned him to the living room. “I want you to go downstairs, way in the back in the farthest corner and look for a black plastic box up in the rafters. It's something your father put there for me.”

      As instructed, he made his way into the dark basement, struggling even with his flashlight to weave through the piles of old junk his grandma insisted be kept down there. Not one to let go of old stuff, she had quite a collection of aging rocking chairs, long-since-replaced light fixtures, and many pieces of furniture, tools, and equipment hoarded by Great-Grandpa Al.

      And there in the corner, high above everything else, was the promised black box wedged up into the rafters. He had to use an old walking stick to poke it from its perch and make it fall into his waiting hands. The box was surprisingly heavy. He caught it one-handed, dropped the walking stick, and wrapped his other arm around the box as he balanced himself to keep from dropping it.

      Pass completed, touchdown! And the crowd goes wild!

      As he walked up the steps with the box, he had a pretty good idea what it was. For years, his father had taken him to the local shooting range to practice with a variety of weapons. First, it was BB guns, then airsoft guns, and finally the ubiquitous .22-caliber rifle. From the box’s size and shape, this was clearly a container for handguns: roughly sixteen by sixteen inches and eight inches thick.

      He set it up on the coffee table in Grandma's living room. Using a small light, she produced a key that unlocked the safety lock securing the container. It popped open and, just as he had suspected, there was a handgun inside. Two, in fact, packed with gray insulating foam inserts to keep the contents from shifting inside.

      Picking up the first gun with both hands, Grandma placed it on the table.

      “You probably didn't think your old grandma knew anything about guns, eh?” She was smiling as she said it.

      “This is heavier than I remember. This is a Ruger Mark I Target .22. The other one is identical. Your great-grandpa bought both of these way back before you were born. There had been a break-in on our block, and Al told me he wanted me to be ready in case something like that ever happened again.”

      She sat back in her chair as she continued.

      “Oh, those were the days. Simple times. We took these guns out to the country a few times, and I even shot one. Can you believe that? Got pretty good too. But, like so many things in life, it just became too much trouble to practice, to maintain them, to think about them. Someday I'll tell you about my lasso rope that fell into similar disuse.” She chuckled a little at her own joke.

      “Anyway, a few months ago your dad was here telling me I needed to be prepared for anything that might happen in the city—you probably don't remember all that rioting business last year? I told him I was fine and that I even had two handguns. Well, he was not impressed. He had me show him where they were, then he took them and said he was going to clean and service them to make sure they were working properly for me. The next week he had them both back in this case, with this box of 1,000 rounds to go with it. I'm sure he knew I would not be able to use these anymore, but he told me where he was going to put the box, and he said it would be there ‘in case of emergency.’ I guess he was pretty smart about that.”

      He eyed the shiny black objects sitting there. In the darkness, he could only see the harsh lines of the Mark I, but he knew it well. In fact, he was beginning to believe his father was smarter than he ever let on. How else could one explain that Liam had spent considerable time training on a Mark I with his dad? He never thought to ask him where it came from, but it sure seemed likely he got it from Great-Grandpa too. And now, at this critical moment, he would be carrying the same model. Did this make him the gardener with the deadly spade?

      Dad always said the .22 was the best training round because it was so cheap and had very little recoil. He said Liam would eventually graduate to more powerful rounds, but if a person could master the .22, all the others would fall in line. It was all about stance, awareness, and a steady arm. Plus, the consequences of breaking any of the cardinal rules of gun handling was minimized during the learning period with the tiny round. He assured Liam it was still quite deadly, of course; assassins had used the small and quiet caliber to good effect for many years.

      He never pushed for bigger guns because he loved going out and “plinking” with the little one. At least, he used to enjoy it. Lately, his dad would drag him to the range whether he wanted to go or not. Looking back, he realized he was acting like a whiny baby each time he complained he didn't want to go shooting.

      I didn't want to go with him.

      Now he looked at them with a silent appreciation for the lessons he'd been taught.

      “I hope we don't need these, Grandma.”

      “Me too.”

      “Why don't you hit the hay, and we'll get started at first light. I'll be sleeping right out here on the couch. I hope you don't mind that I don't sleep downstairs?”

      “Not at all. Why don't you keep one of these by your side from now on?”

      He picked up the gun. Felt the weight. There was no mystery to it. It was just another item in the toolbox pre-positioned by his own father.

      He couldn't help but feel a longing to see his dad.

      A distant explosion faintly rocked the items in Grandma's china cabinet.

      “I can't wait to see the sun rise again,” he said, as much to himself as to her.

      “I'll pray for us before I go to bed.”

      “Thanks Grandma.” He was an agnostic—didn't know what he believed—but was respectful of Grandma's overwhelming faith. “And I meant what I said about considering going back to church.”

      She gave him a kindly smile, turned around, and was slowly off to her room.

      The last thing he remembered of that night was the sound of a car speeding down the street at high speed, followed by the unmistakable sound of squealing tires under extreme braking. He held his breath waiting for the sound of an impact, but it never came. Thirty seconds later, he remembered to breathe again.

      He didn't get any quality sleep, but it did serve as a deep breath before his upcoming journey. He wondered if it was destined to end in extreme braking? Would he and Grandma meet their demise as raw sounds in someone else's bedtime story?

      He drifted to sleep while jumping fences—Angie close behind.
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      Liam woke up exhausted. When he did sleep, he’d had horrible dreams of zombies, lots of running, and pulling the trigger on a gun that would never fire as he was overwhelmed by plague victims.

      The actual gunfire, speeding cars, and screams from nearby houses insured his slumber was sporadic all through the night. He also heard a big explosion nearby but was unable to pull himself out of his comfy sofa cushions to check it out. He was glad to get things moving at the first sign of light outside.

      He went to Grandma's door and found her already up and sitting in a comfortable chair.

      “I'm an early riser.” She never complained. “Two houses behind us blew up last night and burned to the ground. I watched to make sure the fire didn't spread.”

      “Did you get any sleep?” he asked while peeking out her window.

      “Oh, I got enough. I slept most of yesterday.” It was true enough, but not really a straight answer. Nothing could be done now. “I made you some eggs and bacon. Have to get rid of it.”

      He wasn't a morning person or a breakfast person, but he took the time to shovel down the home-cooked meal.

      “Sorry for eating so fast. I just want to get up there and get it over with.”

      “I understand. I can make you plenty more if you're still hungry.”

      “No Grandma, but thanks. You stay here, and I'll be right back. Shouldn't be that hard to find Angie's keys up there.”

      She gave him a little salute and watched him walk away. She said she would conserve her energy and stay in her chair to wait for him. “Be careful,” she added.

      “The zombie from up there has already come down,” he replied, then paused. He looked back and said, “Sorry, I meant no disrespect.” He hurried to the front of her flat, through the access door to Angie's stairwell, and up the steep flight. The door at the top was already open, giving him access to the upstairs living area. He stepped around a puddle on the dim landing.

      The room was shadowy because the drapes were thick and dark. He didn't have his flashlight with him. The floor was covered with debris, so he had trouble moving to a window to let in some light. When he finally did pull back the curtains, he was stunned.

      Blood. Lots of blood.

      There were piles of clothes scattered on the floor, along with sofa pillows, a tablecloth, and smatterings of shoes, purses, and other accessories. It appeared as if Angie's entire wardrobe had spilled out onto her floor, and got drenched with blood.

      He shuddered to think of Angie bleeding so bad, knowing she was still walking around somewhere outside. It didn't seem possible any disease process could produce such horrible results.

      Is she really dead?

      He'd read books with many different definitions of zombies. Some were back-from-the-dead “undead.” Some were the recently deceased; they reanimated while still warm but remained clinically dead. Some were alive but infected with something that made them as good as dead. Would the people walking around his neighborhood fit into any of those neat boxes?

      He still had a job to do in the apartment, and he began working his way around the edges of the room where the blood was absent, and some semblance of order remained. He could still detect some of the personality of the woman who, until recently, was someone he admired.

      He found a picture of Angie with her granddaughter—a bubbly blonde with her arms slung around her grandma, giving her a big hug. He picked up the simple desk frame to get a better look in the low light, deliberately turning away from the central part of the room with all the gore on the floor. He wasn't without feelings, but true empathy didn't come naturally to him. However, the events of the last twenty-four hours had awakened something urgent inside him—he suddenly, desperately, wanted to know if the girl in the picture was safe.

      He took a deep breath, then resumed his circuit of the main living area. He tried to think where the normally organized woman would put her car keys in her home. His keys were always in his pocket or on his nightstand, so he thought to check the bedroom, but turned up nothing.

      He walked back out the bedroom door and noticed Angie's cat was hiding amongst some of the clothing on the floor. Not in the middle of the room, but near the edge of the cyclone of destruction. The little guy was probably scared to death. He moved to kick off some of the clothes that were on top of it—and saw with horror that the cat was not only dead but lying in a pool of blood with most of its insides ripped out.

      He threw up.

      Standing there trying to recover, he noticed the keys hung on a hook right next to the doorframe on the way out of the apartment. If he’d thought to look when he came through the door, he could have avoided this whole mess.

      He grabbed the keys from the hook and rushed out the door toward the stairs. Then …
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* * *

      Marty heard the sound of someone falling down the stairs. It had been a scarce twenty-four hours since the last person fell down those stairs, so there was no mistaking the sound this time.

      Liam had gone up into Angie's apartment to retrieve the car keys, but she hadn't considered whatever made Angie sick could have still been up there, waiting to pounce. Maybe it was something simply floating around in the air as a pathogen. What had she done? What kind of caretaker was she?

      The front room's door was wide open to the stairwell. If Liam was now sick, he could come right through, and it would all be over for her. She felt paralyzed with indecision. Try to close the door? Do nothing? She hated that it was such a dumb mistake.

      She knew she couldn't just sit and wait to die, so she repeated the previous day's motions—pushing herself out of her chair, grabbing her walker, and trundling through her house until she found herself once again near the door to her neighbor's home. She was certain Liam was lying just around the corner.

      Putting on a brave face, she looked out; she wanted to see Liam before she shut the door on him forever.

      She hadn't even considered the possibility he simply fell down the stairs by accident, but that appeared to be what happened. She could see the blood on the bottom of his sneakers. He was knocked out, but breathing normally in the early morning light within the foyer.

      With that realization, all the strength she felt drained out of her. It was a profound relief to be sure, but now she was an empty, weak shell, as all that nervous energy dissipated. She needed to sit down. She managed to make one quick detour to grab a comforter from her sofa, walk it back to Liam, and drape it as best she could over him. She didn't want him to catch a cold from a draft on the open floor.

      She scraped her way to the sofa, turned around, and plopped onto the cushion. Her slight frame scarcely made a dent in the fabric. She let go of her walker, letting it stand by her feet.

      I'm not even half the woman I used to be.

      It was a common refrain in her mind lately. She knew her days were numbered. The years left to her were probably less than the fingers on one hand. She no longer played the denial games of her younger self—she only spoke the most brutal and honest truths to herself.

      “Oh, Liam. I'm so sorry your mom and dad left you here with me. I'm sure they're thinking the same thing right about now. They thought they were doing me a favor by putting you in my care. Giving me someone extra to help around the house. Someone to talk to. Someone to care for. Everyone needs that.” She sighed deeply with exhaustion in both body and spirit.

      “If you were with your parents right now, I would probably just sit in my chair until the end.”

      Looking at the crucifix on her wall, she wondered seriously if that was the attitude she should take. Her Christian upbringing taught her to care for those less fortunate, stay strong in body and soul, and enter the Kingdom of Heaven after a life well-lived. Nothing could have prepared her for this situation. Plague. Chaos. Sick people. What does the Bible say about surviving the end of the world? Sure, Revelation was replete with end-of-world imagery, but it was no guidebook for how to endure it.

      Was it suicide to knowingly stay put, acknowledging survival in the coming storm was impossible? Just cower in the disintegrating neighborhood until the food and water run out. Then the end would be quick.

      Isn't it also certain death for a woman my age to go into the storm?

      Even several minutes of prayer brought her no closer to an answer.

      She weighed her chances of staying in the house by herself, sending Liam out without her. She could survive for a week or two under the best of conditions. She had plenty of food, thanks to her well-prepared grandson—Liam's father—but she knew it was only a matter of time before hungry and less prepared neighbors began scavenging. It wouldn't be hard to take from the oldest lady on the block. That says nothing about thieves or brigands from beyond the neighborhood. Sick people like Angie would also ensure she could never leave again. Staying or going, being on her own was certain death.

      Thinking of Liam passed out on the floor in the next room also gave her more to worry about. If they went out into the city, she would be slowing him down to the point she would surely endanger him. She couldn't even manage him here in the house. What would she do when people, plague, and the sick made life difficult for them? There was absolutely nothing she could contribute.

      I can't even shout anymore.

      Tired, she stared off into space for an indeterminate amount of time before she heard Liam stirring.

      That brought her back to the present and the question she still couldn't answer.
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* * *

      Liam was lying on the floor at the base of Angie's stairs when he came to. Grandma had tossed a little blanket on him, or at least he assumed it was her, though she was nowhere to be seen. From his position on the floor, he was looking up the stairs. His headache let him know the full story of his rapid descent.

      Yep, I'm that guy.

      He slowly sat up, anticipating a pounding headache. Fortunately, it wasn't as bad as he feared. He remotely considered everything that could have happened on his way down—broken bones, broken neck, even death—and felt pretty fortunate. He wondered if dialing 911 would reach a live person anymore.

      He tried to make his way to the first riser so he could sit in an upright position and take stock. Next, he stood to test his legs. He felt a little dizzy, a little achy in his noggin and along much of his right side, but overall he was fit for duty.

      I got the keys!

      He moved back into Grandma's house to find her sitting on the big sofa. She looked very tired when he first saw her, but when she saw him, she flashed a big smile. The warmth returned to her demeanor.

      “I'm so sorry, Liam, I shouldn't have sent you up there. I wasn't thinking about your safety.”

      “Don't worry, Grandma. It was my fault I slipped on ... something and tumbled down the stairs.” He looked away from her as he remembered what he saw upstairs.

      “Do you want to know what I found up in Angie's apartment? Besides the car keys?”

      “Oh, I guess so, since you made the effort to go up.”

      “Well, there's a lot of blood. And tons of her clothes were in the middle of her living room. And her cat ... was no longer alive. But mainly … blood. I couldn't tell if it was hers. It was kind of gross, which is why I ran out and fell.”

      She nodded solemnly, “Were there any clues as to how she got sick?”

      “Dunno. How do people normally get this plague? Sneezing? Coughing? Sharing germs?” He hesitated for fear of voicing the one method he hoped would never prove true. The most common fictional method for people to become zombies—biting.

      “Um, Grandma, did Angie look like she'd been bitten by anything? Maybe her cat?”

      Or maybe a human ...

      “I'm afraid Angie was so bloody; I really didn't see any one place where she might have been bitten. She was just covered all over.”

      He hadn’t been looking for bite marks on his walk home. Now he couldn't even remember the color clothing the yoga girl was wearing, much less if she had bite marks on her. The adrenaline rush and confusion had clouded his memory. He remembered the bloody look of her eyes, and it matched the blood-drenched stare Angie gave him.

      “Grandma, do you think we should leave? This disease seems real bad.”

      She told him about the message on her answering machine, “It said to seek safer areas. The message didn't say to hunker down and wait for authorities. It didn't say the army was coming to help. It didn't even suggest order would ever be restored. And then those tornado sirens blasted for an unusually long time as if to amplify the severity of the warning. The hour-long blast was a big shout to get out, Liam.”

      She paused to let that sink in.

      “The phones are dead. Radio only loops the president's message. I don't think help is coming, and it's going to keep getting worse in the neighborhood if we stay here. Yesterday they were robbing garages. Tomorrow they're going to start robbing homes.”

      He knew she was right, even though he really wanted to stick things out in the safety of the house. Going back out into the growing chaos wasn't something he relished. But his embarrassment on the steps proved even his own home could become a deathtrap. He considered whether just breathing the same air up in Angie's apartment had exposed him to whatever made her sick.

      “Grandma, I was packing last night, so most everything is ready. I was really hoping we'd wake up and things would be getting back to normal, and we wouldn't have to go anywhere, but it doesn't seem like that's going to happen.”

      The sounds of the neighborhood had begun picking up as the sun rose and hadn't slowed down once it was well in the air. First, it was just distant gunfire and squealing tires, the same as most of the night. Then it started to increase in frequency and volume as if it were getting closer. Some gunshots seemed very close. And the screams. Those were picking up as well. Just getting to Angie's car could be a challenge if things got much worse.

      “OK, Grandma.” He reassured himself. “I feel OK. We have to get our stuff and get out of here.”

      He grabbed the backpack he prepared and staged it by the front door. His most precious items were the two handguns. One he carried in a holster inside the belt and waistband of his pants. The other, along with the ammo, he stuffed into his pack. He would have to carry everything because Grandma wasn't able to lift anything but her walking cane.

      He took a minute to consider his plan. First, he had to find Angie and make sure he wasn't going to accidentally let the sick nurse back into the flat. Then he would run out of the house, cut across several yards, and emerge on the street where her car was parked—avoiding other sick people or criminals as needed. A quick run to the front seat, shove the keys in the ignition, and then a high-speed return to pick up his fare.

      Sounded easy. But he knew any dumb mistake would put him in the role of that guy again. It was something that made him double his efforts to think of everything that could go wrong with his plan.

      I'm sure I'm missing something.
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* * *

      Liam looked out every window in Grandma's flat and Angie was nowhere to be found. He could think of several places she could be hiding, but he hoped she decided to move on to find other humans to attack. A twinge of guilt followed the thought.

      Rather than overthink things, he let Grandma know he was going to run out the back door and that she should shut the door behind him. He would be running for the car.

      “Good luck, Liam. I'll be praying for you.”

      He knew she would. “Thanks, Grandma. I'll take all the help I can get!”

      And with that, he opened the door, walked out, and Grandma closed it. He was quickly over the fence into the next yard. And the next. And the next. In a couple of minutes, he was in the last yard, ready to jump the final fence before the run down the street toward the car. His brain started running a little slideshow in his head, showing all the ways he could fail. Tripping. Ambushes. Gunfire. Getting run over. His heartbeat was revving to keep pace with the images in his head. No matter what he did to settle himself, he couldn't push them away.

      He knew he had self-doubts about his abilities, just like anyone would, but he was haunted by his recent mishaps as “the guy who blows it.” More images spun up in his mind, fueled by every zombie book and movie he'd ever consumed. Would he get out onto the street and trip and break his ankle, to be easily hunted down by a sick person? Would he be the guy trying to start the car over and over, only to have a zombie pull him out through the window, or have one of the marauders in the area put a bullet in him just to get his working car?

      And P.S., if I die, Grandma dies, too.

      He had a vivid vision of Grandma standing in her kitchen where he last saw her. She was still there looking out the back, waiting. The vision faded, and he was glad because his next thought was that Angie was somehow in the house with her.

      It was too much to digest, and he had to sit down in a bed of flowers to give himself some cover while he kept his heart rate from exploding, and his brain from panicking. Nothing like this had ever happened to him.

      So many things can go wrong!

      He could see the car, and it didn't look like anything was going on in the immediate area. Now was his chance, if he could settle himself. He tried thinking of something peaceful—the lake where he spent a lot of time as a child—but that only reminded him of another incident where he almost drowned. So he focused on the moment and studied one of the yellow wildflowers nearby. He ignored everything else for several minutes until his heart rate was back to normal. When he was ready, he willed himself to stay in the moment.

      He was up and over the final fence, and he felt strong as he topped it. He landed well and sprinted for the car. The hundred-yard dash took much longer than he remembered in grade school gym class, and his awareness was crystal clear as he sprinted. There were wisps of smoke drifting from the two burned-out houses behind Grandma's, and the air was foul with the smell of burnt wood and synthetic housing materials. There was a very slight breeze. The position of the sun indicated time was moving closer to late morning. The neighborhood was fairly quiet just then; gunshots and screams were ebbing low.

      And then Angie was there. She must have been hanging around in the alleyway and had a good bead on him as he ran down the street. She stumbled around a corner and began another earnest pursuit.

      It was a replay of yesterday, and all he could think about was falling down, twisting an ankle, tripping on his own feet, or some similarly stupid calamity. He slowed down a bit and became hyper-aware of the ground over which he was jogging, scanning for any sign of potholes that could end him.

      He looked at the distance to the car and knew he could outrun the lumbering and broken-footed nurse, but he wasn't sure if he could close the door and start the car before she was upon him, possibly breaking windows to get inside. It was time to use the gun and remove all those hypotheticals.

      He pulled the Ruger from his waistband, toggled the small safety on the grip, and aimed for the center of her mass. He had done it a thousand times before, though he had never shot anything living.

      Is Angie alive?

      He had mere moments to bobble that thought before he pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened.

      He pulled back the slide, thinking he needed to chamber a round, but in doing so, he made the horrible realization that the gun was empty.

      OH MY—

      She caught up with him then, with his arms extended in front and her arms reaching toward him. The nurse was slightly taller, and weighed a few pounds more even in her “condition.” He did have the advantage in dexterity, though. As the blood-covered woman pushed into him, he dropped his useless gun, grabbed both her arms and used her momentum to pull her forward as he sidestepped and stuck out his foot to trip her.

      Angie fell to the street, her face absorbing the brunt of the impact, though she let out only the smallest grunt. He regained his own balance, wiped the nasty blood off his hands onto his jeans, reached down to pick up his gun, and sprinted for the car.

      In moments, he was in through the passenger side. He pulled the door closed behind him, pushing the lock down in one smooth motion. He tried to ignore the fact he was sitting in sticky congealed blood. He definitely ignored what was sitting on the floorboard in front of him.

      I don't see the foot.

      He shuffled over to the driver's seat.

      As he put the key into the ignition, Angie stumbled up next to the passenger side window. The fall had scraped all the skin from her forehead, and the exposed bone and blood gave her an even more unholy expression. She was looking directly at him through the very thin glass of the car door.

      The car engine turned over, but it took him a few seconds to orient himself with the gear lever on the console so he could slap it into drive and get moving.

      Angie was banging and screaming obnoxiously outside the window. A million thoughts clouded his mind at that moment, but the one that stood out most was how glad he was Angie seemed oblivious to tools. One strong rock would be enough to break the door's glass and end this whole affair.

      He solved the shifter question, put the car in gear, and smashed the gas pedal. The car lurched ahead, requiring a quick steering adjustment to keep him on the pavement, and he pulled away from the scene.

      He turned around at the next intersection so he could backtrack to the front of Grandma's house. He sped by Angie who had been loping along the street in pursuit. He briefly thought about swerving to “take her out” but he couldn't quite convince himself it was necessary. He wanted to pick up Grandma and just leave the nurse safely behind.

      I did tell her to meet me in the front, didn't I?

      As he turned left around the corner, he was more than a little worried he forgot to mention that part of his plan to Grandma. When he got close, he didn't see her at the front door.

      He pulled up to her house, avoiding the few cars still parked on the street, pushed the emergency brake, then jumped out of the still-running car and ran for the front door, hoping against hope she would appear at the entry.

      Please! Please! Please!
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* * *

      He wasted no time at the front door. If she wasn't there already, she wasn't going to get there in a hurry. He moved to the back of the house on the run.

      He slammed the rear door after coming through, quite out of breath.

      Grandma was indeed still camped out in the kitchen, right where he left her. He decided now wasn't the time to chastise himself.

      “OK, Grandma, let's move up to the front door and we'll jump in the car. I parked it out front.”

      She was very understanding, or maybe just didn't notice the oversight.

      The trek to the front of the house felt like it took ten minutes. The entire time, he could think of nothing else but someone walking along the street, seeing the open car door, jumping in and driving off. He also imagined zombies seeing the open door, stumbling in, and hiding in the back seat like in a bad movie. He did everything he could to push these thoughts away, but it only added to his anxiety. He worried he was on the verge of having another panic attack caused by—worry.

      He hung on to Grandma's arm as they both moved slowly to their target. She was using her cane, so was moving well for her, but he had to resist the urge to physically pull her.

      He opened the front door and held it wide while he helped her out onto her front stoop. He reached down to grab his backpack and slung it over one of his shoulders.

      He took an opportunity to look around but saw no one in the immediate vicinity.

      They both inched down Grandma's ramp and then along the walkway to the street curb. He reached over to open the door to gain access to the back seat. He was careful not to push her in, though his brain was begging him to do just that.

      Once she was inside, he threw his backpack in the space next to her, slammed her door, and jumped into the driver's seat.

      He dropped it into gear, stomped the gas pedal, and they were accelerating up the street, away from Grandma's house. He realized why every car that went through here seemed to be speeding. He eased up to allow himself to catch his breath.

      I did pretty good.

      “Liam, I left my cane on the curb.”

      Oh sh—

      He slammed on the brakes and looked over his shoulder.

      “Do we need to go back for it?”

      He wasn't about to admit it, but he was scared to return. He wasn't sure why given that her home was the one place in the entire world he knew was safe at that moment.

      “I think I'll be in a lot of trouble if I don't have something to help me walk. I don't think either of us wants me to have to hold onto you for the rest of my life.”

      He couldn't argue with that. A better driver could probably have turned around in the narrow street, but he decided to proceed forward until he came to an intersection where he'd have plenty of room to reverse course. He needed every bit of that wide space.

      After turning around, he kept the speed low enough to be safe. They arrived in front of her house without incident. Both could see the four-legged cane out the right side, sitting on the grass next to the curb, right where she had left it. He pulled up next to it, got out, ran around the car, grabbed the cane, then ran around the car again and hopped back inside. He tossed it into the front passenger seat and saw it promptly tilt off, so its base sat on top of the bloody foot.

      He had no time to consider that horrible image. He pulled away from the curb heading in the wrong direction. Up ahead, he saw a lone figure standing in the street and knew who it was.

      He slammed on the brakes.

      “Grandma, Angie's up ahead. What should I do?”

      He secretly hoped she would let him plow her over and just be done with it—essentially giving him the green light to do what he couldn't do when he drove by her earlier—but he knew that wasn't Grandma's style.

      “I'm so sorry, Angie.” She hesitated for a few moments, though he never doubted for a second what her recommendation would be.

      “Let's carefully go around her, and we can leave her forever.”

      He drove the car slowly toward Angie, who gravitated to the side of the car to try to gain access to the people she could see inside. Once she moved away from the front of the car, he hit the gas. She bounced lightly on the side mirror.

      Blood had poured from the wound on her forehead to cover her eyes and cheeks, and totally drench the front side of her already blood-stained nightgown. Where she was getting so much blood was beyond his reckoning, but he and Grandma both gasped when they saw her up close.

      Grandma said a short prayer for her friend.

      He couldn't even muster the requisite “Amen” when she was done. He couldn't help but feel their problems were only getting started.

      His free-associating brain summoned a line from an old Rolling Stones song named, appropriately enough, Angie.

      In his rearview mirror, the nurse shrank as he sped away.

      Goodbye, Angie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          6

        

        
          Coagulation

        

      

    
    
      After avoiding Angie in the road and leaving her behind them, Liam and Marty were dismayed to see several other sick people wandering the formerly peaceful neighborhoods of south St. Louis. He still wasn't ready to run anyone over, as long as he had a choice. He would use other means if he had to dispatch one of them.

      “Oh crap!” he blurted, remembering something critical.

      He looked in the mirror at Grandma, afraid she would chastise his language, but she said nothing.

      “I need to pull over and load my gun. I pulled it out when Angie attacked me—Did I mention that?—on my way to her car, but, of all the stupid things, I forgot to put rounds in the magazine before I walked out the door. I'm such an idiot.”

      He pulled over into a parking lot for a large supermarket. He let the car run while he grabbed his backpack, pulled out the box of ammo, loaded nine small rounds into the thin metal magazine, then slid the assembly into the bottom of the pistol grip. He chambered a round, and after some consideration put the safety on so he couldn't accidentally fire the gun while sticking it in his holster. That was one accident he was determined not to suffer.

      He reloaded the other pistol as well. If he ended up needing it, he was fairly sure he wouldn't have time to load it at that point. Then, to be complete, he loaded the two spare magazines. Be prepared! That's what years of Boy Scouts taught him. He returned the backpack to the rear seat next to Grandma so she could grab water or snacks.

      He knew there was only one highway that ran directly from downtown to the south, Interstate 55; that made things easy for someone new to driving.

      As they approached the on-ramp for the highway, he discovered the direct route also made things simple for everyone else. A massive traffic entanglement greeted them at the bridge interchange where the surface road went under the highway. Cars up-top and cars going up the access ramp were all stopped, and people everywhere were out of their cars, standing around. Infected people were wandering around, too, though drivers shot them as soon as they showed up. Some cars were exiting the highway from the north, and they headed into the network of side streets. Everyone headed south. He pulled over to consider his options.

      The radio. He turned it on while mentally slapping himself for not doing it sooner.

      Only one station on the AM dial was live as far as he could tell. Every other station, AM or FM, was repeating the same emergency response message along with the president's radio message. Apparently, the stations were ordered to play that nonsense rather than something that could actually help people on the ground. Or maybe the radio people were on the run too?

      They'd be some of the first to see the big picture.

      The one station still live was headquartered in downtown St. Louis and apparently had a reporter on a high-rise roof somewhere because they were describing traffic in the downtown area:

      “And we're looking at southbound 55 and can tell you it's snarled as badly as all the other highways we can see from our vantage point. Southbound is completely stopped. Northbound is also a mess coming into St. Louis, but everyone should be aware once you reach downtown, there is nowhere to go. The bridges to Illinois are all blocked now by the state police and what appears to be National Guard units. They are turning people back to the Missouri side of the bridges. As we've said before, you should try to get out of St. Louis while you still can. Just don't try to escape through downtown.”

      The reporter began talking about the north side of the city, and he said, as much to himself as to Grandma, “I bet the entire interstate is a parking lot from here all the way out to Mom and Dad's.”

      Grandma didn't respond. She was alert but casually looking out the window.

      The radio continued, “We have reports from some people talking to our roving reporter that there is a Red Cross station down by the Arch. From here we can't confirm that, but there could be medical help. If you can't make it out of the city, that might be a good place to rest. And we've heard a rumor there is a big FEMA camp at the Gateway Speedway just over the river in Illinois. If you are in the Illinois listening area, you might find help there.”

      The two announcers then began some banter between themselves about troubles in their respective neighborhoods, which he found annoying. He needed something that would help him right now.

      He was beginning to understand a little more of the big picture.

      The chaos had spread everywhere in the bi-state area. He had hoped—with the same sense of futility he felt upon reaching Grandma's—that once he reached home-home, he'd find safety.

      What if it's everywhere in the world?
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* * *

      He drew a mental map of the city. The most famous edge of the metropolis was the Mississippi River as it passed downtown St. Louis and its crown jewel, the Gateway Arch. That was roughly the eastern border. To the north, he was less clear of the geography but was pretty sure the Missouri River was up that way. The south was his neighborhood. He knew that to get out of the urban and suburban sprawl, they'd have to cross the Meramec River—a relatively small waterway compared to the giant Mississippi below it. Rivers bracketed three sides of St. Louis. He aimed for the southern one.

      Grandma's home was a couple of miles south of downtown St. Louis; even so, they’d found the highway south was already choked to death going outbound from the city's center. Was every car in the city already out and parked on this stretch of road? Or was it the same going north or west? If so, it meant almost no one had actually escaped from the city. Everyone was on the road, but still within the gravity well of the collapsing star.

      What's keeping everyone bottled up?

      The radio had no answers. He decided to push through some of the comparatively empty side streets and see if Interstate 55 was more accessible farther south. He knew it was a long shot, and the farther south he went, the more cars he found on the roads with him. He’d sat in enough traffic jams as a passenger to know that when traffic stopped, drivers would try just about anything to find alternate routes. At every exit and entrance for I-55 that he approached he saw many more cars use the exit ramps and drive into side streets. Always south.

      Without working electricity and streetlights, gridlock increased with every block. There were just too many cars. He had to keep rolling over to smaller and smaller streets. He was considering using one-lane alleys if he had to.

      While driving on a side street through one of the old neighborhoods, he noticed the flashing lights of a police car behind him. He panicked; this was not the time to get in trouble with the law.

      “Oh, no! Grandma, I got pulled over by a cop.”

      “Were you speeding?”

      “I don't think so. I was just kind of driving around looking for clear streets.”

      “Mmm huh.” She seemed to understand, but she said nothing further. She rolled down her window, directly behind his seat. Liam assumed it was so she could talk to the officer herself.

      Let her deal with it.

      Always respectful of law and order, he pulled over as quickly as he could. He had his seatbelt on, so he felt confident he had covered all his bases. He looked in the back seat to see if anything was out of the ordinary. The guns might cause trouble. He took his out of his waistband and stuffed it next to the seat by the middle console. The other was safely hidden in his backpack next to Grandma.

      A doubt nagged at him—a lesson from his books—but he admitted that feeling always seemed to be in his head now. He'd never been pulled over, so he had no frame of reference of how it should go.

      He didn't expect the gun in his face, followed by a calm voice asking for his money.

      “I'll take your wallet, thank you very much.”

      The dark man wasn't a police officer—the gold chains and multiple watches were big clues, if the gun in the face wasn't hint enough.

      Liam held his hands up to signify compliance. He said his wallet was in his right front pocket.

      “Well get it, I don't have all day.” The man gave a little giggle at his statement; then he seemed to notice the blood on the passenger seat and the foot sitting prominently on the floorboard.

      Why did I leave that there?

      “Looks like you had a passenger. What happened to him?”

      “I don't know, sir. It was there before we jumped in the car.”

      “We?” The man noticed the small woman sitting quietly in the back seat. He moved a step closer to the back so he could see directly into the interior.

      “Well, well. I'll take that fancy necklace, Miss Daisy. And that backpack looks quite juicy.” It was lying open at that moment, the snacks and drinks clearly visible. Liam silently cursed himself again for being so dumb.

      “No, Grandma needs her meds. Please don't take it.”

      “When I need your opinion I'll ask for it, boy.” He slapped Liam's head by reaching inside the back window.

      Liam knew it was stupid to think it, but he didn't want to be taken advantage of like this. Instead of being scared, it made him angry.

      Grandma, meanwhile, was gathering the pack by forcing in all the contents that had spilled out.

      “Sir, please leave her medications. You can have the rest.” He thought he was being smart. She didn't take any irreplaceable prescription meds, but maybe the guy would feel sympathy.

      The man moved back to the front, directly outside Liam's window.

      “You don't get it. I'm taking it all! If you say another word … ” He jiggled the pistol menacingly.

      Grandma piped up, “I'm getting it all together for you.”

      Liam sat stewing in his impotence. Can I start the car and speed off without getting shot? Probably not. But maybe if I push him back first … I've been lucky so far.

      He shoved the door open to push the guy backward. It didn't surprise the thief at all. The man was so agile that he helped pull the door open, side-stepped, knocked Liam dizzy with a stiff punch, then dragged him out of the car onto the street.

      Liam heard the soft murmur of Grandma's voice saying, “I have your backpack ready, sir.” Then he blacked out.
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* * *

      Liam woke up lying face down on warm asphalt. One side of his face was in excruciating pain, but he could move his jaw and didn't feel anything crunchy in his mouth.

      Still dazed, he staggered to his feet and saw Grandma sitting in the back seat, her head lolling to one side. She'd put on a flowery head scarf, but it had come undone and sat flatly over her head.

      Oh, God, don’t let her be dead!

      He ran to her window and heard a soft, nasal sound coming from her. She was asleep.

      Relieved, he leaned against her door. His head was throbbing, and the flashing blue lights from the police car parked behind them made it worse.

      Then everything came rushing back. He looked around quickly for the man with the gun, sending another wave of pain through his aching head. He steadied himself against the car again and noticed the backpack the man was going to steal was still resting beside Grandma on the car seat.

      Then, he saw feet sticking out from behind the car.

      Carefully, he moved back toward the rear. The thief was lying on his back between both vehicles; his eye was a bloody mess, but otherwise his face and the rest of his body looked normal. He wasn't infected or anything. But he was very dead.

      How did I miss seeing him before? Too scared about Grandma, I guess.

      He looked around for a Good Samaritan in a high window but didn’t see anyone who might have saved them by killing their assailant. He saw cars moving on distant streets, but no one seemed interested in him. He thought about saying a prayer of thanks for his good fortune, but like so many false starts in his recent past, he didn't know if he believed his prayer would be heard by anyone. He secretly hoped there was someone listening. Perhaps even the same God Grandma believed in.

      For now, he said a quick “thank you” to anyone who would listen and jumped back into Angie's car to start it up.

      He thought about going back to check out the cop car but didn't like the idea of stealing from anyone. Plus, if he was caught ransacking a police car ...

      Instead, he put the car in gear and drove quickly away from the scene. It had all happened so fast he hadn’t had time to be afraid. He saw himself in the rearview mirror as he drove and realized … he was looking at a survivor. He just survived an encounter with a hardened criminal. He survived multiple encounters with Angie, the plague victim. He even survived falling down a flight of stairs.

      But it all seemed so random. He knew any of those incidents could have ended his life, making this whole survival schtick the mockery he knew it to be. He saw the survivors of this thing as big, hulking men carrying large guns, sharp swords, and wearing full police riot gear. How else could anyone truly survive such crazy times?

      He wore jeans and a lime-green Mountain Dew t-shirt, and his 104-year-old partner in survival was a dressed in a light blue pantsuit, complemented by a plain metal cane. Hardly the stuff of legend.

      Whoop de do. We've survived the twenty-four hours since the sirens.

      He tried to get back into the important task of driving. He found the highway again and was disappointed to see the traffic remained stopped. The memory of the gun barrel between his eyes buzzed as he observed cars continuing to pour off the exit ramp, into the streets of this part of the city. Streets that were nearly clogged. It wouldn't be long before everything was in total gridlock. Before he was trapped.

      He turned the car around to give himself some open space. Not many cars were heading back into the city. He needed a chance to think through his next move. They weren't going to make it going south on the highway or any of the side roads. He pulled over into an empty parking lot, far from anyone or anything that could harm them. He again remembered the gun in his face but ignored it. He aggressively scanned for threats as he tried to concentrate.

      Could they walk out of the city? He'd seen many people walking along the highway, but how far could Grandma go on foot? She could walk pretty well for her age, and he'd seen her walk for short distances without any cane at all. But those were rare instances when she was at 100% health and rest. Now, she could barely stay awake while sitting in his back seat.

      He thought again about the gun in his face but pushed it back with a few calming breaths.

      “How far could we both get on foot?” he whispered.

      Not far.

      As he sat there, he found himself unable to further ignore the incident with the thief. Of having the business end of a gun touch his nose. Of being punched. Of being yanked out of the car and tossed to the ground. His hands started shaking, so he gripped the wheel.

      How close to death did I come?

      He imagined himself being shot dead. Oddly, he thought of his parents, and how they'd never know how he died. He imagined Grandma getting pulled out next. He imagined ...

      NO! I will not let that happen!

      He silently began to weep. He couldn't help himself. He was slightly embarrassed Grandma might hear him, but once it started, he was unable to check it. His head collapsed on the steering wheel as he let the emotions of the past day consume him.

      In the back, Grandma slept on.

      For the first time in his life, he envied her.
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      Liam sat, exhausted, in the front seat of the car. His tears had dried, and he found himself staring out the front window. It hadn't been long since he'd pulled over. Glancing back, he could see Grandma was still asleep.

      He attempted to move beyond the botched robbery. He needed to look forward. Time for the “big guy pants,” as his dad would say.

      He turned on the radio again.

      Did they say all the bridges to Illinois were closed? Surely not.

      All stations were now playing the emergency announcement loops, including the one previously broadcasting freely. They advised listeners to evacuate the city but were stingy with clues about how to do it or where to go. A week ago, he wouldn't have listened to a government broadcast to save his life. Now his life did depend on a government announcement, and he was dismayed to discover they had no answers.

      Going south didn't seem possible, given the traffic situation. Going west might work in a pinch, but that would take him into the bulk of the population of the city—enough reason to avoid that way. North would take him directly away from his goal, so that made no sense at all. Finally, he figured his best bet was to drive east into Illinois, where it was less crowded, then turn south and try to return over a bridge into Missouri somewhere. It would require going through downtown, which made him anxious just thinking about it, but it was the only place to cross.

      With no help from the radio, he had to make a choice soon. He gently woke up Grandma.

      She opened her eyes, looked out her window, then into his backpack.

      “He's gone, Grandma. He didn't get our stuff either, but I'm not sure what happened. I was lying on the ground, and when I woke up, the crook was already dead. He got shot. I jumped in the car and sped us out of there.”

      “I must have passed out from all the excitement. I'm so glad you're OK. I'm not doing a very good job taking care of you, am I?”

      “We're both alive. That's all that matters now. Someone shot the yoga woman for me too. I think I have a guardian angel. I've learned an important lesson; the rules are changing. I'm going to be smarter from now on, so I can protect you and me both.”

      Grandma leaned forward just enough to touch his shoulder with reassurance.

      “We make a good team.”

      “Well, teammate, we need a new plan now. Traffic on the highway to the south is completely stopped. All the main roads next to the interstate going that way are also filled with people trying to escape. It didn't look like any of those vehicles were going to be moving anytime soon, so I pulled into this parking lot to think. The radio has nothing useful on where to go. I figured we'd try to get across a bridge downtown and then drive south on the Illinois side of the river.”

      “Sounds like a good plan, Liam.”

      “Will you help me navigate? I'm afraid I don't know where to go.”

      The extent of his driver's education with Dad ended at Grandma's house. The rest of the city was a blank space as far as roads went.

      “I'll do what I can.”

      He pulled back onto the road, in the direction of downtown. Unlike the lanes going south, the northbound side of the road was virtually devoid of traffic. He wasn't willing to use the term “good luck” just yet. He knew just how fast luck could go down the toilet.

      He felt a trace of a smile on his face as he sped through the dying city. Heading for freedom.

      Looking in the rearview, Grandma's face was far more stoic.
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* * *

      The street was a major thoroughfare in this part of the city. It had two lanes of traffic in each direction, with a breakdown lane in the middle. Very few cars were going in either direction. The massive backup of south-bound traffic hadn't reached this far north yet.

      He saw several cars on fire, scattered on the roadway in front of a row of apartments. Strangely, other cars were moving among the burned-out hulks, seemingly unconcerned with the incongruity.

      He was gaining his sea legs on this terrible ocean. He immediately stopped the car and looked for alternate routes where he could turn down a side street and avoid even being close to such destruction. Grandma was in the back seat, watching ahead as well.

      “Grandma, I'm turning. I don't think we should go anywhere near those burning cars.”

      “Watch those cars on fire,” she yelled a little too loud. As she sometimes did when her hearing aids acted up.

      He smiled as he made a left turn, then a quick right turn onto a narrow avenue running parallel to the main road. They entered a more residential area. There were a few cars parked along both sides of the street, but there were also a lot of trash cans rolling around, along with lots of trash and debris, as if many of the houses had simply thrown their contents right out their doors.

      More ominously, he saw odd characters walking aimlessly. Sick? Infected? Lost? Stealing?

      He wasn't stopping to find out. He hit the gas, quickly pushing fifty mph down the narrow street. Not bad for a fifteen-year-old with a learner's permit, he thought.

      The passenger window shattered as several gunshots exploded from the houses lining the right side of the street. He instinctively jerked his head as low as he could.

      “Grandma! Get down!”

      The rear passenger-side window blew out next, followed by the one on his side. The shots were either coming from both sides or going completely through the interior.

      The rear window blew out a second later, and the headrest on his seat crumpled.

      That was close!

      He glanced in the mirror. Grandma had fallen over sideways in the back, covered with tiny pieces of safety glass.

      “Oh, my lands,” she exclaimed.

      He risked a sideways glance, but the shooters were well hidden. He was going much too fast. Shots continued behind them, and he could see in the side mirror a couple of men had run into the street to shoot, even as he drove away.

      Only a few seconds more ...

      He took a right turn too fast and was just able to maintain control of the car as it aligned itself on the new street, but scraped a car on his side. The sedan lost some paint, but they escaped the flying bullets.

      Rather than being scared, he was mad as hell again. People were using this disaster as an excuse to—do what exactly? Were these bad people showing their true colors or good people gone wrong due to the chaos? It had scarcely been one lousy day since law and order was put on hold. Things were going downhill fast if this was how it was going to be.

      He slowed enough to take a left turn back onto the main street safely and was pleased to see they had traveled beyond the burned-out wrecks. Were the men on the previous street the same ones who burned the cars on this one? Why would anyone randomly destroy cars and shoot at people they didn't know? Were they trying to kill him? He had no explanation that fit the circumstances, and he sure wasn't going back to interview them.

      Pardon me. Would you refrain from killing me while I ask you a few questions?

      They quickly overtook another vehicle—a cramped, blue coupe—with a family inside who looked over at him as he matched their speed for a second before accelerating past them.

      The open road was just as dangerous as everywhere else. Even a friendly-looking family couldn't be trusted. He could trust no one but himself and Grandma.

      In the distance, he got his first glimpse of the Gateway Arch as it twinkled in the mid-day sun. He had many memories seeing it as a kid—how many times had his parents excitedly pointed it out as they were driving? It was a source of fascination and pride for locals like him. A snarl of traffic came into view on the street ahead, interrupting his pleasant memories.

      Will anything be easy ever again?
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* * *

      The traffic wasn't as bad as it appeared at first glance. A major intersection in this part of the city was catching traffic from the nearby highway, as well as the growing traffic heading downtown. Several other drivers must have gotten the same idea to head that way once they realized the highway out of town was toast.

      After several minutes snaking through the busy intersection, they found open roads before once again coming upon a jammed intersection. It was much worse than the previous delay.

      They were only a couple miles from downtown. They could now see the big Anheuser-Busch brewery that was a cultural icon in this city. As they came through the big intersection, they could see the traffic ahead had stopped completely. As cars came up on the tail of the northbound traffic jam, they shut off engines, and passengers got out and joined the people ahead of them on foot. He could already see a few cars coming in behind him, which would make sure he never got out of this entanglement.

      He turned the wheel hard to his right. Angie's severely damaged car jumped the curb and came to a stop in a tiny parking lot for a fast-food joint. He heard a loud pop. He backed his car sloppily into a spot up against the building, allowing himself a clear shot to drive in any direction he chose—except into the traffic jam itself—should he change his mind about joining the sea of walkers going downtown.

      Several other cars took his lead. Soon the little parking lot was full, as were several other open spaces on this side of the road. He was silently impressed with himself for thinking of something that was so useful to his fellow travelers. It felt nice to lead, even if it was just a bit of luck on his part for thinking of it.

      His pleasure faded once he exited the vehicle and saw the condition of the car. Angie had some pride in her vehicle and took care to keep it washed and waxed at a local hands-on car wash. If she saw her car now, she would fall over dead.

      Not funny, Liam!

      Four windows were blown out. Several bullet holes peppered the passenger side, including a couple up near the engine. It was a miracle nothing got permanently damaged under the hood. He walked around and inspected as much as he dared. One bullet had mangled the locking assembly of the passenger-side rear door, making it impossible to open. He reached in through the broken glass and grabbed his backpack. As he pulled back, he noticed the front tire had gone all the way flat. He thought it made the car look sad.

      “So much for getting to Illinois.” He said it out loud, but mostly to himself. They were now committed to the only place anywhere that seemed to offer some help—the area down by the Gateway Arch.

      Grandma exited on the driver's side and shook herself free of the bits of glass. She reached back in to grab her cane and then casually leaned against the exterior to wait for Liam to gather his stuff.

      She quipped, “I guess we don't have to worry about locking the doors,” and let out a little giggle. He had to laugh too.

      One of the people nearby gave a little whistle when he took in Liam's damaged ride.

      “Whoa! You a stunt driver, kid?”

      Liam wasn't really in the mood to deal with strangers but couldn't resist bragging about it.

      “Not really. A couple of dip-wads a few miles back were shooting up cars. They got the drop on us, but I just put the hammer down and blew through their trap.” He said it with the same emotion he would if he were talking about the weather.

      He looked at Grandma to see if she would scold him, but she was looking the other way.

      The man seemed unimpressed. “Yeah, we had to drive through someone's lawn to get around some fellas holding up cars about three miles south of here. I guess we're all lucky to make it here. Good luck out there,” he said as he walked away.

      So much for basking in the glory.

      With his pack on his back, he walked around to Grandma. She was silently looking at the crush of abandoned cars and beyond, toward the Arch.

      “Do you think you can walk to the Arch from here?”

      She was silent for many moments before responding.

      “I don't see any other option at this point. I'm going to need your help, but I think I can do it.”

      She held up her cane so she could bring it closer to her face.

      “I'm going to need your help too, Mr. Cane. Don't let me fall!”

      She chuckled a little, then slammed the cane back to the ground and started walking—slowly—away from Angie's wrecked car.

      An obscure quote from one of his dad's old movies hit him as he walked away from the sad-looking car that had gotten them this far.

      I'm not parking it; I'm abandoning it.

      He knew they'd never be back. The car would probably rust in that spot until it blew away on the wind.

      Wow. I'm a real downer.

      Finally, it fell too far behind to see, and he resolved to only look to the future. At that moment, the Arch towered into view miles down the street. The safety of the port was so close, yet so far away.
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* * *

      After the excitement at Grandma's house, the struggle to escape Angie, getting beaten up by a criminal, and the stress of actually driving the car in the chaos, the walk toward the Arch was anticlimactic.

      A small girl behind them blurted out to no one in particular, “When we get downtown, I hope they're serving hot dogs and soda, like at a baseball game!”

      He was holding Grandma's arm as he walked but turned partway around to look at the child's parents. They wore tight-lipped grins as they gave her affirmation about what she would find ahead. Anything to keep the children happy. And unafraid.

      Would there be any help at all downtown? After what he saw on the roads of the city, he was pretty sure of the answer to that, but still, he had hope and tried hard to listen to the conversations of his fellow travelers to see if they knew more than he did about what was ahead.

      The friendly crowd of walkers continued to grow. If he didn't know where he was, he would have believed he was heading to a baseball game. He and his father didn't make a habit of it, but whenever his dad got free tickets to a game, they would go for a father-son adventure at the ballpark. The only differences between that crowd and this one were the colors—not as much Cardinal red today—and what people carried. He saw lots of coolers and bags of food, as well as firearms. Open carrying of guns was something you would never see on any typical day within the city limits of St. Louis.

      He looked carefully now and saw that more than a few men and women were carrying things slung over their shoulders, covered with fabric or trash bags. Some had their rifles right out in the open, which made it even more obvious that others were hiding theirs. He didn't understand what they were trying to prove, but he wasn't going to call attention to them.

      A man standing off to the side of the crowd held a cardboard sign for the walkers to see, “God did this to you. Repent!” Liam wondered what Grandma would think about such an insensitive statement, but if she saw it, she said nothing. He wasn't willing to blame God for the plague; he saw God in context with boring Sunday sermons or with high praise from family members. Never did either suggest a benevolent being could inflict something like this on the human race.

      The man's sign was getting other people talking about the root cause of the catastrophe. Liam tried to overhear conversations as they walked. The first person he could hear clearly was talking about some clues he received on his shortwave radio.

      “... a frequency I don't get. The guy lived in Minnesota or Wisconsin; he wasn't very forthcoming about that. He sounded like he had watched too many movies. He called the sick people zombies as if they were something real. He then said you can only kill them by destroying the head. Ha! This isn't Night of the Living Dead or whatever that movie was called. So we ignored him and went on to look for other operators. The only other one we heard with new information was farther north in Canada, and all we got out of him was that people were chewing on his livestock. He said he had no weapons to get them to stop. Nothing we could do to help him, of course.”

      The guy was moving much faster than he and Grandma so that he couldn't hear much more of his conversation, but he noted the man carried a big revolver in a holster on his left side.

      As more people passed, he heard several of their theories. It was now on everyone's mind, it seemed.

      “I heard it was a medical experiment gone wrong.”

      “A friend of a friend said she knew someone in the police department. This was a terrorist attack.” And then, speaking so quiet Liam almost didn't catch it, the person said, “It was the same guys who did nine-eleven.”

      “It was our own government.” A half-dozen people had different iterations of government conspiracies.

      “It was the maple-syrup-lovin' Canadians.” He heard several people talk about Canadians as if the threat was real, but he couldn't quite take them seriously. Normally he wouldn't dare insert himself, but he had to know. “Excuse me, why would the Canadians cause this plague?” The woman who spoke of it responded calmly and easily, “They want our stuff, of course.”

      He determined it was best to avoid laughing. Soon the woman and her entourage had moved far ahead.

      He heard a host of other theories, just in the few minutes since he'd passed that sign. “It was the Republicans. They always wanted us city people to die.” “It was the Liberals. They was foolin' around with science and unleashed this Ebola-thing on us by accident.” “It was the Snowballers.” “It was the Communists.” “It was the anarchists. They want government to go away.” And so on and so on. The crowd consumed each theory, readily adding more and more.

      Several people were carrying large, hand-printed signs, with variations of the “Repent! The end is here!” motif. One said, “This is the tribulation!” He knew that had something to do with religion, but he was surprised to see the people carrying such signs appeared completely normal. Almost serene. There were no crazed-eye preachers anywhere in sight.

      Holding onto Grandma, he realized they were both now floating along with the crowd, and everyone was equally clueless about why they were there. It made him feel small and helpless.

      People power-walked by them, barely giving them a glance. He wondered, would he notice an old woman and a young boy if he was walking in this mess by himself? How many people in this procession were going to be dead soon? That made his stomach wobble.

      Don't panic, Liam.

      “Panic is the real killer in many emergencies,” his dad's voice said with reassuring calmness from a memory.

      He kept those words in mind as he steadied his breathing.

      He craned his neck to look around the crowd, which over the last several minutes, had started to thin out. Everyone moved along the sidewalks on both sides of the street, as well as on the grass-covered median. He guessed they'd been walking along for an hour, which would put them about halfway there. Grandma was puttering along, but she was slowing down, stopping to rest more than he liked.

      He knew she needed her rest, but an odd feeling had been growing in the pit of his stomach—a sense it wouldn't be wise to fall too far behind the main crowd. He was disturbed to see fewer people behind him than ahead. It wasn't empty by any stretch of the imagination, but things were thinning out.

      “Grandma, I know you're tired, but we have to keep moving.”

      “I know, Liam. I'm so tired, though. I must sit down.” She remained standing—there was no place to sit other than the curb of the street, and Grandma would have to squat on the ground to sit there.

      Gunshots cracked from somewhere behind. Not close, but not as far as he'd like either.

      He gave her a drink of water and a grain bar, hoping to give her a quick boost. He knew enough about the 104-year-old set to know there was no word for “boost” in their lexicon.

      He didn't want to scare her, but he wasn't going to lollygag either. Once she had taken a drink and pulled down a few bites, he practically pushed her.

      “OK, up and at 'em.”

      Grandma didn't fight him but didn't pick up the pace as he'd hoped. Even a fury of gunshots and some nearby screaming didn't get her moving.

      I refuse to panic!

      He looked over his shoulder, afraid of what he'd see.
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* * *

      While dragging her along, a middle-aged woman in a business suit, sans the jacket, came ambling along. She seemed distracted until she spotted Grandma.

      Without prompting, she took Grandma's other arm, and together she and Liam were able to support her much better as they walked along. He gave her his thanks, but Grandma remained silent. That could only mean she was super worn out.

      “I think she's bushed. Thank you so much for helping her.”

      “Anytime,” was her only response. She was looking ahead and into the traffic jam as if searching for someone. He assumed she had lost a friend.

      After fifteen minutes or so the woman abruptly stopped and told him to wait against a bridge abutment just as they went underneath it.

      This gave him a chance to look behind again; he was horrified to see almost no one. There were a few stragglers, mostly elderly walking without helpers. Some people had just stopped to sit or lie down, perhaps giving up. And, far down the street, he thought he could see a few of the really sick. Still, there had to be a whole city of people south of him. He couldn't imagine where they'd all gone.

      He felt like the lone gazelle dropping behind the herd. Ahead of him, he could see the last of the main group walking away. They were very close now to the park that surrounds the Arch. Maybe a quarter mile. Gunfire was coming from that direction, though a few shots were echoing down side streets almost all the time now.

      He didn't see the mystery lady. Not ahead. Not behind. Not even in the nearby cars, which were sprawled everywhere on the street and in every available parking area in sight.

      Oh, crap! We're in for it now.

      He looked at Grandma and considered his options once more. She appeared to be totally out of hit points. Could he force her to push on? Should he try?

      A deep, dark voice advised him to sit her down under this bridge and then just walk away.

      Another voice argued she was his responsibility no matter how difficult things became.

      Where did his obligation to save her outweigh his obligation to save himself? Wasn't his life—at fifteen years old—more valuable to save than hers?

      Why would that thought even cross my mind?

      “Grandma, I'm not going to leave you here. We have to keep moving. Can you walk a little farther?”

      “Oh, Liam. I think I'm a goner. My head is spinning, and it's very hard to see.” She was hunched over even more than normal, holding herself up with a combination of her cane and the concrete bridge pylon. “I don't think I can go another step without falling over.”

      “Well, then, I'll carry you!”

      Bent over and gasping for air, she cocked her head so she could look up at her tall grandson and give him a look he knew very well. It said, “Liam, you are one crazy boy, but I love you anyway. And no, we aren't doing that.”

      He debated pulling a stunt he saw in a movie—just grabbing the small woman, tossing her over his shoulder, and carrying her, no matter what her protests were. He knew he could lift her and carry her but couldn't assure himself that he wouldn't break her ribs.

      As he argued with himself, the mystery woman returned, running around cars inside the traffic jam, as if she were trying to find a suitable path through the obstacles. She was pushing something.

      A half minute later, she was close enough he could see she had a huge wheelchair in front of her, and she brought it right up onto the sidewalk where Grandma was swaying.

      “Did someone order a ride?”

      He stood incredulous while the woman moved behind Grandma and helped her fall backward, gently, into the chair. The seat itself was immense, apparently designed for a client of considerable girth, and Grandma's pixie size made her look like a child sitting there.

      But she was sitting.

      “Where did you find this?”

      “I've been looking for this since I first saw you. It was on one of those lifts that stick out the back of a trailer hitch. I work with nurses, and travel to hospitals, so this type of thing jumps out when I see it. You have to hurry. She looks like she needs some medical care.”

      The woman looked over her shoulder at the few people wandering about on the route they just traveled. Some were lying down, but some of those on the ground were being set upon by others who weren't … normal.

      “Anyone healthy behind us must have gone to other streets. Nothing but sick back there,” she said.

      “Will you come with us? We can make good time if we both push her.”

      “No. You'll be fine. I'm going that way,” she said, pointing west.

      “Hurry,” she insisted.

      Without a further comment, she dove back into the traffic jam.

      “Thank you!” he shouted as she was nearly across the street.

      She lifted her hand but kept moving.

      “Can you believe our luck?”

      He tossed Grandma’s cane across the arms of the chair, then began pushing her, nearly running when the sidewalk wasn't too bumpy, and never once looked back.

      A blood-freezing scream told him every detail about the sharks in pursuit.
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      The Gateway Arch grounds were chaos, thousands of people crammed into the greenspace under the 630-foot monument. The Gateway to the West was now the Gateway to the East for these people—a gateway to safety over in Illinois. But there were so many people, and they didn't look like they were moving.

      “Grandma, are you ready to dive into all this? That's where we need to go.” He was glad to be off the streets, crowd or not.

      “I'll go where you push me, Liam. I'm too tired to arm wrestle you over it.”

      They caught up with the many other new arrivals queuing up, and soon entered the perimeter of the park. There was a row of armed citizens and police officers on the outside rim of the greenspace, each holding their weapons toward the ground, at the low ready position. A handful of officers and civilians on horseback also wandered around. Where they found horses downtown was another of the mysteries of the day.

      He remembered reading somewhere that the Arch’s park is “a patch of greenery next to the concrete jungle of the urban center of St. Louis, about a mile long and a quarter of a mile across.” Outside the park, dead bodies littered the streets. Any schoolchild could piece together what happened. People like Angie attacked the police and were put down like rabid dogs. Seeing that many corpses—and their blood—in the light of day was unsettling, but he gripped the wheelchair handles with determination and pushed through.

      The police presence reassured him, but not because they had weapons—lots of people he'd seen today had weapons, including him. These men and women represented authority, a hope that society was holding it together despite all the chaos. He gave the nearest officer a wave and got a nod in return. He felt as if he had returned to humanity with that little acknowledgment.

      His faith didn't last long. Once inside the outer ring of armed order the interior of the park was anarchy. People huddled in small groups all along the path and well out into the grass on each side. Kids played in the reflecting ponds, something forbidden under normal conditions. He remembered being yanked out of one and scolded during one of his visits as a child.

      They rolled up to a little parking lot filled with police cars and trucks, as well as several civilian vehicles. A large box truck sat almost directly in the path ahead. The back door was open, and a man stood back there, yelling at the crowd, “Guns! Ammo! On loan! We need you armed!”

      It was perhaps the most unusual thing he had seen today, and that was saying a lot. The thought of police allowing this man to toss guns out the back of his truck—it just wasn't done. Ever. And yet—

      “Grandma, let's check this out.” She didn't reply, so he took that as an affirmative.

      It carried the logo of a local sporting goods store. Lots of police and civilians congregated near the back, and the man worked with a partner to take down some information from each person and then hand them a rifle or shotgun. No money changed hands. There were stacks of ammo and a cornucopia of firearms in the cargo area. If he were in a cartoon, his eyes would be swirling with longing and desire. He moved the chair so he could drift into the line.

      It can't hurt to try.

      In a few minutes, it was his turn with the man holding the guns.

      “Can I get a rifle? I want to protect my Grandma.” It was completely true, but boy, did he want a gun.

      The man wore a black button-down shirt from his store. He looked down and took a few seconds to size him up. Liam knew at that moment what he was going to say. His own eyes flashed behind the man, spotting a large—no, huge—tan rifle sitting on its end, up against the wall of the truck. He doubted he could even lift the thing ...

      “Look, kid, I appreciate your situation, but we need men on this line. Police. Ex-military. You and your grandma don't belong anywhere near guns. You need to be inside the park staying safe.”

      And there it was. He was “just a kid.”

      His emotions welled up inside as the man moved to another customer. An older woman got a gun after giving her name and address. No other questions asked. So much for needing men, he thought.

      He wanted to stay and argue but knew it was useless. He tried to move out of the line while avoiding the concerned looks of the men and women still there. Soon he was lost in the crowd, moving ever deeper into the park. Anonymity brought relief.

      He tried to keep the wheelchair on the straight and narrow of the path, but couldn't help looking from side to side at the many strange people who had washed up in this tidal basin of humanity. A large black family sat to one side; it looked like multiple generations made it here together. Old ladies. Several middle-aged men and women. A playground's worth of children. Many appeared very scared. He couldn't understand the fear here amongst all the armed police. To his left, among the hundreds of people, he spotted a young boy much like himself—only he was with his mother and father. Liam felt a little jealous because he'd found his family. He tried to be happy for him, but his heart wasn't really in it.

      He rolled Grandma past an old cathedral, though it was clear the place was full and not taking in new tenants. Hundreds of people gathered around the front doors, hoping to get in. He kept moving toward the Arch itself.

      Dozens of other vignettes emerged from the crowd. Wounded men. Coughing and hacking women—danger! Small children walking rudderless. The aged. The feeble. The mentally challenged. And pets of every stripe. No one wanted to leave without their pets. Dogs were the most visible, but small pet carriers were prolific as well—probably holding back the cats. There were even some big birds on people's shoulders. He couldn't identify many, though he did recognize a Macaw when he saw one.

      “I wonder where all these pets go to the bathroom?”

      Grandma might have heard the question, but if she did, she kept the answer to herself.

      It wasn't far before the path revealed the larger scene beyond the park and well beyond the Arch. The Mississippi River, 2,000 feet across, was a disgusting brown that churned wildly as it flowed under the downtown bridges at high speed. Small boats flitted about in all directions like water bugs, their purpose unclear. Several aircraft buzzed above. Most were military, though some helicopters were probably reporting traffic—an easy job when no cars moved throughout the city.

      The spectacle distracted him for a full minute until a weak voice pulled him back.

      “I need to get in the shade, Liam.”

      He obliged, and hastened back from the crest of the sunny hill toward one of the many tree-lined and shady paths through the park. All the benches were full, but some space remained on the concrete; most people chose to sit under trees in the grass off the walkway. He scanned the trees to find one best suited to Grandma's needs. Some had large groups of scary-looking men under them as if entire biker gangs agreed to meet there. Some had distinct family groups. One had a score of priests and nuns below it. He searched for one with enough free space so Grandma could get the shade she needed without asking people to move. He knew it was a tall order given the size of the crowd, but he was patient.

      He settled on an ash tree that shaded a couple of young families, one with a baby stroller, as well as a woman sprawled in the grass near the path. She appeared to be sleeping, which was just fine. She wouldn't give them any trouble.

      “Here you go. Shade as promised!”

      Grandma didn't say anything.

      She has to be exhausted.

      As he situated her under the tree, he couldn't help but notice the sleeping woman was closer to his age than he first thought. She wore an elegant black dress, completely out of place in the sweltering heat and humidity of this park-turned-refugee-camp. The knee-length skirt had hiked high up her thigh as she lay on the grass, revealing more than his grandma would consider appropriate for a fifteen-year-old boy to see, for sure. Embarrassed and feeling like a voyeur, he tried to focus on pushing the chair into position, but with the distraction, he drove the wheelchair off the pavement. He felt it drop off the small edge and immediately knew what he'd done wrong.

      So did the girl.
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* * *

      “What. The. HELL?”

      The girl yanked her hand back and sat up to take stock. She looked like she'd been sleeping a long time. Her long, brown hair was a ratty mess, managed only by the grace of a black headband. Her face, as pretty as it might be, was covered on one side with misplaced locks of hair, dirt, and grass. Her makeup had been smeared, giving her the appearance of sunken cheeks. The green eyes were striking—he had to look away, a decision reinforced by her yelling.

      “That was my hand! Who the he—” She broke off, noticing a little old lady in a wheelchair.

      “Oh, sorry, ma'am. I meant no disrespect. This wasn't how I expected to wake up.” Looking around, she continued, “Though seeing all these people now, I don't know what I was expecting.”

      Grandma was magnanimous. “Please, child, Liam just lost control of my chair—it was an accident. We've been on the road all morning, and we're just looking for some shade.”

      “I'm very sorry for running you over.” He pretended to attend to Grandma as he apologized.

      As the young woman stood up, he could see she was about his height, maybe a little less than his five-foot, eight inches, and she had an athletic look about her. Her calves had real definition—not that he was looking at them. Her profile reminded him of any number of girls on his high school track team. Something about how they carried themselves gave it away. It was an intangible quality, but he had seen it many times in runners. Was she short or long distance? He'd have to—

      “Hey, Crash Cart. You finished?”

      Just shoot me know.

      “Yeah, I'm uh, just wondering why you're dressed up like that?”

      Good save.

      She gave him a disapproving scowl but asked a question rather than address his.

      “Do you have spare water or anything? I've got nothing but what you see here.” She held out her arms and swished them down and in front of her, as if presenting her clothes as her only possession.

      “Grandma has the only water, and we're saving that.”

      “Nonsense. Here you go, dear—please take a little.” She pulled a water bottle out of his backpack, which she kept next to her on the ample seat of the wheelchair.

      He wasn't surprised. Grandma would try to help anyone she met. She couldn't help the thousands of other people in this park, but she could help this girl.

      “Thank you. My name is Victoria.”

      “Victoria, huh?” Grandma paused, just for a couple of extra seconds. “My name is Marty, but you can call me Grandma like everyone else seems to do. I'm 104, by the way. You were going to ask. This is my rescuer and great-grandson, Liam.”

      He gave her a nod, trying to stay relaxed, but he was deathly afraid he'd say something stupid, or look at her minimal but sufficiently curvaceous chest—

      Oh, crap!

      He found it impossible not to look. The dress wasn't even low cut, but it was a dress, after all, and it complimented her figure. She adjusted a mobile phone inside her bra. It was too much. He sat down on the pavement next to the wheelchair, kept his eyes forward, and looked at people walking the wide path next to him. But he turned back as she spoke again.

      “Thanks for the water. Hope neither of us has the plague.” She followed that with some nervous laughter. She used just a splash of water on her face, and made a desultory effort to untangle her hair, then took a seat opposite him on the far side of the wheelchair. It took everything he had to avoid looking at the legs now stretched on the grass.
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* * *

      “You asked about the dress.”

      She breathed a long sigh.

      “I'm from Colorado; I came here a month ago. I just graduated from high school and got picked for a pre-med summer internship at a local medical school. I felt lucky they took me, you know, because things have been getting bad for the past several weeks. Fuel shortages. Food shortages. Stuff like that.”

      “But when I arrived, they put me right to work. The hospitals are worse than you can imagine ... ” She paused, as if seeing it in her memory. “They're just awful.”

      “Anyway, after weeks of things getting worse and worse I had to get away. So two nights ago, when some of my new friends said they were going out to a place downtown, I invited myself along. I'm not twenty-one, but nobody cares anymore.”

      He noted she just graduated from high school, so she couldn't be much older than he was.

      “We ended up in a place down here,” she pointed north of the city center nearby, “and inside was wall-to-wall packed. I hung with my colleagues and spent a couple of hours dancing, talking, yelling—you know, stuff girls do out on the town. At least in normal times ... ”

      Her voice was clear but distant.

      “There were tons of drugs and alcohol right out in the open, but that wasn't for me—I don't do either. But the fun and loud music took my mind off things for a while, and when I came up for air it was already two in the morning. I was done.”

      Victoria stood up and stepped a few paces away from the tree, then turned around to face them both. She conveyed a nervous energy and seemed to brace herself for the next part.

      He got a better look at her, almost daring himself to gaze in her direction. He had next to no experience around girls in a social setting. He steered clear of them in school. There weren't many girl gamers who enjoyed the types of video games he played, and none of his friends had girlfriends either. He had too many other things to keep himself occupied.

      With Victoria, he willed himself to play it cool and actively listen and nod, wondering if his embarrassment showed. However, he was struck by her silver chain with a small cross hanging around her bare neck. He couldn't define the reaction to it, but he found himself less intimidated, and could look at her without most of the usual awkwardness. He tried to understand where the feeling had come from as she continued her story.

      “So, several of us were preparing to leave when we heard a 'pop pop pop' over the blare of the music. We saw the front security guy stagger-step our way, his gun still in his hand. He was being chased by ... some very sick people. Then things got out of control.”

      Victoria seemed shaken as she recalled her tale, but it was already familiar to him after his morning. The plague victims had gone insane—become zombies, if you fancy that term, he thought—and had found a nice cache of fresh meat inside the noisy nightclub.

      “I saw those sick people come in, so I ran the other way—out the back door. No way I was going to touch those bat-stuff-crazy infected; they had the double-Ebola already.” She hesitated. Her voice was a broken whisper. “I didn't tell anyone. I just bolted. I left them.”

      She spoke with real sadness. “And outside was no better. A few people stood around smoking as the first of us tumbled into the alleyway. I got there just in time to see a couple of infected harass them, too. So I kept on running.”

      She pointed to the north again, then motioned toward the central part of downtown. “I headed that way. I broke the kitten heels off these shoes so I could run even faster.” She looked down to her black shoes, now covered in scratches and road grime from her escape.

      “Nearly all the lights were off here in downtown at two in the morning. It was eerie, to say the least. The lights of the Arch were still on, so I joined a small group also trying to get here. Along the way, plague victims continually seeped out of the darkness to attack us. Guys tried to fight them—to protect us girls, I suppose—but they always ended up getting brought down. Since we had no weapons, all we could do was run.”

      She got quiet once more. “God help me, I ran. I left all my friends behind. I kept running. I betrayed everything I believed about being a good Christian. A good person. I didn't try to save anyone but myself. How selfish am I?”

      He didn't know how to respond. He wasn't religious, but he could respect the devout of any faith. She had taken her desperate running as a sign of weakness in her faith, while most people—including him—would see her actions as just the opposite. It wasn't like she could carry the slower people on her shoulders.

      He looked up at Grandma, suddenly aware of the implications. Would he be forced to run and leave her behind? Could he leave her behind? The thought had crossed his mind a few times, though Victoria's plight made it all the more real.

      “I'm not sure how long I kept going. It felt like a bad dream. I ran all the way to the river's edge before I stopped. I wanted to jump in and just float away, but after what I'd seen in the shadows, the black water scared me too much. I began to wish I would have made even a token effort to save someone else.”

      She shook her head, as if tossing out the bad thoughts.

      “I was so amped up that first night, I was scared to be alone. I got away from the water and walked around aimlessly in the small crowds under the Arch until dawn. Eventually, I found myself staying close to the police officers near the edge of the city. At least I knew they had guns and could protect me. Several times they did.”

      “In the late morning, tornado sirens began to wail. The panic they caused down here was incredible. People scattered in all directions. I watched as some jumped in the river only to get washed away. Many people left the park; others came in. I was one of those who left. I tried to get back to my dorm, but it only took a few close encounters to realize I'd have to wait under the protection of the police down here, or I'd end up dead. By the time it got dark, I was safely back inside the park. I tried to find someone in charge so I could ask what to do next—but that person doesn't exist, apparently.”

      A soft laugh.

      “The last thing I remember was collapsing next to this tree, right here. I sat down to lean myself against the trunk and fell asleep instantly. I woke up when you ran me over.” She pointed at him, but without much hostility this time. Maybe even a wisp of a smile.

      “I'm sorry. I'm unloading on you. I just needed someone to talk to. A confession, I guess.”

      “That's OK, dear. Liam and I are good listeners.”

      Victoria looked around again, as if getting her bearings. “How did all these people get here? Where are they going? Is anyone helping the sick? Is anyone rescuing those still trapped in the buildings downtown? Where are the medical teams?”

      Grandma answered, “Sweetie, I think you know more than we do.”

      Victoria crossed herself, “Then God help us all.”

      Grandma responded with a similarly solemn, “Amen.”
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* * *

      They settled in after Victoria gave them a little more backstory. He also told her of their adventures, up to the point where they reached the Arch. She seemed impressed he was able to get his great-grandmother safely to this point, which made him feel proud, despite all the doubts he'd had along the way.

      Grandma fell asleep as they traded details of their stories, and the afternoon crept on. He and Victoria sat in the grass, a bit away from Grandma so she could rest and recover in relative peace. The crowd was thick everywhere now but was very subdued, given the situation. From time to time, they heard gunshots on the periphery of the grounds. He assumed it was the police cordon being tested by the infected. He couldn't see anything nearby to suggest zombies were in the park … yet.

      “So what are you guys going to do next? Are you going to try to get over to Illinois?”

      He looked out through the line of trees and could barely make out the two bridges that bracketed the Gateway Arch grounds. He didn't see traffic moving in either direction. He was pretty sure they were closed. He hadn’t mentioned that to Grandma as he didn't want to worry her with all the other problems they were wrangling.

      “I don't think the bridges are open anymore. That could make getting to Illinois difficult, especially for her. I don't think she's ready to swim across.” He laughed a bit at his joke, but the truth was he did wonder how they could sneak across. He didn't want to admit he may have come downtown for nothing.

      Victoria gave a wan smile. “I had hoped to get back to my dorm room to at least get a change of clothes, but then I want to try to get to the airport and get a flight to Colorado.”

      He hadn't even thought about airplanes since this whole disaster started, but he had a feeling getting a flight wouldn't be that easy. One recent news event broke through his gaming-fueled information isolation; the Ebola crisis from the previous summer. He remembered how they stopped all flights from the affected countries to prevent the disease from spreading to the United States. It worked, or so they were told. The disease never broke out in America, despite a few isolated cases. “No cordon is ever 100% effective,” the news had said.

      But was there some parallel with this new disease? He'd heard it described as both flu and “Ebola-like” by people over the last couple days. Did it simmer somewhere overseas only to explode at some point because the proper protocols weren't in place? Something to chew on, though he knew it was unlikely he'd ever get the truth.

      The talk of Colorado jogged a memory of another family member, his dad's mom. Liam's minor claim to fame—actually he was more embarrassed than anything—was being related to a politician. Grandma Rose ran for, and won, a seat in the US House of Representatives the year before. She wasn't around much—she lived in Colorado—so he knew very little about her other than she sent $100 bills for birthdays for as long as he could remember. His dad mentioned her once recently, while talking to Grandma Marty on the phone.

      I wonder if she'll survive in the Rocky Mountains?

      He imagined Colorado would be safer than most places, with its remote mountain ranges and sparse population. He doubted Grandma Rose—a rich politician—would be out in a tent in the mountains staying safe, but if Victoria ever made it home, he might at least ask her to look her up.

      Although he had his doubts about Victoria's travel chances, he opted to say nothing to dampen her spirits. As with the boy earlier, he felt the pang of jealousy, because he didn't want her to find refuge while he labored in the chaos of this city. The ill-feeling passed faster this time. He knew he would be happy for anyone who escaped, especially this pretty girl conversing with him.

      She continued to talk about the details of her life, but he wasn't listening anymore. His mind was in overdrive to answer the only question of consequence.

      What are we going to do next?
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* * *

      He snapped back to the present as a priest hovered over Grandma, mumbled a prayer, and put ointment of some kind on the backs of her hands. Her head was slumped over.

      With a bolt, he was back by her side. “Excuse me; my grandma's not dead.”

      I'm 99% sure.

      The priest was an old black man, with white hair and sad eyes. He was in black pants with a black shirt, with only a white collar to give him away.

      “Hello, my son. This is just a precaution. She doesn't have long with this plague going around.”

      There was an anger building inside Liam he didn't quite understand. No matter how well-intentioned, he didn't like the idea of this priest essentially giving up on Grandma.

      He stood there and watched the ritual, not knowing what to say or do.

      The commotion must have jostled Grandma awake, and she took things in stride. “Father, please. I'm not dying!”

      Thank God!

      The priest looked at her for a moment, finished his prayer, and departed with a final “Go with God.”

      Grandma crossed herself. She looked at Liam and Victoria. “Don't let them bury me while I’m napping.”

      She winked at them, and began rooting around in the backpack by her side.

      “I wish I could go back to sleep,” Victoria said.

      He thought for a second before replying, “Well, it seems like you had a good night's sleep under this tree. At least until we found you and ruined it.”

      Both of them gave an honest laugh at that.

      “I tell you what I really wish for today—my Bible. I know it probably seems silly and puritanical, but, you know, I like to feel the presence of God with me—watching over me. It always helps me find peace to read through the challenges of all those men and women during ancient times, especially the Old Testament. It makes me feel part of something larger, and not just one girl alone in all this trouble.”

      His mind raced. He wondered if he should say something suave like, “You're not alone anymore,” or if he should just play it chill and say something neutral along the lines of “I wish I could find comfort in a book.”

      Instead, he said, “I'll find a Bible for you.”

      “Oh, no, you really don't have to. I'll grab mine when I go back to my dorm.”

      “Of course.” He felt a little stupid for having made the comment. Anxious to move on, he asked her more about Colorado. He envisioned following her back to her dorm and teaming up with her to get to the airport. Grandma could come along, and they would all get out of the city by way of Colorado.

      What am I thinking?

      Many times over the last couple days he had incidents where his brain betrayed him, either making him too slow, too cocky, or too scared. Sitting here with Victoria, he explored new territory when it came to his mind going off the reservation. It wasn't just that he found her attractive—he found lots of girls attractive, though he was normally deathly scared of making that fact known to them—but with all the tension and stress of the last twenty-four hours, he saw this girl as someone worth his time, and possibly his life. He knew he would do almost anything to save Grandma—but he knew, and she knew, some things would just be the end of her. She wasn't going to magically get out of her chair and run away from a horde of zombies. In many ways, she lived on borrowed time. In contrast, Victoria represented a new-found willingness to lay down his life to ensure such a vivacious girl goes on living, no matter what the personal cost.

      But I've only known her for a couple of hours!

      He admitted that was all the time he needed.
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      Liam and Victoria had both settled down next to Grandma, as he needed to catch a little shut-eye after his long day. Victoria seemed in no hurry to leave and even offered to watch over them while they slept, which made him very happy.

      It felt like only minutes later when Victoria shook him awake.

      “Liam. Check this out.”

      He opened his eyes to find another priest with Grandma. This time, she was awake and talking animatedly to the theologian. He listened as the man spoke in hushed tones.

      “We must be very careful. The park is filling up to capacity.” He looked at Liam and Victoria crouching next to him, “Do either of you know where the Arch service dock is located?”

      “I've jogged by there a couple times. I know it.”

      A runner! I knew it.

      Whispering now, the priest gave them instructions to move to the dock after it got dark, and he would be there to meet them.

      Liam heard his message but didn't really understand it until he had a chance to speak with Grandma.

      “That was Father Cahill. I've known him since he was ordained—about the same time your father was born. He was administering last rites on me,” she giggled. “I think he was the third one today! Look at all this oil on my hands. When he saw who I was and realized he knew me, we started talking. That's when he told me he has something he wants to show us. I'm not sure what this is all about, but I trust him with my life. I trust him with my soul.”

      “Did he say I could come too?” Victoria asked, with just a touch of anxiety.

      “Of course, dear. As far as I'm concerned, you're welcome to stay with us as long as you need.”

      He kept quiet, though he felt a faint glow in his heart get just a bit brighter.

      “OK, I'll stick with you guys until they get this all sorted out, and I can walk back to my dorm.”

      They settled back down as the evening wore on. Realizing the danger of showing food or drink in the nervous crowd, they surreptitiously ate and drank just enough to feel something in their stomachs. So many others clearly didn't even think far enough ahead to have one afternoon's worth of provisions. Many were walking around begging, or just shouting to whoever would listen that they needed this or that. The crowd had been calm for most of the day, at least the several hours since they arrived, but the atmosphere was slowly changing as the “pleasant afternoon” of waiting evolved into the “long night with no food or water.” Or sanitation.

      A crowd this big normally would have banks of port-o-potties and scores of support staff to keep them operational. This crowd had now ballooned to the tens of thousands, and there was nowhere for anyone to privately do their business. Naturally, this meant everyone just did it wherever they felt like it. Without any leadership to tell the crowd what to do, people just did whatever they wanted.

      When Liam, Victoria, and Grandma got up in the fading light of dusk, they found the thirty-foot wide paved path filled with people who were sitting on every square inch of pavement, save one small channel of walkers right down the middle. It made it very difficult to move the huge wheelchair without begging sitting or sleeping people to move just a few feet farther out of her way.

      It took half an hour to go the short distance to the dock. It sat in a depression that was hard to see from the main path, although there were a few people loitering about the area. There was simply no way to hide anything in the park with so many people.

      They could see a small doorframe next to a closed garage door, at the end of a small paved service lane.

      Once again, the trio pulled to a stop and began waiting.

      Even if the doors opened, there would be no way to get in without being seen.

      “Grandma, how are we going to get in?”

      “The Lord will provide.”

      He and Victoria both said “Amen,” although he had his doubts.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Their prayers were answered in short order—sort of.

      “Hello, my friends.”

      Father Cahill had been waiting in the crowd and came to see the lady in the huge wheelchair. Liam noticed he had removed his white collar.

      “All through the day, I've been collecting the aged and the infirm and bringing them through this door, but earlier there weren't as many people. Now you can see they've flooded all over, including right here at this dock. I can get you in, but this might be the last time we're able to get anyone inside without there being some trouble. I doubt we're going back out either. Are you sure you guys want to ride this thing out inside the Arch museum? That's where I want to take you.”

      The three looked at each other and nodded their heads in the affirmative. Whatever was inside had to be better than sitting under a tree with an increasingly desperate crowd. Victoria said things were worse at night. Plus, Liam believed there might be someone in charge who knew the situation. He might be able to figure out how he could get Grandma to safety if he could get some time with that person. It was a long shot, but currently the only shot.

      “All right. I have one other person I'm going to try to get inside. He's that older gentleman sitting near the door. My plan is to go help him up, tap on the door and hope they open it for me. When you hear me knock, move quickly over there. I'll try to get them to hold the door open for you. The closer you are to me, the better, if you catch my drift.”

      He scuttled off.

      Liam and Victoria situated Grandma in her chair while all three faced the door fifty feet away. Father Cahill seemed to have trouble getting the old man to stand up, and some men and women sitting in the vicinity volunteered to help.

      He could see what was going to happen now that several more people were paying attention.

      “Let's make our way in that direction,” he whispered. “Victoria, will you push the chair? I want you to push it inside, no matter what happens to me. Can you do that?”

      “Yes. But let's all get inside.”

      That's the plan.

      They changed positions while keeping one eye on Father Cahill and the old man, who was now up and standing, but the priest seemed hesitant to do what he needed to do next. He was holding the old man, the gentleman's arm slung around his neck. Father Cahill noticed Liam had moved his group up toward the door, gave Liam the nod, pivoted to the door and gave it a loud knock in an apparent secret cadence.

      “Pick it up, guys, and don't stop.”

      The knock attracted the attention of several men near the door, already alerted by the commotion with the old guy. Some who were sitting were now standing, and some who were already standing were now moving toward the door. Everyone in earshot of the knocking was curious.

      The door opened with a flourish, and two chiseled men with sleek black rifles popped out. They pushed past Father and his ill friend to let them in and held their guns in a menacing fashion for anyone who fancied a peek inside.

      Victoria pushed Grandma right up to the closest man and yelled, “We're with Father Cahill!”

      The man with the gun made no movement to open a path for the wheelchair. He stood his ground. His friend was looking in another direction, gun trained on some of the men who were closest.

      One of those men yelled, “We're with Father Cahill!” Then it was a chorus.

      How did this happen so quickly?

      Victoria looked deflated at the turn of events. There was no way to prove who they were. No way to prove they were with the clergyman, unless he came back out.

      The two gunmen began stepping backward as if to retreat back into the small door. However, just as they were starting their motion, Father Cahill was there. He yelled in the ear of the nearest man and pointed to Victoria and Liam. The two men once again moved out from the door and pointed to Liam's group.

      Victoria plowed ahead. The wide chair was just able to fit into the door, though the wheels scraped as it went through.

      Liam punched through too, though he felt the crowd surge behind him. He was glad he didn't have to sacrifice himself to get the three of them in; he wasn't even sure he would have been able to sacrifice himself. Not against two guys with that kind of hardware or a hundred scared civilians.

      In the dark, it was hard to gauge numbers, but he guessed there were maybe thirty or forty people near the door by the time they got in, meaning there was a sizable crowd angrily looking at a closed door right about now. Would it take them long to figure out they could break it down?

      Every disaster book he'd ever read was now screaming the answer to him. The death clock had started ticking—how long would it take for this stronghold to fall?
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* * *

      “Thank you, Father. You could have easily left us out there.”

      “No problem, my son. I'd do anything for your grandmother and anyone important to her. I'm just sorry I don't have more to offer you than a dark cavern for sanctuary.”

      “Are those people going to break through that door?”

      The two security guys were moving some heavy equipment from the garage area over to the door they'd just come through. The biggest item was a riding lawn mower; apparently, this was an area where they stored equipment for maintaining the Arch grounds.

      The five of them left the guards to their task and started walking up the hallway to the main museum.

      Between the two legs of the monument was an underground area dedicated to ticket sales, two tram-loading areas to get up and down the legs of the Arch, a large museum devoted to frontier living, and a little gift shop and candy store. In the middle of it all was a large waiting area with plenty of seats around the walls, so people had a place to sit while waiting their turn to go up in the structure. It was now filled with sick people, along with lots of elderly folks, and even a few young parents with very young children. It was a group where Grandma would fit in perfectly. Victoria rolled her into the room, and they found an area along the outer wall where they could park the wheelchair and have a little room to sit next to it. The dull light of some dim bulbs hanging from the walls provided light in the subterranean space.

      Father Cahill helped the older man sit in the same area, though the man made no effort to talk to them, or even look at them. He merely slumped against the wall, clutching himself as if he was freezing. Liam didn't like the thoughts swirling in his head about all the sick people in his field of view. Did they all have the plague?

      Do I? Would I know it?

      Though he didn't voice the question, the priest seemed to sense the reticence of both Liam and Victoria as they looked around the room.

      “I'm afraid we don't know who has the sickness if that's what you're thinking. It was the first thing I thought of when I started bringing people in here. Heck, when I saw the growing crowds up top, I was thinking it. How does the disease move around? Is it airborne? Passed by direct contact? By fluids? My best guess, based on hearsay, is people either get bitten by another infected person, or they seem to get a type of flu which leads eventually to the Extra-Ebola—a.k.a. E-Ebola. Without proper medical facilities, we aren't able to make even the most basic medical checks of these people. We can't even take someone's temperature. However, they wouldn't survive for very long up top in the heat of the day—so on balance, myself and the other clergy decided it was worth the risk. I guess if we all have it, we'll all die together down here.”

      Liam wasn't reassured.

      “There's a preemie baby somewhere in this room that we had to get out of the heat, and that's why we brought in several very young children in addition to those who are clearly sick, or the infirm, like your grandma.”

      “Who are you calling infirm? I'm only 104.”

      He gave Grandma a big smile. She was returning to her feisty self again.

      “Of course. I meant these other infirm people,” the priest said in a very quiet voice. Everyone chuckled along.

      Father Cahill then motioned to the far side of the room, near the entrance to the main museum. “Those folks over there are the families of the officers up top. The only condition given by the police who volunteered to protect the crowd was that their families be given refuge in a defensible position on the Arch grounds.”

      “Oh, man. You mean the police aren't actually on the job?” he replied.

      “Technically no. The entire St. Louis police department is working today, but that's only on paper. The Archdiocese had contact with the brass over at City Hall as we tried to coordinate some kind of refuge here at the Arch, but they made it clear they couldn't order their officers to do anything as of the president's speech yesterday. City government has come undone. We were able to work out a compromise of sorts with some of the officers who were willing to bring their families here. The department supported the effort because they knew there wasn't much else they could do.”

      “But what about the rest of the city?”

      “I'm not sure. You'd have to ask one of the officers.”

      He considered that as advice for later. He felt compelled to understand the wider world, as it could offer clues as to how they could escape the city, and where they could go.

      Father Cahill was saying, “—and finally there are a few Red Cross and CDC folks back in the candy shop. They're using the tables back there as a kind of command center, although they're just the managers and not the field personnel—so they have no medical supplies or trained medical people. I'm afraid their presence, and the rumors they brought medical help, are what attracted many people here.”

      “Well, that's just great.” Liam wasn't in the mood to cut anyone any slack when it came to protecting his family from the plague. He saw the people in the shop standing around, talking.

      “How can they fight the disease if they have no resources?”

      “Liam, my young friend, I think it is safe to say no one here is fighting much of any disease.”

      Yep, that's just wonderful.
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* * *

      Since they carried very little, there wasn't much effort required to settle in for the night. Victoria was still very protective of Grandma's food and water but risked doling out more to her in the near-darkness of the interior. He was watching Victoria and appreciated she took none for herself.

      He had a short nap sitting under the tree earlier in the day, so he wasn't yet ready to settle in for the night. He asked Victoria to keep an eye on Grandma while he went to look for answers.

      He went right to the candy shop.

      There was just enough light he could get around everyone sitting on the floor. There were many more people crowded in the vault-like room than he initially thought. Other than a few coughs and a baby crying, most people had chosen to remain silent as they waited for ... who knows. It was unnatural. He figured nothing like this had ever happened before, not even close, so no one really knew how to act or what to expect.

      The medical folks were still standing where he'd seen them earlier. More were sitting around a couple of small tables, but he was shocked to see what they were doing.

      Drinking.

      “Hey. Excuse me. Can I come in?”

      A young-looking man with suit pants, a white shirt, and a horrible tie was among those standing at the door; he motioned him in.

      “Come on in, friend.” He saluted with a bottle of beer. Others in the group did the same.

      “Umm. Thank you.”

      They pushed out a chair for him, and he sat. He felt very uncomfortable with all the eyes on him, and the room fell suddenly quiet. He decided to get it over with.

      “I just arrived here with my grandma and a friend. I'm tired as hell, but I'm trying to find someone with answers.”

      “Grandma, huh? Was that the old lady you were pushing in that wheelchair? I saw you guys come in.”

      “Yeah, that's her. She's been through a lot, but we're safe for now.”

      “I don't know how safe we are.” A slight chuckle, “How old is she? She looks to be about a hundred!”

      “One hundred and four, to be exact.” He was proud of the fact, though he really couldn't explain why once it had come out of his mouth. If she were a lot younger, their escape would probably have gone a lot smoother.

      “I was wondering if you could tell me what's going on? I mean, with the plague.”

      Everyone at the tables looked around at each other as if deciding who would answer him. It was the man with the ugly tie who spoke up first, and Liam noticed he downed a good portion of his beer before starting.

      “I'm Douglas Hayes from the CDC.” He waited for a few seconds to let that sink in. “And you are?”

      “Liam Peters.”

      “OK, Liam, I know what you're thinking right now, 'big-shot CDC guy who has all the answers,' but I'm sorry to disappoint you. I know very little about what's happening outside this room. I'm more of a middle manager,” he waved his hand as if presenting his colleagues and said, “We're all more or less middle managers.”

      He pointed to a plain-looking, red-headed woman and said her role was to scout out locations for constructing tents and generators as part of the advanced team dedicated to St. Louis. Another person was responsible for shipping the equipment from Atlanta. He went around the room, assigning roles to them all—roles that were more logistical in nature than medical.

      The only person even remotely connected to medical information turned out to be a middle-aged, Indian-looking “IT support person.”

      Hayes gave her the floor.

      “Hello, Liam. I'm April.” She had a British accent, which Liam found fascinating, “I'm afraid I know absolutely nothing for sure, as I've been telling my friends all day. The CDC isn't very tight with email or internal file security—I know that probably sounds crazy—and I've been able to glean some information by looking—accidentally—at some critical correspondence inside the agency.” She gave a nervous laugh as she drained the final portion of her beer.

      “The main lesson I learned is that this plague has caught everyone off guard, including the CDC. I've hacked into the accounts for people all across the chain of command, and it's always the same—emails full of confusion, anger, and impotence.”

      Hayes continued, “Anyway, we were sent here as part of an advanced team that was supposed to get the jump on the plague in a city that hadn't already succumbed. Most of the East Coast is already gone. St. Louis was deemed far enough west that our bosses thought it would provide good intel on how the disease spreads and hopefully offer help in mitigating that spread. They were able to get us out here but, with the breakdown of transportation networks, they weren't able to get our gear here, and no one knows whether the medical teams ever departed Atlanta. The US military seems to have commandeered everything that flies.

      “We got here late yesterday afternoon and have been waiting ever since. None of our cell phones work reliably anymore, but earlier today they were functioning well enough, and we got no response from anyone in our chain of command.”

      “So now we're sitting here drinking beer, spilling our guts to whoever walks through that door, waiting for the double-E Doomsday Bug to roll through the city and make our jobs obsolete—”

      Victoria walked in the door just in time to hear April’s last sentence. Her response, standing next to Liam, was to make the sign of the cross.

      Hayes, seeing this, went on, “That won't help, I'm afraid. You won't find god, religion, whatever, in the cities anymore. At least those on the East Coast. This is it, folks, the end of humanity.”

      Victoria was unperturbed. “Then we need prayer more than ever.”

      Hayes chortled, then seemed to recompose himself. “We'll see, won't we?”

      In the face of such bad news, Liam didn't know what to say. He'd read enough to appreciate the moral dilemma of whether God was present when such evil was consuming the world, but that was only in books or in the movies. In the real world, it was a lot more ambiguous. He admitted to himself he couldn't visualize entire cities of zombies. All of it gone? Did the intoxicated people in this room really represent the final, best efforts of the government? His dad always mocked government ineptitude, but these guys were caricatures of the theme. Everyone might die because they did nothing.

      “So, do you know anything about the plague itself? What caused it?”

      “Dunno.”

      “Where it's from?”

      “Dunno.”

      “Can anyone survive it?”

      “Dunno. Hey, kid, don't you get it? We don't know anything.”

      “But you said you had access to secret network files and all that. Surely there has to be something valuable in there?”

      The IT woman spoke up, “That's just it. There were no files. Lots of emails looking for guidance, but very little actionable intelligence and almost no files relating to this outbreak anywhere in the system. Absolutely nothing about patient zero—the source of the whole thing.”

      “I don't get it. What are you saying?”

      “I'm saying—we're saying—the CDC not only doesn't have any clues about the origin of this disease but as best we can tell, it didn't have any idea the bug existed until it had already scoured through most of the East Coast. We were caught totally and utterly flat-footed.”

      He felt mad more than anything else. He expected to glean some clues on how to save Grandma, and instead he was told that the one group in charge of solving this hadn't even deployed their researchers to start researching.

      “So you guys are pretty much useless now?” he said with more sarcasm than he intended.

      Hayes' eyes went cold. He glared at Liam for just a second before laughing it off. “Whoa there, partner! We did the best we could. We made it here. We did our jobs. Everyone else dropped the ball.”

      He didn't want to let them off the hook but knew he was being unfair.

      “Sorry. I meant did anyone get out to study the disease?”

      “Oh yeah, lots of teams went to the East Coast. Some even went out the front door of the CDC headquarters into greater Atlanta as it succumbed. But everything happened so fast there was no time to make any headway against it.”

      “There are no reports in the system. I've looked. Teams go out and never report back in.” April looked disappointed as if she had spent a lot of energy on this task.

      He turned around to leave. Obviously, he wasn't going to learn anything from this group. But something occurred to him as he was saying goodbye.

      “Oh, one more thing. This is my conspiracy-theory father talking, but is there any way someone could have deleted all the files in your system? Could that be why there's no data?” He laughed a little, indicating his belief it was a crazy thing to suggest.

      The room became very quiet. He sensed the change in attitude.

      Douglas stood up, pulled at his tie, and looked around at his colleagues.

      “Congratulations, my smart-ass friend. It took us twenty-four hours to figure that out.”

      The implications were obvious and stunning.

      “So you're saying that not only is the CDC not fixing this disease, but it may have had a hand in causing it?

      Hayes answered as he walked deeper into the room, away from Liam. “Maybe they didn't cause it, but if anyone there knew who did, it's been purged. Why do you think we're just sitting around drinking?”

      Looking at Victoria, he saw her once again making the sign of the cross.

      He thought about mimicking her, but the moment passed.
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* * *

      He and Victoria returned to Grandma and told her what they had learned in his discussion with the “experts” on the disease. Grandma was nearly asleep, so she didn't say much. Victoria shared her thoughts too. They both talked in whispers so as not to wake anyone else—or scare them.

      “They said the entire East Coast was gone. Wow. Wouldn't we have heard something on the news about massive plagues in all those cities? Did they mention Denver before I came in?”

      “I should have asked them about Denver. Sorry.”

      “It's OK,” she replied in an upbeat manner.

      “So. Would we have heard about all the sick people on the East Coast? I don't know. I don't watch the news, so I can't say whether there were clues about what was really going on or when this started. Maybe they thought it was just the flu—not E-Ebola? A bad run of the generic flu wouldn't be big news, would it?”

      “Probably not. But that reminds me of a story,” Victoria said as she looked around. “I thought this was a tall tale when I heard it, but after what you just told me, it may hold some truth. Back at Washington University where I started my internship, we heard this rumor.”

      She again looked around, like it was going to sound crazy.

      “One dark and stormy night,” she said with scary-sounding voice, followed by a laugh. “Isn't that how all horror tales start?”

      “Just tell me!” he whisper-shouted.

      “Eesh. Where's your sense of drama?” she stuck her tongue out at him. “Any-hoo, these two policemen were stationed outside the morgue of the research department at my school. They said no one was allowed to go in or come out. They supposedly got called in with a report of mischief inside the morgue. They figured it was students pranking the nurse on duty with the old 'he ain't really dead bit' but when they got there, they found several corpses really were 'alive' and there were no interns yanking the strings. They pulled back the sheets and found each of them thrashing around in their restraints, despite having the most grievous wounds you can imagine. The rumor said the cops ran out of the morgue, shut the door, and gave the order to seal it. Everyone else was pushed off the floor. The next day the morgue was completely vacant, but otherwise open for business. That's why nobody believed it could have been true.”

      Victoria finished her story, and the pair sat in the darkness of the cavernous chamber in silence.

      “How long ago do you think that happened?” he eventually asked.

      “I heard that well before the sirens. A week, maybe?”

      “So in that period, the plague must have exploded on the East Coast, it may have been starting here in Missouri, and it was all hidden from view. That doesn't seem possible to me.”

      “Me either. But seeing infected people walking around has changed my perspective on a lot of things.” Victoria laughed quietly. “I still don't believe the morgue story, though. Sick? yes. Look like they're dead? Maybe. Morgue dead? No way.”

      Despite her attempts at humor, her story scared him.

      “Let's get some sleep and maybe tomorrow things will look a little better,” he added.

      Both settled uncomfortably onto the concrete floor, leaning against the hard wall. He offered his backpack to Victoria as a makeshift pillow. She accepted his gift readily and returned the favor by suggesting they lay near each other so they could each share the cushion—on opposite sides. It still wasn't much more comfortable, but it made him infinitely happier.

      Thirty minutes later, as he was nearly asleep, a “crump” sound coming from outside jolted him awake. Several cops snoozing on the far side of the room jumped up, ran to the exit doors and out into the main crowd under the Arch. Fussy babies and coughing from the disturbed survivors sprawled on the floor got louder with the excitement. He intended to stay awake and discover what they found out there, but the day caught up with him, and he drifted to sleep. His final thought was of the CDC folks.

      “Why do you think we're drinking?” Hayes had said. He thought he understood his meaning, but it jumped out at him in his half-sleep. Maybe they weren't drinking because they were afraid their bosses had scrubbed the records. Maybe they were drinking because they knew what was in the records that had been scrubbed?

      He couldn't decide which scenario was worse.
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      “ATTENTION PLEASE! ATTENTION!”

      The booming voice of a police officer on the other side of the subterranean room shocked Liam, Victoria, and Grandma awake. He yelled a few more times and waited until he was sure everyone in the place was awake, with eyes on him.

      Liam stole a glance back at the candy store and wasn't surprised to see it was pitch black inside, and none of the CDC people were stirring. He wasn't familiar with the concept of a hangover but did know that rough mornings followed late-night partying.

      Or they just up and ran.

      He tried to laugh that off, but it had struck a chord of truth.

      The officer began his announcement.

      “Thank you, everyone. Good morning. I'm Captain Osborne of the Missouri Highway Patrol. I'll get right to it. Last night, we almost lost the entire park. The cordon many of you saw coming in has been pulled back. We were able to stabilize the lines as we made them shorter, and we were also assisted by a few military units, including one tank and several Marine Corps Amphibious Assault Vehicles. As of this morning, the lines are holding. That's the good news.”

      Many voices shouted questions.

      “I'm not done!”

      That checked the anarchy. He paced as he continued.

      “The bad news will take me much longer, I'm afraid. First, there are more infected than we ever imagined. Since we still don't know how this thing is spreading or why these infected citizens keep attacking the healthy, we can't take chances. We have no choice but to keep killing them. I'm sorry if that bothers some of you. It's our reality. That said, it's entirely possible we'll all run out of ammo before we can kill the whole city.”

      He inserted a laugh but soldiered on.

      “Second, even though a few military units showed up, they came of their own volition and are probably classified as deserters from the main force sitting over in Illinois. They may have saved our bacon last night, but no one is coming to save theirs. Third, the military guys said they had orders to prevent anyone from crossing the river. They intend to keep the disease on this side and will use lethal force on anyone trying to cross back to them—not even their own men can go back.”

      The small crowd started to pepper him with questions, but he took a deep breath, and bellowed, “So. Where does that leave us?”

      The gallery quieted.

      “I'm sure you know that my fellow law enforcement officers, my brothers and sisters you all passed as you came into the park, have been trying to keep this place secure from the infected victims, so we all have a chance of getting help and get the hell out of this mess. Our families are here, same as yours, and same as those people up top we're trying to protect. But now it looks as though no help will be coming.”

      Rather than noise, the captain got perfect silence. The room had deflated. Liam felt it too.

      “We lost many men and women last night. Even though we held them off, and improved our lines, the endgame is that unless we fight our way out of here we're going to be trapped.”

      Osborne paused a little too long, and the crowd finally exploded with questions, thinking he was done.

      “Hold up! Let me finish. Our plan is to start organizing civilians for a breakout. We know there are plenty of men and women with weapons up top, and we think our only chance of escape with some sort of organization is to make those citizens aware of the impending collapse. To that end, I need some healthy volunteers. We are woefully short on manpower. You'd really be critical to helping the police, but you are ultimately helping yourself get clear of the infected assailants out there. We're gonna get out of here. Just give us time.”

      He and Victoria looked at each other, then at Grandma. She nodded back.

      They ran without looking back, wanting to make a difference.
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* * *

      They waited in a line of eight or nine others. There were a couple of young people besides themselves, but most volunteers were quite a bit older, and few looked overly athletic. Everyone could carry and use a radio, however, which was the only condition for volunteering. Some more people dropped in behind them as the captain gave assignments to those in front.

      The volunteers ahead were given radios and moved off individually with officers waiting in the wings.

      When it was their turn, he and Victoria stood shoulder-to-shoulder.

      “Ah, finally someone who looks like they can handle some touristy stuff. I take it you two are together?”

      “We aren't together-together, but we are together,” Victoria said at the same time he replied, “Oh, it's not like that.” They looked at each other in a bemused fashion, to which the no-nonsense captain said, “Fair enough. I think it would be best to have you both go together for this task, though. Would that be OK?”

      Both gave a too-quick affirmation.

      “Step over to Officer Jenkins to my left,” he said with humor, “and she'll get you squared away. Thanks in advance for doing a tough job.”

      As they stepped out of line, he overheard the captain say “They're a cute couple,” to one of his aides. He wasn't about to ask if Victoria heard him.

      He had no chance to think about what just happened because Jenkins took them deeper into the area dedicated to the police force and their families. She talked at an insane rate as if she were on caffeine or speed or something.

      “Thank you both for doing this. Here's a radio. You'll need that to report back. I see you don't have the most comfortable shoes on. We'll try to find you a pair of sneakers. And ... ”

      She babbled on for a full minute and he didn't understand nine words out of ten. He caught some points about guns and tactical deployments and one or two lines about the failed power situation. He wanted to stop her for clarification, but one look at her eyes told him she probably didn't remember what she'd just said. They walked along next to her as she led them down a long hallway to a metal door that was propped open. She handed Victoria a radio, which she said was on the proper frequency. After a quick lesson on how to use it, she tossed a flashlight to him, saying they would definitely need it. She said goodbye and started running back up the hallway.

      “But what are we supposed to be doing?” Victoria asked to her backside.

      Jenkins stopped in her tracks but didn't come back. She paused and took a deep breath as if trying to steady herself in a whirlwind.

      “Oh yeah. Sorry, I thought I already told you. You have to climb the stairs of the Arch to the top, then look down into the park and report what you see. You two are our secret weapons. Go quick! Good luck.”

      She was off.

      They cautiously entered the space behind the metal door, which was some kind of maintenance area. A stairwell led up. He held the flashlight, so he went first.

      The long climb up the dark stairwell gave him plenty of time to wonder if the girl behind him was thinking about their mutually confusing interaction with the police captain. He knew his mind should be focused on survival, and getting Grandma to safety, and being smart about reporting from the top of the Arch—but he couldn't stop thinking of the big distraction behind him. They had both disavowed anything more serious between them. He didn't even realize something could be serious with her until he was saying there wasn't.

      Why does she mean that much to me?

      Behind him, the distraction gave no clues.

      [image: ]
* * *

      There are 1,076 stairs leading to the top of the Arch. A world-record holder could climb them in less than seven minutes. He had read that information on a metal plaque commemorating the event at the base of the stairs.

      “I think we can beat seven minutes, don't you, Vicky?”

      “Oh, don't call me Vicky. I hate that name. And yes, let's go for the record. I need a real challenge these days.” She sounded drained, as if heading up the dark tower had crushed her spirit.

      He wasn't sure how to interpret her tone or what she had said.

      What am I doing wrong?

      Silence followed him up the steps for the bulk of the climb.

      To pass the time, he tried to visualize the arch-shaped building they were climbing. He'd been up in the Arch many times, but had never gone up or down the metal-framed maintenance stairs. They were off limits to the public. Instead, the monument was designed to allow patrons to reach the apex using small trams—a sort of sideways subway with egg-shaped cars so small only five people could squeeze into each one. The builders installed a set of metal steps up each leg that could serve as an escape route if the trams broke down. It was closed to the public because it wasn't easy to climb all the steps, nor was it particularly safe—with steep ascents and harrowing descents going the other way. Today there was no power to run the trams, so the only way up was the lung-busting stairs.

      As they neared the top, they found themselves frequently stopping to catch their breath. It became obvious why the captain chose the two most athletic youngsters. After minutes of silence, he delicately offered, “I'm sorry I called you Vicky.”

      “No… you're fine. I'm sorry. I had no right to get snarky.” She paused while she took a few steps. “The way you said it brought back ugly memories for me. You can call me anything you want, really, as long as you don't call me by that particular nickname. Fair?”

      “Totally. I'll just stick with Victoria. I really like your name.”

      Try not to sound like an apple polisher!

      Finally, they came to a door with a small window centered about two-thirds of the way to the top. A low light was coming through the glass, indicating daylight ahead. He turned off his light as he peered through. He looked out into the tram unloading zone near the topmost observation area.

      He took so long that Victoria tapped him on his back.

      “What's wrong?” she said in a soft voice.

      He turned around and put his finger over his lips, pointed to the window, and sat down heavily on the topmost step. Victoria took her turn.

      A zombie park ranger blocked their way.

      She slumped down next to him.

      He was fast becoming an emotional mess. The whole climb up he clung desperately to the flashlight, unusually afraid of the crush of pure blackness around them. He kept thinking about the gun in his face. His misstep with Victoria made him feel distinctly alone. He thought reaching the top would be a relief. Now felt lower than ever. This new problem, along with his lack of weapon to dispatch it, crushed him. He felt a tear slide down his face and tried to wipe it away quickly. He didn't know if Victoria had been looking at his face, but the motion was unmistakable. The sniffle didn't help. She took his hand and they sat in silence for a few minutes. Her touch gave him strength, though he couldn't explain what exactly he felt at that moment. Protective of her? Was she protecting him? Were they helping each other cope?

      “You want to know something funny? I left my gun downstairs. I put it in my backpack last night because I didn't want to sleep with it tucked into my pants. I figured it would keep waking me up as I rolled around on the hard floor. I really wanted to get some good sleep after our day yesterday. Everything happened so fast with the police request, I didn't think about grabbing my pistol again. I thought I was going to be the hero and protect you and Grandma, but I'm turning out to be anything but.”

      She squeezed his hand and let go.

      “Do you want to know something funnier?” she asked. “I never got my replacement shoes from our fast-talking teacher. I was hoping she'd find sneakers to go with my cocktail dress!” She pointed down to her dress pumps with the heels broken off. “I tried walking the steps in bare feet, but the metal grating made it unbearable. I'm surprised you didn't hear me yelping while I was trying it out.”

      They both had a quiet laugh, breaking the tension.

      “OK,” she continued, “we can't go back down without trying to get in there. I don't think I could climb these stairs again. I say we think of a plan to deal with this guy so we can do what we came here to do for the police.”

      “I agree, but what? Once that thing sees us, it's going to pursue us forever.”

      They discussed their limited options and settled on what appeared to be the only viable plan.

      He took up a position next to the door while Victoria opened it and yelled loudly at the dead park ranger. The man stumbled down the curved floor above them in the tram unloading area and kept coming down the steep stairs of the loading area.

      The ranger came through the door moving fast; Victoria crouched behind the door and held it open. Liam, standing behind the door and above Victoria, saw the ranger arrive. It really didn't take much of a push to keep his momentum moving toward the steep staircase beyond. He tumbled face-first down the flight while he and Victoria continued through the door and slammed it shut. It took about thirty seconds for the ranger to regain his footing, climb back up the stairs, and wail at his missed meal through the small window.

      “Well,” Victoria said triumphantly, “we did it. We successfully switched places with a dead man.” They laughed harder than the joke deserved, letting go of some of their pent-up anxiety.

      “At least we aren't in his grave!” he added, to more snickers.

      They could now see the apex of the Arch with all its windows for the observation ports. They could not see the companion tram-unloading area over the top and down toward the beginning of the other leg.

      “I wonder if there are more undead on the other side?”

      “All we can do is move forward and deal with things as they come. You ready to reach the top of this bitch?”

      He mentally beat his head, realizing he probably shouldn't have used that word, but Victoria didn't seem to mind.

      “I'm not one for cussing, but yes, let's climb this female dog!”

      Together they went over the top.
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* * *

      There were no more zombies on the other side. They assumed the ranger had attacked someone in the observation area, and the injured party or parties dragged themselves to the steps going down the north leg, leaving the ranger to wander around in this confined space until fresh meat showed up.

      “My god, there is a lot of blood up here,” Victoria said while stepping around blotches of blood stained into the carpet.

      His stomach turned at the sight; remembering Angie's cat didn't help. Or the foot. But he was able to, as his father would say, “keep his proverbial lunch down,” for which he was very grateful while in the presence of Victoria.

      “Let's stay away from that tram station for now; it could be slippery.”

      He agreed but added, “We have to go down one of the sides. We know at least one zombie is waiting for us in the south leg. I wonder if there are any in the north leg?”

      “We'll save that as a delightful surprise for when we're done up here.”

      They moved to the topmost section of the monument; a marker informed them they were 630 feet above the ground.

      The interior of the observation area is about the width of a typical subway car or municipal bus. The floor has the same curvature as the top section of the Arch as seen from outside, but the windows are slanted at about 45-degree angles away from the interior and sit on a low shelf, so when you look out the narrow portal, you're practically lying on your belly. Small children often lay down on the windows, usually with a concerned parent holding their legs as if the glass was about to blow out. He always found that a riot.

      The slanted windows gave them a glorious view of the entire Arch grounds, as well as magnificent views in all directions with the exception of directly north or south, as those were blocked by the legs of the structure itself. To the west was the sprawl of downtown St. Louis. To the east were the river and numerous bridges linking Missouri with Illinois. One massive bridge to the north was new and modern-looking with twin piers rising high above, providing anchor points for hundreds of bundles of suspension cables. Always thinking of his books, he remembered a similar bridge from one of his zombie stories. The name Steubenville stuck out. Many heroes died blowing it up. He shuddered at having to do such a thing, and wondered if he would ever have to resort to such desperation.

      They got their bearings and focused their attention on the western half of the park, nearest the city. There were people on the riverfront side, but the captain had said the infected were coming almost entirely from the city side. Looking down, they both realized how hard it was to see individual people.

      “Binoculars would have been helpful.”

      Victoria responded, “And a catered lunch would have really made this climb worthwhile.”

      She gave him a big smile as she pulled out the radio and called down. He was relieved when a man answered and not the fast-talking woman who sent them.

      “This is Victoria and Liam. We're in position up in the Arch.”

      After ensuring she wasn't still on the air, she said to him, “I'm not sure what the protocol is, do I say 'over' when I'm done?”

      He shrugged.

      The radio crackled, “This is Arch base. We want you to report if you see large groups of ... crazies. Over.”

      Oh, I see plenty of those.

      They looked out again. The muzzle flashes on the exterior lines of defense made it easy to see that outline. Everyone seemed to be holding the plague at bay. He was happy to see a lone tank moving back and forth along a frontage street, using its mass to crush the undead in front of it. Three three Marine vehicles were parked between buildings. They sent round after round down the long streets whenever small threads of plague victims appeared, evaporating them.

      “No, sir. We don't see any large groups. Over,” she let go of the button to wait for a reply.

      “Roger that. Please report in if anything changes. Out.”

      “So how long do wait up here?” she said while placing the radio on one of the window frames.

      He had no answer. He wouldn’t complain if he could spend all day up here with her—until he remembered Grandma was still downstairs, alone.

      They settled in and waited. Each took turns moving to different windows to try to see if anything happened that would be of interest to the police below. It wasn't long before they made their first call.

      “Hello, Arch base. This is Arch—” Victoria keyed off the mic. “What are we calling ourselves?”

      “Arch summit?”

      “This is Arch summit. There's a big mess of zombies to the north, pushing the line up that way. It looks pretty serious.”

      “Zombies? Good a term as any. Thank you, Arch summit. Understood. Out.”

      They watched a small group of men and women move through the crowd to a point on the northern line. Neither could see what happened in any great detail, but soon the line returned to where it had been and appeared stable.

      “It's like white blood cells going to fight a virus,” Victoria said. “We're in charge of sending the white blood cells where they're needed. They attack and push back the deadly virus.”

      He appreciated her analogy but looking down on the entire scene he thought she had it backward. Infected were stumbling down roadways as far as he could see. The little clump of cells below—mankind—was resisting the endless white blood cells being sent by the zombie host now controlling the rest of the city. It made him feel the futility of the thin ring of defense upon which they depended for their survival.

      We should run.

      He thought about it seriously. Blowing up a bridge wouldn't be so bad if it killed all of them. By comparison, all he could do was run for his life. For now, his job was to hold the line. Give the police the time needed to get them all out.

      A little later, they noticed a single barge floating free in the river. They watched it collide with the pylons of several upstream bridges, pausing on each leg as it scraped by until it resumed meandering downriver. At the point closest to them on the water, they could see directly into the sunken hold. Even from such distance, the mass of infected inside was easily recognizable, all moving without purpose in their open-topped prison. The boat avoided the last two bridges out of downtown and was soon drawn away by the current.

      “Well, that's one way to get rid of them,” he said.

      Hours went by without anything else of interest happening. Then the applecart went flying.

      Victoria struggled to key the radio and make her call.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hello, Arch base. Come in. This is Arch summit.”

      It required a few repeated calls, but someone finally answered. A woman—it wasn't clear if it was Jenkins—requested Victoria's report.

      “We're seeing a huge mass of people on the north side moving toward the south. We think they're living people. They're shooting into our line. We can see flashes of guns, aimed at each other. I say again; these are people shooting other people—not zombies.”

      “Holy crap. Hold on a second. Over.”

      Looking down, the renegade people had come in near the water of the riverfront, where the cordon was thin. They headed directly for the Arch. For them.

      As if learning the fact at the same time, the radio crackled, “We see 'em. They're here. Looks like several gangs and other criminals. No Boy Scouts out there. You guys better come down. Out.”

      “That's it?” Liam didn't know what to expect of their mission. Did they give the police the information fast enough to make a difference?

      They took a last look down. The cordon held firm most of the way around the park, but in the north, it took confusing twists and turns. It was destabilizing. He had read this scenario a hundred times in his books.

      “OK, Victoria, which side are we going to go down? Do we choose door A and go back down the way we came, with a raging sick ranger to deal with? Do we choose door B and go down the blood-filled stairwell with an unknown number of zombies below? Oh, and as a special bonus, we can come out at the base of the north side where even now a gun-toting crowd of criminals is closing in.”

      “Can I choose door C and jump out a window, please?”

      “They gave me a parachute, so, yeah.” He gave her a big smile.

      She was also smiling. “It's good to see we both still have our sense of humor intact, despite the insanity down there.”

      “Yeah, I just want to get back to Grandma now. I have to get her out.”

      “You think they'll make it into the Arch museum? What about all the police?”

      “I think the police will fight hard to protect their families but look at the swarm of attackers. There's just too many. And if the northern line falls, we'll have bigger problems than armed gangs.” He was looking down on the buckling lines and imagined two white blood cells fighting each other as the deadly virus paced nearby with a menacing grin.

      The host is committing suicide.

      “Do you think we could open the door, let the ranger back up into the observation area, and give him the slip as we run back down and shut the door?” Victoria asked.

      “It's worth a try. I like that better than exploring the north leg, waiting for a sick person to jump us the whole way down.”

      They made their way to the south leg’s unloading zone only to find their friend was no longer at the door. It had been several hours since they left him; he moved on. That meant he was somewhere on the 1,076 steps below.

      “Want to change your answer now?”

      He thought about it and decided he'd rather face the one zombie he knew was down these steps than an unknown number down the other leg. “Let's go down this way and deal with him when we find him. We'll just have to move slow.”

      “Do you want a drink of water?”

      “Do I ever! You found some?” he said excitedly.

      “No, I was just asking,” Victoria smiled as she joked. He couldn't help but laugh too, although he made like he was going to punch her in the arm for saying something so mean.

      He started down the dark staircase with the flashlight. Despite multiple layers of danger around him, he felt infinitely better than his walk up the steps earlier. He had his friend back.

      Victoria, with the radio, trailed behind.
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      Liam was stoked to be on good terms with Victoria again, but on the way down neither made a peep. The steep stairwell in the narrow space of the upper Arch was bad enough to do in the dark, but knowing a dead man was walking somewhere below sent his fear factor right out the window. If there were windows ...

      Victoria was trying to stay as close as possible; her quiet footfalls echoed his from the step behind. His initial optimism as they started the descent had worn off, though he was overjoyed he wasn't doing it alone. He thought he might go insane if he had to try.

      And if the light went out?

      He looked down at the flashlight, as if to will it to stay on. It was bright and steady. The walk down was nearly as taxing on their legs as the climb up had been, though it was a different kind of pain. Adding to their suffering, they’d had no food or water since the start of the day's adventure.

      The staircase wound itself around the machinery of the mechanical tram sharing the space. Rather than one continuous set of stairs, it was broken up with dozens and dozens of landings so it could bend with the curvature of the structure. They expected to find the missing zombie on each landing as they went down. And each vacant landing heightened their anxiety. Was he on the next one? Was he still in the stairwell at all? Was he attacking Grandma at this very moment? Liam's imagination ran wild.

      He tried to balance the prudence of a cautious descent with the pressure of escaping the Arch before the whole structure was overrun with the armed attackers swarming below. He wondered whether the mindless infected were worse than the men and women preying on their vulnerable peers.

      About twenty minutes later, they reached in the machine shop where they'd started. His stress level was off the charts because the ranger had to be somewhere close. They couldn't have missed him on the stairs. The same door was open that led up the hallway into the main waiting area. The zombie had to have gone through there. It couldn't have been hiding anywhere else.

      “How did that thing get past us? Do you think he was hiding?” He didn't figure that was a behavior of a normal zombie, but then, what was the normal behavior of a dead person? Seeing a real life zombie made him realize “normal” and “zombie” could never be used together.

      “No, he couldn't—”

      They jumped when screaming began. Someone had found him.

      But when they entered the main waiting area, they found it wasn't a zombie causing all the commotion; it was the criminals. They had already breached the north entrance, breaking all the glass doors, and were yelling and screaming back and forth with the police officers nearby.

      He scanned the room and did see the ranger, after all, going after some of the sick people—sick, normal people—on the right side of the room, nearest the candy store. Well away from the police or the looters. Well away from help. While it was a matter of life or death for those closest to the crazed ranger, the zombie was a sideshow relative to the battle in the rest of the cavernous room.

      They were still in the south hallway where it was very dark. He shut off the light and tried to establish some sense to what was happening.

      The looters came in from the north, across the room from them, and controlled that entrance and the tunnel leading to the north leg of the Arch. The police were on their left, holed up in the museum. The large waiting area, filled with the elderly and the sick, was between them and both the police and criminals on the far side.

      The sight of sick people lying on the floor, and the screams from those now being assaulted by the park ranger seemed to give the looters a reason to pause.

      “There's Grandma. I have to get her out.”

      Victoria offered no objections.

      Grandma was still where they left her very early in the morning. They couldn’t tell her condition, but she was still in her big wheelchair. She was maybe fifty feet from them, but only several feet away from the park ranger and his probing teeth.

      He ran out of the darkened hallway, straight for her. A few senior citizens in the middle of the room were making for the south exit. He felt bad to use them as distractions, but they gave him the cover he needed from the criminals on the far side of the room.

      Even so, while he was on the run, one of the invaders yelled, “These people are infected! Kill them all to save yourselves!”Screams of fear erupted around him, overlaid with the intense sound of escalating gunfire.

      He covered the distance to Grandma across a room full of flying bullets in seconds. She was awake and clutching his backpack as a shield. He said nothing, just grabbed her chair, spun her in the right direction, and started pushing for their lives. The park ranger was nearby but wasn’t the major threat. Not by a wide margin. But he was the only threat to the old man who had come in with them and Father Cahill.

      “I'm so sorry.” He knew the man wouldn't hear him.

      Most people on this side of the room huddled in fear, and doing a slalom with the wheelchair through the people on the floor made him an intolerably slow-moving target, but he didn't dare try to go up the ramp to the south entrance. He could see people being shot in the back as they went toward that exit.

      Instead, he aimed for the same hallway he'd just left. Victoria would still be there—he hoped—and together they could get Grandma to the safety of the maintenance room. As he pushed the wheelchair, he willed himself to be invisible.

      A little prayer slipped out as he huffed.

      “Please, God, help us.”

      Grandma surprised him by praying as well.

      “Lord, let us fly.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As he rolled the chair back across the room, he saw police move out of their space in the museum. The looters were profiled by the light coming in through the north entranceway, and heavy shotgun slugs and bullets from service revolvers forced them to stop shooting the civilians and focus instead on the police.

      With one final push around the corner, he was able to take a breath. They had escaped the carnage in the main room. Victoria dropped in behind him and together they ran to the relative safety of the machine shop down the hall. His ears rang after the loud exchanges of gunfire in the hollowed out space.

      At the final door to the maintenance room they had to help Grandma from the chair so it could be folded to fit through the doorway then opened on the far side. They closed and locked the door, though he figured it wouldn't last long against bullets if they were discovered.

      “I think I left my cane back in that room. Liam, would you mind?”

      He was about to ask if she was out of her mind when he realized she was smiling innocently at him. Who knew Grandma had such a dry sense of humor? She had, in fact, left the cane behind, however. He was thankful they still had the chair.

      Once they were safely in the room—relatively—he opened his backpack and drew out a water bottle and some grain bars for himself and Victoria. Grandma waited for them to finish before asking what was going on.

      “Victoria, let her hear what's on the police radio. That will make it clearer than if we tried to explain.”

      After some fiddling with the radio for better reception in its new location, they were shocked to hear a chaotic blast of yelling and cursing coming from it, unlike anything like they expected on a police channel. Through the noise, they picked up some fragments:

      “They have moved into the Arch's north entrance. My husband and the boys are trying to hold them off, but we're trapped.”“—the South team has managed to organize citizens, but we have very little cover. Trying to evacuate others south.”

      “This is North Gate. We have a new situation here—” a man said, but the other callers soon squelched him.

      He felt bad for the police but knew there was nothing he could do to help them. He was trapped in a stainless steel room.

      While the chatter continued, he grabbed his gun from his pack and put it back in his waistband holster.

      “I'm never taking this off again.”He paused.

      “Victoria, do you want my other gun?”

      She looked at him in the harsh light of the flashlight and seemed to think about it for a few seconds, but shook her head.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I'll be the plucky comic relief.”

      “The what?”

      “I just don't think I want a gun, Liam, but thanks.”

      He tried to give the Mark I to Grandma, but she said he should just put it back in his backpack for an emergency. She wasn't sure she could even pull the trigger anymore since she was getting weak in her old age. Their appreciation of their chances of surviving this crisis underwhelmed him. He couldn't fathom ever being separated from his gun and didn't understand why anyone would choose to be unarmed. Grandma maybe if she couldn't hold it, but Victoria?

      And perhaps the most important realization of the whole exchange was he, Liam, was now wholly responsible for protecting them. One boy with a couple of pop guns against a world gone mad.

      You said you wanted to be the hero.
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* * *

      They continued to listen to the radio for another half hour or so. The police in the museum had been able to survive against the infringing looters, but neither side could get the upper hand. The radio chatter was a little unclear, but it sounded like some of the sick and wounded lying in the middle of the waiting area had begun to show signs of reanimation—which was causing havoc on both the police and the looter contingent.

      Up top, the battle had gotten very serious. The renegade urban gangs had lots of firepower and were able to push well into the park—up to and including the north leg of the Arch. But from there they weren't able to push farther because the defenders on the rest of the cordon, organized by the captain and his police volunteers, had been able to hold their positions. The looters and gang members also had problems behind them, as the infected had followed them through the breech and were now nipping at their heels. Unable to push into the Arch and unable to get all their members safely inside the cordon, they now found themselves fighting enemies on multiple sides. It made the ones inside the Arch desperate and nearly suicidal. The police admitted they were in serious trouble inside the museum.

      By late afternoon, another report from the radio operator called “North Gate” caught their attention.

      “This is North Gate again. I'm in direct line-of-sight to thousands of infected pouring into the northern side of the park. As best I can tell, they're being attracted by all the gunfire. There are a few remaining civilians who are hiding in the parking garage or nearer to the river, but the swarm of dead are overwhelming anyone who stands in the way. The gangs pushed many civilians into the path of the zombies, which, in turn, has infected lots of people near your interior lines. You guys should be prepared for this.”

      The captain himself replied.

      “Thank you, Ben. We owe you one. Hope to see you again so we can laugh about this over a beer. Over.”

      “Me too, Cap. I'm OK for right now. But I'm not sure how long I can hang under the bridge without being spotted. Maybe I'll fly away like a bat.” He let out a nervous laugh, which was reciprocated by the captain as they signed off.

      The trio listened to the radio for a while longer, expecting at any time to hear the whole park had been run through by the dead. They never heard from the north gate again, but several other stations kept reporting in. Things were not going well for the good guys.

      Comms were cleared by a gruff new voice. The radio chatter from the police stopped cold.

      “Break, break. This is Raptor HQ actual. We are the blocking force located on the east bank of the Mississippi River. All bridges are under our control. No. I repeat N-O personnel will be allowed to cross the bridges, use boats, or otherwise transit across the water, by order of General Hodges, II Corps, United States Army. We've had several—Shall we call them volunteers?—disobey orders and cross the river to support you. Those men and women won't be allowed back, either. Be advised, I also have orders to terminate the infected now converging on your position. I'll give you all the time I can. Say sixty minutes. Out.”

      It appeared the Army could see what was happening too and took this delicate moment to remind everyone in St. Louis they still weren't allowed across the river.

      The angry voice of the man who had called for volunteers from the group inside the Arch that morning blared from the radio.

      “This is Captain Osborne with the Missouri Highway Patrol. On behalf of all of us laying down our lives to protect these citizens, let me just convey—” and went on to teach Liam a whole host of new curse words and make his ears burn with embarrassment because Grandma was right there listening, too. A glance at her showed no emotion on her face.

      His world had been spinning out of control since the sirens turned off two days ago, but now he'd felt as if his rescue parachute was packed with bricks instead of silk.

      “No help is coming,” he said, as much to himself as to the others.

      It can't get much worse.
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* * *

      “Well, what do we do now? We can't exactly step out of this room and make a run for it.” Victoria was right, but no one had any better ideas. The stairs up the Arch were open, but going back to the top was pointless, and Grandma would never survive such a climb.

      Looking around the room, they found various tools, workbenches, and maintenance equipment for servicing the top-to-bottom tramway. No weapons of any kind—not that anyone expected to find guns stashed away in a public piece of property like this.

      He was probing the edges of the room when he said, “Hey, look at this grate on the wall. It seems to have a tunnel behind it. I can't see where it might go, though.”

      The thick metal grate, about three feet wide by three feet high, had a stout-looking lock on it. The wide latticework made it easy to see down the tunnel. A couple of keys hung on a small hook next to the opening. It wasn't rocket science from there.

      He unlocked the grate, swung it sideways on hinges, and dropped the lock nearby. He started to follow the flashlight’s beam into the darkness, but Victoria stopped him.

      “I’ll go,” she said. “You need to stay here and protect your grandma.” For a moment he feared Victoria was going to find an exit and run off and leave them. That’s crazy. But so is letting her go in there by herself.

      She cut off his protests quickly. “You’re the one with the gun. You’ve got to protect your grandma.” She took the small police flashlight from him and crawled down the concrete duct. After a few feet she disappeared around a turn, and he felt his heart drop. Grandma, as if reading his mind, reached over to squeeze his arm.

      There was virtually no light in the room, except the illuminated EXIT sign over the door. He turned on his flashlight and started rooting around, looking for something that might help Grandma get down the tunnel if Victoria came back to tell them they could escape through it.

      When she comes back. Not “if.” When.

      Grandma, in her chair near the door, said, “I think the shooting is getting closer.”

      “I have to find something to get you through this tunnel.”

      “Oh, no, I can't possibly go in that tunnel. Just leave me, Liam. Get yourself and Victoria to safety.”

      He knew she would say something like that, which is why he was determined to find just the right thing to get her to go with him. Absorbed in his search, he jumped like a scared cat when someone banged on the door. A disheveled man with a horrible tie peered in through the window: Mister Hayes from the group of CDC people.

      “Do we let him in?” Grandma asked.

      “If we don’t, he's going to alert the whole place to this room.”

      He opened the door. As Hayes ran in, they heard a volley of gunshots. He pushed the door shut hurriedly but took care not to let it slam.

      Hayes stood hunched over his knees, shaking.

      “Shot ... us ... all,” he wheezed.

      Just then a small beam of light brightened the darkness in the room. Victoria crawled out of the tunnel. He had to fight down the urge to run and hug her.

      “This tunnel leads out. It has another gate on the other end. Hopefully, one of these keys is for its lock. I think the exit is in a railroad tunnel. I could see the tracks with my light.”

      “Help me find something to get Grandma through the tunnel.” With Victoria’s help he continued searching the room until he found the “something” he was looking for, hanging on a wall in a far corner. He grabbed it, adjusted it, and slapped it down in front of her wheelchair.

      “It's your lucky day, Grandma. Just lay down on this mechanic's creeper, and I'll pull you to safety.”

      She looked at him, then at the creeper, and finally at the hole in the wall. Whether she was calculating her odds of making it through there or maybe just deciding if she really wanted to die in the Gateway to the West, he didn't care. He wasn't going to give her a choice. The sound of escalating gunfire seemed to make up her mind. She stood up, and with Liam and Victoria on each arm she was able to settle onto the creeper.

      “Victoria, check the window. Mister Hayes, grab those other keys off the wall and hold Grandma here while I break down her chair.”

      Hayes had recovered control of himself, but his hands still shook as he got the keys, and his voice sounded ragged. “Thanks for letting me in. I never thought it would come to this. Why did those men start shooting us? Don't they know we're the good guys?”

      Loud cracks of gunshots, seemingly outside the door, cut off the conversation. Everyone made for the tunnel.

      He took charge. He finished breaking down the chair and ordered Hayes to go first with the keys and the chair.

      “Victoria, do we need two flashlights down there?”

      “It'll be fine, there are a few turns, but it's very flat and uniform all the way to the end. It isn't that far.”

      Hayes was already working his way into the darkness.

      “OK,” he said, “I guess you're going next, Grandma. You ready to roll?”

      “I'm not getting any younger!” She loved that one.

      As he began pushing her on the creeper, he heard banging on the door again and saw a shadow at the window. Victoria, closest to the entry, dashed for the tunnel just as a face exploded against the glass. Bullets tore through the upper part of the door and ricocheted off the metal of the machinery in the room. He hastened his pushing to give her room to jump in behind him.

      “Turn off your light, Victoria,” he called back over his shoulder. “Hurry! Let's go!”

      Her light remained on. He looked back, shocked that she wasn't in the tunnel. She stood in front of the entrance, the grate in her hands and tears on her cheeks.

      “It was nice meeting you, Marty. Take care of her, Liam.”

      She slammed the grate back into place, clicked the lock shut, and tossed the key into the tunnel. She gave him a determined look. “I have to do this,” she said in a broken voice. Finally, she removed herself from his sight, the light from her flashlight bobbed toward the stairwell.

      “Victoria!” He blurted it out without thinking who might hear. The echoes hurt his ears.

      She had locked herself out and locked them in with no way for anyone to follow them.

      He sat there, turning over options. In the end, he knew there was only one. He started to push the creeper again, to get as far down the tunnel as he could before anyone else came in the room. He was glad it was too dark for Grandma to see the tears on his face.

      I wish I’d kissed her. He hated himself for thinking that selfish thought, but it was true. He wished he had gotten to kiss her before she left him like they do in the movies.

      Heroes kiss the girl, then push them to safety. Not the other way around.

      He looked back again, saw the merest hint of glow from her flashlight. It wasn’t moving. She must have paused on the steps. Drawing the shooters away, at mortal risk to herself. She was the hero.

      The shooting at the door continued for a minute or so. Apparently, the gunmen weren't very good at shooting door handles, or the steel was bulletproof. By the time he was nearing the end of the tunnel he could hear men’s voices echoing down the pipe behind him. They yelled to each other about a light going up the metal staircase.

      He and Grandma found Hayes waiting for them in the strange sideways light of a hazy railroad tunnel.

      The key had worked.

      Thank you, Victoria.
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      Liam and Grandma slid out the end of the service duct into a train tunnel with a double line of tracks running through it. Several people were already sitting inside. If they were surprised to see three people fall out of the dark hole in the wall, no one bothered to ask questions. They just went back to whatever they were doing.

      That was fine with him. He wasn't in the mood to jaw-jack, as Grandma would say. He got her out of the tunnel, then he and Hayes helped her into her wheelchair. The packed rock under the railroad tracks made it difficult to roll her around, but they weren't going anywhere for now, so she was content to be parked and given time to relax. Lying on the creeper for the trip and getting back up had sapped her strength.

      He slammed his backpack on the dirty rocks and took a seat next to it. He was getting more and more upset at the turn of events leading to the sudden loss of his new friend. He recognized the muffled sounds of gunfire coming from outside the rail tunnel but wasn't in the mood to think about what was going on out there. For now, it was more important to rest and formulate some kind of plan. Maybe a plan to save Victoria.

      He was just turning to thoughts of going back in when Hayes sat down and began rambling about his situation.

      “I can't believe those hoodlums shot us. We tried to tell them we were with the CDC and we were there to help, but that seemed to enrage them. The hell of it is, we aren't even really with the CDC, more like glorified roadies who move the gear for the pinheads with the lab coats.”

      He seemed to consider what he was going to say next.

      “I did learn something from the pinheads, though ... ”

      He looked around like he was participating in a conspiracy. Seemingly satisfied he wasn't being overheard, he continued.

      “The virus causing all this was made in a lab.”

      Despite being crushed about losing Victoria, he appreciated this distraction. Having read many books on zombies, he had an immediate retort: “Isn't that kind of obvious? A natural virus doesn't just explode across the world, kill people, and then bring them back to life, does it?”

      Hayes looked at him with newfound respect. “You don't seem to be fazed by all this. I'm sorry you lost your friend, by the way. She saved me, too.”

      “Well, I'm not fazed anymore. Two days ago, when I was attacked by a berserk yoga lady, I was pretty 'fazed.' After the next several zombies attacked me, I started to get used to it. Now I guess I'm immune to the weirdness of it, even if I'm not used to all the blood. Not sure I'll ever get used to that.” He patted his stomach. “I have issues with the sight of blood.”

      “So you call them zombies too? I hear that more and more, but I don't really get it. Aren't zombies things that come out of caskets and walk around slowly, moaning about brains?”

      Liam had similar taxonomical reflections on this very topic, but he was convinced the things he'd seen would be classified as zombies by almost anyone.

      “You're talking about old-school zombies. Originally, I think that's what people thought zombies were—the dead who climb out of the ground and chomp brains of those too slow to run away.” He scratched his head, then watched as dust fell like rain from his mop. “I think there was an old movie that started people thinking like that. Later, the slowpoke zombies were laughed away as not threatening enough. Today zombies can be almost any speed—” He went on to give his ideas on the various kinds of zombies.

      Hayes seemed hard to convince. “But don't these people seem more like vampires to you? The sick seem to go for a person's blood, not their brains.”

      His fear of blood was strong, but the more he thought about it, the more it made some sense. Angie especially was a bloody mess, and her apartment was a nightmare of blood. The park ranger up in the Arch was covered in blood, as was the Arch observation deck. Unless he consumed an entire person up there—he thought about the impossibility of that—it meant whatever he attacked had bled profusely, but was still able to get away. Was blood the key?

      Still, vampires? He wasn't ready to believe such supernatural nonsense.

      “I think these people are dead, but some kind of infection is keeping them from turning off and staying dead. But I haven't seen anyone actually die and then come back to life ... ” He realized how little he knew about the infected people now causing so many problems for him.

      “Last night, you guys knew nothing useful about the sick people. Do you know anything about how the infection spreads?”

      “Just what I've heard secondhand. Nothing from official channels. I've not seen any zombies up close yet, so I can't confirm anything for myself. They say the plague infects the victims and makes them crave blood. One consistent data point seems to be the biting by the infected, and their desire to consume as much blood as they can, but no one’s sure why. The drained victim then gets up and looks for more blood. Possibly to replace their own.”

      “Mmm. That doesn't really tell me anything I don't already know. I've seen infected people attacking helpless victims since this all began. You don't know anything useful that could help us fight back or stop the plague?”

      Hayes gave a good laugh.

      “Look at me, kid. I'm just a driver. I know just about as much as you do.” Hayes turned to the tunnel opening as a loud explosion echoed from somewhere out there.

      He believed he knew more than he was letting on. He was clearly part of an organization at the center of things. Why wouldn't he know something? Every book on zombies he'd ever read would back him up on that. He wished it had been Hayes who had gone up those steps to save them.

      No, it should have been me.
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* * *

      He and Hayes sat in silence for several more minutes. He thought the whole time about Victoria, unable to solve how to get back and save her. Grandma nodded in the coolness of the tunnel, but he considered waking her up to move her further south, out of the area surrounding the Arch. With so many people fighting, it was no place for an aged grandmother to be hanging about. It wasn't a great place for a kid, either.

      Get her some safety, then get Victoria.

      He noticed a police officer crouching about 100 feet down the railway tunnel, keeping an eye on the southern exit. The northern exit was a tiny point of light in the opposite direction. There was no way to know who was up there, though he could see lots of people in the tunnel between himself and that pinpoint. The dark tunnel made a great shelter against the gunfire of the larger battle. That much was certain.

      He moved Grandma further toward the southern exit, as that was the direction they needed to go. It wasn't easy to push the chair on the rocks, but he got help from Hayes, and they made pretty good time. Grandma woke up but seemed to nod back off fairly quickly with the rocking action of her ride.

      The officer held a shotgun and radio as he crouched and kept watch.

      He parked the wheelchair about thirty feet from the exit and let Hayes know he'd be right back. He approached the officer from his side, so as not to appear threatening.

      “Excuse me. I'm Liam. My friend Victoria and I were the lookouts who went up into the Arch to watch for the gangs.”

      “Nice to meet you. I guess we both missed the action down on the ground.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The captain put me down here to guard this tunnel exit, but nothing has happened. I could do more good up where the action is. What did you see from up top?”

      He traded some basic information with the officer, whose name was Jones. He was a large black man with maybe too much gut poking out. Still, he was quite impressive. Liam didn't say anything to offend him, but he suspected he was put down here because he would make such a large target. Not the best attribute to have in a gun battle.

      Officer Jones’ radio gave him an idea.

      “Can you call the captain inside the Arch?”

      “Sure, but my orders are to hold here. I don't have anything to report.”

      “Actually, you do. My friends and I just came from inside the Arch museum. There's a service entrance that comes out inside this railroad tunnel. When we left the captain, he and his people were trapped by a group of looters who took control of the north entrance. I think we can help get them out of there.”

      The officer gave him “the look.” He'd seen it many times over the years. It was the look an adult gave him to decide whether a kid could know what he was talking about when something important happened.

      “Dad, there's a car flipped over on our street.” The look.

      “Mom, your phone needs a critical software update.” The look.

      “Officer, I know how we can save your leader and all those family members.” The look.

      To his credit, Officer Jones got on the radio.

      “Yeah, this kid—What's your name?—this Liam kid said the captain sent him up to the top of the Arch, and now he says he can help our guys get out of the museum.”

      The officer went over some details with the man on the other end. Liam was grateful to be helping the officers in their sticky situation, but his motives were anything but pure. He was hoping somehow he could save Victoria. He was worried his last memory of her would be as a bouncing light going up to the sky.

      I'm not going to leave her to die.
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* * *

      Officer Jones was going back and forth with the person on the other end for many minutes. When he was finished, he shared what he knew with Liam.

      “Things are pretty bad topside. There are gang members and looters at both main entrances to the Arch, as well as at a third entrance on the city-side. Our boys are trapped in the museum. For your plan to work, they would have to cross the waiting area in full view of both groups of armed criminals.”Jones churned on that for a few seconds before continuing.

      “But that isn't even the worst part. There's a big group of infected really chopping up the remaining citizens on the north side of the park. Our intel says they will be at the Arch sooner rather than later. The gang members aren't very good at killing zombies; apparently, zombies don't die as easily as our guys and gals in blue.”

      He was visibly angry but went on with the facts.

      “So our plan is to get any officers still available on this side of the park, sneak through the tunnel you found, and attempt to rescue the remaining officers and families inside the museum.”

      “But the metal gate-thing is now locked. How are we going to get into the maintenance room?”

      Officer Jones smiled. “Leave that to me.”

      Liam wasn't content to leave anything to chance. He'd seen everything fall apart the past couple days and trusted nothing to work as it should. But he couldn't exactly tell the police how to do their jobs, so all he could realistically do was tag along and hope they got the job done. And, if he was really lucky, he would emerge from the dark hallway just in time to save Victoria.

      It took about fifteen minutes to gather four police officers, including Officer Jones. He was disappointed that was the best they could do, and they seemed to sense his feeling.

      “Don't worry kid, these bad boys are Mobile Reserve,” he said while patting the combat-looking helmet of one of the new guys. “A super S.W.A.T. team,” he said with a little laugh.

      “This is more than enough firepower to fend off the garbage shooting at our people in there. See these?” He held out his weapon, which Liam thought looked like a sleeker, deadlier version of the rifles his dad let him shoot. “These are highly modified AR-15s. Since the rules of war have been turned off, we're using silencers and fancy bullets today. We should make short work of those bastards. We have some other toys we're bringing to the party, too. It also helps that we'll have the drop on them, thanks to you and your secret entrance.”

      One of the new guys, who carried a massive shotgun with a drum magazine, gave him a chuck on the shoulder, then handed a battering ram to his larger compatriot. Jones slung the ram over his shoulder next to his shotgun. Apparently, they were going to use that to bash in the metal grate. He didn't doubt they could do it, especially given the large man's bulk. He might be able to punch the thing apart.

      While the officers were readying the plan amongst themselves, he stood off to the side, not sure if he should listen in or look busy doing something else. He decided there was one item he definitely wanted to pass on to these guys.

      “Um, excuse me. If you happen to see my friend in there, please help her get out. She's about my age. Wearing a black dress. She ran up into the Arch to save me and the rest of our group.”

      “If we see your girlfriend, we'll grab her.”

      He didn't correct her designation as his girlfriend, even though it wasn't true. He liked how it sounded, but it made him even more depressed at how things had transpired.

      After a few more minutes of preparation, the police officers gathered near the small tunnel entrance and were working the radio. Presumably coordinating with the group inside.

      “Liam, do you have any weapons?”

      He wasn't sure if he should tell the cops that he was packing a gun, but decided now was not the time to be worried about getting himself thrown in jail for concealed carry of a weapon without a permit. He knew better than to whip out a gun, so he used his words instead.

      “I have a small pistol, yes.”

      “OK, listen. Your job is to guard this exit, so when we come back out we find your friendly face and not anyone else. Do you understand?”

      “I'd rather go with you guys.” Officer Jones grabbed a radio from one of his mates and tried to give it to him. He pulled the police radio he'd been using earlier out of his backpack, showing he was already plugged into their radio net. “I'm ready to go,” he said lamely.

      Jones continued, “I understand, son. But trust me. We'll get it done. We need someone here to keep this door open, or we'll be cut down when we come out. Make sense?”

      He couldn't argue with the logic, though his heart still envisioned saving Victoria. That wasn't going to happen if he was parked here at this entrance as a glorified greeter.

      “Don't use your radio unless absolutely necessary. But you can listen so you know when we're coming back.”

      “Understood.”

      Through it all, Hayes had kept his distance from Liam and the police. He figured the man would want to help protect this exit, but he made no effort to move much past where they had placed Grandma near the exit of the railroad tunnel.

      He's probably thinking about making a run for it.

      The air outside the train tunnel was thick with gunfire, though the odd angles of the sound waves on the interior made it hard to know where it was all coming from.

      He also thought he could hear an increase in gunfire coming from the other end of the railroad tunnel. That is, from the spooky and dark section north of where he stood.

      Why did I even suggest this?

      Hero stuff. Remember?
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* * *

      Jones went in first. He had to go in on his knees and elbows since the space was too low for him to crouch and walk. He dragged the battering ram with him. The other three men entered the same way; one of them was pulling a large black bag. Liam imagined it was a bag of weapons.

      He checked the pistol on his hip, then stood against the wall next to the opening, holding the radio close to his ear so he could listen in without blaring it to the whole tunnel. There were other people about, but none were anxious to interfere with this operation.

      The radio chatter began almost immediately.

      “Jones here. We are through the grating and are in the maintenance room. No sign of trouble. Moving to hallway. Out.”

      A few minutes later a much shorter transmission, in a whisper.

      “Jones here. In position. Be ready in five minutes. Out.”

      He knew the basics of the plan but had no idea of the tactics they would use to extricate those inside the museum. He tried to be patient and wait the five minutes. The radio chatter had completely stopped.

      The void gave him time to think of how he could do something stupid, like going up the tunnel himself, then ascending the stairs to try to catch up with Victoria and see if he could help. But he knew that, by now, she was probably down the other leg of the Arch if she kept running once she got to the top. If she got to the top.

      Ugh. Why did I think that?

      Where could she have come down? Was there a room on the north side of the Arch that was a maintenance shed like the one in the south? If so, was there a grate and a tunnel over there too? Did that duct come out on the other end of this same railroad tunnel? He almost started running right then and there, but he looked the other way toward Grandma. She was silhouetted in the evening light of the tunnel exit, now talking to Hayes. Would it be smart to leave her alone and try to force his way into danger?

      He couldn't make up his mind.

      The radio exploded, “Go! Go! Go!”

      The net became unintelligible with all the calls. He listened until there was nothing but a long series of beeps and boops like the frequency just stopped trying.

      From inside the duct leading back to the Arch, there was a lot of gunfire, then a lull.

      “Infected have overrun both entrances.”

      What the hell?

      The screaming started getting uncomfortably loud in the railway tunnel.

      Looking north into the darkness, the tiny speck of light to the north was filled with thrashing people now. He couldn't make out any details, but the sound of gunfire was rolling in waves down the tunnel, as were the screams.

      Zombies were already in the railroad tunnel, though not very close as yet. Would he be called to defend this exit from a tide of the undead? It seemed unlikely he could make much difference given the small caliber of his gun. He suddenly felt very inadequate and laughed at the foolishness of thinking he could get Victoria through the other exit—if it existed.

      “This is Osborne. We have all our people clear of the museum. We are heading for the train tunnel now. Out.” He sounded like a man on the run.

      Someone should be coming out soon.

      More gunshots up the tunnel. To his dismay, a bullet ricocheted by. He took one step into the smaller tunnel, mainly to shield himself from stray bullets. He worried Grandma had no such shielding.

      Someone tapped him on the back, startling him near to death. It was a teenage girl, but not Victoria.

      “I was told to come down this tunnel. Where do I go now?”

      He was torn. He didn't want to send her out into the railroad tunnel because of the stray bullets. She was the first of many people who would be coming through this exit, so he had no choice.

      “Just come out and sit on the far wall. Keep your head down.”

      She did as instructed. He vacated the small tunnel, so he wasn't in the way. Soon there was a stream of kids, young adults, and the elderly coming through. Everyone who survived up in the museum was now pouring down. Everyone but the cops. He assumed they'd bring up the rear.

      About fifty people eventually made their way into the railroad tunnel, and most took up positions crouched down along the far wall. The screaming and gunfire in the north end had become feverish and was inching closer. He was on the cusp of praying for the appearance of some of the police officers to help stop the tide rolling down the railroad line.

      A long ten minutes later, a group of officers poured out, including Jones—now only carrying his shotty. His group did not include any of the three men who had joined him going in. He found Liam and asked for an update on what was happening in the tunnel. The sound of screaming was very close from up north, and many people had run by and were congregating near the south entrance, as if unwilling to expose themselves to the outside—yet.

      “There are infected up that way. I've been hearing gunshots and screaming almost this whole time you've been inside. It's too dark to see what’s going on for sure.”

      A few minutes later, several more officers streamed out. This group included at least two of the guys that went in initially with Jones.

      There were now about ten officers in the railroad tunnel. They split up to provide a line of defense inside the tunnel as well as a lookout or two near the exit to the south.

      More officers trickled out of the small tunnel, but he had yet to see the captain. Some of them grabbed people who were against the wall—probably family—and made a run for it out the tunnel exit. For some reason, that simple act of desperation chilled him to the bone.

      Minutes later, several female officers emerged, including the one who was hopped up on speed earlier in the day. She didn't even notice him. She immediately headed to the civilians along the wall, apparently searching for someone.

      Not long after, some injured officers came out, dragging a couple of wounded guys who couldn't walk on their own. It looked like they had gunshot wounds.

      Then no one came out for a long time. Besides wondering when the bombs would fall, it gave him plenty of time to think about all the grisly ways Victoria could have died at the hands of her pursuers and seemingly endless time to wonder about the far side of the main tunnel, where he was positive a wave of infected people were coming for him. The gunshots and screams indicated there were still people alive in that direction, though he couldn't tell how close they were.

      “We have her. We're coming out.” It was Osborne.

      Minutes later, a gaggle of officers came out, including one who had no shirt on and looked like he'd just run a marathon. Coming out behind them, was—Victoria!

      He ran to her and hugged her the second she cleared the roof of the low tunnel. He couldn't help it. She didn't fight him and even seemed relieved to be in his arms. Or maybe just to have escaped. She looked exhausted. Well, of course she is, dummy, if she went all the way to the top again. She had several abrasions on her face and dried blood below her nose—like she'd been punched hard a couple of times.

      The captain crawled out with a few soft grunts. He looked terrible, was covered with blood, had a bandage around his bicep, and he seemed to have trouble getting one of his legs out of the tunnel. Once out, he limped over to Liam.

      “We meet again. Thank you for what you did here today. Your plan saved my people from certain death in there. Officer Jones told me of your situation, and that of your friend, so I sent up my best runner here”—he pointed to the guy with no shirt on—“to see if he could find your girlfriend. He found her at the very top. Somehow she managed to incapacitate one of the bad guys on the steps, but the other one beat her up pretty good, I'm afraid. He was so distracted hitting her; he never saw my man coming. We brought her back down. It was the least we could do to return the favor. You're a real hero, Liam.”

      Liam walked over to shirtless guy to shake his hand. He wanted to go back and hug Victoria again—She's alive, thank God—but gunfire outside was intense and constant, and his survival senses were overriding everything else. People outside were running madly toward the water of the river, and the screaming and gunfire inside the north part of the tunnel were getting closer.

      We've run out of time.

      As if to prove his point, a zombie slithered out of the tunnel and bit hard into the back of the captain’s ankle.
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* * *

      Osborne turned around and shot the bloody creature several times in the back and neck. The bullets got the attention of the thing attached to his foot, and when it let go, the captain put a final series of shots into its head. Liam could only stare in horror as its head exploded, the debris plastering the insides of the small tunnel. Then a sudden thought struck him hard.

      The captain’s been bitten.

      Osborne looked down at his leg and yanked up the cuff of his pants to reveal a very tall tactical boot with shallow bite marks on it. He gave a relieved chuckle, then noticed the look of horror on Liam’s face.

      “Don't worry, son. I've been fighting zombies my whole life.”

      Fighting zombies—how is that possible?

      Before he could ask, Captain Osborne was already onto the next crisis, giving orders to his men, shouting above the cacophony of the engulfing disaster. Liam's ears constantly rang from the sound of the captain's point blank shots, so he simply grabbed Victoria's hand and pulled her up the tunnel to where Grandma sat. She and Hayes looked like they were waiting for the bus, but she clutched Liam's backpack in a way he recognized as fear. Then she saw Victoria standing next to him, swaying unsteadily.

      “Nice to see you again, dear.” As if Victoria had just dropped in for tea and cookies. “Liam, why don’t you help Victoria sit down? She looks rather tired.”

      He did as she suggested, then looked around. He guessed there were about twenty officers still in the fight. Most of them were facing the dark of the tunnel, pointing their lights toward the clamor coming from that direction. Sometimes people would run by screaming, but more often now it was a zombie that came slinking out of the confusion only to have its head blown off. The far exit had become obscured by darkness, dust and the smoke from multiple weapons. More than a few times, bullets ricocheted to his end of the tunnel, sending citizens flat onto the rocks.

      Once the captain had his men where he wanted them in the tunnel, he moved to the opening on the south end. He put two of his female officers in charge of using zip ties to try to secure the exterior gate of the small service tunnel and told them to shoot anyone attempting to come out of that tunnel now.

      He saw Liam’s group and stopped to ask how they were doing. He also let them know they were going to need to help out when the time came to run—which he said was going to be soon.

      “This tunnel is about to get dangerous.”

      Get dangerous? Liam thought. As opposed to the quiet Sunday afternoon at the park it is now?

      “We have to move somewhere more secure,” the captain continued. “Get ourselves room to breathe. Can you both shoot?” he asked, nodding toward Liam and Victoria.

      He nodded yes. Victoria was silent, then turned to him. “I'll take that second pistol if you aren't using it. I don't want to ever be unarmed again.”

      He looked at Osborne. “We'll both be ready, sir.”

      Osborne gave him a small salute and began walking away. He caught himself when he saw Hayes.

      “You have any kind of weapon?”

      “I'm not a warrior. I'm a...doctor. I'm too important to fight them with guns.”

      Osborne responded. “So important you and your friends were willing to spend your time getting drunk in the candy store? I don't think you're as important as you think you are. Neither the zombies nor the gang members will be stopping to ask for your credentials—you can bank on that.”

      He moved away quickly, meeting up with the remaining officers now guarding the large opening at the head of the tunnel.

      Hayes looked back at Liam, but he avoided the driver-slash-doctor's gaze by pretending to talk to Victoria.

      Was that the truth? Did he lie to me earlier?

      He realized he had just picked up a valuable life lesson. In a world where no one knows your past, anyone can be anyone.
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* * *

      The final plan was kept simple. About a quarter mile to the south, the train tracks entered another short tunnel before they left the Arch grounds via a long above-ground trestle. The captain figured if they could reach that tunnel, it would put them in good shape to keep moving to the south, out of the worst of the massive scrum taking place all around them. It would also get them clear of the impending military assault. He mentioned that as a casual addendum, as if unconcerned they were nearly out of time.

      Some of the officers expressed concern at leaving so many people to their fates up top.

      “I know you all took an oath to serve and protect your communities. I did as well. But our communities are gone. What we have now, pretty much everywhere except this little bubble containing our families and us, is anarchy. Our community is now down to our families and the friends we pick up along the way.” He nodded in Liam's direction.

      “Our only hope of seeing another day is to get out of this fighting so we can take a breath and figure out what comes next.” He cinched a bloody rag around his upper arm, gave a grimace in doing so, and continued with his pep talk.

      “I want us all to move as fast as we can over to that next tunnel. This one is about to push us out anyway, judging from all the shooting and screaming behind us. I'm sure we can hold them off for a while, but we only have the ammo in our pockets, so if we're going to make a move, we have to do it now.”

      “Grab your families and line them up here. We leave in five.”

      Liam checked his weapon, ensured the safety was still on, and practiced thumbing it on and off.

      Victoria held her Mark I but was still in a daze.

      He leaned over to her.

      “Hey, you OK? Have you ever fired a pistol before?”

      She fought back a sniffle before speaking. “Yes. My dad took my sister and me to some indoor shooting range back in Colorado several times. We didn't shoot a gun like this one, but we did shoot pistols with magazines.”

      “That's good. That means you'll have no problem with this. In fact, this is probably much easier to shoot than anything you used with your dad. The trigger is very soft. My dad did something to modify it so “even an old lady could fire it,” as he would say. You just point it in the direction you want to shoot and gently squeeze the trigger. I'll warn you though that the ammo we're using is very light duty. It will do fine against any petty criminal, but I don't think the infected will even feel this unless you pop them through the eye or nose. Or, if you're at point blank, it should go through their skull. My dad and I talked about these guns last summer, and he said they were deadly in the proper hands, but you have to know what you're doing. I wish now he had just given me a bigger gun.”

      “Wow. My parents gave me Bibles for my birthdays. Yours gave you guns. Kinda cool, actually.”

      He felt a rush of pride, then remembered he was mad at his parents. Sort of.

      She continued, “Where do I put it? I don't exactly have pockets in this dress.”

      He took off his belt and handed it to her.

      “I don't need it. Trust me.”

      He gave her his holster, which fit the belt and the Mark I perfectly. She wrapped the belt around her midsection over her dress, then dropped her gun into the snug holster. A little snap could hold it in place, but he suggested she leave it open as she'd likely need the gun soon.

      “It ain't pretty, I'm afraid, but it will keep you in the fight.”

      She looked up at him with wet eyes.

      “I'm so sorry. I just left you guys in there. I thought I knew what I was doing, but I couldn't outrun those two. They caught me at the top. I fought, but... ” She gave him a tired smile, though her swollen lip and bruised cheek made it visibly painful for her to do so.

      He was about to respond, but she kept going.

      “I was so sorry to leave you guys. But I had to save you. I needed to save someone after what I'd done in the city.”

      She leaned into him, and rested her head on his shoulder and began to weep.

      “I don't want to die in this horrible place. I want to see open sky again. I want run to the next tunnel. Then never stop. I want to survive. I want you to survive. I want Grandma to survive.”

      He didn't know what to say. He'd never had a girl cry on his shoulder, and his emotions were in upheaval for so many reasons.

      Then the earth rumbled. Everyone looked around like frightened deer in headlights. They got serious about moving closer to the exit.

      The police had nearly gathered everyone.

      Osborne yelled at the top of his lungs.

      “ONE MINUTE!”

      He gently pushed Victoria off his shoulder and held her in front of him. Despite the madness and noise, he looked in her eyes.

      “I'm not going to let you go. We're going to get through this together. I promise.”

      Should I kiss her? Would I be taking advantage of her?

      His mind was unable to process all the permutations of emotions swirling around his head and heart at that moment. His face turned to stone.

      Victoria gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. Wiping the tears from her eyes with her free hand, she yelled to him over the tumult, “Together?”

      Released from his indecision, he echoed, “Together!” and tucked his Mark I in his waistband. His pants were tight enough it would stay there pretty well. He felt he could take on the world.

      Grandma looked anxious, with her hands on her lap. When she saw him she tapped her ear, a symbol he recognized meant she couldn't hear because there was too much noise. They exchanged a smile as he got her ready.

      He and Victoria each took hold of one handle on the back of her wheelchair and pushed her into position along the side of the tracks, facing south out the entrance. The rear guard of officers had closed the distance to be with the bigger group. Children hung on to their parents; the youngest were carried by those with the strength to hold them. Most kids were crying amidst all the commotion and noise. Many adults were brushing tears as well. Behind them, a seething mass of plague victims emerged from the dark, smoky tunnel.

      The captain and a vanguard of cops with shotguns stood right at the cusp of the portal. With a flourish, the lead officer turned around to everyone and gave his most rousing and succinct speech of the day.

      “RUN LIKE HELL, BOYS AND GIRLS!”

      They all plunged into the chaos.
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      Liam was under the wide-open sky for the first time in nearly a full day and was a little disoriented by the setting sun, heat, and fresh air. The noise of gunfire and panicked screaming came from every direction, accompanied by the angry howls of military aircraft above them. He stumbled a little as he pushed one side of Grandma's wheelchair along the rocky railroad grade while Victoria pushed the other. Grandma did her best to hang on with one hand while she gripped his backpack with the other. They were surrounded by a few dozen men, women, and children making a break from one tunnel to another.

      Even while on the run he couldn’t help noticing odd details. A couple pulling along a young teen girl, who was, in turn, dragging along a small border collie that wanted nothing to do with her. A nun, black habit and all, easily outpacing almost everyone in her orange running shoes. A young police officer, barely older than him it seemed, pausing to fire at nearby threats with his sidearm—liberally cussing the entire time.

      The railroad tracks paralleled the length of the Arch grounds and ran along a shallow trench. He couldn't remember seeing the railroad tracks from the park above, so he figured they were designed to be well camouflaged. He could see the gigantic stone staircase that wrapped around and over the tunnel ahead. It helped people get from the park, over the tracks, and down to the nearby riverfront. The tunnel was a couple of football-field lengths ahead.

      The remnants of the civilian and military cordon around the Arch, as well as many of the people they were protecting, were running down the hill from up top and either turning into the tunnel ahead or continuing forward toward the river. He couldn't see much in the direction of the water. His worry focused on what was behind the survivors as they came off the hill.

      Fewer and fewer healthy people were coming down. Those stragglers were getting caught by the rising tide of blood-drenched infected behind them. The slow. The weak. The injured. Those out of ammo. The overly brave. They were fighting hand-to-hand with the vanguard of the zombies. They either got away quickly or fell to the horde. Most, he was sorry to admit, succumbed.

      His heart stuttered as a large vehicle tore through some of the small trees on the hill above. It was the heavy M1A2 Abrams tank he'd seen from up in the Arch—he recognized the make from seeing them in video games—but it had completely morphed into something out of a horror flick. It was belching out great clouds of white smoke, making it impossible to see behind it. Its color had changed from desert tan to Hell's red.

      As it plowed over the hill, it ran over several feeding zombies and readjusted its path to avoid the rear of Liam's group. It popped off a small ledge and perched itself directly on the railroad tracks, close enough to him that he could see the sheen of blood covering its entire lower half. The tracks and road wheels were caked solid with—he couldn't even describe the horrors. One detached foot in Angie's car had been enough to terrorize him. The tank’s deck was covered with body parts and torn clothing. It was hard to tell, but there appeared to be injured zombies riding along—groping for the living inside the steel beast. He could imagine all the death the tank crew had witnessed—the results were riding with them.

      He thought it was just going to continue onward toward the river, along with all the people running in that direction, but instead, it seemed to dig in as it sat on the ruined train tracks. The massive smoke screen was moving along the hillside behind the tank, temporarily providing cover for those—like him—trying to run from the walking plague up there.

      He continued to move Grandma down the tracks but looked over his shoulder to see what the tank was going to do. Just as it seemed the billowing smoke would obscure the vehicle completely, the wind shifted slightly, so he could still see most of the action.

      The turret swiveled left to face the large tunnel they'd just evacuated. Zombies were pouring forth from it like filth from a broken sewer pipe.

      Shoot them!

      The tank's machine gun barked above all the other gunfire in the area and ripped viciously into the mass of lost humanity near and inside the tunnel. The crew had positioned their vehicle perfectly to shoot inside the dark space. He wondered how many sick people each shell would pass through. Would a bullet reach the other end of the long tunnel, passing through zombie after zombie the whole length? The gun pounded in short bursts for maybe thirty seconds.

      For its final act, the tank fired one shell from its main gun into the tunnel. The concussion of the shot caused incredible turbulence of smoke and debris around the hull of the tank as if the whole thing was trying to shake off the blood and wreckage coating it. A hundred-yard swath of zombies evaporated in a line drawn from the gun to the tunnel, and he realized the tank had fired a type of shotgun round that inflicted horrible results on flesh. Who says you don’t learn anything from video games?

      The turret began to swivel back to the forward position. He watched as the hatch on top was opened briefly; a tanker poked his head out. He looked in Liam's direction and gave a thumbs-up sign. Then the tank jerked forward, the hatch dropped, and it moved away. It pulled the smoke screen like a curtain behind it. For just a moment, he couldn't see any movement in that direction.

      The Abrams tank had bought them a little time, plugging the hole and confusing the pursuit. However, the wave of undead was still there. And it wouldn't be long before the dead would be emerging as the smoke dissipated. He saw what he guessed were the final survivors of the rear guard coming down from above. A rare few were police officers. Most were civilians with weapons. Some appeared to be hunters with long guns or shotguns. Others were dressed in black tactical gear as if trying to be stealthy. And still others were flamboyantly dressed in wife-beater t-shirts and ripped jeans—he imagined them as drug dealers, pimps, and the like. But, with zombies not far behind, they were all working together to escape the park, just like everyone left alive here.

      Near the tunnel the captain stopped and turned around, urging his party to run harder. Liam was encouraged by his presence, but the look on Osborne’s face as he peered back to where they came from made him once again feel a wobble in the pit of his stomach. He chanced a look back, too; the smokescreen had almost evaporated.

      He saw scores of infected pouring out from the railroad tunnel behind them. Even after the terrible damage inflicted by the tank, more took the place of the fallen. The soft tones of the evening light made the blood on their faces, arms, and chests stand out. The confines of the railroad grade ensured they would all funnel in the one direction they could see food—right to him and his fellow survivors.

      He pushed the wheelchair faster.
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* * *

      Osborne ran into the small tunnel ahead. There were already a good number of people holed up inside, including some with weapons. Liam saw how, after some quick words, the captain arranged those with rifles along the two sides of the opening so they could protect the flanks of the group running in. It wasn't long before the shooting began. He wasn't willing to turn around to see if anything was hit. He was too close to the goal.

      Hayes beat him, Victoria and Grandma to the tunnel entrance by a full minute. Apparently, he wanted nothing to do with the slowpokes.

      They wheeled Grandma in among the very rear of the group, just a few women and children behind them. At the very back, a few policemen were pulling rear guard duty, preceded by the grievously wounded officers from the museum who were being carried slowly by two of the biggest officers, including Jones.

      They were moving too slowly.

      Any fool could see there would be too many zombies for the group to hold off, but still they kept shooting and reloading. Perhaps if they backed everyone into the tunnel and stood shoulder to shoulder?

      He felt for his gun and considered helping but knew he was woefully under-prepared for what was happening. He was happy to see the police give the thumbs-up sign to someone above them on the outside of the tunnel. Osborne motioned for them to come down while his men continued to pour lead into the infected crowd closing the distance.

      The first guy to come down from just above the tunnel exit looked like a gang member. Liam could see him hang off the ten-foot wall holding back the soil at the entrance and then drop down. Dressed in jeans with his underwear showing in a silly fashion, he was carrying an AK-47 rifle. He took up a position at the front of the tunnel with the remaining police officers and added his firepower to the defense of those inside. In small clumps, other gang members dropped in from above, as well as other civilians, the ones with hunting rifles and other guns that he'd seen moments before, running like hell on the hill above them. The group was gaining fighters like a snowball picks up snow. The tunnel was the only piece of cover in this part of the park. Everyone who saw it ran that way.

      The original fight between the rogue gangs and the police was pushed aside as life and death for everyone depended on getting as many guns as possible aiming in the same direction.

      Soon there was parity between firepower and incoming zombies inside the channel of the railway culvert. It wouldn't last unless the sick stopped coming. Looking out the tunnel entrance, he could see them swarming like locusts on the hill above. The tunnel was just a place to give the living breathing room while planning their next escape.

      He made sure he was close to the captain so that he could listen in. Whatever the plan was, it was important to hear it first so he could prepare right away. He would give Grandma every chance he could.

      One of the gang guys hung by the captain, as did several of the new “good ol' boys” with their camo hunting outfits and long-distance rifles. Like Liam, they all wanted to know what their leader was going to say next.

      “Thanks, guys. You saved our asses, but this can't last. We have to keep running to the south. There are too many of these things.”

      The firing and crowd noise was so loud he couldn't hear many of the details discussed, but he did catch their intention to push further south down the railroad tracks while several volunteers stayed behind at this rail tunnel to hold off the pack of zombies as long as possible before trying to catch up.

      He was impressed that both the gang members and the hunters volunteered to join the police in making that happen. He assumed their families were also heading south, which appeared to be the only real route of escape left to anyone.

      He tried to convey what was happening to Grandma, but she tapped her ear again. Her smile told him she was fine. In fact, she seemed almost calm given their grim situation.

      “I'm glad you found Victoria again,” she mouthed with a wry smile.

      “You have no idea,” he wanted to say. He flashed a thumbs-up sign and his own quick smile. He felt as if the weight of the world had fallen off, now that she was back safe with him—with them, he corrected himself.

      There were a few minutes left before Osborne was going to push them all out, so he grabbed his backpack, dropped it on the rocks, and checked his gun. He pulled out the magazine from his pistol and ensured it was fully loaded. Victoria stood close by, so he motioned for her gun. He pulled out its magazine to double check it. He knew it was full, but even so—

      He was shocked to realize it was not full. He had just given it to her and was right next to her while they pushed from tunnel to tunnel. She hadn't had time to fire it.

      When did I fire this gun?

      He couldn't remember if he switched guns somewhere along the way. In fact, he didn't remember firing any gun since they left Grandma's house. He tried to think of what might have happened, though the constant noise of the guns around him made it difficult to process data and think.

      I didn’t load it correctly in the first place, he decided. He resolved to be better about checking and rechecking his guns.

      He slammed in three rounds, seated the magazine back into the frame, and handed it—with the safety on—back to her. He showed her the safety again and had to yell to remind her to toggle it off when she was ready to shoot.

      The sound of gunfire reached epic levels in the tunnel. He knew the time to move on was at hand. But all the while, men, and women continued trickling in from above, some joining the shooters in the front, and others adding to the pack of civilians in the back.

      “We're moving soon!” he shouted to Grandma, hoping she heard him.
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* * *

      He happened to be looking directly north out the mouth of the tunnel when he saw a massive fireball inside the park. Not quite on the central staircase, but a little north of it. The resulting shock wave pushed a warm current through the tunnel. He had no idea what caused the explosion until the captain yelled, “HERE COMES THE AIR FORCE!”

      The promised attack by the military had begun. Some of the people cheered, but he noticed not many of the police joined in. They undoubtedly remembered the radio message both telling them to clear out and to forget about getting across the river to safety. He felt excited to see so many of the sick get destroyed, but that was tempered by the vibe coming from the police.

      The initial bomb must have been a signal to fire freely at the massive gathering of infected. He dared to move closer to the exit and watched as the hillside above them erupted in all manner of explosions. The captain ordered everyone to retreat as far back into the tunnel as they could. The gunners at the mouth blasted the zombies in the railroad culvert even as they continued their inexorable march forward into the hail of bullets.

      “I don't know if the Air Force knows we're here,” Captain Osborne shouted, “but if they drop one of those big boys in this area, we're all going to get free haircuts. I don't want to be collateral damage, and you don't either. We're moving out!”

      He pointed out the back of the tunnel, which opened to a railroad bridge taking the tracks over some streets and then south into an industrial area along the Mississippi River. From there, Liam guessed they ran along the river practically forever.

      The captain organized a spearhead of his men and sent them out the south exit to clear the way. He then had all the women and children, along with Grandma and the wounded, head out and follow those men. This time, there was no speech. He wanted everyone out of the area pronto.

      Another large fireball seemed to be directly under the Arch. Liam realized they were starting up north and probably working their way down south. Surely they knew any survivors would be down here, right? Were others up north?

      His father's voice popped in his head, giving one of his “life lessons” on government. “Always keep in mind the only thing you can count on in government is that they make things worse.”

      Confidence is low.

      He loved the military because his dad loved the military. It was one of the incongruities of his father's otherwise total hatred of government. Together they were fond of playing military video games, reading books about military history, and they both celebrated their ancestors who had fought for the United States. However, on this day, the military had made it clear they weren't going to let him or his family across the river to find safety from the vile shroud being draped over the city. That soured his opinion of them.

      Still, he took pride in what the military was doing up the hill right now. As dad would say, “We paid for those bombs, so they might as well be put to good use.”

      The volume of sound continued to ebb and flow in the tunnel as he and Victoria pushed the wheelchair southward and out the back. He looked around for Hayes but didn't see him and figured the CDC man was up in the spearhead moving away as fast as he could. The guy wasn't his concern anymore.

      As they pushed Grandma out onto the trestle, he got an unobstructed view across the river and above it. He was stunned to a halt. Victoria didn't see him stop so she continued pushing the chair for a few paces before she could stop her momentum. The wheelchair stopped and canted to the left, allowing Grandma to see the same thing as Liam. He imagined he was watching a movie about a global war. Dozens of aircraft swirled above, like an angry swarm of wasps.

      Several huge planes were droning at very low altitude. They each had four propellers and were painted dark gray. Two of them were flying north, one behind the other, while a “crump crump crump” sound was coming from the guns hanging out their left sides. Liam had read about those big gunships, the Spookys, and he could see large guns pointing out their sides, throwing shell after shell into the horde under the Arch.

      Two similar planes were flying in the other direction just a bit higher. Above the jumbos were several formations of sleek fighter planes he couldn't identify. As he watched, a plane would split off and descend toward the Arch grounds and release its payload on the zombies.

      Every once in a while, a bunch of ugly planes—A10 Warthogs—would swoop in from over on the Illinois side and use their distinctive chain guns mounted in their noses. He knew they were tearing the infected people apart by the hundreds every time they went by.

      The scene was spectacular to observe. So many planes were moving in such symmetry. The coordination required to keep them all from colliding was amazing. And they were all working together to kill the infected; that made him very happy, despite the danger to himself.

      “Liam, we have to move,” screamed Victoria.

      He was about to turn until he saw a formation of M1A2 Abrams tanks at a high point near the riverbank on the Illinois side. While he was gawking at them, they fired in unison over the river into Missouri. The smoke from their guns was the only indication they were adding to the destruction, as the explosions in the park were constant and deafening.

      Several little Coast Guard boats were on the water, but they weren't armed as far as he could see. He had no doubt armed soldiers were on board, however. No hope of swimming to safety, even if he had a way to get Grandma across the water.

      High up in the sky, he saw the distinctive shape of several B-2 Stealth bombers moving in lazy circles. He knew nothing good would fall out of those things. That, more than Victoria's sensible pleas, got him moving again.

      “Since the zombies can't shoot back, they can put all these planes out here for all to see. But nightmares are about to fall out of those dark shapes high up there.” He was finally able to talk at an almost reasonable level, though he still felt the urge to yell because his ears were ringing so much, “so we have to move fast!”

      “That's what I've been yelling,” she yelled.

      As he straightened Grandma's chair, he looked to his right—back into the city—and saw a massive new hotel a couple of hundred yards away. It sat in the front row of buildings lining the western edge of the Gateway Arch grounds, and it caught his eye because it was circular rather than the typical rectangular skyscraper. He also noticed its base was thick with zombies. The dead were coming from both the north and the south now, heading toward the survivors and their loud friends in the sky.

      We're drawing them out. Like bait.

      He pushed Grandma with renewed enthusiasm.

      They were several hundred feet farther down the trestle when a massive bomb blew up close behind their group. Once again the shockwave hit them, warmer and with much more force than before. He turned around to see what had been hit.

      “Oh, crap. I hope everyone got out of there,” he said, not knowing if anyone heard him.

      A large plume of smoke churned upward above the tunnel they'd recently vacated.

      There was too much smoke and debris to see much of anything in that direction. As curious as he was, he knew time was critical in getting as far away from the action as he could.

      He and Victoria did the only sensible thing they could. They ran like their lives depended on it.

      Behind them, the nightmares kept falling.
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* * *

      The explosions never let up, but after several more minutes of walking, they could tell the military wasn't walking their barrage farther to the south. Though safe was a strong word to use, he felt they were at least safe from those big bombs. The group they were moving with had become spread out, but all were on the tracks heading in the same direction.

      They were on a narrow railroad trestle, well above street level. The sick thinned out the further south they walked, coinciding with the increasingly complicated street patterns in the warehouse district below them.

      While he walked on the high trestle, he had time to watch zombies catch their human prey below. It pained him to see it—helpless to interfere—but he had to know what they were dealing with.

      A pair of zombies had caught up to a man walking with a leg injury. He had a pistol, but he unloaded the last few rounds killing the first of his attackers. Liam paid special attention to how that played out, thinking of the pistol in his own waistband. The man tried to parry the second zombie, which he was able to do pretty effectively for several minutes, but with his injury, he could never get away before it was back on him.

      The man appeared to look for a weapon to use, but he was on a wide-open street, with only paper and other debris around.

      The man finally ran out of energy. He was so close to a fence, he might have been able to jump it and get away, but it looked like he just gave up. Death descended upon him and made short work. Unlike most movie zombies, this one wasn't eating brains or pulling out intestines. Instead, while blood sprayed profusely, the man screamed terribly as the thing chomped on his neck. Then, to Liam's shock, the zombie seemed to spend time preening itself, lapping up the fresh blood as best it could.

      “Don't waste food, there are starving kids in Africa,” his mom's voice warned.

      He was several minutes down the trestle when he looked back at the victim. He expected to see him reanimating, but the man still lay where he fell. His blood-soaked attacker had gotten up and walked quite a way toward the spectacle near the Arch.

      After pushing Grandma for a good ways, the trestle came to an end near a parking lot filled with old trucks and rusted metal debris. It was his last chance to observe any changes.

      He asked Victoria to stop. He studied the dead man for several minutes while Victoria and Grandma drank some water. He was about to give up when the man sat up.

      Liam froze in fascination.

      The new zombie looked around, though Liam didn't see any people near it. Soon it was up on its feet. A few moments later it got lost in the buildings.

      “I just saw a zombie wake up. It took him about five minutes to change,” he said clinically. “They drink blood, I think.”

      “Blood? You said they were zombies. That means brains, right?” Victoria asked.

      “It would appear all the books and movies were just fiction, though some of them do seem to eat parts of the victim.” He was thinking about a certain foot sitting in a certain car. “No one had actually seen a zombie until this plague came along in real life. I think it helps people to think of these sick people as something less than human. 'Zombie' has become synonymous with brainless—hopelessly ruined—humans. It was only natural they would also eat brains, as a subconscious way of reinforcing what they already lack. That's why I wanted to see what happened in sequence and how long it took. I think these things are more like vampires than zombies. They are clearly drinking blood while spreading the infection.”

      “So they're more like Vombies or Zampires?” Victoria grinned at him despite the morbid topic, then winced from stretching her bruised mouth.

      “Hmm, I hadn't thought about it. Vampire-Zombies. VZ's? Like Veee-Zeee's. Does that sound good?”

      “Sounds kind of like another word for poop,” she said with disgust.

      “Yeah, let's forget that. VZ could stand for Venezuela. Maybe we call them ... zuellas?”

      Victoria said it, testing it out. “Zuellas. Yeah, I like it.”

      “Grandma, what do you think of calling these things zuellas?”

      “I think you two should have more respect for the dead.”

      Properly chided, Liam resumed pushing, and Victoria followed his lead. Eventually, she added an addendum to their musings. “Whatever you call it, you should have tried shooting it to save the man. It was the least you could've done.”

      “Believe me, I would've, but my little pop gun couldn't hit a barn at such a long range. My odds of hitting it and hurting it were effectively zero. Remember I told you only a direct shot to the head at close range will kill a zombie?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Besides, Liam has to protect you, my girl. You each must stay focused on what's important now. Don't get distracted by things you can't change. Know when to help your fellow man, but don't do anything that could endanger each other.”

      She was essentially telling him not to be that guy and do something they'd all regret. He knew it was good advice, even if he was prone to such regrettable actions. He held his tongue.

      Victoria was similarly silent.

      “Why are you two looking at me like that? I know I'm just the old lady along for the ride, but I'm also an observant woman. I see the way you two look at each other; worry about each other. Even new friends can care about each other. It's OK. I get it, even if you don't.”

      Grandma shifted in her chair as if getting ready for a long speech.

      “I've been watching things carefully since Liam and I left my house. Sure I've slept a lot, but I've also seen a lot. I listen more than you know, even when my eyes are closed,” she chuckled. “But you kids have to be aware of the new reality here. Society is going to break down. It is breaking down. You've just seen it break down. The only thing we can do—you, me, Victoria—is go on surviving day after day. We should try to stick with these good men and women, but that won't last unless we all get well outside the city. There are just too many infected people here.”

      She paused for just a moment. “You two have to care for each other. Avoid distractions. It won't be easy, but it's easier if you can tolerate being around each other. I think you do,” she completed her statement with a denture-filled grin.

      Liam blushed. Victoria's face was bruised and swollen already, so it was difficult to read her, but he noticed a hint of a smile breaking through her distorted facial muscles.

      “Just promise me one thing,” Grandma continued. “When my time comes, don't either of you risk yourselves for me. I won't become your distraction! Please promise me.”

      Victoria only said “uh huh,” without enthusiasm. He also tried to remain vague, only committing to “I'll try.”

      Would he leave Grandma to such a horrible fate?

      He was ready to tell himself he would never, ever abandon her. But for the first time, his life or death equation was more complicated. What if he had to choose between Grandma and Victoria? Sure, she was a girl he'd just met, but he liked her and liked being around her. He figured that was enough of a foundation for mutual survival, and—? He pictured himself having to choose. It hurt even to think of it.

      He resolved that he was going to ensure Victoria and Grandma got out of this together, and if possible, himself. He could not pick one life over another.

      Yeah, I can live with that equation.
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* * *

      The group of survivors who had escaped from the tunnel came back together near sunset about a mile or two south of the tunnel. The trestle had gently brought them back to street level, but they were a good distance from any pursuit. Human stragglers kept coming down the trestle, but precious few were from his group.

      Liam was dismayed to learn the captain wasn't among the survivors. Repeated radio calls came up empty. Officer Jones was there, as was Hayes. Most of the families and children appeared to have made it, but the number of officers was much reduced. There were a few of the gang members still left, as well as a healthy grouping of regular citizens with firearms.

      Left leaderless, the group was suddenly faced with competing interests. Many of the families of the lost officers were understandably distraught. The surviving police were embedded with their loved ones.

      The yuppie-looking guy, with his wife and daughter and her spastic border collie, spoke first. “I live pretty close to here and have seen nothing but destruction since I left the house this morning. We should try to swim across to Illinois. There's no way we can escape the number of sickos we saw back at the Arch. They're going get through the warehouse district, then swarm this direction and eat us. Even if the Army kills every last one of them at the Arch, there's still a whole city of them to the west of us. We can't outrun them all.”

      Liam could empathize. He'd thought about swimming ever time he looked at the river.

      “O fa-show. We ain't getting' wet, yo,” said one of the pistol-packing gang men. Liam noticed a couple of young children were attached to him, as well as a woman who appeared to be their mother; an older woman was holding her arm, making three generations.

      The big police officer, Jones, said Osborne intended for them to keep moving south—until they got clear of the city. He was going to uphold that course of action.

      Another guy, one of the hunters, seemed anxious to travel into the city. If he didn't know better he'd say the man had lost it—he wanted to hunt the zombies to help clean them out of the town. No one seemed anxious to link up with him.

      The discussion went on, occasionally punctuated by a snap of a rifle. Infected were wandering everywhere now, though not in force. The bombs to the north acted as a zombie-magnet of sorts. Victoria moved him off to the side.

      “Well partner, what are you thinking?”

      “I'd vote to stay with the largest group going south. It's where we need to go, for one thing, and I trust the captain knew what he was talking about. I can't imagine he'd have wanted us to swim to Illinois or head back into the depths of the city. What do you think, partner?”

      “I agree with you. Our best bet is to stick with a group and move south. As much as I want to go back to my dorm and grab my Bible and a fresh pair of clothes, there's no way I'm going back into that mess.”

      He couldn't deny he was secretly happy she had decided to throw her fate in with his, but he also suffered some serious guilt about feeling anything good while the city itself was being consumed by a tenacious disease. He was unsure if that made him a good person for feeling bad or a bad person for having thought it in the first place.

      This, Grandma, is why I'm unsure about religion. It makes you feel guilty about everything!

      “Sounds like we're in agreement, then. Let's see who we're going with. Looks like a decision has been made.”

      The main group was splintering. The majority, including the core unit of police officers and their families along with a few of the pickup gang members and armed civilians, were heading south as planned.

      A few men and women threw in with the local who wanted to swim to Illinois. A couple of families were going, but mostly it was single people, many without weapons. They decided they were going to give the river a shot when it turned dark. They said the only hope was to get out of the city as fast as possible, and the water was the quickest way. None of them believed the Coast Guard would shoot them.

      The last little group was with the crazy hunter. He somehow recruited a young family and a second hunter to go with him. They stood clear of the main group already, gathering their things. The husband was a bit on the heavy side like exertion was foreign to him. The wife was very attractive and in much better shape. Their two young kids—one girl and one boy—looked to both be about kindergarten age.

      Seems fishy they would want to go back into the city, Liam thought. He couldn't help but get involved, even though he hated having to interact with the hunter guy.

      “Are you sure you guys want to go into the city? My girl—uh, my friend here—came out of the city and she said she'd never go back because it is so incredibly dangerous. What are you hoping to do in that direction?”

      The hunter had his shotgun over his shoulder with his finger on the trigger, like safety was a dirty word to him.

      “Easy. We're gonna find a nice warehouse full of food to barricade ourselves in. Then live like kings until help arrives.” He looked sideways at the young mother as he said it.

      “I thought you said you were going to hunt zombies?” Liam said with skepticism.

      He looked at him like he'd just thrown down a personal challenge.

      “What's it matter to you, boy? I changed my mind. Big people can do that.” He had a kind of leer to him that exuded ill intent. His facial hair was filthy, as were his teeth.

      Liam just couldn't let it go, though he looked around to ensure some police were still nearby.

      He spoke directly to the couple with their two young kids, “It would be better to stay with the largest group. Maximize your odds by sticking together. Stay with people who will protect you as long as they can.”

      The crazy guy laughed. And laughed. And laughed. He started walking. Over his shoulder, he said “Come on Mr. and Mrs.—let's go find that building. He's just a dumb kid. We'll protect you fine folks.”

      He didn't know what he said that was so funny, but he noticed the young family drifted back toward the main group. It was a small victory.

      The other hunter seemed OK leaving with the crazy man; he started to follow. The mad hunter did stop when he noticed the family wasn't dropping in behind. Liam watched as he pulled his shotgun off his shoulder and held it at a much more dangerous angle. He suddenly realized how exposed he'd become. He could get shot by an insane guy just for existing.

      The hunter looked at him intently for many seconds, then hocked up a loogie and spit in Liam's direction. To his relief, the man turned around, laughing as he walked away.

      “Better hope our paths don't cross again, boy.” The hunter said it quietly enough not to be heard by the police, but Liam knew exactly what he meant.

      Victoria grabbed his elbow, drawing him back to begin following the main group.

      His mind raced. How many more stupid people were being taken advantage of by opportunists? Did chaos and disorder cloud people's judgment? Were people so far out of their comfort zone now they no longer knew how to function? Even at his age, he knew enough not to pair up with a seedy guy with a powerful gun. Not when the police are in your own flaming group! He realized he was talking about that guy again. Only this time it was that family, and they were trying desperately to get themselves removed from the script.

      He felt himself getting angry, so he tried to temper it.

      I saved the lives of that family.

      Too bad they don't even know it.

      He had very little time to celebrate.

      The swimmers started walking away, and the main group resumed its trek south. Officers and gang members alike took point or covered the rear. He and Victoria each grabbed a handle and pushed the wheelchair between them. He saw the metaphor now that he viewed Victoria as his partner. They were all in this together, joined by fate through an elderly woman who, until recently, he couldn't stand to be around.

      A massive industrial rail yard lay ahead, draped in the deep shadows of twilight. He hoped safety was waiting for them.

      It had already been three days since the sirens.
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      Marty was lying on the bridge, near a lone green sports car sitting on the deck with her. As she stood up to gain her bearings, she realized she was in San Francisco. The distinctive Golden Gate Bridge was far out over the bay. She was on another large bridge, braced by metal girders high above, though she had no idea what it was called. It was a bright and sunny day, and the crisp blue water was beautiful.

      “I'm dead, and I've gone to...San Francisco?” she said with confusion.

      Her husband's avatar was next to her.

      “Hello again, Marty. No, not dead yet. You're on the Bay Bridge, by the way.”

      “You can read my mind?”

      “Read? No, I'm in your mind. I'm with you, inside your head. I hear your thoughts as you think them in this place.”

      “Where are we?”

      “That's a very interesting question, my dear. San Francisco, California.”

      “Al, even I know that. I can see the Golden Gate right there; you know what I meant.”

      “I suppose I do. You should ask Liam. He knows this place. You and he are developing a special bond which I'm happy to encourage.”

      She searched her feelings. Of course, she shared a special bond with her great-grandson, though their relationship of the past few days was turning out to be quite different than the previous years of Liam's life all put together. Maybe something was changing.

      “This is a dream, right?”

      With a gleam in his eye, Al gave her a big smile. “Are you sure?”

      “I remember going to sleep in the rail yard after the kids wheeled me down the railroad tracks away from that horrible battle at the Arch. Unless I'm mistaken, I'm still sitting in my wheelchair, asleep. That means I've got to be dreaming, or sleepwalking, or something like that, right?”

      “You are asleep, but not walking. Let's leave it at that for now—we can't afford to get into the weeds. Some things you have to take on faith, I'm afraid. While we're together, I want to show you this car.”

      He walked over to the little green sports car, and she followed. The car itself was ancient. It wasn't as old as her, but she remembered seeing the model back in the 1950s and 60s. It was a coupe with a white vinyl top and open windows; the insides were covered with bird droppings and nesting materials. The green paint was well faded on the top, though it was still evident on the sides—bird filth notwithstanding. It appeared to have been on the bridge for decades, maybe much longer.

      “This could be the most important car you ever see. Do you know why?”

      “I can't think of any reason. I've never seen this car.”

      “I'm sure you haven't. It's OK you don't understand the connection yet. That it's here tells me you are very close to realizing your full potential in this world. I can't say much more than that, or I could upset the delicate balancing act that is leading you down this path. But you should take great comfort at seeing this particular car, in this particular place.”

      She looked at the car, then at Al.

      “You look like Al, and my Lord, how I wish you were Al. But you can't be. Who are you, really?”

      “You are very perceptive indeed. No, having conversations with the dearly departed is generally frowned upon by ... the system. In this place, I can look like anyone you have in your memory, put you in any situation you can imagine, and if I'm really lucky, I can guide you on your journey through this troubling time.”

      She suddenly felt exhausted.

      “Mister whoever-you-are, will you please tell me why you've been masquerading as my husband in these dreams?”

      “Dearest Martinette, I never intended any harm to you. The closest approximation to my true nature is what you would call an Angel. I serve the Light.”

      She looked intently at him.

      “You're an Angel of God?”

      “I make no claim to understand my Creator, though, like you, I hope to see His true face someday. In many ways, I'm just as real and fallible as you.”

      She crossed herself, knowing she would have to ask the next question.

      “I mean no disrespect, but how do I know you aren't lying to me again by saying that? Who you serve.”

      Al considered. He stood up.

      He snapped his fingers. Standing there in front of her as far as she could see over the bridge were row after row of the infected. An impossible number. Most were missing limbs or had large chunks torn from their bodies. All were ruined in form and substance. Somehow they were standing there, unmoving, all the way to the other shore.

      Al called out to them, “I serve the One True God. You shall bow in His name.”

      And then ... impossibly ... they all bent to one knee.

      And then ... predictably ... she fainted and fell back to the ground.

      Falling. Falling. Falling.
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* * *

      “OH, MY GOD!”

      Grandma woke up with a yell. It must have been a nightmare, because she practically exploded awake, tipping dangerously forward in her wheelchair. Victoria was closest and had the good sense to grab her as she leaned forward. It was a near-run thing. Would Grandma survive falling flat on her face? After surviving so much, that would be a horrible way to go.

      Liam moved closer and spoke softly.

      “Grandma, are you OK? You were having a bad dream.”

      “No. Yes.” She looked around and reoriented herself on the rail yard. They'd found it after much walking and just as dusk fell.

      “No, I wasn't having a bad dream exactly. Yes, I'm fine now that I know where I am.”

      “Sorry. It's just that you made a lot of noise. We're kind of hiding here from ... them.” He didn't know how to say it any more plainly without making her feel bad.

      He and Victoria were crouched together next to her, listening to see if any zombies had become alerted by her nightmare. In the vast rail yard, it didn't seem likely, but he took no chances—made no assumptions—anymore.

      After several minutes, he breathed out a silent sigh of relief. Nothing seemed to have been attracted to them. They were hidden in the narrow corridor between two lines of train cars. The train yard offered many such hidey holes, and most of the police group was in between the same two trains. Hiding and staying quiet. Resting after their run down the railroad from the Arch.

      By virtue of their slow movement with the wheelchair, he, Victoria and Grandma found themselves at the very back of the line, though the biggest cop—Jones—was also back there with a shotgun. He was the rear guard.

      Liam's group was near the last car of one of the parallel trains. As things settled back down, a face popped around that last car, looking into the dark corridor between both sets of tracks. Liam could clearly see the black man's eyes—along with his red ball cap. He was a living, breathing person. Jones happened to be facing his way, so Liam made a motion for him to turn around. Jones did and casually moved the shotgun resting against his shoulder to a more actionable position in front of him, though he kept it pointed down.

      The visitor paused for a second before walking into the gap between the two lines of cars, with his hands and arms reaching outward to show he was unarmed. He wore a white t-shirt, and even in the low moonlight it was apparent he had a lot of bloodstains on it. He did have a weapon: an ornate gold-plated pistol stuck in the waistband of his jeans.

      Liam felt his pocket for his pistol but made no effort to draw until he saw where this was going. Jones would be far more intimidating if weapons were required.

      The man looked over his shoulder, back around the train car, before turning his attention once again to Liam and his friends. He appeared to be studying the situation, making a decision. Jones stood quietly, making no threatening gestures; just holding his shotgun in a position where he could swing it into action instantly.

      Seemingly satisfied, the man motioned with his arm, signaling someone out of sight to come to him.

      Liam's hand was inside his pocket, unlatching the safety. If there were more than a couple men, he knew he'd probably be outgunned in this narrow space, but he was going to help Jones, no matter how futile.

      Ten seconds later, a black teenage girl trotted around the corner, toward the group. She was followed quickly by a younger girl holding the hand of a third small girl. Then a couple of very young black boys came around. They were followed by a string of about ten black children of varying ages. A couple of grown women followed the procession. Impossibly, another handful of small kids followed them, including one or two small white children. Finally, another grown black man rounded the corner. The only difference in attire and appearance with his mate was the large number of gold chains draped around his neck. Liam couldn't help but remember a different encounter with a man wearing so many gold chains …

      The men followed their charges. They ran by Liam with grim smiles, unaware of his internal confusion, and soon disappeared down the line. No words were exchanged.

      Liam's hand left his pistol as his blood pressure slowly came back down from the stratosphere. For several minutes, he wondered if anyone else in the large group of survivors would be surprised by this unlikely mix of people running by, but thankfully, no gunfights erupted. Well, not anywhere close. Gunshots were so common as background noise in the distance he didn't even notice it.

      He and Victoria were both exhausted beyond words. They settled in next to Grandma, using his backpack as their mutual pillow. Jones hunkered down several paces toward the back of the line.

      “Get some sleep, guys. I've got this,” Jones whispered as they tried to get comfortable.

      “I'll make sure he stays awake,” Grandma said sweetly. “I've been asleep in my chair most of the past few days.”

      “No arguments here.” Looking over at Victoria, her eyes were already shut.

      He felt the world owed him a nice night of sleep.

      It wasn't long before he was out.
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* * *

      Seemingly seconds later, he woke up when Jones gave him a manly chuck on the shoulder while holding a hand over his mouth. Jones was in his face giving the “quiet” symbol. Next, he did the same for Victoria.

      Jones pointed underneath the last train car and made a motion suggesting they look below to see what was on the far side.

      In the low light of a partial moon, he could see lots of undead meandering around an open section of the rail yard. They were moving without a unified purpose but were more or less facing south. It was impossible to know how many were out there.

      Completely exhausted, he didn’t feel like he was awake. Probably, this was some kind of nightmare in which he was sitting in a train yard with fifty other people, hoping everyone could be quiet so as not to alert the insatiable, bloodthirsty zombies. Going along with the dream, he calculated the odds of warning everyone.

      He soon edged back toward a deeper sleep, his mind aimless. The shambling dead still hadn't noticed anyone. Were they able to see in the dark? Did they have hearing or smell that was better than a live human? No one really knew the capabilities of these creatures, other than their one apparent skill—finding blood.

      He questioned if they did have any superpowers, like in any number of books he'd read on zombies. Some were fast. Some were strong. Some couldn't be killed except by complete decapitation. Some were supernatural spirits. Some …

      Zombies aren't real. They're just sick humans, right? Hayes had laughed at that word.

      In real life, the sick are just sick. Rather than the archetypical zombie running around shouting, “Brains!” these were just housewives, bankers, and students who got sick with a disease that seemed to cause them to wander around aimlessly. But they had a plague so bad it kept killing even after the host is dead. If they knew healthy humans were hiding so close, they'd be swarming to the buffet table.

      All we need to make this scene uber-surreal is the idiot priest who tries to reason with them because he believes they are still the children of God and gets eaten, dying with that look of shocked surprise on his face. He looked down the path to see if a priest was coming.

      “Hello, Father Cahill!” he called out.

      A shove woke him up.

      “Stay awake! You're mumbling,” Victoria whispered into his ear.

      He looked around for the priest and realized he’d been dreaming. Or hallucinating. Either way, he could put everyone in danger if he let his exhaustion get the better of him. He smiled at her and tried to stay focused on the figures moving around on the other side of the tracks.

      They seemed to float gently in the cool evening air. The moonlight gave them a ghostly pallor. A dreamy look—

      He fought to keep his eyes from closing again. For some reason, he thought of flapjacks.

      Minutes went by, and a new stimulus arrived. There, not fifteen feet away, was the most beautiful girl he'd ever seen. She was dressed in a sheer pink nightgown that absorbed the light of the moon and made her seem to glow.

      He stood to get a better view, like a Peeping Tom at the girl's summer camp, but felt no embarrassment as he memorized her curves.

      “Aw yeah. Victoria, you look amazing tonight.”

      She smiled broadly at him and slowly removed one of the straps of her gown, letting it fall off her shoulder. It revealed just a little more of her ... He was pleased to see the shimmer of her gown was now drifting in his direction.

      He was panting. He knew it was wrong to behave like an—an animal—but he was reveling in it. He shouted, “Victoria, kiss me!”

      A hand shook him violently.

      “Liam. Seriously? Wake up!” a girl whispered forcefully in his ear.

      He opened his eyes and turned.

      Victoria seemed pretty angry, but she put a finger to her lips to tell him to be quiet.

      He glanced around. She wasn't in a revealing pink gown. Instead, to his utter horror, he saw a similarly shaped blood-drenched teenage girl. It appeared as if someone threw buckets of the stuff on her.

      Oh, God, no!

      The zombie wore a pink nightgown.

      “It's not possible.” He whispered it to himself. What was he going to tell Victoria—“I was dreaming, and you were wearing a slinky nightgown, but you turned out to be a blood-soaked zombie”?

      The blood-covered teenager was moving in his direction. Lots of her friends on the far side of the train car were heading the same way now.

      Oh, crap! What have I done?

      A train horn blasted, and he covered his ears. An engine was spinning up somewhere in the yard. A few moments later, a repetitive “bang bang bang” drew closer and closer to them. When the train car behind them banged, he knew what it was. A train was starting to move, and the noise came from each car catching and pulling the car behind it. The final “bang” sounded seconds later, and the whole train was in motion.

      The train between them and the zombies remained still, but they could walk right around the last car. The moving train behind him would catch the attention of every zombie in sight.

      We have to get out of here.

      He looked at the moving train, and a plan occurred to him. He immediately hated it, but a good plan now was better than a perfect plan tomorrow. Thank you General Patton!
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* * *

      Jones was still with them, a few feet away.

      “Jones, we need your help.” He spoke at a normal volume.

      “What you gonna do, kid?”

      He moved over to Jones and hurriedly shared his plan. The big man made a whistling sound as if impressed, then looked at Grandma. Liam figured he was sizing up his idea.

      “I don't think I could do a better job. Let's do it.”

      He and his shotgun moved to block the corridor so Liam and the girls could get in position.

      Liam yelled, “Victoria. Help Grandma out of the chair, please.” He ran to his backpack, put it on, then folded the wheelchair down in several fluid motions; he was getting good at it. Then he quickly explained his plan to Victoria and Grandma.

      As best he could tell from his position the moving train was about twenty cars long, with at least one engine pulling it. Most of the cars were empty coal tenders, along with a few liquid-haulers and two flatbed cars, both with tractor-trailers on their backs. One of the flatbeds had already passed. The other was the very last car. That was their target. Grandma couldn't very well run and catch the first one. She wasn't going to be climbing ladders to get up on the coal cars either.

      The rest of the group of police and gang members was jumping onto whatever cars were closest. He couldn't see the entire group in the black of the night, but he suspected they all had the same idea. To make sure, he yelled, “Everyone jump the train!”

      The zombies were rounding the corner of the parked train. The other train was still moving slowly like it was taking its time feeling through the gloom ahead. He began to wonder if it would be too slow, and whether those dead people might also climb on board.

      Victoria supported Grandma while he grabbed the big wheelchair. He'd been handling it for a couple of days now and knew it had some heft to it, but he was surprised to find he could barely lift it. As Jones let loose with the first shell, he tried to heft the chair up onto the passing flatcar.

      He got it into the air, but it was a horribly placed toss; the chair careened off the side of the car and fell into the rocks next to the tracks. He decided to let it go. With a quick jog, he jumped onto the small ladder near the front of the flatcar and climbed aboard.

      Several zombies closed in on Jones but he shot several of them in quick order. There were lots more. He needed Jones more than anyone right now.

      “Walk with the train!” he shouted.

      He ran to the back of the flatcar, which was also the end of the train. Jones was backpedaling rapidly, firing a couple shots and then reaching into his pants pocket to grab more shells.

      He pulled out his gun. He threw off the safety and kept the gun low while he looked for easy targets. He could hit just about any of the zombies in his immediate vicinity, but to be effective with the little gun he needed a clean shot to the head. That made things tricky. It was dark. He was moving. The zombies didn't want to be shot ...

      “Jones, you have to run; Grandma is walking up the line!”

      Jones was in the middle of a reload when one zombie got too close to ignore. In one smooth motion, the big man bashed in the infected woman’s face with the butt of his shotgun.

      “Stay down!” Jones yelled.

      A half a dozen others were close behind her. He finished putting in a last shell, racked it, but then used the sling to throw the gun over his shoulder, and started running back up the line.

      Liam was left alone for the moment on the tail of the train. He could have started shooting, but held off. Instead, he screamed at them.

      “I'm right here, you stupid zombies! Molon labe!”

      “Come and take it,” the defiant words of the Spartans at Thermopylae; thanks for teaching me that one, Dad!

      He screamed and whistled and made as much noise as he could. It had the intended effect. Much of the pursuit moved in his direction, rather than try to follow Jones between the trains. Soon he was a pied piper with fifteen or twenty infected in the wake of the train. He turned around to watch the front of the flatcar.

      Victoria and Jones swapped positions so he could help Grandma walk along. Victoria ran ahead and climbed the moving ladder and sat on the edge of the car, facing Jones. The big man picked up tiny Grandma between both arms and fast-walked until he was a few paces ahead of Victoria.

      “Oh dear!” Grandma yelped.

      Jones planted his feet and started swinging her backward, then forward, backward again, and then he swung her forward with just enough force to gingerly pass her off onto Victoria's lap. It appeared to be as smooth a transfer as anyone could expect at 104—if they were inclined to hitch rides on random trains in the middle of the night.

      “No, I can't,” Grandma wailed, much too late. Victoria wrapped her arms around her.

      Jones was tall enough and strong enough to get her up on the flat car, but he had to make sure his feet weren't caught under the train. Once Grandma was safe, he jumped back.

      “Oh, mercy me,” Grandma continued to complain. Liam hoped she hadn't been hurt but was glad it wasn't him passing her up … he thought of the wheelchair far behind.

      Jones ran ahead again and jumped up on the ladder himself, easily mounting the flat surface. From there, he was able to help a few stragglers who were unable to get on the coal car ahead of them. Several times, he leaned over and grabbed their arms and pulled them up.

      As they solidified their position on the back of the train, they rolled by the body of one of the police officers who was injured earlier in the day. As far as Liam could tell, he was the only person from their group who didn't survive this hasty exit.

      Looking backward, he had a wave of inexplicable sadness for the sick people behind them. Each of them were normal, healthy humans only a few days ago. Each had a family and many stories to tell about who they were and what they wanted out of life. This disease, plague, whatever it was called, had brought ruin to them and made it necessary for good people to engage in horrific acts of violence. He felt sorry to be a part of that violence, sorry they were dead, but if he was true to himself, he was also very glad to have the tools and the friends to stay alive in this dark time.

      He looked at his sports watch. The glow function allowed him to see the time was 4:15 a.m.

      We survived for one more night.

      Or do I have to see the sunrise for it to count?
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      Liam had only seen a small portion of the rail yard when they arrived from the north. Now, sitting on the train rolling through, he was able to get a sense of how big the place was. He estimated there were hundreds of cars sitting on dozens of rail lines, in a confusing jumble of single cars, strings of cars, and scattered engines.

      Many of the stationary train cars had frightened people hiding in them. As his train moved by, the people would spring out and try to jump on the one train that appeared to be going somewhere. It was still moving slowly enough that the jump wasn't excessively dangerous, but with zombies in the wake, you didn't want to blow your chances. Most people made it on, though a few people tried and failed on cars ahead of Liam and thus ended up on the final car with him. One man—possibly a little tipsy from drugs or alcohol—blew his chance on every ladder he encountered and was only saved because Jones pulled him up at the very end of the last car while arms from the dark reached for him.

      By the time they'd left the bulk of the yard, they had perhaps twenty new people on the last car.

      He wanted to check on Grandma. She sat with her back against a tire of one of the tractor-trailers parked with them. Victoria sat next to her. There was just enough light to identify them.

      “You two look comfortable,” he said with a smile. “I'm sorry I lost your chair. It was a lot heavier than I thought.”

      “I'm thankful you thought to get me up here with Jones' help. That was worse than Mr. Toad's Wild Ride,” she giggled. I can't believe I did that! The ladies in my quilting group would never believe it.”

      Victoria smiled at him, as best she could, given the state of her facial injuries.

      “Why are you so happy?”

      “Well it isn't because of what you screamed back there,” she said with humorous sarcasm. “No, if I'm smiling it's because you got us out of another tough spot. By my count, that makes, ohhh, about 100 times you've saved my life in the past two days. Thank you.”

      “Well, I got us into the mess, so I had to get us out, too.” He tried to laugh it off.

      “So where do you think we're going?” she replied, more seriously.

      “There are tracks down this bank of the Mississippi River all the way through the suburbs of St. Louis. I think they even go close to my house. Wouldn't that make things simple?”

      “But we aren't moving very fast.”

      “True. It beats walking, though!” He looked toward the front of the train and saw a couple disturbing things. First, something up there was throwing sparks in all directions on the train tracks. Second, whatever was causing those sparks was also causing a horrific grinding and screeching sound. Taken together, it appeared the train was pushing a rolling lightning-and-thunder show.

      Still, they were moving. They were safe for the moment. He cautiously imagined things were finally looking up.

      Jones came up next to him. “Thanks for drawing those zombies off me,” Jones said. “That was some quick thinking.”

      “Call it even for your help getting my Grandma to safety. Where do you think this train will take us?”

      “Dunno. I live and patrol north of here, so I'm not familiar with the part of town we're in now, or where we might go. I've always heard it was a safer beat down here south of St. Louis, but looking at it now, I'm not so sure.”

      Liam didn't know the big man well enough to judge if he was joshing him. “I do wish we could communicate with the engineer. We could ask him,” he suggested.

      Jones smiled in the moonlight, then pulled out his radio. “Jones here. Anyone have any idea where this engine is pulling us? Over.”

      They waited for a few minutes and only heard one curt response of “No idea.”

      “Not very talkative tonight,” Liam offered.

      “No, we got beat up pretty bad. Losing the captain like that. Losing all the others. Rough day.”

      The conversation died, and Liam had nothing to add, so he excused himself to be alone for a little bit. He took a seat well away from the car's edge and watched the world go by. In the dark, it was difficult to see landmarks or guess where they were, but they were moving so slowly he had no illusions they had gone very far. In fact, they were going so slow, many of the zombies were following behind them now. Others came out of the darkness from the city-side of the tracks and often tried to grab for the train only to find themselves bounced along until it went by. A few fell between the train cars, and one or two were halved when they were run over.

      They kept coming out of the darkness.

      He thought he could see the faintest hint of the approaching dawn, but it could also be his mind playing tricks on him; he wanted the night to end so badly. The train ride was nice, but being surrounded by moaning terrors was enough to drive a person mad. Not knowing where he was going was similarly stressful. He imagined it was safer to the south, but what did he know? Maybe it was way worse.

      For a few more minutes, he was lost in thought, wondering how much longer he could stay awake under such conditions. He felt himself nodding and wasn't going to fight it. He vaguely wondered if he'd have another vision of Victoria, but he quickly shut that out. The adrenaline of the jump up to the train had all but worn off.

      Without warning, the train lurched to a complete stop. The adrenaline flooded back. It started to overflow as the train reversed—into the horde emerging from the blackness.

      It's just not fair.
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* * *

      He was awake now.

      The rear car was backing into a mass of zombies, though not fast enough to do any real damage. A few might have been pushed down and gotten caught under the car, but most bounced harmlessly to one side or the other. They weren't tall enough to grab anyone up on the flat car—the men and women all moved to the middle, underneath the two trailers.

      The backward movement didn't go on for too long. The train came to a halt. That's when the shooting started.

      Based on the flashes of light reflecting off the glass of the industrial buildings in the area, he was confident the trouble came from up by the engine.

      Many of the undead started heading for the commotion, although the bulk of those surrounding the last car remained at their post. Food was right there.

      Jones' radio crackled.

      “The train started up a dead-end siding, so the engineer had to back up so we can change the track switch by hand. We're also pushing and pulling another engine with its brakes locked. That's the fireworks show. We need time up here. Out.”

      Jones looked at him, then at the rest of the people on the last car, and finally on the horde of zombies congregating nearby. “Everyone with a gun start shooting at these things. Especially the ones moving that way!” he said as he pointed toward the engine.

      He looked at Liam and said he only had a few more rounds for his shotgun, so he was going to save those. He pulled out his service pistol, a Glock 22, and checked the mag. There was no safety on that model, so he got right to it.

      Liam yanked out his Mark I, threw off the safety and took careful aim at the nearest target.

      Bang!

      He hit right in the center of the side of the zombie's head. It collapsed on the spot, like a good zombie.

      Yippee Kai Yay! You're dead!

      Victoria was at his side with her gun. Together, they took aim at the next nearest pair of zombies and shot.

      “Yes!” Liam was quite proud of his shooting. It had been a while since he'd last been at the range to practice, but the little pistol was very stable and easy to shoot.

      Victoria's didn't go off as planned—she'd forgotten the safety. She quickly disengaged it and got in on the second shot with him.

      They both missed.

      From there, they both began to fire at will, always at the closest zombies moving forward, which meant they had to avoid shooting some of the others who were still hounding them at the side of the rail car. It was distracting to leave them alive.

      Why not kill them?

      He took aim at one of the zombies standing in the front row and put a bullet through his eye. He did that for four others in quick succession, amazed at how good he was at shooting. In moments it was reload time.

      Victoria hit some but missed many of those on the move.

      She was soon out and had to reload too.

      He got his brick-sized box of 1,000 rounds out of the backpack, and together they huddled over it, like kids over their first gross of bottle rockets.

      When he was done, he banged out all nine rounds on the zombies level with him as he knelt on the deck. He was nearly finished when Victoria got busy with her next nine rounds. She again aimed for those who were walking.

      He reloaded.

      Nine hammers slammed.

      He reloaded.

      Nine hammers slammed.

      It was the first time he got to use his gun the entire trip. He indulged in a kind of a bloodlust. He was mad as hell at the zombies for ruining—everything. He couldn't even enjoy a proper time with this girl because they had sullied that, too.

      A couple of the other men with guns had taken the massive bloodletting—like Liam—as an invitation to shoot any of the bloody targets they wanted. They aimed at the easy pickins' right in front of them, which added to the stack of undead below. Several zombies struggled onto the pile of their mates and could almost shimmy their way onto the deck.

      Liam was reloading for the fourth time when Jones tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Hey, Liam. What the hell are you doing?” He pointed to the dead standing right up against the side.

      “I'm killing zombies?” he replied with real innocence.

      “Well, for one you're supposed to be aiming at the walking ones like your girlfriend over here is doing. But also, you're making a pile of bodies below this side of the car. These freaks are almost up to the deck. They're standing on each other!”

      I'm so lethal I made a pile of them?

      He snapped himself out of it. Saw what he was doing wrong.

      “Hey, we have to stop firing at the closest ones!” He tried to order his fellow shooters to halt what they were doing, but it didn't stop the two men right away. The noise was intense. The strobe effect of light from each gun discharge was mesmerizing. When they paused to reload, he was able to point out what they had done.

      “—and we can't shoot them if they're close to getting up because that would only make it easier for the next ones.”

      He was pissed at himself for getting carried away, but he was also inwardly proud he was able to dispatch so many of them. He had to admit it felt good to deliver some payback.

      While he was sorting his feelings, Victoria and Jones went back to work on the forward-moving zombies. There were too many for them to effectively shoot them all, but they still tried.

      He was left to tend to the growing problem he had created.

      One of the zombies had made it partially onto the deck by grabbing one of the chains securing the tractor-trailer. Another then used his friend as a crude stepping-stone. He was just starting to right himself to stand up when Liam shot him in the head. He rolled back off the train car, onto the pile.

      If I can't shoot them, what can I do? Yell at them?

      The zombie holding the chain seemed—somehow—to know he was providing a service to his fellows. Either by design or by accident, the zombie man shifted while holding the chain but couldn't haul himself up completely. That left him half up and half down—the perfect means for others to shimmy up using him as a piece of climbing gear.

      He shot the chain-holder in the face. He slithered back down, but not very far.

      The reports of gunshots were loud in his ears. He noticed one of the men previously shooting the front row was doing it again. Liam looked at him in the flashes of gunfire—and was distraught to see the man's eyes had a glint in them. Was he suicidal? Was he purposefully making the pile larger?

      “Hey! Stop shooting those standing by the car!”

      The man did not stop until he was out of ammo again. He racked his shotgun and saw it was empty.

      Liam walked in front of him as he reloaded. “Hey, remember, you can't shoot the close ones. You're making a pile of bodies for the others to use.”

      “I don't care. We have to kill them all!”

      He pushed him out of the way and took a step forward. Liam nearly lost his balance as he danced precariously along the edge, but grabbed the chain and steadied himself so he could get out of the man's way. Hands smacked his shoes. They were too close.

      He could have easily pushed me to my death just now.

      He flopped on the ground under the trailer to take stock of himself. He could feel the panic rise—

      Two seconds is all it would have taken. Bam! Dead.

      —but, with great effort, was able to keep it in check.

      The loud, regular banging sound began at the front of the train again, making its way to the back.

      He took deep breaths and watched the nutter who had almost killed him. The man was dodging the reaching hands to line up more shots when two hands surprised him and snagged his legs. Using the legs for leverage, a zombie pulled himself up and took a bloody bite of bare calf.

      The man shot wildly, hitting the one that bit him but not much else. He kicked to shake its teeth off his leg, and he lost his balance just as the banging sound reached the last flatcar.

      The sudden jerk was too much. The doomed man tipped sideways and fell directly on top of the unbalanced pile of infected still working their way up. The whole stack crumpled under his weight as the flatcar rolled away. The man was lost somewhere in that scrum. He screamed for many minutes as the train clanked up the tracks.

      Each scream reminded him, It could have been me. Lose yourself for a second and it could get people killed. Just that fast.

      I won't forget that lesson, sir.
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* * *

      As the train rambled along again, the zombies dropped back into the night. Marty remained at her station, perched near the wheel of the trailer—leaning back to get as comfortable as the situation would allow.

      She saw everything that happened with Liam and the pile up of dead, and she saw what happened to the poor man who fell over the side. She grasped her rosary—currently it was around her neck for safekeeping—and said a prayer for the man. His screams had been heartbreaking as they pulled away.

      Liam had gone to the back of the train and sat away from everyone else, his head down as if he was lost in thought—or praying.

      Victoria used the opportunity to reload and then she sat down next to her.

      “I thought we were goners there. Those zombies were up and almost up here with us.”

      “No, my dear. I think that surprised us all.”

      “I saw Liam go to the back. Do you think he's OK?”

      She chewed on that question. How well was Liam taking the end of the world? She'd always seen him as a bright boy, but somewhat socially awkward. Perhaps not unusual for a boy his age and certainly reminiscent of his dad—her grandson. He was also a shy young man, who only blossomed after some time in college. Maybe her progeny needed to get a broader perspective on life before they began to understand their role in it? Or maybe it just took the right woman.

      She gave Victoria an approving look.

      “Liam will be fine. He just has a lot to process. We all do. There are so many things changing, even as we watch them. I think his biggest problem is that he feels responsible for me. Not that I blame him, I'm just a frail old lady after all—”

      Victoria tried to interrupt and beg her off that line of thinking, but she was having none of it.

      “No, no, it's OK. I can be honest about myself. He feels like he has to take care of me now that his father isn't around, and my nurse was taken by this plague. It's natural that a young man with his character would feel that way.”

      Victoria nodded and opened her mouth to speak, but she continued before she could say anything. “I want to share something with you. Woman to woman. Liam is the type of young man that would do anything to save someone he loves. Oh, he may not understand the true nature of love, and he may not be able to distinguish between real love and infatuation as well as an older man, but you've surely seen flashes of his selflessness already. I'm asking you to ensure Liam doesn't do anything too heroic if it looks like I'm not going to make it. Again, I'm honest with myself—I don't have that long left, no matter how this whole affair plays out. He does. You do.”

      Victoria's mouth was shut.

      “Liam thinks I'm pretty helpless these days, and I guess I can only blame myself. I've come to rely heavily on my nurse for many things I once could do on my own. Maybe I let her do more than I should, merely because I've gotten lazy in my recent years.

      But I'm going to tell you a little secret that I haven't told anyone.”

      Victoria leaned in. Marty wore a conspiratorial smile on her face as if she were enjoying the moment.

      “The other day, Liam was getting beat up by a bad man trying to rob us. Liam and his impatience to save me led him to a bad decision. The man pulled Liam out of our car and was getting ready to hurt him. Kill him, I think.”

      “He told me something about that. He said some good Samaritan must have come along just in time, shot the man who was assaulting the two of you and then left while Liam was still unconscious.”

      She laughed. “Well, I didn't tell him what really happened. I used his other gun—the one you have now—to shoot that man. I fired three times. The robber never knew what hit him. It was the first time I ever murdered someone—” She knew that wasn't an accurate statement. She smacked her lips as she thought of the right phrase. It wasn't murder to kill in self-defense. “It was the first time I killed someone. It was very disturbing to take a life.”

      Forgive me Lord. I was happy to save Liam, not happy to kill that man.

      Victoria let out a quiet whistle; she was impressed.

      “I don't have much strength left in me, but Liam's dad fixed those guns so even a weakling like me could fire them. I just set the barrel on the frame of the car door, aimed, and let 'er rip. It wasn't hard at all.”

      Her voice turned serious. “The crook fell down but crawled behind the car. Even with the gun, I was scared. The hardest part was that I had no strength to get out and tend to Liam. I let him lay there on the ground. Out cold. Time went by and I couldn't hold the gun anymore, and I figured the crook was dead, so I put it back in the backpack, and fell asleep. I have no idea how long we were both out. He came to at some point. Climbed back in. And away we went. Liam was none the wiser about what I'd done.”

      “Why didn't you tell him? Wouldn't he be proud of you?”

      “I go back and forth. I guess I feel, at this point, I'm old enough I don't want him to get ideas about doing crazy things to save me because he sees me as some heroic granny.”

      “Well, you are pretty heroic!”

      “This,” she swept her arms to signify she was talking about the world at large, “isn't about heroics. It's about carefully thinking how to survive. Nothing is going to be easy ever again. Security. Food. Shelter. You can't just run around the world shooting guns and being heroic. Eventually, it's going to catch you. They,” she pointed off into the distance behind the train, “will catch you.”

      She waited a long time again before sharing her last piece of advice. “I didn't tell him I shot that man because Liam won't survive this world if he thinks there will always be someone there to take care of him.” She said it in a most serious tone but ended on a lighter note. “Even if there is.” She turned and gave Victoria her trademark wink.

      As the train continued along the tracks, the sun started to make its presence known, though it was still below the horizon. They were able to see the graffiti-covered factories and industrial barge facilities on the right-of-way down the west bank of the Mississippi River.

      They could both see Liam sitting at the very back of the platform, looking back toward downtown.

      “I hope this isn't too forward to say, but I'm old and don't have time for subtlety anymore.” She chuckled at that.

      “Liam is quite taken with you. I imagine you’ve figured that out. You are very pretty, of course, and you have a good heart. I have my reasons for liking you.” She reached out and touched Victoria’s arm. “Any boy his age would find you quite the catch. Usually, I wouldn't even think of saying this, but times are not normal by any stretch of the imagination.”

      “Amen.”

      “I sincerely hope you and Liam become good friends, and that you'll be in his life a long time. But, while I'm still around, please know that if Liam is ever forced to make a choice between saving you or saving me, I'm going to make sure he picks you. Do you understand what I'm saying, my dear?”

      Victoria paused, slowly nodded, then added, “Thank you. Truly. We have been through so much already. Romance isn't really on my mind right now. Maybe if we get somewhere safe where I can think about more than zombies, looters, or the plague, we can talk about the future. We just have to make sure Liam never gets put into that position where he has to choose. I want us all to survive and be happy.”

      “So do I, dear. So do I.”

      But she had laid it down. And now that she had, she couldn't help but wonder if she had the strength to make good on the implications of her statement. She always came back to suicide. Her religion forbade killing oneself; it was considered a major sin. But if the choice came down to saving herself or saving Liam and Victoria by sacrificing herself, she believed God would understand her motives.

      Dear Lord. Please help Liam and Victoria survive this plague.

      She studied Liam, wondering what he was thinking.

      Will the zombies follow us?

      Sunrise on Day Four was minutes away.
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      Liam sat and stared behind the train as he sensed it decelerate. The light of the morning was growing as the sun edged up to the horizon. He hoped to enjoy the sunrise while riding the train to safety, but it didn't look like that was going to happen.

      They'd been moving at ten or fifteen miles per hour, still pushing the dead engine in front, but thankfully much too fast for the zombies to keep up. He could see them here or there come stumbling out of the buildings on his left. They tried to reach the train, but they fell behind, screaming when they missed the rolling stock of humans rumbling by.

      I wonder if they'll follow us, even if they can't see us?

      Another mystery of the Zombie Apocalypse.

      He stood up and moved around the tractor-trailer so he could see why the train was stopping. It was slowing down as it approached the underside of the Jefferson Barracks Bridge, which carried a major interstate across the Mississippi River. It was also the most southern bridge in the St. Louis area. The last bridge over the river for many miles, as far as he could recall. No cars were crossing it now, though some soldiers were sitting on the span; a few looked over the side down to him. Not too far above the bridge were two small, thin aircraft—drones?—flying in circles.

      He walked over to Victoria and Grandma, both still sitting near the wheels of the front trailer.

      The early morning ambient light put Victoria in a soft glow that was almost magical. Sure, she was pretty in any light, but right now, covered in lots of dust and dirt from yesterday’s ordeals, she made Liam's heart level up. The light even took the harsh swelling of her lip and cheek and evened them out.

      He wondered if she liked him, or merely tolerated him because she had no better prospects in this catastrophe. The insecure side of his heart said she wouldn't have given him the time of day in any other situation, but the pragmatist in him said she's had plenty of opportunities to ditch him and Grandma and traipse off with people and groups more prepared than him.

      On balance, he accepted that she probably stuck with him because she liked him, at least as a friend. A “fall-of-civilization friend.” He hadn't had time to contemplate more.

      They made a good team so far, and there was no reason to doubt she was going to stick with him for as long as it took to reach a safe destination—assuming one could ever be found. What would she do if they never found a respite? What if they had to be together for much longer?

      All right, Liam. Stay focused on the here and now.

      He finished his thought by agreeing with himself that indeed, she was pretty.

      “You two look like you're conspiring,” he said as he approached Victoria and Grandma.

      They had been conversing in low tones, but he was unable to glean any sense of what they were saying. They clammed up before he was close enough.

      “Hey, Liam. Grandma and I were just talking about when you were a little baby. How you'd wear your diapers. That sort of thing.” She gave Grandma a smile and turned and gave Liam a smile and a wink.

      He was near to feigning embarrassment when he saw her face had become black and blue in many spots. She had two black eyes to go with her cheek and swollen lips.

      He still thought she was beautiful, but he was serious when he knelt down to look at her. “My god, your face. Are you doing OK?”

      “Thanks. Yeah, I'm fine. It still hurts a bunch, but I have both my eyes, and my face will return to normal soon enough. I'll take it if it's the worst that happens to me this trip.”

      He had a dark vision of that man punching this girl's face, and a wave of violent rage swept over him, a burning desire to track the man down and … When he realized that man was probably dead, the violence ebbed. A little.

      “I don't have any serious meds to help you. Just some ibuprofen. Can't hurt, right?” He dug in his pack, pulled out some rust-colored caplets and passed them to her. She put them in her mouth one at a time, building up enough saliva to swallow each one.

      “Do you know why they're stopping the train?” she asked after downing the last one.

      “I think the Army is stopping us. I can see them up on the bridge. What would they want with a train full of refugees?”

      Victoria looked at Grandma and made sure she was comfortable, then stood next to him so she could see too. She gave him a friendly tap on the shoulder. “Let's go check it out.”

      There were no undead in the immediate area. This piece of railroad throughway was mostly empty riverbank on the left side, and a steep escarpment covered in trees on the other. He knew, by the location of the bridge, the area up the hill was the massive Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery. As a fan of zombie books and movies, he noted the irony that the one place you don't find them in real life is the cemetery. Zombies don't rise from the dead, nor do they find living people hanging out there. Maybe that's where they should hide?

      There were a few walkers well behind the train, but otherwise, it looked pretty safe to step off. A few men and women ran back to provide security for everyone.

      Victoria climbed off first, with him close behind.

      Jones called down to the pair to ask where they were going, but once they told him, he laughed. “I'll stay back here. Someone has to keep your Grandma from running off!”

      “Nobody's tossing Grandma,” she said from behind the tire with a good deal of humor.

      Many people up the line of train cars had the same idea. They took the opportunity to stretch their legs and get out of the cramped cars. Many had climbed into empty coal cars for last night’s escape and were now trying to find better options with more room. A good number found the middle flatcar.

      Liam and Victoria noticed one man drift further outside the orbit of the crowd, then continue into the woods. He was apparently going to climb the escarpment to gain access to the bridge above them.

      “Was that your friend Hayes?” Victoria asked.

      “Let's go find out.”

      They walked up to the front of the train, where the passengers were thickest—most of the coal cars were toward the front. They noticed a small trail leading to the hillside. Whoever they’d spotted going up this hill would be easy to follow on such an obvious pathway. The man was already very near the top.

      “That's got to be Hayes.” He was sure of it now that he could see the man's clothing. The same suit pants and shirt. He couldn't see it from this direction, but he could visualize his ugly tie.

      “Do you think he stopped the train?”

      “I don't know, but we need to find out. Maybe he knows how we can get out of the city.”

      You read my mind.
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* * *

      As they reached the top of the hillside, level with the decking of the bridge, they moved cautiously so as not to be seen by the military. Liam didn't think Hayes ever turned around to check if anyone was following, but they couldn't make any assumptions.

      “I guess we can't hide from them,” Liam pointed to the drones above. They shared a nervous laugh.

      Hayes had walked about 100 yards onto the northern span of the bridge. This put him about a quarter of the way over the river. The near side of the bridge roadway was completely empty, so there was no possible way to avoid detection if they tried to pursue him.

      They crouched at the very end of the decking, partially behind the concrete side railing. Unable to follow Hayes onto the bridge, he examined the highway as it approached the bridge complex. To their right, a massive barricade was set up with tractor-trailers, concrete road barriers, orange construction barrels, and some shipping containers tossed off to the sides of each lane and median to prevent cars from having any approach to the bridge. Cars were parked on the highway as far as he could see back into this part of St. Louis.

      “Odd that there aren't people swarming this bridge.”

      Victoria looked around before replying. “Maybe the zombies swarmed through here and chased them all off?”

      “If the people were run off because of the zombies, where'd they go?”

      They both turned their attention back to the man they were following.

      Hayes was in front of a line of Army Humvees, though even from here, he could see they were not letting him get very close. A lone person had come out to meet him, and he or she was wearing a yellow biohazard suit.

      “It doesn't look like they want to get close to him. Does that mean they think he has the plague? He didn't look sick.”

      “If he has it, we all have it. He's been with us for two whole days now,” Victoria suggested in a reverent tone.

      Victoria's answer troubled Liam in a myriad of ways. The most tragic was the thought of his friend having the plague. Someone so vibrant and young should never have to suffer from this disease. He thought back to his very first encounter with the yoga lady. She also typified the young and the vibrant, and it still took her. That event had horrified him, but it would pale immediately if Victoria got it. Could he … kill … his new friend?

      He wasn't willing to even entertain the notion.

      He consoled himself by noting he barely felt anything at the thought he could have it.

      They watched as Hayes discussed something with the roadblock representative. He was very animated in his gestures, and paced back and forth while he spoke. They could hear fragments of what he was saying, even at this distance, because he was often yelling in anger.

      He couldn't make out anything useful.

      After about five minutes, Hayes got super agitated.

      In the midst of his ranting and gesticulations, he moved around the person with the hazmat suit and made as if he was going to walk up to the checkpoint in the middle of the bridge. Immediately, the soldiers leveled their rifles at him. He was maybe ten yards from the soldiers, and over 100 yards from him and Victoria—and he clearly heard the rounds being loaded into the chambers of weapons. He also heard one of the soldiers shout, “STAND DOWN, SIR, OR WE WILL KILL YOU.”

      Victoria let out a little whistle. “I guess they think he's a serious threat.”

      “Yeah, if they won't let him over, they'll never allow the rest of us.”

      For a few tense moments, he didn't know if Hayes was going to back down. Any normal person would immediately back off, but Hayes seemed to stand there for a very long time thinking about it.

      “Is he trying to kill himself?” Liam wondered. Everyone handled the stress of the Z-poc differently. His books reinforced that.

      Hayes started to slowly back away.

      Victoria had been leaning forward as if willing herself to see and hear what was taking place so far away, but now she leaned back. Liam also let out a little extra breath he'd been holding. The action seemed to have died down. Hayes was now talking again to the person in the hazmat get-up, though if he had to assign a look to his posture from 100 yards away, it would be crestfallen.

      They chatted for a few more minutes until Hayes started walking back toward the end of the bridge where he and Victoria were holed up.

      “Do we stay here or try to get back to the train?”

      Is everything we do life or death now?

      He looked at Hayes walking back, head down with a brisk stride. He looked at the soldiers at the roadblock. They still hadn't moved from their menacing positions. He surveyed the train down below the bridge and judged whether they could make it back without being seen. “I don't think we can avoid him at this point. We might as well force his hand and see what he'll tell us.”

      “Sounds good. But let's meet up with him over on the hill so that the train passengers can see us. We don't want to meet him by ourselves. Remember … dark and scary night,” she said, ending in her spooky voice from her earlier tall tale.

      “You win Ms. Scary. Just go!”

      They got away from the end of the bridge and sat out in the open so Hayes wouldn't be surprised. He felt the best approach was to be friendly, even if he didn't feel friendly toward this man who was clearly lying to them about who he was and what he knew.

      He was hoping to change that.

      It wasn't long before Hayes came around the corner. “You dumb kids almost got me killed,” he said without preamble.

      Neither he nor Victoria had any response.

      “Ah, cat got your tongues?”

      He came over and got directly in front of him, though he was looking back and forth at both of them as he spoke. “I knew you guys had followed me, but I thought you'd have better sense than to be seen by the Army up on the bridge. Especially you,” he pointed to Victoria, “since you seem to have the brains in this outfit.”

      “You guys might not have realized this, but while you were out on your nature walk, you were under the watchful eye of snipers. See the drones up there? These people are deadly serious about not letting anyone, and I mean anyone, cross this river.”

      “Is that why they threatened to shoot you?” he pushed back.

      Hayes looked at him and seemed to rethink his whole approach. He sighed heavily and sat down next to them on the rocks, with the train below partially obscured by the trees on the hillside.

      “I can't help but respect you kids. You've done a better job than most in staying alive. That's the only benchmark that matters anymore. Believe me, I know. But you have to realize this is much bigger than you are. I'm not the enemy here. These Army boys are under orders—very stupid orders if you ask me—but orders nonetheless. You can't just go sneaking around under the watchful eye of those people like you're on some kind of high school field trip. They will shoot you, shoot me, shoot your Grandma, shoot the smallest babe on that train—just on the off chance they can stop the disease from crossing this river.”

      Victoria jumped in, upset. “First of all,” she said, “I'm not in high school anymore. I doubt Liam will ever go back, either. Second of all, with all the zombies walking around and all the infected people, there is no way to prevent the disease from crossing a simple river. Even a couple of dumb kids knows that.”

      “You're absolutely right. You share the opinion of most sane people at the CDC. But you do not share the opinion of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and with the president off doing god-knows-what, the military is pretty much in charge of managing the pieces of the nation that are still answering their phones.”

      “But we saw the military killing zombies downtown. They were helping us escape.”

      “Well, it may be true they were killing zombies. That's their job. But I was there. Did you see any evidence they were helping us escape?”

      He thought back to the battle. Except for a few volunteers from the Army and Marines, there were no troops on the St. Louis side of the river during the battle. Only the Abrams tank seemed to help them directly, and that was only for a few minutes. Then the Air Force came in and started the shock and awe. The bombs did drop to the north at first, but later they dropped them further south, including right on top of Captain Osborne. Maybe that was just a mistake in the chaos of war?

      “So it was just a coincidence the bombs, artillery, and tank fire helped us escape?”

      “You always like to argue, don't you? Why do you think I was running so close to the lead guys trying to get out of there?”

      Because you're a coward.

      “Those bombs would have killed us just as sure as the sun rises. We're all collateral now to the primary mission—which is to prevent the spread of the plague.”

      He reflected on that while Hayes stood back up and brushed himself off.

      “Right now, our only avenue of escape is to the south. The Army told me they're patrolling the eastern shore of the river, but they have no presence anymore in the entire state of Missouri. We have to get that train moving and on down the line before the Army changes their mind about letting this unauthorized train continue.”

      He started down the trail, leaving him and Victoria alone.

      “Pretty amazing a truck driver can get a meeting with soldiers up on some random bridge, huh?”

      Liam thought about that for a second before replying, “Yeah, whatever he does for the CDC, it isn't driving a truck.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      He and Victoria hung back on the way down, giving themselves some distance from Hayes so they could talk. This time, he was in front of her.

      “Do you think we can trust him?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Absolutely not. We know he lied to us about what he does for the CDC. He stopped an escaping train—with a hundred living people on it—so he could talk to his friends on this bridge. At this point, the only thing we know for sure about him is that he has poor taste in clothing.”

      That gave him a laugh. He hadn't dwelled on the man's fashion sense but had to agree it was pretty bad. “He told us to head south because the Army was on the Illinois side and wouldn't let us cross. We thought they wouldn't let him cross, but what if they ordered him to go south? Maybe the only reason he needs us is to help him complete his mission that way?”

      “That doesn't make sense either. The Army could have tossed him a boat or something, and he could get downriver with no problem. Why would they force him back on this train?”

      He considered her question for a few moments as they continued downhill. “You're going to think I'm wearing a tinfoil hat for saying this, but what if Hayes is a big shot at the CDC, trying to get out of town. Maybe he got left behind. Maybe his friends needed to talk to him in person, but they weren't willing to risk infecting themselves by letting him across the bridge? We don't know anything about the disease, the source of the infection, or how the government is responding to this emergency.”

      Victoria seemed to thrive on the conspiracy. “Yes! That's why he told us the Joint Chiefs are in charge. If the president is AWOL, maybe he's dead? Maybe the CDC—and guys like Hayes—are as confused as the rest of us. He just can't tell us he's trapped because that would mean the government wasn't in control!”

      This girl was someone after his own heart. He realized his father's penchant for conspiracy theories had a lot to do with that, but he wasn't going to nitpick.

      “If you say anything about a 'shadow government,' I'm going to kiss you on the lips!”

      Victoria chuckled behind him.

      “Well, right now, I'm fairly certain there is a 'dark-shrouded government' out there. Maybe someday we'll discover the other.”

      Liam walked in silence as they reached the bottom of the trail. He was unsure of what just transpired between them. Before he could follow up with her, she walked quickly toward the engine at the front.

      “I'm going to get some answers from the engineer. At the very least, I want to know where this train is going,” she yelled back.

      He ran to catch up, impressed at the forthrightness of his lovely partner.

      Hayes climbed into the engine compartment, so they figured they'd follow him up the ladder and into the engineer's area as well. As he walked along the side of the engine, he noted it had a name. Valkyrie. It was stenciled in large black letters, which made it obvious on the orange paint of the engine. He rubbed his hand on the letters as he walked by.

      Liam's imagination had drawn the man driving the train as a portly dude with a blue and white striped uniform and a funny little hat that said “engineer” on it. He'd spent too much of his youth watching a TV show about toy trains.

      When he followed Victoria into the compartment, he was shocked to see the engineer was instead a woman. Her hair had a touch of gray—he had a hard time guessing the age of women—and she wore blue jeans with a filthy white t-shirt. She looked more like a mechanic than an engineer, woman or no.

      “Who the hell are you two?” she said with a slightly exotic accent. He guessed she was from Eastern Europe if his dad's war movies were accurate.

      “Oh, they're friends of mine. They helped me get out of the Arch,” Hayes replied helpfully.

      “I see. Well, pardon me for not talking, but I need to get this train going again, and I don't exactly know what I'm doing.”

      “You did great getting us here. Thank you sincerely from all of us in the back,” Victoria said.

      She let her compliment soak in before continuing.

      “We're just wondering where you're going? You know, since we're kind of a captive audience.”

      “Listen. I'm getting this train as far away from those things as I'm able. Going south as far as she'll go. But I have one stop to make—besides this stop for your persuasive friend.” She gave a nod to Hayes. “I have to pick up my husband. He's the real engineer. Over the phone, he walked me through some of the basics of getting his engine started, and I was able to get the thing moving, though not very fast. His engine was linked to another that had some kind of issue with it, so we all get to watch the light show as we push the wretched thing.”

      She was turning dials and pushing buttons as she spoke.

      “Bottom line is I don't know where I'm going besides picking up my family. From there, the track points south. Now go. I'm getting ready to blow the horn so people know we're moving again.”

      “Thank you, ma'am. I hope you find your family,” Victoria said softly while touching the woman's elbow.

      The engineer stopped what she was doing. “Thank you.” Liam thought she looked even more tired and worn down than everyone else. She had the stress of saving everyone.

      And I thought saving Grandma was stressful.

      As he walked out the door, he saw something sitting in a nook where the engine crew kept their gear. He wasn't positive what he saw, but he kept it in mind for later reference. It might be the answer to someone's prayers...

      One last look at Hayes—he was staying in the engine—and he and Victoria were out and climbing off the Valkyrie. As they did, the engineer—they forgot to get her name—blew two long bursts on the horns to indicate the train was about to start moving.

      Everywhere, people scrambled to get back on their respective freight cars. When he and Victoria finally reached the last car, they were shocked to see a lot more people on it. Many of them were utterly filthy with coal dust. Those folks had opted for the wide-open flatcar rather than the confining filth of the tenders.

      He had a panicked moment when he thought they wouldn't even fit on the crowded car anymore, but he was relieved to see Jones by the ladder making space for them to climb aboard.

      He gave them a friendly greeting.

      “Smoking on the left, non- on the right. We have beverages in the front and VIP room in the back. Welcome to the High Rollers Club.”

      They both laughed.

      “And where's the women's powder room?”

      “I'm sorry ma'am, but you just walked out of the restroom.”

      She responded with a horrified “ugh,” but Liam found no humor in it. Not because it wasn't funny—he smiled to the big guy to show his appreciation—but because it was true. Nothing was ever going to be the same. Even the most basic things such as plumbing were going to be hard to find unless civilization was keeping hold somewhere else.

      Right now the High Rollers Club was the best they had.

      Liam was ready to let it roll until the end.
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* * *

      They moved with no time to spare. A crowd of zombies approached from the trackway behind them. The answer to an earlier thought of Liam's was that yes, the plague victims were going to follow the train regardless if they could see it or not. It seemed impossible, but zombies themselves were “impossible” a week ago, too. Who knew what they were capable of? Then again, maybe they just kept walking in the direction they were already pointed?

      The train reached speed again. Now that he knew the engineer wasn't a professional, he understood why the train wasn't cruising along. With the crowd packed tightly on the flatcar, it was probably a good thing they weren't going too fast. Falling off the final car would be terminal.

      He and Victoria squeezed through the crowd and made their way to where Grandma was still sitting next to the tires. They sat down next to her and told her all about what they saw up on the bridge. She took it in with her usual calm demeanor, which agitated him.

      “Grandma, why aren't you more concerned about him?”

      “Ah, Liam, when you get to be my age, it takes a lot to concern yourself with every detail of what's going on. It doesn't matter who he is to me, as long as this train keeps moving south and gets you and Victoria out of harm's way. That's where we'll find your house, your parents, and hopefully some breathing room from those poor souls behind us. You two should stay away from him, though. He sounds like he has some deadly friends.”

      He couldn't disagree, but he was willing to forget it all once they crossed the river.

      He immediately felt himself drifting off as the car began rattling along, but it wasn't sixty seconds before lots of gunfire from up in the front jerked him awake. People who were standing near the edges of the car began screaming—they could see what was happening up ahead. Almost as one, they recoiled from the edges. Several tried to wedge themselves under the big trailer into the space where Grandma was sitting, forcing him and Victoria to move Grandma almost directly underneath the axle of the big trailer. They then moved through the crowd so they could see what all the fuss was about.

      Oh, crap.

      The train was entering some kind of quarry complex. On their left, next to the muddy brown river, were huge elevators and machines that dumped the white rock onto barges and trucks. On the right was a maze of roadways where oversized dump trucks—had they been operating—would be hauling rocks from the deep tunnels of the mine.

      He did see hundreds of civilian cars and trucks—all parked in a messy line—winding their way along the rock path around and down into the big hole in the ground, to some point below his field of vision. It seemed suicidal to drive a car into a hole in the earth with everything else going on. Sort of like driving into your own grave.

      Then he saw the zombies, thousands of them up ahead, surrounding most of the top edge of the pit quarry. He noted this facility was next door to the bridge they were just on, and the mystery of the big blockade with no people was now solved. They had escaped en masse to this place—hoping for what?

      “Why would they drive down into a quarry?” Victoria asked. “Couldn't they see the zombies were following them in?”

      He could only imagine what drove them on. When zombies are crawling all over your car, and the interstate is permanently closed, maybe the quarry looked like somewhere they could hole up—literally—and defend themselves. The train continued ahead, running over some of the wandering zombies. People in the forward cars fired guns at the infected orienting on the train. Many of the zombies, at least on the topmost level, were willing to turn away from their quarry inside the quarry and focus on the much closer blood factories rolling up to them on the train.

      As he got closer, he got a better impression of what was going on inside the pit. The cars were parked around a spiral road, which descended until it reached the bottom. He still couldn't see that bottom, but he could guess people were down there trying to hold off the zombies who were following the spiral behind them. The jam went back toward the highway. It seemed everyone mistook this for a road to safety. Once inside the gravity well of the pit, they had no choice but to continue down because the rim was already awash in zombies and there was no backing up. How far could they drive into the rocky tunnels?

      So many mysteries here.

      The second-level loop around the mine had a second access ramp that allowed some people to escape on foot back to ground level before they got too far down the hole. He saw people using that ramp, running out both directions around the rim of the mine. Some were coming toward the train. Others were heading into the woods or back toward the highway.

      The largest group headed for the train—toward rescue. They were up against an area thick with zombies waiting on the edge. Some members of their group were using weapons to try to clear a path. He judged there was no way those people could get through so many undead without help from this side.

      The engineer gave a long blast on the air horn. The train slowed down to an even slower crawl, but not a full stop.

      “What the hell? Is she going to try to save those people?” Victoria wondered.

      “It sure looks like it. But who is going to save us?”

      As they watched, the right side of the train was engulfed front to back by plague victims, each trying to gain purchase on a car. He looked back—and wasn't surprised to see a large group of zombies coming from the direction of the train tracks behind them. The followers had never stopped following ...

      They only had a few minutes before zombies would be surrounding them from almost every angle. There was essentially nothing he could do to change the outcome of this battle against so many attackers.

      That didn't mean he wasn't going to try.
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* * *

      Liam looked at his options, briefly hoping someone else would suggest a plan.

      “I think we should do something,” he told her. “No one else is helping.”

      “If you've got a plan, let's hear it,” she countered.

      He could try to organize some kind of rescue mission with police and gang members forging out into the crowd of zombies to try to meet up with the incoming group of people—but he was pretty sure that would fail based on the sheer size of the rising horde. And they'd waste a lot of ammo; ammo had to be running low for most of the police.

      He looked over his shoulder to the river side of the complex. Several big dump trucks sat there. His first thought upon seeing them came from one of his zombie books. He couldn't remember the name, but in it, huge dump trucks were used by evil men to deposit large buckets of zombies on the good guys. He doubted that could happen here in real life. No evil men were lurking by the trucks.

      “I think if we get into one of those dump trucks, we can use it to push through the thickest part of this crowd of zombies and help those people cross over to the train.”

      She looked at where the trucks were parked, how fast the train was crawling along, and the status of the people in the group moving in their direction.

      “It's going to be close.”

      “Good enough for me.”

      Though the quarry side was clogged with infected, the other side of the train was almost free of them. The massive crowd behind was uncomfortably close, but still a few minutes back. Once they caught up to the train, all sides would be consumed. There was little time.

      He felt stupid saying it, but he yelled to Jones and Victoria as he went down the short ladder.

      “Cover me!”

      Jones said something he couldn't hear, but Victoria yelled, “Go for it!” as if he were part of a sporting event.

      He dodged around a couple of walkers who happened to be in his way as he ran the fifty yards to the trucks. He had his pistol, but speed was more important than killing any one or two random z's.

      It was large, but he was glad to see it wasn't the truly enormous dump truck he’d seen on National Geographic specials. It was just a normal-sized dump truck.

      He had no trouble scaling the side but was stymied at the door. It was locked. He hadn't even considered what he'd do once he got into the cab. Now he wasn't even going to make it inside.

      He took out his pistol and readied it to shoot out the glass. At the last second, he realized he was about to do something stupid. He engaged the safety and then used the gun as a hammer to break the window. In seconds he was inside. He found a lone key in the ignition. He figured these trucks never left the premises and thus never needed their keys removed. If someone got in at night they could joyride around the quarry—the teen boy in him imagined what a fun night that would be—, but the big gates in the front would keep anyone from leaving the property.

      With a turn of the key, the big rig started to turn over, then sputtered to a stop. He steadied himself as he looked out the window, ready to try again.

      This is going to be a piece of cake!

      The train was moving slowly down the track from his right to his left. The engine was now coming in line with the southernmost part of the open pit and was at a point closest to the people trying to get out of the mine. The back of the train was starting to be enveloped by those infected already lurking at the mine, while the group of trailing zombies was still a couple of hundred yards behind but closing quickly.

      It's now or never.

      A second turn of the key did no better. The truck started for a moment, then died. Only then did he look down and realize it was a stick shift.

      Are you kidding me?

      He looked down at the extra foot pedal on the floor. Purpose unknown. He had never learned to drive a stick. His parents had two cars with automatic transmissions.

      On an ordinary day with plenty of time, he knew he could figure it out. When zombies were pushing in from multiple directions and people's lives depended on the results—he decided not to risk it.

      He kicked open the door, scampered down the side, and ran back toward the train. On his right, the zombies were uncomfortably close. Again he dodged the few random infected between the trucks and the train. He would only have time to return to the truck one more time before the larger group was upon him. It all depended on finding someone who could drive a stick.

      Fortunately, he had a large fan base watching him, including Victoria and Jones—both had moved to the front ladder of the flatcar.

      “Can anyone drive a stick?” he yelled, out of breath.

      He looked at Victoria—it just seemed like that was how it would go—but he was surprised when Jones jumped down.

      “Let's go, man.”

      He gave Victoria a smile, then turned around with his big friend and started back.

      The man was big indeed, but fit for his size. After all, he was a police officer. But even with their combined speed, they made it to the truck just ahead of the leading zombies in the rear. Jones had to push one of them over to give himself room to climb.

      Once in the cab, Jones started the truck like a pro and pulled forward.

      “Look, kid, I got this. When we get up to the train, I'm going to pull up next to the rear car, and you're going to jump back on.”

      “I can help you!”

      “No doubt. But those people are going to need all the firepower they can get on the train. You have to hold them off,” he said while pointing to the arriving crowd of undead. “Once you do that, maybe you can clear as many of the zombies as possible between the survivors and the train. Wow, I can see the whole thing now that I'm in this seat.”

      Liam shared his perspective. It was obvious what had to be done. It involved running over a lot of sick, bloody, ruined people to save the healthy ones beyond.

      He wanted to stay with Jones because he felt it was his idea to use the truck, but he quashed his ego and acquiesced to the request to return to the train.

      Jones pulled out his radio as they neared the train.

      “This is Jonesy. I need you guys to coordinate some shooters to help clear a path for those people—and kill any zombies I miss when I drive through. Good luck. Out.

      “Good luck, kid. Get ready to jump.” Jones expertly maneuvered the truck alongside the flatcar, and he was able to step out of the cab while holding the door, and jump the couple feet over to the crowded platform. Many hands helped pull him in.

      Once he was safe, Jones slowed so the train would pass him on his right, then he turned to cross the tracks and accelerated along the right side of the train. It was all physics from that point.

      The train was about halfway off the property of the pit mine. The engineer stopped the train just as Jones turned toward the mine. She sounded the horn over and over for extra emphasis, drawing in friend and foe.

      Jones also laid into his horn as he started crushing zombies. The dump bed was empty, but the vehicle was so massive it had no problem handling the ever-greater number of infected it was pushing aside—and under. It was making a path as Liam had intended.

      The big dump truck started turning along the outermost ring of the spiral around the top of the mine. It moved almost directly away from the rail line and directly toward the mass of people pushing for the salvation of the train.

      He couldn't see exactly what was happening with the truck once it started moving away, but the bloody trail of downed zombies behind it told him enough.

      “Aw, man. We should have gotten several of those dump trucks working, and we could have cleaned up this mess!” Victoria said, as if realizing something important.

      He looked at the remaining bank of trucks with longing, but the trailing zombies were catching up to his car.

      He and Victoria moved as best they could through all the people huddled in the middle. Grandma was safely ensconced under the truck's axle, so they didn't have to worry about her. That was the only good news.

      Did they all follow us?

      With so many zombies converging on the back of the train, they would have to shoot to stay alive, no doubt about that. But all that shooting would lead to the dead stacking up under foot—which was how they almost climbed onto the flatcar the last time.

      What they needed was for the train to start moving again. That would have to wait until the people were rescued. In the meantime, everyone was in danger.

      The zombies arrived like the pull of a blanket over their heads.

      The shooting arrived with them.
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* * *

      As he suspected, there were a lot of new guns on the back of the train. Many of the people who came out of the coal cars had weapons, and they were anxious to get in on the action. As soon as the zombies shambled up to the back of the train, they plugged away at them. Before he could shout any warnings, it became impossibly noisy.

      He and Victoria tried to use their weapons from where they stood, but they were dismayed to realize there were too many bodies standing in front of them to even consider using a gun. The outside row recoiled inward from the tide of plague-driven zombies washing up at their feet. It was mere moments before the first victims were snatched off the car and into the sea of hands, inciting panic among the remaining passengers as they pushed, pulled, punched, and clawed their way into the middle of the train car. Some tossed strangers off the edge to stay alive—it was a stampede smothered inside a murder-suicide.

      What was once going to be a heroic defense of the rear car, turned swiftly into a debacle of fratricide. Fearing they'd be tossed out, he grabbed Victoria's hand and pulled her back on top of him as he fell beneath the tractor-trailer near Grandma. She was packed in like a sardine in her section. He wondered if she was being hurt by all the struggling people.

      The most effective shooters, the ones inflicting the most damage, were at the rear. They had the most room, and because they grouped together in anticipation of the trailing zombies, they had plenty of time to prepare.

      In under a minute—much faster than his smaller group had done earlier—they had created enough carnage to stack the dead directly behind them. Like before, the zombies used their fallen comrades as a biological ramp to crawl up to the survivors. Hands grabbed at passengers’ legs. One shooter fell, then another. Then more.

      Within minutes, and despite the withering gunfire, the zombies were up on the flatcar, tearing through the rear contingent and moving forward. He looked at Victoria and saw the fear in her eyes.

      The tractor-trailer was parked so the legs holding it up were near the back of the rail car. That put about 80 feet, and 50 or so adults—only some with weapons—between them and the incoming wave.

      He caught sight of Grandma who was watching the whole thing unfold. She gave him a weak smile as she huddled with everyone else under the truck. Escape was impossible for her.

      “Liam,” Victoria shouted over the gunshots and screams, “can you call the engineer? We have to move this train, or we're going to be swamped.”

      “I don't know if she has a police radio up there. But I'll try.” He repeatedly tried to raise someone up in the front of the train. No one answered.

      He tried to get a look over to Jones and his effort with the dump truck, but there were too many faces staring back at him, blocking most of his view.

      “Liam, we have to do it ourselves. We can jump on the car in front of us and keep going until we reach the engine.”

      He thought it sounded crazy, but he couldn't think of a better plan. Grandma was in some serious trouble if they didn't make something happen for her. He could stay and fire round after round from his gun, but more zombies were surrounding the train than he could realistically dispatch, even if he used all 1,000 rounds from his backpack.

      He trusted Victoria.

      “Grandma, Victoria and I—”

      “Yes, dear. Please hurry!”

      He did something he had never done in his entire life. He gave Grandma a kiss on the cheek.

      “I'll save you. I promise,” he shouted, hoping her hearing aid would pick it up.

      He and Victoria slithered through the mass of people and made their way to the front of the rear car so they could jump the small gap to the next car—an open-topped coal hopper. A couple of zombies milled about in the gap, but it was an easy jump for both. A quick climb and then over the lip of the car.

      There were several people in that coal car, but only a pair of men were hanging over the edges to shoot at the zombies. The walls of the hopper were too high to effectively wield a weapon. The high, metal walls made the people inside very secure—unless there was an impossibly large pile of zombies outside—but it took them out of the fight as well.

      They ran along the interior, avoiding women and children sitting inside. With a quick jump and pull to the top of the far wall, he was able to straddle it. He planted his foot on the ladder up the outside of the car and extended his hand to help Victoria up and out. He could tell she wanted to do it on her own, but she was still wearing a black dress and flats with broken heels. Not exactly the best outfit for running, jumping, and climbing.

      The next car was a big, enclosed, freight car. They hurriedly clambered on top and ran forward among a few of the people who sat up there. The engine was about twenty cars ahead.

      From the high vantage point, he turned to his right and was able to take in the action playing out as Jones reached the group of survivors next to the mine. He had forced the truck through to the cheering men and women. The number of zombies had been reduced, perhaps by as much as half along the roadway. It might be enough.

      It looked like Jones was going to turn the truck around and push more dead out of the way on his way back, but Liam had to keep moving and wasn’t able to watch any more.

      They worked their way up the train cars. Some were simple up-and-overs like the freight car. Many were challenging, such as dropping into and climbing out of the coal cars. One unique coal car was particularly difficult because it had sloped panels in the front and rear, making it slippery as grease to get out. Victoria's shoes were incredibly slick on the coal dust, and when she finally dragged herself high enough where he could grab her, it looked like she had black stockings on her legs. Her arms and face weren't much better, but he did enjoy holding her hands, however briefly.

      They passed many of the remaining cops and gang members, both frantically firing into the core of the zombies swarming between them and the arriving survivors. He hoped they wouldn't accidentally hit anyone that wasn't already infected.

      They were only a few cars from the front when they heard desperate wailing coming from the group of survivors out in the action. He didn't see the dump truck anywhere. There was nowhere it could have gone in that short of time. Except—

      “Oh, no.” He could guess what had happened. Jones had driven off the edge of the pit mine. How far down was the next level? He couldn't see below the lip of the mine.

      Victoria was speechless. She gave him a slight nudge in the back as if to say they had to keep moving.

      There was no time for mourning. The group from the pit seemed enraged at the loss. They kept coming, killing zombies as they got in their way.

      A few minutes later, and he and Victoria boarded the walking platform surrounding the engine. They ran inside the side door and found the engineer on the right side of the compartment, watching the action unfold from her window.

      “You have to move the train! Even a hundred feet will help,” he shouted at her.

      The engineer jumped, obviously startled. “Good god, you scared me!”

      “Oh, sorry,” he said in a less frightening voice.

      She pointed outside. “Shouldn't we wait for them to get here? They aren't far now. I stopped so we could save those poor people.”

      “They can still reach the train even if we move a few feet. The rear car is piled high with infected. That pile will fall if we move the train. We have to do it now!”

      She looked at him, then at Victoria, who was vigorously nodding.

      “OK, just give me a second, and I'll push us a few feet.”

      He looked out the window as the train started to move and could see the panic in the faces of those running toward him, so he moved out onto the walkway of the engine and starting waving them in. He noticed Hayes was already out on the platform, toward the back, watching the action. Still without a gun.

      Liam had no intention of doing nothing. He started carefully aiming at the zombies down below, each hit making a little more room for those who were so close to sanctuary. He ran through his nine rounds and was left with an empty gun in his hands. He hoped he helped. There seemed to be large gaps in the crowd of dead closest to the side of the train. Enough space for the runners to make it through.

      Thank you, Jones. I won't forget you. Maybe I'll write a book about you.

      Soon the panting survivors arrived and scrambled up to whatever car they happened to reach first. Several children were being dragged on the ground by older children, probably their siblings. He tried not to dwell on what had happened to their parents. There were many fewer survivors than when he first saw them on the far rim of the mine. They had suffered horrible casualties.

      Once they were safely on board, the train began to roll faster. The survivors at the bottom of the mine were left to their own version of Dante's Inferno. But then, so were hundreds of thousands of others behind them, back in the city. Each a potential vector for the deadly plague.

      And there's one less hero in this crappy world.
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      Liam only had a few minutes to think about what just happened while he rode on the outer railing of the engine. They had saved a lot of people—maybe forty or fifty by his estimate. But he had lost his new friend, and he was unsure of the status of Grandma, or how many had died defending the rear car. They had to put some room between themselves and the frenzy of zombies behind them, but—

      He went back inside.

      “I need to check on my Grandma. She's on the last car.”

      “Not to worry. We have one more stop ahead. There's a road and a little park a half-mile ahead where I'm meeting my family. You can run back when I stop for them.”

      “Won't that give the zombies a chance to catch us again? They seem to be able to follow us pretty well,” Victoria suggested.

      “Well, I'm not just going to drive the train right by my family, am I? We're stopping for as long as it takes to pick them up. Be ready in five minutes.”

      He and Victoria moved out onto the platform around the engine. He gave her a devilish smile. “You know, you did pretty good coming over the train. We could run back on top of all the cars while we're still moving.”

      “Are you nuts? One fall and you'd be dead. The zombies would catch you before you could climb back on. Assuming you don't get yourself cut in half by the wheels.”

      “Well, it works in the movies. But I guess you're right. We'll wait until the train stops and then run back on the ground.”

      “'Bout time you listened to me,” Victoria said cheerfully.

      They had a few moments to wait while the train ground its way through the beginnings of the wooded park. A high cliff rose above the right side of the tracks, so they watched out over the river on the left side.

      Things had happened so fast today; he tried to process it. Speaking loudly over the dragging created by the disabled engine, he asked: “Do you think Jones made it?” He didn't know what answer he wanted to hear. That he was still alive but surrounded by endless zombies or that he died quickly and heroically.

      “I don't know. But I worry we're all gonna die out here. Maybe not on this train, but out in this new horrible world. We joke about calling them zombies, but we ignore the truth. They are Death. I know I shouldn't say it. I don't want to say it. But it's how I feel after everything we've seen. Even my prayers feel hopeless.”

      She took a deep breath. “A few days ago, before the plague, before we met, I almost wanted to die. Now I've found I want to live, but we may all die anyway. You know?”

      He didn't know how to answer because his head was foggy. The exhaustion caught up with him in the lull.

      The pitch of the motor changed. The engineer had begun to throttle back.

      With great effort he focused on what needed to be done in the moment. “Well, I think we're going to make it. And I'll tell you something else; Grandma is going to make it too. You and I will make sure of that!”

      “Amen!”

      He turned to her. “I want you to stay here because I'm coming right back as soon as I get Grandma squared away. We have to stay up here, so we know what's going on. She'll be fine now that we're away from that big crowd of zombies.”

      He didn't mention part of his request was so he wouldn't have to worry about her and Grandma in the back. He wanted her up in the engine where she'd at least have some protection. In a perfect world, he'd get Grandma up into the engine as well, but without her wheelchair or walker to move her, he didn't want to risk having her on the ground if the train started moving again.

      When the train decelerated, he was ready. When it had nearly stopped, he was off and running.

      “I'll be right back!”

      Victoria, fading behind him, shouted, “Good luck!”
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* * *

      He approached the rear car to the sound of guns. A few shooters were alive on the flatcar, and they were cleaning up a few remaining zombies as best they could. Many of the survivors were climbing off that last car, making for the safety of the high gondola cars, or the tops of boxcars.

      “Grandma,” he shouted when he spotted her, still under the truck axle.

      “Hi, Liam. What a beautiful morning,” she replied, pointing up at the sky.

      “Yeah, sure. Glad you're in such good spirits. I was worried sick!”

      “You left me in good hands. Though we lost a lot of good people.”

      He climbed up, then shimmied under the trailer so he could be next to her. He gave her a hug. Despite her appearance of being on a pleasant morning train excursion, her hands were trembling. That was a first. He grabbed some water and small grain bars from his backpack and shared with her. He also reloaded his gun and dumped a ton of the small shells into his pockets, so he'd had some with him.

      They watched as the last of the injured zombies were cleared from their rail car by the few remaining gun handlers. Everyone that hadn't moved to other cars was sitting or standing in a small area near the front of the flatcar. The back half was now tainted with lots of blood, though the bodies themselves had been pushed off.

      “They're picking someone up, and then the train will be moving again.”

      He looked over his shoulder to see if they were being followed. The front of the zombie wave from their engagement at the quarry was slowly coming around the corner. They were still several minutes behind, but inexorably closing the distance.

      Liam lifted his radio from his backpack.

      “This is Liam. We have to move the train. The horde will be here in minutes. Over.”

      There was no reply.

      Is this thing on?

      He tried a few more times and still got no response. The train hadn't moved either. He thought angrily of every movie he'd ever seen where the radio goes out at the most inopportune time. He couldn't fathom how that radio would similarly fail at his most desperate hour.

      “Grandma, will you be OK back here? I have to run up front and tell them what's coming.”

      “I'm not going anywhere. I'm a little sore from that big man throwing me. Did he save those people, dear?”

      “He saved 'em, yep.” He avoided his eventual fate.

      “Oh, that's wonderful,” she replied, appearing satisfied.

      “I'll be back for you!” He grabbed his backpack this time, slid out from under the trailer, then off the flat deck. He gave her one quick look, waved, and dashed away.

      The zombie pursuit was slowly approaching.

      At least they can't run.

      He wondered how far he'd run today. He was sprinting once again, twenty rail cars at a time. He spotted Victoria as he rounded the halfway point of the train. There was a slight curve in the track, turning to the right.

      She was a mess. Bruised face. Hair was as wild as a cave girl. Dress was torn in several places. Legs and arms were coal-covered and sweat-soaked from exertion. He thought she looked like an obsidian angel. Dark and beautiful.

      “Get your buns up here!” she ordered.

      He ran the rest of the way, and she gave him a warm hug as he climbed aboard.

      “I thought you'd been taken.”

      “I've only been gone a couple of minutes.”

      “Seemed like you were gone for a half hour. I'm sorry, I have a horrible sense of time.”

      “Let's get inside. The train has to move, now.” Together they entered the engine cab, but the driver wasn't there.

      They found her on the other side of the train, unloading an SUV near the front of the broken engine. There were several kids, a man who must have been her husband, and an older woman. They were all carrying flats of bottled water, pillows and things for the kids, and several guns. They were piling everything on the end of the platform where he was standing. He moved to help put the gear inside the engine where it would be protected. Victoria did the same.

      “We have to hurry! There are zombies near the back of the train again,” he called down, unsure who might be listening.

      He didn't hear the guns yet, which would be the telltale sign trouble had arrived.

      To his relief, the man clambered onto the engine and ran past him into the compartment. To no one in particular, he yelled out, “I snapped the brake lines on the dead engine. We can open her up now.” His accent was similar to the woman engineer, if not a little stronger.

      Once inside the compartment, the man went to work spinning up the engine. Liam assumed he must be the engineer husband of the woman who had been driving. The horn rang out multiple times, each time a long three-second blast. No mistaking it was time to leave, though few were loitering off the train itself.

      The kids came up next. Two young boys, about nine or ten years old, both dressed in jeans and sweatshirts—like they were trying to wear some protection from the biters. Liam thought it might backfire given the heat of the days of June, but he commended them for thinking ahead.

      Last up was the woman engineer and her older friend. Once aboard, she ran into the compartment and shouted, “Aboard!”

      Shooting started in the rear of the train as it lurched forward.

      The man was, indeed, the actual engineer of this train. The engine hummed at fever pitch as he tried to get them up to a fast cruising speed. After many hours of running along at a near-to-walking pace, it felt like they were on a bullet train. They still pushed the dead engine, but it was no longer sparking and thundering. They were free of that problem, and the powerful engine hit its stride quickly.

      “This is amazing!” he shouted.

      He had just enough time to celebrate feeling the wind in his hair with Victoria as they hung on to the side rails when the train hit the brakes hard and began a screeching deceleration.

      She lost her balance and bumped into him like any number of students had done by trying to get up before the school bus was stopped. This was the first time he was happy to be on the receiving end of that impact, though it didn't soften what he saw ahead.

      They were so close to freedom now. The bridge over the Meramec River, and to the suburbs, was a quarter mile in front of them.
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* * *

      Directly on the other side of the trussed rail bridge, right where they needed to go, sat a roadblock. Several emergency services vehicles—including a green fire engine—sat with their lights flashing. There were police cars over there as well. But the real showstopper—a large construction crane—dangled a massive wrecking ball over the middle of the tracks.

      The superhero part of his brain tried to run the numbers on whether the train could plow through all that stuff and survive, but it came up with bad news. The engineer likely ran the same numbers and came up with the same answer as well.

      The twin engines screeched to a stop fifty or so feet from the beginning of the span. A large power-generating facility flanked by large piles of coal was to their immediate right.

      Several men stood in the middle of the bridge, near the wrecking ball, guns in hand. The message was clear: this was the end of the line.

      The engineer spoke up. “These guys again! The City of Arnold is on the other side of that river. They closed all the road bridges into their jurisdiction, including Interstate 55, which is where we tried to cross two days ago. That's when I called Tatia and told her to try to reach my train and bring it south so I could meet her. I was hopeful they hadn't blocked this route, though I should have known better.”

      A few handfuls of people huddled in the bushes and trees as near as possible to the bridge. Others loitered around the power plant. No one came out to greet the train. He figured they were watching this new development at the blockade. If those people weren't being allowed to cross, what hope did the people on the train have?

      The engineer paced around a bit, then spoke to his wife. “Is there any way we can back up the train and cross downtown? Is it still open?”

      She shook her head no.

      Her husband continued. “There are some routes through the city we might be able to use, but I bet they all end just like this one. No one wants to let any of us city folk come into their turf.”

      Minutes went by as the engineers deliberated other routes through St. Louis. None offered a sure path to safety. Less so because they could see the safety right in front of them.

      He looked at Victoria, sensing he needed to do something to help. “While you guys think about other routes, Victoria and I will go talk to the people guarding the bridge. We'll see if they're letting anyone across. Maybe they just don't want the train to cross?”

      He knew it was a lame excuse, but he wasn't running on much sleep. He very much wanted to talk to the authorities on the bridge so he could figure out what he should do next to protect Grandma and Victoria. He thought of finding a boat. Maybe swimming across in secret to get something that floats so he could help Grandma across on that. Maybe they could wade across at some point. He knew the river got shallow in lots of places. There had to be a solution.

      Hayes, who had been in the background during most of the recent action and discussions, jumped in. “As a CDC employee, maybe they'll talk to me.” Without waiting for approval, he stepped out of the cab and started down.

      The engineers and their family were content to wait in the safety of the engine, still talking about routes as he left. He suspected they were delaying a decision so they could see what would happen next.

      A couple of the St. Louis police officers had dismounted from the train and wanted to meet on the bridge as well. But Hayes was very persuasive, arguing he was their most senior government official and could get them across. Too many new people would constitute a threat to the people over the river. Better to take it slow ...

      Liam said nothing to that. It could very well be true.

      The trio walked out onto the bridge, careful to not put a foot through the open railroad ties.

      “I guess you two never leave each other's sides, huh?”

      “So what. What's it to you?” Victoria snapped, as she raised her hands high in the face of the police ahead.

      “No need to get defensive. Just making small talk,” but his tone suggested he knew he pushed her buttons.

      “That's far enough!” an officer in a black uniform shouted from ahead. “By order of the Mayor of Arnold, Missouri, you are ordered to turn around and return to the safety of your homes.”

      “Safety of our homes?” Victoria muttered.

      He softly spoke to Hayes. “I'm from Imperial. It's just south of Arnold. They might let a local through.”

      “It's OK, kid. I got this.”

      “I'm Doctor Hayes, and I work for the CDC. I'm under the direct command of the President of the United States. He orders you to allow me to proceed on foot to complete my duties relating to this pandemic!”

      The officers laughed.

      “Congratulations! You just won me fifty bucks. I bet Billy here one of you would pull that 'I'm with the government' bull.”

      “I can prove it. I have ID!” He pulled out his wallet and waved it in the air.

      “No, thanks. We aren't taking any chances with that Ebola-crap flying around.”

      “Don't you idiots know the plague is everywhere? It's already on your side of the river. I guarantee it.”

      Liam gave him a nudge. “Be nice!”

      “Our orders are to stop everyone. We have family here and aren't taking any chances.”

      Hayes thought for a moment. “What about locals? My friend here lives in Imperious, to the south of here.”

      “Imperial!” Liam shouted to correct him.

      “Ha, ha, nice try! Look, I don't care who you are. I had to send a sweet little group of nuns packing, so my sympathy meter is in the toilet. You people aren't getting across this bridge.”

      “Just allow me to come over. I'm perfectly healthy. These others aren't important. I'll make sure you're rewarded by the Federal Government.”

      The talkative officer stepped forward. He was dressed in the black uniform of the local constabulary. Liam noticed he was the only one holding an AR-style tactical rifle. The big scope was unmistakable. He seemed to take it personally. “Are you bribing us?” His rifle was pointed to the rail ties below, though there was a message there.

      Hayes huffed as if he wasn't used to being turned away from anywhere he wanted to go. He spun around and started walking back.

      Maybe he is a nobody. That's the second time today he's been turned back on a bridge.

      Inwardly, he snickered at how Hayes talked himself up but wondered if he was laughing at his own fate. If he was the important dude he claimed, they might all be safe right now.

      Victoria asked the lead cop, “Is there any hope? We have a whole train of families, kids, old seniors. Can you at least give us an idea how to survive? Their homes aren't safe. Nothing back that way is,” she said while pointing over her shoulder.

      Victoria's plea, and Hayes' retreat, seemed to placate the lead man. He slung his rifle back over his shoulder and took several steps in their direction. Still a good distance away.

      “Look. There's nothing we can do. Our orders are very clear to hold this bridge and prevent the plague from reaching our neighborhoods. Reach our families. I feel for you. I really do. But if I let you across, and the plague kills my best friend's baby girl, I'd never forgive myself.”

      He took another couple of steps.

      “You guys can hole up in that power plant. It has strong doors. Lots of room. Good for defending yourselves. It has a chance. We might even be able to get some food to you.”

      It sounded like the most reasonable thing he'd heard all day.

      Not ten seconds later shots echoed from the back of the train. He knew what that meant.

      “Thank you for your offer. Really. But that noise means the walking plague has caught up with us. We can't abandon his grandma. We have to fight.”

      With a small wave of her dirty hand, Victoria took off.

      Liam, with nothing to say, and nowhere left to run or hide, spun around and followed her.
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* * *

      He sprinted ahead of Victoria. She may have been a runner, but her shoes slowed her down. He was running to rescue Grandma and wasn't stopping or slowing for anything.

      He ran past Hayes, who looked lost near the front of the dead train.

      He ran past the two engineers and their family, standing at the door of the Valkyrie's engine room. One of the little ones waved down. He had a fleeting thought he could ask the engineer to back up the train again, but that would only doom Grandma sooner.

      He yelled to the others as he went by, “Zombies are here! The train is blocked ahead.”

      As he ran by all the cars of the train, he repeated his message. He saw the confusion of those left alive. Stay on the train and fight until overwhelmed, or get off the train and hope to escape. He didn't look back to learn which choices they made. His only concern was Grandma.

      The tracks were bullet-straight here, so he could already see the last car. The zombies were widely spread out behind the train, but they were much thicker a bit further down the right-of-way. Some of them were faster than the others. Those advance zombies were picked off by the remaining shooters, but guns would be useless in a matter of minutes.

      This is it.

      He had never really appreciated the concept of death. Not even in any of the many situations he'd survived the past several days. He knew he'd been in a bad spot with that robber, but he didn't have time to think about death until after it happened. Now he was staring at Death as it walked toward him. It felt like walking along the edge of a high cliff over a bottomless pit. He felt the anxiety trying to blossom. Would it force him to cower in a clump of flowers like he did on that first day?

      Man up, Liam!

      His father's voice was stern.

      He scrambled up onto the flatcar in one fluid running jump. Unlike his fiasco jumping the fence in Grandma's yard, he wasn't doing it to look cool. He was doing it to save lives. He was instantly pulling her out from under the trailer, apologizing profusely for being rough. She wasn't complaining though; he was glad of that.

      She was the only living person left on the trailing car. She'd been aware of that too. Perhaps assuming she was left for dead, her rosary was in her hands, and she had a speech of sorts worked up.

      “I've been very proud of you, Liam. You've certainly grown into a man the last few days. Now you have to let me go. We can't both survive this. You need to protect Victoria. I told her you would run with her.”

      Liam didn't even acknowledge the statement. He slid off the side and pulled her off the car and into his arms. He was surprised how light she was. Light, yes, but still too heavy to carry her all the way back to the bridge as the hero part of his mind was demanding.

      He set her down, put his arm around her waist, and started walking her away from the encroaching horde. Something in him solidified. He was adamant he was not going to abandon her and run. He couldn't explain the sentiment. It certainly wasn't logical, but it wasn't baseless emotionalism either. He felt compelled to save her. Like everything would be OK if he could get her to safety.

      In seconds, Victoria arrived. She grabbed Grandma on the other side, and they made even better time. Not quite a run, but a very fast walk.

      Don't look back.

      As they passed each car, they noted that some people chose to stay and fight. Others ran like mad to all points on the map. Some headed to the nearby Mississippi river—perhaps hoping to swim to safety. The fastest ran the open ground over to the coal plant. Some scrambled up the steep wooded slope nearest the back of the train. Trying to outclimb the pursuit. None of those was realistic for Grandma. Their only option was the bridge ahead.

      The survivors made short work of the advancing stragglers, but the rest of the tide was now enveloping the train.

      The shooting intensified, already very close behind them.

      As they walk-ran along the train, so did the undead. Screams of people who got caught. Curses of men and women. The frantic cries of children. The drone of a surging pack of angry, feral, zombies.

      Some who jumped off the train to escape jumped right back on as they realized what was heading their way. But many people who had abandoned the train had the same idea as Liam. They were gambling their lives on being able to cross the smaller river to their front. They were all much faster than he was, even the children.

      Don't look back.

      He was shocked to realize there were fewer and fewer shooters behind them. They finally ran out of ammo. They'd been in a shooting gallery all morning.

      He saw several officers and a few of the remaining gang members and their families in a tight group ahead of them, running for the bridge. Finally, he saw the engineers and their family. Everyone left alive from the train was making for the only direction suitable for the very young, the very old, or the slow.

      They reached the midpoint of the train and saw most of it was now empty, save the scattered few who chose to stay put. For the most part, those were hiding and appeared unwilling to shoot and call attention to themselves.

      They walked as fast as Grandma could go with two people to help her along. A half-carry, half-drag arrangement. Even so, as he approached the Valkyrie, Liam dropped Grandma's weight onto Victoria and told them to continue without him for a minute, and he climbed the side of the diesel. He was happy neither asked questions. Victoria kept the pace, moving Grandma toward the bridge.

      He rushed to where the engineers and crew stowed their gear. The item he had spotted earlier was still there. He grabbed it, tucked it into his waistband, and ran back outside and along the railing. He ran forward, hopping to the dead train engine at the very front. Once he reached the absolute front of the entire train, he flew over the handrail, hanging on just long enough to slow himself so he could deftly drop the last few feet to the ground. He willed himself to ignore the noise of the infected wave approaching him.

      He pumped hard as he ran toward the two women. Victoria and Grandma were entering the nominal safety of the near side of the bridge. He was relieved his diversion didn't slow them down significantly. He knew what he did was reckless, but it felt right and necessary.

      He closed the distance. Waiting in front of him, just on the cusp of the bridge decking, were a good number of the remaining police officers and gang members from the train. One man stood out from the whole group, a shirtless guy with a pair of bandoliers filled with vibrant red shotgun shells over both his shoulders, forming a distinctive “X” on his chest. The shotgun itself lay over his shoulder, and he was waving Liam in while puffing on a fat cigar.

      Never look back!

      He sped across the last fifty feet of rail before the bridge and entered the protection of the men and women standing their ground with a thunderous boom. An explosion of gunfire that almost made him soil himself. Some of the zombies were much closer than he thought possible, given his speed.

      The fusillade bought some breathing room, but the end was already written unless they could all get over to the other side. He wasn't about to suggest both sides start shooting each other ...

      He caught up with Grandma and Victoria and they continued dragging her over the bridge, passing all the survivors left from the train. There were several he recognized as the “new people” from the pit mine. He noticed lots of kids saved from the Arch grounds, now universally in tears. There were a few older people, though no one even close to Grandma's age. And a group of nuns was there. Where did they come from?

      The trio was near the midpoint before the Arnold Police told them once again to stop. He and Victoria had started carrying Grandma, without realizing it. They set her on her feet, but her body had gone limp, so he eased her down to lie on the bridge.

      “Grandma … ” he began. Her eyes were closed. A light seemed to have gone out of her face.

      “Grandma! Wake up!” He flopped down next to her, completely at a loss what to do.

      Victoria knelt on her other side, reaching for her wrist and neck—searching for a pulse.

      “I can't tell if she's breathing,” she announced in a steady voice.

      Liam sat useless as she tried CPR under the press of the battle nearby. He held Grandma's hand, willing her to come back. Time seemed to fizzle as his vision clouded with tears.

      Finally, when he found his focus, Victoria sat limply—covered in sweat from exertion and tears from crying. She gave him a sad, stunned look. “I'm so sorry. I think she's gone.”

      “What? No! No! No!” He didn't know who to blame. The police blocking them? The zombies? Himself? He was a fool to take her into the Zombie Apocalypse ...

      Victoria's demeanor changed like the Missouri weather. She wiped the tears, cleared her forehead of sweat and grime, and got a serious look in her eyes. Her sadness turned to anger, and unlike him, she had a target already picked out.

      “They. Are going. To pay!” she said tersely to him as she got to her feet.

      She shouted above all the other noise, surprising him and encouraging him at the same time.

      “You stupid bastards! She's dead because of you! You could have saved her! Can't you see that? We're all going to die for your worthless rules. The plague can't be stopped. Look!” She swept her arm back toward the train and the advancing undead. “It's here right now, and you're standing there with your hands in your pockets! D—” She paused, then let it fly. “Damn you all!”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks. She collapsed beside Grandma, crying profusely. Obviously spent.

      Liam felt … nothing. Much like after his first encounter with Angie. At that moment all he could do was hold Grandma's hand one last time. The screams of men, the concussion of guns, and the deathly buzz of the zombie horde were all distant background noises.

      “Liam, don't fuss over me. Save Victoria,” is what Grandma would say to him.

      He looked up and saw the lead police officer walking a few steps closer toward where he and Victoria were comforting Grandma. His men called out to him, warning him not to get too close. Liam found that ironic. Grandma would have laughed at that too.

      Inwardly he had to keep trudging along.

      What do I do now?

      For the first time in a long while, he was out of ideas.
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      Marty woke up with an exclamation of incredulity. She was lying next to a large frozen waterfall. Not frozen in ice. Frozen without motion. The ground under her body was lush with green grass, and there were several trees and bushes in her vicinity, but the primary feature was the waterfall tumbling into a crystal clear natural pool. Around her on all sides was darkness.

      Her amazement multiplied when she looked up. Beaming down from the heavens were a nearly infinite number of stars. To her eyes, they had to be part of an elaborate illusion. She swore she could see each one clear enough to see planets spinning around them. The number of visible points of light was beyond reckoning.

      Her husband or angel—she wasn't sure which—was sitting cross-legged, not far from her. “Hello, Marty. You've made it to the end of the line.”

      “I'm dead?”

      “Why do you always think you're dead? No. I'm pleased to say you still aren't dead. I meant you made it to the end of the rail line.” He chuckled a little and continued. “You passed out while you were running with your two young friends. I don't think they realized you had surpassed your limits. They now believe you're gone.”

      “I get mistaken for dead a lot these days. I'd hate for poor Liam to think that, though.”

      “It's no wonder you're so loved. You never think of yourself.”

      She couldn't help but think of her deceptions of not telling Liam about Angie or about shooting the robber. She was feeling guilty for her sins of omission.

      “Don't trouble yourself with minor things like that. You made legitimate decisions to protect your great-grandson. Though, looking at how hard he tried to save you just now, I think your plan backfired.”

      “I think he wants to prove to Victoria he can protect me.”

      “Perhaps. But maybe he wants to prove to you that he can protect you.”

      “I guess we all lose. We're all going to die, aren't we?”

      “You mean eventually? Yes, I'm afraid you're all going to die. But are you going to die today? That's less clear.”

      He stood up, offering a hand. Her body was strong in this place, so she was able to take it and be on her feet in a flash. He guided her to the clear pond.

      “What is this place?”

      He walked slightly ahead of her and answered while looking up at the majestic waterfall. “Do you know what makes you so important?”

      “No, I've been kinda busy lately to be introspective.” She gave a tired laugh. Her body might be refreshed in this place, but her mind was still saddled with the death and destruction of the last four days.

      “Ha! I love your sense of humor.” He pointed to a section of froth on the frozen waterfall, very near the bottom. “You see that drop there? Right there! That's Earth.”

      “I think I'm hallucinating. Planet Earth is in a waterfall?”

      “Actually, it would be most accurate to say you're looking at a type of chart of all the planets in the universe. Not to scale, of course.”

      “Now, let's get a little closer.” As he said it, the “waterfall” seemed to magnify, so the Earth was about the size of a marble among an untold number of similar marbles. She watched him move his fingers over a very faint ghost keypad, manipulating the waterfall. “Ah, there we go. Now, do you notice anything unusual about your planet?”

      She looked at the multitude of worlds, succumbing to distraction at the beauty and wonder of it all. Some looked very much like Earth, verdant and cloud-filled. Others were desert worlds. Some appeared to be gas worlds, shown with slightly larger marbles. Looking up, the planets seemed to stretch to infinity. But most of the orbs had a bright light around them; an artificial background glow which seemed to make them pop out from the waterfall itself.

      “The Earth doesn't have that white glow behind it. Many of the others do.”

      “Most excellent! Yes. Yes. That cosmic glow represents many wonderful things. The underpinning science would take me a human lifetime to explain with mathematics—and perhaps some philosophy.”

      “Oh dear. I don't have that much time left in my life.”

      “Au contraire, my Martinette. You are just now reaching an age where you can appreciate what I'm about to tell you. A younger person doesn't have the maturity to reach this place at all. That maturity is what makes you so special.”

      “Is that a polite way of saying I'm an old and worn-out woman? That's what I feel like when I come here.”

      “No! Not at all. I wish I had more time with you, but demands have been placed on both of us. Your attention is needed out on the bridge. I have a whole universe to manage.” He pointed to the waterfall as if that explained everything.

      Seeming satisfied, he touched his floating keypad and swiped the waterfall away and replaced it with an overhead view of herself lying on the bridge, surrounded by a stunned Liam and a distraught Victoria "speaking in tongues" with foul language. An officer in black was moving closer as his men yelled at him. Panning out, the scene showed the police on one side of the bridge, armed but not shooting, and the infected attacking mercilessly toward the survivors of the train on the other end.

      “You have much to do. The first baby step you must take is to carry a tool with you out into the world. That aid will help you get off this bridge. Your next steps must be to establish a connection with the two most important people in your life. I'm impressed how fast you developed the link with Liam—the green car on the bridge was his memory, probably from one of his books, if I had to guess. And the last cosmic leap you will take is establishing the light behind your planet on the waterfall I showed you.”

      “I want to believe I'm important to whatever,” she looked around her, “this incredible place is, but you can see what's going to happen just as I can. There's no way, short of a miracle, I'm going to survive the day.”

      Al smiled. “My dearest Martinette, have I got a surprise for you. I'm not only going to get you across that bridge, but I'm going to change the course of your entire life in the process.”

      “You're talking in riddles. What exactly is the tool you're going to give me?”

      “It's something, my gregarious friend, for which you are well-suited. A message,” he said in a friendly voice.

      He whispered something in her ear. Then he whispered it again. “Your planet's future depends on your ability to remember this information.” He gave her a tooth-filled smile and winked exactly as she would have done.

      No pressure.
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* * *

      Grandma started coughing.

      He and Victoria screamed in unison. “She's alive!”

      Grandma tried to speak, so they leaned in close. “Call out for Beth Ramos.”

      “Beth Ramos? Who’s?” he started to ask. He didn’t finish the question. He would have done anything she asked of him just then.

      “Beth Ramos! Looking for Beth Ramos!”

      She whispered again, “Louder.”

      “Where's Beth Ramos! We need her!” He yelled as loud as he was able into the din of the chaos. He faced the group from the train, assuming Beth was one of the women she'd been talking to back on the flatcar.

      The lead officer of the police blocking the bridge, who looked to be about forty, well-tanned and muscular, walked the remaining distance to where Grandma was lying. Another officer from the vanguard ran up to be by his side, asking, “What are you doing, Sarge? You can't mingle with them. You might get sick.”

      Liam spun around to face them. Victoria angled that way as well.

      “She's calling out for Beth Ramos.” Sarge said to his officer.

      “You're kidding me.”

      He went down on one knee beside Grandma. “Why do you want Beth Ramos?”

      He leaned closer to hear her weak voice over the volume of gunfire in the battle nearby.

      “I don't know what this means, sir, but I was told to ask for Beth Ramos, and then give a message to the person who answered the call. I guess that's you?”

      The officer nodded.

      “Well, the message I'm supposed to give you makes no sense to me, but maybe it will to you. 'Darcy and Jokie Bunny want you to save these people'.”

      “WHAT? How—” he choked up. “What's going on here?”

      Liam, bewilderment on his face, looked from Grandma to the confused sergeant and then to the other officer, who put his hand on the sergeant’s shoulder.

      “Beth was Phil's wife. Darcy was his daughter. Jokie Bunny—I don't know.”

      “Jokie—” The sergeant struggled to control his voice while a lone tear hugged the side of his nose. “Jokie Bunny was Darcy's lovey, a stuffed toy rabbit. No one could possibly know about that rabbit. Darcy slept with it every night. We figured she couldn't live without it and made her keep it in her bed because we didn't want it to get lost. But we did let her take it out one time. She went with Darcy when my wife took her to stay overnight at a friend's house. It was going to be the first time we let her sleep away from home.”

      A deep breath as the sounds of battle continued to ride high.

      “My girls never made it.” He fought the tears, but not very successfully.

      The other officer jumped in. “Phil's wife and daughter were in a terrible traffic accident this past winter. We all went to the funeral in support. Is that how you knew their names?”

      “I was told by,” she took a deep breath, “what I believe was an angel.”

      Phil lifted his tear-stained face and stared at Grandma for several long moments. Perhaps deciding if she was crazy.

      “No one could have known about Jokie Bunny. No one. I believe you, ma'am.”

      With a wipe of his tears, he stood up. “Billy, bring up the men. We're going to fight at the front of this group. Let's bring them across. To the hell with orders. We can't let these people die while we watch and do nothing.”

      “You got it, Sarge.”

      Billy ran back to his mates and began rounding them up.

      Phil used his radio to instruct those on the far shore. He called out certain leaders, requested certain weapons, and finished with “—and enact our plan Badrovik as soon as we're all across. Out.”

      Phil stood up, brushed the tears from his eyes and said, “Get your grandma across the bridge. I'd like to talk to her when we're all safe on the other side. If my wife and daughter—however it's possible—want me to let you guys across, by God, you're going to own this bridge.”

      Billy's group arrived, ready for the evacuation effort. As they reached Phil, he yelled, “OK, guys, let's spray those sickos with a lead shower—Go! Go! Go!” He took off with them into the crowd of people clumped on the dangerous side of the bridge. Cheers went up with the survivors when they realized what was happening. Before moving, Liam saw the zombies had made it into the front edge of his people. The burn line between the living and dead hovered at the bridge's edge.

      The Arnold Police funneled the survivors back, putting themselves nearest the fighting to fend off the blood-slick attackers as they continued to swarm toward the officers and remaining armed men from the train.

      The vanguard of officers became the rear guard as they retreated across the bridge, expending ammo at a horrible rate. They were experts at the head shot—the only shot that seemed to down the infection instantly. Of course, any good student of zombie literature knows that. These guys didn't disappoint. Only a precious few fell to the murderous onslaught. Some fell through the railway ties, or off the side, to the water below. Zombies always followed them down.

      He and Victoria got Grandma to the safe side, then stood at a point so they could see the approaching storm. The organized police line was able to fall back in good order, ensuring nearly all of the train survivors made it. As each rank of officers crossed to the near side, they fanned out to cover their brothers and sisters still out on the span. It was a rare thing of beauty in the chaotic escape.

      The last of the men filed onto the near shore. The bridge itself was crammed full of the undead. Some slipped off the sides as their numbers swelled. The constricting crush of infected funneling onto the narrow railway bridge insured bullets couldn’t miss. He again thought of the Greeks at Thermopylae, wondering if he accidentally paid too much attention in Social Studies class. The horde advancing on them were not flesh-and-blood Persians, however, and the infected continued to swarm, undeterred at any losses, willing to climb over piles of their peers collecting on the near end of the bridge. He saw an endless procession of zombies arriving on the far side. There wasn't enough ammo here to kill them all.

      The large crane came to life and moved the giant wrecking ball first backward a considerable distance, and then forward, then backward again. It reminded him of Jones preparing to hand off Grandma. It appeared to be the final piece of Officer Phil's plan. The crane had huge black letters with the name of the construction company: Badrovik.

      The wrecking ball slammed into the side of the bridge, directly over the concrete support pier jutting up from the muddy water below, knocking many of the zombies over the side while ripping up a good portion of the decking and rails. The second hit sheared off the rest of the top deck and left a gaping hole where scores of the mindless horde tumbled in. The final few blows hit the pier on the near shore, and the middle of the bridge sagged into the water. It was ugly, but it worked.

      The remaining zombies were visibly agitated at being denied the most direct route to their victims, but he felt he spoke for everyone when he silently gave them all the finger. Victoria, seeing what he was doing, copied him. That small act of defiance made him feel much better. Much better than when he did the same thing to that sports car driver back on Grandma's street.

      A few zombies still standing on the shortened near piece of the bridge were quickly eliminated, along with a handful on the muddy bank below. Some continued to pour off the end of the blown bridge and were swept downstream or sank to the bottom. The rest seemed to know the battle was ending, and they turned around to look for easier pickings.

      The gunfire died down. Dust and debris floated everywhere. The remains of the bridge jutted out of the rushing water below. The current moving through the wreck made a metallic howl as it resonated on some of the hollow girders wrapped around the pier. It almost drowned out the sounds of moaning—and screams—coming from the remnants of humanity on the far side of the river.

      He took the opportunity to speak to his two lady friends.

      “I say we take a five-minute break.”

      “That sounds heavenly.” Grandma said, “I need to sit down again.”

      They placed her on the ground up against the trunk of a large sycamore tree, then each took a seat flanking her. She had dug out her rosary and held it tightly to her chest, much as she had when he first saw her in her bed several days ago.

      Phil came up to join them.

      Liam stood right back up. “Officer Phil, this is Mrs. Martinette Peters, my great-grandmother.”

      “Oh Liam, my mother was 'Mrs. Peters.' Please call me Marty,” she said to Phil with returning good humor.

      “Do you mind if I sit down and talk to your great-grandma alone for a few minutes?”

      “Grandma, you OK with that?”

      She gave him a silent thumbs-up sign.

      Victoria got up to join him, and they walked off, away from the bridge.

      Liam looked back in the direction they'd come. Small groups of living people were coming out of hiding, trying to swim across the small river, trailed by zombies who sank to the bottom. Most swimmers made it. Some were unlucky and were snatched from below. Shooters on the police side supported as best they could.

      “I'm never going to St. Louis again,” he flatly declared, as he tore himself away from the carnage.
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* * *

      He walked side by side with Victoria further down the railroad tracks, out of the immediate vicinity of all the police still around the bridge. It gave them some time to talk in peace. As they walked in the open, they each noticed the other with their hands on their guns.

      “I guess we're veteran survivors now. Tending our weapons like our lives depend on them, huh?”

      Liam knew she was right, although he still didn't feel like a survivor. More like a lottery winner after seeing all the people who didn't make it. Where did that huge crowd at the Arch end up? He couldn't even imagine.

      “So, what's next, partner?” She had a broad smile as she said it.

      He gave her an exaggerated inspection from her feet up to her head. He shook his head at her. “Nope. You aren't the same girl I found lying on the grass. You've gotten over your guilt and have gone out of your way repeatedly to save me, Grandma, and who knows how many others. I think you've made up for any shortcomings you may have imagined for yourself when this whole plague-thing started.”

      Victoria winced at the word guilt but was quick to respond, “And you aren't the awkward boy who ran me over and practically hid behind your grandma. I've seen you do some amazing things the last couple of days that would have made most guys wet their pants in fear.”

      “Well, it may surprise you to know one thing that still makes me whiz in my drawers is asking a pretty girl out on a date.”

      She gave him a sideways glance but hid her reaction and kept walking and talking. “What are we planning to do next? Do we stay with the police we met at the Arch or strike out on our own with Grandma?”

      He slowed down as he formulated a response. “I have to get to my parent's house. They don't live far from here. My dad is kind of an expert at survival and stuff, so finding him will help us a lot. Besides, I can show you all my dorky rock n' roll posters, my retainer, and my pocket protector.”

      They both laughed.

      “My parents are in Denver. I don't know that I'll ever see them again.” She said wistfully. “Maybe someday I'll try to get out there if things ever get back to normal. I don't think they ever will, though. I'm going to be stuck in your home state of Mizzer-y. No offense.”

      Her body language conveyed a sense of deep despair. Not that he blamed her. She obviously missed her family. That would be a blow to just about anyone. He admitted to himself he would follow her to Denver if she asked him to go. He found himself suddenly unwilling to part from her. He figured now was the time to cheer her up.

      “I got you a present,” he said with renewed energy.

      It immediately brightened her face, bruises and all. “Really? When did you have time to go shopping? The stores are all closed.” She gave him a painful-looking grin, but her smile didn't diminish.

      “Well, I didn't buy it, but I didn't steal it. I think it was abandoned when I acquired it.”

      “I'm intrigued.”

      “Close your eyes and hold out your hands and I'll give it to you.”

      She peered into his eyes for a long moment but did as he asked, smiling happily. He pulled the item from under his untucked shirt on the non-gun side of his waistband. He gently put it in her hands and invited her to look at it.

      It was a small, travel-size Bible.

      “You were looking for one when we met, so naturally, I've been trying to find one every minute of the day since then.” He smiled to be funny but admitted it was pretty near the truth.

      Victoria was tongue-tied for several moments. He knew that was not an easy thing to do.

      “Thank you, Liam.” She said it in an almost reverent tone.

      “It's only the New Testament. I'm working on getting you an Old Testament. I've got scouts roving the countryside as we speak.” Again, he laughed at his joke to make himself feel less self-conscious that he was trying to do something nice for a girl and doing his best to keep it casual and avoid any hint of guilt-tripping that might make her sense he wanted anything from her in return. He wanted to do something for her that didn't involve shooting sick people in the head.

      “Liam, it's absolutely perfect. Truly, this is the most thoughtful gift anyone has ever given me.”

      Whoa!

      “Where did you get it?”

      He hesitated for a moment, wondering if it would get him in trouble.

      “I saw it in the train engine when we were up in there the first time, and I ran up there—”

      Here comes full disclosure.

      “—I ran up there that last time we were running from the zombies with Grandma. I figured it was the final chance I'd have to get it for you. I didn't know we'd live past the bridge. I felt it was worth the risk.”

      “Well, your feelings on this matter were completely wrong. Nothing is worth risking your life like that. Consider this a slap on the wrist.” She took his hand and tapped it playfully. “But I do 100% appreciate this, and I'll treasure it.” Her smile was infectious.

      They strolled on the gravel road for another couple minutes, then turned around and walked back. They both agreed it felt weird to be so far from Grandma or lots of people with guns.

      On the return trip, Victoria surprised him by holding his hand.

      Totally worth it.
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* * *

      When they reached Grandma, she was done talking to Phil. He was giving her a big hug, and let go as they got close. His face was flushed red; he'd been crying some more.

      “I don't know how your grandma did it, but she answered my prayers. She really did. Thank you both. I, uh, need some time alone to process this. Please excuse me.” He walked off, avoiding eye contact as he went away.

      “Grandma, what did you tell Phil about his wife?”

      “I don't know if I understand myself. Somehow, I knew to call out her name and the name of his daughter and share their desire to get us across. I had one more message, but that was just for Phil. I'm having trouble remembering how I knew it, though. I'm old, you understand,” she said with an expression that conveyed “And that's all I'll say about it.”

      “Grandma, I think we just witnessed a miracle. There's no other way to explain how that happened.”

      “The Lord works in mysterious ways.”

      She said it with a big sigh, then settled herself against the tree as best she could.

      He had to admit it was nearly providential the way he found Victoria from out of the tens of thousands of people in the Arch grounds. That she would turn out to be such a critical person in helping him and Grandma get out of the city. And the one big favor he did in return was helping her find a Bible, and that a Bible turned up where it did, when it did. Was it all a divine mystery, or just a lot of amazing coincidences?

      He still had trouble believing in God, but he desperately wanted to believe in something. He craved the same fearless faith as these two women.

      Maybe Victoria was put here to help me find my way spiritually?

      His anger at being “dumped” at Grandma's house by his father had long since dissipated. If anything his parents had done him a favor by putting the two of them together at precisely the same time the world fell apart. It almost seemed his dad anticipated what was going to happen. Almost like he knew.

      Wait. What?

      He dismissed it as absolute rubbish. His father was always spouting off—he would claim he was “discussing intelligently”—things like government conspiracies, media collusion, and military-industrial scheming. But those were just silly theories.

      Right?

      He was 99% sure it was all bunk. But the last 1% was elusive. His whole worldview fell apart if that rounding error couldn't be sorted. But his dad saw the government as the bad guy. Always. That mindset might be believable if he were reading one of his books on zombies, but in the real world it seemed completely insane. All his book learnin' did nothing to help him recognize real zombies until they got up in his face and tried to bite him—so he couldn't necessary trust those books as his guide anymore. He looked over to the police back at the bridge—the people who just saved them—and realized they were the government. He wanted to believe they represented help, not some massive internet-fueled conspiracy. He resolved to keep his eyes open; to prove his father wrong. He wanted to toss out that last percent of doubt.

      For now, he was 100% sure he had to come up with a plan for their next move. He still had a deep fear he'd end up being that guy and step on a rake at the worst possible time, but after all he'd just seen and done—and survived—that irrational fear was receding. He had to be smart in looking ahead.

      He'd been guiding Grandma the past four days, and he admitted it would be nice to hand her off to Mom and Dad—the “professional” caretakers. But even if they arrived at his home this afternoon, he wanted to spend as much time as he could with her. After all, she wouldn't be around for much longer. Would she? He recalled a phrase she'd once said in her sleep. Something about living to be 120. Rather than fear of spending more time with her, he found anticipation. If things got back to normal and she lived that long, he'd celebrate each birthday with real zest. If things got back to normal ...

      Victoria bumped him with her hip to get his attention. He'd been staring at the dwindling action on the far side of the river.

      “Do you see our friend Hayes anywhere?”

      He looked around. “I can't say that I have. I don't remember him being in the group crossing the bridge either, though I wasn't taking a head count. He could have made it across and then run off. Maybe he swam across. Or he could have made a run for it when we were on the other side. He seemed pissed these police officers wouldn't let him pass.”

      “If he made it, he'd probably still be yelling at the cops,” she said with glee. “I don't think he did.”

      “Hayes was an idiot trying to be something he wasn't. He would have been pretty stupid to run off alone just because he felt slighted. No one can survive this thing alone. Look at us. We just barely made it with a whole army helping us.”

      They let that percolate for a while. Grandma was fast asleep again, up against the tree. She had one arm over Liam's backpack, always protecting it.

      Victoria reached for his hand and pulled him gently from the orbit of Grandma. She set down her new Bible next to Liam's pack, where it would be safe.

      “Grandma's sleeping against a tree, just like you were when we met.”

      Victoria laughed, “Does that mean I have to smash her fingers, or are you the expert?”

      “I still feel horrible I did that to you. I don't think she would like me if I let that happen to her.”

      Victoria smiled broadly; a lovely look, even if she was wearing too much coal dust and bruises for makeup. “I think she would forgive you, just like I did.” She kept pulling him around the bulk of the massive tree trunk. “There's a question I want to ask you, now that it looks like we might live beyond this conversation.”

      The police and survivors near the bridge were blocked from their view. She let herself lean back against the bark, arms at her sides, and put her right foot partway up the trunk, so her leg was bent at an angle, pointing directly at him. Her dress hiked up a little, revealing her knee, and he saw it was jet black with coal residue. A testament to all they'd survived. Her posture, positioning, and proximity had him thoroughly confused.

      Victoria compounded his confusion by asking, “I was wondering if you could tell me more about the shadow government?” Her effusive smile was contradictory to the serious question.

      What in the hell does she mean?

      He remembered their discussion earlier—it felt like weeks ago—thousands of zombies ago—dozens of departed acquaintances ago—untold dead bystanders ago—a train ride from hell ago—he told her if she said the code phrase “shadow government,” he would kiss her on the lips.

      Clueless Liam from four days ago would never have figured it out.

      Survivor Liam of today returned the wide smile and kissed the girl.

      Maybe the Zombie Apocalypse won't be so bad.

      In the moment, he felt alive. Energized. Unafraid of the suburbs.

      What's to fear, when you're traveling with two bad-ass heroines?
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* * *

      
        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.
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      Jerry huffed with fatigue as the green street sign caught a glint of light from the explosive nighttime sky up ahead. Another fuel tank. Another gas station. Another block. The whole city was on fire. Just like his lungs.

      “I'm going to throw up if we don't get there in the next few minutes.”

      Lana, his wife, responded in the ear bud. “You're the runner, dear husband, so quit yer' whining."

      They walked a few seconds more before she could read the sign. "It's your lucky day, this is her street." She tacked on a relieved laugh.

      He was tempted to thank God for getting them there, but this trip had taken what little faith he had and buried it under a pile of bodies. At that moment it was just him and Lana, and a whole lot of luck. Knock on wood, his son Liam would be where he was told to stay earlier in the summer. Otherwise, the past twenty-four hours of nightmare would have been for nothing.

      Grandma Marty would NEVER let him go out. And she wouldn't go out, either.

      The thought comforted him.

      Without planning it, they'd stopped near the street sign. A last pause before the push to the summit. The climb had been long and depressing. They'd left home with rifles, plenty of ammo, and all the skills and knowledge of years of surfing internet websites devoted to precisely the situation in which they were now mired. It was grid down. It was societal collapse. It was the end of everything. They'd run with crowds of refugees. They'd fought alongside groups of survivors when the undead massed in opposing little armies. Inevitably those battles ended with death, or lots more running.

      Dirty warehouses. Nasty sewers. Dark alleys.

      The clawing up the mountain of the apocalypse was live or die every step of the way.

      “You think he's there?” He knew it was impossible to answer. But the question had to be asked.

      “Of course he's there,” and though she didn't say it, her tone suggested she wanted to add, “and don't dare tell me otherwise.”

      It was one of the few things they could agree on when it came to Liam, at least lately.

      “Let's go get him,” he whispered. Then, to echo her sentiment, he added, “dear wife.”

      She couldn't see the tight smile he wore. Yes, the plague that brought on the apocalypse was much worse than he imagined, but the one bright spot was how well they worked together at this critical time to get across the ruined city over the past two days.

      The payoff was in sight.

      He resumed his trot behind his sleeker partner, the heavy ballistic armor on his chest and back reminding him of the two times it had saved his life. He patted the one on his front, to bolster his spirits at this last moment.

      No, Liam stayed put like a good kid. No one could survive outside without gear like this.
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* * *

      He approached the back door of the house first. The partial moon teased his vision. The outlines of the old brick home were familiar and alien at the same time. The rear screen door had been ripped off its hinges and tossed to the ground. The wooden door it was supposed to protect remained sealed.

      Lana joined him as both focused their lights on the door in front of them. “What happened?”

      “Doesn't look good. Maybe an infected tried to get in?”

      Before either could make an effort to turn the handle, a plague victim fell out of the darkness. Clad in a light-colored nightgown, she was easy to see once she was out of the deepest shadows. The sick woman launched herself on him, and together they tumbled to the deep turf with all the grace of a sacked quarterback.

      “Lana," he yelled. Loud enough for her to hear, but not loud enough to call in more sickos.

      Lana was quick. She managed to hold onto the nightgown of the woman and ensure she couldn't get a solid purchase. At the same time, he was able to keep his chest armor facing the teeth of the zombie. The combined weight of both on top of him made it difficult to exhale fully. He'd never really caught his breath since that street sign.

      The plague victim might as well been a starving dog sniffing a bacon-wrapped ham hock for all the energy she expended to get to his neck. Her hair was matted and wet, but some locks flailed wildly, too. It was almost distraction enough to make him loose focus on the big picture, but when she inadvertently kicked him in the groin, he remembered there were only two ways for it to end.

      With effort, he passed on instructions. Timing was crucial. “I'm going to roll her on three. You know what to do!” It wasn't the first time on this trip they'd had this exercise. A fact for which he was supremely grateful since he couldn't do much more than point after he'd said that little bit.

      “One...” he was going to count in an even cadence, but he had no voice left. “Two-three!” he wheezed.

      “Now,” Lana shouted.

      He used all his strength to push the thrashing woman over to his side and rolled himself the other way. Lana raised her rifle, intending to skewer the zombie as they planned—but she hesitated as he came up in a crouch, sucking in gulps of air.

      “My god. This is Angie.” Lana's flashlight shone on the sick form on the ground, but her back was to him; he only saw her shadow. He reestablished contact with his rifle and used the tactical light to get a better look.

      The nurse was an absolute wreck of her former self. Once a well-manicured sixty-something-year-old friend and nurse for Grandma Marty inside this house, she was now covered almost head to toe in the sheen of blood. Her nightgown was filthy with blood, dirt, and god knows what else. Caught between two living people and their bright beams, Angie's head whipped back and forth as if to decide which of them was closer. Her eyes were blood-red in their sockets, and her hair was gray, brown, and red in streaks. Her skin was ashen gray, where exposed. It was amazing they could recognize her at all, even though they had known her for decades.

      The shock and surprise and resulting delay gave Angie the chance she needed to pull herself off the ground, spring to a crouching position, and make her move.

      She must have decided on Lana.

      Lana moved with a quickness he didn't know she had. In the pit of his stomach, he knew she was going to get herself killed in this disease-ridden disaster, maybe now at the hands of the ex-nurse. It was the same fear he'd felt innumerable times the past twenty-four hours. Each time Lana was forced to take a life. That's the moment fate would decide if it was going to be her or the other person in the proverbial pine box.

      I should have called Angie to me.

      While he wrestled with his guilt, and to his great relief, the bayonet sunk deep into Angie's head. Lana out-grunted any professional tennis diva. The blade sunk until the tip of the barrel was inside her skull. Both stared at the dead body in stunned silence as it settled back onto the grass.

      In a shaky voice, Lana got out “Angie. I'm so sorry.”

      Jerry said nothing. It went down so fast he could barely compute all the variables.

      Lana broke the trance, pulling her blade out with effort. “Let's get inside." The wet sucking sound turned his stomach, but she got him moving.

      He had a key. As he rifled through his many deep pockets, he happened to notice a flash of light inside the house.

      Liam, he thought.

      Hope swelled, but caution nagged him. He stood still, indicating Lana should also be quiet. Though it had been there the whole time, the noise of gunfire around the city reminded him of the worldwide pandemic beyond this yard and how nothing should be trusted. This was life or death, again.

      His heart yammered in his chest, warning that the forties were not the new twenties. Not out here.

      “What is it?” she whispered to his back side.

      He turned off his light, and she followed suit. Instead of pushing the door open, he backed away, drawing her with him. They rejoined in the narrow walkway between the two red brick structures. At the first window, he paused and peeked into the glass frame. A light bobbed up and down inside. It had a dreamy quality. Not too fast, not too slow. Just a drift here and there.

      “I'm not sure. Someone might be drunk in there.”

      Lana took a turn at the window.

      “Or dead,” she muttered with a sour tone.

      “Let's get this over with,” he said while stepping gingerly toward the front.
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* * *

      By the time they reached the front door, they'd not learned anything beyond what they already knew. The drunk or dead person stayed in the back of the house while they scanned the front half as best they could.

      “The person has to be sick. We made all kinds of noise fighting Angie.”

      Lana nodded in silence.

      They whispered back and forth until they had the right plan.

      Before walking away from her, he reminded her of the most important point, “Don't forget to come back and watch my behind.”

      She gave him a wry smile at the innuendo, despite the seriousness of the hour. That loving smile instilled confidence as he ran in the darkness to the back door of the house. Something he admitted he needed at that moment.

      He waited until there was a series of jarring bangs in the night. That was Lana at the front door. As he'd hoped, the noise coaxed the floating light into the front of the home. Jerry snuck in and stood near the back window as soon as it was gone.

      Moments later, Lana returned and walked in the open back door. Once she had his location, she kept going forward, to the kitchen table. A noisy shoe squeal and a surprised squeak accompanied Lana's flailing arms. He flicked his light down and saw the blood. By some miracle, she slid into the table instead of under it. The look on her face conveyed a wild-eyed relief at what just happened. There may have been a hint of a smile.

      You're one lucky lady.

      “Don't I know it,” is what she'd say.

      He ensured she was stable and in possession of her wits, then sought their target. The mystery figure was somewhere inside the flat. Even their clumsy entrance didn't bring the lost soul to them.

      “I'm going to call out,” he whispered.

      His earbud answered. “I'm good.”

      He pointed the flashlight attached to his gun barrel and yelled into the darkness beyond. “This is Jerry Peters. Identify yourself!”

      There was a flash of light in the front room. A sign the trespasser was on the move.

      Liam? Grandma?

      “Stop. Identify yourself!”

      Every gun safety video he'd ever seen flashed before his eyes. Would Liam come stumbling out of the darkness? Was he sleepwalking? It would be a first, but if the last twenty-four hours had taught him one lousy thing it was that they were now in crazy times. The dead were walking. Neighbors were fighting neighbors. Law and order had gone out for an extended smoke break.

      This was the end of the world as we know it.

      His finger tensed on the trigger; then he forced himself to place it on the side of the housing of the AR-15. If he had to lose a second in his decision loop before he shot this target, so be it. He was going to give his only son the benefit of the doubt, no matter the cost to himself.

      The form came waddling down the hallway in a leisurely fashion. Nothing like the vicious attack dog Angie had become. The small flashlight revealed all the blood on the man's face and neck. It was an unmistakable indicator he was already a lost cause from the Ebola-like plague ravaging the city.

      Satisfied it wasn't Liam or Grandma, he put his finger back on the trigger and resisted the urge to crush it. With one gentle squeeze, he lit up the hallway for an instant. The thud a moment later indicated he'd scored a direct headshot.

      The acrid smoke dissipated as he stood in awe at what he'd just done. He'd had to put many of these strange dead people down, but doing it in Grandma Marty's kitchen made him appreciate just what the end of the world meant.

      The infected man slid a short way on the slick floor. He came to rest not far from Jerry's feet. The light revealed a wrecked skull, heavy bulletproof vest, and the same type of black tactical clothing he had on. Sort of a cross between a policeman and a soldier. The flashlight linked to the man's shoulder with a thin rope, as if he wanted to ensure he never got separated from it. He clutched his gun, and the light attached to it, a little bit tighter as if in sympathy.

      The glow reflected into a nearby bedroom. His breath caught in his chest. A leg and shoe of someone lying on the floor looked familiar. Then his heart choked and fluttered; the shoe reminded him of the style Liam wore.

      “Lana, I—” He couldn't say the words. Instead, he moved rapidly to the bedroom. “Cover the hallway, dear, while I check out this first bedroom.”

      He entered a morgue. A dozen bodies were in a messy pile, all with bullets to the head. They'd been murdered—as healthy people—because none of them were as bloody and messed up as the infected. He scanned the bodies, but didn't see his son—that was his only focus. The person on the floor with shoes like Liam's was...someone else. Memories of his childhood clouded his vision—he denied they were tears—before he completely shut it all off. He closed the door to the bedroom and took several deep breaths.

      He'd taken a little too long. Lana was beside him.

      "Everything okay?"

      Their two flashlights reflected off the hardwood floor and the numerous picture frames on the wall. Liam's face caught his eye in one of the tendrils of light. His boy smiled at him from a fancy golden frame.

      “Lana, that room's clear. We have to keep looking for Liam.” He pointed down the hallway, intending to distract her.

      The stereotypical “phew” sound slipped out without him knowing it.

      “Yeah, I'm glad it wasn't him, too.” She walked where he pointed. He was torn between sending her first into the darkness or running the risk of her trying that door handle. Falling in behind, his finger was once again well away from the trigger.

      They went upstairs to Angie's apartment and found another dead guy inside a pile of bloody clothes in the middle of her apartment. It was hard to know how he died because he was in pieces. Only his black clothing tied him to the other man.

      Still, no Liam.

      They finally went into the basement. Liam had his room down there, but other than the dryer sitting in front of the rear basement door, the entire level seemed pretty much undisturbed. They both returned to the main floor, stopping at the body on the kitchen floor.

      Jerry searched it but found no identification of any kind. He had numerous pockets in his tactical vest and pants filled with rifle magazines and various types of knives, batons, and handcuffs. He figured he was more policeman than soldier. But that didn't feel entirely right, either.

      He did find one clue. At the bottom of a small pocket up near the shoulder, he found several sheets of paper stapled together and folded multiple times—beyond what any normal person would do. He unraveled them and spread them out on top of the dead man's chest. Using his light, both he and Lana were able to scan the names typed in three neat columns. A few were crossed out with a pencil.

      “What the hell? This list has most of our family on it. Maybe all of it.” He scanned the names and found one with a line through it. “No. No. No. This is a list of people someone is trying to kill.” He scrunched up the paper with his hands and crushed it into a ball with primal grunts.

      “Why? How do you know that?” she replied with skepticism.

      He had anger in his eyes while pointing to the sealed room. “Because my brother's in there—dead. And his name's crossed off.”

      He held it out to her. She unfolded the paper and spread it on the table where she could get a better look.

      While she studied it, he felt that deep-seated fear once again. Something was going to reach out from the darkness and pull Lana away from him. He was powerless to stop it. The more he thought about it, the more he was sure something bad was going to get her. Again, his heart reminded him it was capricious—it pounded like a freight train as he got to his feet and stood next to her. His arm found her waist and sought the comfort of the contact.

      He was supposed to be the strong one.

      Lost in his emotions, he was well and truly startled by her voice. “There's my name. Yours! We aren't crossed out. Nice to know we're still alive.” She let out a nervous chuckle and leaned into him. She read the names under her breath—mostly family he recognized—from time to time she lamented this or that cousin or aunt with their names crossed off. “And here's Marty's name. She's alive, thank you, God! At least she hasn't been, what? Assassinated?”

      He grunted an affirmation, though he had no idea. If this was an assassin's list, he didn't want to know who else was on it, and yet he had to know.

      She turned the page. Then she turned once more. On the third page, she pointed with excitement.

      “No line! Liam has no line over his name.” She set the flashlight on the table, exhaled deeply, and turned to hug him. “I'm so sorry about Craig.”

      She sobbed deeply, as if she'd held it in until she knew whether to cry happy or sad. What came out was hard to read with so many dead, but he and she shared the happy knowledge Liam wasn't already dead by whatever hand had made such a horrible list.

      He wanted to cry in relief, but they were hardly a step closer to finding Liam. He had to hold it together.

      “Thanks. Me too.” Jerry gently separated himself and looked around. “Looks to me like these men were hiding in Marty's place, waiting for our family members to come collect her. When my brother arrived, they must have killed him and tossed him into that room—he pointed to the one he'd steered her from—with some others I didn't recognize. If they were targeting our family, maybe these other people just wondered in?”

      “That's horrible. Were they Marty's neighbors?”

      “Yeah, that would make sense. Everyone checks on Grandma.”

      “I hate to say this, but I don't care about anyone else. I just can't. Not yet. I need my Liam. Where the hell is he, Jer?”

      He took a moment to gather his thoughts. He'd been formulating a positive-thinking reply since they walked into the empty house. Originally he'd built his answer on a fiction that would convince her Liam was still alive, but the more he considered the facts, the more he felt maybe things weren't as bad as he feared. Not if Liam remembered half of what he'd tried to teach him over the past few years.

      This is the same kid that lives inside those dumb video games.

      He swallowed hard and tried to think of how Liam was pretty good at some real-life things. Shooting, for instance. A key point for what he was going to tell Lana.

      “If I had to guess, I'd say Liam took Grandma and tried to escape the city.”

      Lana raised her head. The question on her face was evident.

      “Because her guns are gone. I noticed, when we searched downstairs, they'd been moved.” He pointed his light at the black box sitting on the stove top. “I left her two guns in that box, hidden in her rafters downstairs. Because they were so high, there's no way she got them herself. Since the house isn't otherwise looted, it means someone pulled them down who knew they were there and what was inside. That means she told Liam and he has them. I'd bet anything they're armed and attempting to escape this town.”

      “Grandma and Liam, out in the city? I'm not sure if I should be jumping with joy or screaming in fear.”

      “Me either, my love. Me either. But at least we know these creeps didn't get him. We just have to think where he'd go.”

      He didn't want to appear pessimistic, though he certainly felt it. Whoever made the list was still out there. That suggested Liam wasn't safe at all. But that wasn't even the dangerous part. Liam had gone off into the urban decay of St. Louis with 104-year-old Marty. At best, he had a couple of little handguns to defend himself. The dead were walking, killing everyone left alive, and the police, fire, and other civilian infrastructure lay in ruins. If Liam could get out of the dying city, and if he avoided getting himself scratched off this list, and if he survived the other million dangers, where would he go with an old woman?

      They only needed a few seconds to read the other's thoughts.

      “We have to get back home.”

      
        The End
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* * *

      
        Continue the Sirens of the Zombie Apocalypse series in book two, Siren Songs.

        My Book

        www.zombiebooks.net
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* * *

      
        Need more zombies? Want to know what happened to Officer Jones? You can get E.E. Isherwood's Officer Down novella for FREE!

        https://instafreebie.com/free/IIVMf
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      When I dreamed, it was always of floating green islands. Slow waterfalls tumbled off the sides of rocky earth and disappeared into smoky blankets of mist and unpainted clouds. I jumped between the floating islands with a lazy, drifting bounce, somersaulting amid endless blue sky, punctured by the occasional flock of giant white birds.

      In the far distance, sailing ships passed through the azure air like it was water. Often I attempted to reach these vessels, but even my greatest leaps fell short and left me to land on another lush island, conveniently placed to catch my fall. In this dream paradise I never noticed anything living besides the trees, birds, and the distant ships.

      Perhaps it is wrong of me to say when I dreamed, as if I only did it sometimes.

      I was always dreaming.

      I had dreamed of islands for so long, I knew no other life. Then an awakening began. A soft, orange glow peeled back the colors of blue, green, brown, and white, like a sun rising in the morning. The light came from torches which lit the cavernous mausoleum where I had been kept. I don't remember smelling anything in my dreams, but as my crypt was illuminated, my nostrils filled with the aroma of dirt, dust, death, and terror.

      Fear emanated from those who awoke me. The delicious scent of their terror filled the cavern like the light pouring from their torches, reflecting off the stone floor and around the group. The five stood twenty feet from me, three males and two females.

      Closest to me was a boy with shaggy brown hair, freckles, and disheveled clothes covered with dirt. He held a leather-bound book, its pages and spine crumbling with wear only decades of use would beget. The boy's flesh almost matched the color of the clouds from my dreams, and his dilated pupils hid the true shade of his eyes. His heart raced like the staccato rush of a warhorse galloping down a rocky slope.

      Behind the boy was a man holding a bow with an arrow nocked and pointed at my face. His leather clothes were cut tight against his body and oiled to a soft shine. His long dark hair was tied back and his eyes were giant pools of blue. His hands shook as he struggled to keep from releasing the shaft he had pulled back. There seemed something familiar about the man, but my lethargic brain fought against any attempt to remember, and my eyes darted to the next member of the group.

      To the left and five feet behind the man crouched an attractive woman who had recently passed her girlish years. Her thick dark brown hair was knotted up into a ponytail on the top of her head. She wore tight-fitting leather pants and a suede-patched green shirt. The clothes were covered in a fine layer of dirt, splotched with mud. She surely spent an abundant amount of time in the sun, her skin was almost the same shade as the dark patches of leather on her tunic. Her soft brown eyes gazed down the long sight of a heavy crossbow with determination, its unwavering barbed tip pointed at my sternum. The sound of her heartbeat might as well have been a soothing breeze of wind chimes when compared to the boy and archer.

      I would have to kill her first.

      Five feet behind the brown-haired beauty towered a large, grizzled man who carried a single-sided battle axe and a metal shield engraved with light purple etching. His chain mail hung about him, weightless as comfortable pajamas. He seemed ready for combat, but I tasted his fear like I sampled the dust and dirt in the air. His protective stance made me wonder whom he was blocking from my gaze. I focused behind him, and when my vision adjusted to the light I saw he stood in front of a beautiful girl. She peeped from behind the old man's shield at me with horror and disbelief.

      The maiden had long blonde tresses cascading like white waves down to her lower back. A sudden memory of similar hair, but sun bright copper in color, ran through my thoughts and then disappeared before I could capture it. Her eyes were light blue, and her pale, creamy skin made me think of a cold drink of milk on a blistering day. She wore a fine looking purple tunic of crushed velvet and thick leather riding pants. Sparkles of gold at her ears and neck hinted at exquisite jewelry, but before I could focus on the glitter, the girl noticed my attention and ducked behind the big axe warrior.

      The young boy said something, so I gently turned my gaze toward him to ensure the man and woman pointing weapons at me would not be startled. The boy stuttered out words I did not comprehend and I squinted at him in an effort to make my brain puzzle meaning from his language.

      I sat on a long stone platform. The gray dais felt cold to the touch and it reminded me of the waterfalls that had been my companions for so long. I couldn’t remember anything before the islands. Maybe I didn't want to recall memories from before those dreams.

      The boy shuffled his feet and studied his book with intensity.

      "Are . . . you . . . the O'Baarni?" he stuttered through a thick accent. The name filled me with memories. A handsome man with dark hair, graying at his temples. A massive battlefield, rivers of fresh blood streaming around countless bodies. Men, women, horses. The smell of flowers and the brief flash of thick copper hair. Mocking laughter.

      A single scream of heart-rending agony.

      "Are you, the O'Baarni?" he said again, glancing back and forth between his book and my face. I realized that I was clothed in a soft gray robe and my bare feet touched the cold stone of the cavern floor. Sudden energy pulsed through me like the tide of an ocean. A memory of power came to my head, but the sensation was more familiar than a fleeting recollection.

      "I do not know," I said. My brain told my mouth to say the words and my lips obeyed reluctantly. Still, he seemed startled by my response. "I have been dreaming. Is this a dream too? Were you supposed to wake me?" The boy glanced down at his book and flipped through the pages with frantic speed.

      The large old man barked something command-like, and the boy replied back in their foreign tongue. The skittish man with the bow shifted his feet, but he didn't concern me. I found my eyes focusing again on the dark-haired young woman with the barbed crossbow aimed at my chest. Our eyes met and I held her gaze. After a few moments she started to bite her lip, and her heart began to beat faster. She said something strained to the boy and I gave her a small smile.

      "We . . . can . . . not sleep . . . you . . . O'Baarni?" he said with hopeful emotion in his eyes.

      Exhaustion crashed into me after the boy asked his question. I wanted to go back to the island, but I fought against the sudden desire to lie again on the stone and drift away to sleep. Another memory struggled beneath a thin layer of emptiness, as if I might be close to recalling something once held sacred.

      "I can't remember. What is your name?" I spoke gently, wishing that he would understand better.

      "I am named Paug!" He couldn't help smiling with excitement, and I found myself mirroring his enthusiasm. The other four people watching our exchange relaxed somewhat and I guessed that they meant me no harm.

      "What are your friends named?" I figured an introduction would keep the woman from putting a hole through the important part of my chest.

      He pointed behind him to the man with the bow.

      "His name is Iarin." The man seemed startled to be introduced to me and managed a ghost of a smile.

      "Her name is Nadea." The woman with the crossbow nodded but didn't lower her weapon.

      "His name is Greykin," he said, pointing at the old warrior. Greykin also nodded before clearing his throat and spitting.

      "She is Jessmei." The beautiful girl smiled at me and raised her right hand, then brushed the loose yellow hair back over her ear.

      "What is your name?" the boy asked me after he had introduced his friends.

      I considered the language barrier before answering.

      "I don't remember." I tapped two fingers to my temple and shook my head. Paug flipped through his book again and smiled in satisfaction once he seemed to figure out what I had said.

      "Do you . . . know . . . sleep . . . years?" he asked.

      "It feels like a long time. Many years," I whispered while he flipped through his book. He nodded once I spoke but didn't look up from the pages.

      "Do you have . . . hunger? Want food?" he read from the book and then looked at me afterward with an infectious smile.

      I didn't feel hungry, but I thought I might get them all to relax if I ate in front of them.

      "Yes," I said, and nodded.

      The girl in the back yelled something, and she made her way toward a pile of equipment twenty feet behind her. The old man barked disapprovingly at her, but she had already moved outside his reach. He glanced back to me as my eyes followed her. I moved my gaze to the man with the bow, Iarin. His arms were shaking from holding the arrow taut for so long. The woman Nadea also appeared tired from pointing the large crossbow at me.

      "Iarin and Nadea should lower their weapons. I mean no harm," I said to Paug. He flipped through his old book, but before he found the translation I made the shape of holding a bow with my arms and lowered it. He smiled and turned to tell Iarin, but the tall man had already lowered his weapon. Greykin made a sharp remark, but Iarin shrugged his shoulders and grinned back at me. Nadea replied to the axe man before lowering her own weapon. Jessmei walked past with a hunk of bread, yellow cheese, and a small piece of meat.

      She studied me intently as she walked up to Paug. Greykin yelled out something, causing the blonde girl to open her mouth wide and look at me in fear. She handed the food to Paug before fleeing back behind the safety of the large man.

      "Food . . . you," Paug said proudly, not needing to consult his book. He held out the bread, cheese, and meat to me, but he didn't move toward me.

      I leaned forward off the stone platform and pushed myself to my feet.  As I stood, the euphoric energy of the stone ground coursed through me. My blood burned, awakened and on fire. A metallic sensation filled my mouth, and the cavern spun dramatically. The orange light faded to gray. Nadea yelled, and before my vision faded to black, I saw Paug's horrified facial expression enlarge and distort.

      Coolness rubbed against my face as my field of vision spread back from nothingness. I was lying on the stone platform bed. Nadea was applying a cool, wet cloth to my face and lips while Paug hovered on the other side of the dais and rested his palms on my chest.

      "You fall down," Paug said, without his book. He looked concerned that I had fainted, but also carried an excited smile on his round face.

      "Thirsty. Water," I said as I moved my hand up to touch the cloth Nadea held.

      "Yes!" Paug said. He disappeared from my field of vision, and I heard his booted feet rush to their pile of equipment.

      Nadea continued to caress my face with the cool rag. She whispered soft alien words I couldn't understand, but her relaxing movements helped me close my eyes and hear the familiar sounds of birds and water. A metal cup pushed against my lips and I sat up, with the aid of a few hands on my arms, and was able to drink. I opened my eyes and saw Paug's companions gathered around me, and I wondered why they were so interested in me drinking. The water burned down my throat like fire. It gave me power that felt like the stone on my feet. I startled, recalling another memory from before my dream. Laughter of friends, food, and water enjoyed with company. The sensation was wonderful.

      Paug's cherub face split into a grin when he saw me enjoying the water. It wasn't entirely the pleasure of my thirst being quenched that satisfied me. The water seemed to be magical and was pushing back my fatigue.

      "More please," I said, after I had drained the cup. Nadea sat next to me on the stone bed. She handed me a half-full water skin and I drank deeply. A bit of the water dribbled down my face onto my robe. Again I experienced the surge of fire burning inside me. I heard all of their hearts beating and the sound of the air leaving their lungs in the still silence of the mausoleum.

      My vision cut through the darkness now like a sharp sword. The crypt was spherical, about six hundred feet in diameter. The pedestal I had been resting upon was in the center of the room. Across the massive dome I made out a small tunnel carved into the wall. The ceiling of the dome was smooth, like the perfectly chiseled floor. It must not have been cut by hand. My guess was that the cavern had been created with powerful magic.

      "More?" Paug asked as I shook the empty skin. I nodded, and Nadea had a full one in my hands within seconds. I drank this as urgently as the first, and relished the strength that flowed through me.

      "Food?" Paug sat next to me now on the stone platform and handed me a chunk of bread. I carefully took it from him, pulled off a small piece, and put it in my mouth. The bread was hard, so I had to chew many times before swallowing. My audience breathlessly watched every bite, but didn't seem to be afraid of me anymore.

      "I am quite a source of entertainment, aren't I?" I said to Paug with a half-smile. He looked confused and then grabbed his book to attempt a translation. Greykin stood ten feet behind the boy, between Jessmei and me. He said something to Paug and the others erupted in laughter. Paug's face turned red with what I assumed was embarrassment. He said something in an apologetic tone before flipping through his book.

      "No . . . you need food. You are not strong," he said. I nodded and he turned to smirk in Greykin's direction.

      Within five minutes, the bread had been consumed and I tried a small bite of the cheese. It was so delicious that I had to force myself to eat slowly. The pangs of hunger ripped through my stomach now that I had eaten, and I wondered how much time had passed since food had last been in it. The meat was salted and bitter. Perhaps the beef was on its way to going bad, but I still enjoyed the complex flavor, even if each small bite forced me to drink a mouthful of water afterward.

      When I finished eating, exhaustion crashed into my body again. Meeting Paug and his friends had been a nice recess from the floating islands, but now I wanted to return. My ears missed the sounds of the waterfalls and the large white birds. My body missed the sensation of leaping through the blue sky.

      "I need to sleep again. I am tired," Paug nodded at first, but once he understood what I meant he shook his head.

      "No sleep. We . . . go," he said. I ignored him and slid my body behind him to curl up on the stone bed. My legs brushed up against Nadea's as she moved out of the way.

      "No. No. We go!" Paug said as the other voices began an angry retort. Their disappointment didn't matter though. The warm darkness began to close in on me. The stone felt familiar on the back of my skull, and the angry voices became like the murmuring of the distant ocean or the hum of a lover's satisfaction.

      There were no more floating islands, birds, or ships sailing through the air. Only seconds had passed before rough shakes on my arm awoke me. A moan of frustration left my mouth, and I winced against the throttle of consciousness. Why couldn't I go back to the islands?

      "Wake up, please. Many days have passed. We have to leave!" Paug pleaded. I opened my eyes and saw his worried face. The boy was obviously upset at my wish to sleep, so I pushed my tired body off of the cool stone. The group's pile of goods and equipment was gone and I wondered if I had dreamed the two beautiful women and the boy's other companions.

      "We must go!" The boy shook me again. His eyes were fearful and he almost screamed the words. Iarin was pacing behind him like a trapped animal.

      "I will come," I said, while preparing to stand. My hand brushed against something on the smooth stone. Very small writing was etched into the rock. Paug noticed the writing a second after I did and gasped.

      Kaiyer,

      You'll be angry for what we have done to you, but we had no choice. You forced our hand. I hope you can at least understand, if not forgive, our actions. In the end, you were the one who had everything and destroyed it. You were the one who betrayed us.

      I wish you weren't so headstrong and could have accepted the world you were about to create. I wish Thayer, Gorbanni, and Alexia hadn't pushed their agenda. I wish you would have chosen differently. Perhaps your choice makes sense to me now that I know everything. I wish everyone could have told you instead of being afraid. We were always afraid of you. I wish you had seen that too. It is why we couldn't let you be.

      I wish I didn't love her as much as I did. I wish she had loved me as much as she loves you.

      I am sorry my friend. We will be dust by the time you read this, and you will be someone else's problem.

      Goodbye,

      Malek

      Memories washed through me again, and I had to push against the stone to keep from falling. My body felt so weak. Malek . . . I remembered him, at least some of him, standing with my back to his, as dark menacing shapes descended on us. His dark hair and mischievous smile. His face was young, but he had gray at the hair of his temples. He had been my friend, I was sure. I didn't understand any more of these words. Kaiyer? Was that me? I didn't remember my name.

      While my mind struggled to recall the past, Paug spread a thin piece of parchment over the inscription and frantically rubbed a small black rock over it. Once he imprinted the words, the boy folded the paper into quarters and stuffed it into the back of his book. My mind continued to search for something more from my past, but it was like trying to hold onto running water. I had the sensation of years of a life lived, but I could not grasp a single moment or solid memory long enough to recall anything of use.

      "We go. Now!" Paug yelled at me and pulled on my arm. The anxious pace of Iarin and the stress in Paug's voice convinced me that something was amiss. The tall archer looked back and forth between us and the entrance with obvious concern. His left hand clenched his long bow, but he didn't have an arrow nocked.

      I struggled to my feet and managed to stand feebly, like an old man. I might have tumbled over, but Paug let me lean on him. Unlike in the weightless islands, here my limbs convinced me that I must have been heavier than the massive stone slab on which I had been resting. I almost doubted that the young boy could assist me, but he did so without complaint. Fortunately, each step grew easier as the familiar power of the Earth flowed through my blood and added to my strength. Paug said something to Iarin, and the tall man moved to my side to help me walk faster.

      By the time we stumbled to the small portal leading from my mausoleum, I had recovered enough strength to stand on my own. Taking a deep breath, I gently pushed them away from me and attempted to walk with my own atrophied muscles. The first few steps were easier than I expected, although my joints creaked like a dead tree in the wind and my head spun.

      The exit turned into a tunnel that climbed upward at a medium grade. Iarin took the lead, with me in the middle and Paug behind. The walls started off cut from smooth stone, like the inside of the mausoleum, but gave way to dirt and rough black rock as we ascended.

      "Halfway . . . top," Paug said behind me. He sounded out of breath from the exertion caused by the slope of the tunnel. Iarin was almost running and I wasn't having problems keeping up with him. My body still felt weak, but it was quickly regenerating. The exercise was enjoyable, and my body took pleasure inhaling deep breaths while my mind enjoyed the task of placing my feet on the rocky bottom of the dark tunnel.

      After another few minutes of jogging, the dirt and stone walls turned into mud and smooth, slippery rocks. As we progressed upward to the surface, a small trickle of water began to carve into the middle of the shaft. The liquid fed glowing green moss that lit the path wondrously, but the tiny creek also made the footing treacherous with slippery slime. The air grew warm and my senses were overwhelmed by the scented plants and dampness of the surface. A few quick bugs darted from underneath my feet before I stepped on them, and I amused myself by studying their frantic movements.

      Finally, we emerged from the tunnel and into a densely wooded forest. The trees were tropical, with large leaves pooling the dampness from the air like hands, and pouring the moisture as a soft rain onto the ground. The scents, noises, and light disoriented me after the journey through the dark tunnel. It was more a surprise of contrast, since even the tropical forest, with its green ceilings and singing birds, paled in comparison to the vivid dreams of the floating islands. This new world was very beautiful, intense shafts of light filtered through the thick canopy. The beams of sun accented the dancing purple butterflies and the small lizards hunting them.

      The rest of Paug's companions had their backs to us. They held their hands up in a defensive position, as if they were surrendering. When Iarin cleared from my field of vision I saw that they had reason to surrender. Spread out in a half-circle fifty yards away, crossbows leveled at us, stood eight men.

      The men appeared to be soldiers, dressed in cream-colored leather armor, with yellow sashes around their shoulders. Each wore a metal helmet that came up to a sharp dome, decorated with plumes of green feathers on the back rim. Their yellow sashes were embroidered with different insignia designs indicating rank.

      Their leader said something, but none of my companions answered him. He said the sentence again with a bit more anger, and Iarin answered as he put down his bow and raised his hands. The leader of the armed men glared at me and said more demanding words I didn't comprehend, but I guessed he wanted me to raise my hands, so I did. He sneered at me in disbelief before issuing the same unknown command again.

      Paug gave him a fearful response, and the leader of our captors yelled back at him. Paug grimaced at me and kneeled down into the muddy dirt. He deliberately raised his hands and tucked them behind his head once he had reached the ground, and all of my other companions repeated the same series of movements. I looked over to Nadea. Her expression was grim and she didn't make eye contact with me. Jessmei appeared terrified as the pool of mud seeped into her leggings. Greykin's face was a mask of disappointment. His eyes met mine, and although I didn't speak his language, I knew from his posture that these men intended to kill us.

      The leader yelled at me again. I glared at him coldly. If I was going to die, it wouldn’t be without a fight. I was weak, but guessed I might be able to kill a few of them if I got lucky. Of course, having eight crossbows pointed at me meant I needed more than just fortune on my side. My brain sprinted into action and began puzzling ways to kill the soldiers before me.

      The leader spat another command at me. He had a thick mustache, and his front tooth was crumbling with decay. His face turned a bright vermillion at my inability to follow his directions, so he handed his crossbow to the man on his right and lumbered toward me. The lackey fumbled with the two crossbows, and for a few precious seconds only six of them were a threat.

      As the commander walked down to me across the muddy, mossy terrain, I examined the long sword and dagger on his left hip. Neither blade appeared to be tied in its sheath. It was another bit of luck in my favor, and the refined observation convinced me that I must have been very familiar with the violence about to be inflicted.

      "Sit down!" Paug whispered to me as urgently as he dared, without suffering the enemy commander's wrath. I ignored the boy's words and tried to look confused.

      The rotten-toothed leader was a little shorter than me, but he pushed his face up, nose-to-nose, so there was no escaping his vile breath. Then he expectorated the same command he had been repeating before. Despite the stench, I smiled to myself when I realized he was probably yelling, “Get on the ground.” I was starting to learn this language. The smile didn't impress the commander. He screamed the command again and wound his right hand back like a whip to deliver a backhanded blow with his leather-clad fist.

      That was his last mistake.

      My right hand came up and checked the back of his elbow so he couldn't move his arm to strike me. My left hand reached across his body and pulled the dagger from its sheath on his waist. As I drew the weapon, I turned its point inward, cutting past the leather of his armor, the silk cloth underneath, and into his soft belly. The blade was sharp, and it sliced the inside of his stomach open in a long red streak.

      The dagger spun sideways as it left my hand in a throw, spinning drops of crimson blood lazily on its fifty-yard journey, before embedding itself into the soldier's neck on the far left. The man choked out a panicked gurgle from the impact of the dagger, and reached up with his left hand toward the hilt coming out of his jugular. I guessed that it would take him a minute to die, but in the meantime he might not be able to aim his crossbow at Paug and his friends.

      My left hand returned to the waist of the commander. I took a fistful of belt, armor, and cloth, while the blood from his stomach wound began to gush over my clenched fingers. I lifted with both of my arms and pulled the commander's body off the ground. He somehow seemed lighter than a feather, but would serve my purpose.

      I charged the other men with their leader’s body shielding me.

      One arbalist to the right took a shot when his commander began to scream in wet horror. The bolt went wide over my head. As I took three more steps, a second weapon twanged, sinking a quarrel into the back of the commander and choking off his cry.

      Four more steps and I had made it to the left of the semicircle. A few more bolts whispered past my head as the soldiers tried to kill me without injuring their commander. They should not have bothered trying to spare him. He would die when I finished with them.

      The left most soldier tried to draw his sword. His palm had hardly brushed the hilt when I pushed my pointer and middle fingers together and drove them through his eyeball and into his brain. He had a dagger, but to draw and throw the weapon I would have to spin around the body of their commander, temporarily exposing myself to potential crossbow quarrels. These men seemed inept, so I decided to gamble and drew the long dagger out of the dying man's belt before tossing it.

      The dagger left my hand at a poor angle, but it somehow corrected itself in midflight like a sparrow and took the final arbalist in the shoulder. The blade sunk into his armor as if it were made of cloth. My target had not expected the toss or the pain in his crossbow-bearing arm. Surprise caused him to pull the trigger and launch the bolt accidentally toward my new companions. I couldn't spare a glance in their direction, but I didn't hear a scream, so I guessed the quarry had not found a living target.

      Four of them were left, not including the dying commander I clutched with my right hand, and the one who wouldn't be using his shoulder anymore. The soldier a few steps from me began fishing for his sword, so I pushed the commander's body toward him with as much strength as my weak body allowed. He flew like a small stone, and both of them tumbled backward. The receiving soldier's left foot caught a tree root and he landed with a wet sounding crunch.

      The man who had accepted the commander's heavy crossbow before the battle started frantically tried to drop one of his weapons and fire at me with the other. I sprung toward him, light on my feet because I had tossed my body shield, and angled a slashing kick downward against his leg. My left shin connected above his right kneecap where the muscles formed a teardrop shape. I heard a satisfying snap and tear as the leg separated from the tendons and muscles that held the joint together. The force of my kick also carried through to his left leg, and he flipped over my cutting shin kick and dropped head first onto the wet jungle floor.

      The last two soldiers stood twenty yards from me with their trembling swords drawn. Without speaking, they each fell back a few steps toward the edge of the jungle and away from Paug and his friends. I guessed from their facial expressions and the glances they made over their shoulders that they considered fleeing into the jungle.

      The man whose leg I had broken lay screaming at my feet, so I bent down and pulled the longer sword from his sheath. He reached his hands after mine to stop me, but I smacked his weak arms aside before I freed the blade. The weapon fit well in my hand, but was a bit light, like a toy. Suddenly a brief memory shattered my concentration.

      I stood upon a hill overlooking a grand valley. Thousands of soldiers, clothed in animal-shaped armor, mounting red banners, stood at attention. I walked down the slope and into their ranks. Some of the men and women had their helmet visors lifted; their faces were sunken, angry, and eager for violence. I yelled a command and the masses screamed with feral intensity. The flags had giant skulls on them and they twisted and snapped in the sharp, cutting wind.

      I shook my head when my memory was interrupted by another screech. I flicked my wrist downward and let the blade of the sword bite into his brain through his skull. Then I tensed my wrist a fraction of a second later to bring the blade back up and silence the man's screams. I stepped over his body and walked toward the last standing men.

      The remaining soldiers looked like cornered rats, so I took my time and closed the distance between us with a slow stroll. My feet were still bare and crushed the rocks, moss, leaves, and damp earth beneath them, just as I was about to pulverize the life from the man before me. This soldier seemed to be the youngest of the bunch, and I inhaled the sickly scent of fear on him and heard his heart beat faster than Paug's. The man hadn’t expected this outcome, but we both knew at this moment that I was going to destroy him. Our eyes made contact, and I read his feint before he tried to make a small cut, pull back, and thrust into me.

      My blade swung out to meet his like he expected. He pulled back at the last second and my sword went wide, leaving me open. He dove forward with a thrust aimed at my midsection, but the flat side of the blade glided against the palm of my hand and I pushed the sword wide. His eyes opened in shock as he realized I had read his feint. My relaxed blade swung back with precision and I took the top half of his head off with a horizontal cut. His eyes darted around the jungle frantically while his body toppled. His brain hadn’t realized it was missing its top half and may have tried to send interrupted commands to the rest of his body.

      My left hand grabbed along the blade of the falling man’s sword, and I flipped the pommel into my palm as I turned around to face the last attacker. He dropped his sword and kneeled as I walked toward him. His hands went on top of his head and he started pleading with me. I didn't like the balance of the sword in my left hand so I left the blade buried in his chest.

      I surveyed the clearing for any more opponents capable of attacking. I had not expected to live through such an assault, but these men proved so unskilled that even in my frail state they were easier to kill than the bugs in the tunnel. I shook my head in disappointment before sliding my sword through the neck of the one who had the dagger buried in his shoulder. Once his annoying cries of agony were silenced I made my way over to the last living soldier.

      He had pushed his commander's body off and clawed at the ground to scoot away from me. My sword cut the strap attaching his helmet to his skull and I smacked it off with the flat side of the blade. Then I grabbed onto the thick, oily hair on his head and dragged him back across the wet mud to Paug's companions while he kicked and screamed. Perhaps they would want to question him. The small group hadn't moved from their position on the ground in front of the entrance to the tunnel. They surveyed the massacre with fear and shock.

      "Do you want to talk to him before I kill him?" I asked Paug. I put the edge of my sword to the soldier's neck and he started to say frantic things in the unfamiliar language.

      Greykin got off his knees with a grunt and began to ask the soldier questions. The man replied with hysterical passion, but the words were still intelligible. Nadea further interrogated him before Iarin had his turn. They each stared at me in fearful awe after they finished their questions. Jessmei's skin was white and I wondered if it was her normal hue or if she was about to faint. I guessed that the young woman had not seen many battles.

      After a few minutes they had finished with their questioning.

      "What did they ask him?" I yelled to Paug. He didn't respond immediately and I realized he had sprinted a few dozen yards away from the group to vomit. He also must have been unused to combat.

      "More?" I asked Greykin, wondering if the older man would understand me. He shrugged his shoulders, so I drew the sword across my captive’s neck and held his head while he bled out. My companions gasped in horror and started to yell, but they didn't move toward me. I regarded them with a raised eyebrow. They couldn't possibly wish to keep this man alive. He had tried to kill them and would be of little use as a prisoner.

      When he stopped struggling I let go of his hair and pulled the weapon belt off of his body. Then I walked over to the other corpses and began to organize their weapons into piles. The commander had the best sword, an ornate affair that appeared to be better crafted and a bit heavier than the others. I tied his belt across my robe before I grabbed the next best sword and attached it on the other hip. I gathered the five best balanced daggers and attached them to another belt I slung over my shoulder. The work occupied me for ten minutes or so, and put my mind at ease. Had I done this before? The familiarity of the task helped to relax my nerves.

      My companions spoke a short distance away from me. They sounded angry as they argued amongst themselves. I couldn't understand them so I didn't bother devoting any energy to trying.

      I contemplated taking a pair of boots from one of the corpses before I realized the robe I wore wasn't very good for traveling. The soft, thin shroud was wet with mud, water, and blood. These dead men weren't wearing any travel gear, so their camp had to be within walking distance. One of the corpses had a pair of leather boots that I guessed would fit, so I sat on a nearby rock and tied them around my bare feet.

      While sitting, I noticed the trail through the jungle the soldiers had used to find us. I looked back at my companions and saw them involved in a passionate discussion. Nadea and Greykin were arguing. Paug had returned to them from his vomiting break, but his back was to me. They did not seem to be paying any attention to me or the trail, so I debated my next action. I needed Paug to learn this language, but I did not need to know any of the decisions the group would make in the next few minutes.

      I set off down the trail at a comfortable jog. The soldiers' campsite would be close by, and once I reached it I could acquire pants, socks, and maybe a horse. I could hear and smell Paug, so I didn't have any doubt I would find him again after I obtained some gear. As I ran, the energy of the sun, earth, and water invigorated me.

      I was not tired anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      "This is complete bullshit!" Nadea screeched at Greykin. "The king granted me charge of this expedition. You shouldn't even be here!"

      "I took over this exercise in stupidity the second that I arrived. If that man really is the O'Baarni then we have no business with him anywhere near Jessmei."

      I didn't know Greykin, but he scared me. He seemed to have two purposes in life: being grumpy and protecting Jessmei. Each punctuated word from his bearded mouth deepened his skin to a darker shade of red. He walked toward Nadea, but the duchess stood confidently with one graceful hand placed on her beautiful waist, while the other rested on the small sword on her side. I didn't think she would use it on Greykin, but they were both so mad that anything seemed possible.

      It was the same conversation they had every night for the last three weeks. Of course, now the O'Baarni was awake and had killed eight Vanlourn warriors with ease. So I understood why Greykin brought up the danger of this mission again. The legends said the O’Baarni had slaughtered thousands of the Ancient people.

      "He is coming with us. I was ordered by the king to find him and bring him back to the castle. Jessmei was not supposed to come and neither were you." Nadea shot an angry glance at her cousin.

      "I'm sorry Nay. The castle is so boring and I figured we would only be gone for a few weeks." Jessmei's voice sounded like the beautiful bells at the temple. Sometimes I couldn't even look at her, every time she spoke to me I got nervous and stuttered.

      "The Vanlourn soldiers must have found out you left Nia and tracked you," the tall woman glared at Greykin, "or your pompous bodyguard."

      "I'm about as pompous as you are, girl. I've completed more sorties in this country than you've had bedtime stories. I am experienced with--"

      "Your experience means naught to me. Jessmei slipped out of the castle on your watch and traveled a month before you caught up to her." Nadea took her hand off of her sword hilt and pointed at the massive man. "I'd take your advice if I wanted to find a tavern."

      "Are you inferring that I am a drunkard who failed his duty?" Greykin's face turned a whole new shade of red and his hand clutched the haft of his axe so hard that his massive knuckles turned white.

      "You just said it. But I would agree." Nadea's thin leather gloves rubbed against the hilt of her sword with a squeak. The tension seemed to rise to a boil and I wondered if they would come to blows this time.

      "Hey, hey, hey." Iarin bravely thrust his body between them and raised his hands. "Can we calm down a bit? Half a minute ago we faced violent murder and now we are alive. It's a great day, no?" Nadea took her hand off of her sword and crossed her arms over her chest.

      "We must escape Vanlourn and get back to Nia. It's a four week trip back, even if we make good time." Iarin nodded to the duchess's words. "I will finish my mission, even if I have to leave your old, cranky ass here." She glared at Greykin.

      I shuffled my feet after she made her ultimatum. My mouth still tasted foul from the vomit and I wished I had not been so frightened. We had all been nervous after the twenty hired excavators disappeared a few nights ago. The workers had not wanted the job, they claimed that the area was cursed by demons and not fit to be visited by the living. Nadea's gold had won out though, and they had agreed to work for two weeks clearing the ruins.

      After a week of work, they had all vanished overnight. When I first emerged from the tunnel and saw the Vanlourn soldiers, I guessed that the workers fled because we were traveling with the princess and duchess of Nia. I reasoned that the soldiers must have communicated with the natives, or perhaps the excavators just guessed that sooner or later we would be captured.

      Now I considered the native jungle peoples’ belief that the land was home to demons. Maybe we had done a horrible thing by waking the O’Baarni. Perhaps he was more dangerous than we could ever imagine.

      The threat of the Ancients was real though, not imagination. They had already conquered the Northern tribal lands and were pressing on our allies. From what Nadea said, the war was not going favorably. Our military was unable to stop the Ancients’ magic or stand against them on the battlefield. Our enemies would be at Nia's borders by next spring. The O'Baarni was thought to be a fable to scare children, but Nadea had managed to convince the king and my grandfather that he was real, and that she could find and revive him.

      "He is not coming with us. Did you see what he just did? He killed seven trained Vanlourn soldiers before I got to my feet. We should have never woken him. The legends were right, he is a curse, a blight on this planet that could not be killed. They had to imprison him. You may be the person ‘in charge' of this expedition, but you are also the king's niece, and you cannot be put at risk either. I'm taking you and Jess back to your father." Greykin's skin lightened to a normal shade, but his voice still sounded like an angry bear's.

      "Are you going to carry me over your shoulder kicking and screaming back to Nia? I am not a child; you can't manhandle me like you do with your lackey soldier boys. Besides, I don't need you. I am in charge of this mission. You and Jessmei can go on alone. Paug, Iarin, the man, and I will be heading back to Nia." She turned her back on Greykin and she walked back to the pile of belongings.

      Greykin looked over to me and then to Iarin. The quiet woodsman shrugged and then turned to follow Nadea to gather their equipment. His loyalty lay with the one paying him, and Nadea had spared no expense in funding our quest.

      "Boy, you can't go with her. You'll be in danger. Help me talk some sense into her." Greykin looked at me. This was the first time he had spoken more than two words to me since catching up to Jessmei. Our lack of conversation may have been my fault as well. He didn’t like talking to soft, over-educated boys, and I didn’t like talking to people that could crush my head between their thumb and pinky fingers.

      "The letter the king sent my grandfather told me that I have to go with Nadea, sir," I managed to get the words out without stuttering.

      "Get your stuff Paug!" Nadea commanded from behind me. I dashed away from Greykin, tripped on a rock and almost fell, then got to my small, organized pile of books and clothes. Greykin let out a moan of disappointment from behind me as I scooped them up and stuffed them into my bag.

      It wasn't a good time to show Nadea the writing I had copied from the smooth stone pedestal. The duchess had already moved past the tree line, deeper into the jungle. We had all missed the markings; once the sleeping man had awoken he had caught all of our attention. I would show them to her once we found him.

      I had not known what to think when we first saw him lying cold and motionless on his stone table. The rite to awaken the O'Baarni had been easier than I expected. The words and motions that Nadea had found and Grandfather had taught me worked with surprising ease. After we had completed the rite, the sleeping man had awoken. He had seemed so confused and harmless, not at all like the monster we half-expected him to be. Now that he had killed all those men, the idea of traveling home with him made my palms sweat.

      Magic was a thing of mystery, and while real power had died with the O'Baarni's army, traveling magicians still performed minor feats such as lighting small fires, mending cloth, and moving little objects. These tricks were nothing like breaking an ancient spell that kept a legendary, powerful being imprisoned in sleep. I had done it though, Nadea had said the words with me, but my voice had awoken him.

      It took a few minutes to see that our magic had worked. His chest slowly began to move and then his eyes fluttered open. I feared that he would wake and destroy us all, like the legends said he had done to the Ancients. Nadea's certainty that he would help us calmed me, but I had found it hard to believe that he was the O'Baarni. He looked so frail and weak, like the starving beggar I had seen while Grandfather and I traveled to visit the king in Nia's capital three years ago. When he opened his eyes they were a shade of deep green, like the tropical forest where we had found his tomb.

      They were kind eyes. Peaceful and dreaming.

      Conversing with the newly awoken man had proven more difficult than I anticipated. Grandfather had taught me the Ancients’ language, which had been taught to him by his father, and his father, and so on. Our line had lost count of the years and generations, but the kingdom of Nia had always sponsored our work.

      I should have expected that our hereditary language would not match perfectly with the Ancient one. But Grandfather would be disappointed in how hard it had been to communicate with the O'Baarni. The countless generations of education without proper reference must have deteriorated our understanding of the language.

      At least the O'Baarni somewhat understood my words. He had seemed nice enough. In fact, while the man was unconscious, Greykin and Iarin both tried to convince Nadea that he wasn't a powerful deity. This was just some weak man, imprisoned and left alone for unknown reasons.

      I doubted that they thought that after witnessing the quick massacre of the Vanlourn soldiers.

      I once observed a small wolf spider stalk its prey. It was tiny, about the same size as the three ants it was attacking, yet the fierce arachnid made giant leaps, bringing the ants down with relative ease. The battle I just witnessed reminded me of that spider's ruthlessness.

      This man looked weak and starving, but had moved with inhuman speed and dexterity. He lifted the Vanlourn squad commander and spun him around as Greykin used his metal shield. The whole ordeal happened so quickly that I struggled now to remember what had actually occurred. It seemed that within mere moments our attackers were all dead, or screaming in the throes of an agonizing demise.

      As I remembered the crunching bone and screams of anguish, I felt my stomach flip again. I didn't want to be sick. I was already so embarrassed from earlier, and there was no reason to vomit again now that we were safe.

      I put my bag on and looked to the small hill where the soldiers' corpses lay. I didn't want to see their dead bodies, but the O'Baarni might need my assistance. It seemed like days ago I had practically carried him to the tunnel out of the ruins. How quickly the situation changed.

      I didn't see the strange man on the hill. He had been gathering the weapons into piles and doing something with their belts when I last looked. How many minutes had passed? I looked around the campsite. Nadea and Iarin were gathering their equipment and talking softly. Greykin stood fifty yards away near the entrance to the ruins. The big bearded man was pacing back and forth and shooting mean looks at Jessmei. She looked worried and glanced between Nadea and the Old Bear.

      The jungle was quiet. Small purple butterflies twirled through the rays of sun that filtered through the trees, incongruously serene and beautiful over the gruesome battle site. I tiptoed around a pile of swords and daggers placed between the corpses. The bodies lay twisted in the agony of death, their faces frozen forever in a grimace of horror and pain. It made my head spin and I choked back bile.

      "Nadea!" I called back and saw her adjusting the straps on Iarin's large backpack. "Where is he?"

      "What?" She looked back in surprise. Everyone stared at me.

      "Have you seen him?" I looked around the clearing and my stomach began to churn. If the O'Baarni had escaped, our entire journey would be for naught. We would have nothing to show for our efforts but dead Vanlourn soldiers and a handful of other brushes with danger.

      Nadea looked around the jungle and I imagined her thoughts matched mine.

      "Shit!" Iarin called out as he ran toward me. The man rarely spoke or revealed any anger, so it was surprising to hear him curse. He searched the surrounding ground before pointing to footprints in the mud. "It looks like he went south on this trail, where the soldiers came from." He turned back to look at Nadea.

      "We have to catch up to him. Let's go," she said as she slid into the thick straps of her large leather pack. "Are you coming?" she glanced over to Greykin and Jessmei. Greykin considered for a moment.

      "You are all stupider then Jess. He is dangerous. I've met men like him before, they don’t value human life," Greykin yelled back. Jessmei turned red with embarrassment, though she must have known it to be true. The princess had sneaked out of the castle two weeks after Nadea. Then she used a few dozen gold coins and naïve bargaining to secure transportation south in an effort to catch up to us, leaving an obvious trail that Greykin followed. She put herself, us, and her father's kingdom in danger. Nia had plenty of enemies, and they would all give large piles of gold to have her captured and used as priceless leverage. One of the many townsfolk we had passed, or perhaps one of the excavators had guessed her identity and given the information to the Vanlourns.

      "So are you coming?" Nadea said as she turned her back to him and walked up the hill toward us. "I don't really care about you, but Jessmei will be safer in a larger group."

      "Fine," he snorted.

      "Fine," she sneered back. "Get your shit and let's go. The O'Baarni might be halfway to Astical by now.

      Iarin turned and disappeared down the small trail that led deeper into the forest. It was the opposite direction of Nia, deeper into Vanlourn. I followed him as I struggled to fight back vomit.

      The path wound up and down green covered hills, across small streams, and would have required us to cut through layers of thick vines, had the Vanlourn soldiers not done the work for us already.

      "He is easy to follow," Iarin said after ten minutes of hot perspiration.

      "Looks like he is running, or perhaps jogging. His boots are making deep imprints in the mud," Nadea answered the question before I asked it. We tried to move down the trail as quickly as possible but the dense foliage and uneven ground made speed difficult. This looked like it was a large animal's path, but I couldn't guess at what type. I had only heard birds and monkeys, and seen the occasional lizard. I was grateful for the sparse fauna. Earlier in the week Iarin told me that more sinister creatures might be found in the depths of untouched wilderness.

      There were many forks in this trail, but even my untrained eye found the man's tracks as well as boot prints from the soldiers. He seemed to be following them back to their camp and I couldn't fathom why. There would be even more Vanlourn warriors there. Why would the O'Baarni leave our company and dive into the viper's nest?

      The air was hot and sticky. I looked back and tried not to stare at the small stream of perspiration that ran down Nadea's neck, across her chest, and between her breasts. Greykin followed behind her, his face a mask of pain as he carried his large body, chain armor, shield, axe, and equipment through the sweltering heat. Jessmei brought up the rear, her small backpack didn't seem to weigh her down, but she almost tripped when she got distracted by the butterflies circling her head.

      "Keep moving Paug," Nadea hissed. I turned my attention back to Iarin's feet and tried to keep up with the lanky tracker.

      The day grew even more oppressive as we trudged along the trail. It felt like we might have been walking for at least four hours, but it had probably been no more than two. I found myself dreaming about home. Grandpa and I lived beneath the lighthouse in a small village on the south coast of Nia. The air there was cool and the soothing memory of the ocean's song helped me trudge through the mud and heat.

      "We'll find him," I tried to reassure Nadea when the path widened for us to walk next to each other. She had been setting an aggressive pace that I knew we wouldn't be able to keep up for much longer.

      "I hope so, or it's my ass. I wanted…ah, never mind," she said as she glanced back at Greykin.

      I was about to reassure her again, but Iarin sharply signaled for us to stop and be quiet.

      Ahead lay a Vanlourn soldier's lifeless body, his left eye a gaping hole the size of a dagger. He was tossed slightly off the trail and bent in half like a discarded rag doll. Down the path I saw a thick perimeter of trees and the impression of a small clearing. This must have been their campsite.

      Iarin sunk down low to the ground and took his long bow off his shoulder, loading an arrow in a smooth movement.  He sneaked forward with the stealth of a cat, his head swaying back and forth as he looked into the trees. The air was humid and oppressive.  The giant, wet leaves and dense foliage seemed to press down on us.

      He moved a few paces out of our view. My heart pounded louder in my chest than the rest of the jungle noises. By the Spirits, what were we doing here? The Vanlourns would capture us easily now. Nadea squeezed my left arm and I looked over to see her smiling at me. She had her slender sword drawn and her confidence almost made me relax.

      "If this turns bad, run behind Greykin and protect Jess," she whispered. I glanced down at the little travel knife Grandfather had given me. Fear turned into terror.

      After what seemed like an eternity, Iarin returned. He pointed at Nadea and beckoned, and then he gave the stay put command to Greykin, Jessmei, and me. Nadea crawled forward across the path and through the trees after him.

      I used to be able to ignore girls. The thought of kissing one made me gag. I never understood why any man wanted to be joined for the rest of his life. Now, I couldn’t help but stare in wonder at Nadea’s leather clad backside as she shimmied through the dirt path and walls of green plants.

      After another eternity, they came back and motioned for us to follow. I found myself breathing a huge gasp of relief when I saw that they were both okay.

      "It looks like this is their main camp. He has killed them all. It's pretty gruesome." Nadea looked at me and then Jessmei. "If you want to wait here--"

      "No!" we both said at once. "I'm the only one who can speak to him," I finished.

      Nadea nodded and she turned to walk back down the path, through the trees, and into the clearing. I followed her and heard Greykin and Jessmei behind me. The jungle was dense for another ten paces, and then we emerged into the campsite.

      It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the glare and the brightness of the clearing. The sun was at its peak overhead and beat down on us mercilessly. The clearing was larger than I expected, a rough oval shape encompassing five big tents, a large fire pit, latrines, and a makeshift stable holding ten horses.

      In the middle of a group of horses, petting and cooing at them, was the strange man. The animals seemed completely at ease around him, despite the massive carnage in the camp. The man had a small dash of red over the chest of his robe, but appeared otherwise untouched by the slaughter he had wrought.

      Bodies decorated the campsite like broken toys in a playroom. I counted ten with a glance and guessed there were more behind or inside tents. Some were armed like the soldiers we encountered earlier. A few appeared to be mere servants and packers. They were all brutally slain, and I felt my stomach begin to roll and tumble as I took in the cleaved up bodies and pools of blood. I didn't know anything of combat besides what I had read in books or seen on the trip down here when we encountered a small group of highwaymen. I was surprised that the thin man didn’t have more blood on his body or clothing.

      "This is horrible," Jessmei said in shock. "Did he kill all of them? Even the servants? Why would he kill servants?" The Princess of Nia probably hadn't even seen blood before and must have been terrified.

      "I stand by my earlier decision. You have made a terrible mistake. This man is going to ruin us all. He is as crazy as a sober man on the King's Birthday. Look at him over there kissing those horses, like he doesn't even notice the bodies." Greykin was practically spitting at Nadea. Her almond shaped eyes narrowed at the big man. The power of her beauty struck my chest and drove out the feelings of fear.

      "Let's go talk to him Paug," Nadea said as she touched my arm. I was afraid to move, but the second tug from her strong hand forced me.

      He didn't notice us approach. His attention was focused on the largest animal of the group and his coo-like whispers were a stark contrast to the bloodshed around us. The animal nuzzled him appreciatively, as if it understood his words.

      "Hello," I conjured as much bravado in my voice as I could.

      "I like horses," he said as he looked at me. His wild, shaggy beard went down past his chest and to his stomach, yet I saw the huge smile of white teeth beneath the dark hair.

      "Horses are nice." I tried to remember the words. He looked puzzled for a second and then nodded as he looked away from me and started to inspect each horse's shoes.

      "What do you want me to say?" I asked Nadea. Greykin and Jessmei approached now that it appeared that the man wasn't going to kill us. Iarin disappeared into one of the tents.

      "Ask him if he killed these men."

      I reached for my book. I thought I knew how to say the words, but his accent and pronunciation was altered. Finally, I croaked it out.

      "Yes," he said, and nodded as he moved to the next horse.

      "Ask him why," Nadea pressed. I asked him.

      "They were going to kill us. I kill them first," he said. At that point he seemed to realize that we were upset. He stopped caressing one of the horses, a large black one, and looked between Nadea and me.

      "Why? I wrong? No kill?" He did seem concerned. I translated for everyone.

      "Hey. I had this guy all wrong. Anyone who wants to kill Vanlourn soldiers because he thinks, rightfully so, that they want to kill us, is okay with me!" Greykin let out a deep laugh. The man frowned for a second but he smiled when he realized that the Old Bear was pleased.

      "We go home?" the man asked me with an eyebrow raised. "Take horses? I like them."

      I nodded.

      "He likes horses. He wants to go back with us, and asked to take them," I told Nadea.

      "Perfect!" she said with enthusiasm. "This will be easier than I expected. I thought he might run away. Can you ask him why he left? Also, ask if he knows he killed servants."

      I was getting better at the translations. He moved away from the horses toward us as he answered our questions. I found myself shuffling back away from his advancing walk and I noticed that the two women and big axe man retreated as well.

      "He said that he intended to find us after he got some clothes. He believed that their base camp was nearby because they didn't carry rations or a lot of water. He said that he didn't realize they were servants but it wouldn't have mattered to him anyway. He didn't want anyone to report our presence." I noticed the man study my mouth as I spoke. Once I finished he looked at Nadea. She nodded instead of saying anything.

      "Okay. Ask him if he can find some clothes that will fit him. Our own horses are a few hours walk north of here."

      He nodded as I relayed the message.

      The man began to walk around the camp, ducking into tents and emerging with sacks or chests, then dumping them in the middle of the camp without opening them. During all the commotion Iarin emerged from the first tent with some packs and he put them on the pile.

      "We should bury the bodies,” Nadea said, as she took a shovel from the heap.

      "Burn them. Put their weapons, boots, and any armor that isn't damaged in a separate pile first," the man commanded me. I translated to Nadea.

      "There might be more of them in the jungle. They will see the smoke and attack us," Nadea asked me to translate.

      "Let them come. We might as well kill all of them," the man said, without looking at her. He had discovered a shaving mirror, razor, and other tools in a small pack.

      "No. We aren't going to burn them. We don't need the heat, or the smoke, or the possibility of it attracting more attention," I translated to the man, worried that Nadea would argue with him like she often did with Greykin.

      The strange man didn’t seem to care anymore about the conversation. He was looking at himself with the small shaving mirror. He stared in amazement as he slowly touched his face and beard. We looked at him and then at each other. The tension rose between us as we anticipated some sort of breakdown.

      "Paug, hot water," he said, as he set the mirror down and inspected the shaving razor. The fire in the center of the camp was still bright with embers. I spotted various piles of wood and pots nearby. I added some twigs, larger pieces of wood, and blew on the fire to get it going again.

      "What are you doing?" Nadea asked, as I prepared the flame.

      "He wants hot water. I think he wants to shave." I looked over my shoulder at the man and saw him examining a pair of hair shears. He put them up to his face and began to awkwardly cut his beard shorter. Before he could get a second snip in, Iarin stepped near him and offered his hand. The man flipped the shears over and placed them in Iarin's palm.

      Iarin went to work, cutting the man's beard as close as he dared with the shears. I poured a water skin into one of the pots and set it by the fire to heat.

      "If they aren't going to burn or bury the bodies, ask Nadea and Greykin to gather weapons," the man said. Nadea and Greykin turned to look back at me with questions on their faces when they heard their names. We had all been watching Iarin trim the man's beard with a strange fascination.

      "He wants you to gather weapons from the bodies," I said.

      "Let's do it," Nadea said as she moved to a corpse. Greykin grunted and joined her.

      After a few minutes the man's beard was uniformly trimmed an inch from his face.

      "Ask him to cut my hair please." The man tugged on his long mane. I didn't need to translate, Iarin got the point and then moved back and began cutting.

      "Let me do that," Jessmei said as she stood up from a rock where she had perched. "I used to cut my brother's hair and sometimes cut my handmaiden’s when they wished."

      "Don't get near him!" Greykin shouted as he turned from his task. "We still have no idea what he is capable of."

      "Actually, we have a pretty good idea of what he is capable of," Iarin said with a laugh. "If he wanted to kill her, or any of us he would have done it by now. He wants to go with us. Besides, if the princess cuts his hair, maybe he will be less likely to want to hurt her."

      "Don't worry Greykin. He won't hurt me. Iarin is right, he would have already if he wanted. Even you could not stop him," Jessmei said.

      "Bullshit I couldn't stop him! I am Captain of the Royal Household Guard. I've been in more borderland skirmishes, onslaughts, and raids than any other man in this kingdom. I swore a blood oath to your father that I would protect his line when I was younger than you. And I've been living with that task for the last fifty years. I don't care if this man is who you all think he is. If he harms a hair on your head, I will rip his head from his shoulders and drink the blood that gushes from his neck."

      Jessmei froze mid-step like a caught rabbit. Everyone seemed surprised by the big man's sudden outburst. The princess looked back at her protector and seemed about to burst into tears.

      "No kill. No hurt," the man said as he smiled at Greykin and waved across the fire pit.

      "Did he just speak our language?" Nadea said in amazement.

      "He has been listening to how I have been translating." I tried not to smile.

      "Is the water warm?" the man asked me.

      "Almost." He looked confused. "Soon," I said instead, and he nodded. Jessmei ran her fingers through his tangled hair in an attempt to smooth it out.

      "Is there a comb in that pile?" Jessmei asked. The man bent down and pulled out a large bone comb and handed it over his shoulder to her.

      "Tell him to sit down. He is too tall," Jessmei asked me to translate but the man sunk down smoothly and kneeled on the dirt. It was a weird position, balancing on his shins and the balls of his feet, but he didn't seem to be in pain.

      "I think he is able to understand us. Is that possible?" Nadea asked me. She threw some sheathed swords, crossbows, and daggers into a pile.

      "I don't know. It seems that the Ancient language and ours have a few things in common. But theirs is more complicated. Our language is subject, verb, and then object. So we would say: 'I am drinking water.' The Ancient language has a different order depending on if it is the past, present, or future tense. The alphabet and sounds are also more complicated. There are forty more sounds their language makes. And it looks like I got most of them wrong."

      "You're doing fine, Paug. You got him to want to come with us!" Nadea couldn't hide her excitement. Both she and her father believed that the O'Baarni would help us against the Ancient race. The legends said that the O'Baarni nearly annihilated all life on our world, but Nadea had found proof that someone, or some group, had changed the documented history. It was probably an easy task, considering that the Ancients lived over two thousand years ago and most of their art, writing, and creations were destroyed.

      We sat back around the fire and watched Jessmei cut the man's hair.

      "How short do you think he wants it?" she asked as she combed and cut small pieces of thick hair.

      "As short. I am not allowed to have long hair," the man said to me as I finished translating. I looked at him in confusion and saw his expression looked lost. He was remembering something.

      "He wants it short," I told Jessmei. She nodded and cut larger pieces off of his wild mane. Her hands did seem to know their way around shears and hair.

      After ten minutes she had cut off most of the long hair and began working around his ears. The dark cuttings fell over his gray robe and face like discarded autumn leaves. I realized that I hadn't checked on the water in a while. It was almost boiling, so I moved it away from the fire. The man saw me move the water and nodded.

      Jessmei moved in front of the man and appraised her work, brushing the tips of her fingers over his face to dust off hair, and running the comb through the top to make sure it lay evenly. The man glanced at her before staring into the fire. I looked over at Greykin, surprised that he hadn't given a yell of outrage at her being so close. Nadea had finished gathering the weapons around us and stood with her arms crossed over her chest. A look of annoyance was plain on her face but I couldn't guess why.

      "I think that looks great!" Jessmei said, and I agreed. His hair was a few inches long on all sides, more organized, and he looked less like a crazy beggar. He motioned for me to bring the pot closer as he grabbed the razor and a piece of soap.

      "I never thought it was that interesting to watch a man shave, but I am enthralled," Iarin murmured as he sat next to me. The O’Baarni splashed warm water on his face from the bucket, dunked the soap in, and then worked a lather with it on his face. Then he began to shave with the mirror in his right hand and the razor in his left.

      After a few minutes he finished cutting the beard and set down the mirror and blade. He splashed his face with water to remove the soap and the hair. Then he raised the mirror again and studied himself. I could not guess if he was handsome or not. It looked like he might be two days from death through starvation, a skeleton covered in translucent bleached paper, with dark violet lines running down his neck and face. The veins were so apparent through his gaunt skin that I almost believed that they were on the outside of his body.

      "I am thin," he said to me.

      "Yes," I said back. "You should eat something before we leave."

      "I remember my name," he stopped and touched the mirror, then his face, then the mirror again. "I am Kaiyer. I was a stable boy. I served the Elven tribe of Laxile. My father's name was Kai."

      I sat stunned for a brief second before excitement made me vault to my feet. "Are you the O'Baarni? Did you destroy the Ancients?" I realized that my hands were clenched.

      He looked at me sadly as he set down the mirror. In a smooth movement he went from kneeling to standing. Jessmei stood closest to him and she shuffled back a few steps from him in surprise.

      "I remember being a stable boy. Washing horses, fixing shoes, shoveling manure. I remember standing in an army. I remember a red flag and a black skull. I heard wind and cheering. I don't remember more."

      He turned away from me and started to sort through the clothes.

      I quickly translated to my companions.

      "A stable boy? I don't know if I can believe that." Nadea seemed disappointed. "What stable boy fights like that? How did he become imprisoned if he is just a stable boy? It doesn't make any sense."

      "It could just be that he doesn't remember yet. I have trouble remembering what I ate for dinner when I wake up in the morning. If he slept for over fifteen hundred years, I can imagine that he might forget what happened during his life. It will just take time," Iarin tried to ease Nadea's worries, but she seemed pretty devastated.

      "That doesn't look like the body of a stable boy," Greykin muttered to us as he pointed back at Kaiyer. We all looked over and gasped. He had taken off his robe and stood naked. His body was painfully thin, with ribs protruding so far I might grab one through his skin. I even thought that I saw his heart beating in his chest.

      His skin was covered in countless scars, long, thin cuts that could have come from swords or whips, wide circular scars from an arrow or crossbow, burns, and rips.  I hadn't noticed it before, but his left hand looked like it had been burned down to the mid forearm. He may have dipped the limb into a scalding pot of water or oil at one time. He found a pair of dark brown pants that he struggled to put on. His penis hung from his body and bounced as he maneuvered into the garment.

      "Turn around and give the man his privacy ladies," Greykin commanded and the girls did. Jessmei's face looked bright red and her eyes opened in amazement before she turned her back to us. She was a bit older than me and may have never seen a naked man.

      "He spoke of an army. He mentioned a red flag and a black skull," I said, suddenly remembering what Kaiyer told me in the ruins.

      "Did he say anything else? No records indicate what design his banner carried. Did he say if he was a commander or the actual O'Baarni?" Nadea was grasping for anything that proved he was our savior. I shook my head.

      "One thing's for sure. The boy needs food. Let's get out of this blasted jungle and back to our camp before nightfall," Greykin said.

      I turned back to see that the thin man had put on socks and had already tied one boot on. It only took him another few moments to put on the other boot and slide into a cream-colored tunic. The clothes suited him, but he didn't seem happy until he had tied a few of the sword belts from the pile around his waist and studied the blades.

      "Looks like we finally agree," Nadea said to Greykin with a smile. "And I think our friend is ready to go."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        The O'Baarni

      

    
    
      She always waited for her trainers to leave before she spoke to me.

      "Human," she would say with a smirk, her face beautiful and mischievous, "come here."

      I would stop whatever I was doing in the stable. Today I was about to rub down her horse after she had ridden it halfway to death. Now the horse would have to wait. When she asked me to come to her, I had to obey.

      She was the eldest daughter of the chieftain and therefore benefited from special privileges, including full access to the stables, as well as riding, archery, combat, and military strategy trainers. I guessed horses were her favorite pastime since she rode every morning before the sun awoke.

      This morning, in particular, seemed different than all the other times she harassed me. I had just finished taking off the saddle and led her horse, a beautiful chestnut Destrier that stood eighteen hands high, into his pen.

      I closed the stall door and turned to her. She sat delicately on one of the shipping crates we kept full of oats. Her long legs dangled and swung off the ledge like olive branches in the wind.

      "Now," she said as her smile turned into a flat line. Her hand gripped the side of the crate where she perched. The wood cracked under her awesome strength and tore easily in her hand. The meaning was clear; she could have crushed my skull with far less effort.

      "Sorry Mistress," I apologized as I scurried over to her, wiping my dirty hands on my slightly less dirty pants.

      "Take off my boots, human," she said as she lifted her right foot and pointed her toe at my chest. The boots were of the finest leather and ran up past her knees in a wrap of flower embroidery. I carefully grabbed the heel and pulled. She sighed when the boot came free.

      "The other," she said as she lifted her left leg. I tried not to look up at her, but I could never help myself. The woman's skin almost matched the color of fresh snow, and her almond-shaped eyes reflected blue and silver like a cloudy sky. Her hair was the color of the setting sun and fell down in all directions, ending at her thin waist. As she looked at me, one of her fingers spun through the golden hair. The movement created a ring around her finger that most of her kind would have paid a handsome sum to possess. The tips of her ears came out from behind her tresses and made sharp, dainty points. She brushed her hair back over them when she saw me staring at her. Then she pointed to the boots.

      "Polish them." I nodded and ran to get my oil and brush. I could polish a mirror-like shine in her saddle and it would take me a few minutes to get the boots looking the same. I doubted that would be all that she wanted with me today.

      "Sit on that stool while you do it. Face me." She pointed a few feet from her. I obediently sat down and began to brush the boots. After every dozen strokes I glanced back up at the beautiful woman to see if she was paying any attention to me. Each careful peek confirmed that she was staring at me with fascination, and my back started to dampen with cold sweat. Perhaps today she would grow bored with this game and kill me.

      "Where is your father, human?"

      "He is obtaining some tools at the bazaar, Mistress." I tried not to sound meek. I knew what would happen next.

      "When will he return?"

      "He normally comes back in the afternoon. But he might finish early and be back any moment, Mistress." I tried to sound confident, but the bazaar was on the border of our tribal lands and it took him all day to make the trip.

      "Hum . . ." she purred, as she leaned back and looked at the ceiling of the stable. "I doubt it." She began to take her socks off as she glanced away from me. Her feet and calves looked like they were made out of the white marble that decorated her house.

      Her hands went flat to the edge of the crate and lifted her lower body off of the wood as if she weighed only a pound. Then her legs formed a straight line with her toes pointing ahead of her. After a few seconds of holding herself off of the crate she wiggled her toes and sighed. With no effort, she tucked her legs under her chest and spun her body around beneath her arms. She emerged from the roll in a perfect handstand and draped her wonderful hair almost to the ground. She held this position for a few minutes on the edge of the crate. Finally, she let out a long sigh and completed a front flip to land with a puff into the dirt on the stable ground.

      "Which horse is your favorite, human?" she said as she walked around and began to touch the horses in the stable.

      "Yours Mistress." I almost cried. Her feet were covered in dust and dirt from the short walk across the floor of the stable. I swept it every night, but her entourage used six of the horses today and they had created a mess when I put them back in their stalls.

      "Why mine, human? Is it because he is the best, or because he is mine?" She reached up and patted her mount's face. This horse was smart enough to fake affection and leaned into her hand. Her last horse bit her once and she rode him so hard the rest of the day that he had collapsed. Then she ripped the legs from his body as easily as a child pulls the legs off of a bug. If I answered this question wrong she might do the same to me.

      "Both, Mistress." This was the most conversation she had ever engaged me with, and I dreaded an incorrect answer.

      "You are smart for one of your kind, no?" She looked over at me and began to walk in my direction.

      "My father often calls me a lummox when I forget one of my chores," I said, looking away from her and going back to scrubbing her boots. One of them was finished and I hoped that she would be satisfied with their shine.

      "Perfect." She reached down and inspected the boot. "You are also good with your hands, human. Do any of your masters compliment you? Or is it just me?" Her silver-blue eyes burned into me. My hands shook when she handed it back to me.

      "No Mistress. I only talk to you. If you don't want to speak to me I don't mind," I stuttered. Her smile turned into a sudden frown.

      "I do not care if you mind or not. Your opinion of the matter isn't important to me, human. I choose to talk to you now. You will answer. Understand?" I nodded and struggled to control the terror in my body. My eyes were probably the size of her horse's.

      "The other boot looks perfect. Stop now," she commanded. I picked up the other one, got on my knees before her, and raised them up so she could accept them.

      "Yes. They look fine. Unfortunately, it looks like my feet are too dirty to put them on again. You will have to fix that, human." Her face wore the smirk again. This always happened after I polished her boots.

      "Yes Mistress. I will get warm water." I dashed toward the back of the stable. The first time she asked me to do this I didn't have any warm water ready. It had taken me ten minutes to grab a bucketful from the well and boil it. The wait didn't suit her, so she cuffed me across the ear so hard that I wondered if I had been kicked by a horse instead. Now I always kept water simmering throughout the day.

      She was perched on the crate again when I came back with two buckets of water, soap, a soft scrubbing brush, and a towel. Once I was set up on my stool she wordlessly pointed her foot into my chest. Then I reached out my hands to caress her feet.

      Touching her was a mixture of pleasure and fear. Her skin felt like the smoothest piece of cloth I had ever touched: a patch of satin that another slave had stolen from the dining table at one of their mating parties. We passed it around like a sacred totem and wondered at how it could have been made. Humans weren't allowed such finery.

      "Rub in the arch human," she whispered as I traced my fingers across the ball of her foot. I dug deeper with my thumbs and she hummed in appreciation. If she knew that I enjoyed this she would kill me. It was forbidden for my kind to touch the Elvens unless they were in danger of death. Even then the offending human would probably be killed.

      I had never even touched a human girl. My father, brother, and I were the only three that managed the stables and blacksmith. Maintaining both involved endless work. We didn't have time to attend the rare holiday the Elvens granted us, or even walk across the estate to the hall where we could eat with our own kind. Even as I washed her feet, my mind was turning over all the other tasks I needed to do in my father's absence. My brother was managing the same impossible list of responsibilities in the smithy.

      "That feels good. Next foot." My hands were not nearly as strong as hers, but the work I did around the stables and smithy ensured I had decent fortitude in my arms.

      I appraised the fine network of muscles in her feet. They were sleek with water and soap and I found myself wondering what the rest of her body looked like without clothes. It was madness, but my efforts to push the thought away only prevailed for mere seconds before my imagination returned tenfold with the beautiful image.

      "Excellent work human. Dry them." I complied, and stole a quick glance up at her face, hoping she would be happy with my effort. She had asked me to do this for her almost every day for the last two months. Her face seemed pleased as she looked down at me. I was careful to dry between her toes. I used the cleanest towel I had and worried that it wasn't soft enough.

      "What is your name, human?" she asked, her voice only more than a whisper.

      "My name?" I gasped. My hands wrapped around the towel that hugged her feet.

      "Yes. Father's personal slave is called 'Wiial' or something I don't care to remember. Do you have a name?" She raised an eyebrow in question and her eyes focused on me like a sliver of sunlight over the ocean.

      "Yes Mistress. I'm called Kaiyer, Mistress," I said as I looked to her feet and continued to dry.

      "Kaiyer . . . Kaiyer . . . Kaiyer," she repeated my name. My heart hammered like it might escape my chest. No Elven had ever used my name. "It agrees with me." My shoulders relaxed and I tried not to gasp in relief.

      "Do you like working in the stables?" she continued. I wondered if she was leading me somewhere with these questions. In the past she would ask for a clean pair of socks from her saddle bag and then leave at this point.

      "Yes Mistress."

      "Why?"

      "I like horses, Mistress. Also, I get to see you and the other masters ride them." She nodded. I finished drying her feet, but she hadn't asked for her socks yet. I just kept rubbing them through the towel.

      "Have you ever ridden?"

      "Oh no Mistress. I am not allowed. My father said I would be killed." I looked up at her and she smiled.

      "Would you like to?" she asked as she shook her foot a bit. That was the signal for me to stop drying them. I released my hold and my hands hung in the air as I tried to think of what they should do next.

      "I would love to ride one, Mistress. But I would dislike being killed," I said. She laughed and it sounded wonderful, even if she mocked me.

      "Of course not! Ha! You are quite funny human." She lifted her feet and sat cross-legged on the crate above me. I tried not to gawk at the shape of her legs through her tight leather riding pants, or the contour of her breasts and nipples through the thin fabric of her green tunic. I think I failed, her eyes caught me and I turned away in fear. "Perhaps I will take you riding one day, Kaiyer. You amuse me." I turned back to look at her. I think my mouth hung open in surprise because she laughed again.

      "Yes, I think I will. I can imagine the expression on your face. Don't worry. You will not be killed, as long as I allow it. Of course, we'll have to do it sometime late at night or very early. If any of my kind, especially my suitors, saw you riding with me, they might become jealous. I can tell them not to harm you but, accidents can always happen to your frail kind."

      I would get a chance to ride? I didn't know of a single human ever riding a horse. I tried to guard my emotions, but I couldn't, and smiled up at her gratefully. For almost a split second I thought that she was being sincere. But of course, it was easy to forget how her kind acted when she dangled hope in front of me.

      "Of course I'll need some sort of payment from you," she said as her smile faded. "It's not like we can have humans riding our-" she paused as if looking for the right word, "horses, all day long. I'm willing to make an exception for you if you are willing to give me the proper payment." I felt my hopes dash. I had no money and didn’t really own anything more than three different pairs of pants and a few shirts. Perhaps I didn't even own those. She, or her father, did.

      "Oh don't look so downtrodden Kaiyer, my precious little plaything. You'll be able to pay me this." Her smile came back but I feared that she was just leading me on and then would kill me. I nodded, ready for whatever she wanted me to do. I had no other choice.

      She spun around on her hands and lay on her stomach, across the crate, before I even realized that she had moved. Her hands and long flowing hair draped over the edge. Her copper red locks possessed a metallic sheen, and their length almost touched the ground. She beckoned me with a slender finger. I cautiously took a step nearer and then her hands grasped around my neck and yanked me closer than I dared to stand. Her grip was twice as strong as mine and I couldn't possibly escape. Before I even registered the danger, her hair draped over my shoulder.

      I had never touched a human woman's hair before, let alone dreamed of this particular Elven's hair. It felt even softer than her amazing skin as it brushed against my neck and cheek. She pulled my head sideways so that my ear touched up against her exquisite mouth.

      "You'll give me anything I ask, Kaiyer?" Her breath slid hot against my ear. My mind was spinning like a leaf in the wind and my arousal struggled to wrestle against my panic.

      "Yes!" I squeaked out.

      "Goooood," she purred. "We'll continue this conversation later. Get fresh socks out of my bag." Then she let me go. "Now!" she commanded after I stood there stunned for a few seconds. I ran over to her bag and grabbed a clean pair. I rushed them back to her and stared into her face. She looked uninterested and aloof like all the Elvens did when they dealt with us humans

      I handed her the socks and she put them on in a practiced motion. Then she pointed to her boots. I gave them to her, fighting the lump in my throat. She would never let me ride. This was just a game she played with me, like a cat toying with a mouse before eating it. She would let me ride and then kill me afterward. Maybe she would bring her friends and make sport of it. Sometimes they killed humans like that. My brother had warned me that she had killed many slaves in the past year.

      She slid her boots on, vaulted from the crate, and landed silently ten feet from me. She grabbed her leather satchel on the way out of the stables without another promise. I made sure that I heard the heels of her boots click on the stone path outside the stables before I went back to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        Kaiyer

      

    
    
      The memory awoke me with a start and I gasped. It had been so vivid, and more of my earlier life's experiences began to wrap around my brain. I didn't remember any more about the woman. She had been an Elven though. Paug had given enough description for me to guess that these Ancients he and Nadea wanted me to fight were the same race as the woman. In my memory humans were their slaves.

      I was her slave.

      The night hung about us as a heavy drape torn with sparkling rivers of stars. I didn't recognize any of their patterns, but I expected as much. Everything about this world seemed familiar, yet different enough to be discombobulating. I yearned for my dreams, even if I knew them to be false. Life had been simple jumping between the islands of my subconscious.

      A throat cleared nearby, and I turned my gaze down from the stars to see Nadea across the campfire. We had been traveling northward through the jungle. This was our second night since they had awoken me. Nadea looked at me with her eyebrows raised in concern. Everyone but Greykin seemed to look at me with a mixture of fear and pity. The big old man preferred to ignore my presence.

      "Do you want some food? Water?" Nadea whispered from the comfort of her bedroll. I had been pestering Paug about his language for the last two days and now understood basic conversation. It must have been her watch. Everyone else slept curled up in their light blankets.

      It stunk of hot and damp in this jungle. Dead plants and animals mixed with hungry earth and musky sudor. I could see small drops of sweat saunter down Paug's sleeping face next to me. The scent of their heated bodies mixed with the smoke of the fire and the jungle and almost stirred up another memory in my mind. Then it fled and I didn't have the energy to give chase through the silence of my subconscious.

      "Yes," I said, sitting up more. I was always thirsty or hungry, but the act brought bouts of queasiness. Eating also made me exhausted, so I would risk the possible nausea if it meant I might have a chance at deep sleep. The memory of the woman had left me filled with terror and sadness.

      Nadea glanced around the camp to make sure she wouldn't disturb the sleepers before she sneaked over to our food stores. She pulled out a tied bag of waxy paper, opened it, and handed me a large piece of salted, dried meat. Then she poured me water from a skin into a tin cup. I got out of my bedroll and moved to a rock closer to the fire and accepted them. She turned away after I gave her my thanks and studied the orange flames.

      I nibbled on the meat and stared into the fire. My brain became preoccupied remembering the Elven woman and the dreams of the floating islands. The fire almost matched the color of her hair. The flame made the night heat even more unbearable, but we would have been prey to the bugs and other menacing animals in the jungle without its protection.

      "Are you okay?" Nadea whispered from across the fire. She had a soft sheen of perspiration across her face, shoulders, and neck. It made her skin glow in the firelight. She wasn't wearing her usual leather travel pants and thick tunic because of the heat, just thin undergarments that almost didn't cover her slick form. She was mostly legs, her body toned by travel, riding, lifting, and exploring Ancient ruins. Her dark brown hair fell loose across one of her shoulders, leaving her neck bare on the other side.

      Paug had told me that she was part of some royal family and had chosen her odd profession, even though she could have done anything she wanted. He tried to explain to me what royalty was, but I still didn't understand the concept. The thought of someone else, let alone possibly unfit descendants, deciding what laws I should live by reminded me too much of the memory from which I had just awoken. I never wanted to feel that powerless again.

      Nadea was very beautiful, especially in the warm glow of the fire. Feelings of arousal surfaced deep within my stomach as I imagined my hands grasping the woman's hips and pulling her against me. My eyes drank her in and my fantasy began to sprint away. I wondered what her lips tasted like, how smooth her skin would be against my fingertips, and what sounds she would make when I brought her to orgasm.

      I looked at her and probably did a poor job of hiding my lust. Her face flushed and her breathing caught when our eyes met. Her mouth opened to say something again but no words came. I flashed back to the woman in my dream for a second. If I really had been asleep for as long as they all thought, I should make sure that all parts of my body worked correctly. My member pulsed in agreement against the inside of my pants.

      Was there proper etiquette to proposing that we go into the darkness of the jungle and please each other? I couldn't even remember acceptable courting behavior in my own memories, I only recalled the beautiful Elven woman terrorizing me. Then I laughed to myself. I didn't even know how to ask Nadea to be my lover anyway. The language difference was an especially large annoyance right now.

      "I feel good," I answered her with a smile. Or at least, I think that was what I said. She smiled back.

      "Are you tired?" she said with an eyebrow raised. I didn't understand at first but then she held her hands under her face like a pillow.

      "No. Hungry," I said as I put the last of the jerky in my mouth and washed it down with water. I had been eating almost every hour for the last two days. Sometimes my stomach cramped and I threw up a bit, but my appetite justified the risk. I hadn't gained any perceivable weight though.

      "More?" She pointed to the food and I shook my head. She looked confused. "Hungry?"

      "Yes. Hungry." I nodded. "No. Food," I said with a smile as I looked over her body again. Her eyes opened wide. I guessed she understood what I meant because her heart began to beat much faster and she drew in a deep breath.

      "Ahhh . . ." Nadea looked around at her slumbering companions. She whispered a bunch of words I didn't understand except for "sleep.” Was she telling me to go back to sleep or that her friends were sleeping and we needed to leave? I hoped it was the latter. Her face flushed red in the orange glow so I guessed that she wanted the same. I got up from my rock and began to move around to her. Her mouth opened but no words came out. I reached out my hand to pull her out of her bedroll and into my arms. First I would kiss her full lips, and then savor the salty curve of her bare neck with my tongue.

      "Hurmph! Awww. What?" Greykin rolled out of his blankets with a rough moan. He squinted against the fire and said something I didn't understand. Nadea whispered back to him. He sighed and untangled himself from the covers, sitting up straight with a growl that really did sound like a bear's. When he realized I was standing, he pointed at me and said something to Nadea. She responded and he seemed satisfied with her answer.

      I took the next two steps toward Nadea and handed her my empty cup. She nodded and her brown eyes met mine. Her face wore a complicated expression of relief, fear, lust, and disappointment. I smiled back at her and shrugged my shoulders. Paug told me that we had a few weeks of travel ahead of us. There would be a time soon where Nadea and I could explore our passions.

      I returned to my bedroll without looking at her or the big man. The stars became the white birds of my dreams. If I jumped high enough I would reach them. I heard the sound of the water cascading off of the islands as they disappeared into the cloudy gray mist beneath me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      "Can we go around them?" Kaiyer asked Iarin as we ducked behind the small outcrop of rocks and branches.

      "No. The range here is impassable." The quiet woodsman shook his head.

      "We should just wait them out," Nadea said. She poked the top part of her head over the rocks and then slowly shifted down behind cover. The four of us were about a hundred yards ahead of our horses, Greykin, and Jessmei. We were on the border of Vanlourn and Brilla. Nia and Brilla had an intact truce, so we had almost reached a country of relative safety.

      The only thing that stood between us was the canyon up through the mountains, the guard post at the border, and about forty soldiers on patrol. Iarin had mentioned the obvious to those of us that knew this country: the mountain range that separated Brilla and Vanlourn went almost sixty miles in each direction.

      "There were three guards here when we came through a month ago. They must know Jess is with us now," Nadea said, exasperated. Jessmei had really made the whole mission difficult.

      "Can we disguise her?" I asked.

      "I doubt that will work. The only people that pass between the borders are traders, and we have no goods or wagons. Also, I don't know how we could disguise Jessmei. She is very easy to spot, even if I dyed her hair, her blue eyes might give her away," Nadea said with a frown as she looked back toward the princess.

      "I can take her up the . . . rocks." Kaiyer said as he pointed to the steep sides of the canyon. "But do they see you?" he said as he looked at us. He had learned our language amazingly fast but I had to clarify his last question in his own language.

      "He thinks he can climb up the cliff face with her, and meet us in a few days on the other side. But if the guards at the border have information about us, they might capture us there," I translated.

      "It won't work. We'll be stopped at the border. They may be looking for the princess but I doubt they think she is traveling alone. I would bet all of Nadea's gold that they have our descriptions as well." Iarin smirked.

      "We all climb." Kaiyer pointed at us and then the cliff wall.

      "We would lose our horses and supplies. It would make the trip very difficult. Also, we are assuming they don't have guard posts on the top of the cliff faces." Nadea said with obvious frustration.

      "I look," Kaiyer said as he crawled back to the horses.

      "No!" Nadea tried to whisper, but Kaiyer was remarkably fast and had already retreated out of earshot.

      Nadea seethed a curse before she pushed away from the outcrop and crawled the twenty feet after him. Iarin and I followed, coming to our feet when the pebbles and rocks had turned into a mossy grass. It was still stiflingly humid and hot. The canyon walls were covered in dense green foliage; small streams of water poured off of them. I had seen Nadea climb similar faces during our exploration of the ruins, and it hadn't appeared that difficult.

      At least for her.

      "You aren't going up there," Nadea said to Kaiyer, as he browsed through the pack on his horse. "Listen to me." She stepped into the small space between him and the steed so he would be forced to meet her gaze. He didn't take his arm out of his pack, so it lay across her shoulder. "You are not climbing the cliff. It is too risky; we'll find another way. Hey!" She poked him in the chest with her finger when he went back to his pack. "Now you somehow don't understand what I am saying huh?" She looked to me. "Tell him he can't go up there."

      I didn't need to translate. He looked over at me and spoke in his language.

      "Tell her she has an hour to figure out a better idea. I am bored." Kaiyer looked back to her as he finished. "Tell her she can come with me. That is what she really wants."

      His face broke into a smile. Nadea frowned as he stepped away from her and walked twenty feet from the horses to stretch.

      "He said you should think of another idea within the hour or he'll go. He said you can come with him,” I told her.

      "What is this about?" Greykin said. "What does the guard post look like?"

      "There are at least three dozen of them at the entrance to the canyon. There could be many more at the actual border," Iarin replied to him.

      "Shit. So the scrawny guy wants to climb the walls of the cliff? Let him! He'll fall and we won't have to worry about him anymore!" Greykin smacked his hand on his knee with pleasure.

      "His original idea was to take Jessmei up with him and let us go through the border without her," Nadea said, as she looked over at Kaiyer stretching.

      "Oh, now I am certain this guy is an idiot," Greykin spat out. "He's not going anywhere alone with her."

      I looked over to Jessmei. She glanced back and forth between Greykin and Kaiyer in frustration. I guessed the beautiful girl was too timid to voice her actual opinion.

      "Alright. Time for the grown up to figure this out. I've let the children run the show for too long. Keep an eye on Jess while I take a gander." Greykin walked toward the outcropping, dropping into what looked like a painful crawl for the last twenty feet.

      "Nadea, I don't think I can climb that wall," Jessmei said to her cousin, her perfect face creased with worry.

      "Don't worry. You won't have to. We'll find another way," Nadea said. She turned to Kaiyer and I could see the worry on her face. The journey had turned sour when Jessmei had joined us. Her presence made the whole situation more dangerous. We needed a full company of soldiers to properly guard her. Not the four of us.

      Greykin returned within ten minutes. He had a sparkle in his eye. The danger seemed to be giving him more energy.

      "It's going to be tough. They are running patrols back and forth from the main road. They will figure out we are hiding in this part of the jungle sooner rather than later. We'll have to camp a mile from here and keep the fire very low. I'm beginning to wonder if Skinny has the right idea. Climbing that cliff face would be less dangerous than dealing with a company of Vanlourn's army. Let's camp out tonight, drink the rest of our whisky, and think through our options." Greykin stroked his beard as he collected his thoughts.

      "Okay. Paug, tell Kaiyer that we are going to camp the night. We'll make a decision in the morning,” Nadea commanded.

      I ran over to him to explain the situation, aware that he might want to argue with Nadea again since she wasn't going to do anything until tomorrow. He seemed pleased after I told him, which confused me until he spoke.

      "I'll climb the cliff and see if there are any guards. Then I can attach a rope so it will be easier to get up tomorrow." He began to take off his swords and walk toward his horse. When he got there, he fished out a rough looking rope from the pack.

      "What is he doing?" Nadea asked me.

      "He is still going to climb the cliff face. He said he'll look around up there and then attach a rope so we can get up easier later," I explained.

      "No." She walked up to him and put her hand on the rope. "Tell him to wait until tomorrow. I don't want to risk him being caught.”

      "He said he won't get caught. He'll be okay."

      "What if he falls?"

      "He said he won't fall."

      "Tell him no again. Tell him to wait." She was insistent now. Her dark brown eyes were fierce as she looked at his. I started to translate but I didn't need to. He spoke quickly and I struggled to understand what he was saying.

      "He says that we can get a clear picture of what awaits us up there, so we can plan for it tonight. Also, he wants to ask if you are ordering him not to go. He wants to know if he is your prisoner or your friend." The question took her aback.

      "No, he isn't my prisoner." She looked at him with concern. Then she sighed in defeat. "Tell him I will go with him. I have the proper equipment, and we are less likely to fall if we are tied to each other." She glanced over at the face of the cliff as I relayed the message.

      "Good. We climb," he said, smiling. She nodded and went over to her horse, unpacking various smaller bags, rope, and well-used spikes that ended in loops of metal.

      "Tell him I will lead and place the pitons," she said, as she inspected each of the spikes and her rope. "We will set up at the base of the cliff. It will probably take us a few hours to reach the top. We'll do a brief reconnaissance, attach a top rope, and then come back. Tell him."

      I relayed this to Kaiyer and he nodded.

      "It still might be better if I go alone. What if we are seen by patrols?" he asked her.

      "If we approach that face to the right, we should be less visible. See how it angles away from the main road and forms a hollow chimney?"

      Kaiyer nodded. I looked far in the distance where the vertical ridge in the cliff face she spoke of was only a finger-sized dent. It looked like the gorge would be impossible to view from the road.

      "Iarin, can you lead the horses back to the clearing we passed an hour ago?" Nadea asked. Iarin nodded. "We'll meet you there after nightfall. Keep the fires low. Ready?” she turned to ask Kaiyer.

      She had a few small packs and thin silk rope slung over her shoulders. Kaiyer nodded. He had the long rope from his pack wound around his upper body. I couldn't tell how many feet it was, but it wrapped around him so many times that it looked like he was carrying enough to sail a boat. He had tossed his extra long sword and just wore one over his shoulder. He still had the strap that carried a multitude of daggers. "Okay. Let's go. See you all tonight." And they moved deeper into the jungle.

      We waited in the spot for another three quarters of an hour until they began to ascend the cliff face over the trees of the jungle. It was not easy to spot them, even from our better angle, so I assumed they would be safe from patrols.

      "Let's go set up camp. Watching them won't make the time go faster," Greykin said as we strained our eyes to follow them. We grabbed the horses and made the trek back to the clearing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Kaiyer

      

    
    
      It took us half an hour to make it to the top of the six-hundred-foot cliff face. Nadea was a fast, capable climber. Her placements of the pitons were perfect, even if I hadn't needed their aid. Much like the earlier battle against the Vanlourn soldiers, climbing seemed very comfortable to me. My hands naturally found holds, my legs seemed to know when to push, and I had to restrain myself from moving up past Nadea.

      Nadea had taken the lead in the ascent to hammer in the pitons, which allowed me a perfect view of her legs and ass while she maneuvered the sheer face of the cliff. The view of her body from below made me think about the two nights ago when Greykin woke up at the most inopportune time. Perhaps tonight I would have a chance to taste her.

      The stables were empty except for the two of us and her horses. With a casual ease she ascended the ladder to the hay loft. “Follow me human,” her voice was a seductive purr that controlled my body like reins.

      The wind on top of the canyon carried the scent of a drier jungle to my nose before it dashed off the side of the cliff to the valley below. I looked down at the jungle beneath us. It seemed to stretch on forever, like a green rolling ocean that curved down the edge of the planet, beyond the reach of my vision. I didn't recognize any of the scenery, but the scents in the air and the sense of accomplishment that penetrated my hands and legs after the climb were familiar.

      I turned around to contemplate the jungle on top of the canyon. It seemed thicker than what lay on the valley floor, and there were no game trails through the foliage. There did appear to be a twenty-foot-wide gap that separated the green tangle of plants from the edge of the cliff. We were going to have to explore to see if the edge could be followed west and then northward. If it appeared too treacherous, then we would have to figure out a way through the guards. I did feel much stronger from the food, water, and travel, but I had been lucky with the eight in the jungle clearing. Killing forty would be impossible for our small group.

      "Let's walk around the edge," I said to Nadea as she finished tying off the rope. She glanced at me over her shoulder and the wind picked up again. I could smell her salty sweat on the breeze. I hadn't perspired at all, but the scent of her skin and the wind brought me a memory. A man's voice.

      Wind and Water are two sides of the same Element. They both crash into the Earth and wear it down to the smallest particle of energy. Earth and Wind create Fire, Earth and Water create life.

      I shook my head to clear it of the cobwebs and focused back on the sound of Nadea's heart beating.

      "Okay. But we have to go back as soon as we can," I guessed she said, as I set down the coil of rope I had carried up the cliff face.

      We moved away from the edge twenty feet, then followed it west toward the main road that cut through the canyon. If we were lucky, then the ridge would be free of the jungle for a few more miles north of the canyon's corner. Then we would be able to get back onto the road safely behind the guard post.

      Nadea handed me a water skin and I took a small sip as we walked. I went to hand the skin back to her, but she shook her head and untied her hair, retying it tighter. The movement brought up another memory. It was of a woman, beautiful like Nadea, but of sharper facial features, hair a darker shade of brown, and eyes that sparked green. I put the skin back into my pack as the memory faded.

      Within a quarter of an hour of shadowing the canyon precipice, we arrived at the edge, where the cliff made an acute right turn to head north. The other side of the cliff was about sixty feet away. I studied the gap for a few moments and wondered why I believed that I might easily make the jump across the chasm.

      Nadea crouched down and crawled to the sudden edge. I followed, trying to keep my focus on the task at hand and not the way her leather pants wrapped around her pert ass. On the road six hundred feet below us were two dozen soldiers, garbed in the cream and yellow colors of Vanlourn. They yelled and laughed to each other but I could not understand most of the words. I turned my head to the right and confirmed that the road continued for another hundred yards or so and then bent to the east. The brown, mossy walls of the cliff hid the eventual destination of the road from my view, but I imagined that it would continue northward into Brilla's border.

      Careful not to disturb any dirt or rocks, we crawled back from the edge. When we were about thirty feet from the side, we stood up and faced each other.

      "Let's go to the guard post." I pointed to our right, where the canyon bent to follow the road. I wanted to get a better idea of how many guards were stationed at the border and how long it would take us to travel there.

      "Good. Yes." She nodded. I smiled at her and set off, bounding from rock to rock. The wind pushed from the south and it felt invigorating. The raised cliffs we traveled atop made up a series of foothills, which gave way to larger mountains that folded in on the canyon like the edges of a bowl. I understood how the ridge to the north would make an excellent border for a country. Especially if there was only a single road through them.

      In a few minutes the road veered right like I had seen earlier. We continued on the path and I noticed more switchbacks in the walls of the canyon beneath us. I guessed that the elevation of the road was gradually rising to meet us. I leapt over a small stream blocking our path, its flow of cold water cascaded down the side of the cliff like the islands in my dreams. My legs begged to sprint faster, but before I could do so, Nadea called out behind me.

      I slid to a halt across the slick mud, moss, and tropical flowers on the edge of the stream. She was covered in sweat and breathing in ragged gasps. She raised her arm, signaling me to halt and I bounded back to her in a few steps.

      "Are you okay?"

      "Yes. You are fast. I can't keep up." She smiled and let out a painful breath. "Can we break?" I nodded and handed her the water skin I still carried. She took a long drink and sat down on a rock, exhaling while she looked at me. I took back the water skin and sipped on it again. Then I filled it up at the stream.

      By the time I returned Nadea seemed ready to move again.

      "You lead," I said.

      "Thank you," she said as she set off wading through the cool current of the stream. I did the same, even though I had cleared it before with an easy leap.

      After the stream our makeshift path grew rockier. We were traversing the fifty or so feet of bare, coarse ground that separated the dense jungle from the edge of the drop four hundred feet to the road beneath us. Up ahead the trees were drifting closer to the edge, so I imagined that we would have to hack through the jungle to keep going.

      "I don't think we can go any farther because of the jungle," I assumed Nadea said to me seconds after I made the same conclusion.

      "We can cut through with the sword," I tried to say. I might have butchered the words, but I pointed to the jungle, then the sword on my back, then made a cutting motion. She frowned for a moment and considered.

      "It is getting late. We need to go back." I understood her, but she pointed to the sun, back to where we came from, and made the sleeping motion with her hands.

      "We need to check the guard post." I pointed at my eyes and then pointed down toward where I thought the guard post would be.

      Again, she frowned as she considered. Her lips were full from the exertion of our hike and moist from the perspiration running down her face. Her thin shirt was drenched with sweat and I could see the shape of her stomach muscles and the outline of her breasts beneath the light brown fabric. I recalled our conversation a few nights ago and decided that spending the night up here might be a better idea. That way there would be no one to interrupt us.

      I think she noticed me admiring her body. Her cheeks flushed and her frown turned into a playful smirk.

      "Okay. One more hour, then we go back. Yes?" I nodded before I set off through the jungle, long sword drawn and hacking through the thick dripping foliage. The excursion would dull the blade quickly, but it would have taken me forever to rip a path for us with my bare hands.

      The inside of the jungle smelled heavily of life; the wind couldn't penetrate the thick blanket of vines, trees, and mud. As I cut through the branches, small animals scurried out of our way and disappeared into the surrounding foliage. I hadn't seen creatures larger than my hand since we began the journey, but I guessed larger fauna lived deeper in the jungle from the far off trampling noises I heard.

      After an hour of cutting, we made it out of the foliage and into another clear area that ran for the next eight hundred yards.  I knew we were running short on time, but that was Nadea's prerogative. I didn't want our companions to worry, but spending the night alone with her was what I preferred. The canyon switchbacks to the north seemed to straighten out, and I figured that we were close to the guard post. We skirted the edge and worked our way as close to the next jungle patch as possible before crawling to the edge.

      We had passed the guard post by a few hundred yards. It was made of large logs and stood two stories high. There were fifteen alert guards milling around the timber gates, and about twenty travelers with wagons waiting in line to enter. I glanced to my right and saw the road continue on for another eight hundred yards before it turned into another set of steep switchbacks. This part of the canyon was two hundred feet above the guard post, so it would be much easier to descend.

      I crawled back from the ledge and stood up over by the tree line. Nadea looked back and forth a few more times and then joined me.

      "Maybe we can climb down over there," I said, as I pointed down the road toward Brilla. She nodded.

      "I just worry about Jessmei making that climb."

      "It will be okay," I said and smiled at her. If we attached the rope at the top it would be easy enough to pull them up the sheer face.

      "Good idea," she said as she pointed at me and then at my head. “Let’s go back.” I smiled to indicate my assent, though I was disappointed that we would make it back on time.

      We checked the entrance to the canyon on our way back and saw that the number of soldiers had increased. There were almost two hundred of them now, pacing in neatly packed lines. They must have known this would have been our only way out.

      "We should climb up tonight," I said to Nadea. I wanted to explain why, but I didn't know the words. She nodded and we jogged back to the spot where I had left the rope. The sun would set in another hour, and this climb would be tough to pull off at night. How important was Jessmei? I hadn't understood royalty or what a king was from Paug's explanation. I was trying to compare it to what I knew of the Elven culture, which was coming back to me in spotty pieces of fog. I assumed that it was similar to a chieftain and his or her offspring. But the amount of guards here made me think that she was significantly more valuable than I had guessed.

      Nadea quickly set up two of her larger pitons in the rocks, hammering them in with practiced ease and running the rope through them. Then she tied the rope off to a nearby tree and tested the line by yanking on it. It didn't budge.

      "Try," she said, as she handed me the rope. I tensed my body and tugged. The tree bent slightly under the weight but did not snap. I walked toward the edge and prepared to go down first while she inspected the lighter rope she had tied us to on our way up the cliff. With a quick motion she untied it from the top and lashed it around her waist. Then she nodded at me and I went off the cliff.

      My hands burned against the rope as I used my feet to push off the edge and release my grip. I slid down twenty feet before I tightened my hands again. Next time, I controlled my release and went down with more precision. It seemed that Nadea had done this before, since she was right above me, easily keeping pace. The rope she tied around her waist slipped through the loops attached to the face of the cliff and made a soft sound while she descended.

      Suddenly, the taut rope above us slackened. I looked in horror as the top of our tether, which should have been tied to the tree, came loose and began to slip.

      It happened in slow motion. Nadea's body fell away from the wall of the cliff a split second before mine. I reached out with my right hand and made a grab toward the line. I missed and started to fall, while she let out a surprised gasp.

      Another jut of rock came out ten feet below us and I tried to grab onto the edge. This time my right hand connected and my fingers dug into the soft rock. My other arm snaked out and made a grab for Nadea's body. Our hands and arms slipped around each other and made a snapping connection. I grunted in pain as the full weight of her fall impacted my left hand, traveled through my arms and shoulders, and into my right hand. My whole body numbed for a second, and I realized I was about to lose my grip. Luckily, the feeling came back almost instantly and I held on to the rock my hand grasped.

      Nadea hung three hundred feet off the ground, her right arm extended as my hand gripped hers. I thought she would be terrified, but her face wore an intense mask of determination. The rope made a soft scraping motion as it continued its fall past us, but neither of us could make a move to grab it.

      I looked up to the top of the cliff, wondering if someone had cut our rope. No one looked over the edge to see if their work had been successful. I guessed that an animal might have chewed it off, because if the tree had been uprooted, the slack would have been more gradual in nature.

      "Kaiyer," Nadea called out below me to get my attention from the top of the cliff. I looked down at her, dangling like a fish at the end of my arm. "Swing me over there," she pointed with her other arm toward the hooks on the cliff face. I slowly moved my arm back and forth. It was easier to hold her now after the first impact. After a few swings, she reached across and grabbed the rope that ran from the ground, up through the loops and hooks to the top, and back down to her waist. She muttered quick, angry words that I guessed were curses that Paug had not taught me yet. She shook her head in frustration and began to untie the line from her belt.

      I lost track of time. I tried to see any movement on top of the canyon, until Nadea called me. I looked through the rocks and foliage to see her moving down the line quickly. She had tied off the top part to another hook so it was stable. I pulled myself up on the ledge and waited for her to get down to the jungle floor. Within minutes she was there and waving up at me.

      With a quick glance back to the top, I leaped down to the rope, caught it, and made my way down its length. A few rocks were disturbed by my quick descent, and they tumbled down with a painfully loud crescendo. I hoped that Nadea had moved out of the way.

      “The rope was cut,” she said with concern as she handed it to me. It did look like a single blade had cleaved it cleanly. “Let’s go back to camp.” I nodded and followed her into the thick jungle as the sun set behind the cliffs and the coolness of the night crept upon us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      “And then I called out: ‘HOLD THE LINE LADDIES!’ as the Vanlourns hit us. Within ten minutes we won the battle. We lost a few brave men, but their entire brigade was crushed! Even with my great intellect, I couldn't count how many of the greasy bastards I killed. Perhaps eighteen of them, of course, I was a much younger lad then, a few year’s junior to our studious Paug here. I can easily slay a score or so of them at my current state of experience and physical fitness.” Greykin finished, with a long guzzle from his coveted wine skin. We had drunk from it a scarce few times during the trip. Greykin passed the skin back to Iarin.

      "Twenty is a large number Greykin. I also have problems counting that high and would need to call upon the aid of my toes," Iarin said with a deadpan face before taking a sip from the skin. His mouth contorted and I imagined the big man had put something stronger than wine in there.

      "A hero's greatness cannot be measured in numbered feats lad." Greykin didn't seem to understand Iarin's sarcasm. The bowman's face turned into a smirk as he tried to hold back laughter.

      A very stressful dusk descended around us and Greykin helped pass the time with some stories that may or may not have been true. Jessmei tried to look interested while she nibbled on a piece of bread, but I imagined that she had heard all of these accounts already. The tales were new to us, so Iarin and I were fascinated. Without warning, Nadea and Kaiyer bounded into the small clearing as Greykin took a deep breath, ready to begin his next tale.

      “We need to leave as soon as possible,” Nadea said through ragged breaths. Kaiyer went over to his horse and began to unpack it. He glanced at me and smiled with excitement.

      “There are two hundred guards at the entrance to the canyon now. Come morning they are going to be combing the jungle. We don’t have a choice. We need to leave the horses and climb up the side of the cliff.” Nadea turned to Greykin, ready for him to argue. He got up, nodded, and went over to begin rearranging his packs off his horse.

      “How am I going to climb up that cliff face?” Jessmei asked. She didn’t bother preparing her bags. Greykin would do it for her.

      “I will carry,” Kaiyer said as he pulled a pack on to his shoulders. He patted the muzzle of his horse and began to chant soft words to him.

      “How are you going to carry her and your gear?” Greykin shot over his shoulder.

      “I climb up. Make rope. Climb down. Carry Jessmei,” he said with confidence.

      “You can’t. The rope was cut at the top. There is someone waiting for us,” Nadea said. She had already transitioned her gear from her horse to her shoulders.

      “Wait. Wait. I don’t understand. What rope was cut from the top?” Iarin asked over his shoulder while he frantically rummaged through his belongings. The horses had been carrying a lot of our gear. It would be tough to decide what to leave and what to carry. I had my bag of books, along with another bag that contained small pots, my tent, and a few sets of clothes. The vision of dragging it all up the side of the cliff made me shiver in a cold sweat.

      “We tied a rope to a tree at the top. Halfway down someone severed it cleanly. Whoever cut it did it from the top with a knife or sword,” Nadea said.

      “And this person still might be up there waiting for us?” Jessmei voiced what we had all feared.

      "This sounds like a great idea," Iarin said sarcastically. "How about I go up last?"

      “No. I’ll go up. Kill someone. Tie rope. Come down, get Jessmei, and climb up,” Kaiyer spoke as he helped me put on my bag. It must have weighed half as much as I did.

      “I’ll carry the girl. It’s my duty. My axe weighs more than her,” Greykin said as he tugged on the straps to his pack. “Is everyone ready?” Kaiyer shrugged.

      I looked around the camp. The horses were untied and unsaddled. Part of the soup I had prepared for dinner was still simmering, waiting for Nadea and Kaiyer to come back and claim it. Packs filled with horse feed, extra tents, and cookware lay discarded around the campfire like abandoned trash. Kaiyer disappeared into the jungle before I replied that I was ready. The rest of us looked at each other for a few precious seconds before following him.

      We had been through a lot already.  I thought bringing the O'Baarni back to life was going to be the toughest part of this adventure. I didn’t consider that our problems would get worse after we woke him.

      We should have expected the trip home would be more challenging than the journey down to Vanlourn. Actually, I hadn’t even known what to expect. None of us did. I had pictured him sitting up, offering his help, and then leading us against the Ancients, just like the legends told us he had done so many lifetimes ago.

      I imagined he would be different, more powerful, less confused, like a God with all the answers. Did Nadea’s father think the same? How about the king? I doubted it. I was just a stupid boy. The only reason Nadea invited me was because I could speak the language, and it turned out that I was poor at even that task.

      Now it looked like we would all die, either falling from the face of the massive cliff, our screams filling this hot, sticky night with life, or captured by the soldiers of Vanlourn. At least they wouldn’t rape or hurt the women. Jessmei was the princess and Nadea the duke’s daughter. If Vanlourn captured them alive, they would be significant political clout against Nia. But we would be tortured and murdered.

      I thought of my home next to the lighthouse on the bluffs overlooking the sea, gulls flapping in the wind and cawing their horrible song. The picture was beautiful in my memory. I should have never come here.

      I taught the little ones every morning for a few hours before they went back to their homes in the nearby village of Desai. Grandpa would tell me what I had done well during the lectures. Later in the evening adults from the village would come, eager to learn how to read, write, and do math. Grandfather taught them, but I listened and learned as well.

      A sinewy green vine smacked me in the face, stinging my eyes with the wet, verdant chlorophyll scent and bringing me back to the task of throwing myself off of the cliff or getting captured by an enemy nation’s army. I wiped the tears from my eyes and hoped that no one else noticed them. Among these warriors I was already the weakling, I didn’t need them seeing another testament to my vulnerability. Grandfather told me that crying never solved anything. But I knew that he cried sometimes when he didn’t realize I was able to hear him. He missed my mother and grandmother. So did I, though sometimes I felt I only missed the idea of them, a warm, yet strong protective feminine presence. My real memories of them were dreamlike and difficult to grasp.

      I tripped and Iarin grabbed my arm with an iron hold. I hadn’t realized he was behind me.

      “It will be okay Paug. The Spirits of the Forest protect us.” I looked at him through the dusk light. It was the time of the evening where the orange light filtered down from the sky and made it difficult to notice details of close objects. The features of his strong, angular face were obscured and softened, his eyes looked kind, not pitying or condescending. I realized that despite his reassuring words, he too had doubts and fears about our mission, and I actually felt better about my own trepidation knowing even this confident warrior felt fear. I wondered how dark it would get tonight, and if we would be able to move through the jungle with the moons out.

      “The Spirits of the Forest? I didn't know the forest had spirits.”

      “Ha!  I’ll tell you all about them when we get to the top.” He stopped and I realized we had reached the rock wall. I almost couldn't see Kaiyer; he was already beginning to scale the face. The man moved up the jagged facade like a spider, smooth and graceful, not even stopping to look for holds, pulling himself up with ease. I was clumsier climbing the ladder up the lighthouse.

      “There is also a rope here.” Nadea pointed off to the side, where she had hammered the spikes into the wall and ran the rope through them. “We’ll each go up the main rope that Kaiyer ties to the top. We’ll use a smaller piece of rope,” she showed one with a weird looking loop tied to the end, “to anchor into this line over here, it almost goes to the top. You’ll have to unlatch it like this.” She demonstrated that one side of the loop was made like a door and could be opened if you pushed on it. “And take it off the line that is under each piton and attach it to the line that is above it. Understand?” We all nodded.

      "That was fast," she said when the thick rope that Kaiyer pulled up leapt next to us. Nadea grabbed it and tugged a few times.

      “Paug, you first, Iarin behind him, help Paug with his line.” Nadea handed us each ropes with the metal circles on them. “Those are the only two I have, so send them down when you get to the top.”

      The lump in my stomach gave birth to one in my throat. My hands grew cold and my body seized. Iarin touched my shoulder and walked, no, practically dragged me over to the rope. He tied the safety hook on my belt and clamped it into the line on the wall.

      “This is going to be easy. Use your legs like you are walking. I’ll care for your safety line. Take as long as you need. There are outcrops you can rest on top of,” he whispered to me. I nodded as my hands wrapped around the rough, fibrous rope. Even my hands were soft and weak, I thought bitterly, wishing I had been more physically active to train and prepare myself for this mission.

      The first fifty feet were as awkward as I feared. I kept losing my balance and sliding against the wall on my right side, sending showers of pebbles and dust down to signal my ineptitude. Each mishap stretched my body and mind to their breaking point, as I forced myself to keep from crying out in fear. After each blunder, I stayed still for a few moments until the night wind blew cool against my back, calming yet terrifying as it reminded me that I still needed to ascend farther. I was glad that twilight had descended and I couldn’t see the ground beneath me. When I tried to look down I just saw a dusk-lit Iarin and then endless darkness.

      I couldn’t stop shaking, my hands were wet with sweat and blood, and my forearms burned, my muscles were so unused to this much activity. The pack on my back weighed so much that I wondered if Iarin was hanging on it and trying to drag me down in jest. I wished he would have carried it, but his pack looked three times the size of mine and I knew that I wasn’t really carrying my fair share.

      My slick hands slipped and I gasped in horror. Iarin grunted and his hand pushed up on my pack. I took a deep breath and continued on. It felt like we had been doing this forever.

      “Break,” Iarin said. I moved a few more feet up and found a small ledge to rest upon.

      “I don’t know if I can make it.” My breath came out in ragged gasps.

      “Why not?” Kaiyer said from above me. I looked up in surprise and saw him leaning over the edge of the cliff a dozen feet above me. His body was a thin cut of black ink against the starry night.

      Iarin chuckled beneath me. I found myself laughing and climbed up the last few feet with renewed strength. When I slumped onto the top of the cliff, I rolled out of my pack, not even bothering to lift it off the ground. I took a deep breath and it tasted like sweet victory. Kaiyer helped Iarin off of the edge and clapped him on the back.

      “We have to drop the ropes,” I said while I untied the short line from my waist and passed it to Iarin. He attached the loops to the main rope and let it go. Then he shook the rope for a few minutes until it went taut below us.

      It was Jessmei and Greykin's turn to climb. I had enough pride left to hope it would take them a bit longer than Iarin and I. I wondered if he would actually carry the small blonde princess, or if he would do something similar to what Iarin and I had done. Greykin would probably tie her to his back along with all his gear, then grunt, curse, and sweat his way to the top. I looked at how the climb had ravaged my hands and I couldn’t imagine the sheltered white skin of the princess’s hands would be tough enough to endure the journey if she was forced to hoist herself up.

      “Did you see anyone up here? Anyone who cut the rope?” I asked Kaiyer. He shook his head.

      “No tracks around the tree where we had secured it. But this is a pretty rocky area. I didn't smell anyone either. It is a mystery.” He smiled easily and then looked into the sky. “Why are there no stars over there?” He said, pointing to the distant area to the west, where the bright splattering of pinprick stars that spanned the rest of the sky was blocked by a matte black spot, like ink spilled on the pages of a book.

      “Oh, it’s the moons, Alta and Yaha. They are new for the first week of every month. Well, somewhat new. A sliver of Yaha can normally be seen on the sixth day. Why? Did you remember something?”

      “No. It comes in pieces. I have remembered a few more things, but they aren’t clear. Parts of conversation, things people have said to me that don’t really relate at all to my past.” He looked from the dark spots in the sky back to me. “I don’t know if I am this person you wish. I do remember people that I called Elvens. Perhaps they were the same people you call Ancients.”

      “That’s great!” I stood up in surprise, my fatigue forgotten. Iarin looked over to me and made a shushing noise. “What do you remember?” I whispered. A few seconds passed and I started to worry he had not heard me.

      “I remember a woman that used to visit the stables that I tended. She was beautiful but vicious and powerful. Even her own kind feared her.” He walked over to me and sat down on the rocks. “Tell me again what your Ancients look like?”

      “They are supposed to be tall, slender, and attractive, with sharp features, curved eyes and pointed ears. Some legends say they have long, flowing hair and everything they created was beautiful. Apparently they used to rule the human race, because we could not take care of ourselves and needed their stewardship. They gave us protection, guidance, and taught us everything. We helped them in their great works.” I paused to gauge his reaction, but it was too dark to see his face clearly. “I don’t believe those stories though.”

      “Oh? Why not?”

      “It doesn’t make sense. If they were really our protectors then where are their creations, their art, and their teachings? We don’t know much about them. I think that they are more sinister than the legends make them out to be. They are also invading the Northlands and battling our armies. Those same legends I spoke of earlier say that the O’Baarni was a scourge. That he destroyed the Ancients out of hatred and cast the humans into a Dark Age that lasted a thousand years. Some tales even say that he was an Ancient and destroyed his kin out of jealousy. They say that he destroyed all the Ancients’ art, their technology, and their future.” I paused for a breath. I had given this speech a few times in my life. It was the summary of Grandfather’s and my work.

      “So what is the real story?” He lay back on the rocks next to me and I imagined him putting his arms behind his head like a pillow. I was a little disappointed. I had wanted him to be enthralled. This was about him after all. This was his story. It was his legacy. He should be more attentive.

      “There are other legends. The one I think is closest to what I believe is that you killed the Ancients to free humans from an epoch of slavery. You saved the human race and should have been a hero. Maybe you slept voluntarily in case Ancients returned one day. You knew that we would need you again. The legends are rife with hypocrisies, statements that don’t make sense. The only logical explanation is that someone planted false evidence to make us think that the Ancients were our benefactors. That way, when they came back we would accept them with open arms. You are here now, alive and able to help us against them, we need you now.” The lump in my throat was back. I didn’t think I would ever be able to meet the O’Baarni. Yet here I was talking to him. Explaining how he needed to save us. I would never forget this.

      “You seem pretty sure that I am the O’Baarni. What proof do you have?” I seemed to have his attention now.

      “No one has proof you were a scourge. Why would you be asleep in that ruin? Why would you even have been kept in such a state of stasis if you were dangerous?” My head bobbed. “It all makes sense. You were kept like a weapon in a chest, ready to be used against invaders. The legends were placed by our enemies to keep us from waking you. If you were dangerous, your enemies would have killed you instead of leaving you here.” I realized that we had been having a long conversation in his language without looking in my book. Maybe I was learning his native tongue as fast as he was learning mine.

      “Listen Paug, I don’t want to upset you, but I don’t remember anything like that in my memories--“

      “You will!” I interrupted him. “You just need more time for your thoughts to come together.”

      “I remember an army and a banner in the wind. But how can you be so sure I am this person? What if I was just a soldier on the front line?” He sounded unsure.

      “Why would a simple soldier be stored away like you were? How is it that you can fight so well? You took out eight Vanlourn soldiers with ease.”

      “Honestly Paug, I thought I was going to die. They seemed weak. I don’t feel strong though. I am tired all the time, I want to sleep again. Forever . . .” he trailed off and looked back up to the sky. We didn’t say anything for a few minutes.

      “I believe in you,” I blurted out. “We need you now.”

      “Okay, okay.” He laughed quietly and I blinked away the tears in my eyes. His laughter hurt even though I knew he didn’t mean to cause me pain. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want Grandfather or the children I taught to die. I thought of Nadea, the duke, the king, all the millions of people who would die if the Ancients conquered Nia.

      “What if I am this O’Baarni that you think I am? Let’s say that the legends are true and I am really a horrible monster. What then?”

      “You aren’t. I know you were our savior. You aren’t even an Ancient! You look completely human. I believe in you.” I sat down next to him and grabbed his hand with my blistered ones. “You can save us.”

      He looked into my eyes, or at least, I imagined their green color in the darkness. It almost looked like they were glowing, the embers of a ghost fire.

      “My friend, there are two sides to every story. And the truth always lies somewhere in the middle,” he said. His voice echoed with sadness and remorse. Perhaps he had remembered something else.

      “Of course no blasted cliff can withstand my physical prowess!” Greykin shouted loudly as he climbed over the edge. Iarin struggled to untie a frantic Jessmei from the Old Bear and made shushing sounds as Greykin continued his rant. “I’ve killed more Losher Horsemen than there are stars in the sky. I’ve wrestled half a dozen Astical Conscripts to the ground without even breaking a sweat. I ran the Teeth Mountain range in two days with full gear, no food, and only the blood of mountain goats to drink. This measly cliff is no match. Next time you all should choose a path that offers a real challenge.” Jessmei fell to the ground and clutched the dirt and rocks like a baby clutches its mother's teat.

      “Nadea?”  Kaiyer asked.

      “She’ll be coming up in a moment, Skinny. Had to take her spikes out of the wall.” Greykin stretched and I heard a bunch of his joints pop in his shoulders. “Did you take care of the guy who cut our rope?”

      “I didn’t see anyone.”

      “Humm. They probably saw me coming and decided to run. I don’t blame them. If I saw me coming I’d either run, or buy me a drink!”

      “The question is: Do we camp here for the rest of the night? Traveling across the top of the cliff at night might end tragically. I can hardly make out more than five feet in front of me,” Iarin said to Kaiyer.

      “What Nadea wants,” Kaiyer said back to him.

      “Ha! That girl has you trained already, Skinny! No wonder she likes you so much.” Greykin’s voice turned a rough laugh that reminded me of rocks being crushed together.

      “That’s enough Greykin. Nadea doesn’t have him trained,” Jessmei’s meek voice filled with authority. Greykin grunted and looked away. The exchange surprised me, since the girl had not said more than a few sentences since Kaiyer awoke.

      Nadea reached the top a few minutes after the princess and her guardian. Before greeting us she took a few seconds to pull up the thinner line she had used as a safety. She wasn’t breathing heavily at all. I remembered her climbing all over the ruins, examining cracks that could have contained clues to the O’Baarni’s tomb, and she was much stronger than I was.

      Jessmei and Nadea were cousins, and while both were extremely beautiful, there was little family resemblance. They had about as much in common as the sunrise and the sunset. Jessmei almost glowed, her smile radiating with warmth and femininity, inviting you in like an embrace, her eyes gentle, her gaze appraising and insightful but never harsh. Jessmei was also about four years younger in age and probably eight years in maturity. Nadea seemed almost too responsible. Her beauty was fierce and strong, she was intimidating, stunning rather than pretty, her eyes sharp and her gaze as direct and confident as any man’s. Her body was lithe and firm, with curves carved of stone, not the yielding female flesh of most women.

      There was a rift, a chasm, between the women. The princess had found us almost four weeks after we left my home. We were in Brilla, a few days from the border of Vanlourn. I had felt pity for the princess when she approached our group. It was clear that she was very proud of herself for making the journey successfully on her own and had expected a warm reception, perhaps even congratulations from her cousin in recognition of her ingenuity and new-found independence.

      Instead, she was met with Nadea’s fearsome rage. While justified, my heart had hurt a little for the princess. Like me, she had until now led a quiet and sheltered life, and I knew well how much courage she had to muster to leave her safe haven. And I had undertaken the journey with the protection and guidance of Nadea and Iarin. While foolish, it truly was impressive to imagine the princess successfully making such a journey unescorted.

      Nadea’s wrath had crushed her and she had remained quiet and passive throughout the rest of the journey. She had left a trail of gold and questions that Greykin had easily followed, but he hadn’t reached us until two days after her, when we reached Vanlourn's border. At that point he had decided that it was safer to push through with us and travel back with the group than to set off for home alone with Jessmei. Nadea and the Old Bear figured that spies must have realized she had left the castle in search of us and it would be better to buy time.

      “You have jeopardized this whole mission you dim-witted, selfish brat!” Nadea had screamed at her.

      “I’m sorry Naynay. I just wanted to come with you. You always get to travel and have fun. I am stuck in the castle, doing boring things. Dancing, weaving, singing. Ugh! I hate it,” Jessmei had said. Tears flew down her cheeks.

      “Should we stay here and camp for what is left of the night, or move onward? I vote we stay here,” Iarin said to Nadea, pulling me from my memory.

      “What do you think?” Nadea asked Greykin.

      “Do my ears deceive me? Did you just ask for my opinion?” Greykin’s voice was filled with sarcasm.

      “Don’t be an ass. Kaiyer?”

      “Stay here. Guard in shifts,” the man said with confidence.

      “I agree with Skinny and Iarin, since you asked,” Greykin’s voice was gruff.

      “Alright. Let’s move farther against those trees. Start a tiny fire to keep the bugs away, even though they’ve already sucked out half of my blood." Nadea laughed lightly to help ease our mood.

      I couldn’t help but smile as I picked up my bag. Even though I was tired, my hands hurt, and I was covered in dirt. I didn’t feel any more of the self-pity that I had a few hours ago. I could do anything now that I had climbed that cliff face.

      We found a small clearing past the first set of trees in the jungle and set up camp. I lay next to Kaiyer, like I always did, and fell asleep. His smile in the darkness was the last thing I saw, and serenity sang me softly to sleep.

      But the feeling didn't last long.

      I was startled awake by a hand covering my face. I struggled to suck down air but the hands sealed off my nose and mouth like I was underwater. The fire was still burning and I could see Kaiyer a few inches from my face, his features obscured by the light behind him.  Once my eyes opened he took his hands away. He moved a single finger up to his lips and I got the message.

      It sounded like something was moving in the jungle. I wasn't a woodsman, but it seemed that the sounds were coming toward us, like a creeping monster. I looked around the campfire and didn't see anything but four bedrolls, the camp equipment and Kaiyer. Where had everyone else gone?

      The sounds grew closer and panic climbed like an acid snake through my esophagus. There were either several men, or one very large thing approaching. I feared ogres or goblins. They were mythical creatures but they were known to exist, sometimes they would come down from mountains or caves and kill entire villages.

      Kaiyer yawned next to me and I looked over to him in shock. He looked extremely tired and was only wearing his undergarments. The swords he had procured from the Vanlourn guards lay on the ground next to his bedroll. I tried to relax, if he wasn't concerned then I probably shouldn't be. Then again, why had he woken me so if there wasn't need for me to be worried?

      The fire illuminated a metal-clad foot, then a leg, and the chain-armored body of a Vanlourn soldier as he stepped into the clearing of our small camp. He looked at us in surprise and muttered something behind him while he raised a crossbow. He cautiously took a step forward and aimed down the sight at Kaiyer.

      Three more soldiers emerged from the trees behind the first, and my body began to shake. I should have known it wasn't going to be this easy. I had felt like a hero a few hours ago when I had climbed the wall of the cliff, but now I knew I was going to die anyway.

      "Where are your companions?" One of the men in the back said. Like his brothers, he had dark, coffee-colored skin and a thick mustachio.  Unlike his companions he didn't have his crossbow raised.

      "The princess?" The man's question was urgent. His face looked hungry, like a dog that hadn't eaten in a few weeks.

      Kaiyer shrugged and yawned again. He looked unconcerned by the four heavily armored men, three of whom had crossbows leveled at his chest. I needed to say something or he was going to be killed. I went with the truth.

      "I'm sorry sir. We just woke up. We don't know where our companions are." My voice came out in a high-pitched squeak. Sweat dripped down my back because of the heat and my fear.  I noted the armored Vanlourn soldiers were almost swimming in their armor.

      "They must be around nearby. Perhaps they will come when you start screaming." The man in the back stepped forward and walked around the fire toward us. I started to move back in fear and was stopped by a vine that draped across a few large trees and held me like a spider web. Kaiyer laughed next to me, it sounded more like a giggle and he yawned again.

      "Is your friend an idiot?" the leader said to me as he got within arm's length.

      "Please don't hurt me," I whispered in panic. I looked around again for Greykin, Nadea, or Iarin, but I couldn't see anyone. The soldier's hand closed around my shirt. He seemed impossibly strong as he pulled me toward him.

      Suddenly everything went to chaos.

      Kaiyer dashed from my right at the man and slammed his left fist into the soldier's face. I heard something break and the twang of three crossbow strings being released at once. The grip of the soldier went slack and I fell backward onto my bedroll and got tangled up in the vines behind me.

      Kaiyer lifted the man he had punched over his head like he was lifting a pillow. The man didn't scream and his head rolled to the side unnaturally, so I guessed that his neck was broken.

      The remaining three soldiers' faces were a blur of panic as they dropped their crossbows and drew their swords. They let out a cry of fear as he tossed the body overhead and it collided into them and forced them to the ground.

      Kaiyer landed on the tangled mass of arms and body parts. He knelt and began punching into the pile while he leaned down on them. His hands were quickly covered with blood and gore.

      I gasped out his name in fear and he stopped. Then he sighed.

      The silence hung between us for a few moments before he stood and turned to face me. I gasped when I saw the amount of inky blood that coated his body.

      I also gasped because of the crossbow bolt that had found its mark deep in his chest.

      "Kaiyer," I whispered in fear, "your chest." Tears began to form in my eyes. Even though I had only known him for a few days, I couldn't stand the thought of losing him. I pointed at the bolt and sobbed.

      Kaiyer looked down in confusion and noticed the bolt sticking out of him. It looked like a nail that had gone in to a board of wood halfway.

      "Oh." He grabbed onto the bolt, grunted, and then yanked it out with a quick, jerky motion that I would never forget. Then he smiled at me in a carefree way, his eyes looked sleepy.

      "I am going to go to bed," he said as he walked back to his bedroll.

      "Wait! You need to clean your wound! We have to wash the blood off of you. Where is everyone?" The words poured out of my mouth so fast that bile began to chase it. Before I said anymore I leaned over the side of my bedroll and vomited into the thick tangle of vines next to me. The sickness tore through my body and mind like it was being ripped from me. I cried in pain as a second stomach spasm sent more shuddering through my body.

      Then darkness came.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        The O'Baarni

      

    
    
      “AGAIN!” the voice shouted from the side. I rushed toward my opponent. He was a stocky man, nearly as wide as he was tall, with a shaved head and a mean, jagged scar over his forehead and down to his nose. I had a wooden club in my left hand, and a padded shield in my right. I swung the club so fast that the wind howled like a thunderclap had exploded next to me. My enemy suddenly stood a few inches farther away from me than I had thought, and my strike missed his ugly head. I braced myself as I felt the pommel of his wooden sword slide underneath my chin, and his right knee crash into the back of mine. The sky spun and the ground smacked into my back. My body was used to punishment, and the screams of pain coming from my spine quickly silenced.

      “AGAIN!” the voice screamed. I jackknifed to my feet as my opponent stepped back, allowing me some room before I began my assault again. His face was full of cocky self-confidence. I wanted to wipe the smirk off of it. I repeated my earlier tactic and obtained the same result. This time he put considerable strength behind his takedown and I flipped a full circle, with my face breaking the fall. I pushed myself up and spit out a cup's worth of blood. The scarred-faced man cleared his throat and a wad of spit landed on my shoulder.

      I was sure everyone heard my teeth grind together.

      “AGAIN!”

      I ran at the stocky man, swinging out the club in my left hand. I was aiming to take off his head, like I had the previous time, the time before that, and the three times before that.

      Perhaps I was stubborn.

      He stepped back. But instead of my earlier tactic, I let go of my mace about the time my arm approached center mass. It flew the required extra inches. The unpadded haft smashed into the man’s face and produced a shower of blood, teeth, and outraged shrieks. Then the side of my shield smacked straight into his neck, below his chin, but above the lump. I expected him to go down after that, but he didn’t. He swung his sword horizontally at my head so fast I saw only the motion of his arm and not the speed of the blade screaming through the air. Somehow I ducked underneath it and rushed him.

      My shoulder met with his hip, and I grabbed the heel of his right leg with my free left hand at the same time that I lifted. He now had one leg to balance on, and I had produced enough momentum to tip him off kilter. He went down with a loud crash as my weight pushed his store of air out of his stomach.

      I got a few elbows into his face before strong hands yanked me off of him. Struggling at this point would just make matters worse. I hoped I had killed him, or I’d have to watch my back during training. I groaned inwardly at myself. My temper had taken control of me and I would probably be punished now.

      There were six of them holding me when I stopped struggling. They were all dressed in the same drab gray loose fitting pants and tunic. Our heads were shaved, exposing bruises, scars, and wounds that hadn’t healed yet today.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw the Elven approach. I didn’t remember his name, but he was the one in charge of our training. His voice was ingrained in my mind from the hundreds of times he screamed orders at us throughout the day. He stopped within grasping distance and looked me up and down, his cold gray eyes an odd complement to his silvery hair. If I wasn’t being held right now by my training mates, I would have reached out and snapped his neck. I wanted to slowly break every bone in his body and listen to him scream with each one. He turned to regard the man on the ground who was struggling to breathe through a broken face and collapsed windpipe. The Elven let out a long sigh.

      “You almost killed my best slave.” He paused and inspected the ground. Then he bent down and tore off a single blade of grass that seemed to be growing higher than the rest. Our training grounds were perfectly manicured by dozens of human slaves each morning, and I suspected that my Elven trainer would complain to his counterpart that managed the gardeners.

      “Idiot. You belong to me. I will decide whom you kill, whom you don’t kill, when you eat, what you eat, when you shit, and what you wipe your ass with. Do you understand, human?” He looked at me. I managed to hold my temper. I wanted to tell him that I would shit on his face and wipe my ass with his hair if my companions would let me go, but I did not want to die today.

      Instead I just glared at him, which probably wasn’t much better than voicing my feelings.

      In a slow, jerky motion his sword came out of his scabbard. He meant to make the thrust quick, but I could see it happening in agonizing slow motion. The tip of the blade separated the thin threads on my tunic and penetrated my belly, cutting through the muscle and stomach, and digging into my spine. If I wasn’t being held up, I might have dodged, taken the sword, and rammed it down his throat. As soon as the sword connected with the nerves my legs stopped working and I slumped in my companion’s grasp. I didn’t make a sound as I continued to glare at him.

      “Take him and his training partner back to the bunk, then report back here. You will all train without food and sleep until they both join us again.” They groaned and two of them hoisted me up off the ground. We were all strong, and could lift almost ten times our bodyweight with ease. Only one of them needed to carry me, but they all accompanied me to the barracks.

      Out of the prying eyes of our masters.

      Where the real punishment would start.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        Kaiyer

      

    
    
      The sensation of their fists pummeling my face awoke me abruptly and I sat up in my bed. I felt a pang of disappointment that I was not dreaming of the floating islands, but I supposed that even a violent memory was better than nothing. Still, if I closed my eyes, sometimes I heard the sounds of the water falling off the islands and the distant cries of the white birds. Of course, the travels with Paug and his friends were reality. I had to accept it. But hadn’t the islands been my reality for so long? Which was more real?

      The bed was too soft and smelled of week old hay. I looked over at Iarin and Paug. Bright light from the two moons came through the windows and illuminated the room more than a torch would have. It was their first night in a real bed since their journey had started, so I was not surprised to see them in a deep slumber. We were in a small village on the south end of Brilla that seemed to specialize in cows, milk, and cheese. This was the only inn in the village, and we occupied two of their three rooms. From what Paug told me earlier, we still had a few days’ ride to Brilla's capital and about two weeks to Nia.

      After the small encounter in the jungle at the height of the cliffs, our passage into Brilla had been relatively easy. After we progressed around the mountains and across a few small game trails, we ended up about a mile north of the guard post. Not wishing to draw more attention, we continued north on those small trails until we passed into this village and decided to stay the night. Nadea assured us that Vanlourn soldiers wouldn't pursue us up here at this unnamed village, but my companions still seemed worried.

      I didn’t feel tired, but hunger pangs ripped through my stomach like angry glass. My appetite had returned with abundance in the last two days. It was angry enough to keep me from sleeping anymore, so I tossed aside the thin bedsheet and tugged on one of the tunics I had taken from the soldiers’ camp. It had a long front, so I tucked it into my pants. I then made my way carefully across the worn wood floor barefoot. I didn’t make a sound until I unlatched the door and sneaked out into the short hallway that led to the common area.

      A large cauldron simmered over the glowing embers of the hearth, filling the room with the savory smell of beef stew. I secured a clay bowl and spoon, filled it with the warm stew, sat down at one of the tables in the corner, and sucked down a spoonful. It was spicier than I expected, so I dashed back into the kitchen and poured myself a tall mug of water from a pewter pitcher.

      After my fourth bite I heard a door unlatch down the hallway and soft feet pattered toward me. It had to be Paug, Nadea, or Jessmei. The two men would have made more noise. A split second before she turned the corner I guessed that it was Jessmei.

      “I didn’t think anyone else would be awake,” she whispered as she walked toward me. Her hair lay off to one side, too perfectly for someone that had been sleeping. Her pale blue nightgown clung to her body across her small breasts and flowed downward in a drape that concealed the rest of her body. The dress complemented her eyes.

      “I am hungry,” I said while I pointed toward my bowl with the spoon. She nodded and I took another bite.

      “Why are you awake?” I asked her after I finished chewing. It surprised me that Greykin hadn’t gotten up with her. He shared the room with the women and should have noticed her leave. Then again, he did snore worse than a bear. Especially after beer, which he had consumed in heroic fashion during our dinner.

      “I couldn’t sleep at all!” She dropped her voice into an even softer whisper. “Can I sit with you?”

      “Yes,” I said and pointed to the chair across the table from me. “Hungry?”

      “No thank you. I am just happy and nervous about going home.” She smiled. I noticed she had charming dimples on each cheek. They framed her full lips and her perfect teeth.

      “Ahh.” I wasn’t much for conversation at the moment, but one should always take advantage of a good situation. I glanced down from her lips to her chest and inhaled the scent of her body from across the table. She smelled delicious, and a different kind of hunger grew in my stomach.

      “Tell me about your home. Do you remember it?” she asked. I glanced back up into her blue eyes as she fluttered her blonde lashes. Her cheeks darkened to a shade of pink, so I broke my appraisal of her body and looked down at the table.

      “I don’t remember much. I recall horses and a stable.” Paug and I had gone over vocabulary almost every waking second while we traveled. I didn’t understand enough of his language to write a manual on running a stable, but I could get around a conversation. “A dream woke me. I was training for combat.” I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it to her.

      “Fighting? In an army or . . .” she trailed off. She seemed interested, so I continued.

      “In the dream I fought a large man with a shaved head and an ugly scar that ran down his face. He was better than me, but I got creative and beat him. Our trainer got angry because I cheated.” I took the last bite of stew and then filled up the bowl again.

      “How did you cheat?”

      “Maybe it was not cheating. I let go of my weapon and it hit him. Then I was punished.”

      “Punished?” she asked with worry on her face, the lines on her forehead made tiny creases into her creamy skin.

      “The trainer put his sword through my stomach and cut my spinal cord. The other men I trained with dragged me back to the barracks and beat me into unconsciousness.”

      I drained the water in my cup. “Can you get me the water jug from the kitchen?” I asked her as I took another bite.

      "Ahh . . . sure. Okay.” She looked confused and got up from the table and walked into the kitchen. The nightgown was tighter in the back, and I easily imagined the shape of her hips and the delicate curve of her back.

      “How did he stab you in the stomach and in the spine?” she asked as she came back, still whispering. “Wouldn’t that kill you?”

      “I thought it was a memory, but perhaps it was just a dream. I am alive now, right? I wasn’t that worried about the injury at the time. It just made me mad. Thank you for the water.”

      She hadn't seen the man shoot me with the crossbow bolt a week ago, when we camped above the cliff face. At the time I had barely felt it, and when I pulled it out, the pain had been minor. Paug didn't understand why I wasn't dead, and I couldn't explain it to him either. For some reason it just didn't seem unusual for me to heal.

      "Do you remember how you hurt your hand?" she asked with concern. My left hand grasped the pitcher of water she brought me. The skin down to a few inches past my wrist was covered in a white, swirling pattern of scar tissue. It looked like I may have shoved my hand in fire or a boiling pot of oil, the heat branding my skin in raised whorls and spirals. Since the scar had faded to white, I guessed that it must have happened a long time ago.

      “Want any?” I took the pitcher from her and poured it into my glass and ignored her question. I didn't remember how I got the injury, but I began to feel uneasy when I thought about it. Like when Nadea and I climbed down the face of the cliff and the rope severed above us. Vertigo and nausea mixed together with a sense of falling.

      “Oh yes, I’ll go get a—“ I cut her off as I passed my cup to her. She stared at it for a few seconds after she took it from me. “This is your cup.” She seemed confused and forgot about the injury to my hand.

      “Yes." I had two bites left of the stew and the sensation of a full belly made the rest of my body relax.

      “I can’t drink from your cup. Can I?” she whispered to me across the table.

      “Why can’t you? I just used it. It isn’t really mine; I believe the inn owns it.” I must have misunderstood something. She seemed very concerned over what to me was just a matter of convenience, saving her a trip to the kitchen.

      “Oh, okay.” She hesitated and looked at the cup. After a few more moments she took a small sip and set it down on the table closer to me. Her cheeks were now a dark red and she looked at the ground. I finished the last bite and took the cup, draining all the water from it in a quick gulp. As soon as I set the cup down she filled it up again.

      “Can I take your bowl to the kitchen? Are you done?” her voice was eager. I nodded and sat back in my chair. My eyelids were starting to become heavy. I closed them for a second and I heard her move to the kitchen and set the bowl somewhere.

      “You are going to like meeting my father. He is a great man. I am delighted that you will come back to my home.” I opened my eyes and smiled at her in contentment. “You look tired!” she said with concern.

      “The food makes me sleepy. I’ve been hungry.”

      “You are rather skinny. You need to eat a lot!” she giggled, then realized she had spoken louder than a whisper, and she covered her pretty mouth with a delicate hand.

      We were both silent for a moment.

      “I’ve never actually been alone with a man,” she whispered. She looked to her side at the fire on the hearth.

      “I don’t understand.”

      "My brother, father, and Greykin don’t really count. I’ve never been alone with any other man.” She looked over to me and then back at the fire. I still didn’t understand what she meant, even though I understood the words.

      “Alone like no other man or woman around, or alone like . . .” I realized I didn’t know the word for sex or mating. I opened my hands and slid them together, fingers entwining. Her eyes opened wide.

      “Oh no! I haven’t . . . I mean neither alone nor that! I’ve never done that!” Her face was bright red and I could hear her heart beating quickly through her chest. I smiled at her and then leaned forward. My hand reached across the table and stroked the top of her hand that had absently played with the cup.

      “Do you want to, with me?” I asked. My body needed some release and she seemed quite stressed all of a sudden. Her eyes grew wide and her mouth hung open.

      “I can’t believe you. Did you really say that?” She looked shocked and her small body shook a little. I frowned. Maybe I had said it wrong?

      “You,” I pointed to her, “me,” I pointed at my chest, “alone.” I rubbed the top of her hand with mine and smiled at her. She moved her hand away and laughed.

      “Oh yes. We are alone.” She looked relieved.

      “No no. Alone.” I made the movement with my hands where the palms came together and the fingers entwined. This would have been easier if I knew the word for sex. The language barrier was frustrating, but I didn’t feel the same amount of angst I had experienced in my memory when the silver-haired Elven skewered me.

      “I don’t know what you mean. I don’t think you know what you are saying. Do you understand what you are saying? People don’t say that.” She spoke quickly and glanced behind her at the hallway.

      “I understand what I said. Yes or no?” I drank another swallow of water. The thought of running my hands and mouth over her body was appealing, but if I couldn't have her now, I wanted to go to bed. Sleep seemed almost the perfect lover right now.

      “No! I mean. We aren’t joined and there isn’t a bed and my father doesn’t know and Greykin is in the next room!” she whispered. She turned her head back to the kitchen with her chin in the air. I could see she still looked at me through her heavy blonde eyelashes out of the corner of her eyes. “Wait. Where are you going?” she asked as I got up out of the chair and walked around the table.

      “Bed. I am tired,” I said, a yawn escaped.

      “We were talking,” she said, the words laced with disappointment.

      “Alone?” I turned and asked her with an eyebrow raised.

      Behind her shoulder I saw a shadow move against the window. When the door to the inn shattered inward, I had already pushed her out of the way into the corner of the room near the kitchen.

      There were two men dressed in dark gray clothes and dark brown cloaks. One carried a small crossbow that he shot at me from the doorway with practiced ease. I knocked the bolt aside with the palm of my left hand and then rushed two steps toward them.

      My right foot caught him in the ribs and two of them broke like wet wood. The force of the blow shoved him back into his partner, and they both went down in a cloud of dirt and dust. The one in the back let out a curse of panic. I planned to charge out after them, but then I began to puzzle through the motives of the attacking men. They must have been after Jessmei, and there might be more than two of them.

      I looked back into the kitchen and saw another two coming through the back door that led to the stables. These two both carried slender daggers, but were still fifty feet from the startled princess. I didn’t relish the idea of being cut, so I grabbed the table next to me and yelled at Jessmei to get on the ground. She reacted instantly, collapsing downward in her gown like she had fallen in a hole. I supposed living her entire life as a hunted, valuable pawn had taught her to be alert to danger and quick to respond to her guardians.

      The table flew through the air with a tiny spin. It hit the first man in the kitchen against his shoulders and head. The sound was like thunder fucking a mountain. The attacker didn't make any noise as his body flew into the dark-garbed man standing behind him.

      I closed the door to the front of the inn and jumped the counter into the kitchen. The first man bled profusely from the gaping hole the side of the table had left in his skull. The assassin behind him was trying to crawl out from under the weight of the wooden slab and his friend’s corpse. I didn’t really want to kill him, but his neck snapped when my bare foot made contact with the side of his face.

      I grabbed one of the daggers on the ground and sprinted the few steps back to the front door. As I did, Greykin emerged from the hallway, axe and shield in hand. Nadea followed right behind him along with Iarin. They were all in various stages of undress. I tried not to focus on Nadea’s half-naked body. There was killing to be done, after all.

      “Two dead in the kitchen and two out front,” I said while I began to open the door.

      The man I previously kicked in the ribs struggled to get to his feet, but coughed up a thick splatter of blood that drenched the dirt. Its sound swished around his chest, and I guessed that one of the parts of his rib tore through his lungs.

      The other man was thirty yards away and was sprinting through the center of the town plaza in an effort to escape. I opened the door all the way and stepped into the dirt street. The moons shone painfully bright, and I had to squint my eyes to see people emerging from the small homes that flanked the inn.

      Iarin’s bow string tightened and then the pitched twang echoed through the center of town. A white shaft of feathers appeared between the fleeing assassin’s shoulder blades and he flew forward.

      Then it was over.

      “What the hell happened?” Greykin demanded. Giant rifts of worry split his aged face.

      “Two men came through the front door. I kicked them back. Two more came from the back door and I threw a table at them. Then you all came out. You have no pants.” He looked down at his undergarments and realized I spoke correctly. Iarin laughed and Greykin turned to scowl at him. The tall man shut up as if he had just received a punch to the throat.

      “Was the princess out with you?”

      “I couldn’t sleep, so I came out to get some water,” Jessmei apologized from the doorway.

      “Why didn’t you wake me?” Greykin demanded.

      “You were snoring so loud that I didn’t think you would want to be woken. I didn’t think I would be gone for more than a few moments. Kaiyer was out in the room already so we talked for a bit. When these men showed up, he protected me.”

      “You were talking?” Nadea looked at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yes. I was eating stew. I was hungry. Now I am tired.” I looked at Greykin. “I’m going back to bed. You take care of the bodies.” He nodded but didn’t meet my eyes.

      I looked at Nadea and Iarin, smiled, and walked back to my room.

      “Thank you,” Jessmei whispered to me when I walked past her. She still looked frightened.

      I nodded at her and continued down the short, dusty hallway. Paug still slept in peaceful oblivion underneath the covers of his bed. Greykin had made him drink four flagons of beer with dinner and he would have a horrible hangover tomorrow.

      I took off my shirt and climbed back into bed. Soon Paug and his friends would tell me why they woke me. I guessed they needed my help with these Ancients, but in what capacity? My only memories so far were of fear and failure.

      And the islands.

      When I had faced the eight soldiers outside of the tunnel, I was certain I would die. One man could not stand against eight crossbow-carrying warriors. It seemed that I didn't need to worry about humans, since my fighting skills were superior to most of the men living today. The thought was somewhat comforting, but my memories troubled me. I was obviously a slave of these Elvens, not their vanquisher.

      The thoughts fought and twisted in my brain until sleep eventually took hold of my tired body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      “It is amazing,” Kaiyer said to us as we traveled down the side of the road toward the capital city of Brilla. This city was nicknamed Sapphire because of its placement on the water and the myriad shades of blue paint used on all the buildings. They sparkled in the bright coastal light, reflecting a wave pattern that danced on the walls; some were a pale, powdery periwinkle, others bright azure and cobalt, or deep, inky indigo. The range in color and the shimmer of the reflected light gave the buildings the faceted look of a gemstone.

      It was a large city, not quite as populated as Nia’s capital, but it certainly possessed a unique style. Record books estimated that over eighty thousand citizens lived within four miles of the capital. We saw plenty of people and animals streaming through the city’s decorative gates, like ants going into their hill.

      “It’s huge. Humans built this? We built this?” It was the first time I recalled Kaiyer looking surprised. For the last hour, as soon as we saw the city in the distance, he had asked question after question about it. When he learned that Nia’s city was larger, he grew even more amazed.

      “How do they all live so close together? Why is everything blue? How do they get water and food?” I did my best to explain how it all worked, and sometimes we switched to his language so I could get the correct meaning across. He had been especially interested in how water was distributed, and I explained basic plumbing systems to him. This had sparked another conversation that had taken us the last few miles to the gates. It made me happy to share my knowledge with him, to seem an expert to someone so much older and more skilled than I.

      Brilla and Nia held a long truce and trade agreements, so we would be relatively safe here. Greykin expected a party of Nia guards to meet and escort us the rest of the way through our journey. He didn’t really want the Brilla Kingdom to know that Jessmei was here, or what had happened. It would draw attention to us, and to the embarrassing fact that Jessmei left Nia without her father’s permission. Also, it would require a royal greeting and banquet if she was to be properly received. Nadea wanted nothing to do with frivolous parties that would keep her from delivering the O’Baarni. She and Greykin were both in agreement. We would get in and out of Sapphire as quickly as possible.

      “What is the line for?” Kaiyer asked me in reference to the snaking queue of people waiting at the gates.  Everyone heard his questions, but I was the only one with the responsibility of answering them. His eager requests almost reminded me of my small students.

      “It’s just to examine the goods people are bringing into the city. The guards make sure no one is smuggling weapons or illegal items.”

      “We can’t bring weapons into the city?”

      “I believe we can, just not a large quantity without some sort of written form from the government.”

      “Oh.” He looked up in the sky and sniffed. His beard was growing back and he absently scratched it as he examined the gates again. “That fortress in the back is called a castle?” I nodded. “The king of Brilla lives there and directs the military?”

      “He makes the laws and handles trade agreements and ensures the country is being managed.”

      “Seems like a large amount of work for one man.”

      “He has advisors and people to whom he delegates responsibility.”

      “Why doesn’t Jessmei’s father rule Nia and Brilla, or Vanlourn for that matter?”

      “Nia and Brilla have been friendly with each other for the last few dozen years. Vanlourn and Nia aren’t on friendly terms, of course, but the current king of Brilla married one of his sons to a princess from Vanlourn, so they have an alliance." Kaiyer nodded but I wondered if he actually understood. I wasn’t very educated in the politics of the countries but I knew enough to give him a general idea.

      We approached the front gates and met with a guard dressed in polished chain mail and a blue tunic. He asked us if we were here for business or traveling. We said traveling and he directed us to a shorter line of inspection. We led our horses to the back of that line.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked Kaiyer. His face was almost white.

      “I cannot recall ever being in a city. I feel weird. I don’t know what to expect. There are so many people moving.” He moved his head around, trying to look in all directions and at the throng of people who entered and exited the gate.

      “It will be okay. Just relax,” Nadea said as she moved her horse back a few steps to talk to us. “There is nothing to be worried about.” She smiled at him reassuringly.

      “There are too many heartbeats, too much breathing and talking. It is hard to feel the Earth.” He smiled with his mouth alone, his eyes tight and strained, as beads of sweat rolled down his short cut hairline. Nadea seemed confused at his words but didn’t ask him to clarify.

      Greykin spoke to the guard who looked us over briefly before he waved us through the gates. Even though nothing bad was supposed to happen, I still let out a breath of relief once we entered the city and joined the river of people walking the blue streets.

      The avenues were made of smooth midnight blue cobblestone and we rode for another quarter of an hour, most of it on the main road, but some on twisty side streets. I lived most of my life outside a village of a few hundred people, but I had been in many larger cities on my travels with Grandfather, and during this mission to recover Kaiyer. Despite my experience, the constant hustle and bustle of the city, paired with the unique design and color of the buildings, kept my interest while we journeyed to our destination.

      Kaiyer looked around at everything with extreme interest, his green eyes alight with fascination, in stark contrast to his usual tranquil, serene gaze. He didn’t ask me anymore questions. I was thankful for the rest, even though I liked talking to him about my world.

      After half an hour's travel through the twisty streets, we reached the inn where we were supposed to meet the Nia guards. It was called The Blue Pillow, and it looked like there could easily be about thirty rooms in the four-story cerulean building. A stable boy grabbed the reins of Greykin’s horse, and led him to the side building where about a dozen other steeds were in pens.

      “It is going to feel so good to take a real bath,” Nadea said to Jessmei as they grabbed their bags from the steeds. Jessmei sighed longingly and nodded in agreement.

      “It’s going to feel even better to meet our friends so we know that someone’s ridiculous decision won’t have had life-altering impacts on that person’s family and country,” Greykin said while he glared at Jessmei.

      “He really likes horses doesn’t he?” Iarin said as he nodded behind the group. We turned and looked to see Kaiyer petting a pure white stallion on the far side of the stables. The horse seemed to enjoy the attention. He was whispering some words that I couldn’t hear. I walked over to get his attention and noticed that he had taken all the gear off his horse.

      “Are you ready to come inside with us?” I asked him. For a second he didn’t seem to notice me, and then he turned to me and nodded. I realized that he had put on a few pounds of weight since we woke him. He still looked painfully thin, but his face no longer resembled a skeleton’s.

      There were more people than I expected drinking and enjoying lunch in the tavern area of the inn when we walked inside. There was a brief pause in discussion as the men eyed the newcomers, then the conversation picked up again. A few girls, slightly older than me, were dashing between the tables pouring beer, mead, water, and serving plates of delicious-smelling food from the kitchen.

      One of the men at the bar turned off his chair and approached us. He was about as old as Nadea, with sandy blonde hair and a quick, handsome smile. He held his hand out to Greykin and the big man grasped it.

      “Good to see you Greykin,” Runir greeted him and looked past Greykin's shoulder to Nadea and Jessmei.

      “Same to you Runir. You look well. Glad you could meet us. What’s the situation?”

      “These,” Runir said as he looked over his shoulder at the gathered men, “are all mine. We’ve been waiting for a few weeks for you. Didn’t exactly know when you would show up but we had faith in the Spirits that you would.” Greykin nodded and exhaled in obvious relief. “We’ll leave whenever you give the word. If you want me to turn over command to you I can,” Runir continued.

      “No, lad. They are your boys. You heard anything in the streets about us?” Greykin asked.

      “No sir. No word. But that type of work isn’t in my batch of talents. We’ve asked around a couple different taverns and meeting places in the city. I think we are clear. Do I need to be briefed on your companions?” Runir turned to inspect Iarin and me. I realized that Kaiyer had taken an open seat at the bar and somehow obtained a bowl of stew and a mug of mead behind Runir without him noticing.

      “I’ll go over that tonight with you. We are tired and the ladies need to rest and recover. Did you book all the rooms?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. It will be nice to get away from these girls for a night. Can you lead us to the rooms?”

      “Yes sir. We have an appropriate room selected for the, girls. Follow me.” Runir stepped toward Jessmei and took her bags. Then they followed him through the hallway. I looked to Kaiyer, the other soldiers in the room were pretending to ignore him, but in the few minutes that Runir and Greykin spoke my friend had eaten three bowls of stew. I touched him on the shoulder as I approached.

      “Are you ready to go to the rooms?” I feared leaving him.

      “Still hungry. Can I meet you up there?” he said, as he waved to the barmaid with a smile. She looked pleased that he enjoyed the stew so much.

      “Your friend needs some food, boy. He looks half-dead!” the soldier sitting next to him said. A few of the other men in the room laughed. Kaiyer smiled at him and nodded as he chewed his mouthful.

      “Okay. I’ll come get you once I'm unpacked.” I felt a little sad that he wasn’t coming upstairs with me. I moved back to the hallway and grabbed my bags. His packs sat next to mine and I took a deep breath before I picked those up as well, then I forced myself up the stairs after the group.

      The pain of carrying all the travel gear almost distracted me, but before I made it up the stairs I started to think about what would happen in the next few weeks.

      Soon we would reach Nia. Nadea would present Kaiyer to the king, who would talk to him about why we awoke him. Then I would go back home. Part of me longed to see Grandfather and the kids again, to smell the ocean and watch the gulls. But another part of me would miss filling the important role I had in this quest. I was supposed to be the only one able to talk to the O’Baarni. I would be the one translating his impeccable battle strategies to Nia’s top generals and explaining his inner thoughts. These were petty feelings, but I didn’t think Kaiyer would learn our language so fast.

      I didn’t think I would become useless so soon.

      I caught up to the group as Runir finished showing Greykin the room Nadea and Jessmei would be sharing. There was no window in the room and it was sandwiched between his, Greykin’s, and across from a room that housed two of Runir’s men. Greykin seemed satisfied.

      “You can bunk together or take separate rooms. We have plenty,” Runir told Greykin and Iarin as they moved to the next room in the hall.

      “I’ll room alone if you don’t take offense, Greykin. I’ve heard your snoring for the last month and don’t even know if I can sleep without dreaming of working in a mill,” Iarin said with a chuckle.

      “I understand my lad! Take the room across the hall from me.  I’ve been a bit of a grump on this trip but now I’m in a much better mood.” Greykin clasped the bowman on his shoulder as they parted.

      “I’ll share a room with our companion, if you don’t mind.”

      “Your companion?” Runir looked around the hallway.

      “There was a skinny guy with us named Kaiyer. He’s alright. Probably in the stable or eating. It’s fine if he rooms with the boy. He’s coming with us.” Greykin told Runir. The younger man nodded and then showed me to my door.

      It was a splendid room, with two massive beds stuffed with down feathers rather than the cheap hay filling the small town inn had provided. We also had a plush burgundy couch, a dark wood desk, several oil lamps, and a separate bathroom with a tub, sink, and a toilet with running water. I remembered telling Kaiyer about plumbing and got excited about showing him. Would he rather sleep by the door or the window? He didn't seem to like the light from the moons, so I set his stuff by the bed closest to the door.

      I unpacked a few books and then looked at my clothes. Since we were just staying the night I didn’t think I needed to unpack them.

      Then I paced the room.

      Should I go out to the tavern area? Or study? I was so used to the habits of traveling on the road I couldn't fathom what to do now that the group was split up in rooms. This would be the way of life at the castle, I realized.

      That is, until they told me they didn’t need me anymore and I should go back home.

      I finally decided to take a bath. I hadn’t experienced a hot one in almost two months. Afterward I would go out into the common room and see how Kaiyer was. Maybe everyone else would be out there and Greykin would tell us another story. I knew they were mostly exaggerations, but now that I knew the big bear of a man a little more I appreciated his tales. Even if I didn't appreciate the hangovers I got after he made me drink with him.

      I undressed and turned on the water of the tub. I felt better now that I had a plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        The O’Baarni

      

    
    
      “Good! You are a natural, Thayer!” The voice shouted from behind me. I smiled as I looked over my shoulder and saw the effects of Thayer’s spell. His Fire reduced the haystack target that once stood eighty yards from us into a smoking scorch mark. Thayer turned around and gave me a giant smile. The scar over his nose was the first physical trait an observer would notice about my friend. Then they would notice his size. The man was a wall of muscle as wide as he was tall.

      The animosity I felt for him years ago was gone now, replaced by respect, trust, and love.

      “Your turn, Kaiyer,” said the voice at my side. I looked at my instructor. He was human, with long gray hair that went down to his shoulder blades. His body was old and shriveled, but his small face looked young and happy. He smiled and nodded at me in encouragement as he leaned on a simple cane of bamboo.

      “You’ve got this, Brother,” Thayer whispered from behind me. My own target stood one hundred yards from us. Once upon a time I would have had trouble seeing the details of the straw stack. My vision had been normal. Now I was changed. I saw each individual strand of hay in the stack, the threads of the white cloth that laid over it, and the wetness of the red paint, still drying in the breeze.

      I focused on it until the rest of the world faded to smoky mist. I felt the power of the Earth rise up through my bare feet, swell in my legs, churn in my stomach, and heat my heart to bursting. The Air swirled around me and weaved between my fingers like her coppery golden hair. The thought of her made the Fire inside of me burn hotter.

      “Careful!” the voice of the old one said next to me. I thought about her lips touching mine, the pain when her nails raked across my back and chest, I felt my hands close around her neck. “No! Stop!” The old man screamed behind me before the sound of the explosion. The world turned to fire and pain. My lungs burned to a crisp and then reformed in a split second, both the pain of their destruction and the pain of their creation passing through me.

      The Fire burned my skin to black before stripping my bones of their flesh and muscles. Then they too reformed. The pain was intense. It would have been unbearable.

      But I had felt worse. So I withstood it.

      I opened my eyes to the blue sky. I could smell the burning grass, my roasting flesh, and the carbon scent of rocks being melted into glass. I sat up, naked; I had burned my clothes and hair off, again.

      Thayer lay twenty-five feet from me, his body smoking, pieces of his clothes charred black and brown. He coughed suddenly and gray smoke puffed out of his mouth like he had taken a long drag of a pipe.

      “Shit,” he said as he coughed again. “I really need to find a new training partner.” He sat up and glared at me.

      “You okay?” I asked. We had inflicted worse on each other as both enemies and allies.

      “Yeah. I don’t like you anymore though,” he couldn’t say the words with a straight face and we both started laughing.

      “What happened, Kaiyer?” the man with the cane said. He appeared unharmed even though he was standing as close to me as Thayer when I lost control of my magic.

      “I don’t know for sure. It seemed to be going fine. I could feel the power. When I tried to harness the Wind I started to slip free again.” I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

      I didn’t want to tell him about her. I didn’t know what he would say. What they would all say. We had a river of hate for the Elvens. But I feared they would not want me if they knew how deep mine was, and why.

      “Your Earth control is amazing, the best I have ever seen, but your Air is terrible. Absolutely terrible. I want to help you, but I can’t unless you open up to us. What is it that you are feeling when you harness it?” he sat down on his knees in front of me. It was how we all sat so we could get up quickly and kill if needed.

      “I’m sorry. I just lose it.” He frowned and his face reminded me of a monkey's. “I’ll keep working on it though. Maybe it will be easier for me to do it alone.” I looked back between him and Thayer.

      “Okay Kaiyer. Let’s take a break from this and go for a run.” I smiled. I was good at this. “Let Thayer lead.” The big man smiled his broken grin. His teeth and jaw had healed from the many times I shattered it during trainings. Only the scar over his nose had never healed, but I hadn’t given him that.

      He jumped up like a deer and bounded through the field toward a thick green forest. I easily caught up to him. Although he was bigger than me, I was faster and stronger.

      “Grab the O’Baarni some dinner when you are out there, boys,” the old one called behind us as we disappeared. Good. We would be able to hunt. Thayer gave a shout of joy and increased his speed when he hit the forest. Hunting with Thayer always meant we would find something big to kill and drag back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        Kaiyer

      

    
    
      I woke up clutching my pillow so hard that the feather stuffing had started to come out of the seams. I quickly ran through the memory, or dream, again in my head so I would remember it.

      It had been wonderful.

      My heart ached pleasantly at such happiness. The comradeship between Thayer and the man with the cane, the pleasure of the Earth and Air coursing through me, and the freedom of chasing Thayer through the woods, unencumbered. Most of all, there had been no Elvens in the memory. Wonderful indeed.

      I tried to recall how the magic had worked, to remember the power flowing through me. I remembered why I failed. I kept thinking about the Elven woman from the stables. Why did I hate her in particular out of all of them?

      I looked over to the other bed. Paug almost looked lost in the large bed that occupied the vast room. The thick curtains covering the window only allowed a tiny sliver of light through the glass. It was enough to let me see the light freckles on his face as he slept peacefully.

      Then I remembered what the man with the cane had said: Grab the O’Baarni some dinner when you are out there, boys.

      I was not the O’Baarni.

      Sadness filled me as I looked over to Paug again. The boy would be crushed. So would Nadea. I don’t know why they pinned so many hopes and expectations on me, but somehow through our travels I had wanted to fulfill them. I wanted to help them. Not because they woke me up, but because I felt the same feelings for them that I had for Thayer in that memory in the field.

      They were my friends.

      What had happened that transformed the big, bald man and I into friends? It had probably been the mutual hatred of our enslavers.

      My mind jumped through the details of the memory before I decided to go back to the magic and stay there. When Paug woke me in the ruins I felt the Earth course through me. I had also felt the Air when I had climbed the cliffs with Nadea. I recalled the sensation of the Water when I crossed the stream atop the cliffs.

      I contemplated repeating the magic I had tried in the dream, but I didn’t really want to annihilate anything the way Thayer had. If I failed, I could kill myself and Paug.  I should go outside somewhere and make the attempt again. The memory was so clear and strong, I felt like it had just happened. It seemed that Thayer was still here with me, smiling his broken grin.

      I couldn’t get out downstairs. Runir’s men liked me enough, but leaving at this time of the night would raise questions, if they even let me. They would probably fear I was going to report Jessmei’s whereabouts to someone.

      That left the window. I slid out of bed with a soft movement and looked at Paug. He slept like a brick. He had seemed slightly annoyed with me today because of my questions, so I decided to give him space and sit in the tavern with Runir’s men. Alas, that seemed to upset him even more. He insisted on showing me the plumbing of the inn several times and pouted when I had told him I would look later. When I had come up to bed he was already asleep.

      The window opened noiselessly. We were on the second story, facing out to the main street, which was about forty feet below me. Without a second thought I jumped out and landed barefooted on the cobblestone. I looked around the street and found a few landmarks to get my bearings, taller buildings that seemed to have interesting architecture.

      The city still amazed me. I could not recall homes of this size. I remembered simple wooden structures that resembled the stable of my memories or the inn in the small village where the assassins tried to capture Jessmei. Of course, my memory wasn’t exactly whole, so there is the possibility that someday I would recollect similar structures. The twin moons gave the blue paint on the building an underwater glow like the islands of my dreams, with a blue instead of green tinge.

      I heard people walking on various streets from a distance. I didn't want to meet any of the guards or citizens of the Sapphire alone in the night, so I decided to take the quickest route outside of the city. The walls surrounding the city were made of decorative blue stone. There were various stairs from the interior of the wall that allowed those inside the city to get up to the top of the battlements. I saw a few guards patrolling, but it was easy enough to ascend the stairs without being noticed. I leapt off the side, free falling for a few seconds before I rolled onto the ground outside the city.

      The faster I ran, the easier the Earth and Air filled my senses. A few miles from the city I stopped running in a small grove of white-barked oak trees. The location seemed safe from eyesight of the city walls, but I didn't want to be gone too long from my room.

      Now it was time to test my memory.

      The magic would be risky, but I didn’t care now. I wasn’t this O’Baarni, so if my experiment backfired and I died, Paug and Nadea would still be in the same place they were now, looking for someone that I was not. I was foolish to attempt this based on indistinct and vague memories, but I longed to stretch my magical powers and see what would happen. Perhaps if I used some magic more of my memories would return?

      I repeated the steps of my memory, focusing on the palm of my hand and feeling the Earth flow through my legs. The sensation was not exactly the same as in my dream, since the power from the ground came faster and stronger. I tried to slow it down, wrestling with it for a few minutes, or maybe a few hours, until I controlled it. My chest hummed with its power and my heart pumped my scorching blood in time with my concentration. Then I harnessed the Wind.

      It weaved through my fingers, around my neck, across my hair and ears. I felt it obey me. My memory flashed to the Elven woman who haunted my dreams, but I experienced no anger in the recollection.

      Suddenly, the palm of my left hand burst into flame.

      It shot out in a tight column four feet from my hand. I had been looking at it, so I jumped back in shock, almost losing concentration but grabbing at it like a slippery fish before the fire extinguished. The flame made no sound, but it was bright and intense heat rolled off it like a blacksmith's forge. I felt the ebb and flow of the Elements, changing the heat and intensity as I struggled to make it consistent. The fire grew and shrunk with my thoughts. Then, after a few moments, I wished it to be gone and it was.

      The palm of my hand was charred, blackened, and full of blisters. As I watched, the skin began to heal with amazing quickness. It was painful and itched like being stung by wasps, but in less than three seconds no burn mark remained, just the bleached scar that covered most of my arm. Another bout of weightlessness and nausea hit me for a second, so I looked away from my palm and took a deep breath. After a minute my stomach relaxed and my heart began to quiet.

      I knew my flesh would heal since I had also healed when I pulled the crossbow bolt from my chest. Normal humans didn't heal like this, but in my memory I had been changed. I just expected to heal quickly.

      The Earth is your body. Your body is the Earth. Your blood is the Water that flows inside of the Earth.

      The man with the cane's voice filled my head while I ran back toward the city. I scaled the outside wall easily, my hands and bare feet finding purchase on the smallest of cracks and nooks in the blue stones. I don't know how long it had been since I left the room, perhaps an hour or so, but it may have been longer. The run was invigorating, and I debated sprinting around the perimeter of the city a few times before returning. I guessed Paug might be upset if he woke while I was away, so I gave up on the idea.

      I leapt up to the open window of the inn and slipped inside my room. The sudden change between the bright light of the moons and the darkness of the room disoriented me for a few seconds while I attempted to quietly close the window and secure the curtain. I heard a second heartbeat in the room and recognized it as Greykin's. He sat in the chair by the desk watching me. I opened my mouth to say something and he raised his finger to his lips, then pointed to Paug's sleeping form. Then he motioned for me to follow him. He rose on creaking joints and went to the door.

      Four guards eyed me suspiciously as I followed the Old Bear down the hall to his room. They had not sat with me in the tavern a few hours ago, so they hadn't had a chance to speak with me.

      "Let's talk for a bit," he paused as he looked at me, "Kaiyer." It was the first time he had used my name. He didn't seem tense so I relaxed and walked into his room.

      I turned to watch him close the door behind us and I wondered if his soldiers would listen in on our conversation.

      "Sit down." He motioned to one of the chairs at the table. "Water?" He poured himself a cup and I nodded. He handed me a full wooden cup and then sat across from me.

      "Where were you?" he asked, uncharacteristically calm. "I sat in your room for almost an hour."

      "I couldn't sleep, so I decided to explore the city." He nodded and smiled. I didn't sense any malice in him, so I relaxed a little and took a sip of the water from the cup.

      "We might not get another chance to be alone before we reach the castle of Nia, so I wanted to speak to you without the boy and Nadea around." I nodded and waited for him to continue. "I heard about the idea for this mission almost two years ago. There had been talk in the North of an army growing in power. The warriors in the army were said to be extremely strong. The Northern clan lands possess some amazing fighters, but they are tribal, and don't organize under one banner. Rumor was that they were being conquered systematically, enslaved, and then forced to fight the other tribes. Within a year they had all been conquered." He paused to take a sip of water. This story sounded familiar to me. I closed my eyes and saw the red banner with the black skull. Thousands of bodies in armor stood at attention before me.

      "There are four countries to the north of Nia: Loorma, Newvana, Gradar and Timata. They used to be duchies under one ruler, but in the past fifty years they have experienced disagreements and various internal struggles. The split was messy, but the countries were on their path to recovery. Gradar is the country to the immediate north of us, and we have a similar peaceful relationship with them as we do with Brilla. At any rate, demands were sent to these four countries to surrender or be destroyed. Their rulers would be allowed limited control over their holdings, but if they didn't surrender, they would face extreme consequences. The letters were signed as 'The Ancients,' a word we associate with the legends of powerful beings of old.

      “Nadea and her father had always been interested in the legends. Instead of marrying the girl off for political leverage, the king allowed his niece to travel the continent and investigate the ruins that had been left by this past civilization. She believed that the legends were false and that there was more to the history, even before the Northern tribes were conquered. Nadea and her father convinced the king they could find more information about the history of the Ancients, and a possible way to defeat them. We hadn't even verified that they were the same Ancients who had sent the threats, but the king gave her permission and access to resources so that she could travel the continent and research.

      “Timata was quickly overrun by the combined forces of the Northern tribes. It was a powerful country, with stout soldiers, rich forests, and mountains carrying an endless supply of iron. Reports came back that the generals of this invading army were tall men and women, with long hair the color of metal, ears that came up to sharp points, and eyes that slanted like almonds. They said that they were ‘the Ancients,’ and they didn't look human.

      “I sat with the king and his generals as they read spy reports and decided what to do. The countries of Loorma and Newvana asked us for assistance, and we sent soldiers.  They put aside their differences and have been fighting for the last few months against the forces of the Ancients. It doesn't look good though. It is toward the end of summer now, so there should only be a few more months until winter sets in and the fighting will break. But their resources have been expended and are near depletion. They won't last through the winter without help from Nia and Brilla. Do you understand what I have said?" He looked at me. I think he just remembered that I had only learned his language a few short weeks ago.

      "More or less, I understand."

      "Good. The king received a letter from the Ancients six months ago with the same demands as the other countries. They made him a slightly better offer, if he joined them now, he would continue to control his lands, they would just extract soldiers and resources at a fixed rate. They requested a meeting with the king which he denied.

      “Nadea reported back that she found something interesting in her research, the location of a ruin in which the O'Baarni was imprisoned. The Ancients were able to capture him, but then were destroyed at last by his armies. He was supposed to be so powerful that he could not be killed. Nadea and the duke thought that if this was true, then the O'Baarni would help us against the Ancients."

      "Couldn't you just ally with the other countries and crush them? How many soldiers do they have?" I interrupted him.

      "The numbers of their forces are unclear. We estimate that they have about one hundred thousand now. But they are using magic; they create giant explosions, landslides, and weather to gain advantages. The king is planning with the other leaders, but while we are allied on certain areas, there are egos and opinions about who should be in charge.”

      Greykin sat back and took a deep breath.

      "What if the O'Baarni was worse than the Ancients, as you call them?"

      "Not likely. Word is that these Ancients are monsters. According to what Paug and Nadea have told me, they eat the flesh of humans and murder for sport. If this O'Baarni is an enemy of theirs, then he would be a friend of ours."

      “What do your spies say? You shouldn’t be making decisions based off of legends,” I said with a frown.

      “The spies indicate that these Ancients are very efficient and somewhat cruel taskmasters, but one can always expect that from a conquering force.”

      “But no reports of eating humans or slavery?”

      “None beyond that. Still, Paug and Nadea seem absolutely positive of their evil intent, and they are both experts on the subject.” He took another sip of water. “Wish this was beer, but it wouldn’t look good to get drunk in front of my boys.” He nodded out to the hallway where Runir's men were on guard. From the interactions amongst them I had observed, it was clear that Greykin had an important place in the military.

      We looked at each other for a few minutes. I took a deep breath.

      "I am not the O'Baarni."

      "Do you remember? How do you know? The boy said you didn't remember much."

      "I woke up tonight from a memory. I was a soldier, or some sort of warrior, but I heard my commander reference ‘the O'Baarni.’ He wanted me to bring the O'Baarni food, so the person isn't me. I wish I could help you all but I'm not the person you want me to be." His face fell at my words. I didn't think the big man liked me much, but I realized that he had set his hopes on Nadea's expedition more than he let on.

      "I'm sorry to hear that lad. But even if you aren't the O'Baarni you are something. You lived during that time and you are capable in combat. I never had a chance to thank you for protecting Jessmei at that inn, Paug from the soldiers at the top of the cliff, and all of our asses when we first woke you. The Kingdom of Nia owes you three times. Thank you." I nodded and we drained our glasses. "I'm sure you can be useful advising the king and his generals, maybe when it comes down to it you can protect Jessmei and Nadea. I'm getting old, still capable of course, but not quite as quick or strong as I used to be. When Jessmei managed to sneak out of her room, I realized that I'm not getting any better with age."

      He looked off into the side of the room, lost in thought. I didn't know how to reassure him, or even what to say to help ease his mind. I thought back to my dreams of the islands, green trees, the streams of water that passed off of the ledges and disappeared into the voids. I wondered who rode on the ships that floated in the sky. Had they ever seen me jumping between the islands? Maybe someone else dreamt they were upon the ships. Perhaps they watched me float across the empty sky. I didn't think I would ever go back there.

      "I'll do what I can to help." Greykin smiled at my words.

      "Thank you, lad. I've kept you from your bed for too long now. I'll see you tomorrow morning. The rest of this trip should be simpler." I nodded and left the room. One of the guards peeked in the door to make sure Greykin was okay as I left. That was good training.

      I lay down carefully on my bed so as not to wake Paug. I tried to sleep, but I didn't feel tired. My brain was excited about my memories, but I was admittedly disappointed that I wasn't the savior they were looking for. I looked back over to Paug and remembered that I needed to have him explain the plumbing to me. I knew he would enjoy that. I would ask him as soon as we woke up in the morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      Our entrance into the capital of Nia was very different than the entrance into Sapphire. I had thought that there would be some sort of pomp, maybe a parade to welcome the Princess home from her adventure. Instead we rushed through the city and into the heavily fortified inner walls of the fortress in the deepness of night.

      "Why are we entering the castle at this time?" I asked Greykin.

      "Everyone still thinks the princess is in the castle, and we have dignitaries here from Brilla, Loorma, Newvana, and Gradar to talk about things. The Prince of Loorma and the Princess of Newvana are here too. It would look very odd if Jessmei came sauntering in a few days after they arrived. We don't know what kind of people are in the crowds, we don't need any more assassination attempts on her."

      I nodded and looked behind me. Jessmei wore a large hooded cloak, concealing her features and hiding her bright hair while we led the horses through the streets. It seemed unnecessary, as the city had a curfew two hours after sunset and the hour sat close to midnight, but I supposed caution was wise. As Greykin had said, we did not know the sort of people who could be lurking in the shadows, awaiting an opportunity to harm or abduct the princess.  As we had approached the grand gate to the front of the city, half of Runir's men had split off from us to scout the path ahead. It was the new moon phase of the month, so only Alta showed his gray face.

      The city was quite beautiful during the day, but at night it slept like a corpse. The walls were pale and whitewashed, with hues of festive orange and royal purple glancing off of imperial flags like bruises. The streets were silent, except for a gentle breeze that rustled the banners and the tapping of our horses’ hooves on the perfectly paved streets. The echo of us passing through the fairways probably woke more people up and alerted them to our presence than if we had gone through during the noon lunch bustle. The main road through the city was so wide that twenty riders could have galloped side by side down it.

      It took us thirty tense minutes to make it to the castle gates. They loomed up like mountains, eighty feet high and known to be impenetrable, although they had never actually been attacked. The fifty-foot-high walls of the outer city had successfully kept every invader at bay throughout Nia's three-hundred-year history.  The walls of the castle reminded me that my adventure was almost over. Soon I would have to go back home.

      "Impressive," Kaiyer said as we got closer. "How did they build it?" He had been silent for most of the trip since we had joined Runir's men. He was still nice and smiled at me often, but my attempts to ask him about his memory were met with a shrug and an apology.

      "There are many books in the castle's library about it." I had a great idea, "I can teach you to read our language! You'll really like it!" I felt happy. It meant I had something to do. I could stay around and be part of the planning. He nodded and smiled.

      "That sounds like a good time. I'm going to need your help adjusting to this place. There is much to learn." His voice trailed off as he continued to look up and up at the walls. My smile couldn't get any bigger.  There was a massive portcullis in the wall. The links of the chain that lifted and lowered the enormous cage of iron were almost as big as my entire body. I wondered how long it took to make each link. I bet it was in one of the books in the castle's library, and I got excited about spending time relaxing there, teaching Kaiyer to read.

      "Finally," Greykin said to the group as we walked through the gates.  The relief in his voice was obvious.

      Guards at the front saluted Greykin and Runir; they saluted back as we rode by. The main doors of the castle were still a few hundred yards from the wall, so we rode for another minute before a dozen stable boys met us. None of them paid any particular attention to Jessmei, so they probably didn't know the princess was with us, as she did not take down the hood of her cloak. Once dismounted, the party began to take their bags off the horses. We had done this so many times now that it only took us a few moments to reattach the straps from the steeds to our own backs.

      "The castle is so large," Kaiyer whispered to me, and I agreed. I had heard that it was the largest in the world, but I hadn’t seen any other than Nia’s and Brilla’s, so I couldn’t make a personal comparison. It was made of a bright white rock that seemed to reflect what little light the moons gave us. Five towers rose from various parts of the structure, the tallest was over three hundred feet and capped with a polished copper dome. The other towers ranged from one hundred to two hundred feet. Smaller and wider protrusions from the castle extended from the base at various heights. Some were servants’ buildings and others were barracks. Two thousand guests could be housed within the rooms of the castle, and another ten thousand soldiers in the barracks. It was almost a city in itself. A quarter of the windows had light coming from them, so that viewing the towers almost looked as if we were staring at the stars in the night sky.

      A massive wooden door formed the mouth to the Main Hall’s entrance. This too had an iron gate that was raised into a hidden sleeve in front of the door. Runir's men left us to report back to the barracks. He accompanied us through the main doors.

      The inside of the castle entrance was meant to impress. Large tapestries, elegantly glittering chandeliers, and various sculptures of past kings and warriors entertained our eyes. The torches and candles burned a light, pleasing scent that made my body feel at ease.  A plush purple and orange carpet ran down the path toward various doors and massive stairs that led up to a second floor. The room was a good two hundred feet wide and ran another one hundred feet deep to the first door. A group of well-dressed guards and servants awaited us inside. Their faces shone with eagerness as we entered.

      "Glad you made it safely," an older man with a bald head and white mustache said as he scurried toward us. "You must be very weary from your travels. Greykin, I'll have some servants escort you and your companion to your rooms immediately, I will also take care of the rest of your friends here." Greykin nodded and two young girls gestured for him to follow them.

      "It's good to see you again Nadea," the man said with a smile.

      "Thank you Herin. I'll take my usual room; can you please situate my companions in my wing? In adjoining rooms if you can." She handed her bags to a servant who rushed away. "I know the way there, but I wish to see my father first. Is he here?"

      "Yes. He's in his study. I'll have a guard escort you."  Nadea nodded and then she turned to the four of us.

      “I'll meet up with you tomorrow morning. We'll have to speak to my father about everything. Have a good night."

      "I can take you to your father's room, if you wish," Runir said to her. She considered for a second. "I know where it is," he said before she could answer.

      "That sounds fine. See you tomorrow morning," she said to us. She looked at Kaiyer before she turned away and began to walk up the stairs with Runir. Her tall leather boots echoed in the hallway as she ascended the stairs. I think she knew her own way.

      "We'll take you to your rooms gentlemen," Herin said as he swept his arms wide. "The servants will carry your bags. Please feel as comfortable as you can here. You are our honored guests. So ask for anything that you need."

      "Food?" Kaiyer asked as we set off.

      "I'll have a platter brought to your room at once. Anything in particular you have a taste for?" Kaiyer looked confused for a second before he responded.

      "I'm very hungry. I'll eat a lot of anything you bring." He looked at me to make sure he had said it correctly. As confident as he should have been given his combat prowess and seeming invincibility, the man still felt unsure in these new situations. He still needed me.

      "Yep. Our skinny friend here eats more food for breakfast than Paug and I do all day!" Iarin said has he clasped Kaiyer on the shoulder. The thin man chuckled.

      "Very well. I'll take care of everything. We also have servant bells in the room if you have any other needs," Herin said as we made our way up the stairs and through a stout oak door.

      We walked a bit more until we reached another set of stairs. We took them up four flights and then down a long hall to our rooms. Herin seemed to be an expert at small talk and he asked us general travel questions that were not too probing. Two large men carried our things.

      "This will be your room good sir." Herin opened the door to a large suite with a small fire burning in the hearth while he gestured to the tall tracker. "Are you hungry as well?"

      "Nope. Just want a bath and a nice clean bed. Thank you friend." Iarin looked to us. "I'll see you all tomorrow over breakfast, if we don't get summoned. Shall we eat together, say an hour or so after sunrise?"

      "Sure, we'll meet you here," Kaiyer said over my shoulder.

      Iarin nodded and stepped into his room, waving before the door closed.

      "This will be your room, young master," Herin said as he directed me to the room next to Iarin's.

      "Is there a way that my companion and I can room together?" I asked as I looked over to Kaiyer. I realized that I hadn't been away from him during the night since we woke him.

      "My apologies, young master. I was told that you were to be given this room and your friend is to be given the room across the hallway from you. Can I get you any food?" I shook my head. "Are you sure? We've just had a fresh batch of peach cobbler cakes made."

      "No thank you, I'm just going to go to bed." I looked at Kaiyer. "Will you be okay?"

      "Of course. I'm across the hall. Talk to you tomorrow." He smiled at me and then turned to walk to his room. Herin opened it for him and showed him in. He gave Kaiyer a brief rundown of the items in the room before wishing the thin man a good night.

      "Let me know if you need anything. Just ring the bell. Good night, young master," Herin said as he walked away. I closed the door with a sigh.

      The room was magnificent. A low fire burned in the stone hearth, and a massive four poster bed with drapes that extended from the ceiling sat in the middle of the spacious floor. The bed’s ornately carved headboard butted up against the far wall, which was decorated in flocked wallpaper in a rich golden hue. Upon closer inspection I realized the color came from actual threads of fine gold wire woven into the paper. The wallpaper in this room was probably worth more money than the assets of every citizen of my small village combined.

      The room also contained a stout desk with a small oil lamp, a round table with chairs enough for six, and a couch wrapped with sumptuous dark green upholstery. Behind the desk were two towering bookshelves that extended to the ceiling, filled with leather-bound tomes. This was just a small sampling of the books in the main library, but still a rich trove of knowledge I was eager to delve into. I smiled at the gesture, Nadea knew I was a scholar and had made sure I would have a proper room in which to study. Perhaps she did intend for me to stay?

      While my body was sore and my limbs felt heavy with fatigue, my mind whirred, both agitated and excited. I did not want to go home, I had enjoyed my travels, the knowledge that I was part of something important. I missed my home and my grandfather, but I did not miss the quiet, dull life we led. How could I go back to a world where the most important decision I had to make all day was what book to read to the village children, after spending weeks as an integral member of a mission vital to the success or failure of the entire Kingdom of Nia? I hoped my plan to teach Kaiyer to read would allow me to remain in the castle for a little longer. I knew eventually the homesickness would outweigh my yearning for honor and adventure, but at the moment I just wanted to stay here with these people whom I had come to consider friends.

      There were double doors beside the fireplace that I hadn't noticed at first. They were paned in beautiful leaded glass, cut with designs that sparkled and reflected rainbows even in the dim firelight. I imagined in the daytime with the full sun pouring through, the glittering crystal would be spectacular. I opened them and walked onto a small balcony that overlooked a quaint garden. I thought about eating breakfast and studying here tomorrow, but remembered that I would be eating with Kaiyer and Iarin. The room was larger than the small house Grandfather and I shared next to the lighthouse. I thought in amazement that this huge room, so ornately appointed, was just one of many hundreds of guest rooms within the castle. Nia was so grand, so prosperous, it was hard to imagine it could be in any real danger, though I knew intellectually that the threat was very real and would soon be very present.

      I walked to a side room that kept the sink, toilet, and enormous bathtub. The elegance of the bathing area inspired me to take a bath, but I didn't feel like unpacking my clothes at the moment. Instead, I turned back to the bed and took off my shirt, ready to crawl in and rest my spent muscles.

      A knock sounded at my door.

      I tiptoed over to it and opened it. A kind face, full of wrinkles and white facial hair was the first thing I saw. His light blue eyes were almost always crinkled with a smile.

      "Grandfather!" I shouted as I hugged him. He smelled like the sandalwood oil he used after he shaved around his beard.

      "Paug! I am so happy to see you. I worried so much. Let me look at you." He held me at arm's length and looked me up and down. "I think you've grown an inch! Also, I see a bit of muscle on you. You look like you are becoming a man." He hugged me again. "Invite me inside and tell me all about your trip."

      I did, and we both took seats at the table. Seeing him had invigorated me and I was eager to tell him all about our adventure. He wore a loose pair of black pants and a yellow shirt that was stained with spots of black ink and various paint colors. His usual floppy hat was absent from his bald head.

      "Start from when you departed Desai," he demanded with excitement.

      I began to tell the story from when I left our home, the travel down south with Nadea and Iarin, Jessmei meeting us on the road when we had just left the Sapphire, then Greykin finding us a few days later. I told him about Jessmei really putting a sour apple in our basket of plans. Then I talked about our journey into Vanlourn. The days that seemed to stretch forever as we cut our way through the jungle, finally coming to the ruin that Nadea previously discovered. Kaiyer lying cold and dead, but somehow alive, on a slab deep in the darkness, how I used the words Grandfather taught me to awaken him. My voice started to crack after an hour and Grandfather rang the bell, summoning a servant to bring us some water and a snack.

      "Fascinating," he said as he ran his fingers through his mustache and beard. "I wondered if the language we had learned would have been corrupted after generations of being passed down. Or maybe we never learned it correctly in the first place?" He sat back for a moment and thought to himself.

      The servant arrived with a large pitcher of water, some cups, and a loaf of bread with cheese. I took a glass and some of the cheese before I continued.

      I told him about our fears that the enemy was right on our tail and that they discovered us when we came out of the ruin. I recalled for him how Kaiyer had defeated them easily, then how we followed him to the guard post where he had massacred the rest of the soldiers.

      "Amazing. You said he moved like a spider, quickly and with great strength?"

      "Yes. I haven't seen much fighting, but he was so fast my eyes hardly had time to register his movements."

      "Surely, he must be the O'Baarni. I've never heard of such things, but the legends say he had amazing strength and speed. They also said that he was supposed to be very intelligent and was undefeated in his conquests over the Ancients."

      I nodded and told him of the travel up the cliffs, how I translated and taught him our language, and how he picked it up with amazing speed. Grandfather nodded and smiled.

      Then I got to the part I hadn't told anyone else about.

      He listened intently as I described waking up in the campsite. I hadn't known at the time, but everyone save for Kaiyer and I went to gather water and rinse off at the nearby stream.  Grandfather's mouth hung open when I spoke of the quick battle, and of Kaiyer being shot in the chest by the crossbow.

      "He didn't seem to experience pain?" he asked in amazement.

      "He didn't seem to, no. He yanked it out easily. I fainted though." I frowned and remembered the wave of nausea that caused me to black out. "When I awoke he had changed his shirt and pretended like nothing happened."

      "Didn't Nadea or Greykin suspect something? Didn't they hear the sounds of the battle?"

      "It happened so fast there wasn’t much sound. When I awoke he smiled at me and shrugged like he always did. Nadea said later that night he told her that he surprised them. I didn't want to mention that he had been shot by the crossbow since I didn't quite believe it myself." Grandfather nodded.

      "Did you ask him more about it?"

      "No . . ." I sighed. "I was afraid to. But during our first night in the inn I brought up his bags an inspected his clothes. The shirt he had worn was still in his pack, and I could see the hole the bolt made and the blood stain. He seemed to be unharmed though." I sat back and felt relief. A huge weight had been taken off of my shoulders.  Grandfather seemed lost in thought for a few more minutes.

      "I'll need to think about this some more. Please continue with your story, Paug."

      I told him about the assassins that tried to attack Jessmei while I had slept. I finally finished by accounting the remainder of our journey here. Several hours passed and I could have fallen asleep on the table.

      "How selfish of me! Here I am keeping you awake when we are going to have a very busy day tomorrow. Go to bed Paug, I'll talk to you in the morning. I am down the hall three or four doors. The duke, Nadea, you, the O'Baarni, and I will meet tomorrow after you break your fast," he said as he got out of his chair and grabbed the last slice of bread.

      I nodded as we hugged again and parted. Before he shut the door I had laid my head on the pillow and was drifting to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        The O’Baarni

      

    
    
      "Wake up Kaiyer, time to work, son." My father's hands shook me awake gently. I moaned and rolled over, out of the bed and onto the dirt floor of the small room I shared with my father and brother. He looked at me as he sat back down at the table, the only other piece of furniture in the humble room besides our three beds and matching chairs. It was dark, we woke well before the sun, and our windowless room had little to light it save a small fire that was used for food, light and heat.

      "Want breakfast? Leotol is making eggs and heating some beans." I could smell them. My older brother's broad back was to me as he flipped eggs on a pan over our stone stove and stirred a pot with his other hand. There was never much time and he was an efficient cook, using what he could to flavor our meager rations fairly well.  I was always hungry, and the smell of the food made my mouth water. My work was strenuous and there was rarely time to eat during the day, nor enough food.

      "I don't think there is enough for the Little Demon. Aunt only brought us a dozen eggs and a few handfuls of beans." He looked over his shoulder with his trademark smirk.

      "Hey, I don't eat that much. I'm thinner than you are, fat ass." I looked for something to throw at him even though I knew I was wrong to say this. Neither my brother nor my father were fat. They were all muscle; they had to be since they worked in the smithy, over the hot forge all day, making horseshoes and tools for the master's slaves.

      "It's not fat little Brother. This is solid muscle. The girls love it. Once you get some meat on you maybe you'll get one for yourself, unless horses are your thing." He shook his head with laughter, his thick, dark hair flying over his shoulders. I moaned and sat down to watch my father, Kai, drink his morning cup of tea. He looked like an older version of my brother: muscular, with a dark mane of hair, bright green eyes, and chiseled facial features. By comparison, I was scrawny and awkward.

      She didn't seem to mind though. Perhaps she would tire of me when I began to fill out and look more like them. Our human bodies were big-boned, bulky and thick when compared to the sleek, beautiful bodies of our masters. Where we resembled lumbering, stout donkeys, work-worn and tough, they were graceful antelope, strong, yet lithe and elegant.

      My recollections of her were interrupted when Leotol slid a heaping plate of eggs and beans in front of me. We ate in silence, thoughts of the work we had to do filled each of our heads. It was Sunday, so there would be no training today. Most Sundays there were no visitors to the stable, so it was the best day for me to catch up on the never ending list of tasks. I always had too much to do, especially since I had been losing almost an hour of my work per day for the past few months.

      "Leotol?" I asked my brother for his attention. He grunted at me over his eggs but didn’t raise his face.

      "Can I have help shoeing that new stallion they brought in a few days ago? He's pretty unruly and I haven't gotten a chance to calm him down yet."

      "I don't know, Little Demon. I might be a little too fat to help you out with so difficult a task." He smiled at me and then opened his mouth to show me the food he was chewing.

      "Gross! Come on. I need your help. It will take me all day to do it by myself and less than half an hour with you," I begged him.

      "Fine. But you have to cook tonight and tomorrow."

      "Deal!" I liked cooking so I wasn't giving up anything. I was happy he was helping me so I offered to clean the dishes while Father and Leotol went to start the fires in the smith.

      "Get me when you are ready," he said as he followed our father out of the room to the workshop next door.

      I finished cleaning and went to the stables, doing my standard morning tasks: refilling feed and water, cleaning up manure, and setting up to do the re-shoeing. There were four of them that needed it today. Three of them I had reshod before many times, and the new one that didn't seem to like me much. After debating with myself I decided to do him first with Leotol's help.

      "I'm ready," I said to him as I poked my head into the smithy. He stood up from the piece of iron he had been hammering and nodded as he wiped his hands on his apron and across his sweating brow. Father was cooling something in a big barrel of water in the back. Steam rose like a white serpent from the liquid.

      "Be there in a second."

      I went back to the stable and got the new horse out of his pen. He grew antsy and I used my secret weapon on him: a small tart apple that I stole from the slave’s kitchen every Saturday night. The horse gobbled it out of my hands and we became friends.

      "Alright. This guy doesn't seem so tough," my brother said as he walked into the stables. With practiced ease he grabbed my shoeing apron that was stuffed with tools and slid it on. Once attired, he picked up the back right hoof and started digging the dirt out of it with the pick. Leotol used to run the stable until I grew old enough to handle it myself. "Keep him occupied. He's squirming too much."

      "Got it." I went back to rubbing the stallion's face and whispering to him.

      "Ahh crap. Your piece of shit pliers broke. I've got another set in the smithy, by the crate where I keep my small hammers and nails. Go grab them for me?" he said as he threw aside the snapped pliers and went back to digging with the hook.

      I walked back to the smithy and ducked through the door.

      "What do you need?" my father asked from the corner.

      "Broke the pliers, Leotol said there was a spare by his small hammers and nails?"

      "In that corner." He gestured to the back and I walked over and spent a few minutes looking through the chaotic bucket of discarded tools until I found it.

      As I stepped outside the door to the smithy I skidded to a halt. There were eight Elvens walking down the grassy hill from their main house toward the stables. At the top of the hill three more waited. They turned to look at me when I exited the smithy, but I ducked back into the doorway before they saw me. At least, I hoped that I dodged back in time. The coppery-haired woman that had been my malaise for the past few months was leading the group of eight walking toward the stable. She had her hand on her sword hilt.

      "Father!" I whispered.

      He didn't need to ask what the matter was. He dropped the piece of iron he was working on and ran to the doorway. His hammer was still in his left hand.

      "Step back," he commanded and I obeyed, letting him move before me. I ducked down and peered around his waist; the woman waved her hand toward the stable and two of her companions ran inside. In a few seconds they emerged, each holding one of Leotol's arms as he struggled.

      I heard a gasp from Father and his right hand clamped onto the frame of the doorway.

      "Oh no. No no no," he sobbed as we watched them drag Leotol toward the woman. She looked back to her companions and said something. Her friends laughed. She then turned and spoke to Leotol, he said something back and she hit him hard across the face. My stomach felt like I had swallowed a bucketful of water from the stream during the winter. Leotol struggled in his captor's arms, he was strong for a human, but even the weakest Elven was still twice as strong as a human.

      She smiled as she reached out and stroked his face. Then her hand clamped down on his neck and I could see her shoulders tense as she began to squeeze. Leotol's body started to thrash as he felt his life being strangled out of him.

      Father was out the door before I even realized, running toward the group of Elvens as he screamed, his hammer raised over his head. She looked up at him as he dashed the last forty yards toward them. I saw her mouth move.

      Her friends drew their swords.

      It was over before he even swung his hammer. His body burst into a bloody spray as three expertly wielded swords pierced and ripped out of him. My father, Kai, the strongest man I had ever known, who had raised my brother and I alone after our mother had been killed by Elven hands, died in a splutter of blood and hate, as the last bit of air was choked out of his eldest son a few feet from him.

      I ran out, not caring that they were going to kill me too. I wanted to die with them. I couldn't imagine life without my father's kind eyes, or my brother's rakish smile and teasing. When I reached my father's corpse, I fell upon it. His eyes stared up lifelessly, his skin already looked waxy and pale. Blood oozed out of him, I felt the disturbing sensation of the warm viscous liquid flowing over my skin. His body felt strange and soft, broken and yielding in places that were normally solid, normally strong.

      I looked up through tears at her. Her friends still had their swords drawn, waiting for her instruction. Her eyes locked with mine for a few seconds. There was no emotion in them. I felt oddly distant, looking at her, as if I had left my body and was observing this scene from afar, removed and unfeeling. I no longer felt my father’s blood on my hands, nor the grass beneath me. I felt nothing. I was floating, tethered only to her eyes, trying to read them, trying to puzzle out how the same soft white hands that had clung to me in passion could be so coolly used to choke the life from my brother.

      She looked to the Elven standing next to her. He had dark onyx-colored hair that was braided down his back.

      "Next time you think I am copulating with a human slave, I'll do the same to you. Do you understand?" The Elven nodded. He looked terrified. I had never seen one scared.

      "A human stable boy?” she said with disgust. I have every male within two hundred miles courting me. Are you a fucking idiot?" She demanded of the black-haired man. His face panicked.

      "I'm sorry, I thought I saw you with the human," he stuttered. All of her companions seemed terrified of her. My father's hammer lay on the ground a few inches from me. I could probably hit her before they killed me. The world spun and everything started to turn red.

      "Hurmpf," she snorted. "I am already bored with this. Let's go do something else." She began to walk away, up the hill toward the three Elvens that stood atop the slope. My legs wouldn't move. My arm wouldn't move. I couldn't even breathe through the sadness. I wanted to die, but no noise escaped my mouth when I tried to scream.

      "What about this human, Iolarathe?" one of her friends said. I felt the blade of a sword lay on my shoulder.

      She turned back, her eyes stared deep into mine. We had spent hours looking into each other's eyes before this. Tears clouded my vision, distorting her. I thought I saw remorse flash across her face.

      "He looks strong for a human. Take him to the barracks. They can use him in that ridiculous hobby army of my father's." Then she turned and walked away toward the gathered Elvens waiting for her. As she reached the top of the hill, the sun caught her hair, and it blazed as if on fire. It was a beacon in the darkness that became my field of vision.

      Strong hands grabbed my shoulders and forced me to my feet. My brother's face was blue, and his tongue rolled out of his dead mouth. There was no anger on his face, just pain. I couldn't look at my father's body as they dragged me away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        Kaiyer

      

    
    
      My eyes were so dry and grainy it hurt to open them, my eyelids stuck and slowly peeled back as I forced them open. I was afraid to keep them closed, to remember. I rubbed them and blinked to moisten them, wanting to look around, to orient myself in the present, away from the horrific dream.

      I could still smell the sweet wet scent of the grass, feel the sticky warmth of my father’s blood, a sharp contrast to his slick cold skin. It felt as if he had been in my arms only moments ago.

      I looked down at my hands. The dawn trickled a bit of light through the window in my room. It was enough for me to see that my father's blood did not still cover my hands. I sighed in relief and realized I had a splitting headache.

      I had caused their death. The Elven woman, Iolarathe, and I were lovers. Repeating her name in my head caused it to spin along with the pain.

      I struggled out of the covers that entwined me and made my way to the bathroom. I turned the metal wheel as Paug had instructed. The steam from the stream of water pouring out distracted me. When it had almost filled the tub, I slipped out of my pants and slid into the burning hot bath. I took a deep breath and submerged myself completely.

      Underwater I heard nothing but my heart beating. It grew louder the longer I stayed under and I wondered if the force of my heart caused ripples on the surface of the tub. It would cause the water to move like waves in the ocean, it would match the water in the blood that coursed through my body, giving my muscles strength. I felt the power of the Water flow around me and blissfully fill my body like a wine skin. I thirsted for it everywhere, my skin and eyes parched with their own need.

      My brother and father were dead and it had happened so long ago that there was nothing I could do about it. I wasn’t even sure I was the same person as in my memories. What did it really matter? Should I go through the agony of losing them twice just because I forgot my past while I slept?

      I came up to the surface and laughed. The emotions coursing through my memory had little impact on my life now. The memory of Thayer must have been from after the deaths of my father and brother. So even though I experienced great sadness with the loss of my family, I also found joy with my friendships. I'm sure that I had taken my revenge serving in the O'Baarni's army and crushing the Elvens into extinction.

      I had a new life now. The memories were there to guide me but not to rule me. My headache seemed to vanish and I smiled at the sudden release of pain.

      I grabbed the soap and rubbed it over my body, cleaning away the sweat the nightmare produced. Then I rinsed off and looked into the mirror that hung over the ornate sink. My beard was dark and thick, but in my memories I only recalled being clean-shaven, even my hair had been cut very short. It was one thing I wanted to keep, so I grabbed the razor blade and went to work.

      After I shaved my beard I debated doing the same to my head, but the thick dark strands did remind me of my brother and father. Would they have approved of what I had done in my life? Had I asked that of myself already? I didn't remember.

      A soft patter of feet stopped in front of my door; I guessed it was a girl's from the quick, light heartbeat before a knock sounded.

      I opened the door to see a young woman around Jessmei's age standing with a basket. I recognized the color of the tunic on top but it was neatly folded. The girl's mouth hung open as she looked at me. Her eyes glanced down my naked body in astonishment.

      "Uhhh . . . laundry . . . clothes." Her heart beat in double time.

      "Thank you," I said as I grabbed the basket from her. "Anything else?" I asked after a few seconds of holding my clothes.

      "Uh. No. Thank you." Her face blushed red, but she turned to run down the hallway before I could ask her why. I could only shrug before I hooked my left foot around the back of the door, slamming it closed behind me.

      I hadn't realized that they took my clothes to clean, but it was probably a good thing. I was about to choose between wearing clothes that I had worn for one week and smelled like I had rolled in horse shit or ones that I had worn for two weeks and smelled like cow shit.

      I figured I would probably be meeting new people today, so I picked my nicest pair of pants and the loose gray tunic. Both had been obtained at the camp in the jungle. Our encounter with the Vanlourn soldiers felt like it had happened a lifetime ago, while the memory of my father and brother’s murders was so fresh in my mind they could have died yesterday. Time became a very relative and pliable thing when one had been sleeping for centuries.

      Paug's door opened across the hall and he knocked on my door.

      "You shaved!" he said when I opened it.

      "Yes. I got tired of the hair. I used the bathtub as well. The water worked just like you showed me." His face lit up. My friend was easy to please, but his big smile reminded me that I still had to tell him and Nadea that I wasn't the O'Baarni.

      "Are you hungry?"

      "Always."

      "Let's go break our fast with Iarin." I nodded and we walked down the hall to the quiet woodsman's room.

      "Ahh. Perfect timing!" he said as he opened the door, unleashing the tantalizing scent of the food that had already been placed on the table in his room. It was loaded with an enormous pot of eggs, steaming loaves of yeasty fresh-baked bread, dishes of golden butter and crumbly, blue-veined cheese, ripe green and orange fruits, two pitchers of water, and a large flagon of cider. I was always hungry, but the sight and scent of the food set my mouth watering and I breathed in deeply through my nose to savor the aroma.

      "I was about to come get you both. I rang the bell to ask a servant where we might go to get some foodstuffs and she said, 'I'll just bring you up whatever you would like.’ I recalled how our skinny friend here likes to eat his bodyweight in meat for every meal, so I ordered enough for six people. It just got here."

      We set in on the food like three starving men. It was the best meal I remembered eating, even if I could only recall the past month and a few days of my previous life. It took half an hour for us to devour the feast. We didn't speak much, unless it was to praise the deliciousness of the spread, ask for water or apple wine to be passed, or compliment the burp of satisfaction we each released in turn toward the end.

      "Ahhhh. I could get used to this,” Iarin said as he leaned back and took a swig of wine. "I hope Nadea will keep me around for a few more weeks so I can put some weight on."

      "She hired you for this job?" I asked, hoping that I understood the language enough to infer what he meant. I never asked why the tracker accompanied Nadea and Paug. I guessed he was part of their country and served Nadea.

      "Yep. I'm kind of known for traveling around the world and getting in and out of tight spots. I can also keep my mouth shut if the gold is right. It is right with this deal." He smiled at me. I liked Iarin. He didn't talk much, but when he did the words that came out of his mouth always seemed to be useful. There was something familiar about him that put me at ease and made me feel more welcomed and comfortable in this world.

      "Have you heard from Nadea?" Paug asked as he looked at Iarin. He shrugged and then looked at me. I shrugged as well. "I wonder what the plan is for the day?"

      "I don't mind sitting around and doing absolutely nothing, except eating and drinking of course!" Iarin said as his chair tipped dangerously back on two legs. "We need a break." I nodded in agreement, even though my body begged to go do something active.

      "I'm going to go see if I can find her or my grandfather," Paug said as he stood up. He looked over at me. "Are you going to be here, or in your room?"

      "I wanted to walk around and explore the castle," I said, but his face quickly crumpled into a frown.

      "I don't think that is a good idea. You might get lost, or it might take us a long time to find you if we need you. Can you stay in one place?" I sighed.

      "I'll go back to my room then." I tried to hide my disappointment.

      "Great. I'll come get you when I find Nadea." The three of us parted and I headed back across the wide stone hallway to my room.

      I paced for a few minutes and then took inventory of my bag. Then I checked my swords to make sure they were satisfactory, I sighed when I realized I had sharpened them a few days ago and their condition remained unchanged.

      An hour passed and I got thirsty so I pulled on the cord to summon a servant. Within a few moments there was a knock on my door.

      "How can I help you?" This girl was older than the one that brought my laundry. Pretty, with dark brown hair cut close to her neck, and a scattering of freckles across her features. She looked me up and down before her cheeks turned red. The blush made her almost beautiful. Not as good-looking as Nadea or Jessmei, but I hadn't spent time around any other women in the last month.

      "Can I have some water and maybe beer or some wine?"

      "Would you like any food?" She looked down at the crotch of my pants again and she reddened more.

      "Fruit would be fine. Some cheese and bread too?"

      "Yes of course. It will be my pleasure. I'll be back." She turned and left.

      Within fifteen minutes she knocked on the door again.

      "It is a nice day. Would you like to eat on the balcony?" She said as she pulled in a large tray through the door. She was thin but had defined muscles on her arms.

      "I had forgotten about the balcony. That sounds good."

      "The warriors train in the yard that your room overlooks. There are soldiers here from four different kingdoms! They are doing some sparring matches down there. I am surprised you haven't been watching," she said as she tried to open the door. I quickly took the tray from her so she wouldn't drop it.

      "I didn't know that." I wondered if they were here in preparation for the anticipated onslaught of Ancients, or if this was a normal part of Nia’s training practice. I was curious to observe Nia’s army, I knew from my memories that I was strong and well-trained, but I still wasn’t sure if I was exceptional, or if the few assassins and soldiers I had defeated on our journey were particularly weak and unskilled. My assumption was that all the modern humans were slow in comparison to the warriors of my time.

      "Yes, there they are," she said, as she pointed down into the courtyard, where about sixty men in various uniforms and armor stood around in a circle. Two men danced inside, trying to hit each other with wooden swords. "Sit down please," she instructed before she arranged the plate of food for me on the table.

      "If you need anything else, just ring the bell. I am here until about two hours after sunset. So if you need anything at all please ring," she repeated with a smile. I was still trying to piece together what words meant when emphasized in this language. Maybe the pretty girl inferred that she wanted to provide me with sex?

      "I'll keep you in mind," I said as I picked up the glass of water and sipped it. She smiled and looked down before she went back inside. I watched her hips sway as she retreated. If I wasn't occupied later tonight I would find out if my assumption about her was correct.

      I cut a piece of cheese and some fruit while I looked down to the soldiers. They were cheering and yelling at the two men circling each other. One wore the colors of Nia, the other wore blue. I figured it was probably a man from Brilla.

      After a few minutes the Brilla soldier went down from a nasty thwack to the head. Luckily, the swords were padded and I doubted any serious damage was done. The man from Nia helped the man from Brilla up and they hugged for a second. My head spun like I was falling.

      His hand grabbed my neck and tore me off of the bed. It was a bunk bed and I was on top. The air left my body as my head broke my fall. He leaned his full weight on my throat and spots began to form in my vision.

      "I'm going to fucking kill you," he whispered into my ear as he ground his forearm into my larynx. His face still dripped blood from when I had smashed it with the mace. I had expected this to happen, so I was prepared. I still couldn't walk so it would have been impossible to get out of this situation.

      He hadn’t seen the dagger up my sleeve, but he felt it slice open a massive gash in his stomach. His intestines spilled out over me in a hot mess of steam, and he gasped in pain. The pressure on my neck released as he moved his hands to his stomach in an attempt to push the organs back into his body.

      That was a big mistake.

      My right hand reached up and grabbed the side of his neck a split second before I pulled myself up and rammed the dagger harder into his stomach. I felt it grind off his spine and rip through his back. He gasped again in agony and I pulled the dagger out and slammed it in again. My hand and arm were covered with his blood. It gushed out of his body like a red waterfall.

      "Wait. Stop!" he cried as he fell on top of me. I pushed the dagger to the edge of his throat.

      "What?" I whispered in his ear. I was ready for the kill. This man had been harassing me since I got here. Payback would be a ride into oblivion on the point of my blade.

      "You win! You beat me. Fuck, man. I don't want to die now. Not like this. I'm sorry for bullying you," he slobbered over my face. His warm blood pooled over my stomach like he was pissing on me. I remembered my father lying dead on the ground as the blood flowed out of his body and onto the grass. I had no more tears for that.

      "Fine. I'll let you live." I heaved him off me and he sobbed. He pulled and pushed his organs back into his stomach as he collapsed next to me on the floor. After a few minutes of frantic movement, he was still.

      "I don't think I'll ever get used to healing like this. I should have died a hundred times already. But I keep coming back. This must be hell," he said through gasps of pain.

      "It is hell. The Elvens are our keepers here."

      "What's your name kid?"

      "Kaiyer."

      "I'm Thayer. Sorry again, Son of Lightning. You know, we are both sons of, eh? Your father dead too?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He was a blacksmith. Yours?”

      “Carpenter. Fitting huh?” I nodded at the play on words. Thay meant ‘wood’ in our old language.

      We didn't say anything for a while. In the distance we could hear the sound of our training partners sparring.

      "Have you thought about running away?" he said.

      "Where? How?"

      "I don’t know, Brother. I dream about it sometimes. I can run faster than them. I am stronger than them."

      "They will catch you. You'll die," I said as I closed my eyes.

      "That wouldn’t be so bad. I just don't want to die here, with you looking at me with those eyes. Your eyes are scary, Brother. They are crazy."

      "We are all crazy," I said.

      I shook my head and sat up in my chair. I still clutched a half-eaten apple and I ate the rest of it and looked down at the soldiers. Another pair was fighting in the circle below. I sighed when I thought of Thayer. It was good to have more memories of the man.

      I didn't think I was that hungry, but I devoured all the food again. Now I really couldn't sit still. I wanted to jump down to the field where the soldiers were practicing and fight them. I started to feel the energy through the Earth and the stone of the castle. The water in my blood swirled with the heat of my heart. I sat back and enjoyed the warmth spreading through my body.

      I was so enthralled with myself that I hadn't heard the knock on the door the first time. Now it was being pounded on. I moved across my suite and opened it.

      "Are you okay?" Nadea asked, concern on her face.

      "I was out on the balcony and I didn't hear you at the door." She wore a white dress with purple flowers embroidered down the left side. Her hair was loose and fell straight down her back, glossy as silk. She wore thin sandals on her feet instead of her usual leather boots. It was strange seeing the powerful woman in such girlish clothes, she looked gorgeous either way, but from what little I knew of her I guessed this ensemble had not been her choice.

      "I like your clothes," I said to her with a wry smile.

      "Thank you. I have to dress like this in the castle or my father will have kittens." She smiled at me. Her mouth parted slightly to show her teeth. I wanted to run my fingertips across her dark red lips and then drink from them.

      "Kittens?" I asked as I raised my eyebrow.

      "Yes. Never mind. Can you come with me? We would like to meet with you."

      I nodded. "Do I need anything?"

      "No, just walk with me," she said as she pulled me into the hallway. I closed the door behind me.

      Her arm slipped around my elbow and bicep on my left side as she led me through the labyrinthine halls. I smelled flowers on her hair, and her body heat brought out the scent of the lavender oil she wore. I looked over at the smooth, tan skin of her neck and shoulders. Her scent made my mouth begin to water.

      "Are you okay?" she asked. I realized that I had forgotten to learn the word for sex from Paug. Then I remembered that she seemed to realize that I said 'hungry' to mean that word.

      "I am hungry for you," I said as we approached a set of stairs. She looked back at me in astonishment.

      "I can get you some food once we get to the meeting,” she said, face now composed, but her heart began beating faster.

      "No. Hungry for you, not for food. I forgot to ask for the word from Paug. You know what I mean. When people want to make offspring they do this thing. What is it called?"

      "Mating?" her lightly bronzed skin was a few shades darker now.

      "Yes. I think that is the word. I want to mate with you. Now, actually. I really want to mate with you. Am I saying that right?" She stopped walking and faced me and her eyes were wide in surprise. “Maybe I said it wrong? You look upset. Did I say it wrong? Your heart is beating very fast."

      "I keep telling myself that you don't know what you are saying, but then I realize that you know exactly what you are saying, and you say it anyway." She pulled my arm to keep walking. Then she looked down at our interlocked arms and withdrew from me.

      "I'm sorry. I don't understand. Don't you want to mate with me?"

      She stopped and turned around to face me again. She looked angry this time. A servant opened the door next to us and Nadea waited until he had moved down the hallway before speaking.

      "You don't just say that type of thing to someone. It is too forward. Do you understand?" Her eyes flashed dangerously.

      "No, I don't understand. I want to mate with you. You want to mate with me. What is the problem? I can make you feel really good. I want to make you feel really good. I'll touch and taste you everywhere." I looked at her again. Her body was definitely reacting to what I said.

      "Kaiyer stop! Why are you saying this? We have to go to this meeting with my father! The king might be there too. Please concentrate on the matter at hand. We have more important things to be doing." She paused as another servant walked by, and then she continued in a whisper, "We have more important things to do than . . . what you are talking about." She crossed her arms and stuck out one of her hips. I could see the sleek shape of her thighs and stomach through the material of the dress.

      "Okay. After the meeting then. We'll go back to my room," I said and continued to walk.

      "No! Do you have only one subject on your mind?" she hissed at me.

      "Yes. I've been sleeping for a long time. I want to mate very badly." I frowned. "How much farther?"

      "We are almost there. I guess I haven’t thought about how long you have been sleeping." She stopped suddenly and grabbed my arm.

      "Wait. Is it me? Or do you just want to mate? Can we call it lovemaking? It seems less like animals are doing it if I use that word."

      “Okay. I want to make love to you," I said as my hand caressed hers. She didn't move it away from me and I smiled. I wouldn't need the servant girl tonight.

      "No. Do you want to make love to anyone? Or make love to me?" She raised an eyebrow and bit her lower lip as she waited for my response.

      "I would prefer you. I asked Jessmei in the inn before the assassins attacked and she said that there wasn't a bed in the room so we couldn't do it. We don't need a bed to make love though." Her mouth dropped again and her eyes grew huge. For a second I couldn't tell if I had said something wrong.

      Then I realized I had. Damn it.

      Her lips turned into a sharp frown and she pulled on my arm again, letting it go once I had begun to follow her.

      "This room." She didn't look at me as she opened the door. Her heart still beat quickly and I heard her breath coming out in an excited fashion.

      It was a large room with a massive table in the middle. On the table draped an expansive, colorful map with various border lines and carved pieces of wood that I guessed represented troop placement.

      They are going to cut us off here at the ocean and the wetlands. They are trying to force us into the open field. We'll be outnumbered three to one there. What do we do, Kaiyer?

      I recognized the voice in my head, but it wasn't Thayer's or the old man with the cane's voice.

      Four people looked up when we entered the room: Paug, his eyes bright and his smile huge; an older man with a bald head, a long white beard, and stained clothes; a middle-aged man dressed in an intricately embroidered, deep purple suit with gold trim, his brown hair thick and long; and a blonde middle-aged man that appeared to be dressed in a military uniform. He wore various insignias and medals pinned on his suit. He stood at attention and looked at me with suspicion.

      "This is my father, the duke. This is Kaiyer," Nadea introduced us. I reached across the table and shook the brown-haired man's hand. His grip was firm and he smiled at me. He had light blue eyes that reminded me of Jessmei's. The duke was handsome, but I guessed that Nadea got most of her looks from her mother, since they didn't share any features besides hair color.

      "It is nice to meet you. My daughter has told me of your travels." I nodded and then looked to the military man.

      "This is one of the king's generals, Maerc." I shook the man's hand, but he said nothing in acknowledgment.

      "This is my grandfather!" Paug’s eager, open face beamed as I turned to face the old man. I smiled and shook his hand.

      "Very, very pleased to meet you, Kaiyer. I'm Janci. We have so much to discuss with you!" the older man said. His face was lined with the kind of wrinkles you get from smiling, his hands rough and worn, even compared to the stoic general. I liked him immediately.

      "We all have questions that we wish to ask you. Would you be so kind as to sit down and let us speak to you?" the duke asked. I nodded and sat down on the other side of the table from them.

      Nadea glared at me from her seat and folded her arms over her breasts. I looked back between the other men and waited for them to interrogate me.

      "Gentlemen, do you mind if I go first?" Janci said. The other two men nodded. "Thank you."

      "Kaiyer, can you tell me about your name. What does it mean?" he said as he unrolled a piece of parchment and took a pen in his hand.

      "It means: 'Son of Kai.' Kai was my father and a blacksmith. My brother's name was Leotol. He also worked as a blacksmith with my father."

      "Thank you! Paug was right; your grasp of our language is uncanny. It is splendid! What does Kai mean?"

      I thought back through my memory.

      "It means 'Lightning' in our old language. Can I have some water or wine? I feel like I may become thirsty." The duke nodded and rang a nearby bell.

      "What do you mean by 'old language'? Isn't the language you were speaking with Paug when you were awoken by him the old language?" He was scribbling on his paper with great urgency.

      "No. The Humans had a language before the Elvens enslaved us. We would name our children the old words, even though we didn't speak the language anymore." He nodded.

      "What does your brother's name mean?"

      "It meant 'Dancing Butterfly.' My father said that my mother expected a girl child, and she already desired the name." I had to have Paug translate part of the sentence.

      Servants entered the room, carrying pitchers of water and bottles of wine. I poured myself some wine, mixed it with water, and drank it. Janci waited until the servants left before he spoke again.

      "Do you remember much of your mother?"

      "No. Father never talked about her. He told us that the Elvens killed her. It was common for that to happen." He grimaced in sympathy.

      "Can you tell us of the Ancients? Their strengths, weaknesses? Are they the same as these Elvens you mention?” The duke asked. Janci looked a little upset at the interruption but I understood the duke to have significant power, and I doubted he placed the same importance on my family history as Janci seemed to. To him I was part of an urgently needed military strategy, to Janci I was a living artifact that could teach him of the civilization he and his family had spent their lives studying. Everything about me and my past fascinated him, while the duke, and I guessed Maerc, wanted to find out what I could do to help them as quickly as possible.

      "I believe those whom you call Ancients are my Elvens. They are a race similar to humans. But they live much longer. They are very strong. Some are two to four times stronger than a human. They are also fast and possess amazing fighting abilities. I think some of them can use magic; they can control the Wind, Fire, and Earth. They can heal themselves quickly and almost never tire." I tried to think of more but my memories were far from complete.

      "What about their weaknesses?" the general said from behind the duke.

      "I don't remember any. I hated them in my memories. But I don't remember killing any of them. I don't remember killing anyone. I remember being a stable boy. I remember my father and brother being killed by the Elven; I remember being trained in their army, sent to die as they fought against each other for petty reasons. I remember training with a group of humans, and I also remember standing on a battlefield with a red banner and a black skull."

      I drained my glass and poured more wine and water into it. My mouth was dry.

      "Do you remember any battles with the Elven? Anything about fighting them?" the duke asked again.

      "No."

      "Do you remember being called ‘the O'Baarni?’" Paug's grandfather cut in. I let out a long sigh and leaned back into my chair. I frowned and took a deep breath. They wouldn’t like this.

      "In one of my memories, I trained with another human. We were being taught by an older man. I think we were part of some military, but I don't remember. The old man asked the other man and me to go hunt and bring back food for the O'Baarni."

      There was silence for a few minutes.

      "What does that mean?" the general said.

      "I know you have been looking for this person called the O'Baarni. You think I am him, but I know for sure that I am not. I believe I was a soldier in his army, but how could I be this O'Baarni and be asked to get food for him?" I could almost feel their disappointment seep into the air. They had pinned all their hope for the salvation of their country on me, invested much into my retrieval, and I was not the man they expected, not whom they needed.

      Paug swallowed painfully and seemed destroyed by my news. I looked over to Nadea, she stared down at the table, avoiding my eye contact. Her mouth formed a straight line.

      "You're sure that there is no possible way you are him?" Paug's grandfather asked. I nodded.

      "I want to help you. Perhaps there are ways I can. Maybe I will have memories of things that the O'Baarni did to defeat the Elvens. Maybe I know something that you can use. My memory is slowly coming back. I will do what I can to help you all."

      "I don't understand," Nadea said. Her face was angry as she looked at me. "If you aren't the O'Baarni then why were you placed into deep sleep and entombed? It doesn't make any sense that you would be there." The duke nodded and spoke.

      "Do you remember why you were imprisoned and made to sleep?"

      "No. I don't. There was a letter carved into the stone of the slab I rested on. When I read it I didn't remember any of the names, but now I remember that one of them was my training partner." Paug's face lit up when I finished.

      "That's right. Sorry Grandfather, I forgot to show you this!" Paug ran over to his pack and took out the thick book he had used to translate; he pulled out a piece of thin parchment with the rubbings. Janci examined it and translated it aloud slowly.

      After the older man had finished, the group turned to look at me.

      "I remember Thayer, but that is it. In my memories we were friends so I don't understand why he would want to punish me. For some reason, they wanted me to be removed from their lives, but not killed. I wish I remembered more. I am sorry again."

      Nadea opened her mouth to speak when the door behind me creaked. Before it fully opened the room had sprung to its feet. I rose from my chair to look at the newcomer.

      He was an impressive man, a little taller than me, with broad shoulders. His hair was the same color as Jessmei's and his eyes were also the same frozen blue. He wore a long purple robe that stopped just short of the ground. Golden rings decorated his fingers and he had a circle of gold and gems on top of his head. I assumed him to be their leader.

      Standing behind the king were two guards. They wore simple chain shirts, but I could see the curve of their muscles beneath them.

      "Your Highness, I didn't think you would make it," General Maerc said as he walked over and bowed. The rest of the room followed suit. I mirrored their movements, remembering a time when disrespect meant death.

      "Be seated friends. I wanted to meet this man myself and ask him some questions." He looked over to me. "Your name is Kaiyer, correct?"

      "Yes it is, King." I hoped I addressed him properly. He smiled.

      "Glad to meet you. Let me take a seat over here." He moved over to a chair next to Nadea and sat down. His guards moved behind him and eyed me more cautiously than Maerc had. The king poured himself some water and took a sip.

      "I wanted to thank you for saving my beloved Jessmei and my niece here from possible death and certain kidnapping. You did my kingdom, my brother, and me a huge service. I didn't get to where I am today by not rewarding those that have faithfully served me, so I would like to reward you."

      I nodded. I hadn't saved them because I had hoped for a reward. I had acted on instinct. But it made sense for the ruler to set such precedents.

      "I believe that my brother and General Maerc will be trying to figure out how to use your talents in the upcoming battles, but I want to take care of you tomorrow night. We are having a banquet to celebrate the arrival of the envoys from our friendly neighbors. During that ceremony I would like to knight you. It is a simple process that will give you certain legal claims in the military. You'll get a weekly stipend, and should you choose to participate in our future battles, and I hope that you do, you’ll have a small brigade of soldiers to command. I can also give you some land, but we'll wait for that reward until next spring. I hope I still have a kingdom by then. What do you say?"

      I hadn't understood everything that he said. I guessed he told me he intended to reward me tomorrow night at a party by giving me some money and men to command.

      "It sounds great King. Thank you." I smiled. Paug looked over at me and beamed.

      "Now let me ask you a few more questions. I talked to Greykin about the journey, and there are some things that I can't understand. I wanted to get your perspective. Is that okay?" I nodded. The king was very charismatic. His eyes were kind and he had a direct, yet unthreatening gaze that made it seem as if he was intensely interested in what I was saying. I found myself liking him more and more each time he spoke.

      "When you were at the inn with Jessmei and the four assassins attacked,” he paused,” I'm not sure I understand what transpired. How did you defeat them?" I saw the guards and General Maerc lean forward.

      "Jessmei came out of her room to get some water. We talked at the table for a bit." I noticed Nadea frown at me, and I had already learned enough of their culture to know I should not tell Jessmei’s father the exact nature of our discussion. "Then I got up to go to bed. I saw a shadow at the window and they kicked in the door. One of them shot a crossbow bolt at me, but he missed. Then I kicked him back into his friend. Two more came from the kitchen and I threw the table at them. Greykin, Nadea, and Iarin came out to help me finish them off."

      The king sat back in his chair and nodded.

      "I think you are being a little too modest, Kaiyer." He reached into his robe and pulled out a piece of paper. He unfolded the paper and showed me a symbol written on the inside. It was a circle with three vertical lines in parallel. "Do you know what this is?" I looked carefully at it.

      "No, King. I have never seen it before. At least from what I can remember."

      "No, I didn't think so." The king turned the paper around and showed it to Nadea, her father, Maerc, Paug, and Janci. They opened their eyes and gasped. The king looked back to me. "This is the symbol of the Assassin's Guild. Greykin inspected them before the bodies were destroyed. They work across our world and do a variety of 'special' tasks. This particular mark is one of their highest rankings. The men who have it tattooed on their bodies are some of the best killers in the world. These men don't miss with a crossbow bolt. They are not thwarted in a kitchen by a table, and they never fail." I smiled and laughed.

      "What's so funny?" the king asked. I couldn't tell if I had annoyed him, so I stopped laughing.

      "I didn't think they were impressive," I said with a smirk. The king smiled back.

      "Tell me about the table you threw. Was it heavy?"

      "I don't remember, King. I didn't have a weapon on me, and Jessmei stood between us. I asked her to duck down, I grabbed the table, and I threw it." He nodded.

      "Greykin told me that the tables in that inn were bolted to the floor. Most tables in inns are, so that they can't be thrown in fights. He said he inspected the table you threw. It had been ripped out of the floor. It would have taken ten or more men to pull it out without tools. Do you understand what I am saying?" I nodded. Now that my memory was coming back I knew that I was stronger than normal humans. Much more. Even stronger than Elvens.

      "I am strong." I nodded and smiled, then grabbed my glass and drank some more. The king laughed.

      "I like this lad. He needs more food in him though. Looks like I could slide him under the door to this room." I smiled wider. It had only been a few hours but I was hungry again.

      "Thank you King. I like you too. I also like food." He laughed heartily.

      "I don't have anything else to ask you. I'm sure you'll be able to help us. I have other things to attend to. I'm going to send my private tailor to your room tonight to make you some new clothes. Those things you are wearing look like something that was in style ten years ago in Vanlourn."

      "I took them from a camp of Vanlourn soldiers. I didn’t have any clothes, and they didn't need them anymore." The king laughed again. It came straight from his belly.

      "I like you Kaiyer! Thank you again. See you tomorrow night. Don't worry about the ceremony. I'll have someone walk you through it." Everyone stood up as the king and his two guards left.

      "Maybe you aren't the O'Baarni, but you obviously have skills and abilities that can help us," Nadea's father said. "Perhaps as your memory comes back you will be able to help us more. Greykin told us that he has explained the situation to you. Do you understand why we wanted to find the O'Baarni so badly?"

      I nodded.

      "We are going to spend the next few weeks with the envoys from the other countries creating a plan of attack. Maybe you can remember some things during that time that we can use. We don't understand the Ancients’ power, and we really are at a stalemate trying to figure out what we can do."

      I finished the pitcher of water and looked around.

      "I am tired," I said after a few minutes of silence.

      "Yes. We can talk again tomorrow. Nadea will show you back to your room."

      "I can do it, sir," Paug said eagerly. "I mean, my room is across from his and I know my way around. I'll take Kaiyer back while you talk."

      "I would prefer that," Nadea said as she shot me another icy glare. She was very attractive when angry, and I couldn't help but smile at her. The duke nodded. Paug said a brief goodbye to his grandfather, Nadea, the duke, and Maerc, and then he led me from the meeting room back to mine. He said he had to go back and speak with his grandfather, but he would come back later tonight to eat dinner with me.

      I went back to watching the soldiers sparring on the field. It kept me occupied for a few more hours, but didn't bring back any more memories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      I stopped outside the doorway to the meeting room. The door was cracked, allowing Nadea and her father's voices to leak out as a whisper. I reached to push the door open but stopped when I realized what they were discussing.

      "Don't be disappointed. This was a chance gambit. We weren't certain he would be there or that he could be awoken." The duke was trying to comfort her.

      "I know, Father. I shouldn't have set my hopes so high, but I can't keep myself from feeling disappointed. Everything seemed right about Kaiyer. He's strong, intelligent, and wants to aid us. If he actually was the O'Baarni, he would help us with the Ancients." Her voice was laced with disappointment.

      "It's just a name, the O'Baarni, Kaiyer may not be him, but he wants to help us. From the account you gave me last night and what I saw today, he seems to possess attributes that will help us. Maybe he can actually defeat one of the Ancients in combat?"

      "You're right. I should be thankful that my mission was somewhat successful. At least I brought someone back from that time period. He can probably help us in more ways than I am imagining." She sighed. “He just isn’t at all what I expected.”

      "You've done very well on this task. I am proud of you, and the king is too. You are a capable young woman, just like your mother was. I wish she could see you as you stand before me." His voice filled with praise and love.

      "Thank you," she choked out. They didn't say anything for a while. I was about to push on the door when they started talking again.

      "So any more thoughts about him after this morning?" the duke asked.

      "I was about to ask you the same thing." Nadea laughed. "He seemed disappointed that he had to tell us that he wasn't the O'Baarni, but I believe he is hiding something. He knows more than he is telling us. During our travels I often observed him staring off into the sky, like he was remembering things. He acted the same during our conversation.”

      "I got the same impression. I do feel he is sincere, that he wants to help us. But he isn't telling us everything. I'm sure he knows who the O'Baarni is. It's fine that he doesn't want to tell us now. I imagine he'll open up more once he begins to trust us. I think he'll be able to help us in some small ways in the next few weeks. My brother has taken an extreme liking to him, which is good for our agenda. It also seems that Kaiyer likes him too. This is also good." Nadea agreed with him. There was silence until the duke spoke again.

      "He is handsome, no? You told me that he was thin, but I hadn't expected it to be that bad. He must have looked near death when you awoke him."

      "I thought we were looking at a corpse that had been laid out on a slab for a funeral. We were terrified when he first woke. He's put on a few pounds in our travels but . . ." Nadea trailed off.

      "Yes, but do you think he is handsome?" There was a smile behind the duke's voice.

      "Father! How can you ask me that? I don't think of him that way." He laughed.

      "That's too bad, Naynay. Your mother would go insane knowing that you haven't been married off by now with a few children of your own."

      "I know," Nadea sighed and I guessed she may have heard this before.

      "What of Staril? I recall you mentioning how impressed you were with him when you stayed at his estate in Astical," the duke pressed.

      "Like I told you before, it didn't work out. He wanted it to, but I had to come home," Nadea said flatly.

      I scrunched up my nose. They couldn't have been talking about the Merchant King Staril? The man was a notorious schemer, killer, and had forcefully conquered the broken up country of Astical about ten years ago.

      "That is probably for the best. I didn't like the idea of you going down to that treacherous country, but as usual, you got your way. Now I am going to convince you and get my way; please find someone to love and spend your life with." The duke's voice had an edge of sadness in it.

      "It's not for me, Father. At least not now. There is work to do to keep these Ancients from our land." Her voice was firm.

      "I know, I know. But you've spent the last five years 'working' on the legends of the O'Baarni with this hope. After meeting him, I am surprised you haven't taken more than just a professional interest in Kaiyer. I believe he is attracted to you. He looked over at you many times while we questioned him."

      "Most men look at me, Kaiyer is no exception. Sometimes it would be easier if I looked differently, or was a man."

      "Don't say that!" The duke laughed. "You've gotten away with more than you realize because you grew up a pretty girl and turned into a beautiful woman."

      “Perhaps, but I believe I would be taken more seriously if I were a man. Would you be pressing your son to marry and produce offspring instead of working to help the kingdom, or would you take pride in his patriotism and contributions?”

      A loud crunch sounded behind my ear and I almost jumped out of my skin. I turned around to see Grandfather biting into a large green apple. He smiled at me as he chewed, his gray whiskers danced with the movement of his mouth. Without saying anything, he pointed at the door. I felt my face burn when I opened it and stepped into the room. My entrance interrupted the remainder of the duke and duchess's conversation.

      "Maerc took a break for a few minutes. Once he comes back we'll talk about what to do with our new friend," the duke said to Grandfather and me when we walked into the meeting room. As soon as we sat down Maerc strode into the room.

      "Where do we stand?" the general said as he went to his seat.

      "Nadea and I were talking about our thin friend Kaiyer. I'm not sure what to do with him immediately," the duke said as he leaned back. "It seems he wants to help us but we both agree he isn't telling us everything."

      The general nodded.

      "Agreed. He is telling us most of what he remembers, but I believe he is leaving out something. I really don't understand how a third-ranked assassin from the Guild missed him from a few feet away with a crossbow."

      "The princess said that she really didn't see much of the fight. He pushed her out of the way when they kicked down the door, and then she crouched on the ground when he threw the table," Nadea said.

      "I'd like to have more time with him. I am sure there are many things we can learn. Perhaps if we ask the same questions in different ways he will make a mistake and inadvertently give us more information," Grandfather said. I felt hot anger rise in my stomach as my heart pounded.

      "He isn't our enemy!" I blurted out. They stopped and looked at me. "He saved us many times while we were traveling. He's done nothing but cooperate with us, and he did not have to. I don't understand why you think he is hiding something." There was a lump in my throat and I realized I was shaking.

      I could see pity in everyone's eyes but Maerc’s, who seemed annoyed by my outburst. Perhaps annoyed I was even speaking, let alone with such impertinence, amongst my elders and betters.

      "Listen Paug," the duke said as he smiled at me. "The kingdom really appreciates everything you have done. But now we need to think of what having this man in our midst really means. We don't know his real motives. He seems to want to help us, but even the best intentions are stones on the pathway to ruin." Nadea nodded and my eyes began to water. I forced the tears back. I knew they already regarded me as weak, naïve and young. Crying would do nothing to dispel that notion.

      "You know,” the duke continued, "It is very good that you think so highly of Kaiyer. He will need someone to help him get adjusted to living in our culture, someone to guide him. In addition, we'll need a clever individual to watch over him and make sure that we can really trust him. If Janci will allow it, I would like you to stay here for the next few months and aid us with him. What do you both think?" I felt my hopes soar suddenly. I turned to look at Grandfather. His face scowled in concentration.

      "I don't know about that," he said slowly, "if Paug isn't around I won't have anyone to nag me when I pick up the tobacco pipe." His eyes twinkled. "I guess it is okay." He smiled at me.

      "Thank you Grandfather!" I turned to the duke. "Thank you, my lord!"

      "You might have one of the most important jobs in the kingdom now, boy," he said. His face suddenly became impassive, like the face of a rock. His eyes turned cold. "This man trusts you, and we all believe that he is hiding something from us. Find out as much as you can from him and report it to us. The fate of the Kingdom of Nia, and our very lives, depends on the knowledge in his head. No one else was alive during the time of the Ancients, let alone part of the O'Baarni's forces."

      I nodded.

      "I won't fail you, sir."

      "Be sure that you don't."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        The O’Baarni

      

    
    
      Her lips met mine, matching my hunger and intensity. Our tongues intertwined briefly before her teeth gently bit into the fleshy part of my lower lip. Just before it hurt, she reduced the pressure and moved to my jaw, kissing, licking, and muttering under her breath as she traced along the ridge toward my ear lobe. I gasped in pleasure as her tongue grazed the outside of my ear. The wetness of her mouth made me think about other parts of her body that might be wet.

      After a few seconds I wound my fingers through her beautiful hair, the thick, coppery strands looked like a waterfall of blood that my fingers were parting. I grabbed onto the mane and pulled her head back, she moaned in appreciation as my mouth went to work down the front of her neck, and then across her collarbone. When I got to her shoulders I changed my kisses and licks into bites. Her nails dug into my back, and the pain mixed with the pleasure of our bodies pressed together was intoxicating.

      "That is so good Kaiyer," she moaned in my ear. I walked my mouth up the side of her neck to her tall ears. She inhaled and exhaled sharply when I began to nibble on the earlobe and lick inside of her ear. Her hands moved from my back to the front of my tunic. I felt her fingers graze the skin of my chest as she untied the front collar of the shirt with practiced ease.

      "Off," she commanded, tugging my shirt upward. I broke off the suckling of her ear and leaned back. Then she ripped my tunic over my head and pulled me against her. She whispered softly again as her lips kissed down my shoulders and chest. I was clumsier unbuttoning the front of her riding tunic than she had been unlacing mine. But as soon as I was done she shrugged it off, exposing her full, pert breasts and toned stomach.

      I grabbed her left breast with my hand and moved my lips down to take the nipple into my mouth. My tongue and lips danced around it as my hand massaged it. She made a sound like she was in pain and I stopped, looking up at her face while my mouth was still around the tender pink nipple.

      "Don't stop. It feels very good," she purred. I went back to sucking and licking while my right hand rubbed and teased her other breast. Her nails traced small circles over my back and shoulders while she panted. After a few minutes of devouring her breasts I moved my hands down to her small waist and taut butt, pulling her off the ground toward me. She leaned her head back as I licked up her neck again to her jaw, and then gasped in surprise when I tipped her over and sent both of us tumbling into the thick stack of hay in the loft above the stables.

      I kissed down the front of her muscular stomach and her hands ran through my thick hair, her nails tickling and scratching my scalp before her fingertips got to the top of my neck and started to rub gently.

      "Do you want me, Kaiyer?" she hissed as my kisses trailed down to the bottom of her stomach where her leather riding pants hugged her slim hips.

      "Yesss," I said. My hands moved to the leather ties on the front of her trousers and unlatched them. Her feet pushed into the ground, raising her hips so I could slide off her tight pants.

      "So good," she moaned again as the leather came off. She never wore undergarments and I saw that the silky copper pubic hair guarding her entrance was damp. I continued where I left off, kissing down from the bottom of her stomach. Her hands were frantic now, rubbing across my shoulders and scalp as she let out soft whimpers.

      "Oh yes. Oh yes!" I angled my face up during a long lick. Her eyes were shut and her mouth hung open in pleasure. My tongue licked lightly against her soft pubic hair and then went a little lower until it made contact with the small nub of flesh above her entrance. She had told me that this was the most sensitive part of her body and I had learned how to deftly navigate it in the last month that we had been lovers.

      She gasped and tensed again as my mouth sucked on it, and then she let out a soft moan of pleasure as my tongue slowly dragged across the top of the nub. She tasted of apricots, sweet, with a slightly sour after taste.  I continued to lick her delicately, enjoying the sounds of her moans and the sensation of her hands sliding across my head and back. After a few minutes more of teasing the small nub, I moved a bit lower and slid my tongue into her entrance, tasting her wetness and warmth. She rewarded me with another gasp as her body tensed and rocked toward me. One of her legs wrapped around my shoulders. Its raised position allowed me to slide my wet tongue deeper into her.

      I wasn't paying attention to the sounds of her voice anymore. I was intent on pushing my tongue deep into her before sliding it up, out of her entrance, and across the pink nub above. It was what she enjoyed the most, and nothing else matter but pleasing her. My eyes looked up to meet hers. The blue and silver glowing orbs were half-opened, with a look of wild lust in them. She had moved her right hand near her mouth and was biting intently on two of her fingers to keep from screaming.

      I focused more on her entrance, sliding one of my pointer fingers into her while my tongue licked around the pink fleshy outsides. My mouth sucked on her nub again and she gasped loudly. Then her body started to shake. It was the sign that she was about to orgasm, so I continued doing exactly what I had been, moving my finger in and out of her, while my mouth sucked gently.

      "Maaaarrrrrr!" she moaned and screamed over the hand that was in her mouth. Her hips bucked against me like a horse. I should have been afraid for my life, since she was strong enough to break my neck if she accidently tightened her knees around me, but I didn't think she would do it.

      It lasted a long time, almost two minutes before her body began to relax and her hips slumped down back into the embrace of the hay. I slid my finger out of her with a wet sound and licked her dampness off of it.

      "Hummmm," she sighed from below me. Her face looked relaxed and content. She saw me looking down at her and smiled.

      "Take those off." She pointed to my pants.

      I did so quickly, my penis glad to be released from its prison of leather. The cool morning air made me desire someplace warm to put it, though.

      "Come here," she commanded again. Her arms opened wide and I lay down in her embrace, the tip of my member sliding deliciously against the soft, smooth skin of her stomach. Her hair had a few strands of hay in it, bright gold against copper.

      "You did very well." She let out another breath of satisfaction. "I think I should return the favor, huh?" Her hand closed gently around the base of my shaft. I felt my heartbeat in it as she stroked the sensitive skin.

      She moaned again and sat up onto her knees next to me. With ease she swung her left leg over my body and straddled my hips like she mounted a horse. Her hair fell down over her face and she pulled it back over her ears with her right hand while her left continued to stroke my penis. The tip had started to become very wet from her attention.

      She shifted her body forward again so that the base of it touched against her entrance. She stroked a little faster as her hand tightened around me. It almost hurt, but I didn't care. Her curved eyes looked down into my face.

      "Am I everything to you, Kaiyer?" I didn't understand what she meant, but at this point I would say anything to feel myself inside of her.

      "Yes," I gasped.

      "Good," she purred again.

      "Do you have any other lovers?" she asked suddenly, her face angry. I hadn't expected that question.

      "No. No one else but you," I said. She had scared me the first time she had ordered me to come with her up to the hayloft. But since then I had waited eagerly for the mornings when her trainers would leave and she would ask me to take off her boots and wash her feet.

      "No one but me?" she questioned, her face returning to a smile. Her hips rose slightly and she pulled the angle of my erection toward her warm, wet entrance.

      "No. No one but you," I moaned as she sat back down on me and my member slid deep inside of her. She was so wet that I met no resistance as I entered her.

      We both moaned in pleasure as I filled her. Then neither of us moved for a few minutes.

      "Do you like being inside of me?" she said. I didn't open my eyes. I was too lost in the pleasure of her body wrapped tightly around me.

      "Yesss!" I hissed.

      "I like it as well," she said and she slowly raised herself up and lowered herself down. The movement made me thrust deeper into her. We gasped.

      She rocked back and forward, causing my erection to scrape across the soft walls inside of her. My hands rubbed up and down her body, over her breasts, and finally ended at her hips, pushing and pulling her deeper onto my shaft. Her eyes were closed as she rode me, but our moans grew louder and louder.

      "I am your only lover?" she said again, looking livid while grinding herself deeper onto me. I felt my penis tense and spasm by the sudden change of angle and pressure.

      "Yes," I whispered as I looked into her blue eyes, the silver in them seemed to blaze like fire.

      "You will never have another lover besides me?" she asked it as a question.

      "No, no one but you, ever," I whispered. I would say anything to her as our bodies thrashed together in passion.

      She leaned down and kissed me deeply. While our lips were engaged, she lifted her knees up off the floor and straightened her legs, so that her whole body lay upon me. I felt a sharp stab of pain in my mouth and gasped. She broke off the kiss and sat up again. I tasted blood flowing from my mouth. Speckles of it were on her lips.

      "Say that I am your only lover," she whispered down to me as she rode me. The pressure began to build up inside of my loins and I knew I would climax soon. Her eyes looked up into the air, like she didn’t know I was beneath her anymore.

      "You are my only lover!" I think I screamed it. Her body shuddered on top of me. She was climaxing again. Her body was burning against mine. It felt like she was a hot coal and I was a leaf, about to burst into flame. Were her eyes really glowing?

      "Say my name!" she said as she let out a low moan.

      I said it as I released into her, filling her with my seed. It was so intense that I don't remember anything but her bright eyes, the sensation of my body being on fire, and releasing into her. A river flowing into the ocean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

        Kaiyer

      

    
    
      My vision cleared from the powerful memory, and it took me a few seconds to reorient myself to my surroundings.

      My body lay submerged in the massive bathtub. The water coming out of the metal spout sizzled as it splashed into the boiling pool around me. I reached up and turned on more of the cold flow from the silver pipe. The heat wouldn’t burn me, but my body already felt on fire after the memory of Iolarathe’s lovemaking.

      I stared into the water and attempted to relax. I tried to remember more about her and the hay loft. That particular session seemed different than the others, more intense. She had never asked me about other lovers before or after that morning. My throat clenched up as I remembered her killing my brother. Her face seemed to be just as pleased when she had strangled him as when I released inside of her.

      She was dead anyway. The O’Baarni had killed her and her Elvens long ago. Turned to dust, as Malek’s letter said they all were. I didn’t need to feel anything about her anymore.

      I grabbed the soap from the shelf by the tub. I had been in here too long and I didn’t know how much time I had before Paug would come to get me for the celebration tonight. I lathered up my body, cleaning off the oil and sweat from the workout I had performed in my room for most of the morning.

      Paug and his grandfather ate breakfast with me after the king’s tailor measured me for clothes. They spent a few hours before my exercise, asking me various questions about my memories and what I thought about everything that had transpired since I awoke. I didn’t tell them about certain things. Like the magic that I wielded and my relationship with Iolarathe.

      After Janci left, the boy opened a few books he had gathered from the library, showing me the meaning of the words written there. I picked up the script quickly, or so he said, and he left after lunch, telling me that he would come get me before the banquet began. I did feel a bit nervous about attending a large gathering where I would receive some award. Even though my friend said I understood their language, I was obviously missing key points of their customs and culture that had put me at odds with Nadea.

      I got out of the tub and shaved my face quickly with my razor. My hands still shook from the memory and I nicked myself half a dozen times.  I healed almost as soon as the first tiny drops of blood left the small cuts.

      Calm down. The voice echoed in my head hundreds of times.

      I remembered yelling those very words across a group of soldiers practicing magic. Perhaps I was a trainer, or teacher, like the man with the cane. I remembered brief flashes of fighting in a circle. I yelled their mistakes aloud, my blade cutting through them. They healed within minutes and attacked me again.

      “Calm down and attack me together!” I yelled to them.

      A woman with beautiful hair, the color of rich soil, jumped high over me and brought her spear down toward my chest. She was the leader of this squad, and the best of the bunch, but I easily stepped away from her thrust. The spear dug into the ground next to me as I buried my sword to the hilt in the stomach of her companion. He screamed and she sprung toward me with her arms outstretched, prepared to grapple me to the ground so they might finish me. I hooked my right arm over her left and spun away from her, a ripping crunch followed by her scream told me I had broken apart her elbow. I finished my twirl and clamped my left arm around her neck. My right hand grabbed one of her legs at the upper thigh and I hoisted her above my head, tossing her at the remainder of the group. Her training mates scattered and fell like an ocean wave slamming into a cliff face.

      “Stop,” I said. My voice was a little above a whisper, but they obeyed. They sighed and relaxed. Some of them were so exhausted that they didn’t bother to remove themselves from the tangled arms and legs of their group. I turned and looked behind me; there was a small hill from which another unit observed us. One of the men handed me the sword I had used, still sticky with his blood. I walked toward the assembled men and women on the hill. As I ascended, I focused on a man with long dark hair, gray at his temples. He frowned and his brow ridged in concern. At first I thought his worry was for me, but his eyes were on the woman and the warriors I had humiliated.

      The knock on my door startled me to the present. I made sure the towel wrapped securely around my waist before I stepped into the other room, across the thick yellow and green rug, and to the door. The knock sounded like Paug’s.

      “You aren’t dressed yet?” He frowned.

      “Sorry. I’ll be ready in a few minutes.” He walked in as I held the door open. I went back to the mirror in the bathroom to make sure all the blood and hair was cleaned from my face.

      “That’s okay. I came over early, we’ve still got some time before we have to be there.” I nodded to him, even though he hadn’t followed me into the bathroom. I finished the last cuts to my face and rinsed off again. My hands weren’t shaking anymore.

      “Your clothes look really nice!” he shouted as I walked into the room with the bed.

      “Yes,” I said as I went over to the neatly stacked piles. The tailor seemed to be skilled at his craft. A few hours after lunch his lovely assistant dropped off several packages of pressed garments. I tried to convince her to stay and help me bathe and put them on, but she had declined.

      “I’ve heard about you,” she said with a smile and wink. “Maybe another time, handsome, the banquet has made us very busy.” Her wavy blonde hair reminded me of a tapestry. She ran her hands through it several times while I attempted to seduce her.

      “You okay?” Paug said. I looked over at him.

      “Thinking about things.”

      “More memories! What did you remember?” He sat up excitedly in his seat as I found the gray and green pants the tailor's girl advised me to wear tonight.

      “I think I was a trainer in the army. I remember teaching people how to fight.” I didn’t want to tell him about my lover. “It is still hard to remember some things, but I am almost positive. What rank do you have for a trainer in an army?”

      “Sergeant,” he said and I nodded.

      “Yes. Perhaps I was a Sergeant.”

      “That’s great! Did you remember any of your training techniques?” I frowned and shook my head.

      “Oh. Well, I’m sure you will soon. Don’t worry about anything tonight. It is going to be fun! I’ve never been to a royal banquet and celebration or seen anyone get knighted. Let alone my best friend!” He bounced out of his seat and skipped across the room. I noticed he wore black pants and a purple tunic that looked soft and comfortable. His hair was cut and lay slicked back against his skull.

      “Yes. It should be fun. I am nervous. Thank you for coming with me. I don’t want to say anything wrong.” I put on thin wool socks and the new pair of boots that the king's tailor made for me. They fit perfectly.

      “You’ll be fine. All you have to say is ‘Thank you, my king,’ after he instructs you to rise. Afterward he will dismiss you to your seat. Everyone will applaud and we’ll get on with the feasting. I haven’t eaten all day! I’m going to stuff myself full of delicious food.” He rubbed his hands over his belly. I saw that his stomach pushed out against the material of his soft shirt.

      “You had breakfast with Janci and me this morning,” I pointed out.

      “Oh. But that was just a bit of eggs and some fruit.”

      “You also ate lunch with me,” I said with a smile.

      “Yes but that was just a few small sandwiches and wine.”

      “Didn’t you mention that you were going to get a snack as you left my room?” I couldn’t help but smile.

      “They had cobbler in the kitchen. I was going to bring you some, but you said you would exercise in your room before bathing. Hopefully they have more tonight.”

      I finished buttoning my shirt and I ran my hands through my thick hair. Then I looked at him and shrugged.

      “You look great, Kaiyer. The green goes well with your eyes.” I nodded. The clothes did fit much better than what I pillaged from the Vanlourns. The fabric was thick and felt durable. I started to strap on my sword belt.

      “Oh no. Only the guards and king’s knights can carry swords. You’ll be able to carry your sword after he knights you, but you won’t need it tonight.” I put the belt down. He looked me over again. “Ready to go?” I nodded and we set off deeper into the castle.

      I had only been out of my room twice: when Nadea took me to speak to her father and when I broke my fast with Iarin. The halls were bustling with servants dashing from room to room helping to prepare guests for the celebration tonight. Despite the activity, the castle was fairly quiet, the plush carpet and thick tapestries lining the walls absorbed much of the sound, and the servants padded silently, heads down, discrete and focused on their tasks.

      Paug seemed to know where he was going, so I followed him down the stairs and through long hallways. Eventually we made it to a part of the castle where finely dressed men and women waited and mingled in a large receiving chamber. I counted more than eighty people engaged in conversation, while servants moved on the outskirts of the crowds with trays of bite-sized food and crystal goblets of wine. As Paug had said, no one wore a weapon of any kind. None of these people looked like soldiers or knights, they were predominantly aristocrats, well-fed and arrayed in beautiful, if impractical, garments and jewelry.

      Instead of the tapestries that decorated the rest of the castle, the walls of this room were covered in massive oil paintings framed in ornately carved gold and silver. The paintings depicted battle scenes and people I assumed to be past kings or other nobles posed in military garb atop mighty warhorses. One painting stood out among them all, not just because of its central placement above the doorway, but because unlike the others, it was of the night sky. The moons were in the center, surrounded by an accurate yet artistic rendering of the constellations and celestial bodies one could observe from Nia.

      I realized that I should have asked Paug to take me on a tour so I may have learned the layout of the castle. This room was so filled with socialites I could not discern an accessible exit, nor from which direction an attack might come. There were archways that opened to more rooms filled with people, and one huge set of closed wooden doors, which I suspected led to the room in which we would be dining. I had lost my bearings following Paug through the massive castle and didn’t even know where we were in relation to the building as a whole, or the city walls.

      “We’ll wait here for a few more minutes, until they finish with the Great Hall. Once the staff signals we will go in and take our seats.”

      “Where is your grandfather?”

      “He didn’t want to come tonight, said that parties were for young people and other such nonsense. He gets moody sometimes and doesn’t want to be around people.” I couldn’t imagine that. Paug’s grandfather seemed to enjoy every aspect of his life.

      “Where is Nadea?”

      “Royalty makes a grand entrance after we have all been seated.” He gestured to a man with a silver tray of food. The man came over and Paug took three small bite-sized morsels off of the tray. “These are amazing Kaiyer. Try one!” I grabbed one of the pieces. It looked to be a bit of fruit wrapped in a thin piece of meat. I nodded to the servant and he walked away. It was delicious. If the rest of the food tasted half as good as this, then it would be a great celebration indeed.

      After another quarter of an hour the doors to the Great Hall opened and people began to trickle in.

      “Names?” a sour looking man said as we approached the entrance to the hall.

      “Paug and Kaiyer. Guests of the king,” Paug said through a smile as big as his face. The man looked over a list and nodded, then gestured to an attendant and told him to take us to our seats.

      I gasped as we entered the Great Hall. It was so incredibly voluminous that I felt like I had stepped into a hollow mountain. The ceiling extended almost one hundred feet above me and was supported by a symmetrical network of thick wooden beams. The room was probably two hundred feet at its smallest point and three hundred and fifty feet at its longest. Giant chandeliers hung from the beams like glittering spiders. Their light illuminated rich purple and orange rugs, deeply polished wood floors, and a semi-circle of dining tables.

      There looked to be enough places for two hundred people to seat themselves in space and comfort. Each table was covered with a rich satin cloth alternating in royal purple or a deep burnt orange. The tables were decorated with towering silver vases overflowing with purple flowers. They were set with fine plates edged in gold leaf, gleaming silverware and crystal goblets that mirrored the sparkle of the chandeliers. At the center of the semi-circle, a raised platform with tables upon it drew my attention. I assumed this would be where the king would sit. Offset from the center of the room, massive stone pillars held up the roof like columns in a cave.

      “Wow,” Paug and I both said at the same time. Then we looked at each other and laughed. The servant cleared his throat and we hurried to catch him. Twenty seats to the left of the head table the man gestured to two chairs and we took them.

      “I thought you would have been seated closer, since the king is going to knight you,” Paug whispered to me. An older man with a red face sat next to me. He smelled like sweet tobacco and his stomach looked like it might erupt from his buttoned blouse if he sneezed too hard. His companion was a young woman with short brown hair and cute freckles.

      “Hello. I’m Baron Listal,” the man said as he extended his plump hand to me.

      “Kaiyer.” He smiled. I think he was waiting for me to tell him my title. “I’m a knight.”

      “Ahh, excellent! My wife and I will enjoy talking to you. It is so nice to interact with the king’s fighting men.” The young woman smiled at me shyly. The man leaned over her to say something to a neighbor a few seats away and I turned to Paug.

      “What is a wife?”

      “What?” He turned from the older woman he was speaking with.

      “What is a wife?” I whispered to him again. “I haven’t heard that word before.”

      “It is . . . oh. Let me think about how to explain it.” He looked around then back to me. “It is the name of the woman in a relationship when a man and a woman vow to be together and raise a family.” I nodded, I understood his words but the idea sounded strange.

      “What is that word in the Ancient language? I don’t remember it,” he asked.

      “There isn’t one,” I said flatly.

      “What do you mean? You had a mother and father, did you not? What did your father call your mother?” He set down the small loaf of bread he had been buttering, his appetite forgotten for a moment.

      “He called her, ‘your mother’ when he spoke of her to my brother and I, which was rare. The Elvens didn’t do such a thing, or at least I don’t think they did. I know they mated and formed alliances, but their unions were not permanent or meant to be. Humans were not allowed to. We could have children together, but why make a vow like that when it could easily be broken by our masters?” I thought about my father. I never knew my mother and I wondered how much Kai had loved her.

      “That’s horrible!” he gasped. “So you’ve never been in love?”

      “I have,” I said. I tried not to show my emotions on my face.

      “Oh. Tell me about her? That is if you don’t mind.” He must have seen my face harden.

      “There are things I must keep to myself. I only remember parts of our relationship. I remember it was, difficult.” I smirked as I said the word. My vocabulary was not extensive enough in either language to find the right word to describe what I felt for Iolarathe. Perhaps that word did not exist. I hoped he would leave me alone. Luckily, he turned back to his bread and took a bite. His eyes were sympathetic.

      “Where is Iarin?” I asked, to change the direction of the conversation.

      “I don’t think they invited him. That is too bad, since he had a lot to do with you being here.”

      “How about Greykin?” I looked around the room for the big man.

      “He won’t be eating, but he’ll be around, I’m sure."

      A bell sounded in the hall, and people that had been standing and conversing hurried to their assigned seats. Then the room became silent.

      The doors at the far end of the hallway opened and Herin entered. With a loud and clear voice, he shouted: “The Royal Envoys of Gradar: Duke Ritr and his wife, Liea!” A man and woman dressed in finery walked into the hall. They were both attractive, the man's hair was speckled with gray and the woman's curled around small sunflowers. The gathered audience applauded as the two sat down at the head table.

      “The Royal Envoy of Loorma: Grand Commander Astotal!”  A well-muscled man walked into the hall. He wore a short sword around his waist and moved with the trained prowess of a cat. His clothes seemed to be of a military fashion, with polished pieces of metal and black leather.

      “The Royal Envoy of Newvana: Baroness Stokia!” An elderly woman walked in, escorted by an adolescent boy that wore the colors of yellow and green. Her ears were adorned with sparkling emeralds and she used a thin walking cane to aid her movement.

      “The Royal Envoys of Brilla: Captain Guvey and his wife, Hellan!” An attractive man and woman entered, both of them were extremely tall and well-muscled. They had thick manes of blonde hair and tan skin. I noticed that they wore no jewelry except for rings that had blue glittering stones in them.

      “Duke Beltor of Nia and his daughter, Duchess Nadea!” The applause became almost deafening as the two walked in between the tables. The duke wore a double breasted suit coat of rich purple, but my vision was consumed by Nadea.

      She wore her hair up in a twisted spiral of lustrous brown locks. Peeking out of different parts of her hair were purple and white orchids. Silver chains of diamonds swung from each of her earlobes and emphasized the sleek curve of her neck. Her dress was of a softer purple than the duke’s coat and it hugged her well-toned frame from her breasts down to her ankles. There the dress flared out a little, giving her enough room to walk. Her legs were accented by a high-heeled pair of purple shoes that showed her feet through thin strapping. Across one of her ankles wrapped another delicate silver chain that helped draw attention to her tan skin. Her father leaned into her and whispered something. She looked at him and laughed as they walked to their seats. I couldn’t hear what he said over the roar of the crowd.

      “Prince Rilc of Loorma and Princess Jessmei of Nia!” The crowd erupted again as a brown-haired young man escorted Jessmei in. He was probably a little younger than she, and his face blushed at the attention he received from the audience. I didn’t concentrate on him much because Jessmei looked like a sparkling diamond. She wore a glittering tiara on her head that parted the silvery hair down her back in a white wave. Her dress was more of a gown; it hugged her chest but then flowed out with various shades of blue and white gauzy material, accented with a scattering of sparkling diamonds. She wore white gloves on her delicate hands and the material faded to a blue that matched her dress as the cloth ran up her arms. As she walked toward her seat she turned to look over at Paug and me, gifting us with a dazzling smile.

      “Prince Nanos of Nia and Princess Estaver of Newvana!” The crowd applauded again as Jessmei’s older brother escorted a petite girl into the room. He was tall and dashing, with a charming smile, blonde hair swept back, and an ornately hilted short sword at his side. He wore a light brown suit with purple trim. The princess had curly black hair and beautiful skin the color of rich coffee. Her dress was a creamy yellow, and pink flowers wrapped around her dainty wrist.

      “Please rise!” Herin shouted. The gathered audience did as he commanded.

      “The King and Queen of Nia!” The roar was like thunder as people cheered, clapped, and stamped their feet against the stone floor of the hall.

      The king and queen were very attractive together. Her hair was a light blonde that swept over the front of her shoulders in purple lashed braids. Her dress was a creamy orange color and seemed to be cut from sheer and soft material that caught the glimmer of the light from the chandeliers. Her crown was slightly larger than Jessmei’s tiara but she wore it just as elegantly.

      The king wore a deep purple jacket with a pleated orange shirt that blossomed like a flower from his chest. Across his hip he wore a hand-and-a-half sword encrusted with gems and gold. His crown looked as if it was made of at least three pounds of exquisitely crafted gold. It must have been annoying to wear.

      The king and queen approached their chairs and he offered her his hand so that she could sit comfortably.  Then he motioned with his hands for all to sit.

      “Thank you, my friends, for joining us tonight. Although the worries of our world can sometimes cause our shoulders to buckle, we cannot forget the friendship and love that has kept us persevering for so long.” He paused and looked around the room. “We have much to celebrate on the eve of our great task. So let us feast and enjoy each other’s company. I have gathered the finest entertainers to provide us with joy. I have also asked my chefs to prepare the best meal their imagination might dream up, so that we may honor our guests.” As he spoke, a small army of servants entered the hall from doors behind him. They each carried covered silver trays. “Please enjoy the finest my kingdom has to offer!” the king said, and he clapped his hands. The servants moved quickly to the tables and placed their trays down in front of us. Without any sort of cue, they all pulled back the lids at the exact same moment, displaying a large bowl of creamy orange soup that smelled wonderful. My mouth began to water. The young wife of the baron next to me gasped in delight at the presentation.

      The servants seemed to vanish. Everyone looked to the king as he took the first sip. He nodded and the rest of the gathered began to eat.

      “The Royal Minstrels and Dancing Troop of Nia!” Herin shouted again as thirty men and women skipped into the hall and posed in the middle of the semi-circle the tables made. Six of them held various musical instruments. I don’t remember where I had seen similarly designed instruments, but I recalled the familiar sound of each as they began to play.

      The music was fantastic, and the dancers moved with beautiful grace and agility. I briefly thought of Iolarathe, but then I forced the memory away.

      They danced and played for almost half of an hour. I looked over to Paug and saw the reflections of the dancing women’s skirts in his eyes. The audience clapped when they had finished. The dancers bowed and ran out the door as servants came to gather the used soup dishes.

      Paug stood up and stretched as a few other people around us did the same.

      “Now we can mingle for a few minutes, until the next bell rings.” He looked over to the king’s table.

      “Oh.” I didn’t feel like standing, but I did it anyway. I followed Paug’s gaze and saw Nadea engaged in conversation with her father and the male envoy from Brilla. She looked over at me and quickly looked away when she noticed my attention. It seemed that she was still mad at me.

      “Did I do well Kaiyer?” a female voice said in my memories.

      “Yes. Excellent job.” I was suddenly in a field of corpses. Elven corpses, I realized as I bent down to inspect one’s face, twisted in death. The stench of their rotting bodies smelled as wonderful as a plate full of food after a long day of training.

      “They didn’t suspect I would flank their ambush of your forces.” The voice belonged to the woman whose arm I had broken. She wore a beautiful smile and her eyes sparkled a bright shade of green. Her armor fit her body perfectly, its massive plates of riveted steel each weighing at least ten pounds. It had taken the smiths almost six months to craft it for her. Finely etched dragons and lizards ran across each surface of the grayish metal.

      The bell brought me back to the present. I sat down and looked over to Paug.

      “What will the next course be?” I shrugged before I realized he asked the question rhetorically.

      I frowned when I tried to pull back the fuzzy memory of the woman in the dragon armor. These recollections seemed to be coming more often now. Maybe I would remember everything in the next few weeks. I remembered the message Malek left me and couldn't help but feel a sense of dread. I hoped I hadn’t forgotten my past for a reason.

      The servants came out with more silver trays and repeated the presentation. This course consisted of a baked fish with small boiled eggs on the side. Next to the eggs and fish were a few thin stalks of a plant I had never seen and couldn't remember. The servants returned quickly with wine bottles and began to fill the glasses that were placed in front of us.

      “May I present: The Actor and Bard, Esthat Usmay!” There was a startled round of applause as a gray-haired man stepped into the semi-circle and pulled out an instrument with a long neck and twenty-four strings attached across its length. He bowed to Jessmei's family and to the gathered audience before he started playing.

      Although it was just one man, the variety of pitches and tones he produced with his instrument seemed more varied and interesting than the musical troop that had played before him. I found myself entranced by his fingers and body movements as he pulled the music out of the air and pushed it to us.

      I felt Paug touch my shoulder and I looked over to him.

      “Don’t forget to eat, my friend! You’ve been watching him for ten minutes without touching your food.” I smiled and tasted the fish. It was as delicious as it looked, it melted into my tongue in soft, buttery flakes with a delicate, herbal flavor. The small eggs also were very fine, smooth and creamy, although I didn’t expect them to be as salty as they were and I had to wash them down with a gulp of wine.

      “Careful you don’t get food on your shirt,” Paug warned me. “You’ll have to stand up in front of everyone when the king knights you.” I looked down at my still clean tunic and sighed in relief. This whole ordeal seemed to be a complicated process and I needed to be careful at each step.

      After the servants cleared this course we stood again to stretch. The Baron asked me about the life of a fighting man, how much I trained, where I was stationed, and what brought me to this gathering. Paug came to my aid and helped me answer each question in ways that the Baron seemed to approve of. Shortly, the next bell rang and we all sat down in our places.

      “This should be salad,” Paug said with a wrinkled nose. “I don’t really like vegetables that much, but Grandfather makes me eat them. I have a feeling that I will like these though.”

      Paug was right. The servants set down a small plate of raw mixed greens, with purple and orange fruit, drizzled with a lemon-flavored dressing. It was light and helped cleanse my palate as I ate it.

      “May I present: The Mistress of Song. The Dove Herald herself, Tanya Gettil!” The audience gasped and applauded loudly as a pretty young girl walked into the semi-circle. A servant ran and set down a chair for her to sit upon. She carried an instrument that looked like a large wooden horseshoe. It had strings across it and seemed to be made out of gold and silver leaves.

      “She is famous,” Paug whispered to me, "and only plays for royalty or for one hundred gold pieces an hour! She is supposed to have the most beautiful voice in the world.” He gazed at her dreamily as she started to sing. Her voice did sound amazing, like the sound of the waterfalls in my dreams. I looked over at Paug after she had been playing for a few minutes and poked him.

      “Vegetables?” I said as I pointed at the greens with my fork and smiled.

      “Ugh, you are just like Grandfather,” he said, his face scrunched up as he took a bite. Then he smiled and took another.

      “Her voice makes everything good, right?” I said. He nodded.

      “It is too bad this night has to end,” he sighed as he leaned back in his chair. “I hope I can remember this forever.”

      “I agree my friend,” I said before I put the last bite of leaves into my mouth.

      The young woman finished playing and bowed to us. All the gathered stood up to applaud her. She bowed again and took a seat at a table on our side of the hall, with the older man who had played before her.

      “She is sitting here eating with us. Perhaps you should go talk to her?” I suggested to Paug.

      “Oh no! I couldn’t do that.” His face looked white. “She is too beautiful.”

      “So?”

      “She would never want to talk to me. She is destined to marry someone great and powerful. I am just destined to be a village school teacher.” His face fell. “At least I got to see her play once.”

      “I think you should go converse with her. Then you can say you got to see her play and you got to talk to her,” I said with a smile. The servants cleared off the finished course and I tried to avoid the Baron’s gaze. I didn’t want to talk to him anymore.

      “She’ll reject me. Look at me. I’m not handsome, or brave, or powerful. I’m just a boy.”

      “I think you should go talk to her,” I repeated. “But what do I know? I’ve been asleep for a long time.”

      The bell rang again and we all sat, but instead of servants coming out, the king stood up and raised his hands, palms outward. The crowd instantly became quiet.

      “I want to thank you all again for coming tonight, especially our friends from Loorma, Newvana, Brilla, and Gradar. Our families have stood together in peace for generations, and I could not see it any other way.” Heads around the hall nodded in approval. Paug mentioned that some of the countries here had only mild affection for each other. I wondered how much political skirmishing was going on behind the scenes to keep the wheels of their truce greased.

      “But there is someone else here that I would like to personally thank.” He looked over to me. “Kaiyer, please stand and come forward.”

      All eyes in the room turned to me as I slowly rose to my feet. My stomach flip-flopped a dozen times when I took the first few steps around the room. A memory suddenly hit my brain and I remembered a valley full of armored warriors.

      A thousand pairs of eyes watched me as my horse approached the ranks of soldiers. They were devoted to me like I was one of the Dead Gods the Elvens worshiped. There could be no one else that would save them, deliver them from the Elvens.

      I circled the last table and made my way to the raised stage. The king walked in front of his dinner table and drew his ornate sword. Its blade looked perfectly balanced, the gemstones on the hilt sparkled, reflecting bright jewel tones as they caught the light from above. He raised it before his face and held it easily. He was still on the raised platform, so that he might look around to the gathering and down at me.

      “It brings me joy to personally thank someone such as you, a hero who has risked his life many times to protect my beloved family.” I heard mutterings around the room, people asking who I was, what exactly I had done, and about the family I came from.

      Suddenly Maerc was at the king’s ear whispering urgently. The general looked at me when he had finished and glared. I had been paying attention to the susurration of the crowd and didn’t hear what he said. That had been foolish of me.

      The king’s face paled and I could see his hands shake a tiny amount. He continued his speech.

      “Because of these great achievements toward my family I would like to bestow upon you--“

      There was a tearing and explosion behind me. I turned to see the doors to the Main Hall ripped open. One of the great pieces of wood teetered off of its top hinge. Four figures walked calmly into the room.

      Elven figures.

      I stepped aside and my vision began to blur. My heart surged with the power of the Earth in the stone and the blood flowed through me like a roaring river. It thumped like a battle drum and I couldn’t hear anything. Tears came to my eyes as I tried to fight with my hatred. I tasted blood in my mouth. I was biting my tongue. It healed quickly as I tried to cut through it with my teeth.

      Half a dozen guards came charging forward with spears. The Elven in the lead held up his hands and yelled:

      “Peace!” The guards slid to a halt. Other soldiers stood in front of the king and the lead table. “We come in peace, King of Nia. Tell your dogs to step back, or we’ll decide to change our minds.” The figure oozed confidence. The sound of his voice made me want to scream and kill everything around me, human or Elven.

      “What do you want, Ancient?” the king yelled from across the hall.

      “Instruct your guards to move back and allow me to approach. I will tell you then.”

      “Don’t let them closer, sire, they could kill you before we would have the chance to protect you,” Maerc whispered into the king’s ear.

      “Tell your foolish general that we aren’t going to kill you. We would have done it by now if we wanted his death. Your soldiers are soft and like sheep to our wolf hunger.”

      The king hesitated a second and then waved his hand.

      “Fine. Move forward and say what you will. Then get out. You are not invited to our celebration.” I was surprised at the conviction in the king’s voice. The guards that had circled the four moved back slightly, allowing them to walk through the empty space that had previously been the stage for our peaceful gathering.

      The lead male wore polished plate armor. It was etched red with pictures of hawks and eagles. A thin long sword hung at his waist, and daggers on the other side of his belt had red accents on the hilt wrappings. His eyes were a pale gold, as was his braided hair. He looked like a beautiful statue. I wanted to break him into a thousand pieces. My blood felt like it might boil through my skin.

      Two females and another male accompanied him. The three wore smooth leather armor dyed red, they were armed similarly to their leader. The women’s armor was cut low to expose the perfect cleavage of their breasts. One woman’s hair was gray and tied into matching knots on each side of her head. Her eyes were bronze. The other’s hair was a light slate green and flowed down her back like moss on a rock. Her eyes were as red as rubies and glowed like embers. The man's hair was a blackish-blue, and his eyes looked like amber stones.

      “I am Greretal. Captain in the Empress's Red Army. I am here on behalf of our empress. We demand your decision.” They stood twenty feet from the king. I was off to his side slightly. Maerc had his right hand on his short sword and his left on the king’s shoulder. Guards with spears stood in front of the table but were not in between the Elvens and the king. It did not matter. As Greretal had stated, they could do nothing to protect their monarch if even one of the Elvens wished him dead. Four trained and armed Elvens could effortlessly massacre every human in the Great Hall, if I was not here.

      “My decision?” the king asked, an eyebrow raised.

      “Don’t be coy, Your Highness,” the Elven practically spit the word. “My empress thought sending me would instill within you the gravity of your decision. She wants it now.” The three other Elvens were looking around the room. They seemed excited. I looked at the female with the green hair; her right glove was dribbling blood on the floor. The room became silent except for the sound of the dripping.

      “I’m sorry. I broke some of your toy soldiers; they didn’t believe we wanted to come in peace,” the green-haired banshee said with a giggle.

      We never have to bow before them again. We’ll take the battle to them, striking when they least expect it and showing no mercy. Then we will disappear.

      “This plan is suicide Kaiyer,” Malek said. “We are outnumbered three to one and they have the higher ground.”

      “I’ll lead the charge,” I said.

      Sweat was pouring out of every inch of my skin.

      My armor had millions of tiny skulls engraved in the dense metal. My gauntleted hand dripped with blood as I sank my teeth into a pulsating heart. It tasted sweet and tough.

      “What are you doing, Brother?” Thayer said. He tried to hide his disgust.

      “I said I would eat his heart. Look, he still lives to see me do it.” The Elven general moaned as the last of his blood ran out of his body.

      The green-haired woman had walked over to me. The flowery smell of her filled my nostrils. I could hear her reptilian heart beating its slow, careful rhythm. My body twitched and my vision faded from black to red to black again.

      “Look at this one. He is so scared he is going to shit himself. Can I cut him open and play with his intestines?” she asked the leader in the tongue of the Elvens. My head snapped down and my eyes made contact with hers.

      “How about I tear your throat out and drink your screams instead?” I said in our shared tongue. The power of the Earth flared into my body. I couldn’t stop myself. I had to kill them, grind them to paste, my hatred was like a pot of water that now boiled over.

      The woman’s eyes widened in shock and her three companions’ heads jerked over to look at me in surprise.

      They were just in time to see me grab hold of her throat and rip it out of her neck.

      Her hands came up to grasp at the warm, gushing fluid that poured from the hole in her trachea. She managed to get out a gurgling sound of surprise before her friends realized what had happened. They shouted in outrage as the other two drew their swords and moved in front of their leader.

      There were screams of shock and fear from the gathered party attendees, but no one dared to move. Now they would be privy to a different performance, one far darker and more sinister than what they had enjoyed so far this night.

      We faced each other for a few seconds as the three Elvens looked from my face to my right hand, which still clutched a handful of her throat.

      “Circle and cut him down!” their commander said. They slowly began to move around me.

      “That sounds like a great idea. I’ll kill them first, and then rip you limb from limb,” I spat at the man in the red plate armor. His face turned from outrage to fear. He wasn’t used to being taunted, especially by a human that spoke his language.

      The male on the right attacked prematurely. When I was a normal human, I remember that they seemed to move so quickly and beautifully. Their strength and grace made us believe that they were Gods that deserved to rule us without question.

      Now I knew them to be mortal, slow and weak. They could be slain like any other prey.

      These Elven had never met a predator before.

      His sword passed inches from my face. It was a vertical cut and my hands wrapped around his hand and wrist when he reached the bottom of his stroke, pulling it downward below my waist. I stepped over this sword and maintained my grip on his hand as I circled him and raised my arms across my body. The speed of my action combined with my weight and leverage caused his wrist to snap like a dry piece of wood. His body flipped and landed heavily on the stone floor. It made a sound like a thunderclap as the large tile beneath him cracked. His hand lost its hold of the sword when I broke his wrist. The movement had put the thin blade into my capable hands.

      He screamed when he felt the pain radiate up his arm. It was one of pure agony and shame.

      The Elven people are not used to experiencing anything other than pleasure. They are mentally unprepared for the serious wounds that we will inflict upon their bodies, minds, and souls.

      My own voice echoed in my head as I faced the woman. Her eyes were still surprised, but she cunningly waited to see what I would do to her friend before attacking. She feinted the same movement her companion had made, but I pushed my blade up to parry above my head instead of taking the bait. She danced back with a quick back cut that would have ripped me in half had I been more aggressive. Then she executed a series of carefully constructed horizontal and vertical slashes that targeted my chest and thighs. I managed to dodge each one by an inch or so. She smiled as she saw me give up ground. Then she did the same combination of movements again.

      I came in quickly after her first horizontal cut flicked past my stomach. I reached around with my left hand and grabbed the back of her elbow, drawing her to me like a lover. The closeness of our bodies left her right arm trapped in between us, her sword rendered useless.

      The hilt of my sword smashed into her face from above. She grunted in pain, but she couldn’t fall back since I had trapped her to me with her left arm. I pulled back my right arm and smashed the pommel again into her beautiful face. This time I heard the skull crack and echo through the room. I let go of her body and she fell to her knees, free of me but not free of the abuse. I wound back my arm again and punched her in the face a third time with the hilt of the sword. She was probably already dead, but the force of the impact snapped her head back and sent her body sliding across the floor like a drop of rain down a slanted roof.

      “Who are you?” the leader screamed at me. He was backing away toward the door. His friend with the broken wrist struggled to his feet. He tried to move away as I walked to him.

      “No no. Forgive me!” he screamed as he felt my hand close around his esophagus.  I didn’t bother to choke. I just crushed the bones into each other and let go. His body twitched a few times like a fish that had just been gutted. I watched the light fade from his eyes as he died.

      By the time I looked back to their leader I realized that I had made a mistake letting him watch his friend die in my grip. His armor-covered hands rose toward me in a movement I recalled. I felt the massive blast of force, fire, ice, and pain slam into me. My feet left the floor with the power of the magic he had used. I heard wave after wave of explosions and my eardrums popped. Everything went black for a second and there was another impact behind me, bringing me back from unconsciousness.

      I coughed up blood and felt my skin and lungs repairing themselves. My eyes burned, but I forced them open. I was forty feet away from the last Elven, almost on the other side of the Great Hall. I climbed to my feet and coughed again. The last of the black smoke oozed out of my chest and into the air. My fine shirt was on fire in the front. I grabbed onto it with my left hand and ripped it off of my torso. I had slammed into one of the columns that held up the roof. I couldn’t see where the sword had gone, but it wasn’t in my hands anymore.

      I noticed the shocked expressions of horror on the surrounding faces, but none as horrified as the Elven leader.

      “Who are you?” he screamed again.

      “How did you get here?!" he screamed louder and backed away. His magic threw over the table where I sat with Paug. I was going to need to jump over it to get to him.

      Then he turned and started to run.

      “Sword!” I yelled to the king as I leapt over the table and ran to the door. He tossed his through the air and my hand closed around the guard as I swung my body to the exit. I slid for a few feet on the Elven woman’s blood. By then I had reached the door of the hall.

      “We have to kill them or they will report back,” Thayer’s voice said in my head.

      I sprinted toward the doorway and into the Receiving Room. He was up ahead and turned the corner. I grabbed onto the door frame to help me turn. My feet hit the opposite wall as my bottom half went the direction I had been going. For a few seconds, my speed and the way I took the turn allowed me to run on the wall instead of on the floor.

      I saw him mount the set of stairs ahead of us and I gave chase.

      The stairs twisted in a spiral and I tried to figure out what he planned. I couldn’t see him, so I assumed he thought I wouldn’t know on exactly which level he would exit. Perhaps he didn’t realize that I could hear his heart beating its staccato of panic.

      He went up three flights of stairs and ran down the hallway. I was gaining ground on him, even though the king’s large sword hampered my movements.

      Then he did something I hadn’t expected. He turned a corner quickly and met with a dead end, an ornate window looking down to the distant ground.

      He glanced back at me as I turned the same corner. Then the Elven ran toward the window. A deadly shower of beautiful, vibrant glass blanketed his armored form as he crashed through it, light glinting in a rainbow of colors as he fell.

      I ran up to the broken opening and looked down to my prey. He had survived the steep drop and was limping away. He looked over his shoulder at me with a smile. It was almost sixty feet to the ground.

      The smile turned back into terror as I leapt from the window and crashed into the ground. It hurt terribly, and my legs almost snapped with the impact. My ligaments groaned and complained in the fraction of a second before I rolled forward and came to my feet. My body struggled to restore itself, but I had been hurt worse in the past and recovered. Within seconds I could feel the energy of the Earth repairing the minor injuries to my legs.

      His heart beat faster than a small bird’s. I didn’t need to run after him. He was limping slowly. As I drew closer he tried to skip his body ahead by thrusting his hips forward and jumping. We were in the open training area on the opposite side of the wing from my room. He would never make it to the gate of the castle before I reached him.

      “You aren't supposed to be here! Your leaders made an oath!” He was almost crying now. Finally, he fell down on his backside and raised his arms. “I surrender!” he said as tears came down his cheeks. He was so afraid, he forgot that he had a sword at his hip that he might use to defend himself. My brain was trying to puzzle out what he had just said, but before it could send a message to my mouth so that I might ask him for more detail about my 'leaders' my arm was already moving.

      The king’s sword sliced off the top four fingers of his right hand. He gasped in terror as he brought them down to look at them and screamed. My next cut took off the rest of his hand. I didn’t think it was possible, but he screamed louder.

      I tried to see how loud I could get him to scream before he died. He only lasted three more minutes until he bled out, and he didn’t get louder than when I had cut off his hand. His display of pain disappointed me.

      I told him so before his eyes closed forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      “I’m sure news has spread across the four directions by now. We had almost two hundred people in that celebration and at least sixty guards that witnessed what happened.” Maerc frowned as he picked at his fingernail. “Did you speak to the envoys?” He looked to the king.

      “No. They are locked in their rooms with guards for their protection. They asked to see me but I didn’t want to meet with them until I had answers.” The king leaned back in the thick leather chair and sighed. Then he glanced up to the ceiling. It looked like he hadn’t slept all night. His eyes were bloodshot and he still wore his attire from the banquet, it was as fresh and unrumpled as it had been the night before. We were all here: Maerc, the king, the duke, Nadea, and Grandfather.

      We sat in the king’s private audience chamber. He summoned me earlier in the morning. It had seemed like only a few hours had passed since I had found Kaiyer in the courtyard of the castle and walked back with him, and thirty guards, to his room. He was standing in front of a pile of flesh and blood; the remains of the Ancient captain had been neatly sliced into thin strips. Except for his head, this rested on top of the heap like the crown jewel of some cabal treasure pile. The reddish armor flickered beneath the blood and hair.

      “He gave you your sword back? He didn’t try to resist you when you found him?” the duke spoke up from the corner where he sat with Nadea. Her face was void of expression but as I looked at her she smiled at me.

      “He asked if he could bathe, put on new clothes, and come back to the feast,” the king laughed a little. “As if nothing had even happened.”

      “They came in peace; will the empress see this as a sign of war?” Grandfather asked as he twirled his mustache.

      “She already intended war eventually. They did kill four of our guards on their way to the hall. If killing four is a sign of war, I believe they made the first move,” Maerc said. He picked up a warm cup of wine and drank a sip.

      “When will he be here?” the king asked.

      “Ten minutes or so. I have my best men bringing him. I still believe it is a terrible idea for you to meet with him. He is a monster and it was a mistake to wake him,” Maerc glared over at Nadea.

      “Why was it a mistake?” Nadea’s voice was clear and strong from across the room. She leveled her confident gaze at Maerc, unwavering as she narrowed her eyes and spoke again: “Is this not what we wanted? He easily defeated four armed Ancients without harming a single human.”

      “Nadea is correct. He may be our greatest weapon against the Ancients. The question at hand is: what do we do about the story spreading like wildfire?” the king said.

      “It’s already too late,” Maerc said as he got up from his chair and paced the floor. “The Ancients will know we have someone who can kill them. Any element of surprise we had is gone.”

      “I don’t understand what your problem is,” Nadea said. “The king wanted me to bring back the O’Baarni so that he could help us against the Ancients. Kaiyer might not be him but he proved that he could kill Ancients, something no one has been able to do yet. He did it easily. He was part of the O’Baarni’s army and he has seen them fall. He will help us.”

      “So their empress should know about him? How long will he live now that they have identified him as a threat? She’ll send assassins to take care of him in the next few days. He may be able to fight them face to face, but he can't combat poison or a dagger in the night,” Maerc fired back. Nadea was silent.

      I remembered the way Kaiyer had healed from the arrow in his chest and wondered if Maerc was correct. I considered mentioning this, but I felt very intimidated in front of Maerc, let alone the king.

      A knock sounded at the door, deciding for me.

      “Enter,” the king said. Runir, Greykin, Kaiyer, and ten guards walked into our meeting room. Kaiyer and Greykin were eating bright red apples and laughing about something.

      “What is the joke?” Maerc said to Greykin.

      “I was just telling Skinny that if I had been a bit closer to the king last night I would have shat down her neck before I killed the other three ugly bastards.”

      “I didn’t have enough time, and I also didn’t have to shit,” Kaiyer said with a smile. Greykin laughed a deep roar from his belly.

      “Ah. I like this lad,” he said between gasps.

      “Please sit down, Kaiyer.” The king motioned to a chair next to me. Kaiyer nodded and sat down on the leather padded chair.

      “Can I have more food?” Kaiyer said as he pointed to his apple core. The king looked over to Runir and the handsome blonde man ducked out the door.

      “Tell us about last night.” Grandfather said. He leaned forward with interest and began to write on a piece of parchment.

      “What part? It was a long night.”

      “Don’t be an ass. How did you kill the Ancients so easily?” Maerc said in a frustrated tone.

      “Didn’t you see me do it? I am faster and stronger than them. It was easy.”

      “Why did you kill them?” the duke said. Kaiyer looked around the room. It seemed like minutes passed.

      “I killed them because it is what I am supposed to do,” he said as he leaned back and closed his eyes.

      Everyone looked confused.

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand,” the duke said. Kaiyer’s eyes opened and he stared at the ceiling. No one spoke for almost a minute.

      “Kaiyer?” I whispered.

      He didn’t look at me, but he began to speak his language. His voice was full of sorrow.

      “It was the only thing I’ve ever been good at. I wasn’t skilled at anything else. I wasn’t strong and brave like my father. I wasn’t charming and smart like my brother. They died and I got to live. I was in the wrong place. It should have been me. She should have killed me.”

      “Who? Your brother and father were killed?” I asked in his language.

      “What did he say Paug?” Maerc demanded.

      “Yes. I killed them. She was looking for me and I wasn’t in the stables.” He turned his head and looked at me. His voice was tense.

      “What happened after? Do you remember more?” I leaned forward

      “What is he saying Paug?” Nadea asked. I waved my hand to silence her.

      “They made me a soldier. Elvens never fought their own wars. They used humans to do their work. They only did things they enjoyed. I don’t remember how, but I escaped them and joined the O’Baarni’s army. I remember killing hundreds, perhaps thousands of them. It made me happy to see their dead faces; their blood ran between my fingers like the water comes into the bathtub in this castle. I enjoyed their fear and pain. I still do. We killed all of them, Paug. Or so I thought, but they are back. I didn’t finish my job. I will continue where I failed.” His voice had become a whisper and his eyes met mine. They seemed to glow a pale green. “Tell them that they can help me, or stay out of my way,” he said as he pointed to the king. Then he sat back in his chair, folded his arms, and closed his eyes.

      I did a poor job of hiding my emotions as I turned to look at the other people in the room. For the first time since the cliff face I wished that I was back home at the lighthouse.

      They looked concerned, probably because of the expression on my face.

      “He said,” I paused and swallowed, “he said that he really hates Ancients and he wants to kill all of them. He would like us to help him do it.” It didn’t feel like a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth.

      “Well! Call me a six-breasted cow and milk me all morning! Isn’t this the answer to our problems?” Greykin bellowed happily. Kaiyer opened his eyes and smiled at him.

      “Does he know how to teach us to kill them?” the king asked me.

      “I’ll remember,” he said in our language. “I taught others.”

      “When will you remember?” Nadea asked, her face hopeful.

      “I am not sure. Sometimes I feel wind on my face and remember something, then a few minutes later I will see my reflection and recall something else. Then I will go for days without remembering anything.” She nodded.

      “Okay. So what is our plan? Just wait until our savior remembers how to teach us? Can he teach us to be as strong and fast as him? That is magic. There is no more magic in the world,” Maerc said.

      “No,” Kaiyer said. The door opened and Runir entered with a plate of bread, fruit, and cheese. He put the plate on the table close to Kaiyer and nodded at him.

      “No?”

      “No. It will be winter soon. I will spend the next few weeks preparing before I leave. Their armies are north and will rest for the winter. I need to kill as many Ancients as I can before the spring starts. When I remember more I will return and teach you.” Kaiyer took an apple and cut it in quarters as he was speaking. When he finished everyone started talking at once in disagreement.

      The king raised his hand.

      “Kaiyer, so I understand correctly: you are going to journey alone to the North and confront the empress’s armies by yourself, and then come back when you feel like it to teach us your powers?” The king’s face was full of disbelief.

      Kaiyer nodded and took a large bite of cheese and apple.

      “That is insanity, you’ll never survive the winter, let alone the thousands of men she has in her command,” the duke said.

      Kaiyer sat up suddenly, rigid as a pole. We stared at him.

      “What is it? Another memory?”

      “Empress?” he asked. “What is that?”

      “It is like a king, actually, a queen. A chieftain that is a woman. She commands the Ancient forces,” I said to him.

      “What is her name?” he demanded.

      “We don’t know,” I said. He looked angry.

      “Why not?” He looked furious now. The guards began to get fidgety as his voice raised.

      “She never called herself anything other than that. Do you know her?” the king said.

      “What is the color of her hair?” he said with venom. The king sat back in his chair like he had been slapped.

      “Spies say her hair is light brown,” the duke said.

      Kaiyer let out a sigh and relaxed. He slumped back into his chair and took another bite of apple. The sound of the crunch echoed in the room.

      “Why? Do you know her?” Nadea said with cautious interest

      “No,” Kaiyer said as he went back to his apple and cheese, suddenly uninterested.

      We watched him eat another few bites of food. The sudden mood change had surprised us all. He saw us watching him and frowned.

      “Do you all want any?” he held out a piece of bread toward the king.

      “No thank you,” the king said. “We were talking about you leaving. I will say that we are all against it.”

      Kaiyer didn’t answer. He just looked down at his food and continued to eat, like he hadn’t heard.

      “Did you hear the king, lad?” Greykin said after the silence had stretched. The room had grown hot and uncomfortable. Kaiyer didn't seem to notice anyone's concern.

      “What reason do I have to stay here? In the North I can kill them. Here I will not be able to kill them,” he said flatly.

      “You’ll die! I don’t care how good of a warrior you are. You can’t survive the winter in the North. It is too cold and you’ll be overwhelmed by the empress’s forces,” Nadea said from the back.

      Kaiyer nodded as he looked at her.

      “Does that mean that you want me to stay?” he asked Nadea.

      She paused and looked around at the gathered men. Maybe she realized for the first time that she was the only woman in the room.

      “Yes. I want you to stay here in the castle during the winter. If you must leave, then wait for the spring.” She nodded, like she was convincing herself of the idea as she said it.

      “You want me to stay with you?” he said and smiled slyly.

      Nadea fidgeted with a ring on her pointer finger. The king looked at the duke and then at her.

      “Yes,” she said while her cheeks turned reddish. I had never seen her blush before. I saw Runir shuffle his feet across the room from the corner of my eye. Grandfather smiled and put his hand up to his face to hide it.

      “I will stay then,” he said easily, and he went back to eating. His plate was almost clear. The room was silent a moment. Everyone looked at Nadea except for Kaiyer, who was concentrating on his food. Her face turned a few shades darker and she tried to look away. Her father had a huge smirk on his face.

      “How are we going to contain the news from last night?” Maerc said. He never seemed happy, he rarely smiled, and at all of our meetings he was the one person who could find the negative side to any situation. Usually he could only see the negative side.

      “What news?” Kaiyer seemed interested in the conversation again.

      “Of you killing four Ancients.”

      “Why do you want to contain it?” He turned his head sideways like a puzzled dog.

      “So the empress doesn’t find out about you!” Maerc was becoming annoyed.

      “Why can’t she find out about me?”

      “Because she’ll send someone to kill you and we won’t have a chance to learn whatever in the hell we are supposed to from you!” Maerc’s fists clenched. Kaiyer’s unwavering composure was infuriating the man.

      “Let them come.” Kaiyer turned back down to his plate. He frowned when he noticed that it was empty. It was the most emotion he had shown since learning that the empress was female. Even I was becoming vexed at how nonchalant he was about a situation that was so critical to our very survival.

      “Then they could injure or kill someone else. They could be trying to kill you, but instead kill Paug or Nadea,” Maerc said. Kaiyer looked thoughtful again.

      “People are saying that I killed four Ancients?” he asked. Maerc looked like he was going to scream with frustration.

      “Yes. You are a fucking idiot!” He turned to look at the king. “I would have never believed someone this dim-witted was capable of it if I hadn’t seen it.”

      “Has anyone alive today ever seen someone kill four Ancients?” Kaiyer asked him calmly.

      “No, they have seen you do it now though.”

      “How likely would it be for someone to believe that a single human had killed four Ancients?” Kaiyer asked.

      “Unlikely, I wouldn’t have, until I saw it.”

      “Would you believe that twenty of your soldiers could kill four Ancients?” Kaiyer fought back a yawn. It made Maerc angrier.

      “No! I wouldn’t have believed ten of our soldiers could have killed one. They are too strong, fast, and powerful…” he paused, his face shocked for a second.

      “Do you understand what I am getting at?” Kaiyer asked. Grandfather laughed and stood up.

      “Genius!” he said enthusiastically.

      “I don’t get it,” Greykin said from the stool he had slouched atop of. “What are we doing?”

      “We spread rumors that the Ancients were defeated by our men.” Maerc laughed, his disposition much improved. “Damn, why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Spread many rumors,” Kaiyer said. “Say the Ancients were killed by a dragon, or say they were destroyed by some other giant creature. Say that they were butchered by a group of men that looked like them, with pointy ears and long hair. Spread rumors that one human killed them all. Their empress will not know which rumor is true so she will be unable to make a decision. She’ll send spies to find out exactly what happened.”

      “And the spies won’t believe the truth, even if it is.” The duke clapped his hands.

      “Even if they do find out about Kaiyer, it will buy us some time,” the king said. “How soon can we do this?” he asked the assembled group.

      “I’ll start spreading the tales through my contacts,” Nadea said. She nodded to herself. “I’ll start right now,” she said as she got out of her chair. Her hair swung down over her face and she made no move to brush it aside, hiding to avoid looking at anyone as she stepped toward the door.

      “Stay here for a bit longer Nadea, we are still talking to Kaiyer,” the king commanded. She sat down and looked away from everyone.

      “I’ll start some tall tales as well. There is a tavern I frequent where they hang on my stories as a babe hangs upon its mother’s teat.” Greykin laughed and slapped his belly. Nadea rolled her eyes.

      “You should be spreading the only rumor that we don’t want them to believe,” she said.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” the duke said. “Perhaps you can also say that you helped him kill them? That will be very believable.” Greykin frowned as everyone else but Kaiyer fought back laughter. Kaiyer didn’t seem to get the joke.

      “We can work on the logistics later,” the king said as he rose out of his chair. “There is nothing more to discuss today. Brother, I want you, Nadea, Paug, and Janci to meet with Kaiyer every morning to document what he has remembered.” The duke nodded.

      “I’ll need some things,” Kaiyer said from his chair. He had been temporarily forgotten.

      “What do you need?” the king asked.

      “I’ll make you a list today,” Kaiyer said with a smile.

      “Take care of whatever he wants. I need to go figure out what I am going to say to the envoys,” the king said as he turned and looked at Maerc, Nadea, and the duke. The three of them nodded. Then he walked swiftly out of the room with his guards.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

        The O'Baarni

      

    
    
      “Remember when I used to kick your ass?” Thayer said from the ground. It sounded more like “Mmmberem eenn I usssdd ttuu kiiik uurr azzzzzz?” because of his broken jaw.

      I reached down an arm to help him up while his other hand re-hinged his jaw, it would be healed in a few seconds. I had slammed him in the face with my elbow when he had dodged the swing from my mace.

      “Yeah. You are a good teacher.” I smiled to him.

      "Of course I am! How long has it been since I beat you? Eight years?" He gazed back toward the campsite. We couldn't see it through four miles of dense trees and rocks.

      "Eight years?" I stared at him in horror.

      "Yeah. I beat you once when we first got to Entas's cave. Remember when I broke your kneecap with my shin?" he said with a laugh. I did remember. I remembered every detail from every one of our fights and sparring matches, which was why it was now so easy for me to dominate my friend.

      "It has been eight years already?" I felt restless and heavy with the knowledge. We were wasting time because we now had so much, near immortality.

      "We've grown pretty well, eh Brother?" He didn't wait for a reply. "Let's head back. I'm tired of getting my ass kicked. I'm going to go play with someone I can bully." He began walking and glanced back at me when I didn't follow him. "What's wrong, Brother?"

      "Nothing." I shook my head. I needed to talk to Entas. Eight years? I was still reeling from this realization. How could I have allowed so much time to pass? What had we accomplished in eight years? What could we have achieved?

      "Did you mean to talk to me about something? We haven't trained alone for a few months." He looked concerned.

      "Yes. I wanted to do a raid on the Titikar Tribe. My reports say they possess horses, grain, and humans that have learned how to ride. I wanted to mention it this morning in the meeting and recommend that you take your team. However, your last two missions did not end well, so I predict there might be anger from the commanders if I recommend you." He snorted and opened his mouth to speak but I continued. "You need to do this. I need to have confidence you can accomplish the mission without a hitch."

      He walked for a few feet. He was mad, but not at me. Thayer was angry with himself and his team for giving the impression that they were not reliable.

      "I'll double our training time. How far away is the Titikar Tribe? Four days’ ride?" I nodded. "I'll go alone and scout, then I'll come back and make you a detailed plan. What is my timeline?"

      "I'd like it done in the next couple of weeks."

      "Great. I'll scout, find out the best method of attack, and then make a plan for you," he repeated with confidence.

      "How are you going to double your team's training when you are off scouting?" I asked as we picked up to a jog.

      "Good question. Let me think." The only sound was our relaxed breathing and the earth pounding beneath our sandals as we ran through the forest.

      "I'll ask Alexia to take over training. She is the most upset with me, asking for her help might improve our relationship, show her I’m deferring to her superior skill?" I could tell he didn't like that answer but he was telling me what he believed I wanted to hear.

      "And then you scout?"

      "Yes. What do you think?" he asked.

      "Working with your team is the most important thing you can do. I would send someone else to scout, or let one of your reports handle training while you take a few of your best people with you to scout. Work on the plan with them before you present it to me. Alexia has our most talented scouts and I'm sure if you tell her that, she will be more than happy to help you."

      "Okay. That sounds good. Wish I had thought of that. Sorry Brother, I want to do a good job. Just tell me what I need to do and I'll do it."

      "I know that." We neared the perimeter of the camp site. Scouts in the trees gave the call out as we approached. "I want you to delegate more. You try to do everything with your team and you don't give them enough chance to prove themselves. Consider what we have spoken of, and I'll look forward to your plan," I said as we rounded into the camp. A group of thirty warriors trained nearby. Pairs of them were lifting and squatting with giant logs on their shoulders.

      "Thanks. I won't disappoint you." He looked over to me and smiled. His eyes focused on something in the distance, then his smile turned into a smirk. "Here comes Shlara. I'll let you two talk about, things." He chuckled a little as he ran off to the other side of the camp where his team worked.

      "Did I interrupt?" Shlara asked. She was wearing her leather training armor, sans helmet. Her beautiful green eyes and long dark lashes turned toward the retreating form of Thayer. Her earth-colored hair was tied back in her usual ponytail.

      "No. We were just discussing his next training steps. How can I help you?" her armor was impeccably maintained, but it was worn, beaten, and abused. We had recently freed an amazing human armor smith though, and he was beginning to produce protection that could stop even the sharpest Elven weapons.

      "Can you review my team's training? You said you would yesterday," she added when I looked annoyed. I really wanted to talk to Entas, but I did recall telling her I would help her today.

      "Yes of course," I said with a smile.

      “You can do it another time if you wish," she said. She must have sensed there was something else I wanted to do.

      "I will come. What are you working on?" She was my commander and I needed to be there for her. My conversation with Entas could wait.

      "We are coordinating shield walls. Spears as arms. It has been our focus for the week." Her face lit up with a smile as she walked me toward the end of her camp where her group worked. There were twenty-five of them and we stopped a good hundred yards from their lines, out of earshot.

      Shlara's team was mostly women, beautiful but deadly. They were quick, flexible, and powerful. Tactics with shields came easier to men, who seemed psychologically attuned to take hits and give them back. That was probably why Shlara had her team working on this. I had planned to have her, Malek, and Gorbanni's teams take down and eliminate one of the larger tribes.

      "How are they?" she was eager to please me. They all were, but none of them as much as Shlara.

      They quickly made the formations, sliding around each other to navigate potential horseback, archery, magic, or spear attacks. Each movement had them interlock their shields and utilize their spears for the best offensive and defensive maneuvers.

      "The woman with the short blonde hair. Resella?" She nodded. "The woman with the long darker blonde hair. Kiiyr?" she nodded again, "and the smaller of your two men. Jaccit?" She nodded again with a smile. She was pleased that I knew their names. Of course, I tried to memorize everyone's name.

      I watched them for about ten minutes before I came to my conclusions.

      "They are the ones that need work," I continued. "Everyone else is excellent. Do you see how Resella's footwork is off when she moves laterally?" Shlara nodded as she focused on her pupil. "Kiiyr is new, so she is terrified of making a mistake. She doesn't understand where she should be going. She might not be smart enough to learn tactics along with the rest of your warriors. Spend more time with her or remove her from your team and put her into one of the camp guard roles." Shlara nodded again. "Jaccit is distracted by the women. You need to move him or have one of them start fucking him so he isn't worried about sex all the time. I recommend you move him." She smiled and turned back to her pupils.

      "Thank you Kaiyer."

      "You're welcome. These are easy problems to see though. I'm sure you already observed them. Did you really need my help?" I looked at her back as she watched her men and women training.

      "I had noticed these flaws, I still wanted your opinion since I like showing them off to you." She hadn't turned to face me. I nodded. That was the main reason they wanted me to watch their teams, so I would choose them for the next mission. Before I could bid her goodbye she spoke again.

      "I also like spending time with you," she said, her back still to me. I didn't say anything for half a minute. I knew where this was going.

      "You all do. That's why you ask for my opinion and want to work with me. We all share the same goal." I tried to worm out of the direction she wanted to take the conversation.

      "No. You misunderstand." She turned, eyes as fierce as the first time she tried to fight me. "I want you. I've always wanted you. You must know this. Everyone else does. Why haven’t you taken me to your bed yet?" Her heart was beating quickly, the adrenaline rushing through her body. She was preparing to fight, or have her heart crushed. Of course I knew how she felt about me.

      "How could we be lovers? It won't work," I protested.

      "Why not? We all have pain; we all need release. I know you don't sleep at night, you have nightmares, we all do. Can't we find comfort in each other? Everyone here has started a new life. Everyone except for you and me." She stepped toward me, her armor creaking as the leather held tight against her body. I opened my mouth to speak but she kept talking, her voice an urgent whisper as she moved closer.

      "Do I not please you? Am I not beautiful enough?" She spat the question. She knew she was gorgeous.

      "No, you are beautiful. I ju--"

      "Is it someone else? Alexia?"

      "No."

      "She cares for you too. She would be your lover if you asked. Is it another woman?" She moved closer to me. It was another woman. The one that haunted my dreams and nightmares. The one I saw when I closed my eyes. The one I reached for every night. The one driving my need to annihilate her people. I had never spoken of her to anyone.

      "No. No other woman," I lied.

      "Do you prefer men?" she asked in a huff.

      "No," I said. "It won't work if we are lovers."

      "Explain." She crossed her arms, her left hand dangling close to the hilt of her large curved broad sword. It hung from her hip as easily as a ribbon hangs from a belt.

      "If we were lovers it wouldn't be the same between all of us. Let's say I gave you a mission, for example, that was challenging. Everyone would think I favored you because we were lovers."

      "No. That would not happen. Everyone knows that you are impartial,” she interrupted me.

      "Let's say I gave you an easy assignment. They will think I am keeping you from danger because you are my lover. It will create a schism in our group," I continued as if she hadn't interrupted me.

      "I think that you are putting more value in sex than everyone else does. No one would care if we were lovers. People exchange partners more often than they do weapons in our camp, and it never creates any schisms."  She bit her lip lightly

      "Perhaps that is true amongst the troops. I need to hold myself to a higher standard. I cannot have sex with one of my reports."

      "Fine. I will quit. Give me another job. I don't want to be your commander anymore." She pouted and her eyes softened. Her voice was still a whisper.

      "You would not be happy with that. You were meant to do this. You have risen faster and learned quicker than anyone else here, even me. Consider your team of warriors," I pointed to her group working hard below us on the shield drills. "Would you abandon them so easily because you want to share my bed? I couldn't imagine you staying back while the rest of us wage this war." I met her gaze.

      We stared at each other for a few minutes. She was tough. Brilliant. What I had said was true; she had learned everything faster and better than any of us had. Shlara had proven herself countless times in battle, as a leader and a warrior. She knew she was where she needed to be for the success of our army. She turned away and looked at her pupils.

      "We don't have to tell anyone. It isn't as serious as you are making it out to be. Thayer, Gorbanni, Alexia, and even Malek fuck each other and sometimes their own troops." She knew she had lost. This was her last attempt.

      "Sleep with one of them then. If it means so little to you, it should not matter whom you do it with.” I turned and walked away.

      "Kaiyer," she said before I walked out of earshot. I turned back to her and almost had second thoughts. She was an amazing commander, intelligent, beautiful, and an excellent warrior. "We'll talk when the war is over. I'll wait. I don't want anyone else but you." She frowned and then turned back to her troops. That was like her, she always wanted to get the last word in when we argued.

      Now I needed to go see Entas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One
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      "This all seems reasonable, except for the last one." The duke's voice carried me back to the present. I sat up straight and tried to look like my mind hadn't been wandering. He had been looking at my list of requests. Paug had offered to write it for me, but I had spent the last few days learning enough to do it myself, with his help of course.

      I did not fool Nadea; she eyed me suspiciously from the seat next to her father in his private audience chamber. She did remind me of Shlara. They had similar hair, both in color, length, and the preferred method of wearing it in a ponytail. They were both strong-willed and determined to get what they wanted. Both were beautiful. I wondered what had happened between Shlara and me. Was she the woman mentioned in Malek's message? I hoped I would remember more soon.

      "Why do you want this?" Nadea asked, looking at the piece of paper. It was the three of us, plus Paug and the handsome blonde man Runir. He glared at me coldly as he leaned against the wall. At first I didn't understand why he didn't like me. Then realized that he followed Nadea around like an over protective shadow, and his looks seemed to grow colder when she was around me.

      "Which one?" I tried to play dumb. Paug squinted at me from his seat. I suspected he knew I had just remembered something.

      "Free rein around the castle and ten miles in either direction, access to the soldiers’ training grounds, weapon stores, horses, and no guards at your door," she explained my request to me. She frowned slightly as she looked at her father for guidance.

      "I need space and equipment to train. I'm not going to spend all winter here without doing anything productive." Paug had told me that the winters in Nia were mild. The coldest it would get would still not freeze water in the lake nearby.

      "You've already asked for a long sword, heavy war mace, twin bladed axe, eight-foot spear, a variety of different shields, helmets, tailors, and leather workers. We can give you all of that. Some of it we will have to custom craft for you, but we have skilled tradesmen here," the duke finished, the implication clear that they were already doing so much to meet my needs that the additional requests were pushing the boundaries of their hospitality.

      "That is good. Thank you. I still need freedom to move through the castle."

      "It is too dangerous. Spies will find out about you and someone will try to assassinate you. We can't risk losing you," Nadea said. While I knew I was not invincible, it frustrated me that they all still seemed to think that I needed their protection, or that they could protect me. I suspected any creature or group capable of killing me would also be able to easily overcome any of Nia’s guards.

      "Am I your prisoner here, Duke?" I asked the older man.

      "No Kaiyer, of course you aren't." He shook his head.

      "And you want me to help you against these Ancients, correct?" I looked around for something to eat. I had eaten a few hours ago but I always felt hungry now.

      "Yes, we want you to help," he said cautiously, quite aware I was leading him somewhere he did not wish to go.

      "Then I need to be able to train and explore. I cannot be stuck inside this castle for four months."

      "We cannot risk you being discovered," Nadea said.

      "This is wasting all of our time. You don't have a guard here that could stop me, nor one who could protect me better than I’ve already proven I can protect myself. I could jump from the window of this room and you would never see me again." Nadea paled a bit. "I am staying here because it is what you desire." I met her eyes and she began to blush again. I was learning the nuances of their language well enough that the word desire was a deliberate choice. Runir shuffled his feet against the wall, uneasy.

      "What do you foresee your days and nights looking like, if we give you free rein and you train?" the duke asked.

      "I remember performing lifting activities, using either my own body weight or other heavy objects. Afterward, I remember running for ten or so miles. All of this before breakfast. Then I would do combat training most of the day. Repeating the same physical lifting, and adding fun elements to it like climbing trees, before dinner." I remembered most of my physical training but the combat training was still fuzzy. I knew I had learned a small amount of it when I was being trained by my Elven masters, but had refined it later in the O'Baarni's army.

      "It will be too brazen," Nadea confirmed as her father looked at her. "We are trying to keep your presence here discrete for everyone's protection. We can't let you do it." Her eyes softened a bit as she looked at me. She didn't want to refuse me.

      "There has to be another option! We can't expect Kaiyer to be locked in his room for the next few months. He is going stir crazy already," Paug came to my defense.

      "He'll put us all in danger!" Runir said from his corner. I leaned forward to indicate that I wished to speak.

      "I want to make sure that we confirm, I am not your prisoner?" The duke nodded. "I understand both of you played a large part in finding me and awakening me from my slumber.  I want to thank you for that. I owed you a debt. Perhaps you believe I still do." Nadea opened her mouth to speak but I continued, "I do not owe you anything at this point. I have saved your daughter's life and the life of Jessmei. Whatever I may have owed you for waking me is repaid with these actions."

      "I agree. You aren't our prisoner here, Kaiyer, we want to work together with you against our common foe." The duke smiled. His face looked years younger when he did.

      "Then you must find a solution. I need to be pushing forward toward an obtainable goal. Waiting around for something to happen, like my memory coming back, isn't a strategy I am comfortable with. I have needs: food and water, and a place to train unobstructed." My eyes met Nadea's. "If you can't get me these things I do not see any reason to stay here. I will push to the North, killing and obtaining what I need when I get there."

      "What you are asking is impossible!" Nadea was pleading. "The king doesn't want our enemy to know that you exist. The rumors we are spreading are helping. There are more stories about the night of the banquet than there were people there. We still need you to be discrete until you can remember and help us."

      "I cannot help you if I cannot train as I wish." I got out of my chair. Her face hardened and she reminded me even more of Shlara. "Figure it out. You have a week before I go. You know where to find me." The duke and Nadea protested, but I turned and walked out of the room. I saw Paug's shocked face before I exited. There were four guards waiting in the hallway outside the door. They were always around me and now I wondered if the king thought their presence was for my protection, or so extra eyes could watch me. I nodded at them and we began to walk down the hall toward my dormitory. Within a minute Nadea's footsteps echoed off the stone hall behind us.

      "Kaiyer, hold on!" she shouted. The guards and I turned to watch her approach us. Runir was a dozen or so feet behind her. I didn't see Paug.

      "Can we talk?" she said when she reached us. I nodded.

      "Leave us," she commanded the guards. They didn't look happy but they saluted and left, walking down the hall toward my room.

      "If you want to speak privately you should also ask your puppy to leave," I said as I nodded behind her to the figure of Runir, leaning against the wall.

      "I'll be okay. Thanks for walking with me," she said to the handsome blonde man. He glowered at me and then walked past us.

      "I was leaving anyway," he said.

      Nadea waited for him to walk away. His footsteps echoed briefly in the empty stone hallways of the massive castle. A servant ran down the hall, her head down to avoid eye contact.

      "You were beautiful at the banquet last week," I said with a smile. "You are always beautiful, but that purple dress looked wonderful on you." She put her right hand up to stroke the hair in her ponytail. "I said that color, purple, correct? It was purple?" She nodded, her mouth twisted awkwardly as she attempted to stifle a smile. "I'm sad I didn't get to spend any time with you that night. You were sitting far from me."

      "That's where the king preferred me." Her lips remained parted as if she wished to continue, but I interrupted.

      "Have you been avoiding me?"

      "No! It's just that we are trying to figure out what to do with you," she said with a sigh. We paused as another servant passed.

      "The king, duke, and you? Or just you?" I said with an eyebrow raised.

      "What do you mean?"

      "Have you figured out what you are going to do with me?" I said plainly.

      "No!" she gaped at me. "I've been too busy to think about it." She paused when another servant walked past.

      "Is there somewhere private we can talk?" I was becoming annoyed with all the people walking by.

      "Eh . . . there will be people at your room. We can go to mine," she said as she motioned her head toward the wing of the castle we shared.

      "Good. There is a bed in your room, right?"

      "Yes. Wait, no. Let's go to the library instead." She turned around and smiled calmly at me, but her face was red.

      "Okay. We can use the table there."

      "You don't give up do you?" she said with the smile still on her face. It seems that she wasn't angry at me anymore.

      "Not when there is something I want. You are the same way." She nodded but didn't meet my eyes and her heart began to beat faster. She was wearing a loose pair of gray pants that hugged her hips and flared out more as the material ran down her long legs. Her blouse was sky blue and ran high up her chest, with a lace button down opening at the front. Her feet were encased in soft black leather boots that looked like they would be destroyed if worn outside for more than five minutes.

      We passed a few more servants and guards on the way there. Most of them looked at me in awe. Word had spread through the castle that I had done something during the banquet, so even people that had not been at the celebration were uneasy around me. Nadea opened the door to her library and motioned for me to enter. From what Paug had told me, it was the only one on the wing. So while it wasn't hers exactly, she used it the most.

      It was an expansive room, with several thick tables laid out in the corners and the middle. Two large windows provided light from the outside courtyard. It was after breakfast time, so the light came through warm and golden, like a child had poured honey over the shelves. There were hundreds of books and scroll cases hanging on the walls and it smelled strongly of dust, paper, and candle wax.

      She looked around for a second in the hall before she closed the door behind her. She was nervous. I could hear her heart thump in her chest. I hadn't moved from when I first walked into the room and she gave a startled gasp when she turned around and was face to face with me.

      My left hand reached up and touched the outside of her bare arm. Her skin was soft, and cooler than I expected. I slowly ran the tips of my fingers up toward her shoulders. She didn't stop me, so I took a half-step closer to her and reached my right hand to clasp around her hip and lower back. Her body was firm beneath the smooth fabric of her pants and blouse.  My mouth began to water as I thought about running my hands over the rest of her body. My fingertips brushed against the hilt of a small dagger that she had secreted flat against the gentle curve of her back.

      Her eyes were open wide and her mouth was slightly parted. She quickly glanced between my eyes and my lips as I leaned in toward her. Her eyes closed as my face got close and a soft moan escaped her mouth. I was a few inches from kissing her when I heard footsteps approach from down the hall, it sounded like four or five guards.

      She opened her eyes when I hadn’t kissed her and looked at me in confusion. I saw the conflicting emotions battling in her eyes. Then there was a knock on the door.

      I released her body from my grip and opened the door. Runir was out there with four guards. He was not happy to see me.

      "Is Nadea in here?" he seethed out.

      "Yes," I opened the door a little wider so he could see her. Her face revealed nothing but worry.

      "Something wrong, Runir?" she asked.

      "The king wishes to see you," he said as he looked at her and then back to me. "I'm to take him back to his room."

      "Okay. I'll go to him. We'll talk later, Kaiyer. We need to discuss your plans." She smiled at me and walked through the door. The guards went with her, leaving the handsome blonde man and me alone.

      "I'll take you back to your room," he said. It was a command. I smiled at him and shrugged. I didn't need to start anything with him now. He was just following orders. Although I wondered how he had found us.

      "I know that you think you are some sort of savior," he began as we walked down the long hallway toward my room. "But I want to make things clear about Nadea." I stopped walking and turned to face him in the hallway. He looked into my eyes, his face a mask of contempt.

      "This should be interesting. Go ahead," I said with a smile. My attitude seemed to push him over the edge.

      "I don't want you near her. Do not touch her, don't talk to her, don't even look at her. Or you'll answer to me. Understand?” He pushed his pointer finger up against my chest and his face down toward me. He was a few inches taller than me and probably outweighed me by eighty pounds.

      I had tried to stay calm since I understood the desire he had for my beautiful friend. Yet I couldn't keep the anger from the pit of my stomach when he pushed his finger into my chest. I had experienced enough of his attitude. It was time to show him fear. He needed to be put in his place. Actually, they all needed to be put in their place.

      My left hand came across and slapped his arm aside. My right hand formed the shape of a C and slid into his neck, pushing him against the far wall of the hallway. His feet dangled off the ground as I pushed his body upward against the smooth stone walls. The pulse of his throat drummed between my fingertips and his neck creaked as his spine struggled to support the weight of his frame. His face turned from rage into panic as is hands grasped my wrist. He tried to force my grip free but it was like a baby trying to wrestle a carcass out of a wolf's mouth.

      "I am going to forget what you have said to me. But you are never going to forget the feeling of my hands choking the life from you. Understand?" I said calmly. My smile was all teeth.

      He gurgled out something that I took as an agreement, but I pinched my grip together a little more. I could feel the arteries that ran from the brain to the heart beneath my fingers. He tried to struggle a bit more but within five seconds his body had gone limp. I released my hold and his unconscious form fell to the ground like a sack of flour. He would have a horrible headache when he awoke.

      I turned and saw a servant staring at me from farther down the hallway. I recognized her as the pretty girl that always brought me food and flirted with me. Her face was in shock.

      "He'll be okay," I said to her with a smile. "What are you going to bring me for lunch?" She stared at me, shook her head, and then returned my smile hesitantly.

      "We have some beef that I was going to have them make into sandwiches for you. Does that sound okay?" I nodded.

      "Thank you. A few hours from now okay? I'm going to go take a nap."

      I walked past the girl and heard her run away. I sighed with regret. I shouldn't have done that. There would be more rumors in the castle about me now.

      Fuck the rumors.

      I didn't need to be here. I wanted to kill Elvens. Everything else I did for these people was a favor to them. I don't know exactly what I had done in the O'Baarni's army, but my last memory had made it very clear that I was one of his best generals, and I commanded a large part of his forces. I didn't need to be treated with any disrespect by the people of Nia. I had other shit to do.

      There were two guards in front of my door. They nodded to me as I approached.

      "I am going to go inside my room now. When my lunch arrives I do not wish to see any guards at my door. Do you understand?"

      "We have orders," the one to the right said. He frowned apologetically. He didn't want to make me angry.

      "Leave now. Tell your king that I will kill any guards stationed outside my door." They both paled.

      I guessed the servant girl in the hallway had cleaned my room since it smelled like lemons and all the bedding was folded neatly. I lay down on my bed, intending to sleep, but my mind was spinning over the events of this morning and my memories of Shlara. I gave up on rest and went over to the balcony to watch the troops train. Most of the soldiers from the other countries had left earlier in the week. I wondered what the king had told them about how I had killed the Elvens. I focused on listening to the mock fighting down in the fields. There were eight groups of twenty or so, running different drills. Their sergeants yelled when someone made a mistake or wasn't working hard enough. I watched them for what seemed like half an hour, until there was a soft knock on my door.

      I sighed and approached the door. This was going to be someone complaining about Runir or my treatment of the guards stationed outside of my room. I opened it to find a woman, a little older than Nadea, with fine blonde hair and deep blue eyes. Thankfully, the guards were gone.

      "My lady wishes to know if you will have lunch with her," the woman said as she examined my body. She wore a delicate looking dress made out of white and blue lace with pale blue slippers on her feet.

      "Your lady?"  I asked with an eyebrow raised.

      "Princess Jessmei. She wishes to have lunch with you in the Royal Garden." She waited patiently for my answer.

      "Yes I will come," I replied. I had not spoken with Jessmei since our trip here had ended a few weeks ago. It would be good to see her again.

      "Perfect. My lady will be pleased. Do you know where the Royal Gardens are?"

      "No." I frowned as I considered the logistical nightmare of getting over to the other side of the castle after I had just told the duke he had a week to meet my demands, choked Runir unconscious, and threatened to kill the guards at my door.

      "I will come to escort you in one quarter of an hour. That will give you time to prepare better attire." The woman nodded and smiled at me. Before I replied she turned and walked away.

      I hadn't thought my clothes were in such poor shape, but then I realized I wore a pair of pants and a shirt I had taken from the Vanlourns. I went to my wardrobe and put on one of the outfits that the king's tailor had created for me: a light red and brown tunic and pants with gold stitching on all the seams.

      Minutes later, I heard Jessmei's handmaiden walk toward my room and I opened the door to greet her.

      "You look very handsome," she complimented me as she appraised my attire.

      "Thank you," I said as she led me down the hallway. Her arm wrapped around mine, similar to the way Nadea's had the other day.

      "How have you enjoyed your stay in Nia so far?" She looked over to me and shook her hair back, it fell like a waterfall of mercury.

      "It has been fine." I chose my words carefully. "I am anxious to be useful."

      "I'm sure you will be." She nodded to a few servants that passed us.

      "Oh, I just remembered, I had asked the girl that takes care of my room to bring me lunch," I said, nearly forgetting the pretty servant in the hallway that had witnessed me choking Runir.

      "Wait," the woman called out to the servants that we had just passed. She eloquently explained to them I would not require lunch and they told us they would make sure it wasn't delivered. After the conversation the blonde woman took my arm again and we continued on our way.

      She took me out of the wing of the castle in which I had spent most of my visit toward the north side. We passed maybe a dozen guards as we walked and they eyed me in surprise. While most of the castle was impressive, I could immediately tell the difference between the North Wing of the castle and the rest of the structure. The Royal Wing was decorated with even richer furniture, better art, even the guards seemed more capable. The ceilings were higher and there were rich dark wooden beams running through them.

      "Does the king know that Jessmei and I are having lunch?" I asked.

      "Yes," the woman said. "We are almost there." We went down a flight of stairs and into an open garden area.

      Large willowy trees decorated the perimeter of the garden, while excellently manicured maples, spruces, and pines led along a stone path into its center. Each side of the small field was flanked by bright yellow green moss and a sunset cascade of colored flowers arranged in a warm rainbow that flowed from papery magenta bougainvillea on one end, followed by deep velvety red camellias, orange chrysanthemums, downy yellow dahlias and dandelions, to a row of buttery gardenias that scented the air with a heady perfume. The colors of the blooms blended artfully and created a gorgeous wash of color that contrasted beautifully with the vibrant greens of the trees and lawn. I imagined the hours of human labor it took to maintain such an unnaturally pristine and purely decorative landscape and wondered how this kingdom functioned without slave labor.

      I heard the soft laughter of a brook up ahead of me. It mixed with the giggles of women's voices and the chirping of happy yellow birds that danced between the branches of the trees. The woman led me along the path for a few minutes. It led up a small hill before sloping down into a shallow and cool glade framed by feathery willows. The sound of the laughter grew louder as we reached a clearing hidden in the depths of the trees.

      "Kaiyer!" Jessmei's voice shouted with delight when I entered the clearing. The woman who was escorting me released me in time for me to cradle the princess's body in my arms as she flung herself on me in exuberance.  "Thank you so much for coming!" She pulled her face away from my shoulder and our eyes made contact briefly. For a second I thought she was going to kiss me, but then she released her grip from around my neck and landed easily on the ground.

      She was wearing a thin yellow summer dress that was embroidered with blue and vermillion flowers around the edges of the hem and sleeves. Her hair was done up in a curly tower of golden locks, entwined with white and golden daisies. She wore color on her cheeks and her lips were stained a darker red than I would have expected her to wear. It made her seem more of a woman and less of a girl.

      "I can't turn down food," I said with a laugh. "Especially with my favorite princess."

      "Ha! I'm the only princess you know! You do need to eat more. I believe you've only gained a few pounds since we first met you. Don't worry, I have a great lunch for us all planned out. Oh, let me introduce you to my handmaidens," she said with pleasure as she wrapped her arm around mine and pulled me farther into the clearing.

      "You have already met Cerra," she indicated the pretty woman who had walked me from my room. She had joined her companions in a small circle where they were working on a complicated knitting project. Cerra gave me a dazzling smile before looking back down to her work.

      "That is Yera, Levie, Damina, and Siliah." She pointed to the other women of the circle. All as pretty as Cerra and ranging in age from Jessmei to a few years older than Nadea. “There is a table over here for us, please join me." She indicated a small table with two chairs placed about fifty feet from where her maidens were knitting. I followed her lead toward the table. I remembered seeing men pull chairs out for women at the banquet, so I did the same for her before I took my seat.

      As soon as we sat down two servants appeared out of the shadows and put glasses on the table and then poured water into them. One waiter put a small basket of steaming bread in the center of the table, and the other placed a platter of cheese, red berries, and butter alongside it. They moved back a few steps and Jessmei nodded at them before they removed themselves.

      "Where is Greykin?" I asked, looking around for the big man. I couldn't imagine him being more than twenty feet from the princess, especially if I was near her.

      "He took a week off to visit family. A sister I believe. It is a few days’ ride. Let me prepare some bread for you," she said as she grabbed a thinly cut slice and put a spread of butter on it, then she placed it on a plate and handed it to me.

      "Thank you," I said before I took a bite. It was delicious. "I don't see any guards. Aren't you always under some sort of protection?" I said as I eyed the trees. I didn't hear anything except for the servants, her handmaidens, the stream that flowed nearby, the breeze through the branches of the trees, and the birds.

      "Oh they are around the garden. Do you think my father would let me dine with you alone and unprotected?" she giggled and stuck her tongue out at me. Her voice was as pleasant as the sound of the brook. "I am so glad you came. We haven't had a chance to talk in a few weeks and I wanted to catch up with you. How do you enjoy my home?" She looked at me eagerly. The rays of the sun danced through the trees and made her eyes sparkle like sapphires.

      I sat back in my chair and debated on what to tell her. Then I figured the truth was the best. Perhaps Jessmei could convince her father that I needed to have a little more freedom here.

      "It has been a nice stay, but I am going to be leaving within the week." Her face cracked like she had just lost a favorite pet.

      "What? Why?" Her eyes opened up as her lips pouted. They were full and moist, like the berries on the table. For a second I wanted to lean across and taste them.

      "Your father, Nadea, and her father are having disagreements with me," I said as I reached across to sample some of the berries. They were good, but probably not as delicious as her lips were. I tried to steer my thoughts from ravishing her to the conversation. It was difficult.

      "About what?" She took my plate and began to slice cheese for it, concern plain on her face as she concentrated on our conversation.

      "I would prefer to leave as soon as possible for the North, where the Ancients’ army is. They argued that I should stay here since the winters are terrible up north and there will be no activity for the next few months. I agreed as long as they could meet my requests. So far we have been at an impasse about my dormitory. They seem to think that it will be safer if I am locked in my room for the winter. This is unacceptable." She nodded at me and handed me a new plate of bread and cheese.

      "Can I help?" she asked me. "I don't want you to leave."

      "If you can convince your father to let me have free rein over the castle it would be excellent. I need to move around, train, become stronger, and run. Spending the next three months locked in my room will not be pleasant for me."

      “I know.”

      "Is that why you left the castle and followed Nadea?"

      "Yes," she answered plainly. "You have been here for a few weeks and you already want to leave. I've been here for almost nineteen winters. I don't leave my room unless the guards are with me, when I am in my room my handmaidens are always around.” Her face fell a little, she maintained the smile in her lips but her eyes narrowed in anger. “Those first days on my own, having freedom to do what I wished, not to have to explain myself or ask permission, it was the first time I felt . . . real?” She looked up at me, unsure. I nodded to encourage her to continue. While I could not relate to the sheltered, privileged life she led, I did understand how it felt to go from being watched over and ordered around to having to think for yourself. It was at once jarring, terrifying, and exhilarating. “Here I am just another treasured object,” she gestured to the elegant marble statues flanking our table, “my purpose is to look nice, grow in value and eventually be used to purchase political power.” Her face was suddenly hard, serious.

      I found it hard to pity her though. I remembered a world where I was nothing more than a beast of burden. I remembered my father and brother, their handsome faces contorted into ones of pain and death. She lacked freedom, but she was safe, she was valued and irreplaceable. This girl had no idea how easy her life was compared to what the women of my time had endured. She had never known fear or hunger. I doubted she had ever experienced any real pain.

      "Were you punished for following Nadea?" I asked so my mind could wander from the raw memories.

      "Yes, but not that badly. Father and Mother canceled a few of my activities. I had also planned a trip to Nadea's home for a few weeks and they told me I couldn't go. Mother probably believes my cousin is a bad influence on me." She laughed but I could sense frustration in the expression.

      "Nadea's home? Doesn't she live here?" My mind thought back to an hour ago when I had almost kissed her. I forced myself to focus.

      "No. The duke's keep is a hundred or so miles east, closer to the mountains. He guards the Teeth Mountain ranges from the Losher Tribes." I gave her a puzzled look. "They are another country. Losher dislikes us even more than Vanlourn. Nadea and her father are here for you, although she has been using the castle for her studies for the last few years. She normally goes home during the winter. I was going to go with her."

      I nodded and thought to myself. Perhaps I could use Nadea's keep instead of staying here. It sounded like it might be out of the way. Jessmei took a sip of her water and looked over at the birds. She appeared lost in her own thoughts.

      "Jessmei has such a crush on the stranger," one of her handmaidens, I believe Levie, whispered to the others. They had been softly talking about various frivolous topics, I had ignored their conversation but my ears pricked up when they began to whisper.

      "Shhh! She'll hear you and make you spend all night brushing her hair out," Siliah said with a chuckle.

      "At least you didn't have to put her hair up into that complicated nest. You should have heard her the whole time: 'Do you think he'd rather my hair be up or down? Do you think he'll like what I picked for lunch? Do you think he'll like this dress? What if he doesn't talk at all during lunch? What do I do?'" Damina laughed loud and then covered her mouth with her hand. She looked over to Jessmei and me but she must have thought I couldn't listen in on their conversation from so far away.

      "She should have been more worried about spending all morning getting ready to meet him without even asking if he was available!" Siliah tittered.

      "He is handsome, I agree with her, but so skinny! I can see the bones in his face and neck. I like my men with some meat on them," Yera whispered as she leaned over her knitting.

      "You are only interested in one piece of meat on a man's body," Cerra commented as she picked up a bundle of thin orange yarn. The rest burst into laughter.

      "Rumor is that he killed twenty of the Ancient soldiers bringing Jessmei back from Vanlourn. Then at the banquet he killed a dozen more that showed up to demand that the king bow before them," Levie said.

      "No. Look at how skinny he is. He probably can't even lift his fork!" Yera said with a laugh.

      "Let us hope the rumors are at least half-true, she'll need someone to protect her from the king when he finds out she is having lunch without Greykin's guards in attendance," Siliah said.

      "What are you thinking about?" Jessmei pulled my attention back to her. I had been looking at the handmaidens past her but she probably believed I was looking at her.

      "Sorry. I was studying you,“ I said, as I smiled at her. "Your hair looks beautiful, as does your dress. Thank you for inviting me to lunch. You have made a stressful day very pleasing." I hoped the compliments made her feel better.

      "Oh. Well, I figured we hadn't talked so . . ." Her face reddened and she turned quickly back toward the brook. I could see her fight back a smile. It made her even prettier, if that was possible.

      "What are you planning for lunch?" I asked before the tension between us grew any more.

      "It is going to be delicious! Let's start the first course!" She waved into the shadows of the trees and I heard a pair of feet patter away. I guessed it was the servants going to fetch the food.

      "Tell me about the young prince that escorted you at the banquet," I said, changing the subject to one I hoped would put her at ease.

      "Rilc?” She waved her hand dismissively. “There is not much to tell, he is three winters younger than me and a pompous dullard. The king of Loorma wants us to be wed. I hope it does not come to that. I have a few more years before my father will decide whom I wed, and I have shared my opinion of Rilc with him. He loves me enough to take it under consideration, but in the end he will have to choose the union that will provide the best political alliance for Nia.”

      "What does 'wed' mean?" I heard the servants approaching.

      "It means joined or married," she said, her face slightly shocked. "I guess Paug hasn't taught you that word yet?"

      "No. What does 'joined' or 'married' mean? He spoke of it during the banquet but I'd like you to tell me of it. Didn't you say something about us being joined at the inn when I asked you to be my lover?" I questioned as the servants put the dishes of the first course down in front of us. It was a variety of red and green vegetables with bits of bread, cheese, and yellowish cream spread on top. The servants filled up our water and then poured new glasses of bright yellow wine. I could smell its sweet aroma a few feet from the glass. It all looked and smelled delicious.

      I realized that Jessmei and the servants’ hearts were beating extremely fast. I looked away from the food toward them. It was two women, they looked straight ahead into the trees, not at Jessmei or me. Sensing danger, I peered into the brush. I didn't hear or see anything. I looked back at Jessmei. Her face was white and her mouth hung open in horror as she looked at me.

      "What's wrong?" I asked.

      "Nothing!" she blurted out. "I'll signal for the next course," she said curtly to the servants, they quickly moved back to their positions at the edge of the tree line. Jessmei picked up her fork and knife and put one of the pieces of culinary art on her plate. Then she carefully cut into it. She avoided eye contact with me as she sliced the morsel into tiny half-bite sizes. Her heart was still thundering in her chest.

      A minute passed and I hadn't taken any food yet. She still looked at her plate, avoiding my eyes.

      "Did I say something wrong? I don't understand what those words mean. Please forgive me." I had obviously done something to upset her.

      "I can’t believe you just said that," she hissed under her breath. She put her fork and knife down and looked up at me. The frown made her beautiful nose upturn a bit.

      "Sorry Jessmei. I really don't understand. If you prefer, I can ask Paug to explain marriage more in depth," I apologized again.

      "No!" she blurted out again, then she looked to her entourage and back to me. "I'm not talking about your first question. I'm talking about when you asked me about the inn and us being lovers," she was whispering again.

      "Yes. I didn't know how to ask you to be my lover then. But I thought I did a good job of indicating it with my hands. Then you mentioned something about joining. Is that the same thing as marriage?"

      "You asked me that in front of the servants!" she gasped as she realized she had yelled it out. Her handmaidens looked over to us.

      "Cerra! Can you play some music, please?" Jessmei said as she looked back over her shoulder. The woman nodded and walked over to a gathering of yarn and knitting tools. Hidden behind the pile was a small string instrument. Jessmei waited for her to go back to her seat and begin playing before she continued.

      "The servants will spread a rumor that we are lovers. That is not good," Jessmei said. She did look very distressed.

      "I'm sorry. I don't want to cause you displeasure," I said sincerely. I was still unsure as to why the women I had met all seemed so offended and scandalized by the mere mention of sex.

      We sat for a few minutes in silence. She picked up my plate and put two helpings of the vegetables on it before setting it back in front of me.

      "What's done is done," she sighed. "Please eat. It makes me happy to see you enjoy a meal."

      I took a few bites and it was amazing. The vegetables were slightly spicy and I had to wash them down with a swallow of the sweet wine.

      "There is one solution I have," I couldn't hide the smirk that was spreading across my face.

      "Oh?" she said with an eyebrow raised. She put her fork down and dotted her mouth with the cloth napkin.

      "It doesn't have to be a rumor."

      She looked at me again in shock, her hand covering her mouth to hide her surprise.

      "You are crazy!" she whispered to me. "My father would kill me, and he would set all of his soldiers on you!" she suddenly giggled and stuck her tongue out at me. "I bet you would like having all the soldiers chasing after you. I think you would still beat them." She smiled at me.

      "Yes. That would be fun. There aren't any guards around are there?" I took another slow bite of the vegetables.

      "No. How did you guess? I wanted some time with you, alone. Greykin has warmed up to you but he would never let us be like this." She smiled again. Her heart had slowed down after I had embarrassed her in front of her servants.

      "Like what?"

      "Sitting here, eating together, and talking." She brushed the hair back from her ear and looked back at her handmaidens.

      "I have good hearing," I said with a smile. "Their favorite topic of conversation seems to involve you and me."

      "Really?" she looked back at them quickly.

      “Perhaps," I said to her with a wink. She frowned at me again. It was a playful frown.

      She waved over the servants to clear the plate.

      "Don't say anything naughty while they are within earshot,” she warned as they got closer. Within seconds the plates had been cleared and they disappeared.

      “Why is this such a concern, what you do, even what people think you have done?”

      She looked at me and cocked her head to the side. “You really don’t understand?”

      I shook my head.

      Jessmei absently played with the rim of her wine glass, rubbing the tip of her finger around the edge where her lips had been. “You know our kingdom is ruled by a monarchy?” I nodded. “The king rules until he dies, then his son takes over, and so on. It is the same in all of our neighboring kingdoms. The princes must continue to produce offspring--male offspring--in order to keep their family in power. Does that make sense?”

      “And they can only produce offspring with other royalty?”

      “Exactly. If I am . . .” she blushed and looked away, “doing something that would possibly create a child with someone else, my value as a future queen would be diminished. Diminished is putting it lightly.” She smirked. “By joining me with the prince of another kingdom, my father would create a strong alliance and a familial bond between our countries.  If it is suspected that I have,” she paused, searching for the right word, “been intimate with another man prior to this joining, my husband, the future king, would have no assurance that our offspring was truly his child, and the proper heir to the throne. This could cause great political unrest, possibly even a war. Therefore, he cares very deeply about what I do, even just what people think I have done, as you said. Do you understand?”

      “He cares because you are his daughter and he loves you. I am sure he wishes for your happiness.”

      She looked away and smiled brightly, her eyes were tight. “Of course he loves me. It’s just the way things work.”

      The servants came and delivered the next course as she finished talking. It was thinly packed patties of roasted meat that sat upon small platforms of wild black rice and peppers. I couldn't identify the meat, but it smelled amazing. After the servants left we began on the new course and it tasted better than I could have imagined. The meat was soft and melted into my tongue with a savory warmth that paired perfectly with the nutty flavor of the black rice and the spicy peppers. I tried to enjoy the taste slowly, but I was so hungry I quickly finished the first portion and was relieved to see they had given me three times the amount they had served Jessmei.

      I heard several pairs of metal rimmed boots descend the stone pathway behind our garden clearing and the castle. Jessmei looked over my shoulder and her brows knit into pretty ruffles. I figured it was Runir, it sounded like his footfalls and he had probably had enough time to wake up, gather some guards, and find me. I didn't bother to turn around and face him.

      "Dear Sister, I had hoped I would find you here. It seems that your guards have misplaced you." I looked over my shoulder at Jessmei's brother, Nanos. He wore a dark gray tunic that was tinged with blue. It was tucked into chocolate-colored leather pants that were wrapped in strategically placed light plates of armor and chain. He had a slightly curved long sword hanging from his left side and a shorter sword slung horizontally across the curve of his lower back. He was older than Jessmei, probably a year younger than Nadea. His skin looked tan and he had a body that was lean and wiry. He was escorted by three guards: a woman and two men that looked at me with expressions that matched a stone wall. They were all wearing light chain armor and had swords similar to what the prince was wearing.

      "Ahh. I can see why the guards misplaced you. You wanted our powerful guest all to yourself," the prince said as he turned to look at me. "I'm Prince Nanos," he said as he extended a leather clad hand.

      "Kaiyer," I said as I grasped his hand from my seat.

      "Most people rise in front of royalty." He remarked coldly to me when our hands shook. I almost sighed out loud.

      "I heard that most people don't kill four Ancients," I said as my grip tightened. His eyes opened wide as pain shot through his arm.

      "Fair enough!" he said and tried to smile. I released his hand.

      "Are you going to join us for lunch?" I asked Nanos as I turned back to my food and took another careful bite. Jessmei bit her lower lip. I recognized the fear in her eyes.

      "I was considering it." He paused. I took a few more bites of food. "You know, most don't turn their backs on royalty either." I set down my fork and looked at Jessmei. Her face looked abashed. I didn't want to harm the relationship with her brother but it seemed that Nanos and Runir attended the same school of fatuousness. I was sick of these fools telling me that I couldn’t kill Elvens and that I had to obey their other arbitrary rules.

      "You are interrupting our meal. I consider it, and your sister's hospitality to be more important than your frivolous need for affection. Either pull up a chair and join us or go find a small dog to play with."  I picked up my fork again and continued to eat. Jessmei looked at her brother in shock. I could hear the prince's heart begin to beat faster as he registered the insult. He probably wouldn't be having lunch with us.

      "How dare you say that to me?" the prince said as he moved around from behind me to the side of the table so he could try and make eye contact with me.  I wiped my mouth with the cloth napkin and then took a sip of the wine. Jessmei's heart was galloping quickly in panic. I also heard the hearts of the guards pick up speed. I had probably made a mistake again. Maybe the prince was so hotheaded that he would do something idiotic.

      "My apologies. I am unfamiliar with your rules of royalty," I said as I swallowed and looked into his enraged face. He didn't seem to take my apology seriously, and he shouldn't have, since I didn't really mean it sincerely. I didn't want him to do something to upset Jessmei. I knew that she had planned this lunch with me and would be saddened if I caused her brother to ruin it.

      "You need to be taught how to properly respect someone of my bearing," he spat down at me.

      "Are you capable of that? Or are you going to turn the task over to your three wet nurses?" I nodded my head back to his armed escorts. I just didn't seem to know how to play nice with these people today.

      His face turned red with outrage. It looked like he was being strangled. His hand reached for his sword, but before his fist closed around the grip my hand had wrapped around its guard and the sheath. He tugged at it but my grip prevented it from coming out.

      "That's a bad idea," I said to him with a smile. He tried a few more times before he tried to pull away from me. He may as well have been pulling on a chain anchored into the castle wall.

      I looked over at his guards but they had their arms crossed, watching me carefully. Their hearts were beating fast so I wondered if they would draw their weapons if the prince commanded it. I saw fear in one of the men's eyes and guessed that they didn't want to fight me.

      I stood up from my chair and lifted the prince easily above my head with the arm that was grabbing onto his sword and sheath. He gasped in terror as he felt his body leave the ground and spin sideways. Jessmei and her handmaidens let out a scream of surprise and he started to yell and shout.

      "What are you doing? No! Let me down! I command you!" He struggled and tried to kick his feet so that I would drop him. I looked over at the guards, their stone faces were now painted with shock. They still didn't draw their weapons, but they opened their arms and moved closer to me as if I would toss him to them.

      It was a few steps to the edge of the creek. I let go of the prince over a deeper part of it and jumped back so his noisy splash wouldn't get onto my new outfit. Jessmei and her handmaidens let out another yell of surprise when the water almost hit them.

      Nanos sputtered and cursed as he struggled to right himself in his wet clothes. The water was only three feet deep, so he wasn't in any danger of drowning.

      "Your sister and I will continue our meal now. Come back when you are in a better mood," I said as I walked back to my chair and sat.

      The prince waddled half a dozen steps to get on to the dry land, raining down water as he stepped out of the murky pond. He had some lily pads hanging over his shoulder and his perfectly styled hair was in disarray. He took a step toward me as I sat at the table and put his hand on his sword again.

      "Not one of your best ideas," I said as my eyebrow rose. He looked over to his guards. They hadn't moved at all to aid him. I pointed back in the direction he came from. "Go." He looked back at the women knitting and they all had their hands over their mouths, I couldn’t tell if they were about to cry or laugh at him. He glared at me, then at Jessmei, and walked quickly toward the castle with his guards. His boots made wet, sloppy noises on the grass and gravel.

      I continued to eat for a few minutes, until the sound of their boots and Nanos's curses faded into the castle and moved down the hallways.

      "I can't believe that you did that!" Jessmei said. Her face was so animated that I couldn't discern whether she was mad or pleased.

      "He was being unpleasant." I had finished my plate and leaned back. I hoped there were other courses.

      "He's the Crown Prince!" she stated as if I should have understood.

      "He didn't seem to like me too much."

      "He will be king after my father dies!" she exclaimed again.

      "Your father seems young enough to rule for a long time. Your brother will be old and gray himself by the time he gets to rule. For the sake of your people, I hope he will have matured some in that time." Paug had explained their odd system of rulership through lineage.

      "He will definitely tell my father I was here with you." She frowned a bit.

      "You knew he was going to find out eventually. Your handmaidens or one of the servants would have told him. You must have thought this through before you invited me here." I smiled at her. She looked angry at me and then she smiled and another ray of sunlight entered the clearing.

      "You're right." She brushed her hair back from her ear again. "I'm going to get into even more trouble than I already am." She looked toward the servants and waved them over to clear our plates. They did so with neat and efficient movements.

      "You are turning the whole castle on its head," she said after the servants had refilled our water and wine. "No one has ever spoken that way to my brother. He deserved it. He's had his way around here for so long. Father and Mother coddle him and his sense of entitlement is so large you would think he is ruler over every country within three thousand miles." She looked back over to the creek where I had thrown him and giggled. "He is going to be fuming mad for weeks. I wish I could hear him tell Father and Mother about how you have wronged our family's honor by treating him like the child he is."

      I nodded to myself. I seemed to recall Paug telling me that the prince and princess didn't get along, and her brief expression of terror earlier made me think his story was true.

      "Didn't he see what you did to the Ancients? You tore them apart like they were nothing. I remember what you did to the Vanlourn soldiers. My brother should be bowing before you and thanking you for helping to save his future kingdom. At the very least he should fear your strength. He is such an ass."

      As she finished, the servants brought the next course: a leafy salad with shaved nuts on top. We ate this in silence until Cerra began to play softly. The handmaidens were discussing how strong I must be to be able to lift the prince off of the ground with one hand and throw him into the creek.

      "At least the servants will probably speak more about your confrontation with my brother than they will about what you said over the table," Jessmei said as she smirked at me.

      "You worry about too many things. What is the worst thing that can happen? I'm sure your father loves you and won't torture you to death."

      I suddenly was in a different place.

      Their screams filled the air from the valley deep below our position. There were hundreds of them, pushed into pens, their dirty, twisted bodies were thin from lack of nourishment.

      "We hit their supply lines so hard they have started to eat their humans," Malek said from my side. His eyes glowed in the twilight as we studied the crudely constructed holding pens. There were only a handful of Elven guards.

      "We will attack tomorrow night," I said under my breath as I began to crawl backward through the mud and branches in which we had concealed ourselves.

      "They will eat at least ten of them tomorrow. We must attack tonight!" Malek whispered. He would have screamed at me if he could.

      "No. It's a deception. All we have been doing is attacking their supply lines for the past three months while we dodge their scouts and main force." His eyes widened and he nodded.

      "How can we be sure?" Alexia said as she landed on the ground next to me. She made no sound save a slight swish as her body cut through the air. "I didn't see any of them within a few miles.”

      "It will be more of a burden on us to save them." I raised my hand up in the near darkness as we came to a clearing in the thick forest. “Tell the generals to meet me in my tent within fifteen minutes," I said to an almost invisible runner. She nodded and disappeared into the dark depths. There were almost two thousand of us concealed in these trees, but most Elvens could walk through and never hear or see our presence.

      "Meet me in my tent," I said to the man and woman to my sides. They nodded and disappeared, attending to their own troops hidden in the forest.

      We had been on the run for almost two years.

      "Was it something I said?" Jessmei said as her fingertips brushed against the top of my hand. I blinked and looked back at her. My hand opened and I wrapped my fingers around hers. Her heart rate doubled. I thought she was going to yank back her hand but she entwined her fingers with mine and left it sitting on the table. Her skin was soft, and so were her hands, the muscles unaccustomed to work, her bones fine and delicate, fragile as a bird.

      "Sorry. Just thinking about things. What did you say?" I smiled to her. My thumb traced a light line across the top of her hand.

      "I said that I was more worried about what he was going to do to you. But then I realized that I shouldn't. He wants you to help us. Greykin filled me in a bit on what you have been talking about with Nadea and her father. Do you remember anything else that might help?" her pointer finger drew small circles on the palm of my hand. I looked into her eyes and they darted between mine and our entwined fingers.

      "Nothing I haven't already told them." The lie came easy to my lips. I had never given them any details, except for the outburst in which I had told Paug about my brother and father.

      "I'm sure you will remember soon." She smiled. "Nadea, Greykin, Maerc and our fathers were worried that you would be some sort of inhuman monster when they awoke you. The legends made it seem like you had almost destroyed our world when you fought with the Ancients." She smiled softly and her hand squeezed mine a little more. "But I don't believe those stories." I smiled back at her with my mouth alone, I could not otherwise fake warmth at the moment.

      My memories were troubling. It was unclear, but I was starting to think perhaps I was the monster they had feared. Jessmei looked at me with innocent adoration and I hoped that I could be the man she believed I was. Whatever I had been in my past, here and now I did want to help her and Nadea. I could not bear the thought of them, or any of the humans I had met, being enslaved by the Elvens, enduring what the people of my time had. If I had been a violent man in my past it was not without cause or provocation. Did seeking vengeance and freedom make me a monster?

      "Oh! The final course. You are going to love this. I had it prepared especially for us." She waved to the servants with the hand that had been entwined with my fingers and they cleared the table again. Within a few seconds they placed small, covered bowls before us. Then they both bowed and departed.

      I touched the top of the mirrored silver cover and found it very cold. I looked at Jessmei with an eyebrow raised as I pulled the top off the bowl. Inside were three scoops of what looked like yellow bean curd. Chilled air rolled off of the metal like steam.

      "Take a bite. It is amazing!" she said as she giggled and clapped her hands together. I picked up a spoon and took a cold bite. It tasted like bittersweet lemons mixed with milk and snow.

      "Wow. That is really good." I took another bite quickly to confirm.

      "I knew you would love it!" She scooped out a tiny bite of her serving.

      I heard more footsteps behind me and guessed that our lunch was about to be cut short. I took a few large bites and smiled at Jessmei around a huge mouthful of the freezing lemon dessert. She giggled when I gobbled up another cold bite.

      "You really do like it!"

      "This has been very fun," I said as I hastily swallowed. "Thank you for inviting me. It helped me feel better about my day and what has been going on here. I enjoy your company."

      "Of course! Thank you for coming. I am so happy to see you again." Her face was as radiant as the sun. I heard the booted feet growing closer to the edge of the tree line. I debated staying for whatever confrontation they had planned.

      "There are many men coming," I told Jessmei urgently. "We have less than a minute before they get here. Do you want me to leave?"

      "What?" she asked. Her face suddenly concerned.

      "About fifteen of them. Are you going to get in trouble if I am here? I can leave back through the other side of the garden and be in my room before they go looking there. Should I?"

      "No! Just stay. I don't care if they see you here with me. It is probably my brother and more of his buffoon guards."

      "No. It is Maerc and men wearing heavy armor, and a woman. I would guess your mother." There were softer footsteps with the group and an angry woman's voice.

      "Oh." Her face fell. She looked suddenly trapped. It was the only permission I needed.

      "Cerra," I called to the blonde woman who was playing. She looked over at me. "Sit down in my seat quickly." She got up from her chair and walked toward us. "Quicker! Yera, sit in Cerra's chair." I told the woman sitting on the ground as Cerra dashed to the chair I had occupied. She continued to strum on her instrument as soon as she sat down, but she looked nervous. The remaining girls went back to their knitting, focusing on it like they were tasked by the Elvens to produce or die.

      Jessmei was still sitting next to me. I could see tears welling up in the corners of her eyes.

      "Sorry. It's my mother. She always takes his side. I really do not want that confrontation with you here. Please forgive me?" I nodded and smiled. Then I leaned down and kissed the tears that had started to drift down her cheeks.

      "Don't cry. Let's do this again. I had a great time with you." Before she replied I dashed through the trees in the opposite direction. I went about thirty yards before I bounded up one and was able to get to a spot where I could watch the clearing and hear what transpired.

      I was surprised as I realized that I meant what I said. Of course I enjoyed the company of a beautiful girl, but I had not anticipated enjoying our time together as much as I did. At first I had seen her as simply a naïve, dull girl. She was naïve, sheltered and young, a product of her strange upbringing, but she was also more passionate and interesting than I had realized. It was clear she cared deeply about other people, and she felt things strongly. I wondered what she could have been like under different circumstances. If she had been given the freedom Nadea had, rather than raised to be nothing more than the mother of future generations of royalty, what would she have chosen to pursue? I truly did want to spend more time with her.

      Jessmei's mother, Maerc, Nanos, and a dozen guards stormed into the clearing like they were assaulting a fortress.

      "Where is he?" Nanos almost screamed at Jessmei. He had changed out of his wet clothes but his hair still looked damp.

      "Who?" she said coldly as she dotted her face with a napkin. "Hello Mother. Hello Maerc."

      "Were you eating with Kaiyer?" Jessmei's mother demanded. She was beautiful like her daughter, with platinum blonde hair and eyes as icy blue as Jessmei's, but she lacked the princess’s warmth. She was still quite young, and judging by her son’s age, I reasoned she had been used as Jessmei soon would be, a diplomatic gift of good breeding stock, married when she was a very young woman.

      "He was here but he left a little while ago," Jessmei said. I'm surprised you didn't see him. He must have entered the castle through the same door you used.

      "Was a guard with him?" Maerc said with concern.

      "No. We had just finished dessert and he said he had to get back to talk with Paug. Have you tried Paug's room?" Jessmei calmly lifted up a glass and drank the rest of her wine.

      "Were you crying?" her mother said. Her pretty mouth was a hard line and I guessed the woman never smiled.

      "Yes. Cerra played a beautiful sonnet for me and I found myself emotional."

      I laughed to myself as I silently crept down from the tree. Jessmei could handle them easily enough. I didn't know my way back but as I jogged through the many hedge mazes and secret paths of the garden I eventually found an entrance into the castle. Then I walked around until I found my wing and was able to retrace the steps to my room. There were a few guards around that smiled back at me and returned my light conversation, but none in front of my door.

      Maybe the stay here wouldn't be as dull as I thought? I needed something to fight. It looked like Runir and Nanos would be interesting recreation during the winter months.
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      "This is unacceptable! I refuse to have him stay here after what he has done to us!" the prince yelled over the argument that bounced off of the walls of the king's private receiving chamber.

      The plush carpeted room lay divided between factions. On one side sat Maerc, Runir, and Prince Nanos. The other side was the duke, Nadea, Grandfather, myself, and most surprisingly, Greykin. The big man leaned back in one of the leather chairs and peeled an apple with a blade that was almost as long as my hand. He hadn't been involved in the arguments until the prince made his last statement. Then he sat up abruptly and laughed, his belly movement cutting through the room like an avalanche of snow disrupts the noise of children playing.

      "You mean what he did to you? Ha! It's about time someone had the balls to smack you around a little. You don't do anything around here but bully your sister and bamboozle your way through the real soldiers' training." Greykin's words were bold; one didn't talk that way to the prince. But I figured that the big man would always speak plainly. From the tales he told, Greykin was one of the king's combat trainers many decades ago, and if that was true, he was probably used to giving the king honest feedback.

      "I am to be the king someday old man.  When that time comes you will--"

      "Silence!" the king commanded. His son shut his mouth with a snap and glared at the axe man. Greykin smiled as if he had just been given a mug filled with his favorite brew.

      "The prince does have a point, though. Kaiyer doesn't seem to understand how we do things around here. He might do real harm," Maerc paused and looked at Runir, whose neck was wrapped with a white bandage, "or humiliate us. We should have him stay at another location for the winter. Then he can come back in the spring and begin his work." I wanted to scream at him. Kaiyer wasn't from our time. He didn't understand our ways, and the people that seemed to have the largest argument to him staying were the ones that couldn't be nice to him. I didn't speak up though. I was just a small boy amongst giants here.

      "We are repeating ourselves." Nadea got up and paced the room. Her leather boots didn't make a sound through the thick carpet. "If he is not here where will he go? Also, what happens if he remembers something that we can use immediately?"

      "What is he going to remember? He would have recalled anything he needed to by now. It is pretty obvious to me what is transpiring," the prince said. Nadea raised one of her perfect eyebrows in question and the prince continued. "He is working with the Ancients."

      "That is impossible." Nadea stood hip shot in defiance. Normally she wore dresses in the castle, but in the last few days she was more likely to be wearing her current attire: sturdy leather field pants and a smooth silk blouse.

      "Think about it. You happened to find the place where he was entombed when we supposedly needed him. Yet people have been finding and researching Ancient ruins for hundreds of years and no one has ever found anything but hints of the things he has done. How did you narrow down where he was located?" the prince asked with a knowing smirk on his face.

      "I am not at liberty to say," Nadea said as she frowned. From what I understood, this was a sore point of the whole quest. Nadea said that she found some evidence that the O'Baarni would be located at the ruin where we did find Kaiyer, but she could never say exactly how she came about this information. It had taken her a lot of convincing to get the king to agree. I was more than happy to accept her invitation those many months ago, but Grandfather had been a disbeliever and interrogated her mercilessly. He didn't want me to go unless he knew I would be as safe as possible.

      "Exactly, you aren't allowed to say. Yet as soon as this stranger steps up to be rewarded by my father for saving you and my nitwitted sister, the Ancients show up at our door. Then he makes a show of killing them and we are supposed to worship him as a hero."

      "Your Highness, Paug told me about the fireball that knocked Kaiyer into the air and sent him crashing into the support pillar. How could he be a spy if that is true?" my grandfather asked politely. I nodded in agreement with him as I recalled that night. The blast had been so loud and Kaiyer's body had slammed into the pillar like a rag doll. For a second I thought he was dead. Anyone human would have broken into a million wet pieces. But he got up and defeated them.

      "Parlor tricks, you can see people swallowing fire and walking across hot coals during the Sunday bazaar in the market. This man is not our ally. He wants nothing more than to destabilize our government, confuse our military with false tactics, and allow for the Ancients to have an easier time of destroying us," the prince said confidently. Runir and Maerc nodded along with him.

      "He killed the four Ancients. Or did you forget that?" Nadea laughed, as if the prince had just told her that the sky was yellow.

      "Of course he did. This so called 'empress' he serves needs to make it look convincing. What better way than for him to kill some pawns? It will make us trust him more and let our guard slip. Then he will strike!" The prince was charismatic, his handsome smile accented his points perfectly. Nadea was not impressed.

      "No. Kaiyer didn't even know what Ancients were when we first awoke him. After we explained our war he told us that he called them the Elven people. He used to be their slave. He told Paug that his father and brother were killed by them. How could he be on their side? All we have seen is him talk about killing them. Then we saw him do it. Their corpses were real. The fear on their faces was real when he attacked them." Nadea crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Nanos.

      "What do you know of fear, girl?" the prince spat back.

      Nadea threw her arms up into the air with frustration and sat back down in her chair. There was silence for a few minutes. I thought about the jungle in Vanlourn when we had been cornered by their soldiers. Their leader told us to kneel and I believed we were going to die. We all did. I suddenly felt overwhelming hatred for the prince. He had never faced anything like that while he trained under a blanket of safety here in the castle.

      "I have heard both sides of the argument and I am ready to make a decision," the king said. Everyone directed their attention to him. "But first, Paug, has Kaiyer told you anymore that he has remembered? Does he remember more about the Ancients?" I suddenly got nervous as the powerful people turned their heads to look at me. I had been content to observe this debate from the corner.

      "He, he, he said that he led an army," I stuttered a bit before I got going. "He still believes that he is not the O'Baarni, but he recalls his role as a general of the army."

      "Yes boy, we know that. Did he tell you how many men were under his command?"  Maerc said from his seat. I felt a lump in my throat start to form because he had told me a little more about his past memories.

      "He said he recalled leading a force of two thousand warriors. The mission he remembered involved a group of humans that were being used,” I paused and gulped, “as food for the Ancients." Their faces paled.

      "They ate humans?" Runir said. His voice was scratchy through the bandages around his throat. He said that he injured himself in a training exercise last week.

      "That's what he told me." I nodded.

      "How did he free them?" the duke asked. I was afraid someone would ask that question. The lump in my throat grew bigger and my voice squeaked at the end. I looked around the room, they were all waiting. It was my job to tell them what Kaiyer had confided in me. But what he had told me had been horrible. I didn't want to repeat it.

      "He . . . he didn't. He told me that--"

      "I killed them," a voice said from above us. Everyone gathered gasped as they looked up. It was Kaiyer.

      The audience chamber had a tall ceiling, at least thirty feet high. Thick wooden beams ran from the corners and formed crosses of structural support. He lay on his stomach like a lounging cat, right leg swinging freely as he supported his chin with one hand.

      "How the hell did you get up there?" the duke yelled in surprise.

      "I jumped up the wall there and grabbed on the wood," Kaiyer said as he gestured with a finger to the far corner where the stone walls and one of the beams converged. It was still thirty feet in the air.

      "How did you do that? No wait. How did you get in this room in the first place?" the king demanded.

      "I used the window," he said with his gentle half-smile as he casually pointed from the corner to the window in the center of the room.

      "We are in one of the highest towers in the castle! It's almost eighty feet off the ground!" Nadea gasped. He shrugged.

      "How long have you been up there?" Maerc demanded. His hand lay on his sword hilt.

      "Do you mean this morning?"

      "Yes!"

      "Since about a quarter of an hour before you all arrived." Kaiyer said after he considered for a moment.

      "What? So you've been eavesdropping on us during this whole meeting?" the prince fumed.

      "Only this one, the one before, and the one on Monday. I missed Tuesday's because Monday's was very boring and I decided to have a longer breakfast with Iarin instead." He twisted his mouth as he recalled the dates.

      "You have proved my point. You mean to betray us to the Ancients," the prince said smugly as he folded his arms. "Father, we must execute him."

      "Can you come down from there?" the king held his palm out to his son.

      "Oh I don't know about that . . ." Kaiyer said as he looked at Maerc and Runir, who both gripped their sword handles. "I think it is probably safer for them if I stay up here."

      "Gentlemen, be at ease. I doubt our friend means us any harm," the king said as he smiled back to the two soldiers. They grimaced and put their hands away. Runir looked remarkably like the general, especially at the moment, as they took the same stance. Their sandy hair was similar, Maerc’s a little faded and silvery compared to the younger man. Their bone structure and eyes were also alike. I wondered if they were father and son. The prince looked like he was about to say something, but he stopped when he looked at his father, the king’s word was final, even for Nanos.

      Kaiyer stretched his body slowly, making him seem even more catlike. He twisted around the beam and lowered himself down, then fell to the ground in a smooth motion. There was an open seat at the table next to me and he sat down without worry on his face.

      "Why have you been eavesdropping on our meetings?" the duke asked carefully.

      "I grew bored waiting in my room. It is more interesting to hear you all argue about me."

      "Seems like dastardly motives!" Greykin said with a smile. "Relieving boredom is definitely cause for execution around here." He eyed the prince with humor.

      "You were going to come to a decision?" Kaiyer asked the king.

      "Yes." The king sat back down in his chair.

      "Wait. Wasn't Paug talking about something when you interrupted him?" Nadea said with concern.

      "Yes," I said. I prepared to speak again, but Kaiyer held up his hand.

      "He was telling you about what I remembered. I will tell you because you need to understand what I was willing to sacrifice to destroy these Elvens." He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. We waited for a few moments as he recalled the memory.

      "There were about two hundred humans: men, women, and some children. They were slaves of the Elven army that we had warred with for the past three years. From their perspective it wasn't really a war. They possessed thirty thousand troops and we had less than twenty-five hundred. At first they considered us an annoying wasp that they hunted for sport."

      Everyone leaned forward with extreme interest. Even though the story was familiar to me I couldn't help but feel sucked in again.

      "We had experienced a good run against various Elven tribes for the previous five years. Their homes lay scattered across the land and were easy for us to prey upon. I don't remember how many we annihilated before they got wise and started to congregate like a mob of lions. We predicted it would eventually happen, so we had prepared.

      "We knew the land well and had hidden stashes of food, arms, equipment, and gardens across our territory. It seemed like we were winning against their kind, but later I realized that the past five years amounted to nothing more effective than killing a dozen ants from the hive. They had numbers and power that we could only dream of. There were around thirty tribes within a month's travel of our budding army. They quickly became organized under one command and set out to exterminate us.

      "We ran at first. But once we got a significant enough lead on them we started to think and realize that we would never win if we couldn't mount an offensive against them. But what could we do, outnumbered as we were?

      "We decided to harass them with our maneuverability. A single one of our warriors could easily take on one of theirs. We created situations where we skimmed their troops. Maybe we would kill a scouting party here, or a tribe that had drifted too far back from the main group. We would do night raids where we would assassinate a few Elvens and disappear. It destroyed their morale to wake up and find their bunkmate with his throat slit. We also played the same games with their supplies.

      "It takes a lot of food and equipment to keep an army of that size motivated. Our troops traveled like the wind, so their army always had to be on the move as they tried to follow us. We would stretch out their supply lines and then destroy them. Our scouts would poison their food storages and the rivers from which they drank.  Finally, they began to die of painful starvation."

      "How did your troops survive?" Maerc asked. "Didn't you need supplies and food?"

      "Of course. We took their supplies, we stole their horses and ate them, sometimes we went hungry for days, and sometimes we went hungry for weeks. We didn't care. Our vision was loftier than theirs. To them, we were a pest that needed to be squashed, and they underestimated our ability. They couldn't believe that there was any way we would win with an army a tenth their size. Yet we had no choice but to destroy them. We woke up every morning dreaming about a world where our race was free. We had nothing to go back to if we failed, so we were ruthless and brazen, yet effective. We would have done anything to win.

      "After two years they realized their mistake. They had no food but the poisoned supplies we let through. They traveled away from their tribal homes for such a long time that we had destroyed them and killed whatever family and guards they had left behind. We had freed the humans that they enslaved at their homes and secreted them away to a new training facility so that our army could grow stronger. Finally, they made their last play to beat us."

      I was holding my breath and could almost see what he was describing. I looked around and noticed that even the prince hung on Kaiyer's every word.

      "They began to eat their human slaves. It was the only source of food that they knew wouldn't be poisoned. They had shrunk to only five thousand troops. Their army set up a base camp and moved the slaves from their jobs to pens where they were fed horse grain. It was hardly enough sustenance to live."

      The audience looked sick with his story, even Maerc and Greykin. I felt my own innards clench at the idea of human beings being herded into pens to await slaughter. Kaiyer’s loathing and revulsion was palpable. His normally calm countenance was twisted into a bitter sneer; his eyes were looking back at the memory of the wretched human chattel.

      "I knew their commander by this point. It was his last attempt. Our army had outmaneuvered him at every decision. He did this not only out of necessity, but to incite our rage and force us into a confrontation."

      "Did it work?" the prince asked suddenly, his face hopeful.

      "Most of my warriors wanted to attack. We were strong and had been triumphant for the last few years. We seemed unstoppable, we felt invincible, and in many ways we were. They wanted to attack the Elven force from the front. 'The Elvens are weak,' they pleaded with me. 'We will destroy them like a boulder crushes the sapling it lands upon.' But I wouldn't attack."

      He paused to drink more water and then leaned back and closed his eyes. He didn't say anything for a few minutes. I was noticing that he referred to the troops as his, and from his current recollection it seemed he was the primary decision maker for the army. Perhaps he was only in command of this particular mission? I was not expert on military protocol and perhaps this was normal for generals, but a small, warm bead of hope surged in me. Maybe he was our O’Baarni after all.

      "What happened?" My grandfather asked softly. We all waited in rapt attention.

      "I knew it was a trap. We couldn't save them without heavy losses. I wasn't going to waste the lives of my soldiers on an animal that lay in its death throes. Yet we needed to speed up the process. I commanded my magic users, hardened battle mages that harnessed the power of the Wind and Earth, to launch fireballs at the enemies from thousands of yards away. We incinerated the holding pens with the humans in them. We killed hundreds of our own kind in a few minutes."

      "You killed the people you were trying to save?" Nadea said. Her eyes opened wide with alarm, at the horror of what he had said. I could not look at him. I knew if I did he would give me that easy, ingratiating smile and it disgusted me to think I had been so charmed by him. The hope I had felt moments ago was replaced with dread. This man was supposed to be our savior, yet he was ruthless and calculating, easily able to sacrifice innocent men, women and children for his strategic purposes.

      "No. Our purpose was not to save two hundred humans from being eaten and killed by the Elvens. Our purpose was to destroy the Elven people, to wipe them from the face of our planet and free the entire race of humanity from their servitude. If we had attacked we could have been defeated, we might have lost half our force and been set back half a dozen years. My warriors hated me for that decision. But I had led them for the last decade of battle and many years before that of training. They did as I asked."

      I frowned at Kaiyer's last statement. The man was painfully thin, and it was hard to tell his age, but I couldn't imagine he was older than twenty. No one else seemed to have questioned his arithmetic.

      "What did the Elven army do?" the king asked.

      "They died. At first they tried to surrender, but we killed those who did and sent their bodies back. 'Feast on your own ill begotten kind,' we wrote. Some tried to split off from the main army and escape; we hunted them down and killed them like rats. Within a few weeks they had no more food and we exterminated the rest."

      Everyone sat in stunned silence as they thought through what he had told us. It was impossible to argue with his logic as he had explained it, yet I knew everyone in the room was questioning the morality of a man who would murder innocent civilians in the manner he had described. I had burned my hand badly once in our kitchen fire, the pain was searing and incredible, the agony of the initial burn lasted long after I had removed my hand from the flame and seemed to grow more intense as time passed. The burn was on a relatively small portion of my body, and yet it was the most painful thing I had ever felt. To be burned as they had, fire scalding their skin everywhere, singeing hair and scorching lungs, intense and hot enough to kill. I could not imagine a more horrific way to die.

      Finally, the duke spoke. "What happened afterward?" Kaiyer frowned and thought for a moment.

      "It was our first major victory against a standing army. Our other fights were against forces of a few hundred at the most and we always attacked when we had the upper hand. In some ways, this was the same strategy, but now there was no Elven presence within hundreds of miles. Every human came to us for shelter, food, and to be part of our army. Our numbers swelled. I know there were many other battles after that, larger battles, but I remember that one now and I don't remember the others. I will someday soon."

      "You mentioned your troops could launch fireballs thousands of yards away. Do you know how to do that?" Nadea asked.

      "Yes," Kaiyer nodded. "But I don't remember how to teach it. Something happened to me and my warriors to make us different from normal humans.”

      I looked to the prince, expecting him to challenge Kaiyer's claims, but he just looked uneasy.

      "You can do magic?" Nadea raised a single eyebrow.

      "Yes. I tried some things back when we were at the inn in Brilla. I'd show you now, but if I made a mistake everyone in this room would die. I need space to practice. This was what the king was considering, no?" Kaiyer looked to the king as he placed his fingertips on the table.

      "You will help us defeat the Ancients?" the king asked.

      "Yes. As long as I breathe I will try to kill every single one of them. It is my purpose. I will teach you how to be like me as soon as I remember," Kaiyer said. He knew that he had sold the king.

      "Okay. I agree to your terms. We will build areas through the castle for your purposes. Try not to make too large of a spectacle. Understand?" Kaiyer nodded.

      I expected any one of the three blonde men to argue but they didn't. Kaiyer's story might have intimidated them. Maybe he wanted to intimidate them.

      "Excellent. I will get started right away. Will Nadea be fulfilling my desires?" the thin man said as he got up to his feet. Nadea immediately looked down, avoiding eye contact with him and the other men in the room. Her father narrowed his eyes at Kaiyer, not quite in anger, but as if he were trying to discern whether the man had intended to be forward with his daughter, or if it was an innocent mistake due to Kaiyer’s lack of understanding of the subtleties of our language. I caught Kaiyer’s eye and he allowed a flicker of a smile to touch his lips before looking back to Nadea in expectant innocence. He knew exactly what he meant.

      "The duke, Nadea, Maerc, and Runir will be assisting you with what you need," the king said as he rose, wisely ignoring the implications while still answering the question.

      "I have some things for you already," Nadea said as she came across the table. There was excitement in her eyes. "We have cleared a part of the dungeon which exits into the courtyard. We are going to seal it off so you can have a private area." Her arm coiled around his in a comfortable movement as she took him toward the door leading out of the chamber.

      "Let's go see what Nadea has for us Paug," Kaiyer looked back to me with his gentle smile. I glanced at the men seated at the table before I left. Their faces were a mixture of uneasiness and speculation. Grandfather nodded to me and I turned to follow Kaiyer and Nadea out of the meeting room.
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      The army campfires were scattered across the valley like the stars dotted the sky. Sounds of banter, jostling, and jokes created a dull roar of a calm ocean. I felt as if I could almost reach out and touch the moon’s pale green surface, it was low and close tonight, the craters and valleys clearly visible as it reflected bright sunlight. The moonlight illuminated our campgrounds in a gentle wash of luminescent green, highlighting the faces of the gathered troops.

      I walked amongst the men and women for some hours. Most of the troops didn't recognize me without my armor. I would pass by their campfires and listen to them recount tales of the earlier battle. They would invite me to sit down, listen, and share their food and drink.

      I was handsome, so women would ask me if I cared for more than just a meal. I refused politely. I told myself what I told Shlara, that as the leader I could not show favoritism, and that I had to focus on this war and could not waste energy on romantic entanglements, even if they were purely physical. The truth was that I could not fathom touching another woman while she still existed. I dreamed of her, but even in waking she was always there below the surface, everything I looked at was tinged with the color of her hair and eyes. Every breath scented with the smell of her skin. Everything I did was to rid my mind of her as I rid the world of her entire race. If I were to touch another woman I knew it would bring her back and I feared what I might do to the poor human in my arms.

      My generals had all asked to stay and celebrate with me, but I told them to go be with their warriors. We still had many more battles ahead of us and they needed to share this victory with them. Shlara remained after the others had left.

      "Come celebrate with me." She smiled at me seductively. She never relented.

      "When this war is finished," I replied as I always did. I went back to surveying the map on my war table.

      "Kaiyer. We've been doing this for so long. Be with me tonight. You want it as much as I do. You deserve a reward for your accomplishments." She crossed her armored arms over her chest.

      "My accomplishments mean nothing. The O'Baarni won this battle."

      "Then reward me! Am I not your best general? I have never failed you. I have done whatever you have asked me, including this. There is only one thing I want now.” Her brows knit in concentration as she made her pitch.

      "I only want one thing too, Shlara." I looked up at her from the table, my face hard. "To annihilate every last Elven. You are dismissed.”

      She marched out of my tent.

      The thoughts of her faded as I walked closer to Thayer's tent. Perhaps he would be drinking with his lieutenants and I could converse with them. When I stood within earshot I recognized the sounds of many voices moaning in ecstasy. The flap was latched open and I saw half a dozen oiled and naked bodies writhing on the ground.

      "Need something?" A hand grasped my shoulder and I spun around to face the questioner. A muscular man stood behind me. He looked to be one of Thayer's and his lack of attire indicated that his final destination was inside the tent. At one time I knew everyone's name, but when our force grew to twenty thousand I had started to forget. Now that we numbered over five times that, I didn't even bother.

      "Sorry friend. I am kind of lost. Can you point me toward the camp of General Malek?" I said as I swayed a little, pretending to be drunk. We had to purposely prevent the Earth from healing our bodies to feel the effects of alcohol, but many tonight would be doing so.

      "That way," he pointed east. I nodded and drifted through the crowded camp sites in that direction.

      Malek's troops celebrated in a more conservative fashion than Thayer's. They were still in a good mood, but I didn't see any public orgies, just gatherings with music, drinking, and various games of thought being played.

      I made my way toward the largest meeting circle. I saw Malek laughing with a dozen of his warriors in the middle of it and I smiled. The group passed personal stories around the circle in turn, everyone recounting a memory of the last battle and what they had learned.

      I sat down across the fire from Malek after I heard a few of the warriors speak. My general and a few of his lieutenants looked up at me in surprise. I nodded casually to them and they smiled back. The current speaker told of deflecting three fireballs that were intended for Gorbanni's troops.

      "I was terrified. This was my first battle. I know we have been through training and I have taken all my studies seriously. When they shot their fires into the air I felt my mind freeze up. I didn't know what to do. This was real now. I was going to die. But then I realized that it wasn't me that would die. It was my brothers and sisters. The Earth and the Air ripped through me. I tossed one, two, and a third aside. I did other things that I am proud of in that battle. But for that brief second, I almost failed." The man, no older than a boy, grew quiet. His friends in the circle nodded and those that sat nearest patted him on the back.

      "Hello Stranger," Malek called out to me from the other side of the circle. His face lit up with a sly smile. He wore his hair down around his shoulders and the gray at his temples shined from the light of the fire. His hair was very unique. Most of us were young, or had been when we had been changed, Malek included. Despite the years that had passed and the extreme hardships we had endured, our healing powers kept everyone youthful and vibrant, save Malek, no gray hairs or wrinkles betrayed the true age of anyone in our ranks.

      "Greetings," I replied. Everyone in the circle looked over to me. I didn't recognize many of their faces besides Malek and the two that sat next to him. I doubted anyone else knew my identity.

      "Get our guest something to drink and we can listen to him tell us a tale," Malek commanded. A woman next to me handed me her near full mug with a charming smile.

      "You are recounting the battle earlier today? Or any battle?" I asked him.

      "Anything you would like to tell."

      I thought about what his warriors needed to hear from me. I took a gulp of the cold beer and began.

      "A few years ago I fought in the Holden Ridge battle. Some of you here may have also been there. Some of you have only heard stories of it." A few heads nodded and I continued. "A group of Elvens broke through our lines on the pass and cornered my team. We tried to fall back, but found ourselves on the edge of the cliff, outnumbered ten to one. Reports indicated that other aspects of the battle were going well for us, but I guessed my small group would probably die on the ridge. When I thought it couldn't get any worse, they launched a salvo of fire blasts at us. The explosion forced us off of the edge of the cliff. Nearly all of my companions burned to death or were crushed when they hit the bottom. Somehow I survived. Unfortunately, my legs were shattered almost beyond healing, and I saw the Elvens descending the cliff to finish me."

      The newer warriors opened their eyes in shock. This was a popular tale in the army, especially with Malek's men. They had never heard this side of the story though.

      "I killed a few of them when they reached the ground, but I kept up the pace of my attackers. Just when I was about to have my head taken off my shoulders by a particularly skilled Elven bastard, a spear of white light pierced his chest. A good looking man, in desperate need of a haircut," the crowd laughed at this. Most of the males in the army shaved their heads every few weeks and Malek's mane was a frequent topic of conversation amongst the troops. "Jumped into the fray. He wielded a long sword in one hand, and a carved club in the other. He screamed at the Elvens, telling them about what he was going to do to them and their mothers. His ferocity drove back the group of twenty like a boulder smashes into a lake."

      “I doubt there were that many of them my friend," Malek said from across the circle. His cheeks flushed as he tried to hide a smile.

      "There were plenty of them. Seeing my savior's passion spurred my own desire to live. I stood up on my broken legs, found an Elven sword, and tried to assist him. We cut through them with ease but they kept appearing like maggots on a corpse. It wasn't long before we were surrounded by more Elvens than what attacked my team from atop the cliff. It seems that these bastards wanted us exterminated more than they wanted to win the battle that carried on hundreds of feet above us." The crowd laughed and I took another gulp of the beer to lubricate my throat.

      "To keep from being surrounded, we stood back to back. I had to lean heavily against him since I could barely stand. The sun shone high in the sky when I fell down the face of the cliff and it gave light to the moon by the time we finished our work. By then their corpses covered the ground like snowflakes. I had never been closer to death than that day. I owe my life to the brothers and sisters that died for me." I finished off the beer and handed the mug back to the woman sitting next to me. Her mouth was agape as she looked at me and then down at the stein. "Thank you for letting me speak." I nodded to Malek before I turned to leave.

      "Was that Kaiyer?" a voice in the circle whispered as I moved away. The response didn't make it to my ears.

      I thought about visiting Shlara's group of warriors but reconsidered, she would infer that I accepted her offer of sex, when in truth I just wanted to be around people. I felt heartsick for the days when we were a small group pitted against impossible odds, when we all lived, ate, and trained like a family. The growth of the army was needed, and my generals now had their own warriors to oversee, but I missed the time when we could all gather around a single campfire, when there would have been no question as to who I was.

      I couldn't really be part of that family until my mind was clear. All that I thought of was her. Everything I ever accomplished was to find her. To end her the way she ended my father and brother.

      I was so close now. Sometimes it seemed that she was right next to me, I could feel her breath on my cheek, hear the swish of her thighs brushing against each other in their leather riding pants. I woke up at night after dreaming of our bodies struggling to become one. I felt her silky hair on my face and would wake, brushing the phantom locks away. Our love happened so long ago that the memories should have faded, but I couldn't forget. I still tasted her tongue and body. Her scent lingered on my skin upon waking. Every shadow, every flash of red or glint of sun seen from the corner of my eye would send a small electric jolt of anticipation and fear through my stomach as I turned to look for her. It would never be over until she was dead by my hand. Then I would be free from her and the Elvens.

      I walked back to my tent. Let the rest of my army have a break. I would train and plan for them. There was still work to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

        Kaiyer

      

    
    
      "Are you okay?" Iarin's voice echoed in my ears. I opened my eyes and saw Paug and him looking over me. I was flat on my back on the cold stone floor of my training room. Light from the opened gate filled the space we occupied like an orange blanket. The gate led out to a large courtyard that had been sealed off with wood fencing.

      "Absolutely." The smile came easy to my lips as I pushed back the memories and focused on my friends. I must have succeeded in my quest to end her. I no longer felt tormented by her presence, I no longer warred with my desire and repulsion toward her, she was dust, as Malek’s letter had said, along with everyone else I had ever loved or hated. I could pursue my goal now unhindered by emotion. "I am ready to go again." I flipped my legs under my body and sprang to my feet.

      "Are you sure?" Iarin asked with concern. "You've been hitting it pretty hard for the last hour. I know you said you wanted to rest for five minutes, but we've been calling your name loudly and you didn't wake up."

      "No I am fine. Are you both ready?" They sighed and nodded. "Great! Let’s begin."

      I walked over to the side of the large room where there were several dark gray bags of sand and lead beads. I lifted the largest up onto one of my shoulders and squatted. It was a comfortable load for me, around a few hundred pounds, and I jumped up with the weight. The movement caused me to shuffle forward for a few feet and I repeated the motions until I had reached the far corner of the room. Once there, I moved the bag onto the other shoulder and hopped back.

      My breathing had picked up and my body filled with energy. I had torn and ripped the muscles in my legs, back, stomach and shoulders with the movement. They healed quickly, becoming slightly larger and stronger as my body forced them to adapt.

      "Half a minute break!" Paug called out from his desk. He flipped over a small time glass and scribed my training notes on a thick leather bound journal. We had been tracking my progress during the last three weeks while I used the new room. I had made great improvements.

      "Handstand dips for two minutes!" Paug turned over another counter.

      I flipped my body over onto my hands and brought the top of my head down to touch the ground before pushing it back up until my elbows locked. I repeated the motion until my lungs burned and the sweat dripped off of my body.

      "Keep going!" Iarin shouted. "You are almost there." The woodsman had proved an invaluable training partner. He didn't have the strength that my magic granted me, but he already knew the exercises and was well versed in the kind of verbal encouragement that I needed to push my performance.

      "Time! Half-minute break!" Paug shouted as I collapsed to the floor.

      "One hundred and six!" Iarin said.

      "New record! Great job Kaiyer!" I think I groaned out something. Perhaps this was a bad idea. My muscles were screaming as they tried to heal.

      "Weighted pull-ups for two minutes!" Paug yelled again. Both Iarin and I sighed and sprinted over to the iron rings that the duke's men had drilled into the thick stone ceiling twenty feet above us. I jumped up to a dead hang and felt Iarin's hands grab around my ankles as he dangled from them.

      "Shut up and pull Kaiyer!" the normally mild-mannered woodsman yelled when I started to scream at my fiftieth repetition. I don't know how much he weighed but it seemed like I was pulling a mountain off of the earth. Each lift ripped apart the muscles in my hands, arms, stomach, back, and legs.

      "Time! Half-minute break," Paug called.

      "Eighty-eight," Iarin called back.

      "Wall flips for two minutes!" Paug yelled. I was already up and placing the ball of my left foot against the smooth stone. I pushed off of it, twisted my body in the air, and landed on my feet with a spring. Then I repeated the motion with my right foot. This one was easy but still got my heart to pump.

      "Time! Half-minute break," Paug sang.

      "Seventy-two," Iarin called the count.

      "Log flip is next," Paug said, and I walked up the small set of stairs outside to the open courtyard where we had set up other training devices. One of them was a large log, measuring four feet in diameter and twenty feet long.

      "Twenty flips!" Paug called. I squatted down and dug my hands beneath the end of the log closest to me and began to lift. I got it chest high before I had to squat and propel it over my head. Then I walked my hands down the length of the timber, each step making it more vertical until with a final push, it toppled over end.

      "That's one," Iarin said next to me. I shot him a glare as I sprinted around it to pick it up and repeat the movement. "What? I'm happy drinking beer at the tavern all day. You're the one that wanted my help." He laughed and I forced a smile before I gritted my teeth, tensed my body, and lifted the log again.

      "Done!" Iarin called up from the dungeon. The sun was slowly sinking into the west and the air started to cool.

      "Half a minute before weighted pushups!" Iarin and I both groaned again. He pulled out a cloth strap and shrugged as we walked back down the stairs.

      I got into the push up position and Iarin, who was beginning to look and weigh like he had been spending a lot of time at the tavern, sat on my back. He wrapped the strap under my chest as Paug yelled to start.

      "Ninety-two!" Iarin yelled after Paug called time and I face planted into the cold stone.

      "Yes! New record!" Paug yelled. At first he had wondered why I wanted to write everything down but he understood now. "We are almost done with this set!"

      "What's next again?" I sputtered from the ground. The sweat from my body drenched every part of me.

      "Back bridge flips across the room to two arm horizontal holds, then back again. Get ready."

      I got to my feet and walked to the far side of the wall. When the boy called out to start I leaned back as if I wanted the top of my head to touch the floor behind me. Before I made contact with the ground I stopped my fall with my palms on the stone. I held there for a few seconds, my back bent and stomach facing the ceiling. I continued the movement into a brief handstand and finally landed on my feet. It was a break session in my routine so I tried to do them slowly. When I reached the opposite end of the room, my heart was beating at a calm rate.

      This next exercise looked like a push up, only my feet didn't touch the ground. My palms pushed against the floor while my back and stomach forced the rest of my body into a straight line parallel to the tiles. I slowed my breathing and relaxed. I could feel my muscles experience tremendous amounts of tension, but I was able to keep up with the healing. Paug called time after two minutes and I repeated the sequence.

      "What is next?" I called out when I had finished.

      "Just a jog around the courtyard to relax. That is all you have for the rest of the day." He closed the book and put the quill into a holder. "Do you want to eat here when you get back?"

      "Yes. I'll need to stretch." I began to walk out the door. The day was heading into dusk now. "That was it? I thought there was more?" I said over my shoulder.

      "That was all you had written down in your log. You've been exercising almost all day. We'll bring back a lot of food!" He called cheerfully as he and Iarin walked out the opposite door that led back into the main castle.

      I took a deep breath of fresh air and began a light jog through my private courtyard. The fence that protected prying eyes from my yard was similar to my lifting log. As I got near the wall I jumped up, grabbed the top of the stacked logs with my hands, flipped myself over, and landed in the soft grass on the other side.

      Running around the inside perimeter of the castle walls was my favorite part of my exercise. I usually did four or five laps which I figured to be less than twelve miles. Along the way I could study the castle, watch the troops train, and exchange pleasantries with various servants that I ran past. I went at a casual pace and it took me about three quarters of an hour to get back to my private area. Fall was in midsession and a brisk wind from the north cut through the castle. Normally I finished my jog before the sun had fully set, but today I was not so lucky.

      Nadea was waiting for me when I got back. She was sitting at Paug's desk and flipping through my training log. She was wearing her usual tight-fitting pair of leather pants and close-cut blouse that displayed her athletic body. There was a short sword strapped to her hip which she usually didn't wear around the castle. I figured she must have lit the torches on the wall.

      "Hello Nadea," I whispered into her ear as I stroked the side of her neck.

      "Shit Kaiyer!" she jumped out of the chair in surprise and spun around to face me. "I didn't hear you enter." Her heart was racing.

      "I haven't seen much of you in the last few weeks. I miss you." She leaned backward a bit against the table and put the palm of her hand on my chest. I didn't know if she did it to touch me, or because she didn't want me to move closer to her.

      "I've missed you too,” she breathed out in a sigh. “I've been working with my father and the king on some things." She looked away from my eyes and her heart beat oddly. She was lying, but I decided not to question further.

      "Paug and Iarin are bringing back food. I'm sure there will be enough for you if you want to join us."

      "Sounds like fun. I'd love to. You are really sweaty," she said as she removed her hand and looked at it.

      "I just finished exercising."

      "Yeah. You also stink." She wrinkled her perfect nose at me. Memories of Shlara shot through my head. Did we ever become lovers? I couldn't remember. Sometimes they seemed like someone else's memories.

      I moved a few feet away from her and she gave me a dazzling smile.

      “No more dresses?" I said as I motioned to her attire.

      “My father hasn’t said anything yet. Looks like you are exercising a lot."

      "I have been. Did you read the journals Paug has been keeping?"

      "Only briefly, I was speaking more about . . . well," she paused for a second as she appraised my body. "You look stronger. It's only been a few weeks but you must have gained twenty pounds."

      "I probably weigh one hundred and twenty pounds now." I smiled at her. The door to the room opened behind her.

      "We've got some food!" Paug said triumphantly as he entered. He had two large pitchers of water. Iarin and three servants followed him with massive trays of food.

      "Oh Nadea! Didn't know you would be joining us," Paug said with worry in his voice.

      "I think we might have enough," Iarin said with a laugh as he set a tray down in the corner on a long table we had dragged in here for such purposes. The servants followed suit.

      "Can you bring us more water and food?" Paug asked them. "Also, some chairs." They nodded and left hurriedly. The servants always seemed unnerved by the dungeons and were eager to leave.

      I was already tearing into the food. One of the trays had assorted sliced meats, breads, and cheeses.

      "Most of the time people like to sit and eat. It is considered polite," Nadea said. Her arms were crossed and she frowned at me. I shrugged at her and continued to eat. I was ravenous and satisfying my hunger was more important than making her happy at the moment.

      "He's been working hard all day. You should come watch him tomorrow," Paug told Nadea with pride. "Iarin and I are his trainers."

      "What have you been doing with yourself Nadea?" Iarin asked her as he found a tomato and cut it up into thin slices.

      "Studying and talking with my father," she said. She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye and her heart rate skipped around again.

      The servants came in with another plate of food and more chairs. Everyone sat down and began to eat. Conversation lulled for a bit and after a handful of minutes I took a break from the food and began to stretch my muscles.

      "How long did you exercise today?" Nadea asked as she watched me stretch and eat a small apple.

      "We started this morning at dawn," Paug spoke for me. Nadea nodded and looked out into the night air.

      I spent about half an hour finishing my stretching. It relaxed my muscles and cleared my head. Nadea, Iarin, and Paug had finished eating by then, but the food was only half gone so I set about cleaning the trays.

      "I don't think I've ever seen anyone eat as much as you," Nadea said as I got close to the end.

      "I have a good appetite," I said to her with a smirk.

      "Yes you do." She chuckled.

      Iarin and Paug hid yawns behind their hands at the same time.

      "You guys should go to bed. I am going to finish eating, bathe, and then do the same. I'll meet you in the morning."

      "Okay. Good night. Bye Nadea," Paug said as he got out of his chair. Iarin smiled to Nadea and me as he joined Paug in his departure.

      After the door closed I looked to Nadea.

      "So what is really going on?" I asked her.

      "What do you mean?" she said. Her heart started to beat faster.

      "You lied earlier." I set down the apple core and drained the last pitcher of water.

      "When?"

      "When you said you had been working with your father and the king." I got out of my chair to close the massive wood door that led to my outside courtyard. After it was closed I placed two heavy iron bars over the latches to keep the doors from opening. Nadea hadn't answered when I turned back to her. Her face was troubled.

      "How did you know that?" she asked me with a challenge in her eyes. I shrugged.

      "You just confirmed it." I winked at her. Our eyes met for a few seconds and she finally frowned and sighed.

      "The empress sent an envoy last week. He offered new terms to the king." She looked over to me. I could tell she wasn't happy.

      "Let's walk and talk. I need to bathe. I think my smell is going to make you sick." She smirked and nodded in agreement.

      We walked out of the training room and into the hallway. Air passed through my body as I forced the torches in the room to extinguish behind us. Nadea had already moved past me and didn't notice my magic.

      "Tell me about this envoy," I said while we climbed the stairs up from the dungeon.

      "It is impossible to tell their age," she said as she came over to me. The passage way was dark but I easily saw her face. "He showed up last week and asked for a meeting."

      "And?"

      "He made the king an offer. Several offers actually." We made it to the main part of the castle and she hadn't said any more. Part of me wanted to scream at her to tell me what the bastard wanted, but I was tired and relaxed from the day of rough exercise. My skin was sticky from the exertion and I just wanted to get into the hot water of the bathtub.

      There were servants moving throughout the halls, preparing and delivering dinner. It was still early in the night.

      There was a break in the servant traffic and I looked toward Nadea with an eyebrow raised.

      "This is . . . difficult for me to talk about with you," she said.

      "Why?"

      "Because the envoy wanted to meet and talk to you."

      "That would have been a bad idea. I would have torn him limb from limb." She looked frightened for a moment. "He isn't in the castle anymore is he?" My muscles tensed again, tired as I should have been I now felt primed to attack.

      "No. He left a few days ago," she said quickly, before another stream of servants passed us.

      I opened the door to my room and invited her inside with a hand gesture. I thought she would object, but she glided in without question and I closed the door behind her.

      "Sit down there," I instructed her, pointing to one of the padded chairs next to the sofa in my room. I walked through the room and inspected the rafters in the ceiling. Looked under the bed, opened the dresser, and looked out on the balcony. I hadn't heard any heartbeats in the room, but it was better to be paranoid than dead.

      "What are you doing?" she said, puzzled.

      "Making sure the room hasn't been disturbed." I walked into the bathroom. I had told the girl that cleaned my room that I liked to bathe around this time; she was eager to please me and always left a dozen large candles burning. "Come in here and let's talk more." I turned on the hot water spout and began to peel the sweaty clothes from my skin.

      "Wait, what are you doing now?" she asked from behind me when she walked into the bathroom.

      "You said I smell, so I am going to bathe." I threw my sweat drenched clothes on the stone tile and stepped into the tub. The water was scorching hot but that was how I preferred it. I leaned back in the tub and sighed. I didn't remember having hot baths in my memories.

      "Tell me what the Elven—I mean Ancient envoy wants with me," I said.

      "He wanted to meet you, first of all," she called out from the main room.

      "Come in here," I said.

      "No! I can't be in there when you are without clothes!" she argued

      "I don't understand."

      "It is improper for a lady to be around a naked man that is not her husband," she said.

      "Just come in here. I don't understand you people. You need to talk to me about the envoy." Her angry boot steps echoed as she walked in the room, she kept her eyes to the ceiling. "You'll need a chair." I remarked and she huffed angrily. Returning with one quickly she slammed it down and sat facing away from me. She crossed her legs and her arms. It was a good thing she had agreed to come in so easily. I didn't have enough energy to argue with her anymore and would have just yelled into the other room from the warm water.

      "Why did he want to meet me?" I asked as I grabbed the soap.

      "He thinks you are the O'Baarni. He referred to you several times by that name. We didn't correct him. Are you sure you are not the O'Baarni?" she had begun to bounce her crossed leg, and her heart rate was picking up slightly. I didn't answer for a while.

      "Kaiyer?" she asked after a dozen seconds. She turned to look over her shoulder at me out of the corner of her eye. When she saw me watching her back she quickly turned around.

      "No. I am not the O'Baarni. In my memories no one ever called me by that name. I was in his army. A general. I've told you this already."

      "I know. I know. He just insisted that you were the O'Baarni. Also . . ." She looked over her shoulder again.

      "You can turn around to speak with me. I'm in the bathtub. Haven't you ever seen a man naked?" I asked teasingly.

      "Maybe," Nadea sighed in defeat. "I really shouldn't be here," she said as she spun her chair around to face me. Her arms and legs were still crossed and she avoided eye contact with me, looking everywhere but the tub.

      "I agree. You should be in the bathtub here with me. It is very pleasant." I swirled my hand in the hot water, watching the surface grow oily as the grime of the day came off of my skin.

      "I'm not getting in that bath with you," she said confidently.

      "Suit yourself. It feels great." I leaned back into the water with a smile and sighed. I remembered I was supposed to be cleaning myself so I took the bar of soap and lathered it in my hands and over my chest. The army used to bathe in rivers naked in front of one another. Nadea's culture seemed very uptight about hygiene.

      I reclined more in the tub and closed my eyes again, thinking about the beautiful woman sitting a few feet from me. I was persuasive. She was uncomfortable being around me, but was in the room with me now. Within a few minutes she would be in this tub with me, then she would be in the bed with me, and then she would be eating breakfast with me tomorrow morning. I shuddered as I imagined devouring her pert breasts with my mouth and running my hands over the smooth skin of her body. It would be a perfect way to end a productive day of exercising.  "Please continue,” I said to her with a hungry smile.

      "When you speak about your past, when you told us today about what happened with the humans, you spoke of the army as if it were yours. ‘My troops,’ and so on. And you mentioned them looking to you for advice. You made important decisions. If you were not the leader, you must have at least been very high-ranking and powerful. Do you remember meeting the O’Baarni?”

      “I will have to wait until I remember more before I can answer that.” She huffed a little, not happy with the answer. I understood her frustration, but I didn’t know how to bring my memories back, they seemed to be triggered at random during the day or when I slept. I was confident that in time I would recall more, and while I wanted to be able to help them, to know more about myself, another part of me did not wish to remember everything. While it was maddening living between my past and my present, unsure who I was or what I had been, I feared there were memories I had submerged in my subconscious for a reason.

      “The king and the duke thought it would be a bad idea to have you meet him, considering what happened to the last Ancients you met." She was looking at me now, at my face alone. Hers was serious, her eyes firm and hard, warning me not to persist in my attempts at seduction. The soft light of the candles in the room made her skin glow with a coppery sheen. Her heart was still beating faster than normal.

      "They were probably right," I nodded in agreement.

      I washed my face and my hair with the soap and then worked on my feet. She was trying not to watch but I saw her eyes drift toward me. I didn't understand why she was having such a problem being in the same room as me.

      "Nadea?" I asked softly.

      "What?" she snapped back.

      "What else did the envoy say?" she was hiding something.

      "He talked to the king about negotiating a truce." She looked at me and quickly looked away. Her heart fluttered again. She was stalling. For some reason she didn't want to talk to me about the envoy. Yet here she was, alone in my room with me.

      "If you aren't going to talk to me about the envoy I can think of other things we can be doing to occupy ourselves," I said with an eyebrow raised. She looked at me and flushed.

      "I bet you can. I should really be going." She looked into the other room and continued to bounce her crossed leg and booted foot. But she didn’t get up from her chair. She was definitely going to be making love to me tonight. I was surprised at how little I seemed to care about the Ancient envoy.

      "Take off those clothes and get in here with me. I need someone to wash my back," I said as I pointed behind me.

      "No! I already told you that I am not getting in there with you. Are you daft?" She frowned at me disapprovingly but she wasn't looking away anymore.

      "I think you are daft for not coming in here with me. You want to." I spun one of the handles on the side of the bath and more hot water began to trickle into the tub.

      "Oh? What makes you think so?" She raised her eyebrow. She had uncrossed her arms and was stroking her ponytail absently. The foot of her crossed leg did slow circles.

      "Because you keep stalling instead of speaking about this envoy. You could have just said what you were going to say about him and then departed." She knitted her brows and scowled at me. It made her look even more beautiful as I imagined the look she would have on her face tonight when I first entered her.

      "I am getting to it!" She crossed her arms again and tossed her thick dark mane back behind her. "Are you always so presumptuous? It makes it very difficult to be around you."

      "I don't understand what that word means. Does it mean that you should come into the bathtub with me? Because it should," I said to her with a smile. She looked so flabbergasted that I almost laughed.

      "No! It means that you have no regard for appropriate behavior and you lack any sort of modesty!"

      Then I did laugh lightly, which made her angrier.

      "I don't understand what I am doing wrong. You seem to believe that it is inappropriate for me to want us to be lovers."

      "It isn't just that. You want to fuck anything that has breasts." She looked away with her nose upturned a bit.

      "If this really was a problem would you still be in this room with me?”

      "The problem is that I don't want to be a notch on your bedpost. I'm not your whore, whose sole purpose is to please you until you find another bitch that you want more. I will make love when I choose, to someone I love, not some horny bastard who feels entitled to using women for his own pleasure." She was glaring at me now.  Her brown eyes flashed dangerously in the candle light. The water was almost to the top of the tub, I pulled the stopper on the drain so some of the soapy lake in which I was immersed could escape.

      "I know I have upset you and I don't mean to do so. I really don't understand. Please be patient with me. What is a notch on a bedpost? What is a whore?"

      "You don't know what a whore is?" I shook my head. "Paug probably didn't translate the word for you. It is someone who takes money in exchange for sex." I frowned. "Notch on a bed post means I don't want to be one of your many sexual conquests."

      "I don't have a word in my language for whore," I said plainly. "We were slaves, often women would be taken by their male Elven masters because it pleased them to torture and rape. I think that was what happened with my mother. My father never spoke of how she died. He had only said that she was beautiful, and that he wished she was alive to see my brother and I grow up."

      "I'm sorry," Nadea said with sympathy. "What about when you were in the O'Baarni's army? They normally have women that the soldiers can use."

      "No. Half of the troops were women. If two people wanted to be together they could find comfort in each other. There was no shame in it, just as people were not ashamed of their need to eat or sleep. We never knew when we were going to live or die, so release and pleasure were high on our list of priorities. After we trained and took care of our duties of course." I recalled Shlara.

      "Did people ever become married? Were you? Sorry, I don't mean to pry. It is very interesting." Her eyes met mine.

      "No. No one married. We didn't have a word for it. People would have multiple lovers. Even ones of the same sex if they felt like it. How could you commit to someone when you or they might be killed in battle the next day?" Her face looked horrified.

      "What about children?"

      "Some women bore children. Sometimes their lovers would help raise them. Sometimes they wouldn't. It was decided between the parents. Other women chose to use herbs to prevent pregnancy. A few warriors only chose lovers of their own sex, maybe so they wouldn't have to worry about it. We had systems in place so that the young would be assimilated into the army. They would be trained, taught, and put into the war machine where they would have the best purpose."

      "That's awful! Children in the O'Baarni's army? This man sounds like a monster." Nadea's voice cracked.

      "What else could they do? We were all born as either slaves in bondage or slaves fighting for our freedom. There was nowhere else for the children to go, no other way to live. You have this whole world here outside the pending war. You send soldiers to fight while your people wait and live their lives. There was no other world for us. There was only the war. There was no home to return to or defend. We were building a new world for ourselves, and the children had no choice but to join the fight, it was for them, for their future, so they would be free from slavery. The O'Baarni didn't do this to our children. The Elvens did." I slid back into the tub and closed my eyes.

      She was quiet for a few minutes.

      "Did you . . . have many lovers?" she asked. Her heart thumped in her chest and indicated to me how important the question was.

      "I don't remember any besides one. My position made it difficult to take lovers."

      "Your position as a general?" I nodded without opening my eyes. A few more minutes passed. My muscles were completely relaxed now. "Your . . . lover. Was she beautiful? What did she do in the O'Baarni's army?" I opened my eyes and met Nadea's. She was biting her lower lip. I remembered Iolarathe's deadly smile, the sounds of her moans when I was inside of her, the sharp, surprising but pleasurable sensation of her claw-like nails ripping the skin from my back.

      "Yes she was beautiful, almost as beautiful as you. It was a long time ago, and it does not matter." She nodded and I could hear her breathe out carefully. It was the answer that she wanted and it was true. No one was more beautiful to me than her, especially not a faded memory. "The point is that I think of sex a little differently than you. I don't mean to upset you. I don't have any need to conquer or possess you. I just want to please you and be pleased by you. If you don't want to, I understand, but you are in the room right now and you aren't talking about the envoy.” My eyes met hers again and I could see her look down into the tub and back up to my eyes, then my lips. Her hands began to stroke her hair and her crossed foot started to do quick, small circles.

      Our eyes stayed locked for what seemed like a few minutes. Her heart began to beat faster and I watched her chest rise and fall with quickened breath. Finally, she spoke softly.

      "The envoy said that if we surrender you, or if you surrendered to them, they would form a truce with Nia and our allies. They have sent envoys to all the other countries to tell them about the proposed offer. The king is getting tremendous pressure to hand you over to these Ancients. It's completely ridiculous." She sighed.

      I sat back into the tub again and considered.

      "It is a good move for the Ancients to make. Maybe they have convinced the other leaders that they will truly be left alone if I am surrendered. The Ancients will kill me and they will be free to destroy the rest of you."

      "I know. I know. I have been explaining that to the king. He agrees with me as well. Hell, even Maerc thinks it is a fictitious proposal and is putting more worth into you now. There are envoys from all of our allies demanding you to be turned over though." She lifted up the hem of her left pant leg and exposed her boot. It climbed high up her calf. With a practiced move she undid the knot at the top and began to loosen the leather laces.

      "The truce isn't going to do anything. A piece of fucking paper won't stop their arrows or their magic," she said angrily as she grabbed the heel of the boot and slid it off of her foot. There was a thin silk sock that remained on her foot, but that too shortly joined the boot on the stone tile next to her chair. Then she reached for the knot on her other boot. Her eyes avoided mine as she went at her task.

      "What do you think will happen?" I said as I watched her take off her boots with fascination. My skin tingled with anticipation. The water was probably too hot for her so I turned the small wheel that added more cold water to the mixture.

      "I honestly don't know. The king will stand firm, but Nanos argues with him daily and has other noble supporters." Her other boot and sock joined their mates on the floor. Her bare feet had high, beautiful arches and I wanted to rub them. She carefully stood up out of her chair and faced down to me. Her heart was beating fast and her cheeks were as red as I had ever seen them.  Her firm and perfectly round breasts pushed up against the smooth fabric of her blouse and I could see her erect nipples push out into the material.

      "Turn around," she said as she waved her pointer finger in a circle motion toward me.

      "Why?" I raised my eyebrow

      "I am going to take off my clothes."

      "And?"

      "I don't want you to see me," she sighed in frustration.

      "I am going to see you naked in the bath when you get in here with me. Then I am going to see you naked in my bed when we make love for the rest of the night." She gasped and I couldn't stop from grinning. She had a very odd sense of modesty, but now there was no question for her as to what would be happening if she got into the water with me.

      "I can't believe I am doing this." She bit her lip and looked down at me. Her eyes were on fire with lust as she slowly began to unbutton the front of the shirt. She removed her top, exposing the breasts I had been fantasizing about since our first campfire conversation.  Her stomach and chest were the same light tan as her face. Her breasts almost didn't need the support of her blouse; they stood firm and high on her chest. Below them were vertical rows of perfect abdominal muscles that I was going to be running my tongue down and exploring within the half hour.

      She undid her belt and pulled down her leather pants with a slow wiggle. Her eyes still locked with mine, judging my reaction to her naked body. Like her upper body, her legs were composed of long, toned muscles that were only acquired through disciplined exercise. I had seen Shlara naked several times and the similarities between her and Nadea's body compelled my erection to become even harder. She had a small strip of dark hair above her entrance that she tried to cover up with her hand. She seemed to realize that it was a futile attempt and she moved her hand away so that I could see.

      Her heart was beating even faster now, her breathing was almost labored. I drank in the sight of her lithe form and then looked into her face. She was still biting her lower lip and her eyes were excited.

      "Oh Nadea," I purred from my spot in the warm water. "How can I have any worries with your perfect body in front of me? Come in here so I can taste you." She let out another gasp of pleasure and took the two steps required to reach the side of the bathtub.

      Her left leg lifted up to get over the edge of the tub and I got a perfect look at the moist pink entrance that led into her body, then her pointed toe broke the top of the water.

      "Oh shit! It's hot!" she said, startled.

      "Go slow," I reassured her as she put the rest of her foot and then leg in with a hiss. My right hand came up and stroked the flank of her thigh. She gasped again as my fingers danced across the smooth skin.

      "It's really fucking hot. Damn. How do you stand it?" Instead of answering I pressed my lips and tongue against the skin of her upper leg, just slightly under her hip bone. For a few seconds she seemed at a loss for what she should be doing other than moaning. Finally, her left hand went to the back of my head and her fingers rubbed against my scalp through my hair as my tongue licked in slow circles across her sensitive skin.

      "That feels really good Kaiyer," she whispered between labored breaths.

      "I haven't even started yet." I gave her a small chuckle and was rewarded by another soft moan of anticipation from her throat. "Let me turn on more cold water," I said as I reached over with the hand that had been stroking her leg. I spun the cold wheel more and tightened up the hot wheel.

      With a hiss of displeasure, she submerged her right leg up to her mid-thigh in the hot water but didn't sit down into it. I slid forward and wrapped my hands around the back of her legs and grabbed firmly onto them. Then I continued to run my mouth over the smooth, taut skin of her thighs for a few minutes.

      "Hum mm. Okay. This was a good idea," she muttered under her breath. I chuckled again in between licking and kissing her legs. She was holding them tightly together so I didn't have access to the lips around her entrance, but it would only be a matter of time before I would get there. I would savor the road to my final destination.

      My hands moved up to the back of her legs and cupped her muscular buttocks. My lips climbed higher on her hips as I began to rub the muscles gently. She let out another long sigh.

      "Kaiyer," she whispered while she ran both of her hands through my hair. "Let me get in the rest of the way."

      I moved back to my end of the tub and watched her slowly lower her slender form in the pool. The water came up to her breasts and they seemed to try and float on the surface. Her arms hung along the edges of the rim on the tub as she leaned back against the far wall. Her legs stretched out almost the length of the space and lay on top of mine.

      "Ah . . . this does feel really good." Her eyes closed briefly as she relaxed and then opened to meet mine. The candles gave them a yellowish glow and her lips twisted into a smile of lust and desire. She inhaled deeply and exhaled with contentment.

      My hands reached down to her feet and began to knead the muscles in her arches with my thumbs. I was going to touch, rub, and lick every part of her tonight. This would be a good place to start.

      Her hands tightened around the rim of the tub and she let out another moan of deep enjoyment. Her mouth formed a perfect round expression of pleasure and surprise as my fingertips massaged her feet.

      Suddenly a thunderous chime echoed in our room. We both sat upright in surprise. The bell rang out again, defiantly loud. I heard voices crying from a distant hallway.

      "What the hell is that?" I said as I pushed my hands against my ears, spraying water out of the tub. I hadn't expected the noise and my brain felt like it had been drop kicked.

      "It’s the alarm!" Nadea screamed as she got out of the steaming water, her smooth, wet skin reflected the glow from the dozen candles in the room. "We are under attack!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      "You sure he wasn't in his room?" Iarin screamed over the chorus of angry and confused people as we ran toward the stairs leading to the Main Hall.

      "Yes I'm sure! He wasn't in his room!" I shouted. The tall man dodged to his right and pushed his back up against the wall. I took his cue and did the same as four guardsmen ran past us, their faces hard and resolute.

      "What is the news?" Iarin called out to them but they didn't say anything.

      He took off down the stairs. I ran after him, unsure what else to do. If I was going to follow someone besides Kaiyer in this emergency, Iarin seemed like a good choice. The woodsman had been consistently calm and capable during our quest, I trusted his judgment, but I wanted to know what was going on.

      "Why are we going to the Main Hall?" I yelled after him.

      "What would you do if you were him? You'd want to find out why the alarm sounded. The guards will be coming and going through the Main Hall and into the courtyard." I nodded as we forded a group of angry servants. I was pushed against the wall and bumped my elbow painfully before we swam free of them.

      The stairs were even more of a mess as people ran in all directions screaming. The alarm bell rang again and I covered my ears. I worried about Grandfather, but imagined that he would either be sleeping through the racket or stay locked up in his room.

      "We get the fucking point! Someone tell them to stop sounding the alarm!" Iarin shouted. I couldn't help but smile even though my ears were ringing.

      Finally, we made it down to the main level of the castle. My body was soaked with sweat and my lungs were on fire from trying to run down the stairs. I shouldn't have consumed so many sweet cakes. The food in the castle had been amazing, much better than what I had ever eaten at home with Grandfather. I found the sugar coated cinnamon and custard cakes hard to resist.

      We still had a few hundred yards of hallways to go, but I could not see any servants around, only guards with swords drawn. They nodded at Iarin and me as they ascended the stairs.

      "News?"

      "Ancients broke into the castle. Half a dozen of them. Killed some of our men and spread out through the halls. You're better off in your room," he said as he ran up the stairs.

      "Shit. Kaiyer is going to go fucking crazy," Iarin said. "Let's continue and see if anyone has seen him." The alarm rang again and we grimaced at each other.

      The acrid iron tang of blood and ordure hit my nose before we reached the Main Hall. The bodies of Nia’s guards lay in pools of blood, not just slain but grotesquely maimed, stab wounds gaped, limbs were torn off and lay oozing on their own across the room. A few guards were alive, screaming in pain and writhing against their anguish as physicians and their assistants tried to stem bleeding. Runir supervised the mess. I felt the bile rise in my throat but took a few deep breaths to try to calm myself. There was no time for me to indulge in my weakness.

      "What is the news?" I asked him from behind Iarin.

      "Paug! Why are you down here? You need to get back to your room," Runir said with concern.

      "Have you seen Kaiyer?"

      "No,” he said flatly. "I've had other things to worry about." A scream echoed out in the hallways behind us.

      "That came from the North Halls!" Runir ran back through the stairs with three of his men behind him. Iarin and I looked at each other before we chased after them into the area where the king resided.

      More bodies of guards littered the Royal Halls like pieces of trash in the poor quarter. Their blood ran in rivulets of crimson, pooling in a sickly reflective brown lake in the middle of the floor.  Here no one screamed. Runir and his fellows gave but momentary glances at their fallen brethren as they splashed through the puddles of gore. Within a few minutes we had made it to the Royal Receiving Room and heard sounds of the scuffle beyond the doorway.

      With a mighty shout, Runir kicked open the door to the large room and the group ran in to defend the king. I realized that I didn't carry a sword, or really know how to use one. Even if I did have a weapon, I would be no match for an Ancient warrior. What was I doing here?

      "Ah ah ah," a voice sung, incongruously melodious in the midst of the brutality it had wrought. There were three Ancients wearing skin tight dark gray leather: two women and a man. They all had hair that matched the color of the night sky and eyes that glowed like the gold of the chandeliers. One of the women held Jessmei from behind and had the sharp point of a dagger to the beautiful throat of the princess.

      Jessmei's blue eyes flashed hysterically as she tried to grasp the dark woman's arms while she was pulled backward off balance. "New visitors! Stand over by your friends, humans or I'll cut the princess a smile that will not bring much cheer," the woman holding Jessmei continued as she twitched her head toward the corner. There stood the king, queen, Nadea, Maerc, the prince, the duke, Greykin, and a handful of the tough royal guards. Everyone that possessed a weapon had it in their hands. Greykin's face was red with anger and spots of white foam were at the sides of his mouth. The queen looked like she was about to faint from fear.

      "Your O'Baarni has been killed by now, but we are going to be taking a bit of insurance," the woman spoke again. Her voice was rich and velvety. She might have sung at our banquet a few weeks ago.  She began to pull Jessmei back against the wall toward the door through which we had just entered. Jessmei wore only a thin night gown and her body shook in terror. Where was Kaiyer?

      "Where are you taking her?" Greykin asked. He sounded like a bear preparing to eat a deer. His axe and shield twitched in anticipation. He didn't have armor on, just clothes that looked to be his night attire.

      "We'll be taking her to meet our empress. Worry not, she'll be treated quite nicely." The dark-haired woman leaned in close to Jessmei's shoulder and ran the tip of her long tongue down the princess's neck passionately. Jessmei's eyes started to water and tears streamed down her cheeks, but she didn't cry out. The other two Ancients snickered at us and smiled like hyenas. "The empress will let her write to you, I am sure. Of course, if you try to follow us we'll be forced to cut and run." She tugged on Jessmei's arm again and they backed through the door.

      "Wait!" the king yelled. "Let the girl go and take me instead." He walked toward them.

      "Oh no. That isn't the plan, human King. Our empress specifically said to either kill this one or bring her back. She has other plans for you." She looked to her companions and said, "Close the door," in their language. They pulled the massive pieces of wood closed between us.

      "Get everyone on the exit roads out of the city!" Maerc screamed at the assembled guards. "I need to know exactly where they are heading." They saluted and ran down out of the room.

      "Runir! Take your men and either find Kaiyer's body or bring him back here." He pointed at the handsome blonde man who nodded and dashed out the door.

      Greykin, the duke, the king, and the queen formed a tight circle where they appeared to be discussing what to do. The king put his arms around his wife as she began to sob.

      I ran up to Nadea, she looked at me with panic and concern.

      "Have you seen Kaiyer?" she asked.

      "No. I was just going to ask you the same thing." I noticed she was soaking wet but I didn't ask what had happened.

      "When did you see him last?" Iarin asked her as he walked up behind us.  She paused for a second.

      "I walked with him to his room and then the alarm sounded. We ran toward the Royal Quarters and he saw an Ancient dashing up the stairs. He told me that he would meet me here after he killed the Ancients. That was maybe a quarter of an hour ago."

      "It figures that your hero isn't here when we really need him," the prince said behind me. He stepped into our small circle with his chest puffed out and nose twisted in disgust.  "Now my sister has been captured. None of this would have happened if you hadn't brought him here." His words dripped with contempt.

      Nadea’s arm shot out like a crossbow bolt and the heel of her hand caught Nanos flat in the nose. He screamed in pain and shuffled back, tripping over his purple cloak and falling on his ass. Nadea's face turned from anger, to fear, and then to triumph within a split second.

      "You bitch!" the prince gurgled as he tried to stem the tide of red snot that poured from his face onto his crushed velvet shirt. "You broke my fucking nose!"

      "Nadea!" her father yelled from the side of the room where he spoke to the king. She crossed her arms and glared back at him.

      "He's lucky that I only broke his nose. I'm going to go find Kaiyer." She looked at Iarin and me. "Let's go."

      "No you aren't," the duke interrupted her. "Greykin is going to escort you three back to your rooms. And then soldiers are going to guard the doors until we are sure that the Ancients are gone." Greykin walked up behind him with a frown. He looked just as happy to hear the new order as Nadea did.

      "We need to find Kaiyer." She tossed her head and her ponytail trailed a line behind her.

      "No. You have to do what I say. Kaiyer can take care of himself." The duke nodded to Greykin.

      "Let's go,” the large man said under his breath. Forty guards had filtered into the room and were receiving direction from Maerc as we were leaving. A handful of them followed behind us as we made our way back to the rooms.

      "This is bullshit Greykin," Nadea said to him as we walked.

      "For once I agree with you, but it's not my place to question your father and the king. If I had my way, I'd be on a horse right now chasing after those snide little bastards that kidnapped Jess." His voice sounded like rocks falling down a cliff.

      The alarm had stopped ringing, but Nadea seemed to grow angrier each step that took her closer to her room.

      "Are we just supposed to sit here and wait?" she asked Greykin when the four of us and our guard escort made it to the hallway by her quarters.

      "Yes," he said as he sat down in one of Nadea's chairs. Her tables were loaded with maps, books, scrolls, and writing implements. The big man dropped his axe and shield on the rug and then put his face in his hands.

      No one spoke. Iarin walked to the corner of Nadea's room where the fireplace was and got one started. His face was worried and pensive.

      "It wasn't your fault Greykin," Nadea whispered. She walked over to him and put her hand on his shoulder.

      "It was though," the big man sobbed through his hands. "They moved so quick. Before I could even react they had grabbed her. I felt powerless. I kept telling myself that I might be a little slower, a bit weaker than last year, but I am still good enough to protect the king's most valued treasures. Tonight I was proved wrong." He cried again. I had never imagined Greykin like this. He seemed broken and beaten.

      "We'll get her back," Nadea said as she looked over to me, her face pained. I felt my eyes start to tear up. Jessmei's smiling face twisted into one of horror in my memories. How would we ever get her back? What would the empress do to her? Would they use her as leverage against the king? Would they do some of the horrible things Kaiyer told me that they did to human female slaves? My body shuddered in nausea as I thought about Jessmei being raped.

      "Why wasn't Kaiyer with you Nadea?" Greykin asked suddenly. He looked up from his sitting position and I could see the tear marks on his face. His face was so ashen, his cheeks resembled wet stone walls.

      "He ran after one of the Ancients we saw on the way to the room." Nadea frowned.

      "If only he had stayed with you, this wouldn't have happened." Greykin's face looked achingly sad again.

      An oppressive silence sat in the room. The only noise was the sound of the fire cracking and the light breeze pushing against the window. Iarin was sitting down, slumped against the wall by the fire. Nadea had moved to her bed and sat on the mattress. Her fingers absently twisted through her dark hair while she stared at the ground in concentration.

      Greykin stood up and exhaled deeply. "This isn't Skinny's fault. It isn't my fault. This is the empress's fault." He looked around to each of us. "Runir is going to be looking for Kaiyer, but let's go help him. Maybe Skinny will have a plan to get her back. We can't just sit here and be idle. Then they will surely win. Jess needs us now and we must push forward."

      Iarin got up with a smile and nodded, eager for action. While I wasn’t as anxious to put myself back in danger, the inaction was torture, and even I felt restless and agitated simply waiting in the room.

      "Okay. Let's check the tower he went up first," Nadea said as she stood. The life had definitely returned to her eyes.  "I think the whole point of this night was to kidnap Jessmei. Why?"

      "Can they use her as leverage against the king?" I asked.

      "Why didn't they just kill the king?" Greykin said. He bent down and picked up his axe and shield.

      "That would probably galvanize our forces against the empress. She has plenty of humans, but I don't think she has many Ancients in her force. Or at least, the reports seem to indicate that she doesn't have an army of them."

      We began to walk toward the door and then a knock sounded loudly on it. Greykin took a step in front of Nadea and raised his shield.

      "Enter," he spoke deeply.

      The duke walked into the room. His face was a pale mask of defeat and sadness.

      "I have terrible news," he said. Ice hit my stomach and numbness spread through my legs. What could qualify as terrible relative to the other horrors that had occurred tonight? Kaiyer is dead was the only thing I could think. Our hopes of winning this war against the Ancients were lost.

      Nadea crossed her arms. I could see her hands clench into fists as her body tensed. The four of us looked at the duke, prepared to hear the news. He took a deep breath before he spoke. He looked ten years older than yesterday.

      "We got a report from our home," the duke looked to Nadea. "Losher's army has traversed the mountain and sacked the keep. The runners don't think there are any survivors. They barely escaped themselves. There are over twenty-five thousand troops in Losher's horde. They are marching here. They will be at the capital within the month." Nadea gasped and began to sob. She had a few friends here in the castle, but I knew that she had grown up and lived most of her life in her father's keep to the east.

      "How the hell did they get over twenty-five thousand troops?" Greykin asked in astonishment.

      "I have no idea. I only had five thousand guarding the pass. The reports my spies sent me as recently as two weeks ago said that they were bunkering down in preparation for the winter." The duke took another deep breath.

      "How many troops do we have here in the capital?" I asked.

      The duke looked at me and then to Greykin and Nadea.

      "More than half of our troops are assisting in the North. Some are guarding our southern border. We will probably be able to gather ten to fifteen thousand at the most before Losher's mass gets here."

      "So you're saying that we are fucked then?" Iarin called from the back by the fireplace.

      "The walls of this city have never been breached, but being under siege will be a challenge. Still, I have no doubt that we will emerge victorious," the duke said. I felt my hopes dash. He had to say that we would prevail, but it sounded impossible. First the Ancients and now this threat from the East? News of Kaiyer's death would have only been marginally worse.

      It looked like we would all die much sooner than expected.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

        The O'Baarni

      

    
    
      Our Elven taskmasters realized that Thayer and I were bitter enemies, and today we had made quite a show of aggravating each other. It started in the morning, when he finished his set of squats quicker than I and spat on the back of my head. I tackled him to the ground and broke his nose, again, before the rest of our training partners pulled me off of him.  Half an hour later when he was practicing a sword drill against another opponent, I strategically tripped him from behind. When he got off the ground he screamed curses against my mother and they had to pull the two of us apart. We shot fiery hot glares at each other the whole day, but they kept us from training with each other.

      There were six other groups like ours, each with about twenty empowered humans. It was Laxile's latest play to assimilate more tribes into their power base. Humans had been used as ground troops for hundreds of years in the Elven squabbles. If properly trained, a team of two or three humans could kill one of the monsters. Other tribes began to create small human armies and moved them against their opponents with as much emotional attachment as a piece on a game board.

      We were different. Stronger and faster. We used their magic, only to heal ourselves, but it meant that we could learn combat skills without fear of death. Instead of the two or three humans needed to kill one Elven, it would take two or more Elvens to kill one of us.

      As the day faded to dusk, I scanned the hill where our masters frequently stood to oversee their cattle. Once, a few years ago, when I first moved here after my brother and father's murder, I had seen her ride by on a magnificent gray warhorse. Her hair flew behind her like a flag that had been lit on fire by the sun. My heart stopped beating and my vision clouded, but then she was gone. She didn't look down into the training grounds at me, and I never saw her again.

      Something hit me from behind and my spine bent backward as I flew forward five feet into the mud. I pushed myself up quickly, spitting dirt and water out of my mouth. It had been Thayer of course, and our training partners had already moved between us. I punched the one in front of me and he screamed as his jaw broke and he collapsed to the dirt. I kicked another one and the air went out of his stomach. Hands grabbed me from all sides and pulled me to the ground. Thayer screamed words about raping my eye socket, but it was hard to hear over the shouts of the other men.

      "What is going on here?" the voice of our specific Elven trainer yelled. It was the one that ran me through with his sword. I smiled slightly at the sight of the silver-haired man. I never learned his name but could almost feel my hands closing around his throat and strangling the life from him.

      "They are at it again," one of the men said on cue.

      "Master, they've been bickering all day," another followed the script.

      "We can't train like this. We have to stop what we are doing every half hour to break them apart."

      "Very well," the Elven said. His silvery hair laid back in a braid. His cold gray eyes judged each of us. "I've grown sick of both of you. You have been compromising the training of my other slaves for too long. Take them to the Ring."

      Hands grasped my arms, twisted me around and began to drag me away from our training site, toward the Ring. I couldn't see Thayer through the crowd but I heard him yell at me still. I looked up on the ridge and saw a group of a dozen Elvens walking down to the other side, to the Ring. Perfect, we would give them a good show.

      The Ring was a large semicircle of dirt, mud, and gravel. A shoulder high fence of stacked logs surrounded the circle and observers could watch people battle on the inside while sitting atop the barricade. I saw other groups of humans jogging over from their respective training camps. We didn't have much interaction with the other teams, but Thayer and I were infamous for our combat prowess and hatred for each other. This wasn't the first time we had been in the Ring to fight for everyone's amusement.

      "I'm going to fucking kill you this time!" Thayer yelled as the men pushed us into the circle. One of the men that had dragged me over put a heavy mace in my hand and Thayer was given a long sword. We moved to opposite sides of the Ring and stretched a little. More humans approached the Ring. We wanted them all to be here, so we took more time than we needed getting ready. We couldn't start until our masters gave the command.

      I looked to my left where the west end of the dirt circle had a raised platform so that the Elvens didn't have to stand in the mud. It was placed on the opposite side of the Ring than the road that led up to the main house and the Elven soldiers’ barracks. The six trainers and their entourage of guards assembled on the dais and exchanged a few soft words between each other.

      The silver-haired man that Thayer and I hated so much raised his hand and then lowered it.

      I nearly didn't get my mace in front of his first swing and my arm almost snapped out of its socket from the force of the impact. His attack knocked me off balance and I struggled to keep myself upright. I knew instinctively where his next cut would be. We had practiced it enough during our attempts to kill each other. I pushed forward on my stagger and forced myself into a roll, feeling the wind from the sword part the air behind me. Thayer was an incredible swordsman and he stopped the full momentum of the downward swing a few inches before it would have dug into the earth. He didn't want to dull the blade unless it was with my skull. I had to be better or he really would kill me this time.

      I came up to my feet and spun to face him. Clouds and mist rolled in from the east. The sun set behind the far mountains and an orange glow turned into a purple ocean in the sky as it stretched out over our heads. The green moon was only a sliver in the sky but the fog would soon cover its half-face like a burial sheet over a corpse. It would be a dark night and a fitting end to our slavery.

      My mace swung from my left side and he moved to parry. It sounded like thunder when our weapons met and the impact bounced our arms from each other. I quickly changed the angle of my mace and came down again. This one he blocked as well, but the force pushed his body backward through the dirt and into the wall that protected the observers from our wrath. Hands pushed him off the wood and he charged at me again, driving the point of his sword at me like a spear. It would have split a tree in half, but I placed my mace on the inside of the blade and pushed it out so that it missed my chest by a few inches. We weren't wearing shields, so my right hand came around to jab fingers into his neck. I didn't have to put much force into it, the propulsion of his body did most of the work for me. He lowered his head in the last split second and my blow glanced harmlessly off of his chin. His left arm latched around my outstretched right one and we became entangled.

      His momentum started to push me back over my center of balance. Before I shifted back his left foot hooked behind my right and I began to tip past the point of equilibrium. We both went down, luckily for him, I was on the bottom and broke most of his fall. The air hissed out of my lungs in echo to the sound of his sword bouncing out of his grip.

      Our legs struggled for position as he tried to get them over and around my hips and I sought to stop him. He didn't quite have a good seat for striking, but he decided to punch me anyway. The blow glanced off of my cheek and I was able to trap his hand with my right hand. Then I lifted my hips and spun him over so he fell off to the side. I attempted to move on top of him but he would have none of it. His knee snapped out and caught the side of my stomach, the blow would have knocked over a horse, but I just grunted as my body started to heal the bruised ribs. He spun around on his back and kicked me in the stomach with a scream. I lifted into the air and my diaphragm contracted from the force of his blow. I tried to soften the impact of my fall, but the back of my head still slammed into the dirt and gravel.

      I gritted my teeth and tasted blood coming up from my stomach. He laughed at me and I tried my best to hide my smile, even though the pain in my body was real. I had landed in the mud next to his sword and I picked it up in my right hand. Then I spit out the mouthful of blood and glared at him.

      Thayer spit on the ground as well and held out his hand to the side of the Ring. Someone threw him another long sword that he caught without even looking. The movement reminded me of the grandiose way he told stories to us late at night when we were supposed to be sleeping. My left hand tightened around the grip of my mace, but I kept the sword loose in my hand while we approached each other.

      We circled each other again and I drove forward with a flurry of slams from my mace and quick cuts with the sword. He had no choice but to give ground and ended up with his back to the fence in front of the Elvens. A light drizzle of tears started to fall from the dusky sky. Before our magic it would have been impossible to see what I was doing. Before I had been changed I would have died a thousand times by now.

      He had nowhere to go, so my next combination of attacks would have finished him. I ran at him with the blade and mace chambered at my sides, screaming as the power of the Earth coursed through my heart and veins. Our eyes met and we both understood that this was the end. Or it was the beginning. I raised my weapons when I was two steps from him and watched his hands drop his sword and form a cradle at his chest. My left foot fit into his hands and he lifted me as an explosive grunt left his mouth.

      I flew over the fence and into the group of startled Elvens. My sword lashed out and took one of the trainer's heads off cleanly before I landed into the chest of the silver-haired bastard that had been my torturer for the last four years. He gasped in surprise as the full weight of my body anchored atop him and dashed him to the ground. His ribs cracked and split like thin wood from my impact. His face looked shocked. He never imagined that we would fight back, and he must have thought my attack was an odd dream acquired from drinking too much wine. He still wore a look of incomprehension as my mace slammed into his skull, shattering it into a thousand pieces and scattering his eyeballs, brain, and teeth in all directions. Even though he was already dead, I hit the broken skull one more time, turning it into red and gray jelly and breaking the wooden boards underneath him.

      The platform wasn't very spacious and the other trainers stepped to the edges to avoid my flying body. They hadn't even drawn their swords yet. Their faces looked concerned as they studied the dead bodies of the two I had just killed. They realized it wasn't a dream when I kicked one of them close to me and pushed the group off of the raised platform. The mass of Elvens tumbled down the eight feet to the ground below with a collective shout of surprise.

      The men Thayer and I trained with waited at the bottom with swords and daggers drawn. Starving dogs made less noise fighting over a thickly fleshed bone as they carved the Elvens into little pieces. It was almost over too quickly and the men looked up at me, their faces and bodies covered in blood. The look of hunger made their eyes glow. We had planned this for the last half of a year and it would now come to fruition. The humans in the other training groups stared at me in horror. The drizzle began to change into rain and a flash of light made the sky turn blue to the west, the direction we would be going.

      "You all know me as Kaiyer!" I yelled to them from the raised platform. "We have planned an escape from our life of bondage where we can be free men and women. The men in my troop would rather live our lives as our own masters. If you agree, then follow us west through the forest. The way will not be easy. They will hunt us, they will try to kill us, and we will struggle to find food and shelter. I cannot guarantee that we will be successful in our escape. I can guarantee that if you remain here then you will eventually die in one of their petty land wars. They will continue to take your friends, your family, and your loved ones from you until they take your soul."

      I paused and looked over them. Their faces were pained as they considered the decision. I knew this would happen. We had been slaves for so long that even our legends told of a time when humans were slaves. Most would never be able to break that bond. We had known no other life, nor had our parents, our grandparents, or any humans.  It was like asking a fish to learn to breathe and walk in order to live on land. Even tame horses had their wild counterparts to look to. But no human was free. No human ever had been.

      The concept seemed so alien and difficult that death would be easier for some than disobeying our masters, than taking on the risks that came with freedom. It was daunting to imagine making decisions for yourself when your entire life had always been dictated for you, and I was asking them to decide now, with no time to reflect or consider the choice.

      “If you come with us, you might die. But you will die in freedom.” I paused again to study their faces. They still looked confused and apprehensive.

      "Make your choice," I said as I turned and jumped from the platform. While I understood the gravity of the momentous decision I was asking them to make, I did not have patience for anyone who would struggle for long with their choice. We did not have the luxury of suffering cowards in our ranks. If they could not quickly choose freedom, I did not want them to join us. We needed only those who could confidently walk to a new life, a new era. Though slavery was all we knew, we understood on a primal level that we should be free. One of the men handed me a sheath for Thayer's long sword and I strapped it to my back. My mace didn't have sharp edges, but I continued to hold it in my left hand. I walked to the forest.

      "Good speech, Brother," Thayer said when he caught up with me before the tree line. I smiled at him.

      "Don't look back," I said to him and the other men in front of me. “We have a plan. It was constructed carefully and we must adhere to it. If we turn around it will seem that we need them to follow us. We do not."

      The forest was thick, but we had practiced this run several times in preparation. We knew the small trail to follow that would take us to the river. It was only a few miles, but the tension of unanswered questions made the trek more stressful than any other night we had practiced. Would the other humans follow us? How long would it take for the Elvens to realize we escaped and come after us? How many would they send? I briefly worried, but then I remembered the alternative. I wanted to be free, even if that meant that I died like a starving wolf instead of a well-fed dog.

      We hit the rocky beach by the river. I didn't know the name of it; we were not allowed to look at maps or even supposed to know how to read, though most of us were able to interpret basic written words. The distant mountain range hid the remainder of the sun's rays behind its sharp peaks and robe of dark clouds. There was almost no light, but we knew where our boats lay hidden, and our eyesight had been sharpened when we were changed. Within a few minutes we had five of them in the water.

      We had made thirty of these canoes, expecting others to follow us. They were roughly crafted, hollowed out logs with paddles for propulsion. Before Thayer was drafted into this elite human army, he had been a woodworker and carpenter along with his father. He instructed the rest of us in the construction and we had spent many dark nights building them with makeshift tools.

      "Well, look at that Brother," Thayer said as he glanced back from the boat into the forest. Around eighty humans leaked out of the tree line onto the shore. Most of them looked terrified, so I got out of the boat and walked across the beach to meet them.

      "We have boats hidden over there. Four people per boat. Get them loaded into the water and follow us." They nodded and moved toward the watercraft. There was a bit of confusion as the newcomers got situated with the rough canoes, but soon enough we were all in the river and paddling downstream.

      We hadn't seen a map, but it was common knowledge that the rivers eventually led into the ocean. Then we could take the ocean for miles in any direction, find a place to hole up, and live free.

      "We did it Brother. All this fighting will be behind us. I'll be happy if I never have to see one of their ugly faces ever again."

      I nodded. We had accomplished this much. Now I must worry about where we were going, how we would build shelter, get food, and most importantly: how we would elude the Elvens who would be hunting us.

      But it still felt amazing to be free. The hard part of the plan was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven
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      "Get up Kaiyer," the voice echoed across the water of my memories. I looked around on the boat. Thayer's face looked at me in confusion before dissolving into darkness.

      "Get up Kaiyer," the voice commanded again. I moaned in pain. Where did I hurt? Where was I?

      "Get up. They are coming for you. NOW!" the voice screamed and echoed in my head. I suddenly recognized the voice. I would never forget her voice. My eyes ripped open on their own accord.

      For a second I thought I was looking into a glowing pool of white water. I realized that I was lying on my back and gazing up at a hole in the ceiling. The light from the twin moons broke through the opening and poured upon the pile of rubble that used to be the roof of this large storage building. There were hundreds of sacks of flour spread out on the floor. I pushed myself up to my feet but fell back down again. My left arm wasn't working for some reason. I looked at it and saw a barbed arrow that pierced the limb like a toothpick through a sausage. Then I remembered how I had ended up flat on my back in a grain house.

      Nadea and I had hastily donned our clothes and ran out into the hallway. I tried to find Paug, but she told me that we should make our way to the king. If we were really under attack, we needed to report to him to see where we could be of use. On our way there I saw an Elven ascend the stairs to the Royal Quarters. My blood screamed through my ears and I set off after him. My insane rage needed to be cooled by drinking his screams.

      The man led me on a merry run through the halls. I had almost caught him a few times, but he seemed more intent on running from me than fighting. Finally, he bounded out of a window of the castle and I gave chase through the sprawling city over which the magnificent fortress perched. The bells of the alarm rang out from the castle and into the city like the scream of an eagle. All the doors and windows were closed in the homes and buildings. People hid when afraid.

      The Elven man was good at evading me. We sprung across the rooftops with ease and hit the ground to take the fastest avenue away from the castle. It reminded me of the game of follow the leader that Thayer and I had played through the forest of our training. Only this game would have a darker end once I caught up to my prey. After ten minutes of chasing him he had continued to glance over his shoulder. The third time he did such a check I realized he wasn't checking to see if I was still behind him. He was checking to make sure that I was still behind him.

      Before I could alter my course I heard the twangs of several bowstrings on my left side. I twisted in the air but one pierced my left arm. Half a dozen Elvens appeared from the parallel rooftops after the arrows flew. It was easy to spot their shadowy forms against the cream paint of the buildings and the light of the white and grayish moons.

      Now I was the one running. I felt like a fucking idiot since I had fallen right into their trap. I hadn't even bothered to put shoes on or grab a sword when I left my room with Nadea.

      I had grown derelict and would pay the price.

      My arm was numb and cold. At least the head of the arrow passed through the limb but the tip was decently poisoned. It hadn't seeped into my body yet, but I knew I only had a few minutes before it did. Once the toxin hit my legs I wouldn't be able to run anymore.

      Another set of arrows bounced off the wall next to me as I ducked and rolled across a roof. Then I ran, dodging clothes lines hung with laundry, tables stacked with empty wine bottles, and cages filled with small birds that were probably used for food or message-sending.

      Magical energy built behind me and I tried to pick up the pace. Heat washed over me as an explosion of magic lifted me off my feet and spun me through the air like a coin. I hit the roof of a building and felt it break underneath me. Now her voice woke me. How much time had passed?

      "Move!" her voice commanded from behind me. I spun around but didn't see her.

      "Iolarathe?" I called out but got no reply. My left arm was still numb, but the toxin had not made it to my chest yet. I grabbed the shaft by the arrowhead and ripped it the rest of the way through my arm. My vision swam darkly and I fought against the desire to scream or faint. I forced my body to heal, but the poison created an uphill battle.

      A shadow flashed across the opening above me like a bird flying across a window. I looked for an exit to this warehouse on the ground level and spotted a double set of wood doors twenty feet from me that probably led to the main street. I ran over and lifted the bar from them as quietly as I could with one working arm. My hands were about to push the wooden portals open so I could run. Then I thought better of it and stood to the side.

      Sure enough, as soon as I pushed them out a trill of bowstrings sung and the doors instantly filled with arrow shafts. No exit that way. I looked up at the hole forty feet in the ceiling. Even if I made the jump, chances were that my attackers would be waiting for me up top.

      "Now what?" I asked the voice in my head that sounded like Iolarathe. I got no answer.

      "Come out O'Baarni . . ." a female voice whispered from the street outside the building. There was another flash of darkness across the hole in the roof and I looked up to see a figure leaning over the edge looking down at me.

      I needed to get out and was thinking too much like a human. My kind had other talents besides our fists. I ran to the opposite side of the warehouse from the door, toward the thick wood wall that led out to what I guessed was an alley or another street. Earth and Air swelled inside of me. It pushed into my chest and I reached out my hand, focusing the power through it and against the far wall. Fire and force exploded from me and shattered the wood like a rock being thrown against a glass wine bottle.

      Then I was through the wall and into the street. Using the Wind always left me a bit disoriented. It was no problem to run, but I couldn't have harnessed it while in the midst of combat.

      Screeches of outrage echoed across the walls of the city behind me as I ran. I had no idea where I was in the capital, so I debated jumping onto the roofs to get my bearings. There was a risk I would be easy to spot by my pursuers, but staying at ground level meant that they would have a better angle for their arrows.

      There was one close behind me. I heard the light, quick footsteps of his or her pursuit. I made a sharp turn behind what looked to be a dry goods store and quickly jumped up to the ledge of the second floor.

      The Elven turned the corner and I jumped down on him. He didn't have his sword out, just a short, heavy bow with one of the familiar barbed arrows nocked in the string. It went off as my knee connected with his lower back and bounced off the street walls and ground until it impaled itself in the wood of the store.

      The force of the blow drove the man to his stomach, though I didn't weigh much. I grabbed onto the back of his head by the braided hair with my right hand and slammed his face into the stone of the alleyway three times until his skull cracked. I stood up and finished him off by grinding the bones in his throat into a flat piece of leather with the heel of my bare foot.

      He carried a curved long sword, curved short sword, two daggers, and the bow with six arrows in a small quiver. It took me a half a minute of numb arm fumbling to untie his various weapon belts and attach them to my own thin waist. Once settled, I ran my right hand over the hilts of the blades and memorized their draw angles.

      I heard the dancing of two more pairs of booted feet coming down the road toward my alley before the alarm sounded again.  I flipped out one of the newly acquired daggers and exhaled.  Then I poked my upper body from behind the corner and threw it at the one closest to me. It was a lucky throw, hitting her right in the throat and flipping her body back. She gurgled out a soft scream of blood through torn vocal chords. Her companion dove to the side behind a discarded hand cart.

      "He's here!" the Elven shouted out in our language from behind the cart. Half a dozen voices howled out in the night from around us. I reached down and grabbed the bow with my right hand and ran to the nearest silent spot.

      Two dead. How many more were there? Eight? Perhaps less. I jumped up to a small thatched roof and then leapt up to a higher ledge of stone. I ran for a minute or two, jumping between rooftops. Finally, I slowed to a stop and looked around to get my bearings. I was near the south of the city. The castle sat to the north, its hundreds of windows like the eyes of a hungry, giant tarantula over a web of glowing fireflies. My left arm started to screech with pain, so I carefully flexed my grip and managed to close my fingers. At least this was one thing going my way.

      I didn't hear my pursuers, which meant I had either lost them or they were moving in discreetly for the kill. I bet on the latter and hurdled off of the edge of the building, falling thirty feet to the hard cobblestone below. Arrows bounced off the walls around me as I fell; they all missed, but confirmed that I had taken the right bet. Howls of anger echoed across the roof from the Elvens once they realized I had escaped their ambush again.

      I kept running, aiming for the west side of the city. The alarm bellowed across the still night, reminding me of my friends in the castle. I didn't have much of a plan other than regaining the full use of my arm and then killing them off one by one. I just needed to live for a bit longer.

      There was a group forty yards behind me, and another maybe sixty yards to the northeast of me, trying to flank me. I heard them cracking the tiles of the roof tops as they ran. My arm could move now but I doubted its strength. I cut west through another alleyway and headed directly to the wall around the city. I slowed down a little and tested the pull on the bowstring without nocking an arrow. My arm almost bucked, but was able to hold it firm if I locked my elbow. It would have to do, I thought to myself as I carefully placed one of the poisoned arrows against the string.

      I turned the corner again to double back south. The street here lay on a steep decline and I spotted a few barrels sitting in front of the doors of a home. I kicked them over and sent them rolling down the hill. Then I faced the direction I came from and nocked the arrow, hoping that the sound of the tumbling casks would cover my lack of movement.

      It did.

      The first Elven took one of my arrows into his stomach before he had moved three steps around the corner. He let out a shocked scream as he doubled over in pain and stumbled to the ground. The Elvens could heal themselves using the power of the Earth as I did, but I doubted he would be able to pull the barbed tip out himself or heal before he fell unconscious from the pain.

      The second one nocked her arrow quicker than I did with my damaged arm.  I heard the twang of her bow and then I prudently ducked while I continued to attach the arrow to my own flax string. I felt the feathered shaft pass over the hair on my head and then I came up with mine drawn back. She dodged to her right, laying her sleek body out through the air in a line parallel with the cobblestones.  My arrow still took her in the left leg and she screamed out in dismay as the force spun her around like a child's top.  I nocked another arrow and pointed at the corner of the alley from where they would emerge.

      "He's here!" the woman called out into the night. She took another deep breath and was about to yell again when I put my arrow through her jaw and into her skull. I didn't hear any howls to answer her but I knew they were going to be coming soon.

      I ran down the steep street and looked over to the west. The wall of the city was almost within reach. If I made it there, they could only approach me from one side. I didn't know for sure how many more there were, but I guessed at four. I made a quick right at an intersection and there was only a few hundred yards to the wall.

      Almost there. I risked a glance back and saw two figures bouncing on rooftops a few blocks behind me. I would be able to make it to the wall before they would get to me.

      An Elven stepped out from an alley about eighty yards in front of me with an arrow nocked. He let loose and I dived forward and to the right. The barbed missile passed to my left side harmlessly. If he had been a little closer, I wouldn't have been so lucky.

      "I made this special for you, Kaiyer. It weighs as much as a dragon but you'll laugh off anything lighter than a ballista arrow," the huge old man said to me. The armor did weigh a lot. But I imagined I would get used to the weight. The helm looked like the bare skull of some nightmarish demon. The shoulders were screaming skulls, and the smith had etched thousands of tortured demon faces into the surface of the dark black metal. If skulls could have expressions, theirs would be of loathing and hate.

      "Holy shit. I'm scared just looking at that thing," Malek said at my side. He delicately picked up the helm and turned it over in his outstretched hands as if the visage would bite him.

      "Aye," the old man spit on the ground. "It's my finest work. I hope they all shit themselves when you come to rip the souls from their wailing throats."

      "What are these?" I said, reaching into the armor to touch the sharp points connecting the joints.

      "I'll explain those to you when you put it on. I've heard you’re a tough motherfucker."

      I shrugged but didn't answer him directly.

      "You'll need a weapon as abhorrent as this armor," Malek said to me with a smile.

      "I'm working on several of those. I think you'll be pleased," the old man said.

      I switched the bow to my right hand and nocked another arrow. The male Elven in the street also pulled back his string, so I crouched down low and pushed my right side against the wall. The hand change would let me expose less of my body against the corner. I gritted in agony as my left arm struggled to hold the string back. He let loose when my head appeared briefly, and I ducked back as arrow slammed into the wooden panels of the building I used as cover. I stepped out and let loose. Unfortunately, my left arm still felt the effects of the poison and the arrow went wide over his head as he jumped out of the way.

      "Shit!" I muttered under my breath as I continued north through the alleyway. I moved the bow back into my left hand.

      The alarm echoed across the city and I decided to double back the way I had gone. The cover of the noise would give me a few precious seconds to change direction before they might notice me running again.

      I noticed the pair of shadows up above me to my left and prepared to dodge another volley of arrows, but the alarm was still ringing and they kept running in the direction they believed I was heading. I didn't think I would get a better chance to surprise them, so I jumped up on the ledge of the building and pulled myself up with my right hand. They were sprinting away from me across the roof, oblivious to the feint I had pulled. The arrow drew back on my bow and I aimed for the lower back of the Elven that was closest to me. She grunted in surprised agony as I caught her in a midair jump. The barbed shaft hit her in the lower spine and bent her back. I doubted that she was dead, but she wouldn't be walking or moving for a few hours.

      Her companion turned as I nocked my last arrow. This Elven dove off of the ledge with the speed of a diving eagle. The bolt embedded itself in the stone roof where she had been a split second earlier. Light footsteps scraped the roof next to me and I spun my bow around my head to block the sword blow I knew was about to slice me apart.

      The bow I had been using was finely crafted, with metal in its shape to give it an extreme amount of strength, even for its half-size. The sword bit into it halfway but didn't snap it in two. My Elven attacker looked surprised that I had blocked his swing. He quickly flipped around the handle of the sword in both his hands, making a quick cut with the blade's tip at my chin.

      I dropped the bow and threw myself back, dodging the blade by an inch. I also avoided another barbed arrow that had been aiming for the space my shoulders occupied a fraction of a second before. The missile came from my right and I turned in mid-fall to see the male I had evaded in the street. He perched on a higher roof and already had another arrow ready to shoot down at me. I pushed my arms behind me and made my body flip into a handspring.

      Another arrow flew by my face as I dove behind a chimney.  The Elven with the sword moved up to strike me and I had to jump out from behind my chimney cover to avoid being cut. The sword banged against the stone of the chimney and another arrow slammed into the back side of it as I stepped in close to the Elven and wrapped my hands around the hilt and his grip. This bastard may have not been the world's best swordsman, but he was resourceful. As soon as he felt my grip around his sword hilt he reached down with his off hand and pulled a curved dagger out of the sheath on his waist.

      I kept my right hand locked around his on the sword and moved my left down to attempt to parry the dagger. He should have tried to cut off the hand that went for his dagger, but instead he cut for my stomach, it was a rookie mistake and I easily sucked myself out of the way. Then I pushed his left hand into the stonework of the chimney, rendering the dagger useless. My hands gripped and pulled him toward me. Instinctively he tried to resist and pull back. I expected it and released the grip on my right hand and slid it down his right sword arm and slammed into the crook of his neck. At the same time, my right foot stepped down in between his legs.

      The force of the blow wasn't hard enough to break his neck or his windpipe, but it crushed his throat and he tumbled back off balance. His short sword was then in my hands and I left the cover of the chimney briefly to slam its curved blade through his heart.

      The Elven on the roof above me had been flanking me to my right, so my move to finish off his friend put me in a position of better cover. I jumped down from the roof and ran south again, with hopes that I could head west on the street where we exchanged arrows earlier and then make it to the wall.

      The street looked clear, but I moved to the far side of it, away from where I last saw the Elvens, in case I needed to duck behind cover. The wall loomed up ahead of me like a small mountain. I could see the stairs leading up about two hundred yards away. I would be there within seconds.

      "Stop. I challenge you O'Baarni!" a female voice said as soon as I reached the stairs heading up into the nook of the wall. I turned to the woman that had dodged my arrow from the rooftop a minute earlier. She had a curved sword drawn and was sprinting before me. She slid to a halt when she saw that I had stopped on the stairs. I didn't see the male who had shot at me anywhere.

      "What does that mean?" I said as I slowly backed up the stairs to the wall. Both sides of the pathway on the top were spaced with thick stone pillars and I could take cover from the archer there.

      "You fight me alone. No tricks," she said. "I want to know your skill." Her eyes glowed like sapphires from the light of the moon. Her hair was tied in two matching ponytails on the side of her head. I couldn't tell what the color of her mane was, but it was reflective, either gold or silver.

      "Six of your detestable kind are dead by my hand and you want to try your luck?" I moved the rest of the way up the stairs and looked down at her.

      "Yes." She nodded and smiled.

      "Where is your friend? He will interfere."

      "No. He went back to report to our Commander." She looked around.

      "Why don't you follow him?" I raised an eyebrow.

      "She does not accept failure. I would rather die here fighting you than face her." She began to ascend the stairs.

      "But your companion doesn't feel the same way?"

      "Perhaps she will forgive him for reporting what you are capable of, but I'll take my chances here." She smiled. Her exotically beautiful face filled my mouth with bile. I was about to reply when my ears picked up another sound in the otherwise silent night: many horses racing through the city toward the west exit.

      "Sword against sword O'Baarni. No magic, just our bodies entwined in combat." I looked back down the stairs at her and she slid her long tongue across red lips. The woman wore black leather armor and I saw a white insignia on her left breast piece. It looked like the stylized design of a flame and I recalled that the others I had killed all bore a similar icon on their armor.

      "No tricks?" I asked. She nodded and I smiled back at her.

      I felt the Air slide around me and I summoned the Earth to my chest. Before the woman could react I threw the power out from my body. It was flame, force, hate, passion, and death. Her face changed from lust to horror as she exploded into fire. Her scream filled the silent air and seemed to shake the stones of the wall. No tricks.

      Deep satisfaction came from watching her body burn.

      It was impossible to walk across the battlefield without stepping on bodies.

      "What are you looking for?" Alexia asked as she flipped back her short blonde hair. Her dark green armor had snakes scrawled and etched over every surface.

      "A particular one. I was just curious. Carry on with the search and destroy." Alexia nodded and flashed me a grin before she leapt away.

      I glanced back to the bodies, expecting to suddenly see a long trail of hair that looked like fire. I knew that she wasn't dead. I could still feel her heart beating in the Earth and hear her laughter on the wind.

      I staggered against the wall with dizziness from the memory and the use of Air. She may have been lying about her companion, so I kept to the inside of the wall and continued to check the rooftops while I ran. The sounds of the hooves seemed to be getting closer. I reached the west gate a few seconds after the horses passed through. There were six of them. Larger steeds that bore the markings of the king's mounts. I recognized the posture and riding style of three Elvens that sat atop them. They were wearing dark leather armor similar to the ones I had just killed. Sharing the saddle of the Elven in the middle of the group was a woman in a thin white dress.

      Jessmei.

      She appeared to be tied at the hands and feet. The princess gave one last look at the castle and city before the riders crested a hill five hundred yards out. Had this all been a feint to capture the King's daughter?

      Fuck. I had made too many mistakes tonight. I had almost gotten myself killed and allowed Jessmei to be captured.

      I looked back toward the castle. Then I sighed when I speculated on the complicated process of getting a rescue effort underway. I would need to speak with the royal family to get rations, a horse, and permission. Maerc and Runir would probably try to thwart my attempt and then send their own men. There was no time for their bullshit; the trail would be cold in a few hours. I thought about her beautifully kind face crying out in horror. I thought of the tortures they would inflict upon her once they reached the empress’s camp.

      I sighed. Then I jumped from the wall and fell into the soft grass sixty feet below. My bare feet left deep imprints in the ground where I landed but I doubted any guards would notice. I didn't even have shoes, but I would have to make it work. Jessmei needed me now and no one else could help her.

      I set off at a run after the horses. I would catch them and bring her back. I never failed. Or at least, I hadn't remembered failing yet.

      Perhaps I shouldn't have taken much comfort from the holes in my memory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      "We found seven bodies of Ancients," Runir reported to the duke and king. It was the morning after Jessmei's kidnapping. No one had slept, and a tight melancholy tension hung in the air. "I," the blonde man paused. "I believe we discovered the body of Kaiyer, it was hard to identify though."

      "No!" I blurted out before my mind made sense of is words. Everyone turned to look at me with pity in their eyes. "He's not dead. Why do you think so? What do you mean, 'It was hard to identify?'" My voice squeaked out at the end past the tightness in my stomach. I glanced at Nadea and she slumped down in her chair. There sat a plate of breakfast food on the table but she hadn't even touched it.

      Runir walked over to me and put his hand on my shoulder. I felt myself sob and I tried to hold it in so they wouldn't hear.

      "I am sorry to tell you this news." He squeezed my shoulder to comfort me. "I know he was your friend, but he died protecting us and Nia. It's all that we Knights can ask for, a death serving Nia."

      "Where did you find the bodies?" The king gestured to a small model of the castle and city. Runir walked over and placed small red tokens on the model. After a few minutes of careful consideration, he stepped back.

      "We found them here. Kaiyer's was over there." He pointed to a marker by the edge of the west wall. "It was burned to ashes, cremated beyond recognition."

      "So you don't know for sure it is his body?" the duke said in a haggard voice.

      "No, we don't know for sure. This one's face was smashed into the stonework, his weapons were taken, which is why I think Kaiyer killed him first." Runir then pointed at the marker next to one closest to the castle. "This one had a dagger embedded in her throat."

      "How about the others?" Maerc asked with interest.

      "He moved through the city toward the west wall killing them." He gestured to the various markers on the map. "In the end he was exposed in the open and one used their magic to incinerate him. Then they escaped over the wall and met up with the three that kidnapped Jessmei. That is why they took extra horses with them."

      Before the young man could say more, a knock sounded at the door and Greykin walked in. His pants were coated with dirt and mud. No one seemed to care that he tracked it into the Planning Room.

      "I found the spot where someone jumped off the wall. Looks like they ran to the road, but the idiot guards made a mess of the scene with their boots. The trail led west and then we lost it going north." The big man stroked his whiskers with his left hand. His right strayed down to tightly grasp the handle of his axe.

      "What if he isn't dead? What if the ashes were someone else's?" I asked again. I knew what they thought. I saw the pity and condescension as they looked away from me. But it was not just naïve hope that kept me believing he was alive. There was no real evidence he was dead. The ashes could be those of an Ancient. Why were they so quick to give up on Kaiyer, to give up hope? Grandfather's hands lay on my shoulders where Runir's had been. I looked back and saw that his blue eyes were misty.

      "Sorry Paug. If he is alive then why isn't he here?" Runir sat down in one of the free chairs and sighed in exhaustion.

      I didn't have an answer. The tears just slid down my cheeks like warm rain. I didn't want to cry in front of them, but I couldn't seem to stop the tears from their trek. I looked down at the ground so they wouldn't see my sadness and Grandfather wrapped his arms around me from behind.

      "It's okay Paug," he whispered to me. The tears started to fall faster and my lips quivered beyond my control. I looked up through my lashes at Nadea across the room. She had propped her elbows onto the thick dark wood of the table and covered her face with her hands. I couldn't see if she shared my tears, but I imagined that she did. I hoped that she had cared about him as much as I did.

      He'd been the only one that had seemed to want to listen to me talk about my stupid life, unlike the other adults, he didn’t consider me a boy, he viewed me as an equal. His gentle smile flashed through my brain when I recalled how he had asked me to join him whenever we went somewhere in the castle. I remembered the banquet, when he had tried to convince me to talk to Tanya Gettil. I wished I would have followed his advice. He would have been proud of my bravery, even if I had only gotten a cold shoulder from the beautiful singer. And he was right. If I had done it, maybe she would have been nice, and I could say I had spoken to the famous woman. If she had ignored me, I would have been no worse off than I was now. I vowed to choose bravery from now on, to honor his memory by behaving like him.

      He was going to save us from the Ancients. How would we prevail without him?

      "It pains me beyond measure to make these decisions," the king said. He stood up and paced around the room. It was large enough for all of us, including the prince and three of the king's generals. "We must focus on defending the capital against Losher. I will have to hope that they wanted my daughter alive for some sort of political leverage. I'll have to pay that price at a later date. But I cannot pay it without a kingdom. How soon can we recall our troops from the North?"

      "It will take them a month and a half to get here if we send messenger crows. Two months if we send a courier,” one of the generals answered. The king nodded.

      "Send both the crows and a courier. We'll need to withdraw half our forces from the frontlines. I want separate couriers addressing our envoys up there so they can smooth relations."

      "Sire. It will be difficult for our men to traverse that distance in the winter months, especially through the mountain passes. We might lose many lives to the cold," another general said.

      "What are our chances of withstanding the siege until spring?" Grandfather asked. I didn't understand that much about warfare, but Greykin had already hinted to me that we might be unable to guard a city as big as ours against the Losher horde with the amount of men we had.

      "It's possible we could hold out all winter. We need to start stockpiling food now in case we are forced to relinquish the city. The castle walls will hold for a long time though," Maerc said with a frown.

      "Maerc, take your son and make this your top priority." Runir and the general saluted and made for the door.

      "Nosa, send the messenger crows to the Northlands. I don't care if we lose some men on the way back. They won't have a kingdom to defend if they don't get here soon." One of the generals nodded and stood up straight.

      "Tonas and Polunt, brush up on our siege training. It has been many years since we have practiced, but I want all of our troops and the citizens ready to take this challenge. Get the walls fortified, the citizens trained, and I want every farm within twenty miles of the city stripped and burned."

      The men nodded.

      "Nadea, I need an accurate headcount of their forces. You are not to leave the castle, but I know you have a network of people in the city that have gathered information for you. Can you get this?"

      "Yes Uncle," she said behind her hands. She didn't get up from her chair.

      "Our walls have never fallen, and they won't on my watch. We may be outnumbered but that doesn't mean we are beaten. We will overcome this challenge through our cunning, discipline, and strength. Our friends, family, and those that will live in the future are depending on our success. Dismissed."

      The soldiers left in a hurry.

      "Go help Maerc," the king told his son, who nodded and left with a blank face.

      The duke leaned over his daughter and wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

      "I'm fine,” she said when he whispered something in her ear. Then she stood suddenly. "I need to get to work." She almost spat as she walked quickly to the other side of the room and out the door. She looked down and her hair covered her face.

      Greykin, the two royal brothers, Grandfather, and I were the only people left in the room.

      The duke looked at Grandfather and me before he smiled painfully.

      "My friends, I'm afraid that I am going to have to relieve you of your duty and ask you to return to your home. With Kaiyer dead, I don't think it worth both of your lives to stay here. Your home is a two week's ride to the southwest. If the kingdom falls, it is possible that they will come for you, but you will definitely be safer at home. I will issue you some gold notes you can redeem with the castle secretary and then leave in the next few days."

      The duke flipped open a small book and began to scribble into it with a quill.

      "Thank you, sire. We were delighted to assist. It is a shame that it turned out this way with Kaiyer. He was a remarkable man," Grandfather squeezed my shoulders.

      "Yes he was. He didn't seem to understand our ways, but perhaps we should be more like him." The duke handed two notes across the table to Grandfather.

      "Thank you for your help. I look forward to the four of us meeting again under better circumstances." The king nodded and held out his hand. Grandfather kneeled and kissed it, and then I did the same. As I stood up the king's hand brushed the top of my head. "Be safe, Paug. The world will always need thinkers and dreamers, no matter who rules it." His eyes met mine and their blue orbs relaxed my storming emotions.

      The confidence faded when I got to my room and began to pack up my things.

      It wasn't supposed to end this way. With Kaiyer dead, the Losher army invading, and Nia outnumbered. It felt like I was running away. But what could I do? My only purpose here was to translate for a man that didn't really need me for more than a few weeks. Now he was dead. I was no warrior; I couldn't defend the castle against our enemies. Even the sight of blood made me sick. I was a teacher, a scholar, I was soft and weak. That's why my brain worked so well. This wasn't my fight anymore.

      Why did I feel like such a coward?

      I put down the book bag I was packing and lay face down on my bed. The tears started to come again and I pushed my nose into the pillow until they seemed to burn my skin.

      I wanted to be brave like Kaiyer. He wouldn't be running. He would stay to protect his friends.

      I suddenly got mad at him. Why had he chased after that Ancient? Didn't he know it was going to be a trap? He was too valuable to us, he represented so much hope. It was now all lost. I slammed my fist into the pillow and screamed. I shouldn't be angry with him. His relaxed and gentle smile came to my face in memory again.

      The smile reminded me of my mother.

      Her favorite pastime was to walk down from the lighthouse to the shore of the beach. She would bring a blanket or a small wooden chair and watch the waves all day. I would run up to her and show her a pretty rock or piece of seaweed I had found. She would smile at me in the same relaxed way Kaiyer had and would compliment my find. Her easy grin was the only thing I still remembered of her. She had died so long ago that her voice had faded from my memory.

      There was a light knock on my door. I wiped the tears from my eyes and bid them to enter. The door opened and Iarin walked through with two large flasks of wine and a tray of breads, fruit, and breakfast meats.

      "Heard from your grandfather that you would leave tomorrow. Thought we should eat a bunch of good food and get shit faced drunk before you left." He set down the feast on my table. "Well, come now. You look like someone cut off your left nut and made you use it as fishing bait. Cheer up! It's not quite the end of the world, yet. Let's eat and enjoy while we still can."

      The woodsman sat down at a chair opposite me, popped off the cork on one of the bottles and took a long swig. Then he stacked a fistful of meat and cheese on dark bread before he took a gleeful bite.

      I nodded and slid across the bed to the chair on the other side of the table. He was right in a way. I wouldn't be able to get food like this back at home, where most of my diet consisted of fish, eggs, cabbage, and whatever meat we traded for. Living here in the castle had been the best few weeks of my life so far, particularly from a culinary standpoint.

      "You know," Iarin said across a mouthful of food, "I never told you about the Spirits of the Forest."

      I looked up at him in question. I didn't try to open my mouth because it was full of delicious food.

      "Remember in Vanlourn, when I told you that they protect us? When we climbed up the cliff in the darkness?"

      "That's right. I forgot to ask you about it. I guessed you just said that to make me relax." A long swallow of bitter red wine helped the bread and cheese go down to my gut. The alcohol was dry and made the inside of my mouth sting in pleasure.

      "I did in a way, but the woodsman, rangers, survivors, and nomads like me sense the powers of the earth, trees, sun, and moons. We believe that each living thing has a spirit that tries to protect people that are good and punish those that are evil. Sailors think the same things about their ocean." He took another bite of meat and bread; this time it was slathered with grainy brown mustard.

      "Since we are good the trees try to look out for us?"

      "Yes. It takes a lot of trees to do anything though. Their spirits are weak alone. Just like you need a lot of water in the ocean to make a wave." He drank a long swig of the red wine. "I've always tried to be good. I never cheat when I gamble, I honor my contracts, I give thanks when I hunt and kill for my food, and I have only broken a few women's hearts. I was sad every time that happened though." He gave a light laugh and smiled at me.

      "Will you stay here?" I asked in worry. Iarin was as much of a friend as Nadea. He was just easily forgotten because of his silent companionship.

      "I haven't decided yet. My contact officially expired with Nadea last week, I don't think she realized so I was enjoying some high quality free food and shelter. It was also interesting to watch Kaiyer train so I wasn't in a hurry to leave. But honestly, the thought of dying while cooped up in this castle like a starving dog doesn't sound that tempting to me. I'm sure Nadea will talk to me about it. But once you and Janci leave, I'll be moving on." He took another large bite and stared at the other side of the room at my window.

      We were all splitting up. Scattered to the four winds. My heart grew heavy again.

      "Do you really think he is dead?" I asked. He looked back to me and considered for a moment.

      "I heard from a servant, who had a soldier friend, who had another soldier friend that said they found his body this morning." I nodded at his words and fought back the tears again.

      "Runir said it had been burned to ashes with magic. I didn't believe at first, but Kaiyer isn't here."

      "The bad news always seems more likely than the good news. I'd have to agree with Runir. You've seen Kaiyer's face when he looks at Nadea. The Ancients would have to kill him, slice his body into a million pieces, throw those into each of the Four Seas, and then say a prayer to the Ocean Spirits. That's the only way he could be kept from coming back for her. He was a powerful man, but so were the Ancients." He leaned back in his chair and let out a soft belch. Then he began to peel an orange.

      "Wait. He loved Nadea?" I was confused. Iarin laughed loudly.

      "I don't know if love is exactly the right word my young friend. He definitely liked her very much." He smiled at me through wine stained teeth. His words were beginning to slur. Mine were as well.

      "I never noticed that," I said as I considered his words and compared them to my memories.

      "Even if he is dead he still taught us many things. I thought he may have been the Betrayer but fortunately he wasn't."

      "The Betrayer?" I asked.

      "Oh well, you know. The man that destroyed the Ancients, the Destroyer. That's what I meant. Sorry I am already drunk and forgetting my legends. He was a wonderful man though. A good friend. Let's toast to him and wish him well on his travels in the afterlife!" Iarin said loudly and held up his bottle.

      "To Kaiyer!" I said as our bottles banged together. The words hurt my chest more than the river of bitter wine did when it slid down my throat and into my belly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

        The O'Baarni

      

    
    
      "I don't see how this is going to work," Gorbanni said as he looked back over his shoulder at me.

      "Shlara draws down past the river. You give the signal when half their force crosses. Malek blows the dam. Shlara turns to hit them while Alexia flanks from the north," I said simply.

      "What about my troops?" He turned his horse to face me.

      "Clean up what doesn't die in the flood." I turned my mount to head down the hill. I would be with Thayer guarding our flank from the east and south.

      "Kaiyer," Gorbanni called out behind me.

      "Yes?" I turned to him. His armor was embroidered with rams locked in struggle. It matched the horns on his helmet that sat on the back of his saddle. His face looked conflicted for a second. He ran one of his metal encased hands over his short blonde hair. It was hot and muggy, and sweat dripped off of both of us in buckets.

      "Why do I always get the shit jobs?" he asked. His voice was tinged with sadness and anger.

      "What do you mean?"

      "I'm never the one at the front to take the brunt of the impact. Cleaning up after Shlara and Alexia? My men grow bored with such trivial assignments. We want to be used like the others. Why don't you trust me to do any heavy lifting?" He gritted his teeth and the muscles in his jaw bunched up like a knot on a tree.

      I frowned for a second. He was right. I always kept him from the risky jobs. I'd never justified my reasoning to him.

      "Your team is best suited to handle this task today. Agreed?" His angry face told me he still didn't understand.

      "No Kaiyer. I don't. I would like another role. My men and I deserve it." He spoke confidently but I saw past his bravado. The blonde man had never stood up to me before. He always took my orders without question. Perhaps it was time we had this discussion.

      "Your team has the mobility, but is not used to retreating. They are horsemen. The Elvens we are fighting against are mostly infantry. Do you think you can entice them to follow you?"

      "No. But we can get their cavalry to chase us and then crush them in the same way." He grinned in satisfaction and licked his lips.

      "Then we kill a few hundred Elvens and their horses. Instead of six thousand,” I corrected him. "Your team isn't the best at guerilla warfare, that is also more the strength of Alexia. Will your team enjoy hiding in the trees and waiting to flank the enemy?"

      "We would do what we need to do to win," he said in his defense. I stared at him with a smirk on my face and he let out a slow sigh.

      "You have a few skilled Air users on your team--can they blow the dam?"

      "Yes! Of course they can," he said angrily. "My mages are as good as Malek's.”

      "Fine. Let's say they fail, then Shlara and her troops will be killed, as will Alexia. Still confident that your mages can handle the same task as Malek's? Do you want to bet a third of our forces on their abilities?"

      He considered for a second and looked away.

      "No."

      "Agreed. It would be foolish when Malek's team has been doing this sort of task for the last six years. You can guard the east and south. I'm sure Thayer would prefer not to be holding the low rocky ground, taking arrow fire, and buying time until the rest of the forces can circle back around and lend him a hand. He'll take losses today--but I doubt he'll lose a third of what your team will take in the same situation. The terrain will mean that you'll have to leave your horses. Will it be alright if Thayer's troops use them? They will need them to quickly assault the debris from the flood and dispose of them before they can organize."

      "Okay. I get it." He gritted his teeth in anger and looked away from me.

      "No my friend. You do not." I pushed my horse a bit forward and it walked into his, forcing his horse back a bit. Its head snapped up and he turned to me in shock while his steed backed away. My horse was an angry bastard and didn't like others. "This isn't about favoritism; this isn't about giving you 'the shit jobs,' this is only about one goal: killing the Elvens. Your purpose in this goal is to command your troops to the best of your ability and follow my orders. At this moment you are upset because you have not seen much combat. Your men are pressuring you to come to me to ease their boredom. It is your responsibility to explain to them their role in this conflict. Do you need me to explain your role?"

      "No Kaiyer, I understand my role."

      "Go then." He turned his horse and it began to carefully make its way down the rocky slope.

      "Gorbanni," I called after he had moved a few feet down the trail. He stopped and turned in his saddle. "In a few years we will be too large to always be running and hiding. We will be chasing, harassing, and trampling them beneath our feet. Then you will not have the shit work." I smiled at him.

      "Thank you Kaiyer," he said as his face became the sun after the clouds have parted. "I will look forward to that."

      "I will too," I said as I twisted my gruesome helmet over my head and turned my horse around to the opposite slope. The massive animal drove down the embankment like an avalanche and hit the level ground galloping to the north.  Alexia's troops hid in the trees to my west but I couldn't see them, although I'm sure they could see me ripping across the dry river bed.

      Within a few minutes I had reached the top of the channel where Malek's troops were studying the rocks, logs, and mud that we had used to construct the dam a few years ago.

      "We are almost ready Kaiyer," Malek said as he rode to my side. I twisted off my helmet and latched it onto my saddle as he stopped next to me. I'd had the armor on for a few hours so far, just enough time for the pain it brought me to fade into a dull ache.

      "Shlara should be here in a few hours. Wait for Gorbanni's signal." He nodded.

      "Can I talk to you for a few minutes before you join Thayer?" he said. He looked around at his mages and signaled with his head to a spot a few hundred yards farther to our north. I nodded and we moved our horses in that direction. The spot offered a spectacular view of the voluminous lake that our efforts had created. I spun around to study the valley the water would soon occupy. I imagined the bodies of six thousand Elven troops drowning in their armor and smiled.

      Malek pulled me from my musings with a soft clearing of his throat.

      "Sorry. I was thinking about the plan. What do you need?" I asked him with a light smile.

      "I wanted to talk to you about Shlara . . .” he trailed off to gauge my reaction. I didn't give him one so he let out a long sigh and frowned slightly.

      "Okay. Go ahead."

      "You aren't going to make this easy on me are you?" He twirled some of the gray hair by his temple.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "You know my feelings for her?" His blue eyes looked hopeful. I didn't remember them interacting at all besides at our strategic meetings. Were they hostile toward each other?

      "I don't. Fill me in," I said.

      "Shit man. I thought you would have seen this. Hell, you notice everything else. I'm in love with her." His face broke into a grin. I couldn't help but smile for his happiness. I didn't know if I enjoyed the idea of my two best generals becoming lovers, but I figured that Alexia was probably involved with either Thayer or Gorbanni. At least Shlara wouldn't be pressuring me anymore.

      "Excellent. She is a capable warrior and a great general. Was that all you wanted to discuss?"

      He looked down at the ground, then back up, though he avoided making eye contact.

      "She said that she loves you and won't take anyone else. She was very . . . rigid in her position." He let out another sigh. "This is difficult for me to speak of with you. I care for her very much. She has impressed me over and over again with her abilities, intelligence, leadership, and cunning. She is also amazingly beautiful. My heart seems to stop beating whenever she is around. I’ve tried being with other women, but she is the only one I want. I think about her all the time, I feel like she is the water that will quench my thirst."

      I turned to look back over the valley. There was no reason to speak of this right now. Malek and I needed to focus on the task at hand. There were Elven bastards we had to annihilate in a few hours and any mistake would lead to Shlara's death. I was surprised at his expression of love for her. Malek was definitely more vocal about his beliefs and feelings, but I had never heard him talk of love. None of us ever spoke of it.

      "Do you love her?" he asked to my back. I considered for a moment before I could give him an honest answer.

      "I won't love anyone until this is all over, Malek."

      "She is waiting for you! Don't you realize that?"

      "I'm not making her wait."

      "Bullshit Kaiyer! She thinks she has a future with you after this war. We all know that will be many, many years from now. Are you going to deny her happiness because you want to keep your options open?" His words came out quickly and were lined with anger. I turned to look at him over my shoulder. Our eyes met and we stared at each other for a few minutes.

      "What would you have me do?" I asked.

      "Set her free."

      "How can I do that?" I wanted to tell him that I wasn't trying to keep my options open. I had thought it would be easier for her to handle my rejections if she believed, well, it didn't matter. Malek wanted to love her.

      "Tell her that there is no chance the two of you will be together. Tell her that she should find another lover." He nodded as if agreeing with his own logic.

      "Are you sure this is what you want?" I asked him. His feelings were illogical and I felt almost ashamed for him. Shlara was in love with me but he didn’t care. He would rather have her, knowing he was her second choice, than not have her at all.

      "She knows how I feel about her. I am confident she will choose me." He looked at me again. "Will you do it?"

      "Of course. You can't let this get in the way of your work though. I need you both to focus on what is important." I smiled at him and he frowned again. His brown eyes filled with sadness. "What is wrong? I am doing what you are asking, right?"

      "No, no, my friend." He quickly shook his head. "I am happy about that. I am sad for you."

      "What?"

      "What do we have if we don't have love? We have let them take everything from us except for that. When the war is over we will have to rebuild our lives, create families, and civilizations. Someday we will lay down our weapons and love, Kaiyer."

      "I know. That is what we are all dreaming about," I said in agreement.

      "No! That is what we are dreaming about. Not you. You only dream about exterminating them. You don't care about anything else. You don't even want to dream about anything else. You are my best friend, my savior, but you don't understand this war. What are you fighting for? Whom are you fighting for?" I heard his heart pick up speed.

      "Today, and for the foreseeable future, I don't need to understand what you think this war is or is not. I just need to do my job. As do you.” He nodded but his eyes were tight with pity.

      "Make sure the dam breaks. I'll talk to Shlara tonight," I finished as I put on my helmet. Then I descended into the gorge toward Thayer's position. I could almost hear the screams of a thousand Elven voices as I paired it with the sound of the water filling the valley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty

        

        Kaiyer

      

    
    
      The water was cold. So cold that I didn't know if I was dreaming or awake anymore. Then the current suddenly tried again to rip me from the rock I cradled. I realized that I was actually cognizant when the water's surge lifted my feet off the rocky bottom of the river for a few inches before I willed myself back down from the current. Numbness filled my body and brain. I reached across my chest and touched the hilt of my sword to confirm for the hundredth time that it was still attached. My mind had started to think the water would sweep it away like it seemed to be doing with my sanity.

      I thought of Malek and Shlara again. What did Shlara say when I told her there wouldn't be anything between us? Did I even have feelings for her? My memories seemed to indicate I possessed a very fixated mentality. Before I speculated anymore a stray log floated by overhead and distracted me.

      This was fucking stupid and I would have laughed if I wasn't trying to conserve my energy and breath.  I looked up through the swift moving water of the river to the dark angry clouds forming in the sky. A storm approached quickly and I needed to make a move soon or the weather would further complicate my rescue attempts.

      Come on you fucking bastards! It seemed like an hour had passed since I started my hyperventilation and then dove into the Styasi River. It came down directly from the mountains in the Northlands and would have frozen me into a statue had it not been moving so fast.

      I pulled magic from the Water and the Earth to keep me warm. It helped fight against hypothermia, but I still felt like an ice cube.

      Don't use Water.

      A voice echoed in my head, bouncing off of the walls that contained my brain until it matched the roar of the river around me. Everything spun for a few seconds and my grip loosened on the rock I held. I grunted in annoyance, or maybe fear, and focused on clinging to it.

      It didn't help that I hadn't slept for three weeks or eaten much in the last two of them.

      The Elvens escorting Jessmei were faultless in their job. I followed them north on foot for about four hours until I had reached their makeshift camp. It was astutely hidden in a small grove of trees on the side of the road. I found Jessmei's footprints as it looked like they had allowed her to relieve herself.

      The next two days I spent losing more and more ground to them. I had managed to kill a deer and allocated a precious hour ripping apart its corpse and eating its organs and most nutritious pieces of meat raw before I gave chase again. The meal invigorated me, but I was still skeptical that I would be able to keep up with them for an extended period of time.

      After a week I guessed that they were still a day ahead of me. Then I came across the corpses of their spare horses, discarded to the road like the empty wine skin of a drunkard. They probably felt that they had established enough of a lead and didn't need the extra animals. I had been surprised at the intensity of their travel. They hadn't made a camp for more than a few hours since they kidnapped Jessmei. The poor girl was probably exhausted, cold, and hungrier than I was.

      The bodies of the horses were half a day old. Temperatures had turned colder as we moved northward and approached winter, so the flesh wasn't spoiled. I ripped through their corpses and ate their hearts, livers, and kidneys. Even raw they tasted fantastic. I was fond of horses and the thought of eating them almost filled me with disgust, but I needed all the energy and strength I could muster to free Jessmei. She was more important than an infinite number of horses.

      A few days after my ad hoc feast, I caught up to them at their campsite. It was windy and close to freezing, so they had secured a small cliff outcrop to make their shelter against the weather. The wind kept my scent and the noise of my bare footfalls hidden as I lurked within earshot of their conversation.

      Jessmei still wore the thin nightgown I saw her in the week and a half before when I began my pursuit. The garment was covered in dust, dirt, and grime. Her beautiful blonde hair was knotted and frayed and she tied it back with a bit of twine.

      The female leader of the Elven trio grasped the young woman's hip while she tried to sleep. It would be an act that would infuriate me for the next two weeks I pursued them from the shadows. She always had her hand on, around, or grasping Jessmei. Even when the princess needed to relieve herself the ebony-haired bitch wouldn't let go of her. I didn't want to risk an attack when the Elven leader might draw her dagger and end Jessmei before I could get within ten feet. Luckily, their leader took her job so seriously that she didn't permit the male in their group to rape Jessmei, despite him asking, sometimes demanding, every night.

      They moved slower, taking their time since they were within a short week's travel of the Northlands and their empress's army. As the week passed I grew more desperate and tried to think of any way I might get close enough to their leader to rip her life from her body without putting Jessmei in danger.

      When I was scouting ahead of them I ran into the river and came up with the plan.

      They had to cross the Styasi River. It wasn't deep, but it flowed cold and fast.  It would provide me the cover that I needed if I hid at the bottom and picked off their leader as she forded the angry current next to me. The plan was near insanity, but I hadn't come up with an idea even close to being as feasible since I began my hunt.

      If I didn't try it, I might not get another chance before they reached the army of their empress. Then my job would become a lot harder.

      This needed to work.

      I shook my head again to clear it. I could hold my breath for a long time, but it seemed as if more than five minutes had passed. What if my muscles froze when I emerged from the water? What if I missed my target and they killed Jessmei?

      What if I accidently killed the beautiful princess? It might easily happen. I was so cold I couldn't feel most of my body. I didn't know if my arm would work. My aim might be off and I would never be able to forgive myself.

      No. You can do this.  I repeated in my head like a mantra. My body shivered again and I focused on the sound of my heartbeat. I was surprised that it was louder than the current and the smooth rocks being tossed together around me.

      A shadow appeared on the surface of the water to my left and my chant ended. I crouched down in the water and my arms unconsciously tightened around the large rock I used to keep me at the bottom. This was it. My nerves were shredded, my body begged to breathe.

      I saw two more shadows in the distance; the water warped and ripped them apart as it flowed past me. I wanted to breathe so badly that my lungs screamed and my stomach clenched around the empty air.

      Just one more minute at the most and they would be above me.

      The male rode on the front horse. It was difficult to make out his facial expression but he looked bored, as did the female that followed him. I had chosen my spot perfectly. All I needed to do was jump up from this crouch and they would be less than a foot from me.

      The leader rode ten feet behind the other two. I smiled under the water. Perfect. Jessmei appeared to be wrapped in a thick wool blanket. She sat side saddle across the front of the Elven woman. Her legs dangled over the right side of the horse and her captor wrapped both of her leather clad arms tightly around the blonde princess.

      They moved a step past my position and I coiled my legs underneath me. Earth pushed up against my heart and sprinted through my exhausted muscles. The flow of the water sped up the blood that filled me and I released the rock and propelled myself up out of the river.

      The water parted around me like diamonds as I arose from the river. My right thumb pushed the handle of the sword out of the scabbard an inch before my left hand drew it from its home, whipping it around so quickly that it shattered the drops of water coming off of me into a thousand more gems.

      I underestimated my strength and thought that I would need to make an upward slash with the weapon to decapitate the leader. My jump carried me almost five feet out of the water and I just had to swing the blade horizontally to cleanly cut her neck. It happened so fast that the Elven didn't even turn back to look at me. I was already landing back in the water by the time the blood showered Jessmei and the horse.

      The princess screamed in surprise and fear as the headless corpse began to slide off the saddle in a mess of spraying crimson. The horse bucked up in confusion and I watched as her blanket-wrapped form was tossed into the swiftly moving current.

      Shit. I hadn't planned on that.

      The other two Elvens spun their horses around and gasped in shock. The male drew his sword almost instantly and the woman looked in the water, either for her leader or for Jessmei.

      The river came up to my chest and tried to push me over sideways. This was another part of the plan that I didn't really think through. The leader was dead, but I still had to deal with her lackeys.  They both had superior positions and mobility on the horses. Thinking as quickly as my frozen brain could, I ducked down through the water and wrapped my right hand across a smooth river stone, its surface slippery with algae.

      My throw went a bit wide and the male moved his head easily out of the way. The next rock would have hit him in the face, but he smacked it aside with his sword. I switched the target of my third fling, but the woman saw my previous attempts on her partner and she ducked down against the neck of her horse while she drew her sword.

      The horses were the problem. I picked up another stone and hurled it at the face of the horse the male rode upon. The animal screamed when the rock hit and it reared back on its two legs violently. The Elven hadn't expected the movement and he fell back off the saddle and into the water. His grip held steady on the sword though and he didn't drop it.

      Jessmei's head popped above the water to my right with a startled gasp of air. I was glad that she hadn't hit her head on a rock. Her eyes were wild, rolling around in panic like a startled horse. She flailed a little, the weight of her wet clothes and blanket made her movements small and ineffective.

      I launched the rock at the female, but she turned her horse sideways, causing the rock to harmlessly strike the beast's flank. It neighed in pain and shuffled away from me, but did not throw its rider.

      The male got up from the river and approached me cautiously. His leather armor made quick squeaking noises that I heard over the steady clamor of the river. His horse had flipped him off but now sat quietly in the river waiting for him to return and guide it somewhere.

      "You have no idea what you have gotten yourself into, human," he seethed Jessmei's language through clenched teeth. His limbs shook a little more than mine and I guessed that the coldness was penetrating his muscles.

      "I got myself into a river," I said in the old language we shared. "Once I kill you and your friend I'm going to get myself out of it." Both of their eyes grew wide as they guessed my identity.

      Before he leaked out a response I drove forward through the water with a slow cut to his right shoulder. I expected him to dodge back and deflect it and he did. My movement closed the gap between us though, which was my intent. The woman on the horse re-sheathed her sword and fished for her bow and quiver. The closer I was to her partner the harder it would be for an arrow to find my body.

      My opponent lashed back a counter strike aimed at the top of my skull, but I knocked it away with my blade and then stabbed forward with the tip of my curved sword. The point created a deep puncture in his leather shoulder pad, but he managed to twist out of the way before I could wound his flesh. He jumped toward me through the water and made a sweeping cut to my midsection. Before he completed the stroke I brought my sword down on his arms, cleanly severing them below the wrists. His sword flew off to my side into the water with his hands attached. His stumps sprayed blood across me and the moving water as he let out an ear-piercing screech. My weapon flashed diagonally upward across his body, slicing his torso in two and ending his screams abruptly.

      The woman had gotten her bow out and was reaching toward the quiver on the opposite side of the horse. I didn't feel like I had the energy to use magic, but I wouldn't be able to close the distance through the water before she would impale me.

      The energy of the Earth flowed up through the rocks in the river I stood upon, the Wind blew powerful and quick as it followed the speed of the river. The blot of flame, force, and hate left me and slammed into her upper body. Her head snapped back with a crack and her horse let out another loud scream as it bucked back and tried to get her off of its saddle. It paced around in a circle, trying to run, but the water kept it from really moving.

      My vision darkened and coldness enveloped me. I took in a deep breath and felt my nose and lungs burn as I sucked in half a gallon of water. I shot to the surface, suddenly conscious, and hacked up the mouthful of the cold river.

      Jessmei stood about a dozen feet behind, she tried to swim toward me but her lips were blue and she was shaking like a leaf in the middle of a tornado.

      Shit. The water is really fucking cold. I jumped toward her and pulled her into my arms. She looked into my eyes and tried to talk but her teeth chattered so loudly and forcefully that she couldn't speak.

      "Hold on Jessmei. I need to get you warm." I looked around and realized that I picked an ambush spot in the middle of the river. The water was too high for me to effectively lift her out of it, but I cradled her in my arms and made my way over to the leader’s horse.  The animal seemed to have already forgotten that I had just beheaded its master. I easily took the reins, lifting myself and the shivering princess out of the water and on to its back. Jessmei seemed to be shaking even more now that we were out of the water.

      We did not have much time.

      I rode over to the other two horses and gathered up their reins. Then I led them back south to the direction of Nia. They seemed as happy to get out of the water as I was.

      Jessmei was almost a constant seizure in my arms. Her eyes were closed, and I heard her heart beating twice as fast as it should have been. The coldness from her body seeped into mine like I was holding onto a stone wall.

      "Bite this," I said as I put part of a leather strap in her mouth. I was concerned she was going to shatter her teeth, but I really needed to be worried about her dying in the next few minutes if I didn't get us someplace dry and warm. We needed an area with cover so I could take care of her. The clouds above portended rain, their underbellies dark and swollen.

      Instead, it started to snow.

      The horses cantered up the slope from the river at my urging. The road down to the river was on the side of a cliff that didn't have any sort of outcropping that we could use as a sanctuary. On the other side of the road lay a grassy field that stretched on for a few hundred yards. In the distance past the meadow I spotted the beginnings of a forest. I pushed the horses in that direction as I looked at the cliff face for anything I might use as better shelter.

      Jessmei's blue eyes were opened now. They were clouded but she was conscious enough to bite the hell out of the strap. Her hands shook and clutched at my wet clothes.

      "Hold on Jessmei. Almost there." She may have nodded, but it was hard to tell from the movement of the horse.

      The trees were sporadic for the first two hundred yards and then grew dense. I reached a point where it would be difficult to get the trio of horses any deeper and I pulled Jessmei to the ground. I flipped off the saddle of the horse and grabbed the large blanket that protected the animal's skin from the saddle; I put this on the ground and lay Jessmei down on it. Then I ran to the next horse and repeated the process. I'm sure there were other blankets and camping gear in the assorted packs but I didn't want to waste time looking for them, and the horse blankets, though damp, were warm with body heat. The wind had died down in the thickness of the trees. A few small snowflakes filtered through the feathery canopy of pine needles.

      I ran back over to Jessmei and tried to get her to sit up. She was completely unresponsive, her heart still beating quickly though. I didn't know enough about hypothermia to guess if that was good or bad. Considering I hadn't even started to get her warm I guessed that it was probably bad.

      I ripped off her thin nightgown and then carefully removed her undergarments. She wore a thin pair of slippers that I took off her feet, and then I put the other blanket on top of her. I ran my hands through her soaking hair and contemplated cutting it off, then I just decided to wring it out over the thin bed of pine needles.

      I was still numb, sore, exhausted, and starving, but I needed to set up this camp before I could rest. I quickly gathered pine needles and cones and put them in a pile near the wrapped up form of Jessmei. Then I reached my hand out and tried to channel the Air from my body. As soon as I tasted the power my vision swam and nausea hit me in the stomach like a hammer. I fell to my knees and vomited up river water.  My body was done. I had pushed it as far as it would go. Or at least, as far as it could go and still harness the Elements.

      There must be some flint and steel in one of these packs on the horses. I searched through the first and found a large rolled up blanket, a tent pack, bedroll, multiple water skins, and some cooking gear. My hands shook as badly as Jessmei's now. I needed to start a fire in the next few minutes or we would both die. I went to the next pack and found a small hand axe, more cooking gear, another bedroll, and another blanket. On the last horse I found the flint and an oiled bag filled with waxed fire starters. I breathed out a sigh of relief, threw a fire starter on the pile of pine needles, and got a small flame growing on the first swipe of my dagger across the flint.

      I grabbed the hand axe and stumbled to my feet. There were plenty of dead branches on the ground that I hacked into smaller pieces and then dragged over on top of the needles. Each swing of the axe made my vision blur and bile rise up in my throat. After about ten minutes the fire was burning at a respectable rate and I had some more wood stacked up near Jessmei's blanketed form. Her heart was still beating quickly and she moaned in pain every half a minute.

      We really needed to set up a tent, but I didn't think I would have enough energy. There were still snowflakes drifting down through the thick cover of trees, and a serious storm would chill us further. I grabbed a pot from one of the packs and emptied a water skin into it. The pack came with a few carefully packaged sections of jerked beef. I threw those in the pot and then placed it on the ground near the fire in hopes that it would warm.

      Jessmei's teeth started to chatter again. I laid out two of the bedrolls, flipped one of the larger blankets on top, and then carried her body over to the better bed. She didn't weigh that much, but I was so weak that I almost couldn't lift myself off the ground. I stripped off my clothes, the same sweaty garments I wore that day, so many weeks ago, when I had exercised with Paug and Iarin. I secured the wool covers over us. It took a few seconds of maneuvering through the four different blankets before I had my chilled, naked body pressed against her frozen back. She was still shivering and shaking, but I felt the heat from the fire start to permeate the thick wool.

      "It's going to be okay, Jessmei," I whispered in her ear as I pulled her body into mine. My arms wrapped around her torso and grasped her slim shoulders. Her breasts pushed up against the inside of my arm as it wrapped across her chest. I didn't know if she heard me but I couldn't think of anything else to do. It had been too long since I had slept. Or eaten.

      I hope it doesn't snow too hard, the horses don't bolt, and the blanket doesn't catch on fire, were the last thoughts to crawl through my half-dead brain before exhaustion took me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

        Paug

      

    
    
      "I'm sorry about this, Paug," Grandfather called back to me. "I know you will miss your friends. Sometimes life doesn't turn out the way we planned."

      "I understand, Grandfather." I looked back over my shoulder again. The castle had ceased to be even a small dot in the distance a few days ago, yet I still looked back toward it. "I just feel like I am deserting my friends. It feels cowardly to leave when they need help the most. To save ourselves and leave them to . . ."

      "It isn't our fight. We are simple teachers, historians, writers, and educators. What use is it if we die in battle or even observe it?"

      "If we observe a battle, can't we write about it with better accuracy? Wouldn't it be best that way?" I asked him, with hope in my voice.

      "No Paug. It is too dangerous. Besides, everything we would want to document about the siege that will happen at the capital can be accounted from the refugees and the people that were there. It is not worth risking our safety to be there when the battle happens." Grandfather looked back over his shoulder again. His horse strayed to the side of the road as he ignored it. "Also, consider how important your insight is! You have actually spoken the Ancients’ language with someone from that time! You witnessed a pivotal moment in history. We must document the knowledge for future generations. This will be an important task that we will set ourselves upon as soon as we get home."

      I looked at his hopeful face and nodded. The thought of diving deep into my books didn't seem as appetizing as it once had.

      "I still feel remorse Grandfather. I should be with my friends now."

      "Those feelings will fade. Remorse always does."

      "I think regret does. Not remorse," I said under my breath. He didn't hear me though. He was justifying our flight with noble arguments about preserving history, but the truth was that he could not bear to risk losing me. I was the only family he had, and the older he grew, the more he would rely upon me. While ostensibly his concern was for posterity, I knew part of his motivation was simply selfishness and fear. I could not fault him for that, I thought as I studied his hunched, frail form. The bones of his shoulder blades showed sharply through his clothes. I knew what it felt like to be vulnerable and weak.

      The air was blowing cold from the north and I snuggled deeper into my thick cloak. Nadea and her father gave us two stout horses and a mule to go home with us. The mule was carrying several hundred pounds of precious books that the dark-haired woman wanted to save.

      Greykin, Iarin, and Nadea saw us off almost a week ago. It had been an emotionally difficult morning. I couldn't find the right words to say goodbye. The four of us had been through so much during the past few months, even before Kaiyer had arrived.

      "I wish Kaiyer and Jessmei were here." Tears came to my eyes and I tried to blink them away. I had just finished packing and our friends had come into my room for the final farewell.

      "Me too lad," Greykin replied as he smothered me in a big bear hug. He smelled of aged tobacco and oiled chain mail.

      "Goodbye Paug. Please take care of yourself," Nadea said as she wrapped her arms around me, kissed my forehead, and ran her hands through my bushy hair. "You are important to Nia. I am counting on you to safeguard those books and continue searching for the O'Baarni." She smiled at me and then sighed as she looked into my eyes; her deep brown orbs were filled with sadness. We had spoken often over the last few days as Grandfather and I were preparing to leave. We had said goodbye many times, but this would be the last time.

      I looked at Iarin as the warm tears rolled down my cheeks. He was also leaving the castle. Nadea asked him to stay, even offered him some gold, but he had declined. He told us he would head to Brilla for work. I believed Nadea had been upset about his decision at first, but he wasn't born in Nia and did not have any obligation to defend it to the death. Iarin was a kind man, but he was a mercenary, with no family or home; his prerogative was to keep himself safe. One man would make little difference in the fight anyway, I reasoned so as not to leave feeling bitterness toward him. The tracker gave me a hug but said nothing. I saw a tear roll down his cheek as we parted.

      My friends looked at each other one last time before Greykin helped me into the saddle of the horse. Grandfather thanked them for taking such good care of me and then we set off through the city. My body felt numb, like I had no control over where I moved.

      The city was in a state of panicked motion as soldiers, citizens, and traders tried to perform what tasks they needed to before the horde arrived. The air was tense with anxiety and fear. Men hammered boards over windows and barricaded vulnerable street-facing doors, reinforcing them with heavy metal rods and locks. Women supervised as their husbands loaded parcels into carts or onto horses in preparation for a flee to sanctuary within the castle walls or to family in a distant land.  Oblivious children, sensing the charge in the air but unaware of the danger, darted about, playacting sword fights and squealing in excitement at the change in routine. Soldiers roamed the streets, conscripting young men and running drills to train their new recruits quickly. I saw a few boys, younger than myself, marching dutifully behind an officer, still wearing their civilian clothes, struggling to walk in formation while wielding and unfamiliar sword.

      More than once I wished they would have given us an escort out of the city. A few times beggars eyed our horses lustfully. But just as I suspected Grandfather and I would be mugged, a guard happened to walk by and the desperate men thought better of the affair.

      Now the city was a memory. Like Nadea would be. Like Greykin would be. Like Iarin, Jessmei, and Kaiyer.

      A memory like my mother was. Someone I remembered for a few seconds before her smile turned into smoke and fog. She was gone until something external conjured up her ghostly image. I recalled Nadea's beautiful face now if I tried. I imagined Kaiyer's dreamlike smile easily when I thought about walking around the castle with him. What would happen in a few months though? Would his smile stay the same as I remembered it, like a painting on a wall? What would happen in a few years? My recollection would fade, and these friends, my best friends, would be gone forever. I felt tears roll down my cheeks again. My memory was imperfect and would decay as a sandcastle built on the low tide eventually succumbs to the waves.

      If the Losher army conquered Nia, our small village would probably be left alone. We would report to a new tax master, but what would the new rulers care about a small fishing community of under a thousand people? Even if the Ancients ruled the world, we wouldn't realize a difference. I would grow old like Grandfather, teach children and adults to read and do math. I would remember the few months when I tried to be a hero and fled when the situation looked grim. Perhaps I would tell my children that I was forced to leave, but I had really wanted to stay. Maybe I would eventually believe that lie myself and think that I was a hero.

      I believed Kaiyer would be the most important task in my life. I would be responsible for helping him defend the world against the Ancients. I would be the liaison between our two cultures. I thought that I would be needed and important.

      How differently things had turned out.

      Kaiyer hadn't really needed me. Not only that, but the man hadn't been able to help us. He died before we could learn from him. I couldn't help but feel that my whole life had been a waste so far. I practiced the language of the Ancients with hopes that someday someone would benefit from it. When Nadea came to us and explained that she knew where the O'Baarni was, I had rejoiced. Now I would put my life to use! I imagined that Nadea felt like I did: our efforts were now meaningless. I watched my horse’s hooves churn the dirt beneath us, the small grains of earth rolling and resettling as we trod upon them. I was similarly insignificant. A tiny pebble in the ground, kicked and moved about, changed by powers much larger than myself, making no impact upon them, ignored and forgotten.

      "I am rather happy to get back. We can ask Mary to make us some fish stew. What do you think? I haven't eaten her stew in almost two months!" Grandfather turned back and smiled. His eyes quickly filled with sympathy when he saw my tears.

      "What's wrong Paug?"

      "Sorry Grandfather. I was just thinking of my friends." My eyes were still teary and I had to wipe them with my hands.

      "I know, my boy.  It was a poor question. Let's stop for a bit up here and take some lunch." I nodded as he led our horses and the mule into a small wooded area on the side of the road. He pulled out the leather bag that held our foodstuffs and passed me some jerky.

      "It has been hard on you. I've been trying to make you feel better, but I think it is just one of those situations you must work through on your own. That was how I was when your mother died." Grandfather rubbed a hand through his beard and dislodged some bread crumbs that had been ensnared while eating.

      "I miss her too. I don't remember that much of her, but I remember a few things now and then. I am afraid that I will forget my friends eventually too," I choked out.

      Grandfather sighed and looked at the ground for a few minutes before speaking.

      "As you get older, you carry more and more memories Paug. Some of them will stay with you forever because they impact your personality, some will linger because they influence the future decisions you make. Sometimes you will forget the less important things about a person and only remember the core of them."

      Grandfather leaned back on the rock he perched on and looked into the sky. "I remember when your mother was a bit younger than you, she caught her first fish and brought it up to our house, she was so proud of it! Then she dropped it on the floor by accident and screamed in panic while we all tried to pick it up. I remember when she wrote her first poem to me. I don't remember what it was about, it is stored away safely in a drawer, but I remember her little dimpled face when she first showed it to me. I remember when one of the young boys walked her home from the baker’s during a hard rain, she was soaking wet, but you couldn't tell from the smile on her face." He looked down at me and smiled. "I remember her laughing on her joining day with your father. I remember when his boat didn't come back after the storm. I remember her face when you were born. I remember her face and the promises she made me keep as she lay sick on her bed. I told her that she would be okay. It was a lie then. I'll never forget that my last words to her were a lie." His eyes started to grow damp.

      "I don't want to remember Nadea, Greykin, the king, and the duke as I do now. I feel like I am running away.  I don't want to die, but I don't want to abandon my friends to die without even trying to help them."

      "You are all I have left of her Paug. I shouldn't have even let you go to awaken Kaiyer. If I guessed that the princess would put you all in so much danger I would have refused the duchess." He crossed his arms.

      "Kaiyer would not flee Nia," I said as I cast my eyes to the ground. I didn't need to see his face to understand what he was feeling.

      "Kaiyer isn't a small boy with no combat training! He doesn't have any family to worry about him!" His anger lashed across my heart.

      "Kaiyer wouldn't leave his friends to die!" I yelled. Grandfather looked startled. His kind old face crumbled.

      "Your mood will improve once you are home and we can teach again and get back to our normal routine. There is no point in sacrificing yourself. You cannot make a difference in Nia, but you are needed at home." I nodded and climbed back onto my horse.

      "Grandfather," I said after another half an hour riding.

      "Yes?"

      "I don't want my trip with Nadea to be the most fantastic adventure I ever have in my life," I spoke the words quickly. They stung going out like they were bitter wine.

      "Nonsense! Soon you will fall in love, be married, and have children of your own to raise. That will be the most fantastic experience of your life." He looked over at me and smiled in his kind way.

      I remembered the banquet where Kaiyer had encouraged me to speak with Tanya Gettil. I wondered what would have happened if I had talked to her. She probably would have said no and brushed me away, but then I would know I possessed the bravery to ask her. Perhaps she might have engaged me in conversation, I would have impressed her with my knowledge, and maybe she could have been the person I fell in love with. I never took that risk, so I would never know. In one way my cowardice was protective, I could still cling to the fantasy that if I had spoken to her she might have fallen in love with me. In another, it was painful, because it was nothing more than a hope and never would be. If I had done it, I may have been rejected, in which case I would be no worse off than I was now, but I also could have gained the friendship, or even love, of the talented songstress. Inaction and fear were insulating, but also paralyzing.

      I was miles from where I should be. My friends needed me. Perhaps I couldn't help that much in combat, but I would be there to help reload weapons, organize food, keep morale up, and document the defense of the castle. Maybe I could even get a view into the inner workings and decisions of the king and duke as they strategized with their generals. Of course it would be a huge risk, but it would be the greatest thing I ever did. I had vowed to be brave to honor the memory of Kaiyer, and riding away to the safe haven of my village was not brave, no matter how Grandfather tried to justify our flight.

      Once this war was over I could come back to live with Grandfather and find someone to love. I could then write all of my memories of Kaiyer. He would have been proud of what I had done.

      "Grandfather." I said firmly. He stopped his horse. I had made my decision, but I knew Grandfather would object. I knew how much this would hurt him. It might even kill him.

      "No Paug."

      “I don't want to grow old wondering about the hero I might have been. I don't want to live life as a spectator during a play. I want to help them. I want to see what will happen. I am going to go back." My heartbeat reverberated in my head, drowning out the sound of my voice. I sat up straight in my saddle, trying to muster the courage of my words. I felt sure in my decision, yet terrified. My body and mind fought against my heart, urging me to continue on with Grandfather to safety.

      The old man looked at me. His cheerful eyes were sad and damp. It almost broke my resolve, but I knew that his face would be mine in half a century, as I looked back at my life and wondered why I didn't try to save my friends.

      “I will think of you every night and pray to the Spirits of the Sea that you will return to me." He smiled, but it couldn't hide his sadness.

      I got off my horse and walked to him. He dismounted and we embraced for a few moments.

      "Be safe my boy. Go protect our kingdom." Tears streamed down his face.

      It took me a few minutes to tie the mule to his horse and exchange items from bags so that my horse carried most of the food and he had most of the books.

      "Don't worry, Grandfather. I'll be back. This isn't goodbye. When you see me next I'll be changed for the better. I'll be the man I want to be, someone you'll be proud of."

      "I am already proud of you." Tears flowed down his nose and dripped onto his fluffy white beard where they clung like dew drops on a spider web. I looked at his face carefully for a moment, committing every line and plane to memory. He wiped across it with the back of his hand and sniffed. "Now be gone with you! You must ride like the wind to get back in time. Give Nadea and the duke my best. Help them however you can."

      I nodded and spun my horse around. The animal sensed my excitement and was running as fast as my heart was. We raced back east toward the castle. It would still take me about four days to return, but I should get there before the Losher forces. After a mile of riding I crested a small hill and stopped on the mount. I looked back over my shoulder and saw Grandfather still watching me from the middle of the road. I raised my hand in the air in farewell and I saw his blurry shape do the same. Then I rode down the other side, to my destiny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Two

        

        The O’Baarni

      

    
    
      "Kaiyer. Message from the front lines," one of Gorbanni's lieutenants said from outside the tent flap.

      "Enter," Alexia spoke from my side. My other generals were discussing the position of Thayer's flank to the Elvens’ massive force.

      He walked in and looked around, slightly intimidated by the five of us, wearing our horrific armor, and speaking about the fate of our world over a chewed up table with rough etchings on it. The markings indicated our forces, their forces, and the estimated terrain. We had considered upgrading the piece of furniture many years ago, but decided that whatever luck we had experienced so far might be due to the old friend that we had spent countless hours fighting, laughing, crying, and agonizing over.

      "What news?" I asked him.

      "Three riders from the Elven forces have crossed the field. They are flying a white flag. They stopped in the middle of the field."

      "That's unexpected," Malek said from the far corner of the room. He frowned slightly.

      "They probably want to surrender! They can smell our hunger," Thayer spit on the carpeted ground. Then he seemed to realize that he was inside my tent and he winced at me.

      "Do you know what they want?" Shlara asked.

      "No, General. They didn't give us word but I'd guess they wish to speak to Kaiyer." The man looked at me and fidgeted. He wanted to leave.

      "I'll meet them." I grabbed the heavy metal helmet from my chair. Its gruesome demon face seemed to taunt the hate from me before I donned it.

      "No!" five voices shouted at once. I was glad that I had the helmet on so they couldn't see me smirk.

      "Gorbanni and Malek will come. Finish the placement of Thayer's troops." Shlara's face sank, but not as much as Thayer's. I laughed and was going to comment on my selection but I didn't want the young man from Gorbanni's troops to overhear our private conversation.  "I'll follow up with you three shortly."

      "At least take your guards," Shlara demanded before I left the tent. Each army had one warrior assigned to be part of my personal guard. They wore armor similar to mine and managed to beat thousands of others in various contests to qualify for the position.

      "I will be fine." She opened her mouth to protest but then thought better of it and turned back to the table.

      My heavy war mace and shield hung from a stand by the entrance to the door. My gauntleted hands found the familiar grooves in their leather handles as I armed myself with them. The weapon and shield matched my armor, each with flanged skulls that screamed in agony like a tapestry from hell. The steel-shafted mace weighed almost twenty pounds and could crush through Elven armor and horses with ease. My shield also weighed about twenty pounds. It was in the shape of a modified triangle, with three points at the top and sides that fell in a curved slope down toward my feet. Thick leather enarmes allowed me to hoister its weight in my right arm comfortably and an even thicker gauge strap enabled me to slide it over my back or tie it to the saddle of my horse.

      Almost half a million human soldiers stretched out across the endless field. We mounted our horses and cantered them carefully through the open grass paths to the front lines. Our travel created a wave of salutes amongst the masses. Most here had never seen me in person, but they knew what I looked like from the tales. There was no mistaking the massive ebony horse with the man in nightmare armor on it. My cloak was a deep red with a black skull embellishment. It was a trail of blood that showed evidence of my passing. By the time the three of us had made it to the empty field that separated the Elven army from my troops, the O'Baarni were roaring like a flame devouring a forest.

      It was easy to see the white flag and the three Elvens who stood beneath the banner, gleaming in the sunlight. Even in the midst of a war for the very survival of their race, their absurd obsession with aesthetics was evident. They rode magnificent horses of pure alabaster, their coats polished to a reflective sheen and their manes were braided down their sides as if they were en route to one of their ridiculous festivals. The hooves of their mounts had an assembly of bells attached to them, as we approached they shifted them around and created a soft cascade of beautiful music. We slowed our own dark steeds to a trot once we left the safety of the army.

      "This is a bad idea," Gorbanni said under his breath. The words were a whisper, but Malek and I heard them over the roar of our army and the sound of the horses. "There is nothing to gain from talking to them. We have the upper hand. We should just crush them and be done with it. Their end is near."

      "Maybe they will beg for forgiveness?" Malek said. The three of us burst into a dry chuckle at the thought. There would be no mercy given for a millennium of pain, death, slavery, and hate.

      We fell silent and slowed our mounts down to a walk when we came within twenty yards. We were about half a mile from the side of either camp and well out of bowshot range. I could see the Elven forces stretched out in front of me. The assembly of their forces did look impressive, but they were outnumbered, tired, and their morale was broken. We'd been carefully nipping pieces off of them for the last four years. Their leadership had become smart though, and they had begun to retaliate with strategic feints and complex break offs of troops to entice us. They had finally found a capable leader, but it was too late. Part of me actually wanted to meet their general so I would know whose head to crush with my mace when the battle started. It would be a fitting end to our legacy.

      They wore impossibly brilliant golden armor that cascaded down from their shoulders in layers as thin as fabric. It wasn't as weak as cloth though; each ridge of gracefully crafted metal alloy would stop all but the most powerfully swung sword. It was one of the reasons I used a mace. It crushed their bones with each hit and ensured that I wouldn't get my weapon caught in a dying corpse while another misbegotten animal attacked me. Their armor was still tight around their bodies and I determined the shape of a man and two women. Their elegantly curved helms and painted masks hid their faces, but long hair slid down each of their backs. The man's was a pewter color, dull and lifeless, the woman in the back had hair that matched new snow, and the one in front had hair of coppery red blood. It burned in the harsh light of the morning like her back was on fire.

      I had seen that hair a million times in my dreams.

      My eyes watered like I had suddenly looked directly at the noonday sun after spending a month in a dark cave. We stopped our mounts ten yards from them. They were careful with their hands, keeping them on the silk braided reins of their horses so that we wouldn't mistake their actions as aggressive. I was glad I wore my helmet. The look of shock on my face would have hindered whatever conversation we were about to have. I could still taste her lips on mine, feel myself inside of her, smell her hair as it wrapped around my body.

      I concentrated on slowing my heart rate and breathing to a normal pace, I didn’t want my generals, or worse, the Elvens, sensing my unease and making any assumptions. I could smell her from across the field, her scent both familiar and intoxicating in its freshness. Seeing, feeling and smelling her in my memories was very different from actually being faced with her again. I thought my memories had been vivid, but compared to the sensory onslaught of having her here in front of me, they were like the muted sounds of voices heard underwater.

      No one said anything for a few minutes as we measured each other.

      "What do you want?" Gorbanni said with boredom. It wasn’t an affectation or overconfidence. We were completely sure of our victory, and they had to be as well. This was clearly a last ditch, desperate attempt at surrendering with some of their dignity and troops intact.

      "We wish to speak to your leader. Alone," the white-haired female in the back said.

      "We'd like for you to drop your pants so we can shove our swords up your asses. But that isn't going to happen either," Malek said without smiling.

      "No need to be insolent, human. We mean him no harm now," she replied back with a careful smile.

      "Oh, my apologies," Malek said, his voice thick with sarcasm. "I didn't mean to be rude. It's not like your kind have ever done anything . . . abusive to me."

      "Say what you need to say and be gone. We have Elven massacres to plan for," Gorbanni said. I was surprised that he had spoken again.

      "Tell your dogs to leave you," the white-haired woman said to me as she edged her mount forward. Her mask had a stylized pine tree etched over the left side and a red star over the right eye hole of the mask. Gorbanni and Malek's hands went to the hilts of their swords and I heard the metal leave the scabbards as they drew them an inch in warning.

      "If your leader wishes to speak privately you can leave her company and I will ask mine to go," I said. My voice rang dead and hollow in my ears. Malek and Gorbanni grunted in annoyance.

      The white-haired woman and man didn't like that either. They frowned and were about to protest when their leader's arm shot up and pointed toward her troops.

      "Quarter of a mile and post," she commanded. Her voice sounded exactly as I had remembered it: a calm breeze blowing through a forest. It raised goosebumps across the skin of my neck and shoulders. I closed my eyes and focused on breathing again, slowly and with control. Her generals nodded and set their horses off, their bells echoing as they retreated.

      "Wait for me," I said over my shoulder to Malek and Gorbanni. Gorbanni growled in annoyance and I heard his horse spin around and gallop away quickly. Malek moved his mount slower. I turned to watch and saw him look over his shoulder half a dozen times before he made it half a mile.

      No one could hear what we spoke of now.

      "It's been a long time . . . Kaiyer," she spoke softly from behind her mask, almost hesitant to speak my name, she said it as a beautiful, breathy exhale. I didn't say anything. My mouth was dry.

      "It is you?" her voice quavered.

      "Yes," I answered. I could end her now. My mace would crush the life from her in a split second. My father and brother would be avenged.

      "How many years?" her horse shuffled to the side a bit and she made a snapping sound with her lips to get its attention.

      "More than thirty," I said. It had been thirty-six years since I had seen her. Thirty-six years I had been without her touch, thirty-six years I had been without her body, thirty-six years since she had killed the only other people I had ever loved.

      Her hands went up to her helm and untied the harness under her chin. She carefully lifted off her golden helmet. Her mask was still attached, its face etched into the image of the sun and the moon. She slowly reached behind her head and unlatched the strap, letting the mask fall away from her beautiful face.

      It looked exactly as I had remembered. Her almond-shaped eyes glowed bright like hot silver and the blue ocean when she gazed at me. Her skin was as smooth as a marble statue, but any marble sculpture I would compare her to would have more flaws in it. Her lips were as red as the dying sun being buried into the sea and they made me want to taste them like a starving man wants to suck on a ripe peach.

      "Let me look upon your face, Kaiyer." Again she hesitated at my name, as if she were afraid to say it. I couldn't tell if she commanded it or asked it. Everything she had ever said to me in the past had been a command. Her voice was the same but her tone was softer. Before I could puzzle out the correct reaction, my hands moved of their own accord toward my helmet to remove the piece of armor. It was less complicated than her affair. It locked into my chest plate, so I just twisted it before I lifted it off my shoulders.

      Our eyes met and I had to bite my tongue to keep my expression calm. The taste of my own blood kept me from trying to kill her. Or maybe it kept me from trying to kiss her. She looked around my face, my mouth, and at the rest of my armor.

      "It seems like you have not aged at all. Of course, you aren't quite the scrawny boy I remember either," she smiled lightly and continued to appraise me.

      I clenched my jaw and wrapped my spare fist around the reins of my horse. Her nonchalance was infuriating. She looked and acted as if we were simply old friends running into each other, exchanging bland pleasantries. As if I had never run my fingers through that hair, moving it aside to kiss the white skin of her perfect neck, tasting her. As if I had never felt her nails raking my back as she moaned my name. As if I had never felt her body move around mine while deep inside of her. As if she had not murdered my family in cold blood in front of me. As if we were not currently attempting to annihilate each other’s people in complete genocide.

      "Why did you wish to speak to me?" I finally said after half a minute of agony. I'm sure she heard my heart beating in panic. Hers was beating calmly.

      "I wanted to make certain it was you. You've been quite a thorn in our side for the last thirty years.” I smirked at her words. A thorn in their side? Her people were on the brink of extinction at my hand, and she had the gall to refer to us as a minor annoyance? “At first I didn't believe that the same Kaiyer, my Kaiyer, led this band of lost slaves. What is the name you gave yourselves?" She licked her lips and smiled seductively at me.

      "The O'Baarni."

      "What does it mean?"

      "It is our old language. It means ‘The Ancients,’" I said. Why was I telling her this?

      "The Ancients? That is an odd name."

      "We were here before you. We'll be here after your kind is dust, Iolarathe." Her name slid off my tongue like sweet wine. I closed my lips into a hard line, fighting against the desire to taste hers again.

      "I doubt that. You can't honestly believe that you are going to win this?" She sneered at me and gestured with her arm across the battlefield.

      I didn't answer. It was obvious that the humans would be victorious. She was outnumbered, outmaneuvered, and we had been winning all of our battles against them for the last ten years.

      Silence hung between us as she waited for my reply.

      "You won't win. You'll die. You all will. I am here to strike a bargain." She looked back to her generals.

      "A bargain right now? This should be interesting," I said flatly. She wanted mercy.

      "I offer a truce. We will split the planet in half, you will take whichever side you want and we will have the other. We will never attack or enslave a human again if you vow to do the same with us." Her face was serious.

      I considered for a moment before answering.

      "Is that it?" I crossed my arms and relaxed my hands. The blood taste had faded from my mouth. I could do this. I could work objectively with her.

      "No, there is one more thing." She hesitated and looked back over to my troops briefly. "We require one prisoner to take with us."

      "Just one?" I laughed. She nodded.

      "Who would this be?" I found myself smirking.

      "You," she said without smiling.

      "Ahh. So I can never create another army again to destroy you? That's an excellent plan. Let me go get my sack of belongings and I'll be right back," I said with as much sarcasm as Malek had used earlier.

      Her face turned to anger for a few seconds before she relaxed.

      "You will be treated well. You will not be harmed," she tried to reassure me.

      "Not that I am going to really consider your offer, because your race has lost already and your bones will be ground into fertilizer within the week. But, I'm just intrigued, why do your people want me in exchange for some truce?"

      She looked into my eyes, holding my gaze for a few seconds past what was comfortable. I forced myself to look back with confidence. She bit her lips and continued to stare into my eyes as she spoke. Her voice was urgent, her eyes pleading, willing me to believe her.

      "You will not win tomorrow, Kaiyer, I can guarantee you of that. You have been successful so far because I have allowed you to be, tomorrow I will not. Tomorrow you will die, your friends will die, and your people will be thrown back into a million years of slavery. I offer you a solution that will work well for your entire race. You will be a hero and the rift between our people might be repaired. Perhaps we will share this planet in harmony one day." She smiled at me reassuringly

      "I doubt that. Also, your offer ends well for everyone but me. I'm willing to sacrifice my life to see us free from your race, but I won't be a slave again." I wanted to spit on the ground but I resisted.

      "You will not be a slave!" she almost screamed, then she took a deep breath. "You will be with me. You will be mine." Her eyes met mine again and for the first time she looked vulnerable.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "We are bonded. Forever. Don't you feel it? It hasn't been thirty years. It has been thirty-six years." Her eyes looked panicked suddenly.

      "What are you saying?" I tried to control my emotions as she showed me that she was losing the grasp on her own.

      "I see you when I close my eyes, I hear your voice when no one else is speaking. I've never had another lover because all I want is you, and I need you like water and food and air to breathe." She said the words quickly and her stone face broke into a look of remorse and sadness. I felt my heart swell up with pain and my throat closed so tightly that I couldn't say anything for a few moments.

      "Don't you feel it too? You must. I see your eyes when you look at me. You were never good at hiding your desires. All of the other humans feared me. All of the Elvens wanted me for my status. You loved me." She looked at me again and seemed to grow frustrated. "Please, speak to me," she begged.

      "You killed my father and my brother," I said flatly. It was like I had smacked her in the face.

      "Would you rather I had killed you? Someone had to die. It was either going to be you, me, or them. Their deaths were the only solution. Do you understand?" She was pleading with me now, her beautiful face lined with worry.

      I opened my mouth to reply but she interrupted me.

      “I sent you away, thinking that my feelings would fade. It was a mistake. I thought of nothing else, and my attempts to forget you only made it clear that nothing could replace you. No one could replace you. I couldn’t live anymore without you. I decided to pull you from our army of humans, but you had already escaped. You had fled the night before and killed your handlers. You were lost to me. I had been a day too late.” Her face searched mine for a show of emotion. She must have seen something there that made her want to continue.

      “Leave with me. Surrender now and we will go. It can be the two of us together, forever. I don't care if we live amongst my people or yours, or all alone. I don’t care about anything else. I just want you. My race will not die tomorrow. I will kill both of us if I have to. Don't make me decide. Come with me. I'll give you anything. Please, Kaiyer." Her eyes looked at me and they were filled with lust and something else. Love? Desire? I had never seen those emotions in Elven eyes so I couldn't identify it. I didn't even think that they loved their own offspring.

      My mind spun with the thought of being with her again. Our bodies wrapped around each other. We would both live for another half a century or more. We could enjoy each other with no interruption, no humans, no Elvens, and no fear. My mouth watered when I thought about kissing her, feeling the smooth softness of her skin, wrapping my hands around her hair and pulling her head back to lick her neck as I entered her. Hearing her voice moan my name as she clung to me. I leaned forward a bit in my saddle as my body and brain blurred the lines between my imagination and reality.

      Then I remembered their dead bodies lying in the grass outside of the stables. I remembered my life of fear under their rule. I remembered every cry of pain, hate, and shame I had experienced. I multiplied that a million times as I thought about the humans in my army. We would never be free if her kind were left alive. They would find a way to grow strong and enslave us again. We could only win, not accept a truce.

      "I wanted you to kill me that day. I was too much of a coward to stand up and fight your entourage. I was too afraid that you would be the one to kill me. I was too afraid to end up like my father and brother. I was afraid that the feelings I had for you would not be returned, and you would kill me as easily as you did them. I am not afraid anymore, Iolarathe. I do want you. I want all the things you have said you would give me. But I also want to kill you for what you have done, and I want to destroy all of your people along with you." Her face paled and she sat up straight in her saddle. A tear slid down from her silvery eye and across her alabaster cheek. I had never seen one cry.

      I pulled my helmet up and attached it over my head.

      "Tomorrow your kind will cease to exist and humans will forever be free. Even if you find some way to kill me, my armies will still crush your people into dust. Then they will all be hunted like animals until every last one is exterminated." I turned my horse around and walked it away.

      "Don't do this Kaiyer," she pleaded. I stopped my horse and looked over my shoulder at her, she was glittering in the sunlight like a statue of gold.

      "I made a mistake when I became your lover and I made another mistake when I didn't try to kill you after you had murdered my family. There will be no more mistakes. There are half a million humans on this field that your people have enslaved. Tomorrow you will pay for your crimes. Maybe we will be together in death." I didn't wait for a response as I galloped my horse back to the sea of humans. They shifted, moved, and roared like the waves of an ocean as they cheered my approach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Three

        

        Kaiyer

      

    
    
      I thought the sound of their cheers woke me, but it was the howl of the wind through the impromptu camp I had built. My mind continued to spin out of control from my memory. For a few seconds I didn't remember where I was. Then I felt my arms around Jessmei's naked body and remembered the river and the desperate gamble to save her. Her body was warm inside of my embrace and her heart beat in a relaxed and normal manner.

      We were both swaddled under four different blankets so I pulled my body from around the princess and tried to exit the pile without disturbing her.  The wind roared again but the trees offered shelter from most of their torment. The horses were still where I had left them and I saw that the fire had burned down to orange glowing coal. From the ashes I predicted that I might have been asleep for about six hours. There was a small amount of snow on the ground but the branches above were so thick that most of the ice was kept off of us. The dense foliage above also prevented me from viewing the clouds and guessing how much more of the storm was left.

      If it had been six hours, it would be close to nightfall. I needed to prepare the camp before we set in for the night. I stood up from the blankets and almost fell over as my head spun and ached. It felt like every muscle in my body had been gnawed on by bears.

      I went over to the fire and used the discarded flint to light another small pile of needles and cones. They lit quickly and I added the larger pieces of dried wood to get it burning. The small pot of broth was warm but needed more time to heat. It had probably gotten hot enough during my unconsciousness but I didn't agonize over the time I wasted preparing it.

      I went back over to the horses and unsaddled the last one, taking time to rub each one down and inspect them for sores or ticks. The Elvens had taken good care of them and I couldn't find anything that needed attention. The animals did need to be covered with their riding blankets, but before that could happen I would need to move Jessmei into the tent.

      I had set up many tents in my life and this one I easily put together. It was made of green, oiled canvas with wood support beams and stakes. Within ten minutes it lay positioned near the fire, absorbing warmth from the flames. I didn't think I could move Jessmei without waking her, so I went back to inspect the rest of the bags. I found more food, some repairing equipment, spare cotton pants and shirts the Elvens wore under their armor, a few more water skins, grain for the horses, and the standard weapon maintenance gear. I wondered how they managed to get all the horses loaded from inside the castle. My best guess was that they had probably assigned a few of their squad to stealing the Nia mounts and procuring traveling supplies while the others kidnapped the princess.

      The pot of broth was steaming so I moved it away from the fire and dipped in a small cup I found in the pack. I hesitantly sipped on the salty concoction. It tasted amazing. My head and body still hurt like I had just been crucified by a lightning bolt, but the broth would get me in the right direction. I grabbed a wax bag of dried crackers from one of the packs and dunked it into the broth. They tasted as good as the food at the banquet in Nia.

      Once I finished the small cup, I gathered more branches and needles for the fire, checked on the horses, and decided it was time to move Jessmei into the tent. I was able to carefully pick up the bedding she lay on and lift it off the ground; I kind of half-crouched, half-dragged the pad inside the shelter. The princess seemed to be deeply unconscious; the movement didn't wake her or even disturb her slumber. Although, it was hard to tell since she lay wrapped up like a cocooned caterpillar before it turns into a blue and silver butterfly.

      I carefully unwrapped the top blanket and exposed her naked, sleeping form. Her skin was white and creamy like the fresh snow that littered the floor of the forest. Her breasts were smaller than Nadea's but created a perfect hemisphere of support for her erect pink nipples. My eyes followed the line of her taut stomach down to her hips and smooth thigh muscles; her entrance was hidden by a small amount of fine blonde and silver hair that matched the mane on her head. I felt my body respond to a different type of hunger than what the beef broth and crackers would satisfy.

      It would be so easy to lean down and wrap my mouth around her nipple, to lick across her smooth skin and then taste every inch of her.

      I shook my head to get my imagination in check. My body was naked and my erection stood straight up against my stomach. I sighed with regret and carefully pulled the two horse blankets off of her body and wrapped her in the ones I found in the other traveling packs. Before I left the tent I checked her toes to make sure that there were no signs of frostbite. They looked fine.

      I covered up the horses and moved them near a tree where they could be tied. Then I knelt by the fire and inspected my weapons. I hadn't really paid them any attention during the last few weeks while I pursued Jessmei, and they probably needed care. The activity took my mind off devouring Jessmei's unconscious form and gave me time to think about the recent memory.

      Was that the last battle I fought? Iolarathe was their general? It seemed so serendipitous, but I guessed she would be alive. I wondered what happened between Shlara and Malek. The note on my stone bed had made it seem that Malek regretted what he had done to me. Was that because of Shlara? Did I kill Iolarathe in that battle? I tried to remember more, but it was like trying to catch an individual drop of water falling from a rain storm.

      I flipped the long sword over to inspect it one last time. The edge of the blade was now returned so I oiled it a final time before sheathing the weapon. I pulled out the short sword and began the same process while my mind wandered like a bee seeking pollen from a field of brightly colored flowers. My mind finally settled on a topic I had forgotten until now.

      The O'Baarni.

      I stood up as I remembered what I had said in the dream. My eyes closed as I repeated the words again.

      The O'Baarni wasn't a man. It was us. It was the humans. It was the people I led.

      We were the Ancients?

      I still didn't understand. Why were the Elvens calling themselves Ancients? Why did the legends Paug told me seem to implicate the O'Baarni as the person that destroyed the Ancients when I knew them to be the same thing? Perhaps history was tainted by hundreds of years of lies and mystery. In the end it didn't matter. Elvens were alive here and I needed to destroy them. I recalled the scorching fervor of the man I used to be. Parts of that heat still burned strongly in my chest.

      I didn't feel the same passion, either love or hate, when I thought of Iolarathe. Perhaps time had healed that wound in my heart. Maybe somehow we were bonded and her death had caused me to escape the obsession I had for her.

      The wind blew again and I heard it soar across the river far below, up the canyon, through the field of long green grass, and into the forest where we camped. The rustle of the tree needles sounded like thousands of melancholy whispers.

      "Kaiyer?" Jessmei's voice called out from inside the tent. I sheathed my sword and walked back over to the entrance.

      "I'm here, Jessmei. How do you feel?" She sighed in relief when she heard my voice.

      "I'm okay. Very tired, hungry, and thirsty." Her voice died down to a whisper at the end.

      "I've got some broth. I'll get you water too. Just stay there." I gripped the small cup I used earlier and filled it with broth from the pot and then I grabbed a few of the hard crackers and a water skin. I opened the entrance to the tent and bent over double before I crawled inside.

      Jessmei sat up with the blankets wrapped around her chest to keep her breasts hidden. She smiled at me in undisguised joy and the inside of the tent seemed as bright as daylight. I pushed the cup of broth into her hands and she sighed in delight as she drank the first sip.

      "This is so good. I am very hungry." She took another sip and the blanket began to fall off of her chest. Before it could, she hastily grabbed it with her left hand.

      "Here are some crackers." It was very dark in the tent. I could see fine but she probably couldn't make out more than my shadowed silhouette. She hummed in satisfaction as she dipped them in the broth.

      "They didn't feed me much for the last few weeks." She sounded like she was about to cry, but I couldn't tell if it was from the painful memory or because she was happy.

      "They are dead now. You're safe here with me. We'll be back at the castle in a few weeks. Your father must be very worried about you." I handed her the water skin as she finished the cup. "Want more?" she nodded and I went back out to the pot to fill the cup and grab more crackers.

      "He probably isn't that worried. Although I'm surprised you came alone. I would have thought that Greykin would have come with you." She smiled again as I passed her the refilled cup.

      "Why wouldn't your father be worried?"

      "Well, I had prayed that you would come after us. He asked you to, right?" I didn’t understand what she was saying exactly. It must have been another language issue.

      "The last time I spoke to the king it was a few days before the night the alarm sounded." I hoped I had explained it to her correctly. She set down her cup and looked at me in shock.

      "So who sent you after me?"

      "I saw them take you out of the city. I didn't think there was time to get help, so I ran after you."

      "You ran after us?" Her mouth hung open. The blanket started to fall off of her chest again but she re-wrapped it over her breasts. "How did you run after us?"

      "Don't worry Jessmei." I laughed and lay down on the mat next to her. "You're safe now. I spent a few sleepless nights tracking your new friends before I caught up to you. Then I planned the ambush at the river. How did they capture you at the castle?" She looked back over her shoulder at my body and turned in her blankets so she could face where she thought my voice was coming from.

      "Greykin made it to my room a few seconds after the alarm had sounded.  An Ancient came through my window and Greykin killed him in a horrific struggle."

      "He killed an Ancient?" I asked in surprise. The big man was impressive.

      "Yes. Then he grabbed my arm and we tried to get to the armored Safe Room where the rest of my family would be guarded during an invasion. We almost made it there when we were attacked by three more. They put a dagger to my throat and Greykin stopped fighting." She let out a sigh. "I hope they are all okay. You didn't see them before you came after me?"

      I nodded and realized she couldn't make out the movement.

      "No. They are probably still worried about you. I'm sure they have sent soldiers to track you. I imagine when we turn back south we will run into them in a few days." Jessmei nodded and finished off her second cup of broth.

      "Want more?"

      "No I am fine. Just water is good." She took a long drink from the skin. "Did you eat? Are you thirsty?" I realized that I was still hungry and thirsty, but I wanted to make sure she got what she needed.

      "I'll get some in a bit. Do you feel okay? I was worried that you were going to die of hypothermia."

      "I feel tired. That may be because I am so warm and relaxed." She set down the cup on the mat between us and finished drinking the rest of the water. "I knew that you would come for me. At least, I believed that you would. Then the days passed and I began to fear that you wouldn't come. Then weeks passed and I became certain that you wouldn't come. When we were crossing the river I began to imagine what they would do to me when we reached our destination." She shuddered again like when she had been exposed to the cold.

      "It just took me a long time to catch up with you. But I never fail," I said to her with a smile. My stomach grumbled.

      "You should go eat." I nodded and made my way out of the tent with the cup and began to finish off the rest of the broth.

      "Where are we?" she asked through the closed flap.

      "About a mile, maybe two, south of the river. I didn't find a cave for shelter but we are in dense woods that seem to be protecting us from the snowstorm."

      "It is snowing? No wonder it feels so cold outside of these blankets."

      "Don't leave the blankets! You need to relax and be warm." I gulped the rest of the broth and then covered the pot with its lid so it wouldn't attract any animals. I moved about two armfuls of wood onto the fire, grabbed my swords, another water skin, and then went back into the tent.

      Jessmei was sitting up and had started to shiver.

      "Cold?" I asked as I put my weapons to the side of our mats and lay back down next to her.

      "A little."

      "Here, open the blankets." She did and I slid my body next to hers and wrapped the opening closed behind me. My arms circled her shoulders again and I pulled her back against my chest. "Is that better?" I said after I had situated our bodies.

      "Mmmm. Yes." She sighed. "You're really warm." I smiled at her words. She didn't need to know that my body felt like it was being ripped apart and my headache made me want to bludgeon myself unconscious with a rock. Her body wiggled back and forth a bit as she nestled closer into my arms. Then her movements stopped abruptly.

      "Kaiyer?"

      "Yes?"

      "Are you naked?" she stuttered.

      "Yes. Why?" I felt her body tense. Shit. I forgot that they have this aversion to anything carnal.

      "We cannot be lying here under these blankets without clothes on!" she whispered. Her heart rate quickened as she scooted a few inches away from me.

      "You don't really have any clothes left. I ripped off your nightgown and threw it on the dirt by the fire. Your undergarments are out there in a pile with my clothes. If you want to go out and grab them you are welcome to, but it is cold out and they are probably still soaking wet." I didn't bother to tell her that there were other garments in the Elven's gear. It was comfortable here with her warm skin against mine.

      "You ripped my nightgown? What am I going to wear when we travel back?" She didn't seem angry.

      "We'll figure that out in the morning." I pulled her back into my chest and nuzzled the back of her neck with my nose. Her hair was dry now but still a tangled shower around my face. She murmured something soft when my face touched the nape of her neck and she didn't try to move away again. I took a deep breath and filled my sinuses with the scent of her.

      We listened to the wind pass overhead and the fire crack from outside the tent flap.

      "Thank you for coming after me," she interrupted the howl. Her heart started to beat fast again. I hummed in agreement and tightened my arms a small amount around her shoulders.

      "I've . . . never been like this with a man before," she whispered, the tone of her voice hesitant. Her words triggered my desires and I became aroused.

      "I know," I whispered in her ear.

      "I am supposed to wait until I am joined," she said quickly. "I, I know what to do. Yera, Levie, Damina, Siliah, and Cerra told me." Her heart was beating fast now. "Father just . . . he would be upset if I didn't wait until I was married."

      "I know," I said again. My fingers made small circles on the smooth white skin of her shoulders.

      "It's supposed to hurt the first time, right? They said it would, but that I would get used to it and enjoy it." She shivered again but I didn't think it was from the cold. It was close to boiling underneath the blankets now.

      I didn't answer her. My mouth was watering with hunger and my erection pushed into her lower back, desperately seeking guidance into her entrance. She had to feel it against her. I placed my lips against the spot where her neck and shoulder met and lightly kissed it. She gasped in surprise and her body tensed as I kissed slowly up her neck to her earlobes. She finally moaned and her back relaxed back into mine when my teeth gently scraped across the soft skin of her ear.

      "Kaiyer," she sighed. "I can't do this. My father would be angry with me."

      "Why?" The tip of my nose nuzzled her ear as I whispered into it.

      "He thinks I should wait until I am married." I heard the disappointment in her voice.

      "Who will you marry?" I said before my tongue licked lightly behind her ear.

      "I don't know. Whomever he picks for me. I'm surprised he hasn't yet. I am old enough. I think he is waiting for the right proposal," she said between sighs as my tongue tickled her.

      "Proposal?"

      "Yes. It will help strengthen the bonds with the kingdom of my husband. Didn't we talk about this when we lunched in the garden?" Jessmei moved her head around slightly and my mouth kissed up across her cheek and to the corner of her lips. She tried to turn around more to kiss me but I held her too tightly. She sighed in frustration when my lips moved back to her neck.

      "So your father gets to decide whom you can love and marry?" I whispered softly into her ear again. Her hips were rocking back into mine rhythmically.

      "He determines whom I marry. But not whom I love," she whispered back.

      "Then you will love me tonight," I said as I kissed her ear once more.

      She moaned again when the tip of my tongue explored the inner lobe of her ear and gently moved down the side of her neck to her shoulder again. When I got to the top of her shoulder my teeth softly bit her white skin. Her hands wrapped around the outside of mine and clenched them fiercely as she let out a long moan of pleasure.

      "That feels really good," she sighed as I continued my administrations to her neck.

      For five more minutes I concentrated on her shoulders and neck. Kissing, licking, and softly biting while she moaned in approval. Eventually I slid my hands from where they wrapped around her arms and moved them down to her chest, cupping her small breasts in each hand. She gasped again at the new sensation when my fingers first made contact with the soft mounds and her firm pink nipples.

      "Mmmmm," she murmured as my hands squeezed and caressed her breasts.  Her hands gripped mine tightly again and pushed them into her chest, forcing me to massage deeper while I nibbled on her neck.

      Her breathing became quicker as it turned into panting. She spun herself around in my arms so that we were facing and savagely kissed me. Her tongue was soft and slick. She pushed it into my mouth with a moan of longing and her hands scrambled up and down my chest and shoulders until she hooked them around my head so she could more aggressively kiss me. My tongue slid past Jessmei's and explored her sweet mouth. She moaned again in pleasure, since our mouths were locked the sound echoed in my head.

      She pulled my head away and our mouths separated. We both gave a gasp of pleasure and relief. She smiled and leaned back into me for a gentler kiss. This time I enjoyed the fullness of her lips on mine. I was able to lick them with my tongue as it darted around her own tongue. I noticed that she tasted salty from the broth we consumed earlier. When we finished our second bout of lip exploration I pulled her hair back and forced her mouth up so I would have access to her throat.

      She moaned my name as my tongue traced fine, wet lines down the front of her chin and to her left nipple. When I got to the pink piece of candy, my mouth wrapped around it and bit softly. These movements made her gasp in surprise and then pull my head against her breast tighter. My right hand came up to pinch and rub the nipple I wasn't giving any attention to with my lips. Her pants were now transforming into soft cries of pleasure and I couldn't help but moan along with her. Her skin tasted sweet and salty.

      I moved to her other nipple, nibbling and sucking until she gasped sharply. Her nails raked across my bare shoulders and back. Their speed increased as her body became more aroused. Finally, I kissed and licked down her flat, smooth stomach and to her enticing hips. My fingers and tongue shared massaging duty here for a few minutes until her voice grew quiet. I briefly looked up and saw her biting the side of her right hand to keep from crying out. Her eyes reflected the shadowed orange hunger of the flame outside the tent as she gazed across her naked body at me.

      The blankets had been thrown to the side during our hunt for position. The night was frigid, but the coldness didn't penetrate the heat we were creating inside our tent. I moved my hands down lower and rubbed the sleek muscles of her thighs while my lips and tongue did their walk down to the silky hair in front of Jessmei's entrance. She gasped as my tongue reached her pubic hair.

      "What are you going to do?" she asked. Her voice was just above a whisper and I could hear the fear in her words.

      "I'm going to taste you," I rubbed her thighs more and spread her legs, revealing the moist, sleek lips around her entrance. She didn't resist me.

      "What? What do you mean?" her wetness smelled like lavender flowers.

      "Relax Jessmei. You will enjoy this," I said before the tip of my tongue gently licked her wet labium. She tasted as good as she smelled, like flowers with a hint of citrus sweetness. I made my tongue dance across her lips in a circle pattern before I pushed my tongue halfway into her entrance to get the full flavor of her wetness.

      "Oh my. Oh my. Oh Kaiyer. That is unbelievable. Soooo good." She barely kept her voice a whisper. I grunted in satisfaction to her response and pulled my tongue slowly out of her. I focused on the tiny nub of flesh on the top of her entrance that I ignored until this point. My mouth fastened around it like I had to her nipple and I gently sucked and licked it. Her hands grasped tightly to the back of my head, her hips bucked upward, and she let out a wheeze like someone had punched her in the stomach. After a few seconds of her body being incredibly tense, she began to relax. Jessmei let out a long sigh and lessened the grip on my hair. I looked up from my licking and saw that her eyes were closed and her face was a mask of enjoyment mixed with anticipation.

      I didn't know how she wanted to be licked, so I tried a few different movements with my tongue and lips for the next ten minutes. From her moans of approval and the sudden tension on her body I figured out she preferred for me to lick across the surface of her sleek lips in an upward motion with the middle thick part of my tongue. I repeated the movement several times in a row before I would push it deep into her again to feel and taste her wetness.

      It only took a few minutes of this before her body couldn't take anymore.

      She moved her hips sideways across the mat and bottom blanket while her moans increased in volume. Her left leg wrapped around my neck and her right leg straightened out before she let out a light scream.

      "Ahhhhh. Kaiyer don't stop!" she gasped through clenched teeth as her hands forsook the rubbing of my scalp and clutched the blankets to her side. Her body shook and quaked for half a minute as I slowed down my licking and sucking. Finally, she sighed in exhaustion, like she had just completed an hour long battle, and pushed her body away. She lay before me panting still, with her legs spread and her hands grasping her breasts. Her eyes were closed and she took long, deep breaths and let them out with gentle sighs. Her breath reminded me of the breeze through the forest on a late summer night.

      "That felt so good, Kaiyer. How did you do that?" her eyes opened to look at me. They were filled with adoration.

      I will give you what you want if you give me what I want. I heard a voice echo in my head. It wasn't Iolarathe's voice. Was it Shlara's? I ignored the memory and smiled down at Jessmei as I settled on my left side next to her content body.

      "You learn things when you've been around a while." I smiled at her and ran my right hand lightly over her stomach and circled her soft breast.

      "My handmaidens talked about being with men. They told me it was to help educate me but I think part of it was that they wanted to boast. They never said anything about what you just did to me." She sighed again and raised her right hand to touch the side of my jaw. She appeared to be ignoring my hand that was playing with her nipple, but it had become erect with my attention.

      Jessmei looked down her body toward my penis and then back up to my face. She bit her lower lip in worry and then her right hand left my jaw and floated down to my member. I gasped a tiny bit as her smooth hand touched the tip and then wrapped around the length.

      "How is this going to fit inside of me?" she asked with concern as she rubbed slowly down the shaft. It pulsed eagerly in her hand as she stroked it. I hadn't experienced relief in a long, long time. I thought of Nadea in the bathtub. I lusted after her like I did Jessmei. Would she be angry about what the princess and I were about to do? Perhaps it didn't matter. My mind was consumed by the thought of filling Jessmei right now. I hadn’t made any promises to Nadea and she hadn’t asked me to commit.

      "I'll go slow. You are definitely wet enough," I said to Jessmei.

      "Thanks to you," she sighed again. I couldn't tell if it was one of pleasure or regret. With a gentle tug of her hand she pulled the rest of my body over her. It was probably a sigh of pleasure then.

      I sat up on my knees and looked down at her. Her hair spread out from under her head like mist rolling down a hillside in the morning. I ran my hands down her sides slowly again and she groaned and lifted her hips a bit so that I would have easier access to her entrance.

      I reached down to my erection and leaned over slightly so it could angle into her. We both gasped in amazement when my tip slid into her slippery entrance. At first it would only go in an inch or so. I had to pull out and push back into her. I did it slowly and she seemed to gasp and moan with each small movement. I looked at her face and saw that her eyes and mouth were opened wide with the new sensation. After a minute or two of her moans and my small in and out movements I was about halfway inside of her.

      "You feel really good," I said to her. It was more of a growl of desire.

      She tried to say something but it came out as a flurry of moans and sighs. Her eyes closed again as I pulled out all the way and slid back into her accepting velvet tunnel. She was very wet, but the passage was tight and it took an additional half a minute before I slid another quarter of the way inside of her. I stopped and leaned down to kiss her deeply. She returned it with the same savage intensity she used when she previously kissed me. The walls of her entrance tightened more around me and I couldn't help but moan into her wanting mouth with approval.

      We kissed like that for a few minutes as I pushed deeper inside of her. We both gasped again as I felt my tip brush up against the wall that protected her womb. I was all the way inside of her and we took a few moments to enjoy the sensation of each other's bodies.

      "Are you okay?" I said as I leaned over her again and kissed her mouth and the side of her neck.

      "It feels amazing. I thought it would be painful. I don't think I am bleeding," she whispered. I nodded in the darkness since I didn't smell any blood.

      "I'll go slowly again. Tell me if you hurt and I'll stop," I whispered in her ear as I withdrew and then pushed back into her. Our bodies made a wet sliding sound as I entered her at a slightly faster pace. She gasped, but it was one of pleasure. I did it a few more times at the same tempo and when she did nothing but moan in approval I increased my speed.

      Her walls wrapped tightly around my shaft as I slid into her each time and her gasps of pleasure began to take me over the edge after a few minutes. I slowed down my cadence again and rose up to my knees to get a different angle. Her eyes opened and her hands touched my chest in appreciation as I kneeled up between her legs and thrust into her a bit deeper than I had before.

      I was able to keep that position up for another ten minutes before I felt myself starting to lose control. With an agonized growl I stopped and left myself deep in her while I kissed, licked, and sucked on her mouth, neck, and breasts for a few minutes. Her heart was beating quickly and her breaths came out in ragged exclamations that made me think she was probably as close as I was to orgasm.

      "Wrap your legs around my hips and your arms around my neck," I instructed her. She did so and our mouths hungrily devoured each other as I sat up and carried her with me. She gasped when the full weight of her body was impaled on me. I rubbed her back gently for a few moments and then pulled on her hips, forcing myself deeper into her.

      "Ahhh!" she said in surprised pleasure. She repeated the moan when I slid out of her a bit.

      I was strong enough to lift her up one handed over my head with ease, this position let me manipulate her body down onto my erection and control the angle I slid into her. Her breasts slid against my chest as my hands supported and rubbed against her back. Within a few more minutes we were both panting in ecstasy as our bodies made quick, wet movements against each other. I was so deep inside of her that I brushed against her wall with every thrust.

      "You feel so good inside me," she moaned in my ear over the sound of our love making.

      I growled into her ear before I pulled her hair aside and lightly bit her neck. She whimpered again and her body began to spasm like it had when I had used my mouth on her.

      "I'm going too . . ." she started to say before she cried out again in carnal pleasure. I could feel her body spasm and the walls of her entrance squeeze around my erection. The sensation made me lose control and I felt my own body start to shudder. I gasped with pleasure and my penis convulsed. Then we both gasped again as my seed filled her like a tidal wave. The orgasm was intense and my vision began to blur as I felt another quickly follow after the first one. We both cried out and kissed each other passionately again as our climaxes subsided and I finished filling her.

      We kissed and licked each other for a few more minutes as we detangled from the sitting position and re-tangled on the soft surface of the mat and blankets.

      "That was amazing," she traced her hand across my chest again as she snuggled up next to me. "It didn't hurt. It felt so good. Thank you."

      "Don't thank me. I took as much pleasure from your body as you did from mine." I smiled as I pulled her head into my shoulder and wrapped my left arm around her body.  We lay silent for a few minutes and allowed the night air to cool our steaming bodies. Eventually I had to pull the blankets back on top of us.

      "Any regrets?" I said to her.

      "No. Why would I have any regrets?" She lifted her head off my chest and looked into where she thought my face lay.

      "You spoke about your father and--"

      "No. Don't worry. I wanted this," she said with confidence. "I can decide whom I make love with."

      "Good," I said as I pulled her back into my chest. My headache had left at the same time I had climaxed and my body was just left with its incredible exhaustion.

      "Kaiyer," she whispered before I drifted off to sleep.

      "Yes?"

      "Can we make love again tomorrow morning?" she asked eagerly.

      "We definitely will," I said with a smile as I tried not to chuckle.

      "Good." She wiggled her body into me more. "Can you . . .”

      "Of course. Whatever you want, princess." This time I did laugh a little, she had really enjoyed my mouth tasting her.

      "Oh. I do want it, and you. I can't wait until the morning," she said before her eyes closed. Within moments she twitched gently as she dived into a deep sleep. I lay awake for a few more minutes. My body felt extremely relaxed and my mind was content. The headache was gone and my skull felt wonderful. Was this what Shlara had been trying to give me all those years ago? I may have been foolish to deny myself the pleasure of her body. Then again, I had an army to command and having a relationship with her would have created negative consequences.

      The wind was picking up speed. It almost sounded like a woman wailing in despair as it cut through the trees. I listened to it for a few more minutes before I drifted off to Jessmei's dream world.
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      "Get your ass down to Nadea!" Greykin screamed at me over the piercing ring in my ears. I nodded, mouth open in shock, as another crash of fire, power, and lightning shattered into the side of the castle wall and sent us both to our knees again. Bits of sharp rock and gray dust sprayed into the air and fell down upon us. The big man was up before me and looked over his shoulder at the hundreds of troops that scurried around the top of the wall like frantic ants. He turned and yelled something to them and then faced me again. His glare was disapproving when he noticed that I hadn't gotten to my feet yet.

      I was just so tired. My body was sore and exhausted from lack of sleep. It had been almost two days since the attack started. I had been running errands for Nadea and Greykin since I got here. My feet were raw and blistering and I was only able to spend half an hour every day scribbling frantic notes so that I would remember the details of our siege.

      After leaving Grandfather I arrived back at Nia against a current of fearful refugees that were fleeing the city as the horde of Losher could be seen in the distance. They surrounded the pearl white city from the east, and within a few days we were under siege.

      Greykin bent down and scooped me up in his thick arms. Another magic spell of power collided into the walls. Greykin ran through the small quake it caused as we descended a set of stairs, through a courtyard, and into the massive doors of the main Planning Room. All the soldiers we passed wore a grim look of fear and desperation on their faces. No one knew how to combat magic, and the Losher forces easily breached the outer walls of the city in less than a week with the aid of their Ancient allies.

      "The south and east walls are cracking," Greykin said as he sat me down on a purple chair that everyone else had been too tense to use. The king, duke, Maerc, and the other generals glanced up from the table and then looked back down at the map of the city. Greykin wasn't delivering them news they didn't already know.

      I looked over the sparse room, once filled with fine works of art. Nadea sorted through a small stack of loose papers and scrolls, her smooth brow wrinkled in frustrated concentration. She wore finely crafted leather armor that seemed to hug her lean shape with efficient curves. The prince was on the other side of the room, conversing with a few of his personal guards. Like his father and the duke, he was wearing light chain mail with the purple and orange trim of the Nia Kingdom. His nose had been set after Nadea broke it, but it still looked red and irritated. His hair was put perfectly in place and he smiled slightly as he whispered to his entourage.  Unlike everyone else here, he seemed confident we would get through this. I wished I could have a taste of the wine he was drinking to calm his nerves.

      It looked like Nia was about to fall.

      The Losher Kingdoms were composed of over a dozen small clans that constantly made war with each other. Their land was made up of thousands of miles of grass, mud, and high desert that made them a tough and hardy people. They were excellent bowmen, horse riders, and their constant bickering amongst their own kind gave them a thirst for blood that was unmatched among the warriors of the other kingdoms. Luckily, Nia had been safe from an invasion because they were so fond of fighting amongst themselves and because of the steep mountain range that separated the borders. When they arrived to circle the castle, I used one of Nadea's spy glasses to observe them for my writings.

      They looked far different from what I had imagined. Their leather armor was dusty from travel but still well kept, their hair was pulled back into short ponytails with the tops of their scalps shaved clean and tattooed. Losher did not allow their women to fight in battle, but they could come to tend to the horses.  These women were as tall and dark as their men, but possessed a savage beauty and elegance that made me want to learn more about how their culture worked.

      The city had been a frantic ant hill under a flood before the horde arrived, but its insides twisted, churned and grew feverish as our worst fears turned into reality.

      The Losher forces didn't have any sort of siege weapons, so we wondered how they planned to rout us. Even if the Losher forces didn't have the ability to destroy our walls, no one liked the idea of being trapped like a rat under a bucket.

      Then the Ancients had shown themselves, and the power of their magic.

      "Paug! I need your help!" Nadea yelled from across the room. The king, duke, and some of the guards stopped what they were doing to watch me scurry over to her. She was looking at ancient scrolls. They looked to be faded labyrinthine maps with carefully placed notes.

      "How can I assist?" I thought that Nadea would have been happy to see me after I arrived back in the castle. I had run to her room within a few minutes of giving my horse to the stable boy. She answered her door after I almost broke my fist knocking on it for two minutes. It looked like she had been crying, but there were no tears on her face, just an expression of deep worry and fear. She yelled at me. Then when I cried, she wrapped her arms around me and grieved with me. We were both afraid of what would happen when we were under siege, but there was still hope.

      That hope had been dashed quickly.

      "This is a map of the ancient dungeons and sewage systems that run under the castle and the city. I need you to help me study them to determine if there is a way for the people to safely flee the city." She handed me one and I looked closely at it. It looked like the scrawling of an imprisoned madman.

      "How old are these?" My brain hurt from just the few seconds I looked at the complicated, faded parchment.

      "Many hundreds of years. I asked the servant managers about the sewer system, but the people they employ to keep them clean, the people that know the underground the best, have left the city. We have to figure out a way through the tunnels. I don't think we will last more than another day." Her voice faded into an urgent whisper as she met my eyes over the map.

      "I'll try, Nadea." I noticed that there were no more explosions from outside the wall. Maybe I was looking for a way to get out of this arduous job. "Did the magic stop?" I asked a little too loudly.

      "Sire! The Ancients wish to speak to you again!" a soldier yelled as he ran into the room. there was a cut over his eye where a sharp piece of flying wall had probably grazed him.

      "Let's hear what they have to say," the king said with a sigh as he left the table. I had never seen anyone so tired. He put up a valiant effort to encourage the troops, but I could tell his happy blue eyes had lost much of their luster since the Ancients kidnapped Jessmei. I hoped the princess was okay. If she was here right now we would all be in much better spirits, even though it wouldn't have changed the outcome. She was probably safer where she was, I thought dismally.

      I looked to Nadea as she carefully set down the scrolls and followed the group of men up the staircase, through the throng of soldiers in the inner courtyards, and up another long flight of steps to the edge of the wall. I guessed the Ancients would talk to the king about surrendering. It was going to be the same message they brought two days ago, when they had walked just short of arrow range on the grassy fields before the walls of the city. Their presence created panic amongst the soldiers and citizens. We hadn't realized that Ancients were working with Losher. We hadn't realized that they organized the disbanded clans into one of the most capable military forces that had roamed our land in the last one hundred years.

      The four Ancients that led the Losher forces were powerful mages that ripped massive holes in the side of the city wall in only twelve hours. The army lacked siege engines because they didn't need them.

      The king adjusted his cloak around his muscular frame before he reached the edge of the walls that gave us a view of the sacked city. We had moved most of the citizens that remained into the walls of the castle when the hole was made in the outer wall. There were probably still many out in the city, trying to avoid the Losher troops that were looting and raping.

      "Greetings King of Nia," the silver-haired man said from the distant street below us. He didn't have to yell, some sort of magic made his voice easy to discern. I had a feeling that everyone on the walls heard him. The man stood with three women that wore dark blue robes, he wore silvery armor that looked similar to the armor of the Ancient who had interrupted the banquet. It had seemed so long ago, but it had only been five or six weeks. I remembered how Kaiyer fought against them and easily won. I wished for the thousandth time that he was here right now.

      "What do you want?" the king yelled down over the wall. I worried that the wind had taken his voice and dashed it against the distant city, but the Ancient seemed to hear the words.

      "Your army is defeated, your city sacked and ruined. You have lost, fair King." The man smiled a careful smile and the brisk winter gust made his hair flow out from his body like a silver flag imitating ours.

      "I don't see you inside the castle walls. I don't see you standing over my dying body. We are not beaten," the king yelled down. "We are Nia. We do not fall in any battle." I had to applaud the king's bravado. I stood up a little straighter after the words sang out of his mouth and I began to think that we might win this. Then I slumped over as I realized how hopeless it was. Their magic was so powerful. We were like children trying to unsaddle a fully armored knight.

      "Our empress is benevolent, good King. She understands how proud you and your people are. She has made numerous requests to partner with you and has been refused. Yet still she would like to offer you a truce one last time as a token of forgiveness and gratitude. She believes we can work together to offer a bright future for your people and hers. I have a written agreement and terms." He reached his hand out to the right and one of the blue robed Ancients placed a scroll case in it. "I believe that you will find them very agreeable given your current circumstances." He held his arm out straight as if to hand them to the king. The position seemed odd considering that the king was on the wall more than eighty feet above him.

      "I am not interested in your empress's terms. I have read them before and they are unreasonable."

      "She has made slight alterations in this one, King of Nia. Please send a runner down to retrieve them or lower a rope so that I may attach it. I believe that you will be pleased by this offering.”

      The king seemed to debate internally a moment before he answered. In that brief span I found myself so curious that I almost spoke up and advised him to take it. I knew that Kaiyer had hated the Ancients more than anything. I still recalled the horrible things he said that they had done to humans in his time. But surely anything was better than death, and death would be our fate in the next few days. The walls wouldn’t hold against their magic for much longer.

      “I will go and get them Father,” Nanos said from the king’s side. The king turned to his son briefly and then sighed.

      “No. Drop a rope. I don’t want you getting close to those monsters.” He gestured to Maerc and within a second or two there was a thin line being extended down the steep castle wall.

      “You have made a wise decision, King of Nia. Please continue on this path and agree to my empress's truce. It will guarantee the safety and future of all of your people.” The Ancient’s voice was a gentle song being carried on the breeze. I couldn’t help but feel lulled by his charm. Then I suddenly remembered the grief on Kaiyer’s face as he told me about his father and brother being murdered.

      “I will need a month to debate these terms and give you an answer,” the king shouted down after he grasped the lacquered scroll case.

      “My empress cannot allow that much time. She requires your decision before the sun sets today.”

      “That is impossible. You cannot expect me to decide in such a short time. I will need a month to meet with my advisors and generals.” The king’s voice gained strength and resolve as he spoke.

      “I will give you one week to come up with an answer. I believe that you will make the choice to accept the terms. You love your people and accepting is the best solution for their happy future.” Several of the guards on the wall nodded their heads in agreement as they heard his honey coated voice. Coldness grew in my stomach at the thought of them agreeing with what he was saying without even viewing the terms themselves. The king might be forced to agree or else he might have a riot on his hands. The Ancient didn’t wait for a reply; he turned and quickly walked into the city.

      “Fuck that asshole,” Greykin said loudly before he spit off the edge of the wall. A few of the soldiers laughed, but more of them looked worried as they turned to the king.

      “Let’s see what revisions they made,” the king said under his breath as he made his way down the stairs. Despite the fear in my stomach, I couldn’t help but feel excited about the process I would be able to witness as the king, duke, and the generals discussed the future of the kingdom. No matter what the outcome, I would document it so that future generations would learn what happened during this war.

      The group moved back down the stairs as thousands of worried soldiers and servants watched. I was concerned that someone might yell out to accept the terms, but no one did. Morale wasn’t that bad yet. Before we reached the large wooden doors that led to the Planning Room, a hand grasped my shoulder. I turned around to face the prince.

      “Don’t you have something else to do? This will be an important meeting and we don’t need you there. Maybe you should go eat what is left of the sweet cakes.” He wore an ugly smirk across his otherwise handsome face. He looked so much like Jessmei, but the differences in their personalities were great. His small following of finely dressed young soldiers looked at me with disdain from behind him. We were in the back of the group and I turned around in panic, looking for anyone that would allow me to be in the meeting. I didn’t see Nadea or Greykin, they must have already entered the room.

      “I am supposed to observe and document the decision process.” I pointed to my small leather-bound book. My voice quivered and cracked as it tried to wiggle past the lump that suddenly appeared in my throat.

      “Just document it out here from the hallway once we reach a decision,” the prince said over his shoulder as he led his men into the room. The door was closed and as he reached the handle to pull it, the thick piece of oak swung outward and Nanos was forced to jump aside. Nadea eyed him coldly and looked past his group to me.

      “Come on Paug,” she said. My breath came out in a slow sigh. I looked down at the ground so the prince couldn’t see my smile and I started to step around him.

      “I don’t think we need the boy in here. I sent him to his room,” Nanos said to Nadea as he held out an arm to keep me from advancing.

      “I can only think of one boy that shouldn’t be in this meeting. Unfortunately, he is the king’s son,” Nadea said without smiling. I was surprised she said it so calmly. I looked up and saw Nanos’s face turn red.

      “Listen bitch,” he spat as he stood up straight and clenched his teeth. “You better hope that my father accepts these terms, because if he doesn’t I am going to make a point of showing you how much of a man I am before we are all butchered.” His hand grasped the hilt of his sword as he whispered.

      “Remember when I broke your nose? How about I break it again?” Nadea said as her cool demeanor cracked and she stepped out of the room and toward the prince. He shuffled back in fear at her sudden movement and almost tripped over the man standing behind him.

      “What the hell is going on?” Maerc said as he poked his head out of the door. He looked around at everyone and probably figured out what was about to happen.  “Get your asses in here. Paug, the king has a question for you.”

      We filed into the room. The king sat with his face in his hands. The scroll case lay opened and the duke was reading the parchment it contained.  I took an empty seat on the right side of the room by Greykin and Nadea sat down next to me. She smiled at me as her hand squeezed my shoulder. The duke finished the document and then passed it over to Maerc. I couldn’t read his face.

      “Paug, you spent many hours with Kaiyer before he died. What can you share with us about how he viewed the diplomatic policies of these Ancients?” Everyone looked at me.

      I stood up and cleared my throat as I put my thoughts together. I tried to envision myself speaking as confidently as Kaiyer would if asked the same question.

      “He spoke of them often. He absolutely despised them and believed that they were depraved monsters that deserved to be wiped from existence like vermin. He would say that he would rather die than agree to whatever terms they would propose to us.” I took a deep breath as my brain wheeled to think of more to say. I noticed the prince had his arms crossed from his chair and was glaring at me with disdain.

      “Hand him the scroll when you are done, Maerc,” the king said. The blonde man nodded and passed it over to me. His face was twisted in thought, like he was trying to solve a puzzle. As serious as the situation was, pride welled up through my body at being given such importance. The king was so interested in my opinion he wanted me to read the scroll even before Nanos.

      The paper felt waxy and thick in my hands. It was very high quality and the script written on it was the most beautiful writing I had ever seen. It looked less like words and more like art that had decided to become communication as an afterthought. Nadea and Greykin read the document over my shoulder as I set it down on the table in front of us.

      

      King Nia,

      I thank you for taking the time to read this treatise. It is my wish for our people to live together side by side in peace, and I know that peace is something that you also desire. Unfortunately, sometimes peace can only be obtained by force. I know that you also understand this to be true.

      My people have led a tragic and horrible existence. We have been hunted as animals and have lost more kinfolk than we would want anyone to imagine. We are looking for a home. Places to grow families, laugh, and enjoy a peaceful livelihood. Your land can perfectly accommodate our small civilization. We do not require much, just a harmonious coexistence with mutual respect. Here are the items I ask for in order for us to cease our attack:

      
        	Surrender of your forces to my general.

        	Shelter and food for the Losher forces during the term of the winter. They will return to their lands at the beginning of spring.

        	An oath of loyalty to me, sworn before your citizens, generals, dukes, advisors, and notices sent out to other leaders indicating this.

        	Use of half of your castle and a quarter of your city for my people.

        	Use of ten thousand of your soldiers that I will hand pick. These will report directly to my generals and will be compensated at the same pay scale you currently have established for them.

        	Twenty percent of your tax revenue.

        	A position on your Council where I am granted votes that carry the weight of three.

      

      Of course, nothing can be offered for free, so I offer you the following benefits:

      
        	You will continue to manage and run your country as you see fit. Only in voting Council will you even know of my presence.

        	You will continue to manage, train, and control your own military.

        	You will continue to manage your own trades and merchant groups in the same effective manner that has brought your country so much wealth.

        	Your beautiful daughter will be returned to you alive and unharmed.

        	I will teach you and whoever else you wish how to harness magical energies. These abilities could grant tremendous power to your family and country.

        	My kind shall never harm a citizen of Nia, save in self-defense.

      

      It is difficult to properly communicate feelings of sincerity across a mere piece of parchment, but I hope with all my heart that you can see the benefits of this treaty. You are sacrificing very little and allowing us to live in peace. Please accept my offer. I look forward to meeting you in person and working together with you toward a bright future in which all of our people can flourish.

      With fondest wishes,

      Telaxthe

      Empress of the Ancient People

      

      I looked up at the king when I finished. He raised an eyebrow, seeking my feedback.

      “Kaiyer would say that we should not trust her,“ I said with as much confidence as I imagined my dead friend would have. Given the current situation, this treaty was almost too good to be true. She had no reason to give us anything and would be perfectly capable of enslaving all of the citizens of Nia her armies left alive. This meant that one of three things was true: she actually was a kind and benevolent leader who wanted to live in peace with humans; she knew something we did not about her forces or ours that meant she was not actually capable of winning this war; she was lying and being overly generous in her proposal in order to manipulate the king and take advantage of him somehow. I wanted to believe the first possibility was correct, but I knew Kaiyer would bet it was the last.

      “Let me read it,” the prince demanded as he rose from his seat and walked over to grab the parchment.

      “These are similar terms to what she already offered us,” the duke remarked as he leaned back in his chair and sighed.

      “What do you think, Brother?” the king asked earnestly.

      “She will give you back Jessmei, she seems to want everything to remain how it is now. Offering her three votes in the Council will give her considerable clout since there are only nine seats.”

      “If this is what she offered before why didn’t you take it?” the prince asked in astonishment. “This sounds amazing. They will teach us magic?”

      “I agree with Paug,” Nadea said. “This is too good to be true. Even if what she writes is true and she fulfills her part, she will have wormed her way into our government and castle. What if she changes her mind once our forces have been integrated? We might as well just kill ourselves.”

      “Why is she offering this right now? She has already won. Our walls can’t hold out much longer, and once they fall we will be outnumbered against Losher’s horde and the magic.” Maerc’s face contorted as he wrestled with the problem, echoing my thoughts. For a second I wondered where his son Runir was. I hadn’t seen him in the last few days and I hoped that the handsome young soldier was okay.

      “She probably wants peace. Her words do seem sincere. I think you should consider this Father,” the prince said in earnest.

      “I will need to discuss this with the Council,” the king said as he turned to look at Maerc and Nadea’s father. I knew that they each had a seat on the Council along with various merchants and guild representatives.

      “It will be easy to call an emergency meeting,” the duke said as he got out of his chair.

      “Have them assemble here in this room. Also, can someone get me water? I am parched. Everyone, let’s take a recess and meet back here in half an hour,” the king said. The room cleared out except for the king, Nadea, Greykin, Nanos, and me.

      “You need to agree to their terms Father,” Nanos beseeched again. “It is the only way to have peace and to get Jessmei back.”

      “This doesn’t make much sense, Uncle,” Nadea said from her chair. “They have us where they want us, why are they negotiating now? Maerc is right to think there is something strange about the situation. The Ancients are not to be trusted, as Paug so wisely reminded us.”

      “I agree. We have to discuss it with the Council. More than anything, we need to buy more time. I am going to see if I can get another few weeks from the Ancients. I want Jessmei returned more than you all can guess, but I can’t risk the kingdom.” The king’s face looked haggard and lost when he spoke his daughter’s name.

      “This is foolishness! What if they take back their offer? We are going to all die here, for what? Pride?” Nanos got out of his chair angrily and glared at his father and Nadea.

      “Watch your tongue, lad,” Greykin said as he suddenly seemed to take interest in the conversation. I wondered what the big man would do if the choice was only his. I knew that he loved the royal family, and Jessmei especially. Would he throw away the kingdom to have them safe? How safe would Jessmei really be if she returned to a home under even partial Elven rule?

      “Shut up, old man. If you would have done your job correctly, Jessmei would still be here and wouldn’t be a bargaining chip.” Nanos walked toward the door as if to leave but Greykin stood up abruptly in his chair and moved in front of the young man. The prince was tall but only came up to Greykin’s chin. There was no mistaking the look of malice on the Old Bear’s face.

      “Enough you two! I’m sure the empress would laugh if she saw us fighting amongst ourselves. Take a walk, relax, and return in half an hour with a clear head. I need both of you to be thinking about killing our enemies, not each other,” the king said from behind them.  Nanos looked fearfully at Greykin before he stepped around the big man, opened the door, and walked out.

      He hadn’t even shut the door before a massive boom of thunder and screams echoed through the hallways. Greykin was already standing, but the rest of us shot to our feet in surprise. It sounded like one of the Ancients’ Fire blasts had been set loose inside the castle's innards. The alarm started ringing its deafening cry of anguish.

      The prince ran back into the room, his face painted with terror.

      “The Losher soldiers are in the castle!”

      “How is that possible?” The king pulled out his sword and ran to the door. I noticed it was the same one Kaiyer used during the banquet a lifetime ago. Before the king could get out of the door, Greykin moved in front of him and exited the room. The big man was the guardian of the royal family and he probably felt that this was his moment to atone for what happened to Jessmei.

      “We have to get all of you to safety!” Greykin yelled over his shoulder as he led us down the long hallway toward the Royal Quarters. We didn’t see any soldiers, but we could hear screaming and the sounds of swords pounding against shields and flesh as we ran the many hundreds of yards of maze-like stone passages that led to the north part of the castle.

      “What about my wife?” the king yelled toward Greykin.

      “She’s with her group of guards in the Safe Quarters. We are heading to meet them. There is enough food and water in there for us to last a month.”

      I noticed that everyone held a weapon in their hand but me. I had never seen Nadea use her slim long sword, but it looked like a perfect reflection of her body, thin, beautiful, and deadly. The prince was carrying a heavier broad sword with a protected guard over his hand. I just had my small leather bound book of notes, a pocket full of ink vials, and two feather quills. Then I remembered that I had a small pen knife I used to trim my quills. It was about the size of my thumb, but it was sharp.

      I was terrified that I would have to use it.

      We turned the thirtieth corner and I was completely lost. Suddenly the group skidded to a stop. I peered around Nanos and Greykin to see three Losher soldiers finishing off two of our men who were dying on the stone floor of the Great Hall. The Losher warriors looked up from their deeds at the same time as we stopped. They let out a piercing battle cry as they rushed toward us.

      The one in the lead lifted up his curved blade to crush Greykin’s skull, but the big man slammed it aside with a grunt of rage and swung his axe as a counter. The axe blade caught the Losher man in the place where his neck met the shoulder and it bit deeply into the leather armor, spraying a crimson rain over the king and the second Losher warrior who were about to engage each other.

      The king jumped out of the way of a shallow swing that the Losher soldier aimed at his midsection and countered with an overhand thrust with his ornate golden sword. The Losher man expected it and got his sword up in the way, meeting the king’s blow with a loud clap of metal. The Losher warrior was at least twenty years younger than the king and his body was hardened and muscled from combat. He leaned forward and kicked a foot out toward the king, connecting with his chest and knocking him back into Nadea.

      The third Losher soldier saw his friend butchered by Greykin and tried to cut the big man’s legs off with a low sweep of his curved sword. Greykin was too quick though and he moved back enough so that the tip of the blade just scratched harmlessly off of the chain leggings that the axe man was wearing. With the same movement, Greykin screamed and slammed his large body into the Losher warrior who had kicked the king. The big man's attack pinched the soldier against the wall and Greykin got two head butts into the younger man’s nose before falling back to defend against the other attacker.

      Nanos advanced a quick cut, but the Losher man just danced away with a return swing that was a good foot from hitting the prince. The prince fell back so quickly from the assault that he stumbled into me and we both tumbled to the ground in a mess of arms, legs, and curses.

      By the time I made it to my feet, the king and Greykin had dispatched the last Losher soldier and finished off the one stunned with the head butts.  The big man’s head was bleeding from a gash at his hairline, but it might as well have been water for how he treated it. The king looked pained by the kick to his chest, but appeared otherwise uninjured.

      “Everyone unharmed?” Greykin asked as he eyed us. I nodded and looked to Nadea as she also nodded. “Let’s continue.”  Too late I realized that I had forgotten to grab one of the fallen soldier’s swords.

      We ran another hundred yards and I wondered again who had made this castle so big. It was like its own city. My chest was burning and I wished that this siege played out like it had in my mind. I would have arrived in the castle and told everyone of my desire to stand with them. They would have been happy to see me, the Losher forces would have failed to breach the walls and we would have remained safely inside, laughing them off all winter, then our reinforcements would have shown up just in time to rout them. The worst thing I would have dealt with was a few weeks of hunger and Nanos speaking to me.

      I heard screams and turned to see half a dozen Losher soldiers down the hall. I was the last person in our little caravan of retreat.

      “Behind us!” Nadea yelled before I found my voice. Greykin looked over his shoulder.

      “Keep running! We are almost there!” the big man growled as he turned back toward the king and prince. I picked up my feet and tried to ignore the harsh pain through my lungs.

      We ran for another ten seconds and I couldn’t help but glance back over my shoulder. The soldiers were gaining ground on me. I could see their insane hatred and I knew they were going to catch me and not merely kill me, but make me suffer a slow, tortured death. Fear grabbed around my heart like a frozen chill. It spread through my body, to my chest and arms, and to my hips and legs. My feet were like pieces of stone as I tried to move them faster and faster. It seemed that with each one of my steps they were advancing two on me.

      Then I tripped.

      I was too busy looking behind me and not where I was running. I screamed in terror as I went down and scraped my knees and palms. My book went flying and I knew that I was about to die. It seemed like I stayed on my hands and knees forever. My blood and heartbeat whooshed into my ears as if telling me it would be the last thing I would ever hear.

      “Get up!” Nadea screamed into my ear. Her left hand yanked me up off of my knees and to my feet like I weighed less than one of my books.

      “Keep running!” Greykin screamed at us as he stepped past me, in between the half dozen Losher men. I looked into his face and saw a calm determination. His eyes were focused intently on the advancing mass of men.

      “Go now. I’ll hold them. Protect the king,” he whispered when he turned his head slightly to look at Nadea and me. He raised his shield and axe as Nadea yanked on my arm again. The king and Nanos were far ahead of us and I watched them turn a corner to the right. We set off again and I heard Greykin shout over screams and blades.

      “For Nia! For the king!”

      I didn’t turn around.

      “We are almost there,” Nadea said over her breathing after we had turned the corner the king and prince had taken. “Next left turn and we are there.” I looked at her tortured face as she ran next to me. Mine probably looked the same way.

      We made the right turn after the fleeing pair and went down another forty paces into an open room. Then we stopped. The king was on the ground in a quickly growing pool of blood. Nanos was standing over him with a bloody sword.

      Nadea and I stared in shock for almost ten seconds until Nanos noticed us out of the corner of his eye and turned around to face us. His face wore its usual expression: a sneer.

      “He never listened to me. I was his firstborn, the heir to the kingdom, and he never gave a damn about what I thought. Now I am the king. I’ve already made a deal with the empress. She extended me the same one she did to him,” he said as he looked down at the fallen body of his father.

      “You fucking bastard!” Nadea said with disgust and hate. “You’ve doomed us all and killed your own father.” Her body was shaking with rage.

      “I wouldn’t expect you to understand. You always got what you wanted, everyone thought you were so talented, so smart, so capable, and beautiful. Your father was always so proud of you and my father wished that I hadn’t been born.” Nanos sniffed his nose in disgust, or maybe it was to hide tears as he started to realize what he had done.

      “You are a coward. Your father never felt that way about you. But if you wish to never have been born, I am more than happy to grant that.” Nadea got into a relaxed fighting stance and took a few careful steps toward Nanos. The young man looked a little shocked that Nadea was going to attack him but he quickly grinned in satisfaction.

      “I was going to offer you safety, Cousin, but I think I prefer this. I’ve always wanted to kill you.” He crouched down into a low slung stance and waved his sword in the air in front of Nadea.

      They circled each other for a few moments. I wondered how long it would be until the Losher men killed Greykin and came to find us. I realized that I couldn’t even help Nadea, I had no weapon besides the pathetic knife in my pocket, and I even dropped my book when I fell earlier. The prince advanced suddenly and lashed out at Nadea with three quick cuts. Nadea blocked the first two and retreated out of the way of the third one. I didn’t know who would win this fight. Nadea was strong, quick, and deadly. However, the prince still outweighed her by probably fifty pounds and trained every day. I guessed Nadea could use her sword, but I had never seen her practice with it. I had never felt so useless. I couldn’t help my friend survive this. Just like I couldn’t help Kaiyer, Jessmei, or Greykin.

      Then I noticed the king’s golden sword on the ground, its blade partially submerged in the pool of blood coming from the king’s dead body. It was on the other side of Nadea and Nanos, but maybe I could get there and use it. Maybe I could finally help one of my friends when they needed me.

      Nadea feinted forward and Nanos took the bait; she bounced back lightly and then struck forward again, fast as a striking snake, and made a shallow cut across the prince’s right upper arm.

      “Fucking bitch. You cut me!” he screamed as he scurried back and looked down at his arm.

      “I’m going to cut your heart out and eat it you spineless idiot!” Nadea thrust her blade toward his chest with the words. The prince may have been injured, but he blocked her strike and pushed it away from his body. Then he sprinted forward and slammed his shoulder into Nadea, pushing her away and knocking her to the ground. I took this as my chance and ran behind the prince as he pressed forward an attack. Nadea flipped herself easily to her feet and twisted around three of the prince’s strikes like she was a dancer evading the dirty grasps of a hated suitor.

      I reached down into the blood and grabbed the king’s hand-and-a-half sword. It was heavier than I expected it to be, but my fear must have given me strength enough to hold the weapon. Nanos had his back to me and I stepped forward, moving the sword back in both my hands like I was going to chop down a tree with its fine blade.

      “What’s this?” the prince said with a chuckle as he glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “The little mouse wants to die too?”

      “Leave him alone, Nanos. I am the one who will kill you,” Nadea said as she pressed another thrust. The prince parried this one in much the same way as her previous attack. Nadea seemed to have expected this though and she stepped to her left, turning the blade at the last second and bringing it up to make a deep cut across his chain armor and into his chest. The prince screamed and fell back toward me. I took the opportunity and swung the sword with all of my might.

      I was so foolish. I didn’t know how to use a sword. If I would have even spent five minutes training with Greykin during our two-month journey together, he would have told me that I needed to at least keep my eyes open when I swung a blade.

      They did open when I made sudden contact against Nanos’s back, causing him to scream. The blade only marginally penetrated the chain mail, but it took his attention away from Nadea. I think I was too scared to smile at the young man but my heart was racing with joy. Nadea quickly closed in from behind the prince and raised her sword. I was finally able to help her. I wasn’t a burden.  Kaiyer would have been proud of my bravery.

      I didn’t expect the balance of the blade and it spun me around easily as the prince turned and slammed his sword against it. Something hot tickled my stomach and I looked down to see Nanos’s blade sticking a good six inches into the right side of my abdomen. I felt the warmth and pain slowly spread through my body. Then it seemed to spill out of me when Nanos yanked the blade away.

      I heard the king’s blade crash into the stone floor. Did I drop the weapon? I looked down at the blade and my chest. Was blood supposed to come out that quickly? It almost seemed like I was pouring a bottle of wine from the inside of my shirt. It collided with the stones like rain falling against the castle walls, some of it mixed with the king’s on the ground and it formed an ocean of red-colored glass.

      The pressure of the floor was suddenly on my knees. I hadn’t remembered making myself kneel, but I felt so tired. I wanted to lie down for a while. Nadea screamed my name, but it sounded so far away. I hadn’t realized that my eyes were closed. I opened them to see her fighting against a group of men. They wore brown and gray armor and had skin many shades darker than hers. She cut one across the face with her blade and a shower of red blood flew across the room, then she stabbed another through the chest. I felt myself smiling. She was so beautiful. I wished that Kaiyer was alive to watch her.

      I tried to turn my head but only my eyes moved. They made contact with the prince's eyes and I saw the look of sadness in the blue orbs. Then he looked up to watch Nadea dance with the men. I remembered her at the banquet in the purple dress. I remembered how Kaiyer looked at her then, he would have asked her to dance, even though I didn’t have the courage to speak with the Dove Herald. If I was going to die, then maybe I would meet him in the afterlife. Maybe Greykin too. When Grandfather died I would see him as well.

      I thought of Grandfather sitting at home waiting for my return. He would get a letter, or maybe hear news about the fall of Nia. I imagined his big blue eyes filling with tears like when my mother had died. Now he would have no one left.

      I had been so selfish to leave him. I coughed and tasted copper in my mouth. It was wet but I felt thirsty. Suddenly the warmth turned to coldness and I shivered.

      My eyes opened again and I saw Nadea tackled by a man almost twice her size while other soldiers began to kick her body when she landed on the stone tiles. One of the men raised his sword and thrust down into the pile of twisting shapes. Everything became colder, like the ocean during the winter months.

      I was running on the sand toward my mother. I had to tell her something. She looked to me with a smile and she said words that I couldn't hear. The sun was setting across the ocean and she had to squint her eyes and raise her hands like the brim of a hat to look at the piece of children’s beach treasure I was showing her. I didn’t know if it was a shell, or a rock, or twist of seaweed, but I found it tremendously interesting. Sitting next to her was Kaiyer. His face formed a relaxed smile, the one that made me think he had just woken up from a good dream.

      I grinned back at both of them as the sun continued to set into the glowing ocean. I was so happy that we were together.

      The End
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          Forestium: The Mirror Never Lies

        

      

    
    
      
        A thrilling coming of age story in a magical world.

      

      Joshua-a young woodsman-finds that his life is on the line, as he attempts to navigate through the magical world to find the truth about his father. He and his companions will need to use all their cunning to stay alive and avoid the dark forces of the Goat.

      Despite the tales of his father having died in a skirmish with another tribe, Joshua's dreams are telling him otherwise. The young man yearns for the truth and decides to enlist the help of his village elder to guide him. Armed with little more than the cryptic musing from the ailing elder, Joshua sets off to find the Oracle with his best friend and an imp, who is travelling the land to find others of his kind. It isn't long before they stumble into a beautiful and ingenious young woman who is herself on a journey of discovery.

      On the way to the Oracle, Joshua comes by some curious magical artefacts. An evil and malevolent creature of the underworld known only as the Goat learns that Joshua has possession of some of the magical orbs needed to open the Portallas, a permanent gateway that links worlds together.

      Travelling through fantastic landscapes, the four travelling companions meet strange people and creatures alike, and must use all their cunning and ingenuity to find the remaining magical orbs. Will Joshua find all the magical artefacts needed to open the Portallas and free his father?
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      Melachor and Veloria stopped just long enough to catch their breath. Melachor felt Sandor’s forehead with his palm. The skin was still damp and hot to the touch. The infant’s breathing had become increasingly laboured and he was now gasping for breath. Melachor stared at the tattered map, his hand shaking.

      “Please, Melachor, we must rest.” Veloria leaned against a grungy building, barely able to stand, with the infant limp in her arms. Her fatigued toddler whined as he clung to her.

      Sandor continued whimpering. Time was running out. Melachor shook his head and heaved a sigh as he caught his wife’s eye. She clutched a protective arm around Jared’s shoulders. Both of them feared their toddler might also catch this plague.

      They peeked up and down the filthy alleyway. Screams rang out from all directions. Pandemonium in the distance wrenched at their attention but Sandor’s wellbeing was all they could focus on right now.

      “This way, Vel” he said, leading his exhausted family further into the maze of backstreets.

      People had been running for cover, and the winding alleys were now all but empty. The sun’s rays didn’t penetrate into these narrow passages and a foul stench hung in the air. Shady figures lingered in the shadows, and he felt eyes staring at them from hidden corners.

      The rickety, wooden buildings gave no outward sign of what lay behind each door. Melachor knew it was unsafe to bring his family here, but if Sandor were to stand any chance of surviving the illness, he needed to find a Metamorph, and quickly. The pox had claimed so many lives already and time was running out for Sandor.

      Although no longer a Trader, Melachor had spent many years travelling from village to village and was a good listener. It was by no means clear whether the legends were true or just tales told by drunks and con artists. But these were desperate times. The map was the only clue they had to help them find the mythical creature, and it had led them to these backstreets. Melachor had risked his life to get his hands on the map and he hoped it was not in vain.

      Veloria clutched Sandor in one hand and clung to Jared with the other. She shuffled closely behind her husband as he led them through the muddy alleys.

      The family reached an intersection. Melachor looked in all directions, trying to find a familiar landmark, but his search was in vain. It had been too long since he was last here in the Southern Tip. Already one of Forestium’s largest settlements, it had grown considerably in recent years.

      “Melachor, are you sure we’re doing the right thing? It isn’t safe. We’re never going to find one here. The trader that gave you the feather could have been lying.”

      More screams from terrified Imps rang out in the distance. Melachor, too, feared for his family’s safety. A storm was brewing and they could hear thunder rumbling in the distance. They looked up at the dark clouds stealing what little daylight they could still see.

      “Look,” he said, “it makes sense that there would be a Metamorph here. If there are any left, this is where they’ll be and this is exactly where the map says we’ll find one. It’s easy to hide here. I’ve been a trader for a long time and I know when to spot a lie. Just don’t lose that Raetheon feather.”

      Veloria pulled out the white tail feather and showed it to her husband. Before she could tuck it away, a short, plump Imp wearing a pointed hat and scruffy, brown waistcoat emerged from the mist in one of the dark alleyways.

      “Looking for something are we? Dangerous place to be wandering around with children, if you don’t mind me saying. Not safe for anyone to be outside right now.”

      Melachor looked down at the Imp and narrowed his eyes. Clutching at his wife’s hand, he opened his mouth to speak, but hesitated. The man stared at him, but remained silent.

      Melachor felt he was out of options. He had reached the point that he needed to take the risk.

      “I’m looking,” he whispered, “I’m looking for a Metamorph.”

      The man squinted up at Melachor and glanced at the sickly child its mother clutched to her chest.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” the Imp said dismissively, turning and walking away.

      “No, please, help us!” Veloria cried. Her eyes reddened and tears welled. She held out the tail feather, her eyes imploring. The short man paused and looked over his shoulder.

      To Melachor and Veloria’s surprise, the feather began changing colour. Within moments, it had turned from white to green.

      The Imp looked at the feather and then at Veloria. “Quickly! Put that away!”

      Veloria recoiled and tucked the feather back into her shawl, glancing over her shoulder. The Imp flicked his head to beckon them and led them down the alley he had come from.

      They followed him silently as he made several turns before stopping at a nondescript door.

      After glancing up and down the alley, he pushed it open and led them all in. A single candle cast eerie shadows in the dimly lit room, and a musty odour hung in the air.

      A bolt of lightning lit up the alley. It was soon followed by thunder and rain as the little man pushed the door closed and whispered. “We must be quick. He has eyes everywhere. We can’t be too careful. Here, show me the child. Quickly!”

      Melachor and Veloria looked at each other with puzzled expressions, but Veloria did as she was asked and laid Sandor on a table. The small man looked the sickly infant up and down and smiled.

      The desperate parents watched as this stranger held his hand over their baby and slowly moved it side to side. As he did, a green glow engulfed him. The mysterious light seemed to be coming from Sandor himself.

      Within seconds, the child fell quiet and stopped whimpering. His breathing improved. Melachor looked on with wide eyes and open mouth. The man stopped moving his hand from side to side and held it directly above Sandor. The green glow subsided before disappearing altogether.

      “You’re a Metamorph?” Melachor said, looking at the Imp.

      The man raised his finger to his lips and lowered his brow. He took a step back from the table and, to their amazement, began growing taller. His face stretched and his hair grew longer and changed colour. Jared, still clutching at his mother’s hand, shuffled behind her.

      After a few seconds, the transformation was complete. In place of an Imp, a fully grown Woodsman now looked down at the toddler and smiled.

      “Don’t be afraid, my young friend. You’re all safe here,” he said softly. He turned to Melachor and said, “But you must go, now. It’s not safe for me to remain here for too long. I must leave you.”

      “Our son?” Melachor asked quickly, motioning to the cooing child on the table.

      “The child is well now. Please, I must go before I am found. If He learns one of my kind is here, it will not be safe for any of the Imps that live here and I cannot put them in harm’s way.”

      The man took another step back and began shrinking again. He carried on shrinking, and within seconds he morphed into a Chirvel. The furry forest animal stood on its hind legs, no taller than a chair. It squealed and sniffed the air before scurrying off into the dark.

      Melachor and Veloria took Sandor and Jared and left. Melachor held his cloak over his family to shield them from the downpour. They went down the alley and tried to find their way out of the maze of backstreets. Melachor led his family through the ghetto and into the main square.

      Before them was a scene of total devastation. Bodies littered the ground everywhere.

      An Imp came running towards them screaming. “Quickly. Hide! He’ll kill you. He’ll kill us all!”

      Melachor grabbed the man by the shoulders and tried to speak sense to him but he tore himself free and ran off screaming again.

      Suddenly, a blinding ball of light came flying through the air and struck the fleeing Imp in the back. As it hit him, he and the ball of light both disappeared into thin air. Melachor squinted in disbelief. Several more Imps emerged from various alleyways. They, too, were screaming in panic. More blinding balls of light emerged and struck them each in quick succession. Just as before, they vanished as each ball of light struck.

      Melachor hurried his family out of the square and towards the edge of the town. Every few seconds, they heard the sound of screaming followed by silence. Each time this happened, a streak of light illuminated the stormy sky. One by one, all the Imps of the Southern Tip were being wiped out.

      The family rounded a corner and found their path blocked by a Trader huddled in a dark cloak. He was kneeling on the ground, holding a crystal orb in one hand. The man was muttering an incantation. As he did so, the orb began pulsating with flashes of light and a swirling vortex formed above it. Through the vortex, Melachor could see a field of green bathed in sunlight. The man stood up, glanced over his shoulder and jumped into the vortex.

      Melachor turned to Veloria. Over her shoulder, he could see a blinding ball of light coming towards them. Veloria turned and screamed. Before any of them could react, the ball of light struck her. She and the two children vanished.

      “NOOOO!” Melachor yelled. Tears streamed down his face and he stood there with his arm held out to where his wife and children had been standing.

      Then another ball of light came flying around the corner. It hovered for a second before rushing towards Melachor at high speed. He turned and looked at the vortex over the orb, which was now dissipating. Without thinking, he lunged to grab the orb just moments before the ball of light was upon him. There was a flash, and everything went black.
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        10 years later

      

      Despite the legendary tales of his father’s heroic death in the war against an invading tribe, Joshua clung to the hope of one day finding him alive and well. The enemy tribe was located in the far north of Forestium, many weeks’ journey from Morelle, and too far for a young Woodsman to travel. Even a Raetheon, with its majestic white wings, would take many days to reach that far.

      For all Joshua knew, his father could be living out his days there, possibly held captive. Perhaps he just couldn’t find his way home again.

      Joshua often gazed pensively into the forest canopy at the swarms of twinkling Finkle flies in the evening twilight, lost in contemplation. All he really knew was that his father never returned.

      The teenager neared his seventeenth name day: the age of decision and the age at which he could attempt the ritual trials and finally be able to call himself a true Woodsman.

      Joshua’s thoughts dwelled more and more on his father and how proud his dad would have been to see his son complete the trials at such a young age. These thoughts disturbed the young man, and he found it increasingly difficult to sleep at night.

      And his dreams were getting worse. A wave of dread washed over him at the end of each day when the evening mist settled in. It had reached the point that he no longer wanted to sleep for fear of what the next dream would bring him.

      Joshua had spent the day making arrows and strings for his bow. These were some of the skills he would need to demonstrate for the upcoming trials. After a full day of practicing, he lay on his side and gazed out his open window into the distance, fighting not to sleep.

      He distracted himself by trying to make out, through the thickening evening mist, which points of light were candles from other village huts and which were Finkle flies. But the soothing humming sound of the slow-flying Dengle bugs grew louder, and Joshua found he could no longer force himself to remain awake. His eyes grew heavy and he felt himself slipping away.

      His dream gripped him intensely and carried him further with each passing breath. He was powerless to resist the disturbing imagery flooding his mind.

      Hazy and disconnected thoughts tormented him and he tossed and turned. His head moved rapidly from side to side as his mind desperately tried to wrench him from the terrifying experience. This nightmare was far worse than anything he had previously experienced.

      A dark figure swirled in front of him. It wasn’t clear who or what it was, but it screamed in fits of pain and misery. The relentless sobbing and sheer agony of the poor soul tormented Joshua, but he couldn’t muster the strength to intervene, paralysed by the intensity of his emotions.

      Desperate to help, he wanted to reach out and comfort whoever it was. The figure came into sharp focus only briefly before fading into blurriness again.

      The face was somehow familiar but only as a distant memory. Despite being fast asleep, Joshua had the sense that perhaps the figure was his father.

      The man cried out Joshua’s name. He seemed to be pleading for help but Joshua was still void of strength to do anything.

      The swirling persisted, and as the young Woodsman’s despair intensified at his failure to stop this suffering, the hazy image changed. The veil of darkness lifted and the image of the tormented figure receded, eventually fading altogether.

      Joshua felt a wave of relief that he was no longer subjected to this torment. As the fog of confusion faded, he found himself sitting up in his bed with the dawn mist lifting. He looked around, sweat dripping down his cheeks, his breathing laboured.

      He heard a rustle coming from somewhere but his senses had not yet fully returned. Suddenly, there was a crash, and a figure came flying through the window.

      “Hey, Joshua!” Andrew blurted as he finished his favourite window-entry manoeuvre and landed on the end of the bed. “You look terrible. Are you all right?”

      “What are you doing?” Joshua mumbled.

      “What do you mean, what am I doing?”

      “Shhhh!” Joshua said, holding his finger to his mouth. “Do you want to wake the whole house?”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten?” Andrew lowered his head and looked at his friend with raised eyebrows. “Target practice?” He went on. “Today? Remember? Come on, we don’t have that much time left before the trials.”

      Both boys had been working hard to hone their forest talents. They had been practicing different skills each day for the past several weeks ahead of the coming trials.

      “Oh, yes, that’s right, target practice. Lake Morelle.” Joshua snapped out of his nightmare and was mostly himself again.

      “Well?” Andrew demanded eagerly. “What are you waiting for, an invitation? Let’s get going!”

      Joshua grabbed his keeper bag and weapon belt. The two of them crept through the window and out onto the roof.
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      The two strode north into the forest and Joshua tried his best to put the nightmare out of his mind. He found the rustling of the trees comforting as the pair followed the well-trodden path, winding through the forest.

      Joshua was at home here in the woodlands of Morelle and felt at one with these familiar surroundings. The morning sun pierced through the treetops and glistened on the green leaves of the hanging vines dangling from the branches.

      Joshua held out his hand to the side as he walked. He liked the feel of morning dew on the leaves as he brushed past them. The forest was alive with a cacophony of noises. Two Chirvels squealed as they chased each other, leaping between branches.

      The two teenagers were about an hour into their walk before the trees began thinning out and the trail became brighter. By mid-morning they had reached their intended destination: Lake Morelle.

      Situated in a large clearing in the forest, the lake was a favoured hunting ground for the town’s young Woodsmen. The lake encircled a small island, stretching around it like a moat, with a single Yucust tree in its centre that reached high into the sky. Thick branches spread out on either side of the tree at regular intervals. The brightly coloured Finkle nests that hung beneath the branches on vines made for excellent target practice.

      The two friends scavenged for raw materials from which to make the ammunition they would use for today’s target practice. The thickets of Bramock that encircle the lake were a good source of materials and various types of projectiles. A good Bramock bush would fill their quivers with a fresh source of arrows and the bark from the straight twigs was stretchy enough to weave into slingshot elastic. Bramok berries were also just about the right size and weight to use in a slingshot.

      “Right, let’s see if you can hit the red one on the first branch on the left.” Andrew suggested.

      With a mocking smile, Joshua took his slingshot from his belt and placed a ripe Bramock berry into the pouch. He took aim and launched the hard berry high into the air, across the lake towards the Yucust.

      The two boys followed the trajectory of the berry all the way to the tree. It missed the target by a generous margin and landed with a splash.

      “You’ll never make Woodsman with an aim like that,” Andrew laughed. “Are you sure you don’t want to be a Tender instead? Or maybe even a Fixer?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being a Fixer.” Joshua snapped. “Have you ever thought where we’d be without Fixers?”

      “I’m only kidding,” Andrew looked around for some more Bramock berries. He found a few deep inside the same thicket he had just been plucking arrows from and loaded his slingshot. Taking aim at the same Finkle nest, he pulled the slingshot pouch back towards his cheek. Just as he was about to release it, he noticed a Raetheon perched on one of the branches higher up.

      “Hey, A Raetheon!” he shouted, and readjusted his aim. “I bet you I can…”

      “NO!” Joshua yelled grabbing at Andrew’s extended arm just as he launched the berry. It changed his aim, and the berry flew into the lake with a splash. The Raetheon, jolted by this noise, extended its wings and leaned forward off the branch. With a shriek, it fell into a graceful glide and circled the lake.

      “Why were you aiming at the Raetheon? It never did anything to hurt you!”

      “What difference does it make? I didn’t see you complaining about shooting the Finkles.”

      “That’s not the same thing! Raetheons are majestic animals with real feelings. Why would you want to hurt one of them?” Joshua stared at the graceful bird, still circling in the distance under the violet sky.

      “What’s up with you?” Andrew asked. “You’ve been on edge for days now. You looked awful this morning when you woke up. You’re not still having those dreams, are you?”

      Joshua sighed and sat on the ground with his legs crossed. He looked down in deep thought. Andrew said nothing. Joshua knew his best friend was a good listener and would not pressure him into speaking until he was ready.

      It was quiet in the clearing. The only noise was the continued shrieking of the Raetheon fading into the distance. After a few moments Joshua took a deep breath.

      “I had another dream last night, about my father,” he said softly. “It was a much more powerful dream this time, unlike the others.”

      Andrew’s shoulders sank, and he sighed. The age of decision that a teenager like Joshua was nearing was normally a time in a young man’s life when he got much closer to his father. The trials they were preparing for were a way to strengthen the bond between father and son.

      “You’ve been thinking about your dad a lot, lately.”

      Joshua didn’t reply right away. When he did, he spoke quietly.

      “He’d be helping us both prepare for the trials if he were still here. You never knew your father. It’s different for you. You don’t have memories keeping you up at nights.”

      “What happened?”

      Joshua stared at the ground for a moment. “Someone was in great pain.” He looked Andrew in the eye and said, “I think it was my dad.”

      “But that’s not possible. I mean, your dad died when you were very young, didn’t he?”

      Joshua looked up and locked his gaze on Andrew.

      “I know you’re trying to help, but how do I know my dad really died? I mean, all we know is that he never came back.”

      Joshua looked back down at the ground and started to peel the shell from the Bramock berry he was toying with.

      “But what if he never actually died?” he asked, after a pause. “I mean, what if he’s still, you know…”

      He looked up and threw the peeled berry into the water and stared vacantly at the ripples making their way around the lake.

      “How is that possible?” Andrew asked. “Surely he would have come home after all these years if he was still alive.”

      Joshua paused as he pondered the various options he thought might explain his father’s continued absence. “He could have been held captive? Or maybe he hasn’t been able to find his way home?”

      Not even Joshua himself was convinced at these possibilities but he was sure there had to be an explanation other than that his father was dead. In many ways, it would have been much easier if he knew for certain his father had died, but the lack of certainty gnawed away at Joshua.

      “Why did he go that far away to begin with?” Andrew asked.

      “I don’t know. Mum doesn’t like to talk about it. Maybe I’ll ask. If I ever find him.”

      Joshua was sure it was his father’s suffering he had seen. The thought he might still be alive and, worse still, in great pain, continued to weigh heavily.

      Joshua had always just accepted that his father had died, but these dreams had gave him an ounce of hope to cling to that he might one day see him again.

      “I have to know,” Joshua said after another long pause. “I have to find out.”

      “What are you going to do? If you’re going to do the trials this year, there’s only a few weeks left.”

      Joshua didn’t respond right away. He didn’t know what he was going to do, but he knew it had to be something. After pondering the question for a few more moments, he stood up with a sense of purpose.

      “I’m going to find him. If there’s a chance he’s alive, then I have to find him. I can always do the trials next year. It’ll give me a chance to improve my aim anyway.”

      “But you don’t even know where to start looking.” Andrew said, rising to his feet.

      Joshua gave Andrew a resigned look. He knew his best friend was right. He didn’t have any idea where to begin his search. Forestium was a big place and not without its dangers.

      “I know, I’ll talk to the Elder.” Joshua stated with wide eyes. “Maybe he will tell me more about what happened, and when and why my dad went off to fight. It’s as good a place as any to start.”

      With a renewed sense of purpose, the boys set off back towards Morelle.
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      Joshua was brimming with enthusiasm as he and Andrew walked back towards the village.

      “I’ve never seen you so excited.” Andrew said as the two of them chatted about how Joshua might go about finding his father.

      “I wonder what my dad looks like, now. I mean, do you think he’s changed a lot over the years?”

      “You really are convinced you’ll find him still alive, then?”

      “Why else would I see him in my dream? I bet it’ll make mum so proud to see us walking back to the village together.”

      “Do you think he’ll recognise you?”

      Joshua stopped and stared into nothingness for a few moments. He looked at Andrew and shrugged. The two boys debated the issue as they walked along the winding trail.

      They were about an hour outside of Morelle when they heard a rustle. They both froze. They looked at each other with lowered brows. There was the noise again, like someone or something was struggling. It was coming from just ahead of them but they couldn’t see much through the mist.

      As they continued, they saw what looked like an animal caught in a trapper’s net strung beneath the branch of a tree.

      “Is that a Wood-boar?” Andrew whispered.

      “Doesn’t look like Wood-boar to me.”

      “You’re right. That’s definitely not a Wood-boar. It looks more like…like…a man?”

      “If it is, it’s the tiniest man I’ve ever seen.”

      The small man lashed out, trying to escape from the all-encompassing net.

      They crept forward.

      “Hello?” Joshua called out, maintaining a safe distance.

      Whoever it was stopped flailing about and froze. The man’s head turned and peered at Joshua. He had deep green eyes and a small round face with large pointed ears sticking out from either side of his head.

      “Well?” he called out with a ringing tone of indignation. “Are you two blithering idiots just going to stand there? You are Woodsmen, right? Surely at least one of you has something in your keeper bag to get me out of this infernal contraption?”

      Joshua turned to his friend and saw a distrustful look in his eyes.

      “What are you doing stuck in that Wood-boar trap?” Andrew yelled. “Wood-boars might be difficult to catch, but only an idiot would get caught in a trap like this.”

      There was a brief pause before the man spoke again.

      “Oh, well, it’s just that it’s terribly comfortable here, and I thought I’d just hang around for a rest,” he said rolling his eyes. “You see, it’s been a long day, and I was tired and needed a place to relax. Get me out of the damned thing!”

      Joshua and Andrew looked at each other again and rolled their eyes. Joshua reached for his slingshot and loaded one of the Bramock-bush arrows into in. He aimed the arrow at the vine from which the net was dangling and released it. With a swish, it sliced through the vine and the net fell to the forest floor with a thud.

      “Ouch!”

      Joshua and Andrew scrambled to help the small man from the entangling net. When he stood free he was little more than half their size.

      He had a stocky build and a full head of untidy black hair. His light brown waistcoat was frayed at the edges and his long black leather boots reached up to his knees. He waddled around and brushed all the leaves from his clothing.

      “What are you?” Andrew asked, looking the strange creature up and down.

      “Isn’t it usually polite to ask someone’s name before you ask what kind of creature they are? Honestly! Don’t they teach manners anymore?”

      “Don’t mind him,” Joshua spoke up. “It’s just that we’ve never met anyone of your kind before.”

      “Ah,” the man said with a heavy sigh, looking at the ground. “I was hoping you weren’t going to say that.”

      He walked over to a nearby tree stump, sat down and removed one of his boots. Tipping it upside down, he emptied several small pebbles out of it.

      “I had hoped there would be others of my kind around these parts.” He rubbed his sore foot.

      “And just exactly what is your kind?” Andrew asked, walking around the short man and studying him closely.

      “I’m an Imp,” he replied. “You can call me Galleon.” He stared at Joshua. “Galleon the Great.”

      Andrew let out an involuntary snigger. Joshua nudged him in the ribs. He then walked over and extended a hand to Galleon.

      “I’m Joshua. This is Andrew, my best friend. Did you say you were an Imp?”

      Galleon looked Joshua up and down, shaking his hand.

      “That’s right, and you say you’ve never seen anyone like me before? Well, that’s a disappointment, but I can’t say I’m surprised. It’s been the same story everywhere I’ve been for years now.” Galleon sighed in a resigned tone.

      “I’ve been searching for others of my kind for a long time and to be honest, I’m starting to lose hope.”

      Joshua took his water sack from his belt and handed it to the stranger. Galleon regarded it before thanking him and taking several large gulps from it.

      “That’s better. Thank you,” he said handing it back and wiping his face with the sleeve of his tunic. “It’s not often I find anyone willing to be helpful or friendly towards me.”

      “Why not?” Joshua exclaimed with a puzzled expression.

      “Well, Joshua,” Galleon sighed, “that’s a very good question. If ever I have a good answer, I’ll let you know. As if it wasn’t bad enough that all the other Imps have been banished or killed or worse, I often have to put up with mistrust and loathing wherever I go. I mean really! Is my face that bad?”

      “What happened to your people?”

      “The Goat killed off all my people. I’m starting to think I’m the only one of my kind left.”

      “Um…the Goat?” Andrew asked with raised brow.

      “You’ve never heard of the Goat, my friend? Well, consider yourself lucky. You can think yourselves very fortunate indeed if you can live out your days without encountering the Goat.”

      Joshua didn’t know who or what this Goat was, but judging by Galleon’s face and tone, the Imp had a deep loathing for Him.

      “The Goat is the most malicious, evil and angry creature you could ever wish to meet,” Galleon complained. He shook his head and stared into nothingness.

      “He’s an all-powerful magical creature who will torture and torment you for the sheer pleasure of it.” Galleon frowned and his bottom lip quivered. He went on to explain in great detail how his kind had lived in peace for many years in the grasslands of the South before they encountered the Goat.

      “A Trader came through one day and brought with him some sort of mystical orb,” Galleon explained. “It was supposed to be one of several that exist throughout Forestium.”

      “I’ve never heard of any mystical orb things,” Andrew said narrowing his eyes.

      “Yes, well, I imagine I could fill several books with all the things a worldly Woodsman of your years has never heard of.”

      “Go on,” Joshua said, ignoring the indignant look on Andrew’s face.

      “Anyway, the orbs existed as mere legend until this one showed up, so you can imagine just how much of a stir it caused. Well, this Trader swore the orb had magical powers and that it could transport you to distant lands. He offered to trade it with the Imps.”

      “So you traded for the orb?” Andrew asked.

      “Well, not exactly. As it turned out, the poor man had an unhealthy appetite for the finer things in life, especially wine, which he drank like there was no tomorrow. He was found slumped over the table one morning at an inn. Some say he died from drinking too much wine, but if you believe that, I have a Raetheon that lays golden eggs you can buy.”

      “You mean, he was killed?” Andrew said with his jaw open and wide eyes. Galleon nodded.

      “Anyway, when they looked into the orb, what they saw was not a distant land. It was the hideous image of the Goat peering back at them. He was an evil-looking half man, half creature with long, curved horns coming out the sides of his head. Anyway, one by one, all the Imps disappeared and before too long they had all vanished. Imps are gentle and kind creatures. We didn’t possess the power or magic to withstand the onslaught of the Goat.”

      “I’ve never heard of this Goat. Have you?” Joshua said, glancing at Andrew, who shook his head.

      “Well anyway,” Galleon continued, “it wasn’t known whether the Imps were all killed or just banished to a different realm. It happened so fast. Before anyone realised what was going on, the Imps had all but been wiped out.”

      Galleon shook his head and heaved a sigh. “Maybe some managed to find refuge in far-flung corners of Forestium. If any did, I haven’t found them yet and I’ve been travelling around for so long, I’ve seen Ashfer trees shoot up, grow old and die.”

      “How long has it been since you last saw another Imp?” Joshua asked with wide eyes and his mouth open.

      Galleon looked pensive for a moment before speaking. “Oh, getting on for ten years I think.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “It’s tragic.” Galleon finished putting his boot back on and stood up. “What’s awful is having been strung up in that infernal Wood-boar trap for the past six hours. If it weren’t for you boys strolling by, I’d still be hanging there.”

      “Six hours? You must be starving. You should come with us back to the village with us. I’m sure the Tenders there will take good care of you.”

      “Well, you did rescue me,” Galleon admitted. “And it’s been so long since anyone offered me hospitality. I’d hate to pass up the opportunity.” And with that, the three of them continued on towards Morelle.
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      When Joshua, Andrew and Galleon arrived in Morelle it was already past mid-day, and the village bustled with activity. Streams of sunlight pierced the treetop canopy high above to reveal several dozen huts and other small buildings. Kids were running about playing, and Traders pushed their carts along the main track through the centre of the village. A dozen or more Traders and Woodsmen were sitting at tables outside Morelle’s only inn. They were chatting and laughing with each other.

      It wasn’t long before the new stranger attracted attention. Galleon looked at the people staring at him. He shuffled behind Andrew.

      “Um…are you sure this is okay?”

      Andrew put his arm on Galleon’s shoulder and smiled at him.

      “Come on, let’s see if we can find you something to eat.”

      He walked Galleon over to one of the larger wooden huts and introduced their new friend to some of the village Tenders who, just as Joshua had predicted, immediately took to him and fed him a hearty meal. Just for good measure, they gave his clothes and hair a thorough cleaning, too.

      Joshua, in the meantime, needed to see his mother. He had spoken to her before of wanting to head out into Forestium once he completed the trials, so he knew it wouldn’t come as a complete surprise. He knew this would still be difficult, though.

      He didn’t tell his mother of his dream. He was unsure how she would react if she heard about his nightmares and his belief his father could be alive. She had already grieved for her husband and had finally come to terms with her loss. There was a loneliness in her eyes, and Joshua didn’t want to cause her unnecessary heartache by mentioning his father.

      When he broke the news to her, Joshua’s mother kept her gaze on her son. “When will you leave?” She clutched to her chest a toy doll he used to play with, and he saw how saddened she was by this news.

      “Right away. I’m leaving today. But I must first speak to the village Elder. I…I need some guidance.”

      “Of course. How long will you be gone? Where will you go?”

      Joshua realised he had no answers prepared for all her questions.

      “I…I’m not sure yet,” he stammered, trying to avoid eye contact. Not only was he unsure where he was going or how long he would be away, he was also trying not to let on the true nature of his quest.

      “It won’t be too long,” he said, trying to convince his mother, if not himself, that this was all perfectly normal. It was all he could do to hold back his own welling tears. The last thing he wanted was to upset his mother.

      “I’ll be back before you know it,” he said, attempting an upbeat tone. “I’ll speak to the Elder and then, well, I’ll see you before I go.”

      Joshua continued to prepare things for his journey. It was awkward to look his mother in the eye and the tinkering around helped keep his attention on something else.

      He gave his mother a hug that lingered longer than normal and left the hut. Joshua had fond memories of his childhood home. He would miss the safety and security it provided but he was maturing, and it was time for him to face more important issues in his life.

      The thought of how happy his mother would be at the sight of him returning to Morelle, arm in arm with his father, gave him the courage he needed to embark on his journey.

      He made his way through the village towards the central crossroads, where the main cluster of buildings could be found. Wooden trading carts pulled by powerful forest Shires were crisscrossing as they moved up and down the two main roads that met at the intersection.

      It was a crisp day with sunlight shining all the way down to the forest floor. The ever-present light haze was drifting through the village. A group of Traders and a handful of Woodsmen were sitting at tables outside the tavern across the road. One of the Traders had brought some sort of wine back from a recent trading trip and was showing it to the others. Judging by the commotion, it seemed to be going down well.

      Children were running about playing. One of them had strung a vine over a low-hanging tree branch and they were all taking turns pushing each other on this makeshift swing.

      One of the more prominent buildings was a large hut made from logs and other forest materials, similar to the other Morelle dwellings. It was held together with vines and had a roof covered in moss. It appeared to have grown right out of the ground. A lantern hung on either side of the door. Joshua could smell the wax from the thick candles that were usually kept burning throughout the night. He was pleased to see white smoke billowing from the chimney, which showed that the village Elder was present.

      He walked up to the front door but stopped just short of entering. It was scary. What if the Elder was in a bad mood or had no time for him?

      He wanted to knock and go in but hesitated. It occurred to him that he was unprepared for what he might say to the Elder.

      Joshua’s enthusiasm had sustained him up until this point, but this was the moment where it might all come unravelled. Thoughts of his father and his dream rushed through his mind, and he took a deep breath. He raised his hand to the door and hesitated.

      Someone inside called out, “Come, Joshua,” in a reassuring voice. He recognised it. He heaved a sigh of relief and a smile spread across his face. It was the Elder, and he was not in a bad mood. Joshua pushed the door open and walked through.

      Inside was dark and Joshua could smell smoke. He looked around but his eyes were still adjusting to the darkness and he couldn’t see anyone so he went in farther, pulling the door closed behind him.

      There were no rooms or windows, just an open space with a table and a few chairs to fill the spartan hut. What light there was came from a fireplace on the far side of the room.

      The Elder’s dwelling was filled with the sound of crackling from the fire’s burning embers. Its dancing flames cast eerie shadows on the walls and up into the vaulted ceiling, which was held in place with large wooden beams.

      “Come, Joshua,” the gentle voice called again. “Come and warm yourself by the fire.”

      Joshua crept towards the crackling flame. As he got closer, he could see the silhouette of the Elder, sitting on a cushion of hay in front of the fire.

      Joshua’s eyes adjusted to the light as he neared the open flame. The Elder looked very old and frail, with long grey hair hanging down to his waist. A blanket was wrapped around his shoulders and he was rocking slowly and rhythmically back and forth, staring into the open flame.

      “Elder?” Joshua asked, his voice a mere whisper. It was an honour to be granted an audience with the Elder and this was the first time Joshua had been invited to sit with him. In fact, he wasn’t even sure what the correct protocol was.

      The Elder turned and looked Joshua straight in the eye. He was a very old man with skin sagging from his face and crystal clear blue eyes. He looked like a stiff breeze would knock him over but at the same time he conveyed a sense of majesty and wisdom. Joshua felt humbled.

      “I’ve been expecting you, Joshua,” the Elder said in a faint voice. He patted the cushion next to him with his palm. “Come and sit down and you can tell me all about your dream.”

      Joshua’s eyes widened. He hadn’t told anyone other than Andrew about his recurring nightmares, and there was no way Andrew would have told the Elder.

      He wondered if this might just have been a coincidence and the Elder wasn’t really aware of his dream at all. Perhaps the Elder had just assumed this. After all, dreams happen all the time.

      The Elder looked towards the fire again and continued to sit there rocking back and forth. After a couple of minutes, Joshua wondered whether he should say something, but the orange flames were captivating and the warmth felt pleasant on his face and arms. It was comforting, like hearing the soothing sound of a swarm of Dengles at night sending him off to sleep.

      After a while, the Elder broke the silence. “I remember your father well,” he said with a gentle nod, all the while staring into the flame. “He was a great Woodsman and brave Warrior.”

      Joshua’s jaw dropped and he leaned closer. He had not spoken to anyone other than Andrew about his dream and had never mentioned his father to the Elder before, so it was all the more curious the Elder chose this subject to start the conversation.

      “Elder, I think my father may still be alive. I think he may be in great suffering, and I need your help to find him.”

      The Elder said nothing, but continued instead to rock rhythmically, staring into the flame. Joshua sat and waited for a response but there was none and he was starting to get frustrated.

      “I’m keen to start on my journey, Elder. Can you help me?”

      After a long time the Elder spoke, “I cannot help you find what you seek.”

      Joshua’s heart sank. He lowered his head and sighed. He worried his journey would be over before it had even begun.

      After a few moments, Joshua started to rise but just as he put his palm down to the floor, the Elder spoke again.

      “There will be many dangers for you ahead, Joshua, but if the answer to your dream is what you desire, you must head east to the Valley of Moross. There you must find the Oracle of Forestium.”

      Joshua perked up and his heart raced. He had not heard of the Oracle or of the Valley of Moross, but it didn’t matter. This gave him something to go on. It was a direction to start in and a goal to reach.

      Joshua was filled with a burst of energy, and he waited with bated breath to hear what else the Elder might have to say.

      “The Oracle will guide you on your path,” the Elder went on. “But beware; the knowledge she can give you will come at a great price.”

      Joshua stared at the old man with his mouth open, hanging on the wise man’s every word. After a few more minutes, the Elder’s eyelids lowered and his head fell forward. He appeared to slip into a deep sleep.

      Joshua’s thoughts raced. The Elder had given him all the information he was going to. He quietly pushed himself up and tiptoed back towards the door.

      As he walked outside and closed the door behind him, he could see Andrew and Galleon sitting at one of the tables outside the tavern across the road. He walked over and joined them.
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      “I’ve just been talking to the Elder,” Joshua blurted out. “He said I had to seek the Oracle in some place called the Valley of Moross. I don’t even know where that is.”

      “I do,” Galleon said. “It’s a long way from here, over to the east.”

      “Can you take me there?”

      Galleon considered the idea for a few moments before shaking his head.

      “You? Not likely.” He turned back and took a swig from his ale. “It’s too far, and a child like you is not up to the journey.” He gulped down the last drop from the mug. “There are more dangers in Forestium than a young Woodsman like you could shake a stick at. You’d be chewed up and spat out before you know it.”

      Joshua was still brimming with excitement, and his enthusiasm wasn’t going to be dampened.

      “Have you ever been there?” Joshua asked.

      “Well, no.”

      “Didn’t you say you were looking for others of your kind?”

      “Yes,” Galleon squinted. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well, there may be others of your kind living in the Valley of Moross.”

      Andrew looked at Galleon with a wry smile. “He has you there.”

      “It stands to reason you’ll need to visit there sooner or later.” Joshua continued. “You said yourself it’s dangerous, so why don’t we go there together and look out for each other? Perhaps the Oracle can help us both.”

      Galleon said nothing but continued to stare at Joshua. He pursed his lips and took a deep breath. “Hmmm. You might be young and ill prepared,” the Imp finally said, “but you do make a valid point. I should warn you I’ve never been a good babysitter, so you’ll have to pull your own weight when we’re on the road.”

      Galleon took another deep breath, exhaled, and slammed his mug down onto the table. “OK, then. Let’s go and find this Oracle.”

      Galleon and Joshua shook hands and Joshua beamed. They both got up and Galleon went inside the tavern, leaving Joshua and Andrew together.

      Joshua turned to Andrew. Andrew looked at Joshua and his smile faded.

      “What’s the matter?” Joshua asked.

      “What do you mean, what’s the matter?” Andrew snapped. “You’re going away, that’s what’s the matter. I haven’t even had any time to get used to the idea. And what if you don’t come back?”

      Joshua thought about this. It was all happening very fast, and he hadn’t had time to think about the consequences of his quest or the dangers he would face along the way.

      He and Andrew had grown up together and they were much more than just best friends. The thought of having to say goodbye to everyone, especially to Andrew, started hitting home too.

      “I have to do this, Andrew. I have to find my dad. If he really is suffering, I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t do anything about it.”

      “You could be gone for ages!” Andrew shouted. He turned and ran off down the path, disappearing into the mist.

      Joshua wanted to run after him but felt it would only make him feel worse. It was also a very painful realisation for Joshua that he might, indeed, not see his best friend for some time.

      Galleon came out of the tavern and said, “Right, when do we leave? Hey, why the long face? You look like a Wood-boar that’s just realised he’s the main course at dinner.”

      Joshua paused for a few seconds, still gazing at where Andrew had disappeared into the mist, and said, “Right away. I just need to say goodbye to my mother. Then we can go.”

      The two made their way over to the village hall, where his mother and many of the other Tenders of Morelle were waiting to say their farewells to Joshua. As they approached the centre of town, there was already a crowd of people assembling. Joshua stopped briefly and Galleon looked at him.

      “Are you OK?” Galleon asked.

      Joshua smiled and said, “I’ve watched this going-away ritual many times before, but never thought it might one day be me saying goodbye. It just feels strange, that’s all.”

      Everyone gave Joshua hugs and wished him the best. Each time he embraced another village Tender, he looked around to see if he could see Andrew, but his best friend was nowhere to be found. It looked like his last memory of Andrew for the foreseeable future would be of his friend storming off, upset.

      The last person Joshua said goodbye to was his mother. Full of emotion, she flung her arms around him. She squeezed him so tight he could hardly breathe, but it felt good all the same.

      Barely audible, Joshua’s mother whispered into his ear, “Please come back safely, Joshua, I cannot bear the thought of losing you too.”

      Joshua looked at his mother and saw the heartache in her eyes. He expected her to be upset at his leaving, but there was something else: something he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

      Not wanting to prolong the farewell, he gave his mother one last kiss and a hug. With a final wave, he and Galleon headed off down the path and out of the village of Morelle, not knowing when, or indeed if, he would return.

      As the familiar sounds of the village faded behind them, Joshua looked back several times hoping to see Andrew, but was disappointed each time.

      The two new travelling companions walked in silence for the first couple of hours until they reached the outer boundary of Morelle. Joshua was sad at having to leave his village, his mother and Andrew, but didn’t want to let on to Galleon. He wanted to show him he was strong and ready for whatever lay ahead.

      Every so often, Galleon would glance at Joshua and then look ahead again. Joshua knew Galleon wanted to say something, but was glad he didn’t. This was a painful process for Joshua, and he was glad Galleon was not pressing the issue.

      It was another hour before Joshua started a conversation. “So, how are we going to get to the Valley of Moross?”

      Galleon pondered this for a moment. “We head east. The Valley of Moross sits between two mountain ranges.”

      “How far is it?”

      “Well, I’ve never actually been there so I’m not sure. I guess we’ll find out when we get there, if we don’t fall off the edge of the world first, that is.”

      Suddenly, they heard a faint voice in the distance behind them.

      “Stop!”

      Joshua and Galleon halted and looked at each other.

      “Did you hear that?” Joshua asked, turning to look in the direction the sound came from. The voice sounded again, but this time it was louder.

      “Stop! Wait for me!”

      Joshua peered into the distance. A figure emerged through the thick mist. He’d recognise that brown hair and stocky frame anywhere. A smile formed across his face. It was Andrew running towards them. Puffing and panting, he caught up with them.

      “What are you doing here?” Joshua asked.

      “You didn’t think I’d let you have all the fun, did you?” Andrew said, still panting. “Besides, with your aim, there’s no way you’d survive without me. I’m coming with you.”

      “You don’t have to do this, Andrew. This isn’t your journey. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Look,” Andrew said, cutting him off. “We’ve been best friends for as long as I can remember. I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be than by your side.”

      Galleon rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Well, if the two of you are going to insist on kissing, then I may have to throw up. Shall we go?”

      The two young Woodsmen looked at each other and beamed. “Well, come on then, boys,” Galleon said. “We’ll never get there at this rate.”

      All three of them set off.
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      Joshua and Andrew’s initial excitement about the journey faded the farther they went from Morelle. The three travellers walked for several days without encountering another soul. This was much farther than Joshua or Andrew had ever ventured outside of Morelle and they found their surroundings to be unnerving.

      Then the thick vegetation they were struggling through opened up and they wandered into an eerie forest clearing. They walked closer to each other. Something just didn’t seem right. The trees were not the same. There was an unpleasant odour in the air and even the forest litter beneath their feet sounded different; it was somehow unsettling.

      The mood changed. Something was amiss. Joshua slowed to a crawl and held his hand up, surveying the clearing.

      The trio stopped walking and Galleon stopped talking. The sun shone down into the forest clearing, and there was a faint humming in the air. They could hear the distant shrieking of a Raetheon soaring somewhere high up. Raetheons usually shrieked when they were scared, and this did nothing to ease the tension. The three continued to creep into the forest clearing.

      “Someone’s here,” Andrew whispered. He scanned the clearing. Galleon glanced at him and then looked around, his eyes darting from tree to tree.

      “Are you sure?” Galleon whispered back. He narrowed his eyes and scanned the perimeter of the clearing.

      They all crept on farther. Galleon stepped on a twig. It broke in two and made a loud snapping sound. There was a swishing noise and a swift rush of wind. Before any of them could react, a huge net lifted up around them and engulfed their bodies.

      They dangled in the air several feet above the ground. As they struggled in vain to free themselves, a figure covered in twigs and grass rose from the ground right below them.

      “Oh, hello. Sorry, I wasn’t expecting people,” came a soft, high-pitched voice.

      Joshua, Andrew and Galleon stopped struggling and stared at this curious mass of bush and twigs.

      “I was really hoping for a Wood-boar, but it seems the three of you accidentally wandered into my trap. Well, it’s not a real trap. Well, I suppose it is but it’s not a very good one, I guess. I mean if it were a good trap, I’d have caught a Wood-boar days ago but I haven’t caught anything yet. I’m normally really good at catching things you know. Once, I caught a Raetheon accidentally. You see, it had a broken wing and, well, it sort of stumbled into the trap accidentally. I didn’t mean to hurt it, of course. I wasn’t really trying to catch it, you see…”

      “Um, sorry, but, who are you?” Joshua interrupted.

      “More to the point, can you please get us out of this infernal thing? Honestly!” Galleon said.

      “Oh, um, yes, well, that’s probably a good idea. What must you think of me? I mean, I suppose it must look rather rude of me to stand here talking whilst you’re still hanging there. I mean, it can’t be very comfortable for you in there, can it and, well…”

      “Ahem!” Andrew snapped.

      “Oh, yes, sorry. Here, let me cut you down.”

      The mass of twigs and straw pulled out a slingshot and arrow. With one swift arm action, it launched the arrow and sliced straight through the vine from which the net was suspended. The whole contraption fell to the ground with a thud.

      “Ouch! Couldn’t you have landed on him instead?” Galleon shouted.

      The three captives flailed around untangling the net and picking themselves up off the ground. They looked at the mass of twigs and straw, still somewhat dazed from the experience.

      “Sorry,” Joshua said, “but who or what are you?”

      “Hmm? Oh, sorry,” the mass of twigs replied with a giggle. And with that, a pair of hands emerged and pulled away the makeshift camouflage suit revealing a young woman. As she removed the headpiece of spiky grass she shook her head to reveal beautiful blond hair that fell to her shoulders and down her back. She looked at Joshua and smiled.

      “I’m Sarah,” she said extending her hands out to either side.

      Joshua stood there captivated. She had deep blue eyes and a small, round face with rosy cheeks and a petite pointed nose. A straight fringe of fine hair hung just above her eyes. Joshua thought she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. For a moment he lost track of time, where he was or even that he had moments before been held upside down in her trap. He wanted to speak. He opened his mouth but was unable to produce any words.

      Sarah giggled. The infectious sound made his heart race.

      “What are you doing here?” Andrew demanded.

      “Oh, well, I’m out on an expedition to learn new skills. I’m a Fixer. Well, I’m learning to be a Fixer that is. I mean I am really a Fixer but I’ve just not done the trials yet. I’ve been gone for several months already and, well, at least I think it’s been several months. It’s so difficult to keep track of time, you see. I did have a piece of string I was using to track the number of days and, well, I sort of lost it wrestling an injured Raetheon. It had a broken wing and fell into my trap, you see…”

      “Do you mean to say you’ve been out here alone for months?” Andrew asked, interrupting Sarah’s runaway enthusiasm. Neither he nor Joshua had ever been away from their village for more than a few days.

      Sarah giggled yet again. “Yes, that’s right. I did think about going back to my village a few times but, well, I’m not entirely sure where I am anymore and, well, I’m really enjoying myself anyway. You see, I’m learning new skills all the time. Take this trap, for example; I’ve been perfecting it over the past few days. Well, it’s not perfect yet or I would have caught a Wood-boar. Still, it did catch the three of you. Did I tell you I accidentally caught a Raetheon once? It had a broken wing and, well…”

      “Do you always talk this much?” Andrew sneered.

      “Don’t be rude, Andrew!” Joshua said, nudging him in the ribs. Although he turned his head in Andrew’s direction to deliver this admonishment, he kept his eyes trained on Sarah.

      “I’m Joshua, and this is Andrew.”

      “Hello, Joshua,” Sarah replied. “And who is this little boy you have with you?” Sarah bent towards Galleon and pinched his cheek.

      “I’m not a little boy!” Galleon retorted pulling his cheek free. “I’m an Imp. I don’t suppose you’ve ever seen anyone like me before either, then?”

      He didn’t bother waiting for an answer and started walking around brushing debris from his hair.

      “Really?” Sarah said in wonder, her eyes wide. “I’ve heard of Imps but I’ve never seen one before.”

      Galleon stopped brushing himself down and looked at Sarah. “You know about Imps?” he asked raising his eyebrow.

      “Well, only the stories I’ve been told. I thought all the Imps were gone.”

      “Hmmm. Well, not all of them,” Galleon said, continuing to pull twigs out of his hair.

      “Where are you going?” Joshua asked Sarah.

      Andrew’s shoulders sank, and he rolled his eyes. He crossed his arms and glared at Joshua. Joshua ignored him.

      “Well, nowhere in particular really. I’m travelling around all over and learning new skills. I’ve learnt so much already but I do really need to perfect my trap-building skills. I’ve been trying to trap a Wood-boar, you see and, well…”

      “Why don’t you come with us?”

      Andrew’s shoulders sank still further, and he rolled his eyes again, this time shaking his head at the same time.

      “We’re heading to the Valley of Moross,” Joshua added, continuing to ignore Andrew. “I bet you’ll learn loads of things along the way.”

      Joshua not only found Sarah very attractive but he was also impressed with her resourcefulness. Anyone that could survive on her own for as long as she already had was bound to make for an excellent travelling companion.

      “I’m sure Galleon would also love to hear everything you know about Imps. Right Galleon?” He turned to Galleon and nodded with raised eyebrows. Galleon nodded back.

      “Hmm, I’ve never been that far east before, and I have always wanted to see the mountains. Sure, why not?”

      The four of them set off out of the clearing and into the mist. Sarah told them all about the stories she had heard about Imps from the various Traders she had encountered on her travels. Andrew just sighed and continued to shake his head.
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      The four travellers continued to move east towards the Valley of Moross. Joshua listened with fascination as Sarah recounted stories about all the new skills she had acquired. By all accounts, despite her being no older than himself, Sarah was already a very accomplished Fixer.

      She could not only hunt but was able to fashion weapons from just about anything at hand. She told them all about the different types of vines she had found and how she used these to make slingshots and bowstrings.

      Galleon at one point snagged his tunic on a hooked Bintok vine. Within minutes, Sarah found a Sprinkle bush and stripped out one of the inner spikes to use as a needle. She removed the outer skin of a twig from one of the Sprinkle bush branches and stripped it into fine thread. She then used that to sew up Galleon’s tunic until it was like new again.

      Joshua looked on with raised brows. The whole thing took no more than a couple of minutes, with little fuss. Joshua and Galleon smiled at each other with jaws dropped.

      Galleon and Sarah were getting along very well. She was the first person he had encountered for many years who had heard of Imps. Joshua could see him reacting to her warm and bubbly attitude.

      Andrew seemed mostly irritated with Sarah’s tendency to talk endlessly about everything and nothing. He didn’t find anything she did impressive. Every time she demonstrated one of her amazing abilities, he rolled his eyes and pulled a scornful face. Joshua thought it was just jealousy.

      After a few more days of travelling, the four adventurers stumbled upon an inn. It was a decent sized log hut, not unlike those Joshua was familiar with from Morelle.

      It was surrounded by a gaggle of small forest creatures. There were several baby Raetheons wandering around picking for Dengle grubs on the ground. Some of the Raetheons had bandages on their wings and or were limping.

      A hairy Wood-boar was tied to the leg of one of several tables in front of the inn. The lumbering beast was waddling about trying to catch the Raetheons as they foraged for food. It had a bandage on its hind leg and was unable to move fast enough for the more agile birds. Despite the menacing fangs, it looked fairly tame as it nosed around in the dirt for grubs.

      A pair of Chirvels was sitting on their hind legs on the roof of the inn. They were peering in opposite directions as they often did, scouting for full-grown Raetheons that might swoop in and catch them. Several more Chirvels were gnawing at leftover scraps on the tables below the two lookouts.

      Above the inn door hung a sign that read ‘Fable & Florelle’s Inn - the best Wood-wine in all of Forestium’. There was nobody else about but as they got closer, the door opened and a stout, round man came out. He was a portly figure with a gruff beard.

      He wore an apron around his waist, smeared with food stains.

      “Clear ‘oof you little scoundrels!” he shouted in a moody voice, waving at the adorable, furry Chirvels. They scattered, barely managing to escape the back of his hand.

      “Rotten vermin,” he mumbled.

      He cleared the table of the few mugs sitting there and wiped it down with a cloth he had strung over his shoulder. With a dissatisfied frown, he finished clearing the table and turned to go back into the inn.

      With a swift sweeping motion, he launched one of the injured Raetheons out of his path with his left boot. The baby Raetheon squealed when it landed and limped off. He pushed the door open and went back inside mumbling to himself slamming the door behind him.

      Joshua and Galleon looked at each other. “Charming fellow,” Galleon said. “I wonder if he treats visitors like he treats forest creatures. I’ve eaten dried Shrooms with more charm.”

      “We’ve been walking for days,” Joshua said. “We could do with a rest for a short while. Come on, let’s take a look. Maybe we can get a home-cooked meal.”

      “It would make a change from dried Dengle grubs and Wood-shrooms,” Andrew grumbled. He grimaced as if he’d just eaten something sour.

      “What? Don’t you like my boiled Wood-shrooms?” Sarah asked, raising her eyebrows.

      Everyone was grateful for her cooking skills but they had all been hoping for a good, home-cooked meal for some time now. Joshua wondered whether Sarah picked up on Andrew and Galleon being overly polite when it came to her experimenting with new recipes.

      “No, it’s great.” Andrew rolled his eyes at Joshua and winked. “It would just be nice to have something that didn’t grow off a dead tree for a change.”

      Galleon nodded in agreement. “Yes, your food is…lovely,” he said, doing his best to keep a straight face. “Really, who would have thought there were so many different ways of preparing boiled Wood-shrooms.”

      He and Andrew cast each other a glance and they both stifled a chuckle. Sarah turned to them and they both removed their smirks. She lowered her brow and pursed her lips together. Her stare lingered, and she turned her gaze back to the inn. As she did, she gave Joshua a wink, and he smiled.

      Joshua walked up to the inn door and pushed it open, and they all followed him through. Inside were a number of wooden tables positioned around a central counter. Candles hung from the rafters, and more injured animals scurried about the place.

      Some of the animals chirped and squealed as Galleon closed the door. A huge fireplace on the far left wall sported a raging fire, and Andrew went over to it to warm himself.

      There were five or six stools around each of the ragged-looking tables. The slanted roof on both sides was quite high and there were a number of strange things hanging from the rafters. Some looked like the sort of weapons Woodsmen might use but Joshua didn’t recognise many of them.

      Above the counter hung a number of brown mugs as well as an assortment of other curious looking wooden objects.

      The bearded man was standing behind the counter with one mug in his hand. He was wiping it with the same cloth he used to clear the table. He was peering at them with a grumpy look but didn’t say anything and just carried on wiping the mug.

      Judging by the man’s casual attitude at seeing them walk through the door, Joshua wondered whether they would be welcome here as customers. Galleon motioned to the table closest to the fire and they each took a stool around it and sat down.

      Just as they took their seats, a short and plump woman wandered into the inn from a door behind the counter. She had curls of untidy white hair and wore a pointed black hat.

      “Oh, be with you in a mo, me darlings,” she shouted across to them.

      She took an apron from a hook on the door and wrapped it around her waist. With a broad smile, she hurried over to their table.

      “Hello, me dears,” she beamed with a welcoming smile. “Just look at yer rosy cheeks. You look like you could do with a nice pot of me ‘ome-made stew.” Her voice was soothing just like the tones of the village Tenders back home.

      Galleon and Andrew beamed at each other and nodded.

      “Um, that sounds lovely,” Joshua said.

      “FABLE!” the woman barked in needlessly demanding voice, as she turned and looked at the counter. “ONE POT OF STEW! NOW!”

      Everyone at the table shrank in their seats. The man slammed the mug down and mumbled to himself as he turned and disappeared through the same door the plump woman had entered. She turned to them again and carried on, but in a motherly tone again.

      “Oh dear, where’s me manners?” she said in a gentle voice. “I’m Florelle, me darlings. That’s Fable over there.” Her tone was low and disapproving as she motioned towards the empty counter.

      “I’m Joshua. This is Andrew, Sarah and Galleon.” Joshua said, pointing to the others in turn.

      “Oh, well, my,” Florelle said with a lingering stare in Galleon’s direction. “We haven’t had an Imp here in these parts for many years now.” She peered at him.

      Galleon perked up.

      “You’ve seen Imps before?” he asked, raising his brow and widening his eyes. “How long ago?”

      “Ohhhh, not for some years now, me darling.” She gazed into open space for a moment. “T’was a time when we would see Imps regularly in here but I haven’t seen another for a good few years now.” She looked at Galleon again. “I was beginning to wonder whether they all died out or something. Glad to see I was wrong about that.” She ended with a warm smile at Galleon.

      The despondent Imp’s shoulders sank again, and he looked down at the table.

      “How about some of our famous Wood-wine to warm yer’s up?” Florelle asked with a beaming smile. Before anyone had a chance to respond, she grasped her apron, spun around towards the counter and rushed over to fetch four brown mugs.

      She returned and put the mugs on the table, went back to the counter and lifted a clay pitcher from one of the hooks above it. Hanging from a girder behind the counter was what Joshua first assumed to be a set of bellows. It looked like a big sack made of some sort of animal skin and was pointed at the bottom with a small tube extending from its lowest point.

      Florelle placed the pitcher beneath it and untwisted a screw on the end of the small dangling tube. A golden liquid flowed into the pitcher. When the pitcher was full, she twisted the screw again to stop the flow of liquid and lifted the container back to their table.

      “Ere…this is the reason people keep coming back ere,” she beamed. “It’s about the only useful thing ‘ees ever done. We call it Wood-wine. It’ll put ‘airs on yer chests, me darlings.”

      She poured the golden brown liquid into each of their mugs in turn. With the pitcher still in her hands, she stood there with a brimming smile and waited for their verdict.

      Galleon and Andrew looked at each other with suspicion. Galleon took his mug and sniffed its contents. The others watched with interest. He raised his eyebrows at Andrew and took a sip. It left a golden froth on his upper lip that he licked away.

      “That’s delicious,” Galleon said to Florelle, who beamed with delight.

      Andrew took a swig, and he too licked the golden froth from his lips. He then gulped the rest of it down in a single swig and once more licked the golden froth from his lips.

      “Me ‘usband Fable over there stumbled onto the recipe by accident,” Florelle explained as she topped up Galleon and Andrew’s mugs again.

      “Um, why are there so many injured animals here?” Sarah asked.

      At this point, Fable emerged from behind the door with a black cauldron. Steam was billowing from it and he was holding it with a thick mitten in each hand. There was so much steam rising from it that Fable found it difficult to see where he was going and stumbled several times on the way to their table.

      “Well, someone’s gotta look after the poor darlings, don’t they? Forest creatures know to come to me and I’ll fix ‘em up good an’ proper.”

      Fable snorted as he placed the large cauldron in the middle of their table. Florelle cast him a disapproving glance. Mumbling to himself, Fable sneered at his wife before walking back to the counter and rummaging beneath it.

      Various things clattered to the floor before he emerged again with four bowls and spoons and brought them back to them. He tossed them onto the table in a pile before catching Florelle’s eye again and walking off with another sneer.

      Joshua said nothing about this lack of social graces as he passed out the bowls and spoons to the others.

      Andrew and Galleon stared at the steam coming from the cauldron and licked their lips in anticipation. Florelle took the ladle and heaped generous portions into each of the bowls. Neither Andrew nor Galleon needed any further invitation; both began devouring the steaming stew.

      “That’s it, me darlings,” Florelle said, as they lapped away. “You eat yer fill. It’ll put ‘airs on yer chests.” She beamed another smile and went back to the counter.

      They all tucked into their hot meal.

      “Hmmm, this is just delicious. I’ve never tasted anything quite like it before,” Sarah said, sipping from her spoon. “I think those are Lifren leaves,” she said, leaning over her bowl and sniffing. “Those little green balls are definitely Wood-sprouts but I don’t know about the stringy root things. These are Shrooms, of course, but I’m just not sure if they are from the Wendilious or Grempanian family.” She took another sip from her spoon. “Hmmm, there’s definitely hind leg of Wood-boar here too.”

      The others were much too busy eating to pay much attention, although that didn’t stop her.

      Both Andrew and Galleon went through no less than four full bowls before leaning back with satisfied looks on their faces.

      Sarah and Joshua took much longer but still got through three bowls each. At the end of the meal, nobody was saying very much. They were all full and happy to be sitting there near the fireplace and resting.

      The tranquil setting was interrupted when Florelle came in through the front door with a Raetheon chick she had picked up outside. It was shrieking and looked like it had lost half a foot.

      “Oh, the poor thing,” Sarah said getting up off her stool to take a look at the unfortunate, helpless creature. “What’s the matter with him?”

      “Fable’s stinking Wood-boar out there managed to grab hold of the poor thing. I know ‘ee was only being playful and all but ‘ee doesn’t realise ‘ees own strength, you see. Not to worry, me darling,” she said, looking at the distressed bird with a tender smile and soft tone, “Florelle will sort yer out.”

      “FABLE!” she shouted in the direction of the door behind the counter. Moments later, the Innkeeper emerged.

      “Not another rotten Raetheon?” he moaned, shaking his head. “I keep telling you we’d be better off cooking and serving ‘em than mending the darn things.”

      “Well, just maybe there might be fewer injured creatures around ‘ere if you did something about that stinking Wood-boar out front.”

      Fable just rolled his eyes and walked out the front door, shaking his head and slamming the door shut behind him.

      “What’s his problem?” Andrew asked Florelle. “Is he always this grumpy?”

      “I’m afraid so, me darling.” She grabbed a stool and took a seat with them around the fireplace. “It’s not ‘ees fault. ‘Ees not always been this way. Only since that rotten mirror came into our lives.”

      “Um, mirror?” Joshua asked, leaning forward and raising his eyebrows.

      “They call it the ‘Mirror of Prophecy’,” Florelle replied, “It’s rumoured each owner of the mirror can use it once to see into the future. A Trader arrived some years ago. In a terrible state, ‘ee was. Looked to have been in a battle or something and very weak. Anyway, he stayed here for a few days but we found the poor darling dead one morning.”

      “Oh, that’s awful,” Sarah said bringing her hand to her mouth.

      “Anyway,” Florelle went on, nodding her head, “nobody ever came asking for this fella so we eventually went through ‘ees things and found a mirror. It was wrapped in cloth. Fable unwrapped it one night and saw something unusual. ‘Ee said ‘ee saw ‘imself die, so ‘ee did. It was an ‘orrible death, so ‘ee said. But ‘ee doesn’t know how far into the future it was. So now, ‘ee walks around all day in a foul mood because ‘ee thinks ‘ees going to die an ‘orrible death but doesn’t know when.”

      “That’s…that’s…well, that’s terrible,” Sarah said, still holding her hand to her mouth and barely able to get the words out.

      “I’ve heard of the Mirror of Prophecy,” Galleon said, breaking his silence since eating. “I didn’t think it was real. Can I see it?”

      “Ohhh, I don’t think that’s a good idea, me darling. I mean, what if it’s true, and you saw something you didn’t want to see? You don’t want to end up like me Fable, now do you?” Galleon pursed his lips and nodded, and didn’t press the matter any further.

      Florelle spent much of the evening telling the travellers about her work with injured animals and how she and Fable made a living from the Traders passing through in need of rest, a meal and a place to spend the night. Some of their regulars came from far and wide just to taste their wonderful Wood-wine.

      A dozen or more Traders came and went over the course of the evening. Many of them drank copious amounts of the Wood-wine. One or two of them could barely keep upright by the time they left the inn. Some of them rented rooms for the night and one remained at his stool, lying face down on the table and clutching his last mug of the intoxicating brew. He had drunk about eight mugs as far as Joshua could tell.

      Whatever it was Fable put into the wine, it took its toll on some of the Traders. They exchanged stories and showed each other the wares they had come to trade. It was mostly cloth, weapons and implements they traded with each other. The odd piece of jewellery was also brought out for inspection every now and then. Judging by the different colours of their tunics, Joshua counted Traders from eight different villages or more.

      Against the back wall next to the door behind the counter was a row of small jars. As each Trader left the inn, Fable or Florelle would dip their hand into one of the jars and hand a small piece of something from the jar to the departing visitor.

      “What’s in the jars?” Joshua asked Florelle.

      “Oh, we like to give the travellers something for their onward journey. It’s liquorice moss.”

      “Liquorice?” Galleon said sitting upright with a burst of energy. “Did you say, liquorice?” He fixed a stare at the row of small jars.

      “That’s right, me darling. Would you like a piece?” Florelle asked.

      Just as Galleon opened his mouth to speak, Andrew said, “I’ll try a piece.”

      Galleon turned and looked at him as if he’d just been robbed of something valuable. Florelle walked around the counter and reached for one of the small jars and took a small piece of black liquorice moss out. She replaced the lid and brought the piece back over to their table.

      Joshua was curious to see that Galleon kept his gaze transfixed on Florelle’s hand as she made her way over. The Imp was holding his hands up by his chest and appeared to be standing on tiptoes. Leaning forward as Florelle handed the liquorice moss to Andrew, Galleon was practically salivating. He seemed to follow the moss with his body as he watched Andrew put the piece of stringy, black treat into his mouth.

      As Andrew chewed on the moss, Galleon’s mouth opened wider and his eyebrows rose in anticipation.

      “That’s not fair! Honestly!” the Imp suddenly blurted out. “That’s mine! I want it!” he demanded. “I want it now!”

      Andrew, Joshua and Sarah looked at each other with stunned expressions and then at Florelle. She smiled back at them.

      “That’s alright, me darlings,” she said with a chuckle. “It’s been years since I last saw it, but Imps can be very tempted by liquorice. Drives ‘em crazy with desire, you see. Between you and me, I reckon you could get an Imp to do just about anything for the promise of a nice piece of liquorice.”

      All through this explanation, Galleon’s eyes remained glued to Andrew chewing the liquorice moss. He seemed unaware of his surroundings. When Andrew finally swallowed the liquorice, Galleon looked sullen and deflated and his lower lip quivered.

      Sarah looked at Joshua and giggled. “Best we keep that little secret to ourselves,” she whispered to him. Joshua grinned and nodded.

      “Tell yer what, how ‘bout I get you a nice little bit of liquorice moss all for yerself, me darling,” she said to Galleon, who beamed with delight and jumped up and down a couple of times clapping and nodding.

      “Don’t you worry, me darling, Florelle will fix yer up good ’n proper. Won’t be a mo’”

      Florelle went back to the counter and picked another small piece of liquorice moss from one of the jars and returned to give it to Galleon. He snatched it from her hand like a mischievous child, ran over to a quiet corner of the inn and eagerly stuffed it into his mouth.

      He faced the corner and peered over his shoulder a couple of times whilst chewing on the stringy moss as if trying to guard a precious treasure. Joshua, Andrew and Sarah couldn’t stop laughing.

      By the end of the night, the embers in the fireplace were smouldering. The last Traders were finishing up their Wood-wine and putting on their tunics. Fable lifted the last Trader, who had been lying face down on his table, and coaxed him out the door where another Trader from his home village took over.

      “You’ll be wanting rooms for the night then, me darlings?” Florelle asked, as Andrew was dozing off. “I’ve only got two rooms left tonight so some of yer’s will ‘ave to be sharing.”

      Joshua looked at Andrew, slumped over the table. He was all but asleep already. He looked at Galleon, who shrugged his shoulders and said he was happy to sleep anywhere. He turned to Sarah. She glanced back at him, and there was an awkward moment as the two of them caught each other’s eye. After a pause, they both let out a nervous giggle.

      “You two will be ‘aving a room together, then, me darlings?” Florelle smiled as she waved a room key towards Joshua and Sarah.

      “Oh, well, um” Joshua stammered, and looking fleetingly at Sarah. “We’re not, um, well…you know.”

      Sarah chuckled at Joshua’s reddening face and ineffective attempt at clarifying the situation. Florelle just looked at him with her brow raised.

      “Come on, Joshua,” Galleon said after the pause was starting to get uncomfortable. “You help me get this lump of a friend of yours up and the three of us share a room. Sarah can have the other.”

      “Of course,” Joshua said with nervous chuckle. He was glad at this distraction.

      He and Sarah caught each other’s eye. There was another pause in which neither of them said anything but just kept staring at each other.

      “See you in the morning then, Sarah,” Galleon said in a deliberate tone, once again breaking the embarrassing silence.

      “Right,” Sarah said, “well, good night. See you in the morning.”

      They made their way to their rooms and turned in for the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          8

        

        
          The Mirror of Prophecy

        

      

    
    
      Joshua woke up the following morning to find Andrew and Galleon still snoring. The thick morning mist obscured the view through the single, narrow window in their cramped room, and there was a chill in the air.

      He returned to the warmth of the inn, where Fable was already putting more wood onto the fire to liven it up. The grumpy man was sitting in front of the fireplace stripping Wood-shrooms from a pile of logs stacked neatly on either side of it. A dozen or more ripe Shrooms had grown over each log. One by one he sliced the golden brown Shrooms away and dumped them into a bucket between his legs.

      Once all the Shrooms were harvested, he threw each log onto the fireplace. Each one erupted into clouds of white billowing smoke for a few seconds before being engulfed by flames. After several of these logs had been stripped and thrown onto the fire Fable stood up, picked up the bucket and disappeared with it through the door behind the counter.

      Joshua wondered whether the Wood-shrooms were one of the ingredients he was using to make the delicious Wood-wine. He sat there for a few moments, peering into the flames, and found his thoughts drifting to his father and the journey ahead.

      It was already getting busy in the inn. A few Traders were already having breakfast eating from soup bowls. Two of them were chattering together at a table while others preferred to sit alone. A lone Trader in a far, dimly lit corner was wearing a dark cloak with a hood over his head. He stared at Joshua when he came in but then quickly looked down at his soup. Joshua squinted to get a better look at him but he was interrupted.

      “Good morning,” Galleon said as he wandered in stretching his arms and yawning. “Lovely beds they have here. Who knew that branches and sharp twigs could be so bleeding comfortable!” He walked over to the table where Joshua was sitting and took a seat beside him. He looked up at Joshua and winked.

      For a minute, Joshua was worried Galleon was going to say something about Sarah and that awkward moment last night but he just smiled and said nothing. Joshua was relieved. Inexperienced in matters of the heart, he felt embarrassed about engaging in a conversation about his feelings for Sarah. Andrew came in wiping his eyes and took a seat by the fireplace next to them.

      “Have you given any more thought to how we’re going to get to the Valley of Moross?” Andrew asked.

      Joshua looked into the fireplace and sighed as if hoping it would provide inspiration.

      “No,” he answered lowering his head. “If only we had that mirror.” He looked around at the others. “If it really can show the future, we might at least know when we’ll get there. How much farther is it anyway?” Joshua asked, turning to Galleon.

      “Oh, still quite a few days travel yet. The River of Torrents runs north to south along the mountain pass and we’ll have to cross that to get there. That’s going to be about as easy as catching a wild Raetheon while blindfolded.” He raised his brow and nodded.

      Joshua and Andrew looked at each other and then back at Galleon.

      “Just exactly why will that be so hard?” Andrew inquired, frowning.

      “Because of all the Razorfins, of course. The river is full of the vicious, toothy creatures at this time of the year. A young Woodsman like yourself would make a tempting meal for a full-grown Razorfin.”

      Joshua and Andrew looked at each other again, wondering what a Razorfin was. Neither of them had heard of these before and had no intention of meeting one, either.

      Suddenly the front door flung open, and in burst Sarah. She was cupping what looked like a wounded Raetheon in both hands. It was looking up at her and shrieking.

      “Oh, hello,” she said, noticing the three of them sitting by the fire. “I didn’t realise you were awake. I found this little one hobbling down the path. I think he’s injured. He can’t be more than a few weeks old. I thought I’d bring him back here so Florelle could fix him up. Haven’t seen her have you?”

      The boys looked at each other and shook their heads.

      “The poor thing has lost one of its toes. Not sure how it happened. I think a Wood-boar must have got it or something. Doesn’t look like it’s been caught in a trap. I caught an adult Raetheon in a trap once. Did I tell you? It wasn’t on purpose, mind you. It sort of stumbled into it by accident. I was really trying to catch…”

      “Oh, me darling, you’ve got another one,” Florelle said to Sarah as she came through the door behind the counter and rushed over to take a look at the injured creature.

      Andrew leaned towards Galleon and whispered, “Doesn’t she ever shut up?”

      Florelle carefully took the injured chick from Sarah and dashed behind the counter to the row of small jars on the shelf. She squinted at the jars, pointing her finger at each in turn, reading frantically from the faded labels.

      “Liquorice moss, Shroom seeds, boar treats, essence of fern, ah ‘ere we are, Yucust salve,” she said, her finger landing on the fifth jar.

      After unscrewing its lid, she reached in and wiped a dollop of the pale, gooey paste onto two fingers and then gently rubbed it onto the chick’s injured foot. The frightened baby bird quivered as Florelle massaged the paste over its leg.

      A few seconds later, it stretched its tiny wings and shook its head as if warding off any remaining pain. It then started cooing softly. Whatever it was in the jar, it seemed to do the trick.

      “How long have you three been up?” Sarah asked as she came over to the table by the fireplace.

      “Just a few minutes,” Joshua said jumping up and offering her his stool.

      “Where have you been?” he asked. “Why are you out of breath?” He searched for another stool for himself. Andrew and Galleon cast each other a smile.

      “Oh, I’ve been out exploring. It’s fascinating here. There are so many vines and bushes I’ve never seen before. We don’t have anything like these where I’m from. I must have walked a mile or more but I really am quite hungry now. I normally eat early but none of you were up yet and, well, I didn’t want to seem rude by eating before you. I am really very hungry now, though. What’s for breakfast? I’m starving.”

      “FABLE? BREAKFAST! NOW!” Florelle shouted from behind the counter. She walked over to where they were sitting and said, “Breakfast will be with you in a mo’, me darlings.” She then disappeared through the door behind the counter with the still cooing Raetheon in her hand.

      Before the door had a chance to close, Fable emerged through it with another steaming cauldron and brought it over. Joshua half expected him to throw it down in front of them and storm off, but instead he gently placed it on the table.

      He brought them each a bowl and spoon and laid these out neatly on the table too. He ladled each bowl full with the steaming soup and looked at them each in turn.

      “Eat yer Twiggling broth, then,” he said, sneering at them with a scrunched-up face. “Yer’ll be wanting a good breakfast inside before yer’s head out again.” With that, he nodded and left to tend to some of the other Traders.

      “Blimey,” Andrew said picking up a spoon and staring at the cauldron of broth. “He’s in a good mood today.”

      “Good for him, at least,” Galleon retorted. “That man has less charm than a Wood-boar that died of unnatural causes.”

      “You heard what Florelle said last night,” Sarah scolded. “You’d be angry too if the only thing you knew for certain was how you were going to die.”

      Andrew and Galleon lowered their heads and tucked into the delicious Twiggling broth. Everyone had two more helpings, and the cauldron was all but empty by the time they had eaten their fill.

      “Can you tell me more about the Goat?” Joshua asked Galleon.

      “The Goat?” Sarah asked. “Who’s that?”

      “He’s pure evil,” Galleon grumbled. “He’s an all-powerful, all-magical creature who likes to torment people for the sheer fun of it. Nobody knows where He comes from or where He hides, but He’s said to have many magical powers. Within days, he wiped out my entire race.”

      Galleon peered glumly into his empty bowl. Before he could tell them anything more, Fable came back over to their table. To everyone’s amazement, he dragged a stool over from the empty table next to them and took a seat.

      “How’s yer Twiggling broth?” he asked with a gruff tone.

      “It was lovely,” Sarah replied. “Were those Twiggling roots I could taste?”

      Fable turned to frown at her. “Of course you could taste Twiggling roots,” he said, raising his voice. “What else d’yer expect to find in Twiggling broth?”

      He then looked over each shoulder before leaning in to say something. The others all leaned in too.

      “I ‘ear you are heading to the Valley of Moross,” he whispered. “Reckon you’d like to know what yer future holds,” he added in an even quieter voice, leaning in further. Checking once more over each shoulder, he pulled out from under his apron a bundle wrapped in cloth and laid on the table in front of him. They all leaned in some more and peered at it.

      “What’s that?” Joshua asked in a whisper.

      Fable unwrapped the cloth to reveal a mirror. It was about the size of a hand, oval in shape with a short, wooden handle. Strange markings circled the edge.

      “This ‘ere…is the Mirror of Prophecy,” Fable whispered.

      “The Mirror of Prophecy?” Sarah belted out, sitting up straight.

      “Shhhhhh!” Fable said waving his hand and holding a finger to his lips. One or two of the Traders on the far side of the inn glanced over before continuing with their broth. Joshua noticed the Trader with the cloak and hood again. He was still sitting in the dark corner with the same bowl of soup. Joshua wondered why he was eating so slowly. They all leaned in again.

      “I’ll let yer’s ‘av it,” Fable whispered, sliding the mirror and bundle into the centre of the table.

      “Why do you want to give it to us?” Joshua whispered back. Fable looked over his shoulders again to make sure nobody was listening.

      “Look, this thing ‘as brought me nothing but bleed’n misery. I’m pretty sure I’ll be ‘appier when it’s gone.”

      “What makes you think it won’t bring us misery too?” Andrew asked. Joshua turned to Fable and looked at him with raised brow.

      “Don’t look at it then,” Fable suggested. “Maybe you can trade it for something valuable instead?”

      The four of them all looked at each other. This seemed like a reasonable idea, Joshua thought. He didn’t think there would be any harm in this, so he reached out and took the mirror. He wrapped the cloth around it again, then tucked it into his keeper bag.

      All four of them stood up, leaving Fable sitting at the empty table. As they were making their way out, Andrew walked back over to Fable and whispered something in his ear. Fable got up, walked around to the back of the counter and dipped his hand into the jar of liquorice moss. He passed a handful of the treat to Andrew, who tucked it into his keeper bag before rejoining his friends.
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      The four companions had been walking for over an hour before Galleon insisted they stop and rest at a glade. Andrew paced the length of the clearing.

      “How about some target practice? Come on. Let’s see who can reach the highest point on that Yucust over there.” He pointed to the tallest tree across glade. This one was taller than the one at Lake Morelle. Bunches of oval green leaves hung from the tree’s trunks and protruded on either side.

      “Are you sure you want to put yourself through this humiliation, Andrew?” Galleon asked. A smirk crept across his face.

      “Well, if you don’t think you’re up to the challenge,” Andrew chuckled, “feel free to bow out now. Don’t worry, Sarah, I don’t expect you to compete on our level.”

      Sarah lowered her head and peered at Andrew. A grin formed across her face and she put her hands on her hips. “OK, then, Andrew, show us all how it’s done.”

      Joshua said nothing and watched with a smile to see how this would play out.

      “Here, use these.” Sarah reached into a nearby Bramock bush and rummaged around, plucking a few of the reddest berries.

      “These are nice and hard. Here, take this one and show us just how good you are.”

      He took the hardened berry and placed it into the pouch of his slingshot.

      Pulling back the pouch until the elastic vine was as taut as it could go, he aimed and launched the berry. It flew high across the glade and hit the tree near its base.

      “Perfect.” Andrew proclaimed with a smile. “That hit the tree square on,” he went on, a smug look.

      “I thought you said the object was to get as high into the tree as possible? I’ve vomited farther than that before. Come on. Move over and let me show you how it’s done!” Galleon said, scratching his chin. He strutted over and gestured at both Andrew and Sarah to move aside.

      “Let me have that slingshot, Andrew.”

      Andrew handed it over. Sarah plucked another Bramock berry, which she passed to Galleon.

      The confident Imp stood there and took a deep breath, flexing his head side to side. He loaded the berry into the pouch, pulled it back and launched it into the air. It arced across the glade and hit the tree about half way up.

      Andrew nodded and said, “Not bad.”

      “OK, can I have a go now?” Sarah asked. Andrew and Galleon glanced at each other. They both rolled their eyes and folded their arms.

      “It’s a powerful vine, this one. I made this slingshot myself,” Andrew said, as he handed Sarah the slingshot. She studied the weapon and rubbed the stretchy vine between her fingers.

      “That’s what makes it go,” Andrew said.

      Sarah said nothing but kept feeling the vine along its length. She surveyed the flora around them. A nearby tree attracted her attention. It had several different types of vine dangling from one of its branches and she rolled all of them in turn between her fingers.

      Andrew and Galleon glanced at each other again, this time with puzzled looks on their faces. After a while, Sarah pulled one of the vines and stripped it of its outer layer. Using both hands, she stretched its white inner core, folded it double and twisted it. She folded that double and twisted it again and then a third time.

      Joshua just sat there smiling and waiting to see what she was up to.

      She removed the vine from Andrew’s slingshot and tossed it over her shoulder.

      “Hey, it took me ages to break that in.” Andrew protested.

      Sarah ignored him and continued attaching the new vine. After pulling it back and forth a couple of times, she nodded and loaded a Bramock berry into the pouch.

      Walking over to the exact spot where Andrew had stood, she cleared her throat as she lined up. With a single, swift motion, she pulled the pouch back and released the berry up into the air. It soared high into the sky and went clear over the top of the Yucust and landed somewhere out of sight.

      Galleon and the two young men gawked at the tree with jaws dropped and eyebrows raised. All three of them looked at each other and then turned to stare at Sarah, who by now looked quite pleased with herself.

      She giggled, shrugged her shoulders and passed Andrew’s now improved slingshot back to him. He looked at it in disbelief.

      “Where did you learn to do that?” Galleon and Andrew both asked together. Sarah just shrugged her shoulders again and grinned.

      As she explained to Andrew and Galleon all about how vines have different elastic strengths, Joshua pulled out the Mirror of Prophecy from his keeper bag and unwrapped the cloth from around it.

      The oval-shaped mirror was enclosed in a dark brown casing with a short handle. Cryptic markings sprawled around the rim. If it was writing, it was unlike anything Joshua had seen before. He held the mirror in his hand and peered into it.

      As he looked and Sarah continued her explanation to the other two, his reflection faded and another blurry image filled the mirror. It was cloudy at first but the longer he looked, the more the image cleared, and his curiosity increased.

      He could see a girl or young woman sitting on her knees, her head bent forward as if looking at the floor. She had her hands over her face.

      As Joshua leaned forwards to look closer into the mirror, he could see she was crying. She was very upset. Seeing her in such pain was distressing. He felt powerless to help but continued to look closer to try and see who she was.

      As the image sharpened, the girl lowered her hands to her knees, then looked up into the air and screamed in anguish. Tears rolled down her face. Joshua looked at her eyes and his heart stopped as the realisation hit him. It was Sarah, and she was crying as if heart-broken. Startled, Joshua threw the mirror to the ground and sprang to his feet.

      “Are you OK?” Sarah asked. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

      The three of them stared at him.

      “I’m…I’m fine. It’s nothing. I…I just dropped the mirror, that’s all.”

      Right at that moment, there was a rustle. It came from the woods behind them and they all spun around. They couldn’t see anything, but Joshua sensed someone’s presence, perhaps spying on them.

      “Let’s get moving again,” he said. He bent down and picked up the mirror. Wrapping it in the cloth, he tucked it into his keeper bag.

      “Come on,” he said, and they all started walking across the glade, with Andrew and Galleon leading the way.

      As they walked, Joshua, without turning his head, whispered to Sarah. “I think someone’s following us.”

      Sarah nodded. She reached into her keeper bag and pulled out one of her Bramock berries. Unclipping her slingshot from her belt, she placed the hard fruit into its pouch and stretched it backwards as if aiming at the ground. Then she spun around and launched the projectile. It flew at great speed and struck the figure that was following them square in the head.

      There was a groan as the figure dropped to its knees. Joshua, Andrew and Galleon turned, and they all ran back along to path to see who it was Sarah had struck.

      Kneeling there was a dazed man dressed in a dark cloak. Joshua recognised him. It was the same man he had spotted sitting in the corner watching them this morning.

      “Who are you, and why are you following us?” Joshua shouted at him.

      Andrew had loaded his slingshot and was standing over the stranger with his weapon poised to shoot. The man roused and began rubbing his head.

      “I mean you no harm,” he groaned. He opened his eyes and peered up at the four of them standing over him. “You’ll have no need for that,” he gestured at Andrew’s slingshot. “I’m not here to hurt you. My name is Melachor. I want to trade the mirror with you.”

      Joshua held his hand out to help the stranger up. Andrew kept his slingshot trained on him as he was helped to his feet.

      “Do you normally skulk around in the forest spying on people like this?” Galleon chided.

      “I’m sorry,” Melachor replied. “I wanted to talk to you back at the inn but I didn’t think it was safe. He has eyes everywhere. I had to be sure you weren’t being followed first.”

      “Followed? By who? Whose eyes are everywhere?” Joshua demanded.

      “The Goat’s eyes, of course,” Melachor shouted, rubbing his forehead. “Look, do you mind lowering your weapon?” he asked, flinching away from Andrew and holding his arm up to his face.

      Joshua reached for Andrew’s outstretched arm and pushed it down. Andrew looked at Joshua and slowly released the tension on his slingshot.

      “The mirror!” Melachor demanded. “Where’s the mirror? Do you still have it?”

      “Why do you want the mirror so badly?” Joshua asked. “And what do you know of the Goat?”

      Melachor stared at Joshua. He heaved a deep sigh and said, “My family was taken by the Goat. I’ve been searching for the Mirror of Prophecy for the last three years but with no luck. An old man told me the mirror will help me find them. I MUST have it!”

      “Why would we give you the mirror?” Joshua asked.

      “Because I have something you need. Something very valuable that will help you on your journey.”

      “What could you possibly have that’s of value to us?” Galleon snorted.

      Melachor looked down at the Imp. “You’re an Imp?” Melachor asked. “The Goat wiped out your kind too. I know; I was there when it happened. My family were taken from me that day.”

      Galleon stared at Melachor. He was an imposing figure with a stocky build.

      “Do you know if anyone escaped?” Galleon asked. “Were there any survivors?”

      Joshua understood Galleon’s urgency. He knew how he would feel if someone had information about his father’s whereabouts.

      “Survivors?” Melachor exclaimed, raising his brow. “Few people ever survive an encounter with the Goat. He’s brutal. Nobody was spared that day, not even the women and children. Maybe a handful got away.” He shook his head, and looked at the ground, “I don’t know. I barely escaped with my own life. All I know is you should count yourself lucky to be alive, Imp.”

      “Seems convenient you escaped when so many didn’t,” Andrew scoffed.

      Melachor stared at him. “I survived because of the orb,” he said after a pause.

      “What orb?” Joshua asked.

      “Look, I don’t really know much about it,” Melachor hesitated. “All I know is that it helped me escape that day. It opened up some sort of portal or something. As I watched the Goat slaughtering people, I found a Trader that had the orb. He activated it somehow, and a vortex opened. I could see through it to the other side. It opened a tunnel through to another place. There were no people being killed on the other side, so I grabbed the orb and jumped through. My wife and children weren’t so lucky.

      Everything went dark after I entered the vortex, but when I next opened my eyes I found myself in a field outside a village near the Southern Tip. I was still clutching the orb when I came around. I don’t know how long I was unconscious. If I didn’t jump through to the other side, I would have been killed.”

      “Do you really expect us to believe that rubbish?” Andrew retorted, gripping the slingshot and tensioning the string again.

      “It’s the truth!” Melachor snapped, turning to sneer at him.

      “What makes you think this orb of yours is any more valuable than the Mirror of Prophecy?” Joshua asked.

      “I saw you looking into it earlier. You tell me,” he said, with his hand held out.

      Everyone else now turned to Joshua.

      “You looked into the mirror?” Galleon asked with widened eyes. “What did you see?”

      Joshua felt uncomfortable. He didn’t know why he had seen Sarah so upset and didn’t want to reveal this to anyone, least of all to Sarah. It would be cruel and unfair to her.

      “I…I’m not sure what I saw. It probably doesn’t mean anything anyway.” He tried not to make eye contact with Sarah but he did notice Galleon was looking at him strangely. He wondered whether the Imp suspected him.

      “Anyway, why would we have a need of your orb?” Joshua asked.

      “You’ve looked into the mirror and have seen whatever it was prepared to reveal, so it has no more value to you, now. What I’m offering you is a way to transport yourself over great distances. If you can figure out how it works, surely that’s worth more to you than a simple mirror?”

      Joshua pondered this for a moment. On the surface, Melachor had a very good point. If the Mirror of Prophecy really had served its purpose, they would indeed have no further use for it. Perhaps the orb Melachor wanted to trade really would have more value.

      He also thought about the misery the mirror had caused for Fable. Joshua was already second-guessing whether it was wise for him to have peered into the mirror. He regretted having seen that Sarah would some day experience such pain. That secret already felt like a burden.

      He also worried one of the others might peer into the mirror if they held onto it any longer. Although knowledge of the future could be a good thing, the mirror had so far proven otherwise.

      “OK, we’ll trade you the mirror for the orb.”

      Melachor reached into his cloak and pulled out a roll of cloth. Joshua and the others leant in and stared at the spherical orb Melachor revealed. Joshua nodded to Melachor, who wrapped the orb again and handed it over.

      Joshua reached into his keeper bag and pulled out the mirror, also still wrapped in cloth. With the exchange complete, Melachor walked back into the woods and was gone.
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          The Romance Blossoms

        

      

    
    
      “Are you sure that was wise?” Andrew said, turning to Joshua after Melachor was out of sight. “I mean, we don’t know whether this orb really works or even how to use it.”

      Joshua tucked the orb into his keeper bag.

      “Melachor was right. The mirror is useless to us now. Come on, let’s get moving. Galleon, how much longer to the River of Torrents?”

      “Probably another couple of days travel from here. The sooner we get going, the sooner we’ll get there. Come on, Andrew and I will take point.”

      Galleon and Andrew went on ahead with Joshua and Sarah picking up the rear. Joshua was pleased to see them enjoying each other’s company. They revelled in telling each other jokes and exchanging anecdotes about their different lives.

      In contrast, Joshua and Sarah were very quiet. Joshua wanted to talk to Sarah but he was unsure of himself and didn’t know what to say. After several minutes of awkward silence, Sarah spoke.

      “Um, where are you from?”

      Joshua was happy he had a chance to talk to Sarah on his own but he was unsure of himself. Clearing his throat bought him some time but didn’t really know what he wanted to say. Mustering as much courage as he could, he forced himself to say something.

      “Oh, um, well, I’m from a tribe over to the west,” he said, finally managing to stumble the words out. “That is, the, um, well, it’s the Morelle. I mean the Morelle tribe. I’m from the Morelle tribe.” Joshua was kicking himself inside for having fumbled such a basic answer to an equally basic question. Sarah looked at him with a kind smile.

      “Morelle,” she slowly repeated. “I don’t think I’ve been there, but the name does sound familiar for some reason.”

      “What about you? Where are you from? Originally, I mean,” Joshua asked.

      “Oh, I’m from the Far North,” she said with a smile and another giggle. Each time she did this, Joshua’s face beamed and he felt butterflies in his stomach. He loved that infectious little giggle. It was so cute.

      She was innocent and resourceful, not to mention her aiming skills surpassed Andrew’s. Beauty and skill; he’d never been so infatuated with anyone before and he was unsure how to react to these new and unfamiliar feelings.

      “Have you ever heard of a place called Jemarrah?” she asked.

      “Jemarrah? I know of it but I’ve never been there. I haven’t seen much of Forestium. In fact, this is the farthest I’ve ever been from home.”

      “Really?” Joshua turned to her and their eyes met for the first time. They both looked ahead again, embarrassed. Then their eyes met again and both of them laughed at the same time.

      The ice had broken between them. He had found his confidence and now felt he could talk to her more openly. As they walked, Joshua and Sarah told each other all about where they came from and the various adventures they had been on.

      Joshua loved how Sarah laughed when he told her he originally wanted to be a Fixer. She told him she had been tinkering with things since she could crawl and always wanted to be a Fixer from as young as she could remember.

      “It’s customary in my tribe for Fixers to leave the village at the age of decision. The idea is to go exploring and to learn new things.”

      “You said you had been away for months. That’s a long time to be away from home.”

      The two of them walked and talked for hours until the sun began casting long shadows.

      “Let’s make camp,” Galleon suggested. “We’ve been walking for ages and I’ve got so many blisters, I’m practically walking on water. This clearing will do. We can stop here for the night.”

      “I’ll find some Flame-bark,” Sarah suggested.

      “Flame-bark?” Joshua asked. He had never heard of it before. But he didn’t care. Spending more time with Sarah made him feel warm inside, although he pretended to hide his enthusiasm.

      “I’ll go with you,” he added. “I mean, if you want. I can help you carry it, if you want.”

      Sarah smiled and nodded. “Come on then. Let’s see if we can find enough to keep the fire going all night.”

      Galleon and Andrew looked at each other and smiled, then set about removing the leaf-litter from the ground in the centre of the clearing. Joshua and Sarah went off in search of fuel for the night-fire, leaving the two of them to chat to each other.

      “Joshua seems quite committed to finding his father. How long have you known him?”

      “Ever since I can remember. We’re practically brothers. He can be quite tenacious when he wants.”

      “Really? How so?” Galleon raised his brow.

      “Well, he once tried to convince some of the village Fixers they were using the wrong wood to build wheels with. It was a few years ago. He would have been about twelve at the time.”

      “And were they?”

      Andrew chuckled and shook his head.

      “To prove his point, he found a piece of Ashfer wood and tried carving it into the shape of a wheel. He spent every waking hour on it night after night. Must have taken him a week before he was satisfied. When he finished, the Fixers attached the wheel to a cart and Joshua climbed on triumphantly.”

      “What happened?”

      “They pushed it down the path. The wheel struck a rock and promptly broke in two. Sent him and the cart into a muddy ditch. I nearly wet myself laughing.”

      Galleon burst into laughter and said, “Some friend you are, Andrew.”

      “Don’t fool yourself. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him. He’s saved my life on more than one occasion.”

      By the time Joshua returned with Sarah some time later, they were each sporting a huge armfull of what looked like regular pieces of dried bark.

      Meanwhile, Galleon had managed to get a small flame going. Sarah took some of her pieces of Flame-bark and threw them onto the fire one at a time. As each piece landed in the flame it ignited in a flash and burned intensely with a crackling sound. By the time all the Flame-bark was in place the fire was roaring fiercely and putting out lots of heat. Andrew stood there with his brow raised and mouth open.

      “How did you know about this Flame-bark?” he asked Sarah as he took a seat beside the fire and enjoyed the warmth. “I’ve never seen such a small fire put out so much heat.”

      “Well, it was just a matter of experimenting with burning lots of different forest materials. I spent several days trying to see what worked best. Then I accidentally stumbled upon this particular type of bark. It was a few weeks ago when I was trying to figure out how to trap a Wood-boar. Wood-boars are attracted to heat, so I thought I’d see how to make better flames with more heat.”

      Andrew nodded and pursed his lips.

      Joshua could see his best friend was starting to come around where Sarah was concerned. Andrew’s initial misgivings and annoyances at her constant talking must be starting to give way to respect and admiration.

      Joshua found himself wondering about how they were going to get across the River of Torrents. “You said something about Razorfins?” he asked Galleon.

      “Hmmm,” Galleon replied. “Nasty creatures, they are; very good swimmers and very large teeth. It’s mating season, so the river will be full of them. A full-grown Razorfin would think nothing of ripping your arm or leg right off and coming back for seconds.”

      Andrew gulped and raised his eyebrow. There was a long pause as Galleon’s words sunk in.

      “Right, who’s hungry?” Sarah said, smacking her hands together.

      “I’m starving, but maybe we might try something other than boiled Shrooms tonight?” Galleon pleaded. “Maybe one of you can catch a couple of Chirvels?” he suggested, raising his eyebrows at Sarah.

      “Come on then, Andrew. Let’s see if we can put your improved slingshot to good use.”

      The two of them wandered off into the forest, leaving Joshua and Galleon sitting by the fire. After they were out of sight and out of earshot, Galleon got up and went to sit beside Joshua. He made himself comfortable and the pair sat there for a few minutes in silence enjoying the warmth of the crackling Flame-bark. Eventually, Galleon turned to Joshua and asked him about what he saw in the Mirror of Prophecy.

      “It was Sarah, wasn’t it?” he whispered. “You saw Sarah in the mirror?”

      Joshua looked at Galleon with surprise. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “I didn’t. At least not until your reaction just confirmed it.”

      Joshua’s shoulders sank and he let out a sigh.

      “You really like her, don’t you? I can tell by the way you look at her. And do you know what? I’m pretty sure she likes you too.”

      Joshua blushed. His instinct was to shrug it off and deny it but he knew it was true. Galleon seemed to have a sixth sense about things, and Joshua didn’t see any merit in pretending anymore.

      Joshua paused for a moment before answering. “She was crying. I could see she was very upset. I mean really very upset, as if someone had died or something.” He looked down at the ground and a tear started to well in his eye. “What does it mean? Why would she be so upset like that?”

      “Well, I suppose you could ask the Oracle when we get to the Valley of Moross?”

      Joshua pondered this. He wasn’t sure he wanted to find out. At some point in the future Sarah would be deeply upset, and he’d rather not dwell on it. He also wondered whether he would be doing the right thing by telling her what he had seen. Besides, he was hoping the Oracle would help him find the truth about his dream and whether it was indeed his father he saw in great suffering. He wasn’t even sure the Oracle would give him even that much information, let alone provide him with answers about Sarah’s future.

      “If you knew you were going to suffer in the future, would you want to know? What possible good could come from me telling Sarah what I saw?”

      Galleon pondered this for a moment and said, “You’re probably right. But I still think you should tell her about how you feel about her.”

      “How he feels about who?” Andrew said as he came walking back towards the fire with Sarah not far behind him. Joshua and Galleon stood up.

      “Nothing. So, what’s for dinner?”

      “Delicious boiled Shrooms, of course,” Sarah said laughing. She dropped the heap of Shrooms she was carrying onto the ground next to the fire. “Andrew nearly bagged a Chirvel.”

      “It wasn’t my fault.” Andrew quickly defended himself. “It is dark after all.” They all laughed.

      “Better practice your aim a bit more, Andrew,” Galleon said with a chuckle, “unless you want to live off boiled Shrooms for the rest of the journey, that is.”

      They all settled in for the night. After boiling the Shrooms, Sarah collected a few other ingredients in the woods around the camp to spice up the food. Even Andrew commented on how much he liked this new recipe, and they all tucked in.

      As the evening wore on everyone grew tired. The soothing humming sound of Dengles grew louder and this, along with the crackling of the Flame-bark on the fire, was making everyone drowsy. They each found a spot near the fire to lie down and got comfortable for the night.

      Joshua cleared a spot next to Sarah and the two of them found comfort lying beside each other. As Sarah was just falling asleep, her arm fell next to Joshua’s and their hands brushed against each other. Joshua felt a contented glow inside. Very gently, he extended his hand into Sarah’s and they held hands. Joshua caught a smile spreading across Sarah’s face as the two of them drifted off to sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Joshua awoke the following morning, he opened his eyes and found himself still lying next to Sarah with his arm clutched against her chest. Their hands were still entwined. Her gentle breathing and body warmth was soothing. Tenderly, he reached over and pushed her hair to one side to reveal the most beautiful face he’d ever seen.

      Deciding to get up, he tried removing his hand. She inhaled deeply and Joshua froze for a second, but she settled again. Very carefully, he withdrew his arm, stood up and looked around.

      Most of the Flame-bark had died down to coals and the early morning mist hung in the air. Chirvels were scurrying around nibbling at the scraps left over from last night’s meal. There was a gentle rusting of leaves as the wind swayed the treetop canopy above them.

      Andrew was on the far side of the fire and Galleon was curled up next to him in a ball, snoring away.

      Sarah roused and opened her eyes. She stretched her arms, looked up at Joshua and smiled.

      “Good morning,” she whispered.

      “Hi,” he replied softly, smiling down at her. “Did you sleep well?”

      Sarah smiled and nodded. He offered his hand to help her up. She took it and got to her feet. The two of them stood there in the still morning air, face to face, still clutching each other’s hands.

      Joshua’s heart raced as they stared at each other. Neither of them spoke, but they both smiled. Joshua felt the same butterfly sensation welling in his stomach again. It happened each time their eyes met or whenever he got close to her.

      Sarah gently tightened her grip on his hand. Mesmerised, he moved his head forward just a little, still gazing into her deep blue eyes. She moved her head closer in response. Full of expectation, they leaned towards each other.

      “Hey, what’s for breakfast?” Andrew blurted out, giving a loud yawn from the other side of the fire. Sarah released Joshua’s hand and the two of them broke eye contact and backed away from each other.

      Sarah walked around the fire and busied herself collecting some twigs and throwing them onto the dying coals, which burst into flames. Joshua’s heart was still racing. He felt embarrassed and looked around to find something to occupy himself. Noticing Galleon was still snoring, he decided this would be an appropriate distraction and went over to nudge him.

      The slumbering Imp woke with a shock and looked around before taking in the fact it was Joshua standing over him. Relaxing, he pushed himself to his feet, yawned and stretched.

      “Right then, we’ve got a good day’s travel ahead of us if we’re to reach the River of Torrents before dark, so we’d better make an early start. We can find something to eat along the way.”

      Sarah collected their things, and Andrew stamped out the fire. They set off in the direction of the rising sun. Once more, Andrew and Galleon walked ahead. They told each other jokes and, once again, Joshua and Sarah were quiet. After an hour, Sarah was the first to break the silence.

      “You really loved your father, didn’t you, Joshua?” she said in a tender voice, casting him a sideways glance. Joshua looked at her, puzzled.

      “Why do you say that?” He hadn’t yet told Sarah the reason he was making his way to the Valley of Moross was to seek guidance from the Oracle about his father.

      “Well…it’s just…”

      “Go on,” Joshua asked, smiling, “just…what?”

      “Well, you talk in your sleep,” Sarah giggled. It gave him that same warm sensation inside again and he smiled. “What happened to him?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Joshua replied, shaking his head after a long pause. “He left when I was very young. I saw him recently in a dream. Well, at least I think it was him. The person I saw was in great pain. So much pain.” Joshua stared into nothingness, trying to understand the meaning of it all. “The reason we’re going to the Valley of Moross is because my village Elder told me to seek the advice of the Oracle there.”

      Sarah nodded, but didn’t say anything.

      “What about you? What are your parents like?” Joshua asked, snapping himself back to reality.

      “Oh, well, I never actually knew my mother. She died when I was very young. Dad’s a Warrior.” She rolled her eyes and smiled. “Well, at least he used to be a Warrior when I was younger, I mean. He’s the village Elder now. Fortunately, there haven’t been any wars with other tribes for many years. It’s so much better now that Forestium is a peaceful place, don’t you think?”

      Joshua smiled and nodded.

      “It was horrible whenever he went off to battle; I used to hate it. I’d often cry myself to sleep when he was away.” She looked at the ground and shook her head slowly. “I used to worry he wouldn’t come back.”

      “Sounds like you really love your father too.”

      “Hmm, very much so. I can understand how you feel about wanting to know what happened to your father. In some ways, you remind me of my father.”

      Joshua looked at her again and asked, “Really? In what way?”

      “Well, you’re single-minded, determined and strong, for one thing, but at the same time, you’re very tender and sweet.” She giggled again. This time it was a more relaxed giggle.

      Sarah looked Joshua in the eye and said. “I really love my father.”

      Joshua nodded and smiled.

      “Of course, you’re also very different from him in many ways too. For one thing…”

      “Yes?” He cast her another sideways glance.

      “You’re also…well…very cute.”

      The two of them stopped walking and looked at each other again. Joshua sensed that warm feeling inside his stomach and his heart raced. Everything about Sarah was intoxicating. He loved the way she smiled and looked him in the eye. She was beautiful, resourceful, intelligent and tender.

      Reaching up, he gently moved a few strands of her hair from her eyes. As he moved the hair aside, his hand caressed her cheek and she smiled. Her eyes widened, and Joshua began losing himself in the moment. They slowly moved closer. Everything around them faded, and Joshua felt his insides tumbling with anticipation as they closed their eyes.

      “Hey, look! I can see the river” Andrew shouted at them from ahead. “Oh, um, never mind,” he said, turning back again, pretending he did not notice the two of them were very likely on the verge of kissing.

      They both laughed.

      “Come on,” Sarah said. “Let’s go see what this river looks like.”

      The two of them caught up with Andrew and Galleon.

      “Thanks.” Joshua whispered to Andrew, casting him a sideways glance. The sarcasm was not lost on Andrew, who silently mouthed the word ‘sorry’.
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          Crossing the River

        

      

    
    
      The murky, brown river was raging with white crests up and down its length. It formed a natural boundary to the forest they had just emerged from. There were very few trees on the other side of the river, marking a distinct change in scenery. This was the first time Joshua had seen anything other than forest terrain.

      In this part of Forestium wooded forests give way to rolling fields that in turn led to a crescent-shaped range of mountains. These marked the far eastern boundary of Forestium. The majestic, snow-peaked mountaintops could be clearly seen from here.

      “How are we going to get across that?” Andrew asked, pointing at the turbulent waters. Shielding his eyes from the sun, he stared at the distant riverbank.

      Galleon squinted and said, “It doesn’t look that far to the other side but there’s no way we can swim across.”

      Unclipping his slingshot, Andrew found a pebble by the water’s edge. He loaded it into the pouch and launched it to the far side of the river.

      “No, no way,” he agreed, shaking his head and staring at where the pebble had landed.

      “Not that you’d want to try anyway. You’d be dragged under by Razorfins long before you made it half way across, assuming you were a good enough swimmer to get even that far to begin with. You’d be stripped to bare bone before you got to the other side.” Galleon walked over to Joshua.

      “Do you see where the mountain range starts over there?” Galleon pointed towards where the rocky summits began off to their right. Joshua could just about make out where the white-tipped peaks emerged from the clouds.

      “That’s the entrance to the Valley of Moross. The valley is formed between the mountains that you can see and another range of mountains right behind them. The crescent-shaped valley runs between the two.”

      As they all peered into the distance, a huge silvery creature about half their size with a long row of sharp teeth launched itself out of the water in front of them. It thrashed several times from side to side before landing with a huge splash. Andrew took several steps back from the water’s edge. He turned and looked at the others with his jaw dropped.

      “Told you Razorfins were nasty creatures,” Galleon snorted. “Their teeth are like shards of flint. If one of those bites you, it’ll rip the flesh right off your arm.”

      “Isn’t there a way around?” Andrew pleaded.

      “Well,” Galleon pointed south, “that way leads out to sea. It’s several weeks travel to the north,” he indicated in the other direction, “before the river narrows. Every step we take from here is another step we’ll have to take back again to get as close as we are now to the entrance to the valley.”

      “We can cross here,” Sarah pointed at the river. The other three turned and looked at her.

      “Um, I don’t know if you noticed but there are huge creatures with huge teeth and probably huge appetites lurking in those waters,” Andrew said, pointing to where the large Razorfin had just appeared. “You did see that vicious beast that just launched out of the water, didn’t you?”

      “I don’t mean we should swim across. We probably won’t need to get wet at all,” she said, studying one of the trees on the far side of the riverbank.

      “Um, probably?” Andrew asked, raising his eyebrows and shaking his head.

      “Perhaps we could fell a tree?” Galleon suggested. “It might just reach to the other side and we could just walk across. Andrew could lead the way, of course.”

      Sarah glanced around. She examined the trees on their side of the riverbank in turn. She surveyed each tree one by one, and then turned her attention to a tree on the far side, before appearing to reach some sort of conclusion.

      “Hmmm,” she said, tapping her lips with her finger. “I think,” she pondered for a moment. “Yes,” she declared. “Wait here for a minute!”

      Without another word, she walked straight back into the forest. Galleon, Joshua and Andrew all shrugged their shoulders and looked at each other. They each wondered what the industrious young woman had in mind.

      Nearly half an hour passed, and Joshua was starting to worry where she was, when she emerged to find the three of them sitting by the water’s edge. Andrew had chosen a spot farthest away from the riverbank and was keeping a keen eye out for more Razorfins.

      She carried what looked like several lengths of vine, which she threw to the ground.

      “What are we going to do with all this?” Andrew asked. His tone was no longer sarcastic.

      “This is what we’re going to use to get across the river,” Sarah said. She bent down and picked up a length of the vine. “Here,” she handed it to Andrew. “See if you can pull this until it breaks.” Andrew took the vine and grabbed a piece with both hands and started pulling. To his astonishment, he wasn’t able to pull the vine to breaking point.

      “OK, so how are we going to use this to get us across the river?” Joshua asked, getting to his feet.

      Sarah continued to concentrate on what she was doing. She secured a length of Ashfer wood to the end of the vine. She untangled the remainder and laid it out up and down the riverbank, taking care not to entangle it. Unclipping her slingshot, she loaded the knotted Ashfer into the pouch. She pulled back hard on the slingshot and aimed it at the tree on the far side of the river. The piece of wood with vine attached flew across the river. As it did, it dragged the carefully laid out vine with it, making a swishing sound as the vine was taken up off the riverbank.

      The projectile dropped between two branches of the distant tree. Sarah pulled back hard on the vine and it snagged itself securely.

      Andrew, Joshua and Galleon stood there, dumbfounded. It became clear just what Sarah was up to.

      Andrew began inspecting the trees around them. He pointed to one particular branch. “This one here?”

      “You’re a quick learner, Andrew. OK, do you think you can hook this end over that branch?”

      Andrew smiled at her and nodded. He took his slingshot, tied a pebble to the end of the vine and launched it towards the branch. It looped over the sturdy limb on the first shot and the pebble landed on the ground next to him. He pulled on the vine and tied it off to the base of the tree with a secure knot. It was now taut across the river between the two trees.

      “We’re not done yet. We’ll never make it across with just our bare hands to support our weight.”

      She took another long piece of vine and threw it over the top of the horizontal vine and tied it off in a loop at one end. Andrew, who was perhaps the heaviest of the four, stood onto the loop that was now suspended over the taut line. He bounced up and down a few times to test its strength.

      Even with his full weight, there was still plenty of clearance above the surface of the choppy water.

      “This seems strong enough. I’ll go first.”

      With both hands on the taut horizontal line and using the loop to support most of his weight, he manoeuvred himself across the river. Shuffling sideways, he made his way over and jumped to the riverbank when he reached the other side. With the loop now free of Andrew’s weight, Sarah pulled it back to their side again.

      “Right, you next,” Joshua gestured to Galleon.

      “Me? OK, but if I fall in and die, I’m going to kill you for this.” The Imp repeated the same process and made his way to the other side of the river. Once he was on the far side, Sarah pulled the loop back again and made her own way across.

      With Sarah also safely over it was Joshua’s turn.

      He made it half-way across the roaring torrent when the taut vine from which he was dangling dropped, leaving him hanging just above the water. He looked back to see the vine unravelling where it had frayed against a branch. Splashes of the raging rapids beneath him were reaching his feet.

      Trying not to panic, he continued to inch his way across. Then a huge Razorfin jumped out of the water and thrashed about right next to him. Joshua panicked and lost his footing on the loop as the unravelling vine dropped him even lower.

      Hanging on for dear life, he dangled with both feet in the water up to his ankles. He tried to lift his feet but he struggled against his own body weight, causing the vine to tear into the flesh of his fingers. Joshua’s face contorted as he tried frantically to keep himself out of the water.

      The vine unravelled some more, and Joshua sank further into the freezing cold, Razorfin-infested river. The fast-moving water frothed all around him. The force of the water was so great that it was pulling on him, making it even more difficult to maintain his grip.

      A frenzy of blood-thirsty Razorfins snapped around him and splashed near the surface. Then the line went completely slack. Joshua found himself immersed in the freezing water, carried along by the strong current.

      Struggling to keep his head above the turbulence, he tumbled this way and that, thrashing his arms about in vain. He somehow managed to find the vine and grabbed hold of it.

      The bitterly cold waters sapped his strength, and he was no longer sure of which way was up. He felt the vine tighten; he clung to it with all his might.

      A Razorfin brushed against him as he took a gulp of air only to find his mouth full of water. Spluttering and coughing, he took in a second gulp of the murky, brown liquid as he continued to grip the vine for dear life and struggled to find the surface of the water.

      As his head went under again, he could sense another huge Razorfin brush against him. It raced towards him and Joshua felt the beast’s powerful tail thrash against him. He managed to get his head above water to take a gasping breath but the strong current pulled him under again. He feared he might pass out from being unable to breathe as he tried to reach for the surface of the water.

      Suddenly, with a frenzy of Razorfins all around him, something grabbed his arm and tugged. It pulled hard, and the next minute Joshua found himself landing on the riverbank with Andrew holding on to one of his arms, dragging him away from the water’s edge. Andrew collapsed beside him and Sarah rushed over.

      “Joshua? Are you all right?” she cried, cradling his head. Joshua opened his eyes and coughed out a mouthful of water. He took a deep gasp of breath and felt the life slowly returning to him. After several more panting breaths he sat up and looked at the raging water from which his friends had just rescued him.

      “I’m fine,” he said, wiping the water from his face. Sarah flung her arms around him and cried. Joshua hugged her tightly.

      “I’m fine,” he repeated. “It’s all over. I’m safe now.” Sarah’s embrace lingered as she continued to cry. Gradually, her sobs subsided.
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      After they had recovered from their ordeal, the four travellers set out towards the mountain range and the entrance to the Valley of Moross.

      “I hope it won’t take too long to find the Oracle when we get there,” Joshua said to Andrew.

      “Whatever happens, I think you’ve already found something worth the journey.” Andrew gestured to Sarah, who was walking with Galleon up ahead. Joshua smiled and nodded.

      “It’s good to see you so relaxed. I really thought you were done for when you dropped into the river back there.”

      “I guess I have you to thank for the fact I’m still here.”

      “Don’t worry,” Andrew nudged his friend, “I won’t let you forget it.”

      “Won’t let him forget what?” Galleon asked.

      “Saving his life back there.”

      “Well, just keep on your toes, Andrew. We might all need your services when we get to the valley.”

      “Do you think you’ll find any Imps there?” Andrew asked.

      Galleon heaved a deep sigh. “I don’t know. Maybe. One way or another, something tells me we should all keep on our toes. Whoever lives in that valley might be a bunch of cannibals for all we know.”

      Everyone paused and pondered Galleon’s words.

      “Well, I for one am looking forward to it.” Sarah said, breaking the awkward silence. “I can’t wait to see what I can learn there.”

      None of them had been to this part of Forestium before. As they got closer to the valley, Joshua found he was becoming more anxious about what they might find there. Sarah was loving every minute of it. She bristled with enthusiasm for all the new things they might discover and what new skills she could acquire.

      Travelling across the rolling, windswept hills was unlike travelling through forest and woodland. Patches of fog drifted over the plains, invoking a sense of isolation. From time to time, the wind would pick up and sweep the mist away to reveal the imposing mountain peaks getting closer day by day.

      The lack of trees allowed Sarah the opportunity to be even more inventive with finding ingredients for cooking meals. There were no Chirvels, Wood-boars or any of the other more familiar forest creatures they would typically hunt.

      The exposed terrain meant finding shelter was also difficult. Keeping warm meant huddling up together during the cool nights. Joshua and Sarah didn’t mind so much, as it gave them all the more reason to get close to each other.

      Each night, Andrew and Sarah would head out to hunt wild grassland Flarrets, whilst Joshua and Galleon prepared the fire. Although nimble, the small, furry animals could only run in short bursts. They were skittish and only came out of their burrows when they felt safe.

      Andrew took to crouching behind the entrance to the Flarret holes but each time one of the brown and white beasts came out far enough it would duck back in again as soon as it sensed his presence.

      Sarah’s technique of setting traps using nothing more than small loops of vine and a few rocks was much more successful, not to mention far less effort. Each evening she would return with at least three of the meaty Flarrets strung over her shoulder and Andrew with none. It was a constant source of amusement around the campfire but Andrew didn’t seem to mind. He just laughed along with everyone else.

      With so few food options, everyone was glad to have real meat to eat instead of the bland grass seeds, which for the most part were the only other food available. None of them found the small, yellowish Shrooms that grew across the grasslands to be appealing. A fully grown wild Flarret, however, would make a decent meal for two people.

      After several days of travelling across the plains they reached the entrance to the Valley of Moross. The valley floor was formed between the peaks of the two adjacent mountain ranges towering on either side.

      Nobody spoke much. Joshua felt a tension in the air. He had an eerie feeling someone was already here, watching them, possibly even waiting for them. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Galleon noticed several black flags, flapping in the wind part-way up the mountain foothills on either side of the valley entrance.

      “What do you suppose those are?” Andrew asked as they got closer to the flags.

      “I don’t know,” Galleon answered, shaking his head. “They don’t look like tribal flags. I can’t make out the emblem.” He squinted at the marks emblazoned on each of the black flags. “It looks like…” he paused and lowered his brow, “it looks like horns…yes, two horns.”

      Joshua had a sinking feeling it might be a warning of some kind. Perhaps someone or something didn’t want people entering the valley. He stopped short of voicing this concern for fear of putting everyone on edge any more than they already were. By the look on his face, Joshua thought Galleon had come to a similar conclusion.

      Not long after passing through the valley entrance they saw the first sign of human habitation since leaving Fable and Florelle’s inn. From a distance, it looked like a cluster of huts at the base of the foothills.

      Winding footpaths led away from the huts in several directions but there was nobody around: no animals, no movement of any kind. The rustling wind carried smoke from many fires, so they decided to take a closer look.

      As they approached, their jaws dropped. Everyone stood there with wide eyes.

      “What happened here?” Joshua murmured in wonder.

      “I don’t know,” Galleon replied, “but whoever did this, they certainly were thorough. This place has less charm than Fable.”

      “Doesn’t look like a single building has been left untouched.” Andrew said. He walked on ahead to get a better look.

      “Who would have done such a horrible thing?” Sarah asked, her hand held to her mouth.

      “No idea, but judging by the smoke, it must have happened recently,” Joshua said.

      All of the buildings were in complete ruin. Roofs were missing and everything was charred. Implemented and belongings were spread around disarray. It looked like an army of marauders had swept through and torn the village apart.

      “There’s nobody here! Not a single body!” Andrew shouted back at them.

      Joshua surveyed the scene in silence, trying to figure out what might have happened. He was hoping to find a clue: anything that might explain the scene of total devastation before them.

      “Warring tribes?” Galleon suggested, turning to Joshua.

      “I don’t think so,” Sarah said, as she too looked around to take in as much as she could. “It can’t be. There would be survivors, or at least bodies. And besides, there haven’t been tribal wars in Forestium for years.”

      “Maybe not from where we come from but it might be different here.” Joshua said. “For all we know, they could all be at war with each other.”

      “Hmmm. That’s true. I wonder what happened to everyone. This was clearly once a living village and not that long ago.”

      “Well, if it was a tribal war, there should at least be bodies. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      They pressed on through the valley with the foothills of the mountains on either side. Making their way slowly through the crescent-shaped valley floor, they encountered more settlements, all of which exhibited the same scene of total devastation. Most of the buildings had been burned to the ground, and not a soul, living or dead, was anywhere to be found.

      “What could have done this?” Andrew said, gaping at the burned remnants of the buildings.

      “The Goat,” Galleon exclaimed after a long and reflective pause. “This is what happened when my people were taken. I’ll bet you anything this is His doing. Those flags we saw before must be the Goat’s mark.”

      Joshua felt a weird sensation as they continued through the valley. It became more noticeable with each step.

      “What’s that strange noise?” Andrew asked.

      “I can hear it too,” Galleon said. “It started a few minutes ago, and I think it’s getting louder.”

      “I can’t hear where it’s coming from,” Sarah added. They all looked around to try to find the source of the noise.

      “Joshua, it’s you!” she said.

      Joshua looked down at his keeper bag. He felt a strange vibration coming from it. He reached in and took out the orb. As he unwrapped the cloth, he could see a faint glow around the orb, which continued its quiet humming.

      The clear, spherical crystal had an engraving of an eye on one side, and this was where the glow was coming from. As he moved around with the orb, the humming grew louder and then softer, and the eye glowed brighter and then dimmer. It seemed to change depending on which direction he was facing.

      “It’s a beacon!” Sarah exclaimed with wide eyes.

      Joshua circled. The orb vibrated and glowed more when he pointed it north through the valley, so they carried on in that direction. It acted as a compass and led them to a rocky outcrop part way up the foothills on the eastern side, about half way through the valley.

      Using the orb to guide him, Joshua located a secluded entrance to a cave. It was surrounded by huge boulders and thick vegetation and they had to squeeze to get through the narrow opening.

      Once inside, the orb began pulsating rapidly. It glowed so brightly the path ahead of them was illuminated enough to allow them to venture deeper into the cave. The winding passage narrowed as the orb led them through a labyrinth of twists and turns.

      Joshua could see his breath through the chilly air each time he exhaled. They continued until they could no longer see the daylight from the entrance. Now they were totally dependent on the orb and its glow.

      Without warning the orb stopped vibrating and the glow dimmed and went out altogether, plunging them into darkness. Sarah reached for Joshua’s hand and squeezed it tightly.

      The sudden darkness gave them a fright, but Joshua’s eyes adjusted and it became clear there was still a faint flicker of light coming from somewhere. He looked around to try to find the source of the glow. It came from just around a corner ahead of them.

      Turning a corner, they entered a cavern and found the source of the light. It was a small, blue flame, no bigger than a fist, in the centre of the cavern. It hovered above the ground at about waist height and cast eerie shadows on the walls around them.

      Joshua was puzzled at how the flame sustained itself, as there was no wood or other material visible. The ground beneath the flame was flat and empty. Encircling it was a ring of stones. Joshua made his way around them to see what else was in the cavern, but there was nothing other than the flame. He carefully stepped over the ring of stones to get closer to the flame. He reached out with one hand, but he couldn’t feel any heat coming from it.

      Just then, the flame erupted and filled half the cavern. It shot high up into the ceiling that seemed to go on forever. It was so bright that everyone recoiled and turned their heads away.
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      After a few seconds, the flame died down about half way. Small sparks were emanating from the top of the flame and floating up into the air. Just as Joshua’s eyes adjusted to the new level of brightness, a voice echoed around the cave.

      “The pure of heart may command the flame, for he is worthy that the Oracle may assist…”

      The soft voice seemed to come from within the flame itself. It was reassuring, with a high pitch like that of a young woman. As each word was spoken, blue sparks erupted and flew into the air, trailed by wisps of smoke. Joshua looked into the flame with wide eyes and pondered the cryptic words.

      “Are, are you the…um…are you the Oracle?” he asked, trying not to fumble his words. Joshua’s heart raced. There was a pause before the Oracle spoke.

      “I am the one, the source. The answers you seek lie here within…”

      Joshua recoiled at the sudden sound. He looked at the others before squinting at the flame.

      “I…I want to know who it was I saw in my dream. Was it my father? Is he alive?”

      Again, there was a pause before the Oracle spoke and Joshua waited with bated breath.

      “The truths you seek are not easily foretold. Visions of suffering cloud your future, young Joshua. Are you prepared to pay the price that answers may be granted to the knowledge you seek?”

      Joshua didn’t understand what the Oracle was saying. Did the answers come at a price? He was willing to pay a price for the knowledge the Oracle had, but why did it have to be so cryptic? Why couldn’t the Oracle just come out and say whatever it was that needed to be said?

      “Um, price?” Joshua asked, peering into the flame with his brow raised and his head tilted forward.

      The Oracle continued to speak in a sweet tone, “You are worthy of heart, Joshua, but your path will be a difficult one. To learn what you seek, you must accept your destiny. Are you prepared to pay the price?”

      This puzzled Joshua. He hadn’t bargained on having to give anything in exchange for the information he sought. He pursed his lips and thought for a moment.

      “I am prepared,” the nervous young man replied, still gazing into the Oracle’s orange flame. In truth, Joshua wasn’t prepared at all but he desperately wanted to hear what the Oracle had to say next. He raised his hands to his mouth and tensed his shoulders waiting for the Oracle to respond.

      There was a blinding flash, and he found himself engulfed entirely within the flame, levitating above the ground. He felt disconnected from reality. The flame was no longer moving but was all around him and he couldn’t feel any heat. He was aware of his friends standing around the circle of stones but they weren’t moving either. The sensation was strangely comforting. He felt safe. It was as if time had stopped.

      Just as he was adjusting to this new reality, the Oracle spoke. It was the same gentle voice but it was somehow different. Instead of the sound echoing around the cavern, this time it came from within his own mind.

      “The Orb of Vision that brought you to me is but one of three magical orbs that exist in this world, Joshua. The Orb of Time lies within this cave. You will find the Orb of Suffering guarded by the Elder of the northernmost village of Forestium. Bring the three orbs together to open the Portallas. Your father awaits you on the other side.”

      “But beware, Joshua. You must bring the orbs together with haste, for you are not the only one to seek their power. The one who banished my children also seeks the power. The love you have found cannot last, Joshua. The knowledge of this is the price you must pay.”

      There was another bright flash and Joshua found himself once again standing in the cavern with the others. The flame died down to its original size and was again a flickering with a blue hue. Beneath it now lay a roll of cloth. Joshua reached down and picked it up. He unrolled it to find another orb inside. This crystal had a carving of an hourglass engraved into it on one side, but was otherwise was exactly the same as the Orb of Vision.

      “The Orb of Time,” Joshua whispered as he gazed at the orb.

      “Um, the orb of what?” Andrew asked. “How did that get there?”

      Joshua turned and looked at the other three.

      “I just spoke with the Oracle.”

      “Yes, we heard,” Andrew said, “you told it you were prepared to hear what it had to say.”

      “No, you don’t understand. I was in the flame. I heard the Oracle’s voice inside my head.”

      Andrew and Galleon looked at each other with raised brows and pursed lips.

      “What did the Oracle say to you?” Sarah asked. She at least seemed ready to accept Joshua’s account of what he had just experienced. Joshua paced back and forth, staring at the ground.

      “She said I had to find the third orb, the Orb of Suffering. I think that’s what she said called it. She said the Elder in the northernmost village of Forestium was looking after it and that I should bring the three orbs together to open something called a Portallas. She said my father was on the other side.”

      “What was all that stuff about paying the price, then?” Galleon asked. “What’s the price you have to pay for this information?”

      Joshua thought about this and his heart sank. He caught Sarah’s eye. The Oracle had told him the love he had found could not last. Was the Oracle talking about his love for Sarah?

      “I…I don’t know,” Joshua broke eye contact with Sarah. “It was all a bit cryptic. I…I’m just not sure. She said we had to be quick, though. Something about the one responsible for banishing her children was also trying to get the orbs. She said we had to get the three orbs before he did or the Portallas thing wouldn’t work and I’d lose my father forever.”

      “The one who banished her children? What’s that all about?” Andrew asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe she means the one that’s responsible for all the people in the valley who have gone missing?”

      “Hang on! Did you say the northernmost village?” Sarah asked, narrowing her eyes and tilting her head.

      “Yes, why?”

      “Well, that could very well be my village, Jemarrah. It’s in the far north and might even be the most northern village in all of Forestium.”

      “Hang on a minute! Didn’t you say your father was the Jemarrah village Elder?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “That’s him! That’s who the Oracle said was guarding the Orb of Suffering. That’s where we have to go next!”
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      Melachor had made it back to his secluded hut deep in the forest. He waited for several days to make sure he was not followed before attempting to gaze into the Mirror of Prophecy. He desperately wanted to use the mirror in the hope of learning what had happened to his family but he was also nervous the Goat might have spies everywhere. Having waited for years to get his hands on the mirror, he wasn’t about to take any chances now it was finally in his possession. The mirror, he hoped, would lead him to his family, and he would protect it from the Goat at all costs. Waiting a few days just to be sure seemed like a small price to pay to get to see what happened to his wife and children.

      On this dark and cool night, when swarms of Dengles drowned out the noise of the wind rushing through the forest canopy, he took the bundle of cloth from beneath the floorboards where he had hidden it. Unwrapping it, he removed the mirror, raised it up to his face and peered in.

      The image of his reflection swirled, gradually fading away. A murky image replaced it. Melachor leaned forward to get a better look.

      Then, without warning, a hand reached through the mirror and violently grabbed him by the throat.

      It lifted him off his knees and gripped with such strength he could no longer breathe. The mirror floated in mid-air with Melachor dangling from the end of the Goat’s protruding arm. He grabbed at the Goat’s wrist with both hands and frantically tried to free himself from the vice-like grip, but it was no use. He felt himself being pulled through the mirror.

      The Goat’s grotesque face stared at him. It was crowned with two ribbed, black horns that curled out from either side of his head. The hideous creature peered up at him from under a thick, bushy brow. Melachor could make out the whites beneath the Goat’s glistening, black eyes. An untidy white tuft of hair hung from beneath His chin. The grip the Goat had on Melachor’s throat was excruciating, and he felt he was going to pass out as he thrashed his feet about, trying to find a solid surface beneath them.

      There was an almighty roar as the Goat screamed into Melachor’s face. The horrific sound reverberated around his head. His body and legs went limp and dangled lifelessly beneath him. Just as he thought he was about to die, the Goat released his grip and Melachor dropped to the floor in a heap.

      With his windpipe open again, Melachor gasped. His eyes were still closed as he desperately tried to inhale some life-giving air.

      The Goat strutted around the gasping man, lying curled in a ball on the floor in total confusion. He was still writhing in agony, coughing and spluttering.

      “You DARE to use MY magical power?” the Goat roared down at His captive, His hairy arms protruding from either side of his muscular torso, his fists clenched. He thrashed his head from side to side and roared again.

      “Please,” Melachor pleaded sobbing uncontrollably, trying to take more breaths, “have mercy on me, please.”

      “Why did you just use the mirror?” the Goat demanded. He kicked Melachor with one of his hooves. Although Melachor was not a small man, this blow sent him flying across the floor and he landed several paces away face down, clutching at his stomach.

      The Goat stared at him as He paced back and forth. Each time He turned, He kept his gaze fixed on the whimpering man across the room.

      “I could kill you now, worthless wretch. Maybe I will and maybe I won’t. Please me and I will consider letting you live. Now, I will ask you again. Why did you DARE use the mirror?”

      He paced up and down, waiting for Melachor to respond to his question.

      “I grow tired of hearing my voice alone, but I will ask you one more time, impudent wretch, why did you DARE to use the Mirror of Prophecy?”

      Melachor caught his breath and surveyed his surroundings. It was dark and musky, and he couldn’t see any features of the room other than the Goat pacing up and down. He couldn’t sense anyone else present and the only sound was the clicking of the Goat’s hooves.

      “WELL?” the malevolent brute demanded.

      “Please,” Melachor begged, “I only wanted to find my family. I want to know if they are safe.”

      “Hmm. I’ve tolerated people using the mirror for far too long. How did you come by it?” the Goat bellowed. His voice seemed calmer but He was still a terrifying figure. His initial rage had subsided and His pacing slowed.

      “I…I traded it,” Melachor replied with teary eyes. “I exchanged it for an orb.”

      The Goat stopped pacing altogether.

      “Orb?” The Goat shook his head violently and peered around the room. “Tell me about this orb!”

      “It opened up a gateway,” Melachor said. He had caught his breath somewhat and was sitting upright but was still cowering in fear. “I escaped through the gateway many years ago when you destroyed the Imps.”

      The Goat looked Melachor in the eye, then roared.

      “You mean the Orb of Vision. Where is it? Tell me, NOW!”

      “I…I don’t know where it is, I swear.” Melachor whimpered, “I told you, I traded it with a group of travellers. I think they were heading for the Valley.”

      Melachor’s bottom lip quivered as he cowered on the floor.

      “If…if I knew where the orb was, I…I’d tell you. Please. I’ll do anything. Just…don’t kill me.”

      The Goat looked up and started pacing back and forth again. His eyes darted around and He growled. Melachor felt glad the Goat was, at least for now, preoccupied with the orb and its whereabouts.

      The Goat stopped pacing and turned to look at Melachor again.

      “Tell me about these travellers! Who are they?”

      “I don’t know who they are,” Melachor whimpered. “I just traded the mirror with them. A young Woodsman with a couple of companions, I think. An Imp was travelling with them.”

      The Goat mumbled to himself. “Hmmm. The Orb of Time lies hidden with the Oracle. He must not find it…”

      He let out a grunt and stomped towards Melachor, who raised his hand to his face and turned his head away in fear.

      “You lie. There are no Imps in Forestium. I banished them all from that realm. I should kill you now for your impudence.”

      The Goat raised his arm as if to strike a blow.

      “No, I…I swear it’s the truth,” Melachor cried.

      The Goat peered down at him, looking the petrified man directly in the eye. The Goat’s dark eyes and imposing silhouette were a terrifying sight. Slowly, the Goat lowered His arm to His side. He turned and resumed His pacing again, all the while mumbling to himself.

      “I must find the orbs,” the Goat murmured, peering around the dark room. “If the three orbs come together before…”

      He turned to Melachor again and said, “I will send my scouts to find them.”

      With that, He clapped several times, looked up and howled. Within seconds, Melachor could hear what he thought might be huge bats flying around high above them in the depths of the dark ceiling. Whatever the creatures were, they flew around for several seconds before the flapping sound faded away.
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      Joshua and the others tracked north through the Valley of Moross. Joshua was replaying his encounter with the Oracle over and over in his mind. Although it was very clear what he needed to do, he was troubled by what the Oracle had said about his love for Sarah. He kept repeating it in his mind.

      “The love you have found cannot last, Joshua. The knowledge of this is the price you must pay.”

      “Why?” he thought to himself. It seemed so unfair. Sarah was the best thing to happen to him in a long time, and he had just started to explore his stirring feelings for her. Would he have to give this all up? The thought both saddened and scared him.

      As they continued their journey through the valley, he found it hard to talk to Sarah or even to look her in the eye.

      The two of them had been following behind Andrew and Galleon for several hours, but rather than talking to Sarah, Joshua found the silence more comforting.

      “You’re very quiet, Joshua,” Sarah murmured.

      “Oh, it’s nothing, really,” he said with a nervous chuckle. He avoided making eye contact with her, trying to pretend there was nothing wrong. It wasn’t very convincing. For a moment, Joshua thought Sarah was going to say something else, but she just looked down with a sullen expression and they carried on walking in silence.
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* * *

      Galleon watched the graceful birds. He wondered what it would be like to fly through the sky, effortlessly carried by the thermals. It would be a much faster way of travelling throughout the land and perhaps this would bring him closer to knowing whether other Imps still existed.

      Rays of brilliant sunshine pieced through gaps in the clouds to illuminate a small flock of Raetheons soaring above them. They glided gracefully and effortlessly through the valley. Swerving side to side, they rode the updrafts, barely moving their wings.

      Sarah was commenting on how adorable and majestic the peaceful Raetheons were when a dark cloud appeared in the sky behind them. As it accelerated towards the Raetheons, it became clear it was not a cloud.

      A sense of horror overcame him. “Blood-bats!” Galleon screamed. “Quick, take cover!”

      The other three froze, their eyes fixed on the rapidly approaching swarm.

      “NOW!” Galleon shouted, pointing to the approaching danger. “Quickly! HIDE!”

      He dove behind a large boulder. Everyone scattered and found somewhere to hide. None of them knew what Blood-bats were or why they should be hiding, but they trusted Galleon enough to follow his lead.

      The dark swarm consisted of dozens of foul-looking black, bat-like creatures. They had dark, round, hairy bodies, and their wings consisted of a thin layer of a leathery material, the bones of their wing arms silhouetted through their wings. About half the size of a Raetheon, they were much faster and extremely agile. Galleon knew they had huge fangs and curved, pointed talons. The shrieking sound they made was horrifying.

      One Blood-bat separated from the swarm and swooped down at high speed towards the circling Raetheons. The flock of white birds shrieked and scattered in all directions.

      One separated from the flock, and the Blood-bat chased it farther away from the rest. The Raetheon twisted and turned but the Blood-bat hounded it ruthlessly. Several more Blood-bats separated from the swarm and swooped down towards the lone Raetheon to join in the chase. It wasn’t long before they reached it and all commenced savagely attacking their meal in mid-flight from all directions.

      The slower and less agile Raetheon screeched as the Blood-bats all tore into its wings and torso until it began spiralling down to the earth. The Blood-bats continued their relentless attack on the poor Raetheon until it stopped moving altogether just before it struck the ground.

      All the Blood-bats landed around it and tore ferociously at the lifeless carcass. Within minutes, it was stripped to the bone and the Blood-bats took off again down the valley. As they were disappearing, white Raetheon feathers were still falling to the ground.

      When the Blood-bats were out of sight, Galleon emerged from behind the boulder that shielded him from view.

      “It’s OK. You can come out now,” he whispered to the others, keeping his eye trained on the area of the sky where the flock of Blood-bats had departed.

      “What were those creatures?” Andrew asked with a shaky voice as he stood up from behind a nearby bush. Joshua and Sarah also came out from their hiding place.

      “That poor Raetheon,” Sarah said. “They just tore the poor thing apart.”

      “Those things are Blood-bats,” Galleon said. “Vicious creatures of the underworld. They are the Goat’s eyes. He uses them to keep track of things.”

      “What were they doing here?” Joshua asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Galleon said, shaking his head. “The Goat must be on the lookout for something. We’d better be careful. Perhaps we should find cover for the night. Blood-bats can see great distances, even in the dark, and they could come back.”

      Andrew pointed to a hut nearby. A plume of smoke was rising from it, so it had clearly been burned like all the others. It seemed otherwise intact and would at least provide some cover from the spying eyes of the Blood-bats.

      Andrew led them all towards the hut and they went inside. It was little more than a charred shell of a home, but the roof was covered in thick layers of moss. Sarah suggested the moist moss was the reason the roof had not burned down like most of the other huts they had seen. Andrew started collecting bits of wood to make a fire.

      “No!” Galleon snapped. “We can’t light a fire, it’s too risky. We can’t risk being seen by the Blood-bats if they come back this way.”

      The others looked at him. They knew this would mean a cold night, but nobody questioned his judgement.

      “We should get some rest for the night. I’ll stay up and keep watch. Andrew, you can relieve me in a few hours, OK?”

      Andrew nodded in agreement. They all settled in and tried to get comfortable.

      None of them spoke for the next hour. As the evening swarms of Dengle bugs came out, the soothing humming sent Joshua, Sarah and Andrew off to sleep. Galleon lingered by the door. He kept surveying the sky for Blood-bats, but they never came back - at least not as far as he could tell.

      After the others had fallen into a deep sleep, he sat down and picked up Joshua’s keeper bag. He pulled out one of the two cloth-wrapped orbs and unravelled it. It was the Orb of Vision Melachor had traded with them.

      Galleon recalled Melachor had said something about this orb opening up a portal through which he escaped the onslaught of the Goat many years ago. How did it work? He sat there, studying the orb, contemplating whether it was just a crystal or whether it might help him find other Imps.

      He tried to stay awake but fatigue from the journey took over and his body begged for rest. The intoxicating hum of Dengles was like a lullaby. It was so comforting, he felt himself becoming drowsy, until his head fell forwards and he drifted off to sleep.

      As Galleon slept, the orb, still clutched in his hands, started glowing. A hideous image of the Goat appeared inside the orb. His dark eyes shifted around, locking onto Galleon’s face.

      The Goat’s eyes narrow as He peered into Galleon’s eyes. The Imp’s subconscious thoughts began filling with the Goat’s image. It was like a dream but it felt very real. Galleon felt weightless and floating in a dark space. He could hear whimpering off to one side but couldn’t see who or what it was. The only thing he was aware of was the Goat’s image: that evil and menacing face floating before him.

      The two of them made eye contact.

      “What do you want?” Galleon asked. His lips didn’t move as he spoke. He tried to understand the telepathic link between them, but his thoughts turned to his loathing for the foul creature.

      “You know who I am.” The Goat’s voice echoed inside Galleon’s head.

      “Yes,” Galleon sneered. “You murdered my people.”

      The Goat said nothing. He narrowed His eyes and tilted His head forward. The whites beneath His eyes made Him look even more menacing.

      “No,” the Goat said after a few moments. “They are not dead, they are alive. All of them are still alive. I can return them to your realm.”

      Galleon pondered this. Was it a lie? Was the Goat trying to trick him in some way?

      “It is neither a lie nor a trick,” the Goat said.

      “What do you want in return?”

      “The boy who seeks the orbs. Give him to me and I will return your people to you unharmed. What is one life compared to so many?”

      Galleon stared at the Goat in disbelief. He was being asked to betray Joshua, the man who rescued him from that trap, who was helping him search for other Imps.

      “You owe this boy nothing. He cannot help you find what you seek.”

      Galleon realised the Goat was reading his thoughts. “And if I don’t?”

      “Then I will kill your people,” the Goat replied with a hideous cackle, “all of them! And when I’ve killed the last of them, I will kill you too.”

      The Goat’s image receded into the darkness.

      “Galleon? Galleon! GALLEON!” Andrew shouted, pushing the slumbering Imp hard on the shoulder to wake him.

      “Wake up!”

      Galleon shook his head in confusion and peered around. Andrew was standing over him, gripping his shoulder.

      “What? Oh…yes, right. Sorry.”

      “What’s the matter with you? I thought you were supposed to be keeping watch! Anyway, it’s my turn now so you may as well get comfortable.”

      Galleon quickly wrapped the orb in the cloth and returned it to Joshua’s keeper bag.

      “What were you doing with the orb?” Andrew whispered.

      “Oh, um, nothing. I just wanted to take a closer look at it, that’s all.”

      “It’ll be dawn in a few hours,” Andrew whispered. “You’d better get some rest. With those Blood-bat things flying around, we’ll all need to be alert.”

      “Right,” Galleon said, still dazed. “I’ll, um, I’ll just get settled down here, then. See you in the morning.”

      Galleon found a spot and curled up on the ground. He wondered whether the encounter with the Goat was just a dream. If it was real, was the Goat’s offer a genuine one? Would Galleon be prepared to betray Joshua and the others in exchange for the return of his people?

      With the pulsating humming of the Dengles and these thoughts tossing and turning in his mind, he drifted off to sleep.
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          Galleon’s Temptation

        

      

    
    
      The following morning Joshua, Sarah and Galleon woke to find Andrew standing guard at the door.

      “Have you seen anything?” Galleon asked Andrew, yawning.

      Galleon had slept awkwardly during the night and was now stretching to one side, holding his hip. He still had the Goat on his mind and wondered whether the others suspected anything.

      “Nothing,” Andrew replied, staring through the doorway and peering around, shaking his head. “A few Raetheons every now and then, but that’s about it. I think the Blood-bats have moved on.”

      “Is everything all right, Galleon?” Sarah asked.

      “Of course, I’m all right.” He straightened and glared at Sarah. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      She recoiled from him, her face crumpling.

      “I’m sorry. I mean, of course I’m fine. We’re all fine.”

      He let out a forced chuckle. All three of the others looked at him and then at each other.

      “Well,” Sarah suggested, “it’s just that you look like you’re in pain or something. I just wondered if you were OK, that’s all.”

      “Oh,” Galleon said with a nervous chuckle. “Right, yes, well, it’s just a bit of cramp that’s all. I’ve slept on coarse gravel that was more comfortable than this floor.”

      He ended with another nervous laugh and bounced on his feet a couple of times. He was worried about revealing anything about his vision with the Goat during the night. He needed time to think it over and didn’t want to discuss it with the others.

      “I think I might have some Yucust salve in my keeper bag,” Sarah suggested. “Here, it’ll make you feel much better.”

      “Oh, right,” Galleon said, trying to act normally again. “Well, if you think it will help?”

      Sarah rummaged around in her keeper bag and pulled out a small jar of the pale, gooey paste and handed it to Galleon.

      “Here you go,” she said with a smile.

      Galleon looked at the jar, then at Sarah and then at the jar again. He unscrewed the lid and sniffed its contents. Dipping his finger into the jar, he pulled out a dollop of the paste, and was just about to put it into his mouth.

      “NO!” Sarah cried, grabbing for Galleon’s hand. “You just rub it on to where it hurts.”

      Everyone laughed and the mood in the hut lifted. They all packed their things together, set out into the sunlit valley and continued their journey.
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* * *

      “Is it helping?” Joshua asked Galleon, pointing to his hip.

      “Actually, yes, it is. I feel much better. Quite an amazing young woman isn’t she?”

      Joshua smiled and nodded.

      As they walked, Sarah was telling Andrew all about how to make Yucust salve and why it was so good at alleviating pain.

      “It’s a complicated procedure. First, you have to grind dried Yucust roots to a fine powder. Then you leave the powder to soak for several days in Bramock berry juice.”

      “How much berry juice do you add?”

      Joshua felt sure Andrew wouldn’t remember any of this but was glad his best friend was at least showing interest in what Sarah was saying. As long as they were busy talking to each other, he would have some time to himself to mull things over.

      “About equal parts,” Sarah went on. “It’s important to remove all the husks first, though, otherwise you won’t get the right consistency. Eventually, it will turn into a sticky paste. You heat this until it starts to turn pale yellow with a runny texture. Then you mix it thoroughly until the yellow colour completely disappears, leaving a transparent, gooey paste.”

      Andrew kept nodding as if he was taking it all in. Galleon in the meantime joined Joshua. Joshua sensed something was on Galleon’s mind but wasn’t sure what to do about it. He was mulling over various ways of how to tackle the subject when Galleon broke the silence.

      “What would you place more value on, Joshua?” Galleon asked. “Your entire village or your best friend?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, let’s suppose you had to pick between losing everyone in your village or losing Andrew, or perhaps Sarah? Which would you choose?”

      Joshua thought this an odd question but pondered it before answering.

      “Well, I don’t really know,” he replied, being as truthful as he could.

      “I’ve never really thought about it. I supposed I’d have to be in that situation before I knew what I’d do. Why do you ask?”

      “Oh, nothing, nothing. Just trying to keep my mind occupied.”

      He wouldn’t look Joshua in the eye. Instead, he just stared ahead as they walked, even though Joshua kept his eyes on him.

      By around noon they decided to stop for a rest, finding shelter from the midday sun beneath an Ashfer. Joshua sat and rummaged in his keeper bag and took out the two orbs. He noticed Galleon watching him nervously. Joshua unwrapped them both and held the spherical crystals one in each hand.

      “How do you suppose these things work?” he asked.
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* * *

      Galleon stared at the orbs and shook his head slowly as Joshua passed the Orb of Vision to him. It was the same orb the Imp had encountered last night. He reached out with some hesitation before taking it. He kept his gaze fixed on the spherical crystal as Joshua spoke to him.

      “Didn’t Melachor say something about using the orb to open up some sort of portal? What did he do to make that happen?”

      Galleon was listening but not paying attention. As he stared into the orb, the sound of Joshua’s voice faded until the only sound he could hear was his own breathing. He kept staring at the orb, and a murky image appeared.

      Suddenly, Galleon felt himself floating in a dark room and once again staring at the Goat’s face. He felt disconnected from his body just has he had done last night.

      “Have you considered my offer, Imp?” said an ominously familiar, husky voice.

      The image of the Goat floated in front of him but His lips weren’t moving and the words seemed to come from inside Galleon’s head.

      “Why should I trust you? How do I know you’ll uphold your end of the bargain?”

      Galleon was unable to stifle his loathing for the foul creature, but at the same time he admitted the thought of being with his own kind again was tempting. A hideous smile crept across the Goat’s face. It lasted briefly before turning into a growl.

      “Tell me! Where is the boy?”

      Galleon sensed the Goat was becoming frustrated.

      “Why should I? What’s the matter? Don’t you trust your own Blood-bats to find us? What do you want with my friend anyway?”

      Galleon sensed the Goat was somehow scared of Joshua but couldn’t quite put his finger on it. The connection established through the Orb of Vision seemed to be allowing thoughts to pass both ways between them. He tried to read the Goat’s mind, but it teemed with a jumble images and echoes. He struggled to understand it all. Each time he thought the disconnected images were starting to make sense, the imagery would change. Was the Goat trying to hide something? Was it the orbs? Why didn’t the Goat want Joshua to find all the orbs?

      Sensing the Imp was starting to read his thoughts, the Goat disciplined his mind and tried to distract his opponent.

      “Wouldn’t you like to see your own kind freed again? Or would you prefer to see them suffer?”

      The Goat smiled again. Galleon started to hear what might be a distant scream. As it grew louder in his mind, it became clearer. It was the unmistakable voice of someone being tortured, and the frightening noise horrified him.

      Galleon’s mind filled with dread as the sound of Imps screaming in pain flooded his mind. He tried to push the thoughts aside but he was powerless to prevent it. The Goat had complete control over what he wanted Galleon to think.

      The sound of his kin being tortured was sheer agony, and his mind filled with rage as his anguish reached unbearable levels. Galleon thought he could take it no more. He shut his eyes and tried to drown out the noise of the suffering, but the more he tried, the more intense it became until he felt overwhelmed. The tormented Imp was totally paralysed with fear.
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* * *

      “Galleon?” Joshua said, nudging him a couple of time. “GALLEON!” Still, he didn’t move. Joshua looked at Sarah and Andrew.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Andrew asked.

      “I don’t know. I think it might have something to do with the orb he’s holding,” Joshua said.

      “What are we going to do? We can’t just leave him here like this.”

      “If I could just…” Joshua tried to remove the orb from Galleon’s clenched hand but his grip was too tight.

      “I can’t get it loose. Quickly! Think of something!”

      “Andrew! Do you still have that liquorice moss?” Sarah asked.

      “Oh, yes! I forgot about that.” Andrew reached into his keeper bag and pulled out some of the treat from Fable & Florelle’s inn. He wafted it under Galleon’s nose. As the Imp sniffed it, he slowly came around.

      “What? Where? What’s going on?”

      Galleon snapped out of his trance and shook his head, dazed. Andrew slipped the liquorice moss back into his keeper bag.

      “Are you all right?” Joshua asked. “You really don’t seem yourself today. You sort of faded out there. You scared us.”

      “Um, sorry, you were saying?”

      Joshua frowned and his gaze lingered.

      “Come on Andrew, let’s see if we can find something to eat,” Sarah said. The two of them wandered off, leaving Joshua and Galleon behind.

      “So, the orb? I was asking you how you think it works?”

      “Um…well…I’m sure I don’t know.”

      The pair of them chatted for much of the afternoon but Galleon was still trying to make sense of what happened with the orb. He was again unsure if he had simply dreamed the encounter with the Goat. They had been walking for a long time and the sun was intense, so maybe it was an illusion after all. It seemed so real to him but it also seemed as if no time had elapsed. He felt disoriented and didn’t know whether he should trust his senses. Galleon contemplated telling Joshua what had happened, but then Sarah and Andrew returned with some food.

      Sarah had been showing Andrew how to snare Flarrets. Andrew was reeling from his success of having caught his first Flarret using Sarah’s much more successful technique. Galleon didn’t say very much as they sat and cooked the pair of Flarrets over an open fire. He found he couldn’t get the sound of the screaming out of his head but he was also wrestling with his loyalties. He wanted to be with his own kind and his family again.

      Joshua also remained quiet. He was still avoiding Sarah, who tried several times to strike up a conversation with him. Each time she tried, he found an innocent excuse to get up and go and busy himself with something. After a while, Sarah gave up trying and just sat quiet instead.

      As the Flarrets cooked over Andrew’s campfire, everyone sat in sombre silence. As usual, Andrew was the last to pick up on the subtle clues around him.

      “You must be looking forward to going back home again, Sarah?” he asked, turning to her as he removed the last bit of meat from his Flarret leg.

      Sarah had been sitting in silence, looking at Joshua with a vacant stare. She turned to Andrew.

      “Hmmm?” she said, and raising her brow. “Oh, yes, home. Yes, I’m looking forward to seeing everyone again. This journey has been really good, and I’ve learned lots of new things but, um, yes, I am looking forward to seeing home again.” She managed a fake smile that was probably good enough to convince Andrew but not the others.

      “Will you stay there when you get back?” Andrew asked. Joshua shifted on his seat at the question. Andrew had a tendency to say things without grasping their significance. Sarah looked back at Joshua. He cast her a fleeting glance, then feigned interest in the piece of Flarret he was eating.

      “I…I don’t know,” she whispered.

      She kept her gaze on Joshua.

      “I’m not really sure what my future holds.”

      Joshua finished with his Flarret and looked around to try to find something to distract him. He reached into his keeper bag and took out the orbs.

      “What are those markings?” Andrew asked, his voice muffled by a mouthful of Flarret.

      Joshua took out the orbs and laid them on the ground.

      “This is the one that the Oracle gave me,” he said, showing Andrew the orb with the engraving of an hourglass.

      “She said it was the Orb of Time.”

      “So what’s the other one then?” Andrew motioned to the other orb. Joshua showed Andrew the engraving of an eye on the side of the other crystal.

      “The Oracle called it the Orb of Vision,” Joshua said, studying the orb in more detail.

      Galleon was staring expectantly. As Joshua peered into the orb and his eyes started glazing over.

      Galleon sat up straight and shouted, “STOP!”

      He reached for the orb and snatched it from Joshua’s hand. He wrapped it back in its cloth and tucked it into Joshua’s keeper bag. The others looked at him with puzzled faces.

      “What’s the matter?” Joshua asked.

      “Look,” Galleon said, letting out a big sigh. “I should have told you this earlier, but I wasn’t sure if it was real or not.”

      “Told us what?” Joshua asked.

      “I had an encounter with the orb last night and again just now before we started eating. I saw the Goat. He used the orb to talk to me. I wanted to tell you before but I wasn’t sure if I had dreamed it or not.”

      “What did the Goat want?” Joshua asked. Everyone sat up and leaned in.

      Galleon paused before answering and let out another sigh.

      “It’s you, Joshua. He wants you,” Galleon said, as he looked at the ground with his lower lip quivering.

      “He knows you have the Orb of Vision and he knows you were looking the Oracle. He’s desperate to prevent you from finding all three orbs.”

      Joshua stood up and walked around trying to piece it all together.

      “How would He know I was looking for the Oracle?”

      “Melachor.” Andrew snorted. “He’s the only other person that knows. He must be working for the Goat.”

      Joshua shook his head.

      “Maybe. Or he could have been captured by the Goat. So the Goat doesn’t know we have the Orb of Time yet?”

      “I don’t think so. He’s desperately afraid of you finding all three orbs. I could sense the thought of it terrified Him.”

      Joshua tried to remember what the Oracle had told him. It was all starting to make sense. The Oracle had said the one that had banished her children was also seeking the power of the orbs. But why? What was it about opening up the Portallas that scared the Goat so much?

      “We need to get moving.” Joshua proclaimed. “If He’s looking for the orbs, there’s no time to delay. We have to get to Jemarrah and find the third orb there before He does.”

      Everyone stood up and collected their things. Andrew stamped out the fire, and the four of them set off north through the valley.
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      The travellers reached the northernmost end of the Valley of Moross by the following day. They climbed over the final foothills where the twin mountain ranges gave way to a more familiar landscape of forests and woodland.

      The sight of trees undulating into the distance stretched to the horizon. Their vantage point was high enough to give them a view of distant flocks of Raetheons flying beneath them across the treetop canopy. Joshua felt a sense of relief at leaving the rocky mountains. No more caves or patches of dry and barren land.

      They would all be much safer under the cover of the forest canopy, out of sight from the prying eyes of Blood-bats. He knew the Goat was looking for him, and he still worried he was putting the others in great danger, but there was something comforting about the forest terrain sprawling out before him.

      For a brief moment he forgot about the Goat, Blood-bats and the pressures he was under. Closing his eyes, he spread his arms and allowed the breeze to rush over him.

      Joshua’s tensions continued to ease as they made their way down and into the forest. He even found himself relaxing to the point he wanted to get closer to Sarah again.

      “I bet you’re really looking forward to seeing your village again,” he said to Sarah as they rested under the shade of an Ashfer. Andrew and Galleon had gone off in search of some Flame-bark.

      Joshua was feeling guilty about his recent behaviour towards Sarah. Keeping his distance from her, as he had done over the past couple of days, weighed heavily on his mind. It was clear she was upset, and he felt a deep remorse at having been responsible for that.

      Sarah looked at him but didn’t answer him straight away.

      “Have I done something to upset you, Joshua?”

      Sarah’s voice trembled and there was a quiver in her lower lip. Joshua sensed she was close to tears and this saddened him further.

      “No…no, of course not.” Joshua put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

      “Well, you’ve hardly said two words to me since we left the cave.”

      Joshua could see she was almost in tears.

      “I don’t understand what I’ve done to upset you.”

      She lowered her head and started sobbing. Joshua’s heart sank, as the realisation hit him just how upset she had been these past days. Unable to hold back his own tears, he sat beside her and tenderly put his arm around her.

      She turned to look at him. Seeing a tear roll down his face, she threw her arms around him in a tight embrace. Joshua held her and the two of them sat there and hugged with their heads on each other’s shoulders, crying and comforting each other.

      Joshua thought about what the Oracle had said but he decided enough was enough and he would hold back no longer. The pain it was causing was too much for him to bear. Whatever reason the Oracle had for telling him his love for Sarah could not last, it was too high a price to pay.

      After a while, Joshua and Sarah released each other. Joshua very tenderly put both hands on either side of Sarah’s face. Her skin was soft and warm. Using his thumb, he gently wiped a tear from her cheek. Her smile melted his heart. He gazed into her innocent eyes and felt a warm sensation in his stomach. Slowly and tenderly, he pulled her towards him. They tilted their heads, closed their eyes, and their lips touched.

      The kiss was gentle and loving. Joshua’s whole being was filled with a warm and contented feeling. It was like nothing he had ever experienced. Their kiss lingered. Joshua could feel the tears still rolling down Sarah’s cheek.

      After their kiss, Sarah and Joshua both looked at each other and each wiped a tear from the other’s cheek at the same time. This made them both laugh, and they hugged each other again.

      Joshua closed his eyes and enjoyed the warm embrace. He felt such relief at being able to show Sarah his true feelings, and he didn’t want it to end. For that brief second in time when they kissed, nothing else mattered, and he lost himself in the moment. There was no Goat, no journey, no orbs or Oracles, nothing but his unwavering love for Sarah. It was pure bliss.

      “What was it, Joshua? What did the Oracle say to cause you such pain?”

      He heaved a big sigh and his shoulders sank. Sarah took his hand and held it tightly with both of hers. There was a long pause before he spoke.

      “I only have a few memories of my father,” he murmured, shaking his head slowly, looking at the ground. “But they are happy memories. I loved him dearly. More than anything, I want him to be proud of me: who I have become. It would make Mum so happy if we could be a family again.”

      He turned to Sarah and looked her in the eye.

      “It’s hard to lose someone you love. The Oracle told me I would have to give up my love for you.”

      He shook his head and his lip quivered.

      “It isn’t fair. I don’t want to go through that pain again.”

      Sarah threw her arms around him and they embraced.

      “Whatever happens, we’ll face it together.”

      As they sat there holding each other, Galleon and Andrew were making their way back. When the two of them got closer, Galleon noticed Joshua and Sarah sitting together in an embrace and stopped in his tracks. He turned to Andrew, who was walking a few paces behind him.

      “Um, d’you know what, Andrew? The clouds are clearing and it looks like it’ll be cold tonight. I don’t think we have enough Flame-bark. Come on, let’s go find some more.”

      Andrew, who hadn’t yet seen Joshua and Sarah, looked at Galleon with a puzzled expression, but followed him back into the woods anyway.

      Joshua and Sarah eventually released each other. Joshua laughed and Sarah giggled. Now that she was starting to make those infectious giggles once more, Joshua felt that warm sensation inside all over again.

      “Come on,” Joshua couldn’t stop beaming. “We’d better clear the ground for the fire before the others get back.”

      “I hope Andrew’s aim has improved,” he said, as he began clearing the leaf-litter from the floor. “I’m so hungry, I could eat a Raetheon.”

      Sarah glared at him.

      “What? You wouldn’t dare! How could you? I mean, you would never kill a poor, defenceless Raetheon, would you?”

      She was staring at him with her brow lowered and both hands on her hips.

      Joshua laughed again.

      “Of course I wouldn’t.”

      Sarah scowled at him with a grin for thinking such a horrible thing.

      “I’d never eat anything as majestic as a Raetheon,” he added.

      Sarah smiled. She was happy to see Joshua was able to laugh and be funny again.

      “Besides,” he went on with a smile creeping across his face, “I never did like the taste of the damn things.”

      “Oh, you beast,” Sarah laughed and threw some twigs at him. Joshua ducked. The pair laughed as they carried on clearing the forest floor.

      Galleon and Andrew emerged into the small glade from the forest. Each of them was weighed down with a load of Flame-bark. Thanks to Galleon, they had brought more than enough to warm them through the night. As an added bonus, Andrew had a pair of Chirvels hanging across his shoulder.

      “I see your aim has improved,” Joshua said with a smile.

      Andrew and Galleon threw the Flame-bark onto the ground. “I see your mood has improved,” he retorted with a wink.

      Joshua and Sarah looked at each other and smiled.

      Andrew got the fire going and Sarah prepared the two Chirvels. Between Andrew’s game and all the Flame-bark, the four of them ate well and enjoyed a warm night around the fire.

      Sarah spent much of the evening telling the others all about her village and her life as she grew up in Jemarrah. Joshua was glad to see her bubbly enthusiasm was back. He spent much of his time just listening to the sound of her voice and peering into her eyes, grinning. He hadn’t felt this relaxed and content for a long time and was enjoying just being there in her presence.

      As the Dengles and other small insects came alive, the four friends felt drowsy. Everyone found a spot around the fire to settle in for the night. Andrew was soon off to sleep, having eaten the most as usual. Sarah and Joshua sat by the fire holding hands until Sarah nodded off with her head falling onto his shoulder.

      Galleon got up and stretched. He paced around the fire for a few minutes before Joshua’s curiosity got the better of him.

      “What’s bothering you?”

      Galleon continued pacing. He stared down and shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, Joshua.”

      “What are you sorry about?”

      Galleon hesitated. He took a deep breath and let out a sigh.

      “I was tempted. By the Goat, I mean, during my encounters with the Orb of Vision. He offered me a deal. He said he would return my people if I betrayed you. And…well…for a brief moment, I considered His offer.”

      Joshua thought for a few moments before looking up at Galleon.

      “It must have been a very difficult decision for you. I can see why you were tempted. I’m glad you didn’t, though. I think you chose to do the right thing, Galleon. After all, there’s no reason to trust He’d keep His word. It’s our actions that define us, my friend. Don’t worry about it. I think I know how you feel.”

      Joshua thought about how he would feel if his and Galleon’s positions were reversed, and it was Sarah or perhaps Andrew that the enemy had captured.

      “What did the Goat say when you refused?”

      Galleon snorted. “He threatened to kill me and my family.”

      “Certainly sounds like someone not to be trusted to me. Maybe He would have done that even if you did give Him what He wants.”

      Galleon raised his brow and nodded.

      “That’s a good point.”

      Galleon stopped pacing and looked for a comfortable place by the fire. He curled up on the ground and settled down for the night. With a final yawn, he closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      Joshua gently put his arm around Sarah with his cheek resting against her head. The soothing hum of Dengles hung in the air as the fire crackled through the night. It wasn’t long before he, too, fell asleep.
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          Orb of Time

        

      

    
    
      As the early mist lifted, Joshua awoke and found himself resting against a log in front of the smouldering remains of the fire. Sarah’s head lay against his chest, cradled in his arm. She was fast asleep. He looked down at her face and smiled. Lifting his hand, he caressed the side of her cheek. A smile spread across her face and she gave a deep sigh.

      Joshua reached for his keeper bag, carefully removed one of the orbs and unwrapped the cloth from around it. It was the Orb of Time and he studied the hourglass shape carved into one side of it. As he looked closer, the clear crystal clouded up on the inside. There was a swirling motion, like a hurricane was forming inside the orb.

      There was a blinding flash and Joshua felt disconnected from his body and floating in the air. He could hear what he thought to be a woman crying but the scene coming into focus before him was hazy and indistinct.

      The disembodied Joshua looked around the room for a clue as to where he was but he couldn’t move or feel his body. The image around him cleared, and he got a better sense of things.

      He was inside a Woodsman’s hut, and there was a fireplace burning over to one side. There was screaming and noises of pandemonium, like a battle was taking place. It sounded like it was coming from right outside the hut.

      A Warrior burst through the front door and dashed across to the bed on the far side of the room. A woman was lying there. She cradled a newborn, and there was another woman wiping the child clean. There was blood on the sheets from where she had just given birth. The tunic colours of the Warrior and woman were from his own tribe.

      “Please don’t let them take our baby!” the woman cried.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you,” the Warrior reassured her.

      He wiped her brow with a wet cloth from a bowl beside the bed.

      “Joshua? Joshua!” the man called out.

      A child came running into the hut from another room, and the man picked him up. The small boy looked to be about three years old.

      “I’ll take our son somewhere safe. Don’t worry, I’ll be back for you soon.”

      “No! Don’t, don’t leave me, please,” the woman pleaded.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I have to get Joshua to safety first.”

      The man left with the boy in his arms and the woman carried on sobbing. The midwife scurried around in panic.

      The Warrior came back through the door but the boy was no longer with him. Another Warrior followed him but he belonged to another tribe. Joshua didn’t recognise the green and red tunic of the second Warrior.

      The two men fought fiercely with each other. They struggled and knocked the midwife to the floor, screaming, as they jostled about the small hut. They both had knives drawn and each was trying to reach the other’s throat.

      As the struggle ensued, they fell onto the bed and landed on the woman, who let out an almighty shriek of pain. Another Morelle Warrior came running through the door. He grabbed the intruder and lifted him from the bed.

      The two Morelle Warriors fought with the outsider and eventually managed to drag him out of the hut. Joshua looked back at the woman on the bed. She was holding the baby in her arms but it wasn’t moving or making any sound. She held the newborn tight to her chest and was crying inconsolably.

      “My baby,” the grief-stricken woman cried, “my sweet, little girl.”

      Joshua looked on with amazement and horror. The newborn little girl was lifeless.

      The woman’s husband came running back into the hut. He had bloodstained hands and went over to the side of the bed and got down on one knee. He looked at the little girl and then at the crying woman. Tears ran down his cheeks.

      “Our baby,” the woman cried, “they killed our little girl.”

      She held the baby close to her chest and rocked back and forth on the bed. The horrified woman’s heartbreaking tears tore at Joshua’s heart.

      The Warrior lowered his head, then looked up and let out bloodcurdling roar of grief.

      “They will pay for this. I swear they will pay.”

      He was weeping and holding the woman’s head to his shoulder. As Joshua looked on, the scene before him started fading.

      He felt something pushing at him.

      “Joshua? Joshua, snap out of it!”

      Sarah was kneeling in front of him shaking his shoulders.

      “Are you OK?” she asked.

      “What? Where am I?” Joshua asked, moving his head side to side and slowly coming back to his senses.

      “You’re OK, you’re safe. You just sort of froze for a while with that orb in your hand. I couldn’t wake you. It scared me.”

      Andrew and Galleon were both standing behind Sarah and looking down at him.

      “Are you OK?” Andrew asked.

      “What happened?” Galleon asked. “What did you see?”

      Joshua got up and looked at them each in turn. “I’m not really sure. I think I just saw my mother giving birth.”

      “I didn’t know your mother was pregnant.” Andrew asked.

      “No, you don’t understand. It was a long time ago. I think it was my sister she was giving birth to.”

      “I didn’t know you had a sister.” Andrew said, still looking puzzled.

      “I don’t,” Joshua said shaking his head. “I mean I didn’t think I had a sister either. It looked like she died in childbirth. There was a battle going on. I don’t think he intended to kill her. It just sort of happened. There was this Warrior from another tribe that was fighting my dad. It happened just after my mother gave birth but the baby didn’t survive.”

      Sarah held her hand to her mouth with a look of horror. “That’s awful,” she said, almost in tears.

      “Are you sure it was your parents?” Galleon asked.

      “I think so. It looked as though I was about three years old at the time.”

      He shook his head as he tried to remember back to his childhood.

      “I don’t remember this happening or my mother even being pregnant. Mum and Dad never said anything to me about having a sister who died at birth.”

      “What does it mean?” Sarah asked.

      Joshua stared straight ahead and continued to shake his head.

      “I don’t know,” he whispered.

      It was an intense experience, and he was still processing it in his own mind. He started walking but wobbled on his feet. Andrew caught him and guided him to a nearby tree stump.

      “Here,” he said, helping him sit, “best you rest and collect your thoughts first.”

      Sarah sat next to him and held his hand with both of hers.

      “I’m so sorry, Joshua, about your sister, I mean. It must have been terrible for you to witness that when you were young.”

      “That’s OK,” Joshua murmured. “I don’t remember any of it, anyway. And besides, my dad took me away somewhere when it happened.”

      He looked down at the ground and heaved a big sigh.

      “I just wish they had told me I had a sister.”

      Sarah caressed his hand.

      “Well, maybe they thought you were too young and didn’t want to burden you with it all?”

      She squeezed his hand tightly. Joshua inhaled and forced a smile.

      “Yes,” he said turning to her, “maybe you’re right.”

      “Did you recognise who the attacking tribe was?” Sarah asked.

      “No, I didn’t recognise the colours. It could have been from any tribe in Forestium,” he said, trying hard to remember the details.

      “There were certainly a lot more tribal wars back in those days.”

      Joshua picked up the orb again and looked at it. Sarah was talking to him and comforting him. He heard her voice fade away and saw the same swirling cloud forming inside the orb again.

      There was another flash and Joshua found himself once again floating in mid-air, disconnected from reality. He was once more viewing a situation that took place long ago.

      There was another tribal Warrior. Joshua didn’t recognise the man but he did recognise the same green and red tunic from the earlier encounter with the orb. Whoever this was, he was from that same tribe that had attacked Morelle all those years ago when Joshua was a young child.

      The man had deep blue eyes and blond hair. Joshua thought his face seemed familiar but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. As the scene cleared, Joshua could see more detail. He squinted to try to make out the features in the man’s face.

      He was there with a young woman and a little girl. They were playing and laughing together. It looked like a young family. As they played, another man with the same colours came bursting into the room.

      “Marauders! In the village! Screechers report maybe a dozen men or more,” the second man cried.

      The first man stood up and spoke to the young woman.

      “Here, take Sarah and hide! Quickly!”

      The two men left the room. The woman picked up the little girl, cradled her head and left.

      Joshua’s mind was racing. Were these Sarah’s parents he was seeing? He could hear the thumping of his own heartbeat. It echoed in his mind.

      There was another flash and this time he was outside and the man he had just seen was fighting fiercely. He had a striking resemblance to Sarah, so he presumed it to be her father.

      The man was fighting with one of the marauding Warriors. Joshua looked on with horror as he realised the marauders were wearing colours from his own Morelle tribe.

      Sarah’s father and the Morelle Warrior continued fighting fiercely with pandemonium going on all around them. Joshua tried to get a look at who the Morelle Warrior was but he could only see him from behind.

      “Take Sarah and get out of here!” the fighting Warrior screamed.

      Joshua could see Sarah’s mother still cradling her and staring around in confusion. She had panic written all over her face as she tried to find a path out of harm’s way.

      As she scurried between the fighters, the man duelling with Sarah’s father lunged with his knife. Sarah’s father sidestepped the knife, but it continued straight into Sarah’s mother as she tried to pass. She dropped the crying child to the ground and fell to her knees, clutching at her abdomen. She contorted in pain and keeled over with the baby, screaming.

      “NO!” Sarah’s father howled.

      The man who had accidentally stabbed Sarah’s mother froze, as did all the other fighters around him. He looked shocked at his own action. He threw his knife onto the ground, turned and ran.

      As he turned, Joshua got a good look at the fleeing man’s face. To his sheer horror, he saw it was his own father.

      The scene faded. The echoes of screaming subsided, and the vision became indistinct.

      “Joshua? JOSHUA!” Sarah shouted. “Wake up!”

      Joshua opened his eyes and looked around in confusion. Tears were streaming down his face.

      “It was him! I saw it. It was my father! He’s the one. He’s the one who did it.”

      He was breathing so heavily his head spun. Looking around frantically, he locked his eyes on Sarah.

      She gazed at him with deep concern. “Joshua, calm down! Take slow, deep breaths!”

      Joshua looked into her eyes, shook his head and started crying.

      “I’m sorry,” he said with tears streaming down his face. “It was an accident. He didn’t mean to do it.” Joshua was utterly distraught. He began to shake his head and cry inconsolably.

      “He didn’t mean to do it,” he cried over and over. “He didn’t mean to kill her. It was an accident.”

      Sarah threw her arms around him and held him tightly.

      “Shhhhh,” she reassured him. “It’s OK. It’ll all be OK, Joshua. I’m here. You’re safe now.”

      Joshua held onto Sarah and continued to cry as the scenes he just witnessed swirled around in his head.

      Andrew and Galleon looked on, unable to help. Galleon picked up the orb that was sitting on the ground. He wrapped it in the cloth and put it away into Joshua’s keeper bag.

      It took several minutes before Joshua calmed down to the point he could talk sense again. When he was ready he let go of Sarah, who was still comforting him. He wiped his eyes and took several deep breaths.

      “I think he wanted vengeance for the death of my sister,” Joshua said after several minutes of sitting there in silent thought. “They raided your village, a dozen or so Morelle Warriors.”

      Sarah held onto his hand.

      “You were just a baby.”

      Joshua’s eyes filled with tears and his voice began to shake.

      “Your mother was carrying you and trying to find a way out of the battle.”

      Joshua took a few more deep breaths. Everyone waited for him to describe the vision further. He found comfort gazing into Sarah’s eyes.

      Sarah looked concerned but she said nothing and allowed Joshua to take his time. All the while, she clung to his hand.

      “Your father and mine were fighting,” Joshua went on, “he…he…”

      Joshua found it difficult to get the words out, “he didn’t mean to stab her. I could see my father didn’t mean it. She just dropped right there onto the ground. You fell. You were crying.”

      Tears formed and rolled down both Joshua’s and Sarah’s cheeks.

      Joshua tried to make sense of how he had a sister that died at birth and that Sarah’s mother had been killed at the hands of his father. Through some ironic twist of fate, the two of them had been brought together and now they had fallen in love. Was this fate’s way of reconciling the past? Was it a way to make amends for past deeds? All Joshua knew was that he was here at this moment, in this place and in love with this beautiful young woman.

      Joshua and Sarah, both crying again, embraced each other and held on tightly. Andrew and Galleon looked at each other with disbelief. They, too, were welling up but were trying not to show it.

      “We, um,” Galleon hesitate, “we should…make a move. We’ll, um, yes, we’ll start packing up, I think.”

      He looked at Andrew and nodded. Andrew nodded back and the two of them started clearing everything away and stamping out the fire. Joshua and Sarah stood up after a few minutes. They continued to hold hands as they walked off into the forest.

      Not long after they left the clearing, a Blood-bat, hanging upside down in the treetop above where they sat, unfurled its wings.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Goat was pacing up and down in His dark room, furious. He snorted and His hooves clicked as He strode back and forth. As He leaned forward, His menacing eyes pierced through His fierce eyebrows. He shook His head violently and let out an ear-splitting roar. Melachor whimpered in the corner. He trembled as the Goat roared with rage.

      “The boy has the Orb of Time,” the Goat mumbled to himself. “He must not find the Orb of Suffering.”

      He stopped and looked at Melachor. The cowering man turned his head and held one hand to his face. He was petrified the Goat was going to torture him further.

      “YOU!” the Goat roared, striding over to where Melachor was quivering on the floor. He stood over His petrified captive and stared down at the frail figure. With a swift flick of his foot, He kicked Melachor in the side of the head. This sent the tortured soul rolling across the floor. When he landed, blood was oozing down the side of his head.

      “Please don’t kill me,” Melachor pleaded, raising both hands to protect his bloodstained face. He was shaking and his voice was trembling.

      “You will stop the boy from finding the Orb of Suffering!”

      Melachor peered through his fingers to look at the Goat. He could barely see Him through his trembling hands and the blood dripping over his eyes.

      “M-m-me?” he whimpered.

      “I will send you back to stop the boy. Fail me, worthless wretch, and I will kill your family.” His tone was malevolent.

      “And when I’m done with them, I will kill you, slowly.”

      He peered at Melachor and a hideous grin spread across the Goat’s face. The Goat’s dark eyes were terrifying. Melachor had no doubt the vicious creature was able and willing to make good on His threat. He nodded meekly, as if to accept this task, albeit against his will. The Goat sneered. His influence over the tortured Melachor was absolute.

      He picked up the Mirror of Prophecy and thrust it at Melachor’s face. Melachor squinted at it through his fingers. As he watched, his own battered reflection gave way to a swirling image. The frightened man recoiled. The swirling cleared to reveal his hut in the forest. As he peered deeper into the mirror, the image sharpened and Melachor’s eyes widened.

      Suddenly, he found himself on the floor. He closed his eyes and shielded his face, still shaking with fear. He curled into a ball, terrified at what might happen next.

      As he slowly opened his eyes, he found he was once again back in his own hut in the middle of the forest. Wherever the mirror had taken him, he was now back in a familiar place.

      On the floor beside him was the Mirror of Prophecy. Still gripped with fear, he looked at it and wondered. Had it all been a dream? He felt his face. It still ached from where the Goat had kicked him. It couldn’t have been a dream if he still felt the pain, he thought. This realisation terrified him further. Nervously, he reached for the mirror and cautiously turned it to face him. There, staring back at him was the image of the Goat.

      “Remember, sniffling scum,” the Goat’s voice sounded through the mirror, “fail me and your family will die, slowly.”

      With that, the Goat’s outline faded, leaving his own bloodstained image reflecting back at him. Still shaking with fear, he got to his feet. He knew what he had to do. Thinking of his wife and children, he collected his things and left the hut.
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          The Metamorph

        

      

    
    
      Joshua and the others continued to travel northwest towards Jemarrah. They had quickened their pace since learning the Goat was also seeking the orbs.

      They hadn’t come across any villages or settlements yet and decided it would be best to continue avoiding others as much as possible. They were on the lookout at all times.

      Joshua was still shaken by his experience with the Orb of Time. He kept wondering why the orb had chosen to take him back to see those particular events in history. What purpose did it serve?

      Andrew and Sarah had not had much luck catching Chirvels or any other forest animals for the past couple of days. This annoyed Andrew in particular, as he complained he was growing tired of boiled Shrooms again. When they stumbled into a Yucust in the middle of a glade, Andrew was the first to notice a swarm of Yucust-bees humming around half way up the tree.

      “Hey, Yucust honey!”

      “Where?” Sarah asked.

      Andrew pointed to the third horizontal branch about half way up the tree. The hive was nestled between the branch and the main trunk.

      “Hmmm,” Sarah said peering up at the nest, “doesn’t look like a big crop yet. I’d say the nest is still less than a year old.”

      “There could be more inside that we can’t see. What I wouldn’t give for a fist-full of Yucust honey right now,” he said, licking his lips.

      “You’re not going to be able to dislodge any of the capsules with your slingshot,” Sarah said shaking her head and staring at the nest. “They look like they’re stuck to the top of the branch.”

      “Looks like an easy enough climb. There’s plenty of vines. Shouldn’t be too difficult. Anyway, I do this all the time back in Morelle.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise, my friend?” Galleon said, looking up at the imposing tree. The third branch where the Yucust bee nest was lodged did look extremely high up.

      Galleon shook his head and said, “It’s a pretty long way to fall, Andrew. I know Yucust honey is tasty and all but, really, it’s not worth the risk just to avoid another one of Sarah’s boiled Shroom specials.”

      Andrew chuckled. He removed his keeper bag and belt and laid them on the ground. He walked around the tree trying to assess the best way to get up to the nest.

      Joshua, Sarah and Galleon stepped back and found a spot that gave them the best vantage from which to watch his progress.

      Andrew pulled on two or three of the vines in turn. He grabbed the one that clung most securely to the trunk of the tree and started climbing.

      He made swift progress all the way up to the first horizontal branch before the vine he clung to started to thin out and lose its grip on the tree trunk. Reaching over, he grabbed onto a thicker vine, manoeuvred his body around the trunk and was able to continue his ascent from there.

      Andrew was a good climber and seemed to know which vines would safely take his weight. As he neared the second horizontal branch, he again reached over towards a thicker vine.

      Just as he did this, his foot slipped. He was holding on to the thinning vine securely with both hands, but his feet were thrashing about trying to find a foothold.

      Joshua, Sarah and Galleon sprang to their feet and watched helplessly as Andrew struggled to find his footing. Sarah gasped and put her hand to her mouth. There was a creaking sound as the vine he was clinging to tore away from the main trunk. It continued to loosen its grip on the tree until it broke free with a snap, and Andrew came crashing down to the ground.

      His leg hit a protruding root and folded beneath him as he landed. Andrew let out an almighty scream as he grasped at his lower leg, and Joshua feared the worse. Everyone rushed over and knelt beside him. Sarah carefully felt his leg in several places.

      “It’s broken,” she declared with a sigh and a shake of her head.

      Andrew continued to scream in agony.

      “We need a splint, something to hold the bones together.”

      They all looked around to see what was available. As they did so, a Raetheon came gliding across the glade and swooped in towards the travellers. It got closer and closer and just when it was a few paces away it flapped its huge, white wings a few times, hovered just above the ground and gently landed.

      It folded its wings and stood there proudly. At full height, it was easily as tall as Joshua, and it just stood there, peering into Joshua’s eyes.

      Raetheons were normally very skittish creatures and so everyone was surprised at how close to them this one landed. The distraction was enough for Andrew to stop screaming for a moment, but then he turned his attention back to his misshapen leg and started groaning.

      The Raetheon walked in closer and then, to everyone’s astonishment, morphed into the figure of a Woodsman.

      Joshua, Sarah and Galleon all backed a few steps away. The man looked at them but said nothing and walked over to where Andrew was still clutching at his lower leg.

      He knelt beside Andrew and placed one of his hands on the broken leg. Andrew recoiled and looked at the others. They were just as baffled, wondering what it was this strange person or thing was going to do.

      The man studied Andrew’s leg for a moment and then looked at him. “I’m sorry, Andrew, but this is going to hurt.”

      He spoke in a calm tone.

      “Brace yourself!”

      Without further warning, he pulled on Andrew’s leg. Andrew let out an agonised shriek. The man then held his hand over Andrew’s now straightened leg and began waving it slowly from side to side. Andrew’s leg began glowing green as the man moved his hand back and forth.

      Andrew’s screaming lessened with each wave of the man’s hand. Within a matter of seconds Andrew stopped complaining altogether, and the green glow faded. He just stared at the others with his jaw dropped. “The…the pain…it’s gone.”

      He stood up, looked down at his now healed leg and then at the man. “Thanks.”

      A grin formed across his face. “Um, who are you?”

      “A friend,” the man said with a smile. He turned to Joshua.

      “I’m Protello. I’ve been following you since you left the cave.”

      Everyone looked at each other with puzzled faces.

      “Why have you been following us?” Joshua asked. He had lots of questions but this was his immediate concern. The man didn’t answer right away. He instead scanned the glade.

      Suddenly, he fixed is eyes on something in the distance. Everyone else followed his gaze but couldn’t see anything unusual. The man took a slingshot from his belt and launched a projectile across the glade at a blistering speed. It flew through a screen of leaves and struck something just out of sight.

      A huge Blood-bat fell to the ground and remained motionless. Everyone looked at each other again with widened eyes.

      “You should all get out of sight; you’re not as safe here as you think you are, not even in the forest. Come, friends, He has eyes everywhere and you should stay out of the open before the rest of his Blood-bats spot you.”

      Protello led them out of the glade and back into the wood. When they were safely under the cover of the forest canopy, he turned around.

      “Um, how did you know there was a Blood-bat hiding in the trees?” Joshua asked, trying to be as polite as he could.

      “Forget that!” Andrew shouted. “How did you learn how to grow wings and then hide them again?”

      The stranger held his arm out with his palm face-up. A Raetheon tail feather slowly appeared there out of thin air. It was white at first but quickly turned green. The man handed it to Joshua.

      “He’s a Metamorph,” Galleon said. Joshua, Sarah and Andrew all turned to Galleon.

      “That’s right, my little friend,” Protello said, looking down at him. “You’ve heard of us?”

      “I’ve heard tales of Metamorphs. Until just now, that’s all I ever thought they were, tales. It’s said that a green tail feather of a Raetheon is the sign of a Metamorph.”

      Protello smiled.

      “Um, a Metamorph?” Andrew asked. “What exactly is a Metamorph?”

      “We have magical powers. I can become other creatures,” Protello said, turning to Andrew. “From the smallest of bugs to a majestic bird, or,” he said, using both hands to gesture to himself as he bowed, “even a humble Woodsman.”

      “And apparently you also have the power to heal?” Sarah said. The man looked at her and smiled.

      “Each of us is special in our own way. My abilities are just different to yours, that’s all. I’ve been most impressed with your skills, Sarah.”

      She smiled and blushed.

      “You said you had been following us since the cave.” Joshua asked. “Why?”

      “The Oracle sent us to watch over you.”

      “Us?” Joshua asked, looking around. “You mean there are others like you?”

      “There aren’t many of my kind left. We have suffered at the hands of the Goat, just like the Imps and the people of the valley, as well as others that have displeased Him.”

      “Do you know what happened to them all…the Imps and the others?” Galleon asked.

      “They are still alive, my friend. They are held captive in another realm.”

      “What makes you certain of that?”

      “The Goat would not kill them. That would deny Him the pleasure of tormenting them further.”

      “What’s this other realm?” Joshua asked.

      “The world you know, this world you call Forestium, is but one of many worlds. They are bound together by the Portallas.”

      Joshua thought for a moment. The Oracle had said something about finding his father on the other side once he opened the Portallas.

      “The Goat has the power to banish people from this world. But only when the Portallas has been opened can you move freely between the worlds.”

      “So all my people are still alive and in another world?” Galleon asked.

      “Your people and many more besides, yes. They lack the power to return to this world.”

      He turned to Joshua.

      “You must find the third orb, Joshua. Bring all three orbs together and open the Portallas. Only then can you free your father and the others that are held captive on the other side.”

      Joshua considered the man.

      “But why me? Can’t anyone open this Portallas thing?”

      “Your path was chosen long ago, Joshua. You must trust your destiny. Open the Portallas and free those taken from this world! I must leave you now.”

      “Wait!” Joshua pleaded. “There’s so much more I still need to know.”

      “There is no time. The Goat will stop at nothing to prevent you from finding the orbs. We will need all our cunning if we are to protect you, Joshua, but you must open the Portallas.”

      He took a couple of steps backward and morphed back into a Raetheon. Flexing his majestic white wings, he flew up to the treetop canopy and disappeared.
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      Joshua and the others stood there, bemused by what they had just seen. Other than Galleon, none of them had ever heard of Metamorphs before, much less seen one in the flesh.

      Joshua’s mind was racing. He was starting to put all the pieces together. Now, more than ever, he knew what he had to do. He had to find the third orb, bring all three together and open the Portallas to free everyone on the other side, including his father. With the lives of so many others resting on this plan, the burden of responsibility weighed on his mind.

      As the four of them continued their journey towards the northern tip of Forestium, they came upon a village. It was the first village Joshua and Andrew had seen since leaving the Valley of Moross. Perhaps a little bigger than Joshua’s home village, it was a bustling place. Most of the activity was centred around a cluster of buildings, accessed by several well-trodden paths. Huge forest Shires pulled carts up and down. A man on one of them was yelling at a couple of children, who were darting about between the carts and spooking the Shires.

      Several Traders were engaged in an animated discussion over a roll of cloth one of them was showing the others.

      “These colours look familiar,” Sarah said as she noticed the Woodsman tunics. “I think I’ve seen Traders with them in Jemarrah before.”

      “We must be close to Jemarrah, then?” Joshua suggested.

      “I’m not sure. Traders travel all over. I’ve never been to this village before so I don’t know. Maybe we should ask someone?”

      “Maybe we should find somewhere to eat first?” Andrew suggested. “I’m starving.”

      Galleon nodded.

      “There must be an inn or something in the village somewhere,” Joshua suggested. “Let’s see if we can find one.”

      The four of them headed towards the main cluster of buildings. The squealing of a Chirvel caught Joshua’s attention. It was standing on the edge of the roof of one of the larger buildings set back from the main footpath. Beneath its eaves where the Chirvel was standing on its hind legs was a door with a placard fixed to it. It read ‘The Trader’s Post’. There were several wooden tables and chairs outside with people sitting there drinking from brown mugs.

      “Let’s try here,” Joshua suggested, and he led his friends to take a look.

      Inside, it was similar in size to Fable & Florelle’s but it was much cleaner and brighter. There was a central counter, surrounded by wooden tables with chairs. All the tables had clean, white tablecloths on them and the floor was neatly swept.

      About half a dozen Traders were dotted around the place. Sunlight streamed through several window openings on either side of the steeply slanted roof, which gave a light and airy feel to the inn.

      One of the Traders was eating from a steaming bowl of stew. A man and a woman were standing at the bar chatting with a woman on the other side of the counter. Three Traders, all from different villages, were talking at a table on the far side of the inn.

      A man with an apron around his waist walked over to greet Joshua and his friends.

      “Welcome to The Trader’s Post. Can I get you kids something to eat?”

      He led them over to an empty table. With a smile, he held a chair out for Sarah and everyone sat down. Pulling out a notepad and pencil from his breast pocket, he licked the tip of the pencil and held it poised above the notepad.

      “Well, now,” he went on, surveying the four of them each in turn, “where are you young folks from? No, no, don’t tell me!” he added and smiled. “Let me see if I can guess.”

      He looked at each of them in turn again.

      “We have…a young lady from Jemarrah, a Fixer if I’m not mistaken? Am I right?” he asked, grinning at Sarah and waiting for a response.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Sarah said. She raised her brow at Joshua. The man smiled and seemed satisfied with himself. He next looked at Joshua and Andrew.

      “And if I’m not mistaken, we have two young Woodsmen from…Morelle?” the pitch of his voice rose as he spoke the name of Joshua & Andrew’s tribe, as if unsure of himself.

      “That’s right,” Joshua said, also smiling. “How did you…”

      “Oh we get all sorts through here,” the man interrupted. “You get to know the colours after a while. We don’t get many folks from out west, mind you. Morelle is a long way from here. Have you been travelling for long?” Joshua and Andrew looked at each other.

      “It certainly seems so,” Joshua said nodding his head. The man next looked at Galleon, pursed his lips and tapped his pencil on his chin a few times.

      “Hmmmm,” he said with a slow exhale. “I do apologise. I’m normally very good at this. You’re not from around here, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m originally from the Southern Tip,” Galleon said, putting the man out of his misery.

      “Ah, well,” the man said, beaming and tapping his pencil on the notepad. “We hardly ever see people from that far away.”

      “Um, what’s the name of this village?” Joshua asked.

      “Oh, welcome to Temerelle,” the man said with a bow, “crossroads of the North. I’m Nedwell. Now, how about a nice cauldron of stew?”

      He smiled and looked at each of them in turn, waiting to see who would respond.

      “That sounds great,” Joshua said after nodding at the others around the table. Everyone agreed and the pleasant waiter walked off, writing on his notepad.

      “You never said you were from the Southern Tip.” Andrew said to Galleon.

      “You never asked.”

      Andrew raised his brow and shrugged his shoulders. “I guess that’s a fair point.”

      “What else can you tell us about your people, Galleon?” Joshua asked. It occurred to him they had never really spoken much about where Galleon was from.

      “Well,” Galleon said raising his brow and exhaling, “there’s not really that much to tell. My people come from the far south of Forestium near a place called the Southern Tip. We tend to keep pretty much to ourselves down there. Well, what I really mean by that is that we’re a quarrelsome race, often getting into trouble with neighbouring villages. We’re not always welcomed with open arms where we go, funny enough. My people are, by and large, a stubborn race, and there have been some terrible tribal wars in the past. I do have to say, though, I’ve been pleasantly surprised at how welcoming people get the farther away from the Southern Tip I go. As a matter of fact, I’m not even sure I want to go back home.”

      Galleon stared into nothingness and sighed. “I mean, there’s really no reason for me to go back there as things currently stand.” He looked around the table at the others. “I don’t have a home left to go back to anyway.”

      “Well, maybe that will change when your people are freed?” Sarah suggested.

      Galleon looked at her with a smile and shrugged.

      Nedwell returned with a steaming cauldron of stew. He placed it in the centre of the table and laid out four settings of bowls and spoons. With a smile and a polite nod, he left them to tuck in.

      When they had finished eating, Andrew and Galleon went over to the counter to see about getting rooms for the night.

      Now that they were alone together, Sarah reached over and took Joshua’s hand. Gazing into his eyes, she raised his hand, held it to her mouth and kissed it tenderly.

      “I’m guessing it won’t be long before we make it to Jemarrah.”

      “Hmmm,” Sarah said smiling and nodding.

      Her smile slowly faded.

      “I can’t stop thinking about what the Orb of Time showed you. My father never told me how my mother died.”

      Her face changed and she looked down at the table. Her smile had given way to a look of concern. Joshua gently lifted her head up with his finger under her chin and leaned forward.

      “Don’t worry,” he whispered. “Whatever happens, we’ll face it together.”

      Sarah smiled. She leaned over and they kissed.

      The following morning, the four of them assembled in the inn again for breakfast. A Trader was at the counter telling Nedwell all about a new drink he had come across called Wood-wine. He had brought samples with him and the four of them chuckled to each other when Nedwell took a sip and didn’t notice a golden froth of foam on his upper lip.

      After breakfast, the four of them stood up to leave, and Nedwell came over to bid them farewell.

      “Where are you young folks off to next?” he asked with a smile.

      “Oh, we’re heading back to my village, Jemarrah,” Sarah said.

      “Can you point us in the right direction?” Joshua asked.

      “Jemarrah, eh?” Nedwell said tapping his chin with his pencil. “Well, it’s easy enough to find. You turn left out of here and you keep on going. It’s a few days travel. There aren’t any other villages between here and there, so you shouldn’t miss it.”

      Nedwell bid them a farewell and they were on their way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A couple of hours after they left, a man with a hooded cloak hurried into the Trader’s Post. It was Melachor. Despite carrying a steamy cauldron of stew, Nedwell rushed over and greeted him with a smile.

      “Have you seen a group of young travellers around these parts?” Melachor demanded.

      A Chirvel scurried about near one of the openings in the ceiling directly above. It screeched, and the noise made Nedwell jump, causing him to spill some of the hot stew onto Melachor.

      “The young travellers,” Melachor demanded, wiping his cloak. “Have you seen them?”

      “We get lots of travellers through here,” the apologetic host said, taking a step back and putting the cauldron onto a table. “They don’t call Temerelle the crossroads of the North for nothing,” he added with a sympathetic smile, joining Melachor in wiping his cloak.

      “Two boys and a girl!” Melachor blurted, pushing Nedwell’s hands away. “They were travelling with an Imp.”

      “Oh,” Nedwell thought for a moment, “you mean that little fella from the Southern Tip? You’ve missed them. They left earlier this morning.”

      “Do you know where they were heading?” Melachor pleaded with wide eyes.

      “Oh, well, let me think,” Nedwell said tapping his pencil to his chin a couple of times. “Jemarrah, I think she said. Going back to her home village, they were. If you turn left out the door…”

      Before Nedwell had finished the sentence, Melachor ran out of the inn, leaving the door swinging open behind him.

      The Chirvel on the roof scurried down to the eave of the roof. It stood up on its hind legs and watched as Melachor disappeared down the path to the left. It ran back up to the top of the roof and stood on its hind legs. Two wings formed, and the creature grew in size as it morphed into a Raetheon. The huge bird flexed its white wings, lifted itself into the sky and flew off in the direction Melachor was running.
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      Melachor had made swift progress through the forest following the trail of the other four but he stopped by a thicket of Bramock bushes.

      Hurriedly, he removed several of the inner stems and began fashioning them into arrows for his bow. Taking a piece of flint from inside his cloak, he struck with a rock a few times until several razor-sharp shards lay on the ground in front of him.

      He carefully secured the sharpest of shards to the ends of each arrow. The shards were so sharp and his haste so great, he cut his fingers several times during the process.

      He was breathing heavily, possessed by desperation. This would be the only way of saving his family’s very lives, and his own as well. Everything hinged on his ability to stop Joshua from finding the third orb.

      Finally satisfied his weapons were ready, he loaded an arrow into his bow. He looked around for a target and noticed a juvenile Raetheon resting on a branch high up in the canopy.

      He took aim at the white bird and launched the arrow. It struck the poor beast directly in the heart with such force that the arrow sliced its way clean through and out the other side. The innocent bird never had a chance to make so much as a shriek.

      The force of the arrow sent the Raetheon hurtling backwards, and it spiralled towards the ground with its wings flapping until it hit forest floor. It bounced on the leaf-litter and lay there motionless.

      Melachor put his bow over his shoulder and loaded the remaining arrows into his quiver. He set off running at high speed, following the others.

      Melachor was running like his life depended on it. He jumped over fallen logs and scratched his face on vines as he ran through thick vegetation. His haste was so great he barely had time to raise his hands to protect himself. Sweat was pouring down his face and his heart pounded.

      He approached the edge of a clearing and thought he heard some noise ahead. Peering frantically through the remaining vegetation, he slowed down to a brisk walk, spotting Joshua and his other three companions out in the open.

      Melachor stopped and ducked behind a thicket of Bramock bushes.

      With a deep breath to steady himself, he took one of the flint-laden arrows and readied his bow, taking aim at Joshua. He carefully straightened up to get a clearer shot and pulled as hard as he could on the bowstring to the point it was cutting into his fingertips.

      Just as he was about to release the arrow, there was an almighty roar, and a Wood-boar launched itself at him from just off to his left. The impact sent him flying to the ground.

      The Wood-boar mauled at his face and its claws tore into his arms. Melachor rolled over on the ground and grappled with the ferocious animal. The wild beast bit at Melachor’s throat and blood poured from multiple gaping wounds.

      Melachor curled up into a ball, then lashed out at the forest creature. He eventually dislodged it by kicking at it with both feet. That sent the salivating beast rolling over several times.

      It scrambled to its feet and stood there, growling back at him. Melachor managed to grab his bow. As he fumbled to load an arrow, the Wood-boar started to contort and change shape. In just a few seconds, it had morphed into a Raetheon. The Raetheon flexed its wings and took to the air towards Joshua and the others, who were running away in the opposite direction.

      Melachor stood up, loaded the arrow and took aim. Blood was oozing from his neck and face, and he could barely see the fleeing Joshua past the Raetheon that was flying left and right through his line of sight.

      Joshua looked over his shoulder and Melachor caught sight of his eyes. He pulled the bow back and released the arrow. It hurtled directly towards Joshua. The Raetheon swerved, and the arrow struck it with such force it tumbled forwards and fell to the ground.

      The Raetheon let out a shriek of pain that echoed loudly in the clearing. It twisted and contorted as it changed shape several times. Joshua watched the Raetheon change to a Wood-boar then to a Woodsman and back to a shrieking Raetheon. The horrific wailing of unbearable pain continued to fill the air, as various body parts formed and reformed over and over. Shrieks and roars rang out throughout the clearing.

      Eventually, the poor Metamorph collapsed into a heap on the ground. The various disjoined pieces of body parts slowly turned to dust, which floated into the air and were carried away by the wind. Melachor looked on in furious disappointment. With blood oozing onto his shirt he clutched at his neck to try to stem the bleeding. He turned, running off into the forest and out of sight.

      Joshua and the others ran as fast as they could out of the clearing and continued at great speed for several more minutes before stopping to catch their breaths.

      “W-what was that thing?” Andrew gasped, trying to catch his breath.

      “I think…I think it was a Metamorph,” Joshua said panting. “It could have been Protello. I don’t know.”

      “Whoever or whatever it was,” Galleon said taking several deep breaths and leaning forward with his hands on his knees, “I think it just saved your life, Joshua. That arrow was heading straight for you.”

      Joshua nodded. He was still panting and holding his hips.

      “But who would want to kill you?” Sarah asked.

      “Protello said another had been sent to stop me. That could have been who it was.”

      “Did you get a look at him?” Galleon asked.

      Joshua shook his head.

      “He was too far away. All I could see was the Raetheon being struck by something.”
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      The encounter with the mystery adversary had shaken Joshua. It was bad enough someone had made an attempt on his life but he also worried he was putting his friends at great risk by his very presence. He felt an overwhelming need to do something. He wanted to know who was behind the attack, but it could have been anyone or indeed anything. He considered using the Orb of Vision, but judging by what happened when Galleon did so, that might lead the Goat directly to him, and he felt this to be too risky.

      Joshua reached into his keeper bag and pulled out the Orb of Time.

      “Just what do you think you’re going to do with that?”

      “I have to do something, Galleon. If the Goat has sent someone after me, I have to find out who it is. If I could just find out who was trying to attack me, it might help us.”

      “No!” Sarah gasped, holding her hands to her mouth. “It’s too dangerous. And besides, you can’t keep putting yourself through that kind of stress, Joshua.”

      Joshua looked Sarah in the eye. He knew she was right but he also knew he couldn’t just wait for the attacker to strike again. The next time, he might not be so lucky. Worse still, he knew he could never live with himself if something happened to her or one of the others. Joshua hoped the Orb of Time might at least provide him with some clues to help him. He turned to Andrew.

      “Don’t do it,” Andrew said, slowly shaking his head.

      Joshua turned to his Imp friend. Galleon said nothing but shook his head and pursed his lips.

      Joshua took a deep breath and looked down at the roll of cloth. He unwrapped the orb and peered into it.

      There was a blinding flash and Joshua was floating and disconnected from his body once again. His heart pounded. It was the only sound he heard and it echoed through his mind.

      There was a woman Joshua recognised as his mother sitting in a rocking chair. An infant child on her lap looked up at its mother and reached for her face. She looked down at the boy and kissed his tiny fingers.

      A man entered the room and walked over to where she sat cradling the baby.

      “Look,” he said to Joshua’s mother, holding up what looked like a mirror and showing it to her. “This is the Mirror of Prophecy. It will tell us what the future holds for our son.”

      Joshua’s mother held his father’s hand and smiled as he knelt beside her and gazed into her eyes. Joshua’s father took the mirror and peered into it.

      Joshua couldn’t make out what it was his father saw in the mirror, but the Warrior’s reaction was intense. His mouth opened and he wept as he continued to stare at the image.

      At first, Joshua couldn’t tell if those were tears of joy or sadness, but the Warrior started weeping even more. Joshua’s father lowered the mirror and bent his head forward. He leaned towards his wife and she clasped her hands around the back of his neck with a worried look on her face.

      “What is it?” she asked. “What did you see?”

      With tears rolling down his face, he looked up and gazed into her eyes.

      “Great pain and suffering,” he said with a tremor in his voice.

      Both of them looked down at the baby Joshua, still cradled in his mother’s arms. The man’s lip quivered as he stroked the infant’s head.

      Joshua looked on at the scene before him with a sense of helplessness difficult to endure. He wanted to reach out and comfort them both but there was another flash and the scene changed. It swirled into a vortex of clouds before fading altogether.

      There was another blinding flash, and Joshua found himself looking at a young man. He was standing in a forest clearing, staring at the ground with his arms down by his sides.

      The swirling image came into focus. Joshua’s heartbeats pounded, and he could hear their rhythmic beating echo in his mind. He squinted and leaned forward. Could it be the mystery attacker he was trying to identify? He looked closer and leaned in still further until he realised he was looking at himself.

      Joshua didn’t recognise the event so he knew it had to be in the future, but he appeared to be the same age and was wearing the same clothing.

      The future Joshua had a pale, blank expression. Tears were rolling down his cheeks and his puffy eyes were glazed over. Joshua squinted some more to try to make out the rest of the scene. As far as he could tell, there was nobody else present. He tried to see what it was the future Joshua was staring down at.

      As the image continued to come into focus, Joshua was horrified to see it was a grave. The future Joshua was standing over somebody’s grave, but he couldn’t see whose it was. There was no tombstone; just a long mound of freshly dug earth. Whoever it was had just been buried.

      Thoughts of dread raced through Joshua’s mind, but then the future Joshua appeared to speak very softly.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured with a tremor. The sound of his own grief-stricken voice frightened him.

      “I tried my best, but it was not good enough.”

      “Joshua! JOSHUA!” Sarah was screaming at him and shaking his shoulders.

      “Joshua, please!”

      Joshua blinked several times and slowly came around.

      “What? Who? Where am I?”

      Slowly becoming aware of his surroundings, Joshua found Sarah standing right in front of him. Was it her? Had that been Sarah’s grave he was standing over? The toll this was taking on Joshua’s emotions was enormous, and he broke into floods of tears. He threw his arms around her and she held him tightly.

      “No,” he cried as he clung to her, “please no, don’t let it be true!”

      Sarah caressed him and patted him on his back.

      “Shhhh,” she whispered into his ear, swaying with him gently side to side, “I’m here. Everything will be all right now, shhhh.”

      She too began weeping as they continued their embrace. His experience with the Orb of Time had again reduced him to a complete emotional wreck, and all Sarah could do was to hold on to him.

      Andrew and Galleon looked at each other but neither of them knew what they could do to help ease the pain.
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      Joshua was still shaking from his experience with the Orb of Time for some time afterwards, and felt too tired to travel very far. The others found a secluded spot in the forest and set up camp for the night.

      The mood around the campfire was sombre. Joshua said nothing and just sat there thinking about what he should do next. Sarah sat beside him clutching his hand to her chest. He felt comforted by the warmth of her touch but found himself unable to shake the thought that it might have been her grave in the vision. Clinging to her hand now made him feel she was safe even if that wasn’t actually the case.

      More than ever, Joshua wanted to find out who made the attempt on his life and why. Protello had told him the Goat had sent someone to stop him. Maybe if he could talk to the Goat, he might learn the truth.

      Perhaps an encounter with the Orb of Vision would bring him the answers he needed, he thought to himself. Galleon had two encounters with the Goat and he seemed no worse for it. What harm could it do?

      Joshua looked around the campfire at the others. He felt a great sense of responsibility for them and decided it was time to act.

      “I’m going to talk to the Goat,” he announced.

      Sarah sat up straight and shook her head. “No, Joshua, you can’t!”

      “Are you mad?” Andrew yelled.

      “It’s too dangerous!” Galleon added. “What do you hope to achieve by doing that, anyway? You know the Goat is on the lookout for you and the last thing you want is to reveal your whereabouts to Him.”

      Joshua stood up and paced around the fire. The others watched him as he moved around staring at the floor.

      “Look, it’s bad enough the Goat has sent someone to kill me, but it’s putting all of you in danger too. How could I live with myself if something happened to any of you?”

      Andrew stood up and looked Joshua in the eye, and said, “We’re in this together. And besides, what makes you think the Goat’s going to tell you anything anyway?”

      Joshua felt he didn’t have the mental energy to argue the point with them all. He decided he needed to clear his mind and started walking off into the forest.

      “Joshua, where are you going?” Sarah asked.

      He turned and looked at her. He paused before turning to the fire and said in a calm voice, “We need more Flame-bark. I’ll go and find some. The walk will help me clear my mind.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Andrew said, walking towards him.

      “No, it’s OK,” Joshua said, holding up his hand and facing it to Andrew. “I just…I just need to be alone for a while. I’ll be fine, really.”

      He turned and headed into the forest to find more Flame-bark. Sarah started after him but Andrew caught her eye and shook his head.

      “Just give him a bit of space,” he said to her softly. “He’ll be fine.”

      Sarah watched Joshua disappear and then, after a moment’s pause, sat down by the fire again. She picked up his weapon belt and clutched it to her chest. She looked at Andrew and Galleon with puffy eyes and shook her head.

      “I don’t know how much more of this he can take.”

      Galleon moved over to sit beside her. He put his arm gently around her shoulder.

      “Don’t worry. Joshua is stronger than you know. I think he’s handling it all really very well.”

      He looked at Andrew and nodded with widened eyes. Picking up on Galleon’s cue, he smiled and nodded back towards Sarah.

      “He’s strong,” Andrew said. “I’ve seen this in him before. He just needs to clear his head. Don’t worry. He’ll be back before you know it.”

      Galleon comforted Sarah with his arm around her shoulder and they sat there gazing into the fire.

      Joshua wandered around in the forest aimlessly for a few minutes. He didn’t stray so far that he couldn’t see the flickering light from the fire, but he wasn’t having much luck locating any Flame-bark.

      It was getting dark and the thick, humid air was coming alive with the sound of Dengles. Joshua loved the humming sound they made. It was reassuring in a way that it always reminded him of home and filled him with happy thoughts.

      As he strode around, trying to avoid the prickly vines and low-hanging branches, he watched the ground, trying not to lose his step but also trying to look for Flame-bark.

      Then he stopped and looked up. From the corner of his eye he glimpsed a pair of eyes staring at him. Joshua froze mid-stride. He slowly turned his head in that direction. Just off to his left, sitting on a low-hanging branch was a Wood-boar. It was a good-sized beast, at least as big as Joshua. Sharp claws gripped the branch it was perched on, and its fangs dripped with saliva. The hairy beast was looking directly at him.

      Joshua reached for his slingshot, but his belt and weapon were back at the camp. His terror soared as he realised he was weaponless. He thought of making a dash for it back to the campfire, but there was thick vegetation all around and a fully grown Wood-boar would be too quick to outrun.

      He considered his options but none of them seemed appealing. A scream for help would attract the attention of the others, but that would also startle the wild animal and by the time they arrived, he could easily be dead.

      Joshua’s heart skipped a beat, and he took a sharp intake of breath as the Wood-boar leaned forward and jumped to the ground. But before it had time to land, it morphed into the figure of a Woodsman. Joshua gazed with open jaw as Protello walked up to him and put his hand on his shoulder.

      “It’s OK, my friend,” the Metamorph said in a soft tone. “You’re safe.”

      For several moments, Joshua was unable to speak.

      “I…I thought you were dead. I…I saw you killed.”

      “That was another of my kind. The man that shot at you was injured but he is still alive.”

      Joshua looked at his friend with wide eyes.

      “Who was he?” he asked.

      “His name is Melachor. He is trying to prevent you from finding the third orb. He is trying to kill you, Joshua, and he will stop at nothing to prevent you from fulfilling your destiny.”

      Joshua paced back and forth and shook his head.

      “No, no, that doesn’t make sense. Melachor traded the Orb of Vision with me to begin with. He was desperate, but the poor man just wanted to get his hands on the Mirror of Prophecy to find out what happened to his family. If he wanted to kill me, he could easily have done it after the trade. Why would he be trying to stop me from finding the third orb?”

      “He is not acting of his own accord. The Goat commands him now. He fears the Goat and there is nobody more skilful at manipulating fear than the Goat.”

      Joshua continued to pace back and forth, scratching his head.

      “Why is he so afraid of the Goat? What control does the He have over him?”

      The Metamorph shook his head. Joshua paced some more. His mind was racing again.

      “If only I could find out what it is that makes Melachor so afraid of the Goat maybe I could convince him otherwise.”

      Joshua stopped and looked over to where the campfire was flickering in the distance. He could just about see Sarah sitting and clutching his belt. If Melachor was to make another attempt on his life, it might be her or one of the others that got hurt instead of himself. Joshua knew he had to prevent that from happening. He turned to Protello.

      “Galleon said he could sense the Goat’s thoughts when he experienced the Orb of Vision. Is that how it works?”

      “The Orb of Vision opens a gateway to the Goat’s mind. But beware. The connection works both ways, Joshua. You must be cautious. The Goat has incredible discipline of thought and is a skilful manipulator. You will do well to distinguish what is real and what the Goat wants you to see.”

      Joshua scratched his chin as he took in Protello’s advice.

      “I must leave you now, my friend. I will try to find Melachor again.”

      Protello walked away.

      “Wait! The other Metamorph? Who was it?”

      Protello looked down at the ground in front of him and sighed, turning back to Joshua again.

      “Malena was my soulmate. Do not let her death be in vain, Joshua. Bring the orbs together and open the Portallas!”

      Protello took a step back. Wings extended from his shoulders. Within seconds, he morphed into a Raetheon and flew off into the dark forest. Joshua followed the Raetheon with his gaze until it was out of sight, then he turned and headed back to the campfire.

      Sarah stood up as he arrived. She was still clutching his belt.

      “Are you OK, Joshua?” Galleon asked him.

      “I’m going to use the Orb of Vision to talk to the Goat.”

      Sarah gasped and Galleon stood up. Andrew opened his mouth to say something but Joshua cut him off.

      “It’s no use trying to talk me out of it, either. Melachor is still out there somewhere and he’s looking for me. If I can find out what it is the Goat has over him, maybe I can do something about it and stop him. That way,” he went on with a softer tone, “that way, you’ll all be safer.”

      Joshua walked over to Sarah and put his hands on her shoulders. He looked into her eyes and spoke softly. “I can’t let anything happen to you.”

      Sarah put her arms around him in a warm embrace. It lingered for a few moments before he let her go.

      “Now,” he said, turning to Galleon, “I’ll be able to read the Goat’s thoughts, right?”

      “Yes, but He’ll be able to read your thoughts too, and control them.”

      “Hopefully, it won’t last long enough for that. All I need is to understand why Melachor is so afraid of him. Once I have that information, I’ll try to break the link.”

      Joshua picked up his keeper bag and pulled out the Orb of Vision, still wrapped in cloth. He looked at the others in turn, then unwrapped the orb and peered into it.

      As he stared, the noise of the fire faded and Joshua could hear the sound of his breathing echoing through his mind. A murky, dark image formed inside the orb.

      Joshua felt himself floating in a dark room, disconnected from his body. The image of the Goat formed before him. It was twisted and evil looking. The young man could sense pure hatred rushing through his thoughts. The Goat’s dark eyes moved from side to side and Joshua sensed He was trying to figure out where their camp was. A wave of frustration engulfed him. The Goat fixed his gaze directly on Joshua.

      Joshua’s anxiety heightened as he thought this, and at once a hideous grin spread across the Goat’s face. Joshua knew he had to discipline his mind and tried to empty it of thoughts.

      “You are scared of me,” the Goat snarled. Although His lips weren’t moving, Joshua could sense the Goat’s thoughts.

      “Good. You should be.”

      Joshua found his thoughts racing with images, but not of his own doing. A jumble of disconnected sounds and events flooded his mind. The Goat was searching for something. He was testing Joshua’s reaction to each image He was communicating. Joshua fought to ignore them, but the Goat’s power was intense and Joshua felt powerless to resist.

      Joshua felt a rush of grief when he saw an image of Sarah feeling sad. The Goat’s smile widened. Without warning, the same image of his future self standing over the grave flooded his mind. He tried hard to push it to one side, but it persisted and he couldn’t shake it no matter how much he tried to concentrate.

      In his mind, he looked down at the grave but it seemed somehow different to how he remembered it. There was now a tombstone present at one end of the long mound of earth. Powerless to resist his own thoughts, Joshua felt himself staring hard at the inscription on the tombstone. It read ‘RIP Sarah, my dearest love.’ A wave of uncontrollable grief gripped him with such intensity he felt it would tear him apart from the inside.

      Joshua’s emotions overwhelmed him. His grief turned to anger, and then to rage. He looked at the Goat’s malevolent face. Exerting his own will, his mind turned to the Orb of Suffering. He needed to get the third orb to open the Portallas.

      Fear flooded his thoughts. Joshua sensed it was not his own fear but the Goat’s. Uncontrolled terror raced through Joshua’s mind. He saw Melachor whimpering on the floor in the corner. The image lasted briefly before being replaced by another of Melachor being gripped by his throat at the Goat’s hands. ‘Stop the boy or your family will die,’ rang in his ears.

      Joshua closed his eyes and concentrated as intensely as he had ever done before. At that moment the orb fell from his hand and his legs went weak. As he collapsed, Andrew and Sarah caught him and lowered him gently to the ground. He slowly opened his eyes and looked around. The sight of Andrew, Sarah and Galleon looking down at him came into focus.

      “Joshua? Are you OK?” Sarah asked.

      It took a few moments before he realised he was lying on the forest floor by the campfire. He raised his hands and Sarah and Andrew lifted him to his feet.

      “It’s his family. The Goat has Melachor’s family and He’s using them to get to him. That’s why he’s so afraid of Him. That’s why he’ll do anything to stop me. He fears the Goat will kill his wife and children.”

      “What else did you see?” Galleon asked.

      Joshua looked at Sarah. A wave of sadness gripped him again and tears began welling in his eyes. Sarah looked him in the eye and saw real fear staring back at her. She threw her arms around him and held him tightly. Joshua rested his head on her shoulder and cried. She gently cradled the back of his head and the two of them stood there holding each other.
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      It was another full day of travel before the four of them reached the outskirts of Jemarrah. Sarah’s bubbly enthusiasm was returning.

      “It’s not far now. My sister and I used to climb that tree when we were young. Oh, the fun we used to have throwing Yucust cones at unsuspecting Traders passing by.”

      “I bet you’re looking forward to seeing everyone again.” Galleon said. Sarah’s faced beamed and she spun around with her arms outstretched.

      “Oh, I can’t wait! Once we cross the stream up ahead, you’ll see Jemarrah. It’s a wonderful place. I really think you’ll like it there.”

      Joshua recognised the tunic colours of some of the Woodsmen they encountered but not all of them. A few were from the same tribe he had seen during the vision with the Orb of Time but there seemed to be Woodsmen from all over Forestium here.

      As they walked, a young woman about Sarah’s age approached them. Judging by her uniform, she was a Jemarrah Tender. She stopped a few paces in front of them and stared, tilting her head forward and squinting.

      “Sarah?” she said, tilting her head forward some more and widening her eyes.

      “Sarah, is that you?”

      Sarah beamed with delight and the two of them ran towards each other. They threw their arms around each other, screaming joyfully.

      “It is you,” she repeated several times, as the two girls jumped excitedly up and down and hugged.

      “I can’t believe it. I thought you’d never return to us. You’ve been gone far too long. You must have learned heaps, though.”

      Sarah smiled from ear to ear and nodded enthusiastically.

      “Ahem,” Andrew said.

      “Oh,” Sarah said and turning to the others, “some introductions are in order. I want you all to meet my sister, Isabelle.”

      Joshua, Andrew and Galleon all smiled and waved in unison.

      “This is Galleon…and Joshua” Sarah motioned to them in turn.

      She reached out, grabbed Joshua’s hand and pulled him towards her, then beamed at Isabelle.

      Joshua opened his mouth but didn’t seem able to produce any words, so he just smiled. The two girls looked at each other and giggled in unison. Isabelle raised her brow and nodded at Sarah. She pointed her thumb upwards just in front of her chest where the others couldn’t see.

      “And this,” Sarah said, turning to Andrew, “this…is Joshua’s best friend…Andrew.”

      Isabelle looked Andrew up and down. Her eyes widened as she surveyed slowly from top to bottom and back to top again. Andrew shifted uncomfortably on his feet and his face reddened. Isabelle looked back at Sarah and they both giggled again, shrugging their shoulders and raising their eyebrows at each other.

      “Come Sarah, we must celebrate your return at once.”

      The five of them walked on towards Jemarrah. Sarah and Isabelle were holding hands and joyfully telling each other all about what happened over the past several months. Despite her enthusiasm and attention to Isabelle, Sarah didn’t once let go of Joshua’s hand.

      Every now and then, Isabelle would turn to look over her shoulder at Andrew and the two sisters would giggle like giddy schoolgirls. It made Andrew blush each time, and this just seemed to add to their sense of amusement. Galleon nudged Andrew to attract his attention. Andrew leaned down to hear what he had to say.

      “Don’t worry, I’m sure she’ll warm up to you eventually.” The mischievous Imp said with a chuckle. Andrew gave him a friendly shove that almost knocked him off his feet and shook his head dismissively with a reddened face.

      As they neared the town they noticed more and more signs of civilisation. Joshua and Andrew looked around with wide eyes. Even though they had not yet reached the centre, it already looked to be a much bigger place than Morelle.

      Joshua and Andrew had only ever seen smaller, neighbouring villages in the west of Forestium. Neither of them had seen any place as big as this.

      The first dwellings they saw seemed very similar to the huts they were familiar with from Morelle, but there were also some strange-looking buildings wrapped entirely around trees. Above these, Joshua was amazed to see odd wooden constructions built around the trees high up in the air. Huge tree trunks branched out from them as if the tree had grown through the middle of a hut and lifted it clear into the air. Rope ladders stretched between the buildings on the ground and those in the air, and walkways crisscrossed beneath the treetop canopy linking the trees together.

      “What are those?” Joshua said with wide eyes and pointing up into the treetops.

      “What, those?” Sarah said, following Joshua’s line of sight. “Oh, those are lookout posts. They were abandoned many years ago. Screechers used to use them to watch for marauders but nobody uses them anymore.”

      “Screechers?” Andrew asked.

      “Screechers,” Isabelle explained, turning to him, “were people who stood watch and raised the alarm if they saw attacking tribes approaching from the South. I’ve heard the Elder talk about them before.”

      Andrew’s jaw hung open as he kept gawking at the walkways and cabins high up in the trees.

      “We don’t have anything like this where we come from,” Joshua said. He too was shaking his head and gazing up at the structures above him.

      “My village isn’t nearly as big as this. I’ve heard of stories of tribal wars from long ago but that’s all in the past, I suppose. We don’t have any need for lookouts or anything like that.”

      “Neither do we, really. Not anymore, that is. The tribal wars ended many years ago. Nowadays, Jemarrah is home to people from many different tribes and we all live in harmony. It’s better that way, don’t you think? Hardly anyone ever goes up there to the lookout posts anymore.”

      “Except for when you’ve broken your mother’s favourite cauldron and are trying to find a great place to hide,” Sarah said, looking at Isabelle, who was cringing and grinning from ear to ear. Both the girls burst into fits of laughter.

      Joshua was thrilled to see Sarah having such fun. It lifted his spirits and he was starting to relax, himself.

      Isabelle insisted she prepare them all a nice, home-cooked meal, to which everyone agreed.

      “I should visit father first,” Sarah suggested to Isabelle when they arrived at her hut.

      “Oh, you can’t. The Elder won’t be back for at least another day.”

      “More trials?”

      “Well, you know, Jemarrah. The place has gotten so big that rarely a month goes past without a new group of hopefuls setting off to do their stupid trials. The Elder has even started taking young Woodsmen from other tribes with him. There must have been more than twenty of them this time around.”

      Joshua and Andrew listened to this with particular interest. It would be a true honour for any Woodsman to participate in the trials in the presence of a village Elder. With Morelle’s Elder being so old and frail, that was never going to be possible for either of them. It wasn’t hard to see why Woodsmen from other tribes might be attracted to Jemarrah with such a vibrant and active village Elder able to participate in the trials with them.

      “Welcome to my humble abode,” Isabelle announced as they arrived at her modest hut and she led them in.

      Isabelle’s home was small but comfortable. The main living room behind the front door was decorated with lots of flowers and other plants. Most were arranged in an assortment of pots and vases placed in every nook and cranny. Some hung from the rafters. No shelf was left empty and no floor space unused. The clutter and pleasant floral odour made it feel homely.

      Off from the living room was a tiny kitchen. Judging by the herbs, spices and other ingredients hanging there, Isabelle shared Sarah’s enthusiasm for cooking. The kitchen led through to a bedroom at the back. In the main living room a couple of comfortable sofas in front of an open fire looked inviting.

      Once everyone was inside, the girls caught up with all the latest gossip, whilst Isabelle prepared them all a hearty Jemarrah feast.

      Sarah told her all about the various Shrooms and berries she had learned about and how she had prepared grassland Flarrets with little more than a campfire and wild grasses. Isabelle listened intently and kept raising her eyebrows each time Sarah mentioned something she’d learned.

      The two girls continued to prepare the food in the kitchen, whilst Joshua, Andrew and Galleon sat and rested.

      “So, tell me,” Isabelle whispered to Sarah when the two of them were alone in the kitchen. “This Andrew friend of yours; does he, um, you know, does he…have someone waiting for him back home?”

      The two girls giggled.

      “I don’t know. Maybe you should ask him? Don’t tell me you still haven’t found love?”

      Isabelle shrugged her shoulders.

      “And your handsome friend, Joshua?” she asked raising her eyebrows. “You clearly like him a lot. Is he, um, well, you know…”

      She was stirring the cauldron but kept glancing briefly at Sarah. The pot was starting to steam with all the delicious-smelling ingredients she had added to it.

      “Well, I mean, do you think, maybe…he’s the one?”

      Her tone rose towards the end of the question, and she paused, looking Sarah in the eye. Sarah smiled. She bent over the steamy cauldron of stew and sniffed.

      “Hmmm. Lovely stew. Shall we eat?”

      With that, she picked up the cauldron, looked at Isabelle and winked. Both girls laughed again and went into the next room with the hot cauldron of stew.

      Galleon and the boys stood up when the girls entered the room, and they all took a place at the table. Sarah sat next to Joshua. She took his hand, squeezed it and smiled at him.

      “So, Galleon, wasn’t it?” Isabelle said, passing bowls and spoons around the table. “Sarah tells me you’re from the South?”

      “Um, that’s right,” he replied. He kept his gaze on the steaming cauldron in the middle of the table. “I’m, um, from a village not far from the Southern Tip.”

      “Well,” Isabelle said raising her brow, “you are a very long way from home.”

      She heaped generous portions of stew into everyone’s bowls and they all tucked in.

      “You’re the second Imp we’ve seen here in Jemarrah in recent months.” She filled her own bowl last and took a seat. Galleon had stopped eating and perked up, as did the others, including Sarah. Everyone was now staring at Isabelle.

      “You’ve…you’ve seen another Imp?” Galleon asked with raised eyebrows.

      “What, here in Jemarrah?” he added.

      Isabelle took a spoonful of stew and blew on it. She took a sip of the soup and looked up to see everyone staring at her.

      “Well, yes. Why? What’s wrong?”

      “I’ve been searching for many years throughout Forestium looking for other Imps. I was beginning to think I was the last of my kind.”

      “I don’t ever remember there being an Imp here in Jemarrah,” Sarah said to Isabelle, tilting her head and raising an eyebrow.

      “Lilly arrived not long after you left a few months ago.”

      “Lilly? Her name’s Lilly? Do you know her?” Galleon asked.

      “Well, sure, I know her. She’s, um…all sorts of fun.”

      Galleon sat up straight and looked around the table before his gaze landed back on Isabelle again. A smile began to stretch across his face.

      “Well, where is she? Is she here? Can I meet her?”

      “Well, I don’t see why not. But…um,” Isabelle looked at Galleon and then at the others around the table.

      “Look, it’s just a suggestion but, um, it might be a good idea for you all to…clean up a bit first?”

      She raised her pitch and eyebrow at the end of that suggestion and put on a false grin. “I mean, you kind of look like you’ve crawled backwards through a Wood-boar hole.”

      They all looked at each other. Their hair was matted and untidy and their clothes and faces were muddy. There was a pause and then everyone laughed.

      Galleon talked about the prospect of meeting another Imp all the way through the rest of the meal. Joshua thought he was overloading poor Isabelle with endless questions but she did the best she could to keep up with him and took it all in her stride. Galleon was so excited; he kept saying how keen he was to make a good first impression when they went to meet with Lilly in the morning.

      Isabelle offered them all the opportunity to clean up and stay the night, but Galleon noticed there was only space for about four people to sleep, so he suggested he would freshen up and stay the night at an inn instead.

      Isabelle had been eyeing Andrew all evening. When Galleon announced he was heading over to the inn, Andrew looked decidedly uncomfortable.

      “Um, maybe I should go with you?”

      “That’s OK, Andrew, there’s plenty of space for you here if Galleon isn’t staying.”

      Joshua chuckled to himself at Andrew’s reddening face.

      Galleon bid them all farewell and wandered over to a nearby inn for the night.

      Joshua, Andrew and Sarah took turns having a hot bath and freshening up. Joshua thought Sarah looked even more radiant with her hair neatly brushed and tied up at the back. Her entire face was visible for the first time and it looked just perfect.

      Once they were all settled around the open fire Andrew had lit, Joshua told Isabelle all about his dream and how he was hoping to find his father alive.

      Sarah and Joshua cuddled up to each other and held hands. Isabelle sat on her own but she squeezed hard up to the end of the couch she was sitting on, leaving a suspiciously Andrew-sized spot next to her.

      With Joshua and Sarah occupying the only other couch, this left nowhere else for him to sit, and Isabelle kept glancing at him and patting the seat next to her.

      For his part Joshua’s best friend kept busying himself with prodding and poking the fire.

      Sarah and Joshua cast each other a sideways glance when Isabelle looked at Andrew and patted the cushion next to her. They giggled quietly to each other every time this happened, which just seemed to add to Andrew’s embarrassment.

      Joshua didn’t want to say too much about his experiences with the orbs and the visions he had seen. He also avoided talking about the Goat and His intentions. For one thing, he didn’t want to drag Isabelle into his plight for fear of putting her at risk. He also wanted to shield her from the burden of some of the truths he carried.

      Besides this, he was also very relaxed and he hadn’t felt this way for some time. He just wanted to revel in the comfort of not having to think about it all, even if only for a short while.

      “I should get some more logs for the fire,” Andrew suggested, despite there being plenty to choose from already.

      “Oh, let me show you where they are,” Sarah said.

      She stood up and led Andrew out the back to find some more fire logs. Joshua sat upright on his couch and looked into the smouldering fire. Isabelle looked at him with a smile.

      “You really like Sarah, don’t you, Joshua.”

      Joshua looked at her and smiled. It was the sort of involuntary smile that gives away true feelings whether you want to or not.

      “She’s…she’s truly amazing,” he said with a big grin and a chuckle. “I’ve never met anyone like her. I mean, I only have to look at her and, well…”

      Isabelle maintained eye contact with a smile.

      “You really do care for her, don’t you?” she murmured, nodding her head.

      Joshua smiled again and nodded. His smile lingered for a moment before he turned to the fire and thought again of the vision he had of Sarah’s name on the tombstone. His smile slowly faded and he stared into empty space. The thought of Sara’s grave weighed so heavily on his mind, he could barely concentrate on anything else.

      “Why are you so sad, Joshua?”

      “I’m sorry,” he shook his head, snapping himself out of his trance, “I don’t mean to be rude. So tell me. You’re about the same age as Sarah?”

      Isabelle chuckled. “I’m actually a few years older but thanks, anyway. I’m not actually her sister either. I was adopted when I was a baby, but Sarah and I grew up together like sisters. Like many people from Jemarrah, I’m not originally from here.”

      Her smile widened. She took a deep breath and let out a sigh.

      “Sarah’s mother died when we were very young. Neither of us has any other brothers or sisters and so we’re the closest thing we each have to family. Except for the Elder, of course. He’s been just as much a father to me as he has to Sarah. She and I have been getting into mischief with each other since we were old enough to pick Shrooms. I know her better than she knows herself.”

      Joshua’s thoughts turned to his vision of when Sarah’s mother was killed. His eyes began welling up. There was a long pause as he looked into nothingness.

      “She was only a baby when it happened,” he whispered.

      Isabelle studied him. She said nothing but leaned forward and rested her chin on her hands.

      “He never meant for it to happen,” he said, shaking his head, his tone apologetic. “He never meant to kill her.”

      A tear formed in his eye as sadness gripped him. Isabelle got up, went to sit beside him and took hand. She clasped it securely in hers and smiled gently.

      “You know how Sarah’s mother died?”

      With a tear running down his cheek, he nodded.

      “I saw it in a vision. It was my father. They were fighting: my father and Sarah’s.”

      Joshua relived the moments he had endured seeing in Orb of Time. Grief overwhelmed him again.

      “It was an accident,” he said, weeping without restraint.

      “It’s OK, Joshua,” she said softly. “It wasn’t your fault. It was a long time ago.”

      “I can’t let anything happen to her,” he said shaking his head and thinking about the tombstone again. “I have to protect her now.”

      He looked at the fire and took a deep breath.

      “I have to protect her,” he said, wiping his eyes with both hands.

      Andrew and Sarah came back into the room, each with an armful of logs. They were laughing and joking with each other. Joshua finished wiping his eyes and made himself busy with loading some logs into the fire. Neither Sarah nor Andrew noticed what had just happened, and Isabelle never revealed it to them either.
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      The following morning, Joshua was the first to wake. He and Andrew had spent the night on the couches, whilst Sarah and Isabelle took the two beds.

      Joshua didn’t get up straight away. He spent some time lying there and thinking about what he had to do. According to Isabelle, the Elder might not be back for another day, so it didn’t seem like there was much he could do for now.

      He knew time was against him. To make matters worse, he was worried Melachor was still on the loose and probably looking for them. Joshua took comfort in at least knowing he was in a larger town now. He could blend in more easily. That would make it more difficult for Melachor to track him down, he hoped. Joshua hadn’t seen any Blood-bats anywhere in Jemarrah so far, but he knew they could be lurking just about anywhere.

      When Isabelle and Sarah walked in from the bedroom, Joshua got up. He nudged Andrew to wake him. Andrew was lying close to the edge of the couch and the shock of being woken was enough to dislodge him. He fell to the floor with a thump and looked around confused to find himself there, much to Sarah’s and Isabelle’s amusement.

      “Come on, Sarah,” Isabelle said laughing, “let’s see if we can find these boys something to eat.”

      The two girls went out into the woods to find some breakfast. They walked to one of Isabelle’s favourite spots not far from her hut and set about picking some early season Wood-shrooms.

      They found a lovely cluster of ripened Shrooms near the base of an Ashfer and both bent down to slice them away.

      “You’re very lucky, Sarah,” Isabelle proclaimed, as she sliced a big bunch of Shrooms from the base of the tree.

      “What, me? Why’s that?”

      Isabelle stood upright and looked at her.

      “Joshua, I mean.”

      She spoke with a deliberate tone. Sarah stood up and looked at her. Both girls smiled at each other. Sarah nodded and burst into tears. Both girls hugged.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you, Isabelle. Oh, it means so much to me that you like him.”

      After breakfast, they all went over to the inn to find Galleon so Isabelle could introduce him to Lilly. They found him sitting at one of the tables outside the inn with a half-empty bowl of Twiggling broth in front of him.

      Joshua barely recognised Galleon in his clean clothes and neatly combed hair. He sported a new tunic and had polished his boots to a high sheen.

      “Well, what do you think?”

      Galleon stood up, extended his arms sideways and slowly turned around.

      “Going somewhere special?” Andrew asked with a chuckle.

      “Honestly! Laugh all you want but I haven’t seen another of my kind for over ten years and I want to make the very best first impression. So, what do you think?”

      “I think you look very handsome,” Sarah exclaimed with a smile. “Lilly will be sure to find you very charming. Don’t you think, Isabelle?”

      Isabelle scratched the side of her head. She looked at Sarah with an enigmatic smile but said nothing. Sarah looked puzzled.

      Joshua was starting to suspect there might be something Isabelle had not yet revealed about Lilly. Galleon bounced up and down on his heels, rubbing his palms together, and they set off into the village.

      As they walked down the main path towards the village centre, Joshua kept casting sideways glances. Something didn’t seem right. At first, he just thought it was his unfamiliarity with this new place, but he sensed there was something more to it, and this heightened his sense of unease.

      There was plenty of bustling activity. Children were running about playing, and Traders in different colours walked back and forth. Rays of morning sunshine streamed through the treetop canopy. The shards of light illuminated the morning patches of mist drifting eerily between the buildings. Chirvels scurried about up and down the thatched roofs of the various buildings. Could any of those be a Metamorph?

      A Raetheon was shrieking somewhere high above. He looked up, but couldn’t see the bird through the bright streams of sunlight. Each time he heard a different sound, he looked quickly in that direction.

      He noticed a Trader with a long, black overcoat. His beard was scruffy and untidy and he was straining to carry the weight of a brown sack over his shoulder. Joshua thought the Trader might be following them, but when he caught the man’s eye, he turned away and walked off. Was he being paranoid? He caught Andrew’s eye and the two of them exchanged glances.

      “I feel it too,” Andrew murmured.

      Something was amiss, but Joshua couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was.

      “Here we are,” Isabelle said, as they reached one of the larger log huts in the centre of the village.

      It had a steeply slanted roof covered with thatches of straw. Several small openings were dotted about the roof and a small child was peering through one of them.

      Two Chirvels stood up on their hind legs on the roof’s apex and peered around looking for Raetheons. A waist-height thicket hedge encircled the rickety, wooden building, and there were children’s toys scattered on the ground inside the fence.

      To one side of a hole in the hedge was a post made from a twisted branch of an Ashfer tree. From it hung an uneven, wooden sign held up by a couple of pieces of vine. The board swayed gently in the breeze and the word “School” was carved onto it.

      “Shall we, um, go inside?” Isabelle said to the others.

      Without waiting for an answer, she walked through the gate and the others followed her, with Galleon the last through.

      Isabelle pushed the front door open, and they all went in. Inside, there were no children, but a short, plump woman was sweeping the floor at the back of the room.

      “Um…Lilly?” Isabelle called out across the empty hall. The woman stopped what she was doing and looked over her shoulder. She laid her broom against the wall and waddled over. She looked up at Isabelle and smiled.

      “Hello, Lilly, I want to introduce you to some friends of mine,” Isabelle said in a tentative tone. “This is Sarah, the sister I told you about? You remember? Sarah has been travelling and has just returned to Jemarrah.”

      Lilly smiled at Sarah and nodded.

      “This is Joshua and Andrew. And this,” she said as Joshua and Andrew stood aside to reveal Galleon standing there with a beaming smile and his hands behind his back, his head held high, “this…is Galleon.”

      Lilly looked at the short man and her smile disappeared.

      “Um, h-hello, Lilly,” Galleon stammered.

      Lilly looked at him with a blank stare.

      “And just what in the world do ya’ ‘tink ya’ gawking at?” Lilly scoffed.

      Galleon’s smile faded. Isabelle cringed.

      “Um…what?” he asked.

      His eyes shifted over to Isabelle and he raised his eyebrows at her.

      “Ya’ heard me, ya’ bleedin’ fool. Don’t just stand there wit’ ya’ mouth open looking like ya’ ‘tree berries short of a Bramock bush! Years it’s taken me to get as far as away from d’ bleedin’ Southern Tip as possible. Just when I ‘tought I’d found myself a quiet little corner all to m’self, ya’ show up and are fixing to ruin it for me.”

      Joshua noticed Andrew pursing his lips together and just managing to hold back a chuckle. Andrew’s eyes widened and he looked up and away.

      “Um, well, it’s just that, um…”

      Joshua had never seen Galleon so lost for words.

      Andrew bent down and whispered into his ear. “Don’t worry, I’m sure she’ll warm up to you eventually.”

      Galleon frowned at him. Andrew straightened up, quickly looking away.

      “Right, Lilly,” Galleon began tentatively, “when was the last time you actually saw another Imp?”

      “Not nearly long enough!” she shouted. She underscored the point with a definitive nod. “Nothing but trouble, if ya’ ask me, the lot of ‘em!”

      “You and I,” Galleon persisted, “are likely the very last Imps in all of Forestium, Lilly.”

      She looked at him and then looked at the others in turn. “Is that so?” she said, rolling her eyes. “Well, just so long as ya’ don’t go getting any ideas, then!”

      Andrew again tried to hold back a chuckle, although this time he didn’t quite manage to hold it in.

      Before Galleon could get another word in, Isabelle said, “Do you know what, Lilly? Why don’t we all go and have a nice cup of tea or something?”

      “Or maybe some’ting wit’ a bit more bite to it.” Lilly insisted. “Come on,” she added, “and keep an eye on ‘im! I don’t want ‘im getting any ideas.”

      By the time they left, Andrew was nearly in tears and barely able to keep his laughter contained.
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      Lilly led them over to the inn where Galleon had stayed the night before. As she walked in, she caught the eye of the man behind the counter.

      “Pitcher of ‘dat newfangled Wood-wine please, Feldo.” she shouted.

      For a newcomer, Joshua thought Lilly had no problems giving orders. Feldo nodded back and reached for some mugs hanging above the bar. The six friends found a large, round table, and all sat down around it.

      Feldo brought a pitcher of the Wood-wine over to where they were sitting and poured each of them a mug full of the golden liquid.

      “Here, some’ting new from down south,” Lilly said.

      “Oh, I’ve heard about this,” Isabelle said, raising her eyebrows and clapping, “people all over have been talking about it. I’ve been meaning to try it myself.”

      Andrew and Galleon sniffed at their mugs and huge grins spread across their faces. Isabelle took one sip and nearly spat it out again, scrunching up her face and shaking her head.

      “Oh, that’s truly awful.”

      Lilly chuckled and everyone else took a mouthful. They all laughed as each of them licked the golden froth from their top lips.

      “Now,” Lilly said to Galleon in a commanding tone, “ya’ was telling me about d’ other Imps?”

      Galleon looked around the table. He cleared his throat and began.

      “Well, it seems that all the Imps, except the two of us that is, have all gone.”

      “Gone? Gone where? What on earth is ya’ talking about.”

      “Banished. Possibly even killed.”

      “Killed? Killed by who?”

      “By the Goat,” Joshua said.

      Lilly looked at Joshua and narrowed her eyes. “Is this da’ same Goat that did away wit’ all da’ folks in da’ Valley?”

      “You heard about that?” Joshua asked. Lilly nodded.

      “I think the Goat might be behind my father’s disappearance too. That’s why I’m here. I need to…well I…I need to meet with the Elder.”

      “Well, the Elder should be back any time now,” Isabelle said. “Why do you need to see him, Joshua?”

      Joshua shifted on his seat, deciding how best to answer. It created an awkward silence. Joshua cleared his throat.

      “I…I believe the Elder can…um…help me,” he stuttered.

      “How? What do you need help with? And who is this Goat?” She turned to Sarah and squinted at her.

      “Sarah, what’s going on? What’s this all about?”

      Sarah’s face reddened and she glanced at Joshua. There was another awkward silence as Isabelle stared at her. Sarah opened her mouth but before she could respond, a low-pitched horn sounded outside.

      “Daddy!” she blurted out.

      She stood up and ran to the front door. Everyone in the inn also got up and followed he out. There were so many people clamouring to see the Elder return, they couldn’t all get out fast enough.

      By the time Joshua managed to squeeze through, all he could see was the back of the Elder walking around the corner with a throng of villagers surrounding him. Sarah was at his side with her arm wrapped around him.

      Joshua stood on tiptoes to try for a better look, but all he could see was Sarah and her father disappearing into a large hut across from the school. As soon as the Elder’s hut door closed, the crowd disperse and people went back to their business.
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* * *

      Inside the Elder’s hut, Sarah’s father removed his bow and weapon belt. He laid the belt on a small table in the middle of the room and hung the bow on the wall over the fireplace, above a roll of cloth that lay on the mantel.

      With his huge hands he picked two of the logs piled neatly either on side of the fire and threw them into the flame. They ignited, creating a cloud of white, billowing smoke. Within seconds the smoke disappeared up the chimney and flames filled the fire pit.

      The dancing orange flame was bright enough to light up the room, casting eerie shadows on the walls and up into the roof space. Numerous weapons adorned the walls.

      On either side of the fire were two comfortable-looking chairs. The Elder sat in one of them. He looked at Sarah, who was still standing patiently by the door.

      “Come, little one,” the Elder said in a tender voice as he beckoned her over. “Come! Sit by the fire so I can see your face!”

      Sarah beamed with delight. She walked over to the fire and sat in the chair opposite her father. The Elder took a deep breath, let out a sigh and smiled.

      “I’m so glad you have returned to me, little one,” he said nodding his head. Sarah’s father was an imposing figure but for all his stature in the village, at this moment he was little more than a humble and proud parent.

      “Tell me, little one, what did you find on your travels?”

      Sarah’s eyes peered up as she thought for a moment. She put her hands on her knees and rocked them side to side with a beaming smile.

      “Well, I found so many new things, Daddy. I found lots of new types of food and found so many new plants and vines. I built traps and hunted for Wild Grassland Flarrets. They are so delicious. I never did catch a Wood-boar, but I did catch a Raetheon. It wasn’t on purpose, mind you, it just sort of…”

      Before Sarah could say any more, the Elder leaned forward with a smile and shook his head. Sarah stopped talking and looked puzzled. Her father chuckled to himself.

      “I’m sure you have become a much more talented Fixer, Sarah. The skills you have learned will, I’m certain, serve you and your fellow villagers well, but that’s not what I mean.”

      He leaned back in his chair again and tilted his head forward.

      “You found something special whilst you were away, didn’t you?”

      Sarah squinted into nothingness and tried to think what it was her father was getting at.

      He leaned forward again and whispered.

      “Sarah,” he said, shaking his head, “not something, someone.”

      Sarah’s entire face lit up. She blushed and looked down at her hands in her lap. Since Sarah grew up without a mother, her father had done his utmost to care for and nurture her as best he could, but talking openly about matters of the heart was always something the two of them found awkward. The subject had rarely come up before.

      Sarah had always been independent as a child and not at all interested in boys or romance. In her father’s eyes, his daughter left Jemarrah as a girl to find new skills. He could see she had found much more and had returned a confident young woman.

      “Whatever happened to the little girl that used to bounce on my knee? You’ve come such a long way, little one. I’m so proud of what you’ve become. Your mother would be proud to see you now.”

      Sarah smiled and shook her head. “Daddy, I’m not a little girl any more.”

      The Elder nodded and heaved a sigh.

      “My little girl has grown into a beautiful woman. When did that happen, hmmm? So, tell me about him!”

      Sarah took a deep breath and smiled. Looking away, she hesitated.

      “Do you love him?”

      Sarah nodded and her lower lip started quivering.

      “Is he good to you?” She nodded again, and a tear welled in her eye. The Elder slowly nodded.

      “Then that’s really all that matters isn’t it, little one?”

      Sarah nodded and wiped a tear from her eye.

      “I’d like you to meet him, Daddy.”

      “Soon, little one. I have some village business to tend to first. I will see him after last meal tonight.”

      Sarah nodded. She stood up and walked to the door. As she was about to leave, the Elder spoke.

      “Sarah?”

      With her hand on the half-open door, she turned and looked at her father.

      He smiled. “It is good to see you again, little one.”

      She ran over and hugged him, tears of joy running down her face. The Elder held her for a few moments before kissing her gently on her forehead. She left the hut beaming, closing the door behind her.

      Sarah made her way back to the inn where she found Joshua, Andrew and Galleon. Isabelle and Lilly had gone back to the school.

      “I’ve spoken to my father! He wants to meet with you tonight!”

      She threw her arms around Joshua. “He’s going to love you. I’m just sure of it.”

      Suddenly, they heard a strange crying outside. It sounded like an injured animal but it was unlike anything they had heard before. They all went to see what the noise was.

      “Blood-bats!” Galleon screamed. As they looked up, a hoard of the foul creatures flew towards them, weaving through the trees and making horrid ear-piercing shrieks. Two of them were tearing mercilessly at a Wood-boar tied to a table across the street. Dozens more of the bloodthirsty creatures streamed in, screeching from various directions.

      Pandemonium reigned with everyone darting about trying to avoid the horrible beasts. Several Woodsmen launched arrows but the Blood-bats were too agile and easily managed to dodge them. They swooped so low that people had to duck to avoid their razor sharp talons.

      Then, as quickly as they came, they flew off again into the forest canopy and disappeared. The people who had dived to the ground to take cover stood up and mumbled to each other in confusion.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Goat paced furiously back and forth in His dark room. He roared with unrestrained rage.

      “The boy has reached the northern village!” he screamed.

      His eyes darted around the room as He thought frantically about his next move.

      “He must not find the third orb!” He bellowed.

      Elsewhere in the forest, Melachor was leaning against a tree, panting. Weakened from loss of blood, he struggled to remain standing. Filthy, bloodstained bandages clung to his infected wounds.

      He took the mirror from his cloak and stared into it. His own hideously disfigured reflection swirled and the image of the Goat replaced it. The loathsome creature leaned forward and peered at Melachor. A malicious smile spread across the His face.

      “I understand,” Melachor said in a barely perceptible voice. The Goat faded away and Melachor found himself again staring into his own eyes. He tucked the mirror back into his cloak, stood up and started running through the forest.
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      After seeing the wave of Blood-bats, Joshua felt sure the Goat knew he was here in Jemarrah. Time was running out. He had to find the Orb of Suffering!

      For the rest of the day they all waited at the inn. Joshua was feeling nervous about speaking to the Elder. He kept going over in his mind what he was going to say. Although the Oracle had told him the third orb was here and being guarded by the Elder, he still didn’t know whether the Elder would let him have it.

      “Would you relax, Joshua!” Sarah said. “You’ll be fine.”

      Joshua paced back and forth. Just as he was going to say something, a low-pitched horn sounded outside. Joshua stopped and looked at Sarah.

      “What does that mean?”

      “The Council of Warriors has ended,” Sarah said, with a huge grin. “Let’s go.”

      “Good luck,” Andrew said. Galleon nodded and patted Joshua’s back.

      Sarah and Joshua walked out into the cool night’s air. Joshua noted several Warriors walking away from the Elder’s hut, chatting to one another.

      A billowing cloud of white smoke emanated from the chimney of the Elder’s hut, and Joshua saw a flickering light coming from the windows. Sarah led her pride and joy to her father’s hut and knocked on the door.

      “Come in, little one,” came the voice from inside.

      Sarah opened the door and Joshua followed her in. The Elder was standing by the fire with his back to them. He tossed another log into the flame and a white puff of smoke erupted before the fire engulfed it and lit up the room some more. A bright orange flame filled the fire pit. The Elder stood back from it and looked into the flame for a second before taking his seat.

      “Father,” Sarah said, softly. “I want you to meet Joshua.”

      Sarah looked at Joshua, who wondered what he should do.

      “Come and take a seat by the fire, young man!” The Elder spoke in a firm voice. Joshua looked nervously at Sarah. She nodded back at him with a smile. He walked over and stood by the empty chair.

      “Please!” the Elder said as he gestured for Joshua to sit in it. Joshua did as he was asked. The Elder leaned forward and studied Joshua closely. His stare seemed to linger and Joshua felt uncomfortable. The Elder lowered his eyebrows.

      “So, this is the young Woodsman that has stolen the heart of my little one?”

      Joshua looked over his shoulder at Sarah. She smiled back at him and nodded. The Elder glanced over to see Sarah’s nod of approval before catching Joshua’s eye again. This was the boost to Joshua’s confidence he needed.

      “Um…I need to ask you something.” Despite Sarah’s reassurance, he still felt humbled by the stature of this imposing man sitting across from him. The Elder learned forward and squinted at the young Woodsman before him. Joshua wondered if the Elder recognised him, but he knew that wasn’t possible.

      “I’m looking for the Orb of Suffering. I’ve spoken with the Oracle. She said I could find the orb here with the Jemarrah Elder.”

      The Elder frowned and pursed his lips. “The orb is a sacred artefact. What do you want with it?”

      “I need it to help me find my father. I believe he has been banished to another world by the Goat, and the Orb of Suffering will help me find him. The Goat is trying to kill me.”

      “Kill you?”

      “Yes. He has already tried to the kill me once. He doesn’t want me to find the orb.”

      The Elder’s gaze shifted around the room. He then turned and locked his focus back on Joshua.

      “Where are you from?”

      “I’m from a village in the west, called Morelle.”

      “Morelle?” He repeated it several more times and looked into nothingness before sharply fixing his gaze back at Joshua again.

      “Sarah’s mother died at the hands of a Morelle Warrior!”

      “I know. It was my father. It was an accident. He didn’t mean to kill her.”

      The Elder sprang up and stared down at the nervous young man. Joshua pushed himself into the back of his chair.

      “What makes you so certain of that?”

      “I…I had an encounter…w…with the Orb of Time. I…I saw it happen. It was an accident. He…he didn’t mean to…”

      “ENOUGH! Enough of these lies!”

      Joshua opened his mouth to speak but with the imposing figure towering over him he was lost for words.

      “But father, please listen,” Sarah cried.

      “Enough, I said!” he snapped at her.

      Pointing at Joshua, he shouted, “Get out! You dare come here and bring danger with you? Leave this place and never return!”

      “Daddy, no, please!” Sarah frowned, standing her ground. The Elder just looked at her and both of them stood there eye to eye, neither of them backing down.

      “You are to have nothing more to do with this boy! Nothing, do you hear me? NOTHING!”

      Sarah bent over, crying. She collapsed onto her knees with her hands over her face and sobbed inconsolably.

      Joshua’s heart sank as Sarah looked up into the air and screamed with terrible anguish. Her eyes revealed a heart-broken torment that consumed her. Joshua looked on in horror. This was the scene he had seen play out when he first looked into the Mirror of Prophecy.

      Sarah got up and ran out the door, still crying. Joshua glared at the Elder and ran after her.
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      Joshua spent the next hour or more running through Jemarrah trying to find Sarah. He wanted to be with her and to comfort her but she was nowhere to be found. He tried the school, the inn, Isabelle’s hut: everywhere he could think of.

      Finally he slowed, then stopped. Sarah grew up here and if she didn’t want to be found, there was nothing he could do.

      His only option was to to go back and confront the Elder. He thought if he could just explain everything, Sarah’s father might be persuaded to see things differently. Over an hour had passed since the initial confrontation and Joshua hoped the Elder might by now have had a chance to cool off and reflect on what took place.

      Joshua found his way back at the Elder’s hut. Smoke was coming from the chimney and he could see flickers of light through the windows. He walked up to the door and knocked. There was no answer. He knocked several more times, much harder.

      “Who is it?” came the impatient voice from beyond the closed door. Joshua took a deep breath and mustered up as much courage as he could. His heart was pounding and he felt an anger welling deep inside. Joshua still needed the Orb of Suffering and although he had the greatest respect for the Elder, he was also feeling protective of Sarah and he wanted to resolve the conflict with her father for her sake.

      “It’s me, Joshua,” he said with more confidence than before. “I need to speak to you. It’s about Sarah.”

      There was a long pause. Joshua wondered whether the Elder heard him.

      As he was about to knock again, the door swung open and the Elder stood before him. He looked furious.

      “I have nothing to say to you.”

      Joshua stood his ground. “Look, your only daughter is out there who knows where, distraught because of you. Is that really what you want?”

      Joshua felt his heart pumping. He could barely believe he had just spoken in that tone to a village Elder. He had never felt this angry or powerful before, but his instinct told him he must not back down.

      The Elder looked at him for a few seconds before turning back into the hut. He didn’t shut the door behind him, so Joshua followed him in. The Elder walked over to the fire and stood there gazing into the flames.

      “Why did you have to come here? WHY?”

      Joshua could sense real hurt in the Elder’s voice. It was obvious he had loved Sarah’s mother deeply and was hurting again now that those painful memories had been awakened. Joshua felt his own anger fade away.

      “Look, I know you blame me for what happened all those years ago. I can only imagine how I would feel if our roles were reversed, but what’s done is done, and there’s nothing anyone can do about that now.”

      The Elder took a seat by the fire. He kept his gaze fixed on the flame and leaned his chin on his fist with his elbow on the armrest.

      Joshua took a deep breath and felt himself calming down. Since the Elder was listening to him, he felt he had at least broken the ice. Joshua tried to imagine what was going through the Elder’s mind.

      “I lost a family member in those tribal feuds too. I had a sister who died at birth when Jemarrah marauders invaded Morelle years ago.”

      The Elder straightened up shifted his eyes in deep thought. He tapped the arm of his chair with his fingers.

      “If everyone just went on hating each other, we’d all still be at war, even today.” Joshua stared at him. “Is that really what you want? Is there no forgiveness in your heart? Not even for Sarah’s sake?”

      The Elder shifted in his seat and his lip quivered but continued to say nothing. Joshua sighed. His shoulders sank and he looked at the floor.

      “Sarah and I love each other,” he murmured. He noticed a tear welling up in the Elder’s eye. “Isn’t that the best that could come out of this situation? The alternative is for our people to continue to carry the hate.”

      The Elder turned and looked Joshua in the eye.

      “You really love my daughter?” he asked, glaring at Joshua.

      Joshua nodded.

      “Do you love her enough…to let her go?”

      Joshua pondered this question, confused. “L…let her…go?” he asked turning his head as if to deny what he heard the Elder say.

      “I will give you the Orb of Suffering on one condition. You must renounce your love for my daughter, leave Jemarrah and never return to this place.”

      The two of them stared at each other. Joshua could sense the Elder was still in great pain. But then he then remembered the grave he had seen in the vision with Sarah’s name on the tombstone. The thought had troubled him deeply ever since the orb experience and he had been hoping to find a way to prevent that tragedy. Could this be that opportunity?

      He was deeply in love with Sarah, and the thought of not being with her was tearing him apart. He also knew he could never live with himself if something happened to her. Would she be safer if they were not together? Would being apart keep her out of harm’s way?

      The choice Sarah’s father was offering him was heart-wrenching. He was being asked to give up Sarah in order to save her life. Just the thought of having to decide was agonising and Joshua felt raging grief rising inside at the thought that this might indeed be the only way to save her.

      He felt overwhelmed. Joshua thought about what the Oracle had said to him back in the cave. ‘The love you have found cannot last.’ Was the Oracle’s prediction coming true? Was this the inevitable moment the Oracle had foreseen?

      By a cruel twist of fate, his intense love for Sarah would be the very thing that would now keep them apart.

      “OK,” Joshua whispered. He felt exhausted. His only consolation was the thought that Sarah would be out of harm’s way. Perhaps she would live.
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      As Joshua was coming to terms with his fate, he heard a creak behind him. He looked over his shoulder to see the door slowly open. There in the doorway stood Sarah.

      Joshua could see dried tears below her reddened eyes. Her father stood up and took a deep breath. He stood there in silence, his chin raised and his lips pursed.

      “Daddy?” Sarah pleaded.

      Joshua felt heartbroken at seeing her like this, but the Elder remained motionless.

      Joshua caught Sarah’s eye. Although it tore him apart, he knew it had to come from him. Sarah needed to be convinced that he wished to end their relationship. Feeling numb on the inside, he spoke in a quiet, monotone.

      “I’m sorry, Sarah. I have what I came for. It’s for the best we end it here.”

      She burst into tears and Joshua’s anguish soared as he summoned all his inner strength to keep from breaking down in front of her. He turned to the Elder and glared at him. Joshua felt a deep anger towards the man but needed to hide his feelings to remain convincing.

      The Elder turned to the fire and took the roll of cloth from the mantel. After looking down at it for a few seconds, he held it out. Joshua maintained his eye contact but his lip quivered as he reached out to take the third and final orb from the Elder.

      He turned and walked over to where Sarah was still crying inconsolably. A brief glance at her was all he could muster as he desperately tried to shield his true feelings. Wondering whether this would be the last time he would see his beautiful Sarah again, he pushed the door open and walked out.

      Joshua felt drained as he made his way back to the inn, where Andrew and Galleon were waiting for him outside. The sun had set and Jemarrah was now void of its earlier bustle. Smoke came from the buildings around the village centre and lights flickered from the windows. Everyone was settling in for the night and the hum of Dengles began filling the air.

      “Where have you been all this time?” Andrew asked. Joshua didn’t respond. He just stared down at his hands and the roll of cloth the Elder had just given him.

      “Where’s Sarah?” Galleon asked.

      Joshua slowly lifted his head and stared into nothingness. He sighed with a vacant expression. “Sarah’s gone. I had to let her go. It’s the only way.”

      With the tears still drying on his cheeks and his eyes glazed over, Joshua knelt down. He laid the roll of cloth on the ground before him. His hands were shaking as he reached into his keeper bag and pulled out the other two orbs.

      Andrew and Galleon watched over him as he carefully unwrapped each roll of cloth.

      The three crystals glistening in the light of the rising moon. Their sheer beauty captured his mind. He slowly reached for the orbs.

      There was a swish, and Andrew flinched as an arrow came out of nowhere and drove into his leg. He fell to the ground, screaming in agony.

      Galleon looked around frantically but there was a second swish as he, too, was struck by an arrow. It penetrated deep into in his shoulder, and he also dropped to the ground in searing pain.

      Joshua looked up to see Melachor approaching. His bow was pulled back to his cheek, the arrow pointed straight at Joshua’s head. Blood dripped from the tips of Melachor’s fingers as they strained to hold the tension of the bow. Joshua could see pain written across the desperate man’s disfigured face. Melachor stopped just close enough for Joshua to see the whites of his eyes.

      “Wait!” Joshua shouted. “I can save them! I can save your family. You don’t have to do this, Melachor.”

      With sweat dripping from his face, the desperate man hesitated, trying to make sense of Joshua’s words.

      “You don’t understand,” Melachor cried. His arms strained under the tension of the bowstring. The arrow was pointing at Joshua’s face, poised to shoot.

      “He has them,” he shouted. “He’ll kill them unless I kill you.”

      Joshua sensed the torment in his voice. “Don’t do it, Melachor!” Joshua shouted, shaking his head. “Listen to me! The Goat won’t let your family go if you kill me. Think about it! He has no reason to. But if I open the Portallas, I can save them. They can come through the Portallas and into this world. Please, you must trust me. It’s the only way.”

      Joshua reached his hand out towards Melachor. “Please, help me to open the Portallas. Together we can bring your family and everyone else the Goat has banished back into this world.”

      With the arrow poised to shoot and his arm shaking under the bowstring’s tension, Melachor peered hopefully into Joshua’s eyes. After a few tense seconds, Melachor slowly released the tension and lowered the bow to the ground. He shook his head.

      “Please help them,” he said collapsing to his knees. “Please bring them back.”

      Joshua bent down onto his knees again and looked at the three, glistening orbs, lying before him on the ground. He knew his friends were injured but he had to fulfil his destiny. Everything depended on it.

      He picked up the Orb of Time. As he did so, loud screeching rang out and Blood-bats swooped in from different directions. Joshua remained calm and kept his focus on the Orb of Time in his hands. No matter what, he had to keep his concentration.

      Andrew, Galleon and Melachor surveyed the skies as Blood-bats were flying at them from all directions. Despite their wounds, Joshua’s two friends reached for their slingshots and began shooting at the foul creatures. Melachor joined them and launched his arrows into the air. The hideous screeching sounds pierced their ears, but they kept shooting.

      Villagers came running out into the streets. Several armed Woodsmen joined them, and they too started firing at the Blood-bats darting between the buildings. With Melachor, Andrew and Galleon surrounding him, Joshua peered into the Orb of Time.

      There was a flash of light and images formed and faded in his mind’s eye. One moment he was looking up at his mother’s face, and she was smiling down at him. He couldn’t hear anything but she was saying something to him. The image blurred and was replaced by another of his sister’s birth. His mother screamed in pain. That image lasted but a few moments before it was replaced with the image of Sarah’s mother being stabbed by his father.

      The images were appearing and disappearing so quickly that it left him no time to react. There was an image of himself looking out his bedroom window at a swarm of Dengles through the evening mist. The next moment, Andrew was jumping through that same bedroom window. That image blurred into another of his mother whispering into his ear, saying goodbye to him. He then saw Andrew running towards him through a cloud of vapour, before his first sight of Sarah in a makeshift camouflage suit flashed briefly into view. Joshua was reliving his entire life, but it was all happening in a split second and he barely had time to process each image as it flashed past.

      The image of Sarah blurred and faded away. He was now floating, suspended in a blue flame in a cave. Echoes of the Oracle’s voice rang through his mind and he could see Sarah screaming in pain before another blinding flash and the vision ended.

      He looked down to see the Orb of Time drop to the ground between his knees. It was glowing and making a low-pitched hum.

      Screeching Blood-bats continued to swoop in from all directions. Several had been speared by arrows from Melachor and the villagers but still more were arriving all the time and the air filled with the sounds of their high-pitched wailing. People all around were screaming with Blood-bats clawing at their heads and faces.

      Joshua could make out the Elder launching arrows in quick succession at the bloodthirsty animals. Pandemonium reigned around him as the entire village battled the hordes of the Goat’s foul creatures swooping through the trees.

      Joshua scanned the throng of people and could see Sarah ducking as a Blood-bat swooped in and just missed her. He looked down and picked up the Orb of Suffering. In his mind’s eye, all he could see was Sarah on her knees, screaming in terrible pain. Joshua’s sorrow and grief gripped him as it had never done before and tears welled up in his eyes. His love for Sarah was absolute. He was overcome with so much sorrow, he felt it would kill him.

      A tear dropped from his cheek onto the orb. It started glowing and humming in tune with the Orb of Time. Joshua put the Orb of Suffering down and picked up the third crystal, the Orb of Vision. As he did so, a Blood-bat came swooping towards him with its feet and claws thrust forward. It was just about to grab him with its razor-sharp talons when a Raetheon came diving in and collided with it side-on.

      The two beasts clawed relentlessly at each other but the Raetheon somehow managed to gouge its claws into the Blood-bat’s eyes. The wounded Blood-bat screeched in pain as the Elder launched an arrow straight through its heart. It keeled over and stopped moving. The Raetheon got up on its feet and morphed into the figure of a Woodsman. It was Protello.

      “Quickly, Joshua!” the Metamorph shouted. “Activate the last orb! Open the Portallas!”

      Joshua held the Orb of Vision to his face and peered into it. There was a swirling of clouds inside the sphere and a dark figure emerged.

      Joshua was floating in a dark room. He felt disconnected from his body and an image of the Goat floated in front of him. Joshua could see the Goat’s dark eyes glaring at him and felt the malevolent creature’s unrestrained rage. The hideous creature’s anger consumed him and Joshua again saw images flashing through his mind. This time the images were evil. An image of Sarah being tortured flashed through his mind. She was being prodded with hot daggers and screamed in agony with Blood-bats hacking away at her face with their sharp claws. Joshua focussed his mind and tried to push the images to one side.

      “It’s too late.” Joshua said in his mind. “Nothing you can do will hurt me now. You have helped me activate the third orb and now I can open the Portallas.”

      The Goat roared with anger and thrashed His head violently. His screams of outrage echoed in Joshua’s mind. The rush of negative emotions tried to consume him. In desperation, he wrenched himself free from the link and the Goat’s howling image faded.

      He looked down at his hands and the Orb of Vision was glowing and humming with the others in unison. He put it on the ground and connected it with the other two. When the three orbs touched they began to pulsate with bright flashes of light. The humming sounds grew louder. There was a blinding flash, and a shockwave threw Joshua and the others across the ground.

      A swirling vortex formed above the three pulsating orbs and a different world gleamed in sunlight on the other side. Joshua had done it; he had opened the Portallas.
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      The gateway darkened and became filled by an image of the Goat. The hideous creature was furious. Joshua watched as the hate-filled animal looked up into the air and howled. He then stared at Joshua and a hideous smile formed. It lasted briefly before the Goat’s image faded. As it did, another wave of Blood-bats came flying through the trees, clawing at the villagers and tearing their flesh. People were screaming in agony and running around trying to escape from the bloodthirsty creatures of the underworld. Joshua turned to Galleon.

      “Quickly,” he screamed, “we need to summon those on the other side.”

      Galleon stood, clutching at his shoulder. With one glance at Joshua, he ran to the vortex, leapt in and disappeared.

      Fresh waves of screeching Blood-bats streamed through the trees. There were hundreds of them flying in from everywhere, and they mauled the villagers mercilessly. Some people were trying to fight off two and even three of the demented creatures at the same time. Screams echoed in all directions.

      Several villagers lay motionless on the ground with Blood-bats relentlessly tearing at their bodies and faces. Arrows flew in all directions as the Elder and the other villagers tried to knock the Blood-bats from the air. Several dozen Blood-bats had been struck and many more lay dead on the ground but new waves of fresh Blood-bats just kept coming.

      Joshua looked at the vortex with wide eyes as people began jumping out in all directions, weapons aimed and launching. There was a mixture of imps and the other banished people from the Valley of Moross and they were firing their weapons repeatedly at the Blood-bats.

      Swarms of arrows whizzed through the air every which way. More people streamed out of the vortex every second and they were all firing constantly. After several more minutes of mayhem, the piercing sound of the Blood-bats began to subside. One by one, the creatures of the underworld were shot from the sky until the dark forces of the Goat were vanquished and the last Blood-bat lay dead on the ground.

      Joshua stood up and surveyed the battle scene. Hundreds of Blood-bats littered the ground. Several villagers had been killed in the onslaught. Many more were wounded. Some were being helped to their feet clutching at wounds.

      Joshua stared at the vortex of the Portallas as a woman with two small children emerged. Melachor saw them and dropped his bow. He ran over and threw his arms around them, sobbing. Joshua felt a smile form across his face as he witnessed the tormented man reunited with his family at last.

      With the dust settling, Joshua could see the Elder walking towards him with Sarah at his side. The Elder’s hands and arms were stained with blood. Catching Joshua’s eye, Sarah ran over and threw her arms around him. She held him tightly, crying. As she did this, a man came through the vortex.

      Joshua’s eyes widened and his mouth opened. It was his father. Joshua’s father looked dazed for a moment as he took in the horrific scene of death all around him.

      “DAD!” Joshua screamed at the top of his voice. His father turned and caught sight of Joshua with Sarah’s arms still wrapped around him. He beamed at Joshua and walked towards them. As he got closer, the figure of the Goat appeared on the other side of the vortex again. He stared at all the Blood-bats that lay dead on the ground, then locked his gaze on Joshua.

      Letting out an ear-piercing roar, He raised His arm and a golden arrow formed in mid-air. With a flash, the arrow hurtled towards Joshua and Sarah at a blistering speed. Joshua’s father saw the arrow heading directly towards his son. He screamed and launched himself forward. The arrow struck him with full force in the chest and he fell. The Elder caught him before he hit the ground, the arrow impaled through his heart.

      Joshua screamed and held his hands out as if to catch his father. Sarah looked over her shoulder at the sight of Joshua’s father, limp in the arms of the Elder.

      The figure of the Goat receded into the vortex.

      Joshua ran over to his father and kneeled before him. “DAD!” he cried. The Elder looked down at Joshua’s father. He put his finger against his neck to feel his pulse and shook his head.

      As Joshua sobbed over his father’s lifeless body, the Elder gently reached down and closed the dead man’s eyes.
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          Joshua’s Destiny

        

      

    
    
      Joshua was inconsolable and Sarah held him tightly. He had come so far and experienced such terrible pain. After an arduous journey, he had finally found his father but was unable to save his life.

      Sarah’s father held the limp body in his arms and got to his feet. He looked down at the dead man’s face and a tear rolled down his cheeks.

      “I know this face. This is the man who…”

      The Elder met Joshua’s eyes. He turned to the crowd and cried, “This brave man’s sacrifice will not go in vain.”

      His lower lip quivered as he surveyed the dozens of bodies strewn across the ground in all directions. Tears rolled from his eyes. “None of those that died here today will be forgotten.”

      Nobody spoke as the Elder uttered those solemn words. The only sound was a few people sobbing. Joshua collapsed to his knees. He looked down at the three orbs on the ground. They were still pulsating gently, and he reached to pick them up.

      As he did, there was a blinding flash, and he found himself engulfed within a blue flame. He levitated above the ground, disconnected from reality. The flame surrounding him wasn’t moving. He was still aware of his surroundings but everything had stopped, and time itself was standing still once more. The Oracle spoke to him in a triumphant tone.

      “Joshua, you have done well,” the voice echoed. “You have fulfilled your destiny and helped my children return to this world.”

      Joshua’s mind filled with a complex mixture of emotions, and he felt an anger welling inside him. He had gone through so much pain and had lost so much in the process. Not only had he found and then lost his father, but he also had to experience the grief at giving up his one true love. It was so unfair.

      “Why?” he demanded. “Why did you tell me I had to give up my love for Sarah? Why was that necessary?”

      Joshua felt that his sorrow would overwhelm him.

      “My dear Joshua, you have experienced so much sadness in your young life, and your path has been a difficult one. For this I must ask your forgiveness. The power of the Orb of Suffering can only be summoned by one who has experienced true sorrow. I told you only what you needed to know to fulfil your destiny. My sweet Joshua, you have been through so much and done so well. The time for your suffering is now at an end. Go now and love her tenderly.”

      There was another bright flash of light and Joshua found himself kneeling on the ground with the three orbs before him. They were no longer glowing or making any noise. They were just three crystal spheres, glistening in the evening twilight.

      Joshua stood up and looked into Sarah’s watery, deep blue eyes. He threw his arms around her and held her tightly.

      “I’ll never leave you, Sarah,” he whispered in her ear, “I love you so much.”

      He and Sarah embraced, their sobbing the only sound that could be heard.

      Two Jemarrah Warriors took the body of Joshua’s father from the Elder.

      The Elder walked over to Joshua and Sarah. He stood before them and put his hands on Joshua’s shoulders. He didn’t say anything, but Joshua knew by this that he was no longer carrying any of the hate he had felt earlier. It was the seal of approval both Joshua and Sarah needed.

      “There’s one more thing we need to do,” Joshua said to the Elder.

      He looked at Melachor. “Do you still have the Mirror of Prophecy?”

      Melachor pulled out the mirror from inside his cloak and handed it to him.

      Joshua turned to the Elder.

      “You need to be ready. There won’t be much time.”

      “Joshua, no!” Sarah cried in horror. She held her hand to her mouth, shaking her head.

      “There’s nothing stopping the Goat from coming through the Portallas. I have to stop him. Otherwise, what was it all for?”

      He looked at the Elder and nodded.

      The Elder unsheathed his axe. He gripped its handle with both hands and gave Joshua a determined nod. Joshua lifted the mirror to his face. His image faded and a dark, swirling cloud replaced it.

      The face of the Goat took form. The image cleared, and the Goat peered back through the mirror. The vile creature tilted His head forward and Joshua could see the whites beneath His malicious eyes. The Goat’s face contorted with rage and He thrust His arm through the mirror and grabbed Joshua by the throat. His vice-like grip squeezed, and Joshua gasped for air, his legs dangling just above the ground.

      The Elder raised the axe above his head and, in a single sweeping motion, slashed it down on the Goat’s arm, severing it completely from His body. The sound of the Goat screaming in agonising pain could be heard fading into the distance. The mirror and the Goat’s severed arm fell to the ground. The muscular limb lay there in a pool of its own blood, twitching.

      After a few seconds, it stopped moving. Everyone watched in stunned silence as the arm crumpled into dust and was blown into the air and away through the trees. Now able to breathe again, Joshua picked up the mirror, but all he could see was his own reflection. The Goat was gone.
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      Several days later, the Elder stood in front of a large crowd that had gathered in the cemetery just outside the village of Jemarrah. A freshly dug mound of earth lay before him where Joshua’s father had been laid to rest. Warriors and Woodsmen from all over Forestium were joined by Imps and people from the Valley of Moross to pay their final respects to those that had fallen during the battle. By the Elder’s side were Joshua, Sarah, Andrew and Galleon.

      “Today we honour all of those fallen in battle,” the Elder told the crowd. “Those of you that are here today are here because of the courage, bravery and selflessness of a few.”

      Sarah took Joshua’s hand and squeezed it.

      “To find meaning in their deaths,” the Elder said, looking directly at Joshua, “all of us must let go of the hate and learn to live with one another in peace and harmony.”

      He walked over to Joshua, stood in front of him and put one arm around his shoulder.

      “And we must find forgiveness in our hearts,” he said quietly to Joshua. The Elder smiled and walked away, followed by the crowd of people, leaving Joshua and Sarah standing, looking down at the grave.

      Joshua shook his head sadly, “I’m sorry. I tried my best, but it wasn’t good enough.”

      A single Woodsman was left standing in the distance after the crowd had gone. He morphed into a majestic Raetheon with huge, white wings and took to the sky. The Raetheon circled high above the site of the grave and cried three times before soaring off into the distance.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s a cliffhanger…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!

      

      Several weeks later, Joshua and Sarah were walking hand in hand through the forest just outside of Morelle. Sarah looked at Joshua and giggled.

      “You know you have mud down the side of your nose.”

      Joshua laughed back. He reached into his keeper bag and took out the Mirror of Prophecy. He looked into it to see what Sarah was talking about.

      Joshua peered into the mirror. He opened his mouth and his eyes widened. Sarah’s smile faded. “Joshua? What is it?”

      He turned and stared at her in horror.

      “The Goat. He’s still alive. He has them. He has them all!”

      
        The End
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* * *

      
        Continue the Portallas Series in book two, Archipelago. Details can be found on the Portallas web-site:

        http://www.portallas.com
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* * *

      
        Don’t Forget To Subscribe to the Portallas newsletter for a chance to win an autographed hardback copy of Forestium: The Mirror Never Lies!

        http://www.portallas.com/free-book/
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      “They will both have to die,” Litha said.

      Nausea filled Kellian’s gut as he looked down at his twin children. They practiced their swordsmanship in the clearing behind their manor in the countryside of Latari.

      Parthi directed them in the proper technique of the East, making their strikes fluid, smooth, and precise.

      Kellian’s heart was broken. He had a devastating choice to make. His children were chosen to join countless others in the selection of the next ruler of all the gods of Aden, Latari, and Gilborn.

      “I don’t agree with this decision,” Kellian said to the Goddess of Law as she watched his children with that cool gaze of hers.

      She glanced over her shoulder, her long lavender hair flowing down her back and to her heels.

      “You always were a rebel. This time, the Council has made their demands clear. Do you not have faith?”

      Kellian turned his gaze from his former wife to his current wife, the mother of his beloved children. He wasn’t strong enough to make the decision.

      Allana’s sparkling gray eyes met his. Tears clouded them. She shook her head.

      “Don’t look at me. You know how I feel about all of this,” Allana said. She shot a glare at Litha. “I’d rather keep my children here in their home and forget all aspirations toward ruling this world.”

      “Then it is a good thing your opinion doesn’t count for anything,” Litha said to her, her cool blue eyes going from Allana to Kellian.  “Now is not the time to have doubts, Kellian. You’ve had ten years to think this over. Pick one now, lest the Council punishes you for such blatant stalling.”

      Kellian’s shoulders slumped. “I cannot send them to their death.”

      He avoided the gaze of his darling daughter, Preeti and his son, Vineet as they finished their lesson and looked up at them. How would he tell them what was about to happen?

      Allana stepped to Litha, the tears trailing down her cheeks. “How can you be so cold about this? If you had children, you would send them to their death without a second thought, you heartless witch.”

      A ghost of a smile crept onto Litha’s lips. “You’re right. I would send them without a second thought.”

      “Right,” Allana said. “Because you are a heartless witch.”

      “Because I have faith.”

      “Lord Kellian,” Greyon, Kellian’s advisor said. He stepped in from the inner corridor of their two-story home, carrying his staff along with him. With a long black beard, olive-colored skin, and hair that reached his lower back, Greyon looked as though he could have been Kellian’s father. “There is a way around the Council’s ruling.”

      Litha grimaced at him, shoving him aside.

      “No. We do not need your advice. The Council was clear on this, and as the Goddess of Law, I deem it unlawful to shirk their demands.” Litha stood nearly as tall as Greyon, with her white shall pulled tight across her shoulders.

      “Right.” Greyon stepped back; his head lowered in submission. “My apologies, Goddess.”

      Allana walked out through the archway to her children.

      Kellian shook his head at Greyon. “Sometimes I curse the Council and their holy rulings,” he said before following his wife.

      Litha stayed behind, her mouth pursed at hearing Kellian’s words.

      Kellian nodded for Parthi to leave the children. The master trainer bowed before leaving through one of the gates to the barracks where Kellian’s army trained and resided.

      Kellian watched Allana bend to her knees before the young girl and boy. They were identical twins, with their mother’s bronze skin, long black hair, and gray eyes. It seemed that the only trait they’d inherited from Kellian was their height and athletic build. At sixteen, they were already the height of most adult gods in the empire.

      Allana looked at the two closely, her gray eyes full of sorrow.

      Kellian looked away with a deep sigh.

      The satisfaction on Litha’s face as he glanced at her brought his rage to a boil. She didn’t do this for their world. She did it because she wanted him to suffer. What could be worse than losing his beloved children? The chance of one of them being chosen to rule was thin. Even if one were chosen, the other would be lost forever.

      Either way, one of his children would die.

      Litha gripped the balcony railing. “You are lucky that we have two children. Your chances are at least greater than most of the gods.”

      Kellian couldn’t speak. He knew that if he did, he’d say something that would increase Litha’s hate for him.  She was a Greater God, one with power far greater than Kellian’s as a Lesser God. Still, he imagined himself crushing her throat in his fist.

      Greyon put a hand on Kellian’s shoulder. “Do not worry. I will take care of Preeti and Vineet’s arrangements.”

      “Fine,” Kellian said with finality. It was as if his children had not just been condemned to execution at the Cliffs of Ranoun with hundreds of other sacrifices.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kellan stood beside Allana as they watched the grand procession. Dawn had barely filled the sky with sunlight as Preeti and Vineet marched out to the Cliffs of Ranoun with all of the other sacrifices. They wore their best garments, shiny and rich in red color. Indeed, everyone in attendance wore their most lavish clothing.

      It was time for a reckoning.

      He knew how terrible the sacrifices were. The Cliffs of Ranoun would either claim them or send their bodies hundreds of feet into the sharp rocks at the bottom. After that, only the powerful waves from the Ranoun Ocean could cleanse their bodies from the rocks.

      This is how the gods chose their rulers. Not through war, or through ancestry.

      Sacrifice was the only way.

      Kellian could only hope that the gods would find both of his innocent children worthy. He couldn’t stand the thought of watching them die.

      Litha sat back in her chair, her legs draped over the side as she drank a goblet of wine. Her smooth brown skin seemed to glow beneath their red sun. All eyes went to her when she stood.

      Litha’s eyes met Kellian’s a smirk deepening the dimples in her cheeks.

      “Let the ceremony begin.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Preeti and Vineet followed the others. The heat of the red sun beamed down on Vineet’s light bronze skin, making sweat glisten on his forehead, soaking through his garments. Even his feet battled the heat as he walked along the burning hot dirt toward the cliffs.

      His eyes darted from person to person. Fear bubbled in his stomach as he watched the reactions of the people around him. Some had tears streaming down their faces, others screamed as they were pulled along like prisoners. The ones that interested him the most were those that had stern faces full of purpose and determination and those with serene smiles.

      Their smiles made his skin crawl. Even he could tell that nothing good was about to happen. From what he knew of this event, he would not survive. Tears streamed down his face as he realized that he would never see his family again.

      Why were they chosen for this? Neither of them wanted to rule. They simply wanted to live out their lives like normal gods.

      He held Preeti’s hand, giving it a squeeze when she showed hesitation.

      “Come, sister. We have to go.”

      Preeti bit her bottom lip but nodded.

      Vineet knew her thoughts and feelings. He wanted to cry as well.

      What did it matter if anyone saw them cry?

      On this day…he and his sister would die. They all would.

      No amount of pampering or pep talks the week leading up to now could hide that fact or ease his fears.

      “Go with dignity.”

      “Do not show your fear.”

      “This is a beautiful thing.”

      “It’s an honor,” they said.

      “The Cliffs are all knowing.”

      “Perhaps you could ascend from the sea and rule our world. You never know…”

      Vineet did know. Either way, one of them would die. He glanced back over his shoulder, hoping to catch a glimpse of his mother and father. There they were in the distance, watching.

      He paused, staring back at them. His heart was broken. He would never see them again.

      The sudden quiet all caught Vineet and Preeti’s attention. When they looked around, they saw that the procession had stopped.

      It was time.

      Vineet took a deep breath. He tried to be strong, and yet he could feel his hands shaking. The Clerics ushered everyone forward. Like fools, they would toss themselves off the cliffs and into the sea. From such a height it wasn’t possible to survive such a fall.

      Could it be me? Vineet asked himself the question that was on the minds of everyone there.

      His feet moved slowly as his eyes bore into the back of the teenage boy before him. An elderly woman stepped in between Vineet and Preeti, taking their hands into hers.

      Vineet glanced at her, forcing a brave smile. He had no idea how he was staying so calm. He did it for Preeti. Others seemed to lose their mind the closer they got to the edge. They flailed and screamed, all while the Clerics told them to be brave and to not ruin this beautiful day.

      High Cleric, Orthon stood on a pedestal and spoke to the crowds. With arms outstretched he smiled. “Ignore the cries of anguish and agony, brothers and sisters. This is a beautiful day. I can feel it. One of us will be chosen on this day. We should rejoice.” An arm draped in white gowns stretched toward the cliff. “Smile at your destiny.”

      Vineet wished that Orthon would toss himself off the cliff with a smile. He closed his eyes and took a breath.

      “I’m afraid,” Preeti said in her soft voice.

      “Everything is as it should be,” the elderly woman said. “Do not worry yourself.”

      Vineet pursed his lips. Knowing that Preeti was the brave one and still felt fear turned his stomach. Why couldn’t he protect her?

      What was the point of training with her in weaponry? Or history and language skills? There was so much Vineet wanted to do with life.

      Everything they’d experienced and learned was all for nothing now. Every second that passed by brought him closer to death, and it frightened him to no end.

      As they reached their spot at the edge of the cliff his lower lip trembled. The sea below was beautiful. Green mixed with purple and blue. One could almost forget that it was full of Teranic, and not water. One fingertip in that pool and you’d lose an entire arm to its wicked magic. Like fire, it ate everything. The waves crashed on the slick black rocks below as bodies fell or were tossed against their will.

      Vineet’s heart pumped with fear as he watched those bodies enter the water never to be seen again.

      The screams and sounds of waves below made his throat clench back a yelp of his own.

      He swallowed the lump in his throat, looking over at Preeti.

      His beautiful sister. She didn’t deserve this.

      Vineet considered grabbing her and flying away to somewhere safe, somewhere he could protect her, but the older woman wrapped her arm around Vineet and Preeti’s shoulders.

      “We go together, all of us?”

      Preeti burst into tears.

      Vineet nodded, unable to speak or barely see through his own tears.

      “I’m sorry, Preeti,” he whispered.

      The woman kissed them both on the forehead, tenderly.

      “Bless you, children,” she said, and before Preeti and Vineet could lose their nerve, they jumped with the old woman.

      Cold air blew into their faces, like a gust of wintry wind laced with sharp knives. Vineet’s mouth opened, fighting back the wind that affronted his face, sending chills through his body.

      Was this was what death felt like?

      He found the cold air odd since it was such a sweltering hot day under the red sun. The air sucked his screams away, filling him with an odd sensation of drowning before he even hit the water.

      They fell slowly, slow enough that the descent made it possible to look from side to side.

      The old woman was no longer there.

      He panicked. What’s happening?

      Someone grabbed him from behind.

      “I’ve got you,” a familiar voice said.

      Vineet couldn’t speak or scream even if he wanted to, but he knew that voice. It was the old woman, and he was no longer falling. His face paled as he realized that she held him still in mid-air, halfway between the cliff and the sea.

      Preeti stood across from him, on nothing but the clear air. Her gray eyes were wide in a look of wonder and confusion that matched his own.

      The old woman’s face didn’t look so wrinkled anymore. Her hair looked less gray and more silver, braided long to her feet. She smiled at him as her skin went from pale to smooth ash. Silver eyes gazed into his.

      “How long I have waited.”

      Vineet felt odd standing on nothing at all. He was sure this was a dream or perhaps he was already dead because he’d never seen anyone stand on the air like this.

      But Preeti was there as well. Were they both dead?

      Waited for what? He wished his mouth would work. He had so many questions.

      Her smile widened.

      “To choose two gods worthy of ruling this world.”
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      The screams of the dying would have been better than the silence of that morning. Kellian was used to battle. He’d fought for the army of their world’s gods for centuries.

      War was his profession. As a general in the Aden army, Kellian thought he had seen it all.

      Fighting demons and shadows from other worlds had hardened him, yet seeing his home in ruins was something he was not prepared for.

      The air was thick with the scent of blood. Vultures feasted on fresh corpses, squawking as he passed them by as if he’d snatch their meals from under their crimson beaks.

      In heavy boots, he walked along the blood-covered pathway. Eyes wide with panic, he ignored the dead soldiers and kept his gaze fixed on the entrance to the manor that stood in the center of the valley.

      As he ran through the golden double doors, nothing mattered at that moment but making sure his beloved family had not passed on to the world of the dead. Each hallway was crumbled, the floors destroyed by indentations much like a quake had ravaged the land.

      When he reached the living chambers, the door was already broken down, and the stench of death filled his nostrils despite the frost that seeped in from broken windows. White and silver mist and snow fell and swirled around the room by an unseen force.

      Frost? In this weather?

      Preeti. His daughter. She must have used her power on whoever did this.

      Kellian froze at the archway when he saw his wife’s body nailed to the wall. Snow covered everything in the room.

      His eyes lowered to his blood-covered boots. The image of her bruised corpse would never leave his memory. The body of her personal bodyguard lay beside the door to the secret exit with a gaping hole in his chest.

      Who dared to harm his family?

      Did they know what kind of revenge he would exact upon them?

      The manor was surrounded by a wall with sentries and archers equipped with the best weapons made by the Dreamweavers. No one could enter his home without proper authority.

      Whoever did this must have been known by his guards?

      Litha.

      Kellian balled up his fists. Heartbroken and filled with rage, Kellian crossed the room to pull his wife from the wall. He yanked the thick nails out one by one and clutched her to his chest.

      He’d sent his children to the sacrifice. They had emerged from the Cliffs of Ranoun without a scratch. Why were they being punished?

      He now realized how deep the betrayal went. Litha called him away to meet with the Council so that she could do this. How he wanted to make her pay for her treachery.

      Kellian searched the room for any signs of his children.

      “Preeti?” His voice carried along a chilling wind that swept into the room and out the broken window. “Vineet?”

      There was no reply. His heart raced as he searched the entire manor, checking every room and calling their names.

      Neither were anywhere to be found. His once beautiful manor was now a tomb, and as a lesser god, there was nothing he could do to bring any of his people back.

      Unable to look upon his wife’s body, he covered her with the evergreen bed sheet.

      He opened the door that led to the secret passageway. Once he stepped through, he paused.

      He heard something. A faint shout.

      Kellian stepped forward and strained to hear. The howling of the wind seemed to follow him, and he knew that Litha was still there somewhere.

      A muffled cry of what sounded to be a young girl came to him.

      His eyes widened. He dared to hope.

      “Desi?

      “Master!”

      She’s still in the chest.

      Kellian ran down the dark narrow hallway.

      Once he reached the end of the hall where it forked in two directions, he pushed another secret hatch in the stone wall right before him. This is where he kept his valuables. No one, not even his staff knew about it.

      Another door was revealed.

      Pulling the door open, he looked down into a hole in the ground that was four feet deep and three feet wide. Inside the hole was a golden chest adorned with intricate black symbols engraved by the holy clerics of Latari.

      Kellian pulled the chest from the ground and set it on the stone floor.

      “Master?”

      He stared at the chest, relief flooding his body. There was still hope.

      He knelt to the chest and inserted the key. One turn of the lock and a sharp clicking sound resonated in his ears. The lid opened on its own, lifting upward until a tiny being was revealed.

      “Master Kellian,” Desi called as she stretched her small arms, and flew out of the chest. She rubbed her gold-colored eyes with a yawn.

      Her face looked up at him with joy, a wide smile stretching across her face.

      “You’re late, Master,” she said as she hovered before his face, the size of his hand, with white wings.

      He watched as gold tendrils of light raced up and down her skin and through her green hair, making her body light up the entire hallway.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      Desi’s smiling face turned sour.

      “Everyone was killed. They didn’t have a chance. The Goddess of Law had the Red Beast with her.”

      Litha left nothing to chance.

      “Where are the twins?”

      “The Goddess of Law took them.”

      Rage rose within Kellian. He wanted to smash a hole in the wall but restrained himself. He needed to get his children back before Litha discovered what they could do.

      He should have known that he would never truly find peace. Even as a god, there were always those that sought to ruin him.

      Not with Litha still living and breathing. The woman would not be stopped until she got what she wanted. The only problem was that she wanted something he couldn’t give.

      Kellian listened to the howling of the wind, his rage building with thoughts of what she was doing to his children. “Where did she take them?”

      “Oh, Kellian,” a familiar voice said from behind him.

      Kellian clenched his jaw as he turned to face the woman with the long lavender hair, brown skin, and white tattoos.

      Litha, the Goddess of Law.

      Desi pointed to Litha, her thin gold eyes narrowed. “Can I kill her, Master?”

      Kellian shook his head and withdrew his heavy sword. “No, Desi. I will.”

      Litha lowered her eyes as she circled him, her hands folded behind her back. “Did you think I would let you use your children to ruin me?”

      “You killed her.”

      Litha nodded. Her face was without emotion. “I did. I told you I would.”

      “I loved her.”

      “Yes. I know,” she whispered. “I’ve only just begun to destroy everything you love.”

      “Why did you have to kill everyone? They were innocent.”

      A small laugh made him glance up at her. It was easy to remember why he once loved her. She was beautiful beyond words. Long lavender hair flowed down to her naked ankles. He swallowed as his eyes went up the length of her shimmering gown.

      “They were in my way,” Litha said. The bitterness in her voice made every word more and more powerful.

      Kellian shook his head. “You’ve really lost all of the qualities I once loved in you.”

      “Perhaps,” Litha said, her eyes darkening.

      “My children were chosen to rule. I had no part in the decision.”

      “I no longer care,” Litha said. “I will not be ruled by children. Not in this life or the next.”

      “Please, Master,” Desi whispered. “Let me kill her. I can do it!”

      “Shh,” he said, waving her away.

      “You deserve a slow death.”

      The glow of her blue eyes hurt his, but he didn’t back down.

      “No, Kellian, dear,” Litha said, pulling an orb from behind her back.

      A smirk came to Litha’s face, and Desi started buzzing around Kellian’s head, blocking his view.

      “Run, Master,” Desi shrieked, tugging on Kellian’s collar with her tiny hands.

      Litha released the glowing orb, letting it hover before Kellian’s face. Within it, he saw nothing but black.

      “You do.”
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      From inside a cage, the world seemed bleak.

      Especially for the children of a god that had been sent to his eternal slumber. Even if their father was one of the lesser gods, the twins were meant to rule them all.

      They had been chosen through an act of sacrifice. None of that mattered now.

      Their beautiful manor was the scene of a massacre. Mother and father were dead.

      Now, the Vault was their home with all of its dark and dismal glory.

      They couldn’t even grieve the loss of their parents in peace. Every minute of every day was plagued by cold and darkness, with the occasional act of torture.

      This was to be their lives until the day Litha decided it fit to have them executed.

      Preeti could barely lift her head from resting on her brother, Vineet’s lap when the guard, Pavvi entered the dungeons.

      Dressed in leather armor made in Pollos by the Dreamweavers, he was too skinny to even be considered for any occupation in the army other than a prison guard.

      With wild red hair and freckles scattered all over his cheekbones, Pavvi reminded Preeti of a ragdoll she used to have as a child.

      Vineet smoothed Preeti’s hair. He leaned down to whisper in her ear. “It’s time.”

      Pavvi pressed his smug face to the bars as he looked down at them.

      “Supper time!”

      Preeti winced as he poured their soup onto the already damp stone floor. As she watched the thin liquid splash and trail though the floor’s creases, her stomach grumbled.

      Neither of the twins had eaten in days. Pavvi only fed them their meals once a week, and that cycle had gone on for months.

      “Just leave us alone, Pavvi,” Preeti said, her bright gray eyes glaring at him.

      “Why? You’re so fun to watch suffer. Come now. Just lick it off the floor. I won’t tell anyone the infamous Latari twins eat just like dogs.”

      Preeti’s face heated. If only she could get her hands on her swords. She imagined grabbing his lips with her fist and slicing them off with her sharpened blade.

      Closing her eyes, she imagined his cries of agony. One day.

      Maybe today.

      Preeti had trained in every form of combat. Killing a lowly guard would be nothing to her.

      She’d never killed anyone and had never wanted to until she and Vineet were charged with treason and imprisoned by the Goddess of Law.

      How could Litha convince anyone that Preeti and her brother were frauds when everyone in attendance saw them get sacrificed, and come back from the Cliffs of Ranoun alive?

      It had been a life-changing day.

      To face certain death and be spared. Preeti and Vineet never had dreams of ruling the gods, but their shared experience proved to them as well as to the citizens of Aden that they were chosen.

      Destined.

      Now, she wished they could simply return to when life was simple and there were no responsibilities outside of their daily studies and training. To rest in bed with a book until breakfast was prepared was a common dream for Preeti now. How she wished she hadn’t taken her good life for granted.

      Preeti coughed, the back of her throat dry. She and Vineet would have to conserve their energy if they wanted to escape.

      “Bastard,” Preeti said under her breath.

      Pavvi kicked the bars with his thick boot. “What was that?”

      Preeti sighed. It took everything in her to stand, even more, to hobble over to the bars of her cell. She wrapped her hands around the bars, standing right before him.

      Pavvi jumped back, fear in his eyes.

      “Get back!”

      “Why do you have to be so hateful? What have we ever done to you?”

      He grabbed a long, silver pole and stabbed her through the bars with it.

      Hope filled her body even faster than the intense heat that entered her belly.

      Despite the pain from harnessed lightning, Preeti grabbed the sharp end of it and ripped it away from Pavvi’s grasp.

      A triumphant grin came to her face as she flipped the pole to point its end at Pavvi.

      It worked.

      His face turned ashen as he looked down at the sharp end, sparks of lightning racing up and down the steel like blue and silver cords of light. The heat radiated off the steel and warmed Preeti’s chilled cheeks.

      “Good job, Pavvi,” Preeti purred. “There is one thing I can honestly say that I truly love about you.”

      “What’s that?” He asked, sweat beading on his forehead.

      Preeti leaned forward. “You can be so predictable.”

      Vineet came to his feet. He stood a half-foot taller than Preeti. They shared the same straight black hair, large gray eyes, and matching intricate black tattoos on their light bronze-colored flesh.

      Vineet was built much more muscular, but Preeti had a slim, athletic build that made her a formidable opponent even to men.

      Nonetheless, Pavvi looked ready to soil his pants at the sight of them not looking half as downtrodden as he’d been led to believe.

      They were gods after all.

      Vineet stood beside Preeti, his eyes piercing into Pavvi as he reached a hand out to Preeti. “Go on. Hurry.”

      Preeti glared at Pavvi once more. For weeks he had wasted their daily rations of food, pestered them, and poked them with the lightning stick any chance he got.

      Revenge was not something father condoned, but it was so hard to not retaliate now that they had the chance.

      Preeti’s lips curled into a snarl.

      “Stay still, or I will send you shooting to the moon, you pathetic piece of filth.”

      Pavvi nodded, his eyes wide, body tense.

      Preeti placed her hand in her brother’s, and together they took the lightning into their bodies. The shock nearly blew Preeti to the floor, but Vineet grabbed her, holding her steady.

      “Good girl,” he said. “Now get us out of her!”

      Preeti could barely hear his voice over the shouts inside her own head. This wasn’t the time for doubts.

      Pavvi took her hesitation as a chance to escape. One step toward the door and Vineet opened his left hand, sending black lightning into their tormentor’s body.

      Like a hand, the black lightning wrapped around Pavvi’s neck and yanked him back.

      Eyes black, Vineet grinned as he closed his fist.

      Pavvi let out a raspy gasp as his body flew into the ceiling, and back to the ground in a crunch of broken bones.

      “Not bad for a god destined to promote peace,” Preeti remarked as she looked from Pavvi’s body to her brother’s face.

      Vineet shrugged, stretching his fingers. “I do what is necessary.”

      “Indeed, you do,” Preeti said, lifting a brow.

      “Hurry, Preeti. Let’s get on with it. Don’t second guess yourself now.”

      Nodding, Preeti clenched her teeth. “Right,” she said. “Here we go.”

      Holding the lightning rod was agonizing and the vibrations of her bones shook her to her core. She fought with the lightning and the pain, Vineet’s hands keeping her from breaking down completely.

      A female voice shouted at them from the other side of the wall.

      Go!

      Go!

      Go!

      Preeti opened her eyes with a screech, and with a release of all of that power, the prison walls crumbled to dust that lingered in the air like soot from the volcanoes back home in Latari.

      They had seconds to Leap. Preeti didn’t waste any of them.

      “Ready,” she shouted over the calls from the guards as they ran to capture them.

      Vineet nodded. Face set with purpose, he wrapped his arms around Preeti, and together their bodies were catapulted into the sky.

      Every sense was heightened as Preeti held onto her brother, praying that they would survive this night.

      A glowing orb caught them mid-air, holding them in its warmth.

      Desi, their pet fairy, smiled at them with her green hair floating in the air.

      “Good job,” Desi cheered. Her power lifted them higher and higher into the sky. “You did it! I knew you would. Now, let’s get out of here before Litha returns. She will not be pleased to see you attempting escape.”

      “I know,” Preeti said. She pointed to the stars. “Hold on now. We are going to that one!”

      Hope was theirs once more as they soared like a shooting star from Aden, the land of the gods, to the one place where they could hide from their captor.

      The Abyss; also known as the human world.
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      The Abyss was not how Preeti or Vineet imagined it to be. It wasn’t the bleak wasteland they’d been taught about in their studies. Aden made it seem as though the human world was a place where evil was born, full of weak beings that needed to be under strict rule.

      Despite what they’d been taught, there was a beauty to it that astounded them both. The sky was clear of the ever floating debris of when Aden split in half. Looking up at the yellow sun captivated Preeti. She never thought she’d deny her own red sun so quickly.

      The landing had been brutal, knocking Preeti and Vineet unconscious. A hole the size of a mountain now stood as proof that two young gods had invaded the land of the humans.

      It was only a matter of time before Litha located the evidence and sought them out.

      Did she care that they were innocent…that neither of them wanted to rule?

      Of course not. All she wanted was to rule in their stead.

      “I found water,” Preeti shouted from a rushing river that cut through the lush forest that they had slept the night in.

      She wasn’t sure exactly how long they’d slept, but she was glad for it. Her body was taxed beyond imagination. She’d only practiced harnessing the elements. Never had she actually used them.

      The cold, crisp, water was better than anything she’d drank in all of her sixteen years. Such freshness was not common in Aden, where the gods mostly drank wine and other crafted brews.

      But human water…that was divine. Preeti slurped it from her cupped hands, languishing in the feel of it soothing its way down her throat, rejuvenating her from the inside out.

      “I swear it’s like pure magic,” she said.

      Vineet joined her on his knees, getting his fill. “Amazing,” he said in between gulps.

      Preeti dipped her entire head in the water, scrubbing her scalp. “I just want to be clean again. My skin feels awful.” She ran her hands through her long black hair, fighting through tangles. “I wish we had a bottle to take some with us.”

      Once Vineet was satisfied, he stood and took account of their surroundings.

      “We actually did it,” Preeti said.

      Months in the Vault had nearly broken their spirits. It would have been much worse if they’d been separated. It was as if the Goddess of Law wanted them to watch each other suffer.

      How wrong she was. Her plan did the opposite. The twins gave each other strength.

      Preeti rung her hair out of cold water and braided it down to her waist.

      A grin spread across Preeti’s face. “Father would be proud.”

      Nodding, Vineet returned the grin. It was a bittersweet triumph.

      Now they were exiled to a land that gods should never walk upon.

      “Good job,” she said. “You saved us.”

      He gave her a pat on the back. “It was all you. I couldn’t have Leapt worlds if you weren’t there to harness the lightning.”

      “Well then. We did it together, as a team.”

      “Yes.” He folded his arms across his broad chest. “I suppose Desi had a part of it as well.”

      A bright light zipped past them and landed on the grass.

      “Desi!” Preeti knelt down to hug the fairy. “Thank you for helping us get out of that awful place.

      “Yes,” Vineet said. “Thank you.”

      Desi beamed, pressing her body to Preeti’s chest in the best embrace that she could accomplish with her small stature.

      “I would do anything for my sweet twins.”

      Preeti chuckled. Desi had always loved to call them her sweet twins. Having something from home gave her even more confidence. Maybe they would find their way back home someday.

      “What’s the plan?”

      Preeti looked to Desi. “We thought you had a plan.” She’d been wondering the same thing since the moment her eyes opened from their long slumber.

      Desi smirked. “I was joking, sweet Preeti. I will find you homes to live out your lives until you reach the age of Enlightenment.”

      “Then we can go home?”

      “Yes. It is then that you will be strong enough to stand against Litha and claim your rightful place as rulers of Aden.”

      “That’s it? Simple enough. Right, Vineet?” Preeti glanced back at her brother. She chuckled and pointed at him.

      He lifted his shoulders. “What is it?”

      “Look at us.” Raina motioned to her clothes, her smile fading. Everything depended on them blending with the humans of this world. “We look ridiculous.”

      Both of them had on tattered prison uniforms.

      Preeti’s white uniform was caked in mud and soot, as was Vineet’s, except his shirt, was ripped across the front as if a dragon had used its sharp claws on him.

      “We need to find some new clothes, quickly.”

      “You’re right,” he said.

      Desi looked at their faces for a moment, examining them with her small golden eyes.

      “It shouldn’t be too difficult to blend with the humans. You don’t look much different. But your tattoos will give you away.”

      Memories of receiving a new tattoo every year of their life since birth came to Preeti. The pain was a symbol of growth and what it meant to hold such power.

      Preeti rubbed her bare arms, the black symbols stark against her bronze skin. They were a part of her that she was proud of.

      “We must hide them.”

      “Yes. I have an idea,” Desi said. “You have three years until the two of you will reach Enlightenment. Both of you will transform at that time into Greater Gods. I know someone that can hide you until that time. Another exiled god.”

      “Good,” Vineet said, hope in his eyes. “It’s good to know we aren’t the only ones in this world.”

      “He’s a Lesser God like your father, but he is wise and just. But we must be quick. My power is weak here,” Desi said, rubbing her hands as if she was cold.

      The color seemed to drain from Desi’s vibrant skin. It worried Preeti.

      “Are you all right, Desi?”

      “I will need to rest. Just listen to my instructions,” Desi said, curling into a small golden ball. She landed in Preeti’s hand.

      Desi’s tiny voice came from inside the golden ball that resembled the floating spores of the Spitfire flowers.

      “Follow the river to a small farm. There is a monastery there. That is where you will find the god named Errison.”

      “One second.” Preeti knelt down for one more drink of water. Wiping her mouth, she nodded. Whatever awaited them on their journey, they would face it together.

      “Ready.”
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      The entrance to the Rhene monastery was quiet. Night had fallen, and the air was still as Allan and Preeti entered the sleeping village that surrounded the rectangular shaped building made of brown stone.

      Such silence made Preeti nervous. She was used to the constant chatter of pixies, the howl of the night wind, and the brilliant song of the flowers in her garden outside her window.

      Home.

      Preeti missed it dearly.

      Something about the human world intrigued her despite its new sun and landscape. What enchanted her most of all was the fact that water fell from the sky.

      She looked up at the black sky as that delicious liquid she loved so much splashed onto her face and into her eyes.

      “Look at this, Vineet,” she said, opening her mouth to catch more of the water.

      Vineet glanced upward and grimaced. “It gets into my eyes.”

      “It doesn’t hurt,” Preeti said. “It feels good, doesn’t it?”

      “No,” he said. “It’s making me feel cold.”

      Preeti continued collecting the falling water into her mouth while Vineet knocked on the door four times and took a step back.

      Desi had shrunk herself into a golden ball that Preeti kept in her pocket. They couldn’t risk their fairy being seen by people that knew little of fairies and magic.

      Preeti slid her hand in her pocket and closed it around the ball. Holding it gave her reassurance that their plan would work.

      A tall, bearded man in a long black cloak opened the wooden door. Standing almost a foot taller than them, his head was bald and smooth, and his eyes were wise. Preeti hoped they could trust him.

      “It’s late,” he said, looking them over. “Beggars can wait until morning to be fed.”

      Vineet held a hand out, stopping the monk from closing the door.

      “Wait,” he said.

      The monk looked annoyed, his thick eyebrows furrowing. “How dare you? Step aside before I set the dogs on you.”

      Preeti stepped in front of her brother. “Are you Errison?”

      The monk nodded. “I am. Who are you?”

      Nervously, she looked from side to side and then lifted her shirt to just above her navel. The reveal of her mark of the gods seemed to catch Errison off guard.

      Errison’s face morphed from anger to bewilderment. When his eyes rose to Preeti’s, there were tears in his eyes.

      Preeti bit her lip.

      Please work, she thought.

      She watched Errison examine her tattoos. When he reached a finger out to touch it, she pulled her shirt back down and wrapped her arms around her body. Now she knew what Vineet meant about the falling water making him cold.

      Her clothes became soaked, making her shiver.

      Preeti and Vineet waited in silence as Errison looked from one to the other, finally noticing all of the other tattoos going up and down the exposed skin on their arms, necks, and faces.

      “The Goddess of War,” he said looking to Preeti, then turned his gaze to Vineet. “And the God of Peace.”

      Vineet nodded.

      To their surprise, he fell to his knees, arms bent and head pressed to the ground at their feet.

      “Forgive me. I did not know who you were.”

      Errison looked up at them. His face had gone pale.

      “I just haven’t seen another god in centuries.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The twins followed Errison into the torch-lit monastery. The air was quite close inside. Raina crossed her arms, hugging herself.

      Humans were around. She could sense their sleeping bodies, and it intrigued her along with everything else they had come to experience in the Abyss.

      “What was the falling water called out there?”

      “Rain,” the monk said.

      “Rain,” Preeti repeated. “It sounds beautiful.”

      “Why yes. I suppose it does,” he said. “Now, tell me what I can do to help you,” he said, motioning for them to sit down on the long wooden bench inside a large room with sculptures of all of the founding gods, and a fountain in the center.

      Preeti cleared her throat. She glanced at the sculpture of Litha, imagining her looking down at her with hate.

      “We need help hiding from—” Preeti lowered her voice to a whisper. “The Goddess of Law.”

      Errison raised his brows. He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against a pillar. “Well, that is quite a task.”

      “I know,” Preeti said. “But we only have to hide until our Enlightenment. That’s only thirty years from now.”

      Errison stroked his beard. “That makes three human years.”

      “Oh,” Preeti said. “Even better.”

      Errison sighed. “Maybe, but what you’re asking me is dangerous work. Even three years of hiding fugitives can cause great harm to the work I’ve done in this world.”

      “We were told you could help us,” Vineet said. “Please don’t send us back out there.”

      “No need to worry,” Errison said. “I didn’t say that I wouldn’t help you.”

      Preeti reached for her brother’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

      Please let there be hope.

      The thought of returning to the Vault where Litha could do whatever she wanted to them turned Preeti’s stomach. The next time might not be a prison sentence.

      Death awaited if Litha found them.

      “Come now,” Errison said, leading them out of the room. “Pardon the meager accommodations. You two will have to sleep with the other young recruits.”

      “Thank you so much for helping us,” Preeti said.

      “It is my pleasure. It’s not every day that I get to save the world.”

      Vineet smiled. “Is that what we are doing?”

      Errison nodded, glancing back at them. “It is. With Litha in charge, everyone suffers.”

      The monastery was massive. It was built in honor of the Goddess of Health, but all worship was welcome. Four stories above ground resembled the castles of Pollos in Aden, but the two levels below were more like catacombs. Walking those corridors gave her an eerie feeling.

      Rubbing her arms, Preeti glanced at a painting of Tawni, the Goddess of Health. They’d met a few times before at the annual feast her father held at their manor. Tawni was a beautiful and kind woman.

      If only all gods and goddesses could be as kind and loving. Just thinking of Litha gave her chills. It was only a matter of time before she found them.

      Preeti scratched her arm. She couldn’t wait to bathe and change out of her prison uniform.

      He stopped and turned to them.

      “What are your names?”

      “I am Preeti, and this is Vineet.”

      Errison nodded, then his soft green eyes went wide. He waved his hands before them. “We will have to change those. No one can suspect who you are.”

      Vineet raised a brow. “We have to change our names?”

      “Yes,” Errison said.

      Preeti cracked a smile. She loved her name, but how often do you have the freedom to choose a name for yourself?

      She nudged Vineet. “Errison is right. It will be fun. I already have a few names for you, Vineet.”

      “Like what?”

      “Glutton, Sleepy, and how about Arrogant?”

      Vineet pushed her forward. “And I can call you Ridiculous,” he said. “Let’s just get to our rooms. I’m exhausted.”

      Preeti covered a snicker with her hand. It was grand to smile again, but the memory of why they were there crept back upon her. She straightened her shoulders, her smile fading.

      As they walked down the dark corridor, she glanced at the many doors on either side where others were already asleep.

      “Are you sure this is okay?”

      “Yes. I am the head of the monasteries in this region. No one will question me. We receive new recruits every week. Young folk always seek refuge and truth. You’ll fit in just fine.”

      Preeti was pleased by his answer. Desi was right to send them there. Preeti gave her pocket a little pat.

      Once they stopped at the door on the end, Errison pulled a long key from his cloak’s inner pocket. He opened the door and held it for Preeti.

      “This one is yours,” he said.

      Preeti stepped inside and glanced at the single cot, and a chest. The walls were so close that Preeti could almost stretch both arms out to her sides and touch the smooth stone at the same time.

      “Where will Vineet sleep?”

      She became nervous about leaving Vineet’s side. They’d never been more than a wall apart, and in the past few months, they’d been constantly by each other’s side.

      “He will be in the male quarters on the other side of the monastery,” Errison said. He nodded to the chest beneath the rectangular window. “You’ll find fresh clothes inside. I’ll have one of the other monks hang a cloak and Seer gear outside your door in the morning. You’re to wear it everywhere. Only top-ranked missionaries wear that uniform, but it’s the only one that will make sense.” He lowered his voice. “No one can see those tattoos, and it covers the entire body.”

      Preeti nodded, wondering what a Seer was.

      “And have a new name picked out by breakfast,” he added. “I’ll see you then.”

      Watching them leave left Preeti feeling cold. When the door closed, the emptiness started to settle in. She already missed Vineet, but when she flopped onto her wool-covered cot, Desi flew from her pocket.

      A smile came to Preeti’s face as she watched the fairy twirl and light the small room with her bright glow.

      “Good,” Desi said. “This is magnificent. I told you Errison was one of the good ones.” She landed on Preeti’s lap, sat down and crossed her legs. “Now, what are we going to call you?
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      The next day Preeti put on her new Seer uniform. A loose blouse was tucked into her flared skirt that reached her ankles. Her waist was pulled tight by a draped red sash that circled around her waist and over her right shoulder where it tied in the back.

      She’d needed another girl to help her accomplish the intricate presentation of such elaborate new clothing.

      Olia was trusted by Errison. A girl of seventeen, she was quiet, obedient, and friendly.

      With short brown hair that barely went past her chin, Olia was beautiful to Preeti. It was her green eyes that captivated her.

      Something about green eyes always left her enchanted. But Olia always seemed to keep hers lowered, as if she was too unsure of herself to look upward and into the eyes of others.

      Olia helped Preeti pull her calf-length boots on and secured the cloak to the hooks on her blouse. Lastly, she pulled her cloak’s hood over her hair. Leather gloves completed the uniform.

      Everything from her eyebrows up, and chin down was covered which was fitting considering her favorite tattoo was on her forehead. The same woman that helped her get dressed had also chopped her bangs for her, covering the tattoo.

      Now she would blend in with every other human.

      “You look lovely, goddess,” Olia said in her soft voice.

      Preeti smiled at her, wishing she had a mirror to see herself. She’d just have to trust Olia’s account of how she looked.

      Vineet waited for her outside the female quarters in a uniform of his own. He wore black pants, a stiff white shirt that was tucked in, and a black cloak.

      Preeti noticed how Vineet’s eyes lingered on Olia as she walked down the stairs and away from them on the narrow path between two rows of rose bushes.

      She glanced back at him before disappearing into the crowd of monks and recruits.

      Preeti held back an amused smile, not wanting to embarrass her brother for being attracted to a pretty girl.

      Still, it was difficult. Vineet never looked at any other girls like that before.

      Preeti and Vineet were meant to be opposites. They were once in training to rule all of the gods, meant to be the balance Aden desperately needed.

      War and peace were now impersonating human missionaries of the gods.

      Ironic.

      Sometimes Preeti wished that she could have been the Goddess of Peace instead of War, but her father had explained to her the reasoning to why the world needed war. Sometimes people had to fight for what they believed in. War had its very own piece in the greater scheme of things.

      Balance was key. Now that balance had shifted with Litha in charge.

      Goddess of Law or not, Litha was corrupt.

      Preeti grinned when she approached Vineet. “No one even suspects anything,” she whispered to him.

      His eyes scanned the crowds of young men and women as they filled the inner courtyard. “It feels quite odd, doesn’t it?”

      Preeti shrugged. “I kind of like it. What freedom we have.”

      “I suppose,” Vineet said, still sounding unsure. “So. What am I to call you now?”

      Preeti leaned forward, her eyes bright. “Raina.”

      “Raina,” he repeated. “Like the falling water from last night?”

      She nodded.

      “I like it.”

      Raina giggled. “And what about you?”

      “Allan.”

      Raina’s smile faded. She straightened up. “Like mother,” she said in a voice so soft that she could barely hear it herself.

      Just thinking of their mother, Allana brought pain to her gut that threatened to make her burst into tears.

      Allan hugged her tight. “We will avenge her murder. I promise.”

      They broke apart when Errison approached them, sucking his teeth. “Public displays of affection, even for siblings, is not allowed. You won’t see any Seer’s embracing in view of others. You are to emulate warriors of wisdom, piety, and courage.”

      Raina and Allan nodded.

      “Apologies,” Raina said, wiping her eyes with her sleeve.

      “You two fit in even better than I anticipated.” He stroked his black beard. “And what are your names?”

      “Allan.”

      “Raina.”

      “Lovely,” he said. “Now let’s get you two stationed.”

      “Stationed?” Preeti had hoped that they could just stay in the monastery where it was safe.

      “You need to work.”

      Allan asked Preeti’s question before she could. “Why?”

      “For the anonymity or it. You can’t wear the uniform and not earn your keep. Trust me, do as I say and no one will suspect who the two of you really are. Come.” Errison motioned for them to follow.

      Raina gripped the front of her cloak, feeling for the chain Desi had created. Desi now hung around Raina’s neck, beneath the cloak, in the form of a beautiful silver and crystal necklace.

      “I can get you into the capital city where you’ll be hidden even better than out here in the countryside.”

      “Capital city,” Raina said, putting her hands in her pocket. The prospect of seeing more of this world started to intrigue her. “I admit, I do like the sound of it.”

      “As do I,” Allan said.

      “Good,” Errison said with a nod. “Because I figure you’d do well in the Royal Mission.”

      Raina slowed her pace.

      “Royal Mission?”

      Errison glanced over his shoulder.

      “Are you not up for it?”

      Allan nudged Raina. “We are up for anything. Aren’t we, Pree—Raina?”

      Raina pursed her lips. “Of course. I just figured we’d stay more hidden.”

      Errison stopped walking and turned to face the two of them. He folded his hands in front of him.

      “Do you trust me?”

      Raina nodded slowly. “Yes. We trust you,” she said. “We will do whatever it takes.”

      “Good,” Errison said, turning away from them once again. “Because the crown prince could use some extra protection.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      After supper, Allan walked the gardens. Each blooming flower reminded him of the home where their mother loved to plant only the rarest of plant species. None of them were present in the monastery’s garden, but he enjoyed looking at them and smelling their scent.

      The girl from earlier, with the short brown hair and green eyes, sat on a bench with a blank piece of parchment on her lap and a quill in her hand.

      “Evening,” he said to her.

      Her eyes flickered up to catch a glance at him and then went back to her parchment.

      “Evening,” she murmured.

      Allan put his hands in his pocket and stepped closer to her. “Any chance you know what the white flowers are called?”

      She didn’t even look up. “They’re called gardenias.”

      Allan nodded. “Oh. Thank you. A peculiar name for a flower. What’s yours?”

      She lowered her quill and looked up at him, her eyes worried.

      Allan couldn’t make sense of why she would look at him in that way. He turned away from her.

      “Never mind,” he said. “Have a good night.”

      “Olia,” she called after him.

      Allan paused.

      “My name is Olia.”

      Smiling, Allan glanced back at her. “Now that,” he said. “Is a beautiful name.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      The journey to Rhene’s capital city was longer and colder than Raina and Allan anticipated. Neither had experienced such a bitter chill and kept their fur cloaks pulled tight. In just a few days they’d seen so much of the world they’d been led to believe was a desolate place. Despite the cold, it was still the most beautiful place Raina had ever seen.

      Littered with giant birds and sweet pink fruit that hung low from white trees, The Meadows of Balston were Raina’s favorite. Somehow seeing all of those new things helped ease her sorrow for the loss of her mother and father. The fact that she would never see their faces again still hadn’t settled in.

      On the ninth day, Raina and Allan were exhausted from riding since dawn. The horses were tied to a tree while Errison, Olia, Raina, and Allan sat in a clearing around a crackling fire.

      While Allan read from the little journal Errison gave to them to study, Raina warmed her hands as close to the flames as she could risk. Pulling her cloak closer to her body, she watched Errison who seemed unaffected by the cold.

      Errison ran his fingers through his long beard as he stared into the flames, without blinking.

      “Is it done yet, Errison? I can hear my stomach yelling at me.” Raina eyed the skinned rabbit that was settled on the fire. The smell was driving her mad. Her stomach grumbled so loud that she was sure Errison and Allan heard it.

      Errison seemed to snap out of his thoughts.

      “I believe it is,” he said.

      “Oh don’t worry,” Olia said. “I’ll check it.”

      Olia scooted closer to the fire and unwrapped her wool blanket from around her arms. She pulled the cooked rabbit from the fire.

      “It’s ready.” Olia pulled the meat from the bones and handed it to everyone in clay bowls.

      “Thank you.” Raina eagerly accepted the bowl with both hands. “I still can’t believe you caught all of those rabbits, Olia.”

      Allan glanced up from his studying at Olia.

      She blushed. “It was nothing, really. My father taught all of his children how to trap their own dinner. We spent a lot of time traveling,” Olia said, settling back down in her spot nestled by a tree. “He was a traveling musician. He played for all kinds of people.”

      Raina wasted no time before she began eating. “That’s nice,” she said, focusing her attention on savoring every bite of this new kind of food. They hadn’t eaten anything but bread along with the preserved fruit during most of their journey.

      “Eat, Allan,” Raina said, handing him a bowl. “You’ve barely eaten anything today. You can study later.”

      Allan nodded. He sniffed the rabbit meat. “We are supposed to eat flesh while we are here?”

      Olia’s face turned pink.

      “It’s nothing against you, Olia. Honestly,” he said, reaching a hand out in apology. “We just never ate things like this in Aden.”

      “Yes,” Errison said. “Humans eat meat. You’ll like it.”

      Allan made a face of disgust. “I’m not sure about that.”

      “Try it,” Olia said with a smile.

      “Go on, Allan. It’s good. I promise,” Raina said, licking the seasoned oil from her fingers.

      With a sigh, Allan tasted a piece. The lines in his forehead relaxed and he ate another piece. “I suppose it’s tolerable,” he said, returning Olia’s smile.

      That girl could probably get Allan to do anything. Raina smiled and held out her bowl for more.

      Errison gave her another chunk of juicy meat.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Errison said. It’ll give you the energy you need to survive in this world.”

      Raina stuffed a piece of meat into her bread. “How long have you been here, Errison?”

      Errison ate a chunk of hardened bread. “Too long to remember. I stopped counting the years a long time ago. Maybe two hundred years.”

      “That’s an awfully long time. Do you miss your home in Aden?” She unbraided her hair so that it could rest against her cold ears. She pulled her fur hood back over her head and rubbed her hands together before the fire once more.

      Looking up at the clear night sky, Errison smiled. “Yes, Raina, very much. “I miss my friends.” His eyes lowered. “And my family.”

      Raina looked from Olia to Allan, and back to Errison. “I think we all miss our loved ones.”

      “True.” Errison checked the broth he’d made from dried onions and potatoes. Nodding for them to hold out their bowls, he dipped a cup into the delicious smelling broth.

      Raina slurped soup as soon as her bowl was full. She winced as she burned her tongue.

      “You’ll need to let it cool,” Errison said.

      “I’m so tired of being hungry,” Raina said, looking into her bowl at the steam that rose.

      After months of being nearly starved to death in the Vault, their time in the human world was only slightly better. She missed the freedom she had at home to eat when and how much she wanted. She’d never take a full belly for granted again.

      “In the capital city you’ll have plenty to eat,” Errison assured her.

      Allan set his bowl beside him, only bones left inside. He pulled his cloak tight and settled back against a large fallen tree trunk.

      “I was reading about what Seers duties are,” Allan said. “Raina and I are to tutor the royal children?”

      “Raina will tutor. The royal family has three children. There are two princes, Eryon and Aric. They are older than the two of you by a few years. The eldest has a small trace of an ancient bloodline from one of the lesser gods of the old days when the gods used to live amongst the humans. Then there is the youngest, Arela. That’s who you will tutor, Raina. The royal family has been trained and tutored by the Seers since the nine tribes broke off into kingdoms.”

      Raina swallowed a gulp of hot broth. “I can do that. Sounds easy enough. What better person to train you in the matters of the gods than an actual god?”

      “Precisely,” Errison said.

      “And what will I do?”

      “I have something very special in mind for you, Allan. I can tell you like to study and read.”

      Allan nodded.

      “It’s all he used to do back in Latari,” Raina said. She’d always ran and played outside as a child while Allan stayed inside with his many scrolls and stories.

      “Well, how do you feel about translating the ancient scrolls into the human tongue?”

      Allan’s eyes brightened. “I’d like that very much. How many are there?”

      Errison shrugged. “Hundreds, probably.”

      Raina laughed. “You probably just made Allan the happiest god alive.”

      Her heart warmed at the smile on her brother’s face.

      “Olia will remain in the city to help you with anything you need when I leave for the monastery. She will set up a dress shop,” Errison said.

      Olia smiled. “Mother was a dressmaker. She taught me everything.”

      “Sounds like you have quite a few tricks up your sleeve,” Raina said.

      Olia nodded.

      “Get some rest now, we have much ground to cover tomorrow morning.” Errison covered himself with his cloak and settled down on his pallet made of leather and wool.

      Raina followed his example and pulled her fur over her as she bunched up a portion of the pallet beneath her head.

      As she stared up at the stars, she pictured her mother and father, and how they used to smile at Preeti and Vineet.

      She wondered if they approved of their new identities.

      Were they proud of them for surviving Litha’s treachery?

      Desi stirred, warming Raina from the necklace against her chest.

      You’re not quite free of her yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      Each day that brought them closer to Rhene, left Allan feeling less and less connected to the place of their birth. Two weeks had passed and the realization of how massive this world was astounded both Allan and his sister.

      Aden was their home, but the Abyss…this beautiful place with its ever changing landscape and even lovelier women called to him.

      Before they reached the shining silver gates of Rhene’s capital city, Allan had already read the journal Errison gave them.

      Twice.

      He knew everything there was to know about the duty of a Seer. Retaining knowledge was one of Allan’s greatest strengths. There were times that he had to help Raina when they were quizzed by their tutor. Raina was always the free-spirited one, the one that found joy in their weapons and tactical training.

      Fighting wasn’t for Allan, but he kept that knowledge in his reserves, for when he needed it.

      “Raina,” he said as they led their horses on a slow trot along a heavily trafficked path that led to the gates.

      “Yes, Allan?”

      “Look,” he said, nodding to the distance. He looked in awe at the palace that stood out against the background of other buildings and a mountain that towered behind it.

      “It’s stunning,” Raina said.

      “I’ve been here, at least, ten times by now, and it only gets more enchanting each time,” Olia said, her eyes fixed on the palace. “I’ve never had the pleasure of staying at the palace, though. You two are lucky for the opportunity.”

      Allan hoped that wherever her dress shop would be located wouldn’t be too far from the palace. “Don’t worry, Olia. We will visit you often.”

      She smiled, her eyes brightening as she looked at Allan. “I hope so.”

      “Representatives from the nine kingdoms are all assembling in the city for the annual spring festival. So the two of you need to blend in more than ever,” Errison told them.

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Allan said. “They’ve descended from our race, so I honestly don’t think the humans will suspect a thing.

      He had everything he needed with him. With his sister by his side, he was confident that they might actually be able to wait out their three years to Enlightenment.

      “Not at all,” Raina added. “We will be good.”

      “I hope so,” Errison said. “For the instant you show your power, Litha will be here within the next.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      “When will you visit Brenton?” Princess Pria played with Prince Aric’s long blond hair while he licked cream and honey from her navel.

      Aric looked into her eyes with a wicked grin. “When you break your engagement with that old man.”

      Pria rolled her eyes. With flecks of green, her eyes were his second favorite part of her body. Her round backside was his first. He gave it a squeeze and she giggled.

      “He is not just an old man. He is the king of Lhionaire, the second biggest kingdom of the nine. It’s even bigger than yours,” she said, grabbing a fistful of his hair. “Now get back up here.”

      Her lips tasted as sweet as the honey they shared on the tiny toasts his servant had placed on the floor next to Aric’s pallet.

      He deepened the kiss, exploring the soft wetness of her tongue. He bit her lower lip. “It's fine if you won’t leave King Ellid for me. You’re too old for me anyway.”

      Pria’s face reddened. The lust in her eyes was quickly replaced by rage. She extended her arm between them, pushing him away.

      “You Brenton girls are a feisty lot,” Aric said, chuckling. He knew she hated it when he laughed at her anger, but he couldn’t help himself. No matter what he said to her, she’d be back.

      “You are such an insufferable bastard, Aric. I don’t even know why I bother with you,” Pria said climbing up from the plush emerald green blankets and fluffy cream-colored pillows.

      Aric rolled over onto his back, his head resting on his folded arm.

      “I think you do know why. ”

      Pria sucked her teeth. “Bastard.”

      “I was joking,” he said watching her perfectly round behind as she walked over to her clothes. “You’re not that old.”

      She glared at him. “You better be ready tomorrow,” she hissed, putting her simple green dress back on. She ran her fingers through her dark brown hair, fighting through the tangles.

      “I’m always ready,” Aric said, drinking what was left of the wine in the glass jug next to his pallet.

      “Good,” she said as she tied her bow around her waist. “Because I plan to grind your face into the coliseum floor. With my boot.”

      Laughing, Aric came to his feet. He walked over to her, naked and unabashed. She was angry. He couldn’t let her leave with a frown on her face.

      What would people think? What would that do to his reputation? Everyone knew Aric was a magician when it came to beautiful women.

      She huffed as he approached her.

      “Get away from me, you brute.”

      “Come now,” Aric said, unfolding her arms from across her chest. “You have to know that I was only joking. I adore you.”

      Pria glared up at him, but as planned, his charming smile softened her face. She sighed and kissed him on the cheek.

      “How can I stay upset when your eyes remind me of the sky on a summer day?”

      Aric tilted his head. “When did you become a poet?”

      She grinned at him as he leaned down to kiss her on the lips.

      “Goodnight, Pria,” he said. He opened his door to let her out into the corridor of the east wing of the Rhene Palace.

      Her guards waited outside his door, ready to escort her to the west wing where all of the royal guests were staying. Two burly men in the traditional blue and white armor of Brenton. They averted their eyes from Aric’s nude body.

      Aric nodded to them. “Make sure she gets back safely.”

      Once Pria turned the corner, he closed his door and hurried to change into his clothes.

      If he were quick enough, he could head to the tavern in the Lower City for a mug of mead.

      Aric quickly pulled on his brown leather pants and a white blouse. With his pants tucked into his boots, he was prepared to blend in with the common folk. He pulled his long hair into a sloppy ponytail and put a cap on.

      The night was still new for Aric, despite those in the palace preparing for bed. They’d all wake up early for the last day of tournaments, but Aric didn’t need a full night’s sleep.

      He needed excitement.

      And possibly another girl to keep him warm for the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      The night air was fresh and slightly cool as Aric stepped from the side doors of the palace.

      He paused when he saw a guarded procession of Seers entering the palace courtyard.

      Lifting a brow, his attention went to the female Seer with the bright eyes.

      Even in the pale light of the moon, he was astounded by her delicate features. No Seer he had ever seen looked like the maiden before him. Standing only a few feet away, she would hear him if he spoke to her.

      What would he say to her, and why would he try?

      Seers were chaste and committed to service. There was no point trying to have a conversation with them other than to be lectured on the gods and their history.

      Aric didn’t need religion. The blood of the gods flowed through his veins. What could a Seer teach him that he didn’t already know and feel?

      But when she glanced at him, he felt the wind change. Something eerie was hidden in eyes. He felt it in his soul that she was special.

      She held his gaze for a bit longer than was acceptable for strangers, but Aric didn’t mind. He could revel in her beauty until the end of time.

      When she broke their gaze, Aric let out a slow breath.

      What had come over him? He turned to continue heading to the Lower City. Brows furrowed, he put his hands in his pocket.

      Somehow he felt as if he knew her.

      Aric glanced back and nearly lost his footing when he saw her gazing back at him, a glow in her eyes.

      A glow?

      He shook his head as he left the palace grounds.

      It must have been the lighting.

      Yes, that might be it, Aric told himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      Aric stood at the center of the grand arena, waiting for the match to begin. The ancient stone coliseum was in excellent condition, as stunning as when it was created thousands of years ago. Comprised of nearly a hundred aisles it reached to the clouds.

      Gods had once fought in that same arena.

      Being in line for the throne, Aric had always felt the pressure to be the best. It was his duty to give his people what they wanted. Aric had competed in the arena for three years now, and not once had he lost a battle. That first time he stepped into the coliseum when he was sixteen had been a turning point in his life.

      The hundreds of spectators cheered Aric on when he drew his sword.

      The crowd wanted a show. Each year the stakes were higher. This time, Aric would give them a fight that would go down in history.

      With his red and gold shield in one hand, his sword in the other, Aric watched as his mother and father arrived.

      The cheers rose to a thundering roar as Queen Nevah and King Lavi entered the coliseum along with the parents of his opponent, King Tynic and Queen Lucia.

      Aric looked across the platform at his opponent, a female warrior from one of the western kingdoms, Brenton.

      Pria.

      Princess Pria watched him, a cocky grin on her beautiful face. She winked at him and turned her attention to nod at her parents that watched from above with pride.

      If they only knew how sneaky their innocent daughter was.

      There was no way that he could let that woman defeat him, not when countless men from all over the world had lost to him in combat.

      Aric hid a grin of his own when Pria glanced at him. He’d beat her and bed her again later that evening.

      Good plan.

      The cheering continued as his parents walked hand-in-hand to the balcony that overlooked the coliseum.

      In a slim white gown, Queen Nevah still looked as young as a woman of her late twenties. She and Aric shared the same pale blue eyes and blond hair. Her hair was braided and twisted into a bun that had a golden comb stuffed into it to hold her hair in place.

      King Lavi was a stark contrast to his beautiful wife. With olive skin, dark brown hair, and a large muscular frame, he towered over the queen. His brown eyes cast a look across the crowd.

      He made a slight gesture with his large hand for everyone to quiet and the spectators sat in their seats in obedience.

      “Good citizens of Rhene,” Queen Nevah said, loud enough for all to hear her, yet with a voice as soft as a child’s. “As part of our final battle of this day of celebration, the king and I are pleased to present you our son, Prince Aric the Valiant and Brenton’s own, Princess Pria the Swift.”

      Pria the Swift, Aric thought to himself with a laugh. She had indeed made a name for herself in the arena before arriving for their annual winter festival. He grinned, remembering her moans as he pleasured her just the night before.

      The crowd clapped and shouted encouragement to the young warriors.

      Aric loved the attention and soaked it all in.

      The crowd’s cheer elevated as the princess pulled free her sword and readied them with a slash through the air within a sharp whistling sound. Her black hair was pulled into a long ponytail, her silver light armor glittering in the sunlight.

      His grin vanished. It was time to get serious.

      Aric became focused as he readied his sword and shield.

      King Lavi took a step back and raised a hand.

      “Begin!”

      Pria ran at him with such speed that Aric was taken aback.

      Aric raised a brow as he held his golden shield against her tirade of strikes. He staggered backward at her surprising strength. The loud crashing of her two-handed sword resonated in his ears.

      Pria may have been slim, but it was apparent that she was composed of pure muscle.

      He quickly found himself fighting as seriously as he had against all of the other assembled princes from the surrounding kingdoms. The winter festival was one of the few events that kept the kingdoms from war.

      It soon became obvious that this show was about more than entertainment for Pria. Aric saw the determination and intensity in her gaze.

      Pria fought as if her life depended on it. She was skilled beyond her years and the clashing of their weapons could be heard well by the spectators on the higher levels. Sparks flew all around them from the impact of their steel against steel.

      Aric swallowed, sweat slinging off his forehead. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he also didn’t want to embarrass himself in front of the entire kingdom. He took a deep breath and held his sword a little tighter.

      His eyes went from pale blue, to a silver glow.

      He saw Pria lose a little of her color when she saw the glow in his eyes, and her stance changed to one of defense.

      “Not fair,” Pria said. She wiped a fallen strand of hair from her face and readied herself.

      “Come now, Aric,” Queen Nevah shouted from her spot above the battle. “Show the Brentons what real power looks like.”

      Aric chanced a glance up at her, and Pria made a quick kick at his legs. He grabbed her leg and tossed her across the coliseum. She flew yards away and landed on her rear.

      Aric frowned up at his mother. She hid a grin as she folded her hands before her. He may have been a cocky young man, but he was against an unfair fight.

      Pria wasn’t a descendant of the gods that used to walk their world. With only a small part of the bloodline, Aric had certain abilities.

      Unsure of whether he should heed his mother’s command, or trust his own judgment, Aric watched Pria push herself to her feet. Instead of taking a defensive stance, he relaxed his shoulders and lowered his weapon.

      Pria paused her approach when she realized what he was doing.

      “Have it your way,” she said.

      She charged at him with all of her speed and strength.

      Aric sighed. He hated to do this to the princess.

      Ripples of power flooded his body and he closed his eyes. The crowd gasped, as Aric’s shield knocked Pria’s sword from her hand.

      All sounds faded and all light went with it. Aric felt as if he was alone.

      No one knew what it felt like to just vanish in plain sight. Apparently the power skipped his father and grandfather’s generation, reappearing in Aric, making him a nothing more than a prized possession.

      Aric took in a breath. He saw Pria standing there with a look of fear on her face. She swirled around, searching for him. She scrambled to pick up her sword and resorted to slashing at nothing but air.

      At this moment, she was the enemy, and for as long as his power lasted, she was defenseless against him. The wind swept in from the open ceiling. The sky was a dull yellow, as the sun shone its face. Such was rare in these times. The golden rays spilled on Aric as he closed his eyes to the warmth on his cheeks.

      It was as if the gods spoke to him at that moment.

      Aric enjoyed that moment of solitude. It was a rare occasion to have a moment of peace, and ironic that he found it during a sword fight.

      Aric’s arms felt heavy and there was an acute pain in the forefront of his head. He could feel his energy draining. It started to flee his body with each breath and step he took.

      He wanted this to be over.

      “Here,” Aric whispered to Pria, giving her a clue as to where he was. She spun on him and brought her sword down across his. Relief flooded her face.

      It didn’t last long. He knocked her down to the ground and pinned her on her back.

      In the end, Aric had his knee in Pria's chest, his sword at her smooth chestnut-colored neck. He reappeared and she closed her eyes. She worked to control her breathing.

      “Bastard,” she shouted at him.

      That stung.

      “So this is why I was called out here,” Pria said once she opened her eyes once again. “All of my years of training, and you made a fool of me.”

      Aric stood and held a hand out to help her up.

      Pria glared at him. She came to her feet and turned on her heels to walk away.

      She didn’t even glance back at him.

      Disappointed, Aric watched her leave. His shoulders slumped.

      So much for bedding her again that evening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      The palace was much more intimidating than Raina anticipated. Her eyes rose to the high stained glass ceiling. Not even their home in Latari was as lavish as the Rhene Palace.

      Mother and father lived simply by god standards. They kept a small staff and had only increased the number of guards on their property when Raina and Allan were named as the next to rule Aden.

      As Raina was led to her new sleeping chambers, her mind would not let her forget the young man she’d encountered outside the palace.

      There was something about him that left her feeling unsettled.

      Errison and Olia were allowed to stay in the palace for the night, but Olia would have to leave in the morning to set up her new shop.

      So many new opportunities had presented themselves that Raina felt a giddiness in her gut.

      One day, if she and Allan survived, they would live in the Aden Imperial Palace. They would be the most powerful beings in all of the five worlds. Raina already took note of what she’d want the palace to be decorated like when she was made a queen.

      Just like the Rhene Palace.

      Two guards led her to her room. When she opened the door, she lifted a brow.

      Impressive, she thought. It was much bigger than the room in the monastery but smaller than her room back home in Latari.

      Still, it was beautiful, even in its simplicity.

      The moment she closed and locked the latch on her door, she called for Desi.

      “Are you well, Desi?”

      The fairy transformed into her normal form, but there was a gray tinge to her skin and a droopiness to her once alert eyes.

      Desi rested in Raina’s lap the moment she sat on the bed.

      “I am so tired. The very air here drains my power. It’s the strangest thing.”

      Alarmed, Raina hugged Desi to her. “What can I do to help you? Will you be all right?”

      Desi’s breath was shallow. “This world,” she began, closing her eyes. “It does not agree with me. I cannot stay out long, sweet Preeti.”

      Raina nodded. “I understand,” she said. She gave Desi a smile. “I’m going to miss our games. When we return to Aden, promise me we can play them again.”

      Desi smiled wide, her eyes brightening. “Of course, sweet Preeti.”

      Raina kissed her tiny forehead.

      Desi looked up at her. “Do you know your name means beautiful here?”

      Raina nodded. “Isn’t that something?”

      “It is because you are,” Desi said and started to transform back into the necklace, where she could rest.

      “Good night, Desi.”

      “Good night, sweet Preeti.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      The next evening, Errison, Raina, and Allan sat for dinner with King Lavi and his family; a beautiful wife, Nevah, his middle son, Eryon, and one young daughter named Arela. Prince Lavi had yet to make an appearance.

      Never did Raina dream that the humans lived in such beautiful places. Even their clothes were worthy of the royal court in Aden. Perhaps they remembered more of the ancient times when gods roamed the Abyss alongside them.

      Still astounded by the beauty and elegance of this large kingdom, Raina absorbed the festive atmosphere.

      Raina enjoyed sitting next to Princess Arela. She was a pretty child, with hair the color of straw and hazel eyes full of joy and innocence.

      Food.

      There was so much of it spread out on the table. It was the night of one of Rhene’s annual festivals, and guests filled the seats at the long table that stretched between both ends of the massive room.

      Raina chewed her roasted chicken and listened as Arela listed off the many toys she had back in her room.

      “When dinner is over we can play with my dolls.” Arela lowered her voice and leaned close to Raina.

      Raina leaned in, intrigued.

      “They are talking dolls.”

      Raina smiled at the child. “I haven’t played with dolls in so long, dear girl. They sound delightful.”

      Arela nodded. “Father gets many special toys from merchants all over the world. Eryon and Aric both have those special horses that can fly. Father won’t let me have one until I get a little bigger.” She sat back in the high back wooden chair. Her eyes examined Raina’s face.

      Raina looked away, hoping the girl wouldn’t notice her tattoo beneath her bangs. She wore her Seer uniform and was covered from head to toe, but the fear of discovery lingered in the forefront of her mind the entire time they were in the presence of so many people.

      “I like you,” Arela said. “You have pretty eyes and a funny accent.”

      “Do I?” Raina never realized she had an accent. She decided to try to emulate the speech of the Rhene people a bit better.

      “My birthday is always during the annual spring festival. Maybe you can take off that cloak and wear a pretty pink dress for my party tomorrow. I will be eleven, and eligible for my first Pegasus.”

      “Maybe,” Raina said. Only three years of being little more than a governess and she and Allan could return home. It seemed so far away.

      “How old are you, Raina?”

      “Sixteen.”

      Arela nibbled on her sweet roll and lifted a brow. “You aren’t that much older than I am.”

      Everyone’s chatter ended and was replaced by loud cheering when a young man dressed in a white suit with golden buttons and a red sash entered the room.

      When everyone stood, Raina and Allan followed their example and stood along with them.

      Raina’s mouth parted as she looked at him. He took a moment to bow before his adoring admirers.

      “That must be Prince Aric,” Allan whispered.

      Raina swallowed when the young man’s eyes lifted and went directly to hers. It was the young man from the night before.

      Her words came out soft. “Must be.”

      Never had a simple look ignited such new and exciting sensations within Raina. His blond hair was long and pulled back into a ponytail. Raina’s eyes followed him to a seat across from her at the table.

      She wished she could hide her reddening cheeks when he continued to stare at her with those intense eyes. His lashes were long and dark, tipped with a shade of blond lighter than his hair. He had perfectly arched brows and a strong chin.

      And he was tall. Raina never realized how much she valued height in a man. She’d never thought of a man in that way before that night.

      Handsome didn’t begin to describe the young man before her.

      He nodded to Raina and Allan, his eyes lifting to the king’s as everyone settled back into their seats.

      “Who are the Cloaks?”

      Raina figured he referred to Allan and herself.

      “Call them by their proper name, Aric,” King Lavi said. “They are Seers. This is Raina. She will be Arela’s tutor and Allan is the new translator of the ancient texts. They will be staying in the palace.”

      Raina struggled to take her eyes off of him, but it was impossible. She couldn’t even compare his beauty to anyone back in Latari or all of Aden.

      Relax. He’s only a man. A human man, she thought as she realized that while everyone else had sat back down, she was still standing.

      She flopped back into her chair and lowered her eyes to her plate. She no longer had an appetite. When he sat in the seat across from hers, she avoided looking at him.

      “Raina, is it?”

      Raina tensed at hearing him speak to her.

      She nodded, looking at him as he drank from his wine goblet.

      “I don’t think I’ve heard a more beautiful name,” Aric said.

      A smile came to Raina’s lips. “Thank you.”

      “Welcome.”

      Something stirred in Raina’s belly. There was no way she could eat now.

      Somehow Prince Aric’s gaze frightened her more than the thought of Litha finding them. Not because she feared him, but what he made her feel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      Something awakened within Aric as his eyes met those of the new Seer once again…something that frightened and intrigued him.

      Need and desire. One that went beyond his usual urge to seduce a beautiful girl.

      Seers weren’t supposed to have eyes like that; eyes that threatened to bend him to their will. Princess Pria and the battle earlier faded into the forgotten recesses of his mind as he drank his second goblet of wine.

      Aric sat back in his chair and sighed. There was no use getting fixated on a girl had committed her life to the teaching of the gods.

      Something about her presence commanded his attention. Father spoke to him. He barely heard a word but knew better than to ignore the king.

      “What was that?”

      King Lavi pursed his lips. “The ship sets sail in three days. You make sure you have everything ready for the journey.”

      Aric nodded, turning his attention to his father. “I will be ready.”

      “Good,” King Lavi said. “Because you’ll need to be prepared for the weather and customs of all of the nine kingdoms. I remember when I went abroad for the first time. There were so many different kinds of people and cultures that I simply couldn’t appreciate without experiencing it for myself.”

      “I’m certain it will be an enriching experience,” Aric said, taking a bite of smoked ham. “But do I really need to bring so many guards with me? You’ll have everyone thinking I am weak. Don’t I make it clear that I am capable of protecting myself every year during the tournaments? No one has ever defeated me. Ever.”

      “It is precisely why you need more guards. Many will want to test their luck against you. You never know if a friend can turn into an assassin. There are very few people left with traces of real power, Aric. Having you rule Rhene someday poses a great threat to the other kingdoms.”

      “But we are at peace right now.”

      King Lavi lifted a finger. “Exactly. Right now.”

      Aric sighed. His appetite was ravenous after the constant battle in the arenas all week. He looked forward to a relaxing voyage.

      But her.

      The Seer with the gray eyes that reminded him of storm clouds took his mind off of what was to come.

      Aric was drawn to her.

      He had to be near her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Raina and Allan waited for Errison outside the banquet hall in the wide corridor.

      “I’m going to check on Olia,” Allan said. “I can’t believe she couldn’t dine with us.”

      Raina nodded, grinning. “Someone is smitten.”

      Allan’s face turned serious. “Don’t be ridiculous. I just want to make sure she is okay waiting at the inn with all of those strange men.”

      “Of course,” Raina said.

      “Just wait here for Errison,” Allan said.

      “Sure,” Raina said to herself. “Go make sure Olia is safe with all of those strange men. Leave me here with all of these strange people.”

      Allan sucked his teeth. “Really, Raina. You don’t need my protection anymore than I need you to tutor me in history.”

      “I was only joking,” Raina said. She folded her hands before her and tilted her head toward the exit. “Now go. You don’t have to pretend that you aren’t attracted to her. I won’t tell.”

      Allan searched her eyes in silence.

      Raina could see that he really cared for Olia. She found it remarkable how quickly feelings could develop between strangers. After all of her training, she wished someone had taught them about this type of thing.

      “Thank you.” Allan gave her a quick hug and turned to leave.

      A smile lingered in Raina’s lips as she watched her brother leave.

      “So,” a male voice said from behind her.

      Startled, Raina turned to face Prince Aric.

      “He must be your brother. The other Cloak,” Aric said.

      Raina nodded, her eyes widened.

      “I figured as much. You two look remarkably alike.”

      “Yes,” she said. Her mind raced to think of something else to say, but as her mouth parted, words refused to form.

      What do you say to a man that you find attractive? Back in Latari, Raina was kept isolated in their manor. She could count only two times when she’d even seen men her age back home.

      The corners of Aric’s mouth lifted into an amused smile. “Are you blushing?”

      Raina straightened her back, trying to hide her embarrassment.

      She was a god.

      Gods don’t blush.

      “No.”

      Aric chuckled. He ran a thumb across his bottom lip as he looked at her.

      Raina’s ears started to grow hot under his intense gaze. It was as if he undressed her in his mind. She crossed her arms across her chest.

      “Did you need something?” Raina had to remember what they were there for. They were to be of service to the royal family.

      “Come with me,” he said, reaching a hand out.

      Raina stared at his hand. Then she looked at her own gloved hand, not understanding.

      “Why?”

      Aric took two steps forward and took her hand into his. His clasp on her hand was firm, sure of himself.

      “You’re not going to deny the future king your charming company, are you?”

      Raina’s brows furrowed. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Always with the questions,” he said. “Patience. You’ll see soon enough.”

      Raina didn’t fear for her safety with the prince. She could break him in half, after all. Besides that fact, he intrigued her, and she desperately wanted to go wherever he led her.

      She quickened her pace as Aric led her down the corridor and up a flight of carpeted stairs. Everyone that they passed bowed and made room for them to walk past. Soon they were farther and farther away from other people. Eventually, they were all alone in a tower.

      Raina’s eyes widened in wonder when she saw the open arches all around the tower’s circular wall. She stepped to one of the arches and looked out upon the entire city.

      “This is incredible,” she said as her eyes took in the wonder before her. “Rhene is so vast.” She could see far over the capital city, and even past it where the mountains stood in the distance.

      The silence behind her made her turn around.

      Prince Aric stood right behind her. She took a step back, her bottom pressed against the wall, the cool breeze from outside billowing her cloak.

      His eyes.

      They were green.

      Hooded under dark blond lashes and eyebrows mixed with brown, she could get lost within them if she allowed herself to.

      When he reached out to touch her, she tensed. It was as if her body refused to move, and so she stood there as he brushed her bangs from her eyes.

      “Precious fates, you’re beautiful,” he said.

      Her heart thumped when he narrowed his eyes to get a better look at the tattoo on her forehead.

      “Interesting,” he said as he traced the symbol with his finger.

      Tears stung Raina’s eyes. Panic filled her. She gripped his shoulder.

      “Please,” she whispered. “Don’t tell anyone.”

      Aric’s brows furrowed as he looked down at her face. “What is there to tell?”

      He doesn’t know what it means.

      Relieved, Raina turned away and wiped her eyes. For a moment she remembered the horrors of the Vault, and what Litha could do to them if they were found.

      She and Allan couldn’t afford to grow complacent and forget their goal.

      Home. They had to get home.

      “Nothing,” she said, sniffling. She worked to compose herself.

      Aric’s voice came out a bit gentler than before. Less suave. Genuine.

      “I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he whispered, moving to stand beside her.

      Raina glanced at him. She struggled to make sense of why he paid her any attention at all. Didn’t he understand what she was pretending to be?

      “It’s fine. There’s no need to apologize.”

      “No,” he said. He looked out to the city.

      All of the lights left Raina spellbound as she followed his gaze.

      “I had no right to touch you. I really don’t know what came over me. I assure you I didn’t bring you up here to seduce you. I simply wanted to learn a bit more about you before I leave.”

      “You’re leaving?” Why should she care? He was a human. He had nothing to do with their plan.

      Except…Raina remembered Errison mentioning that the prince needed their protection. He did have god-like power that made him a target from others as well.

      Raina couldn’t tell if she was rationalizing being alone with the prince for his sake or her own.

      He nodded. “Yes. I start my travels in a few days.”

      “Travels?”

      “Yes. Every future king must travel the world to learn and explore the different cultures. It’s a means to develop alliances, foster treaties, and to also potentially find a queen.”

      Raina swallowed. She wasn’t sure she liked that last part. She was kidding herself, she barely knew him but the thought of him paying attention to another woman annoyed her.

      Raina was set on making Aric her own.

      She always knew that when she found the man for her, it would feel right, that they would just know they were meant to be together. She hid a grin, wondering if Aric thought the same about her.

      “How long will you be away?”

      He sighed and leaned his shoulder against the wall. “The journey takes three years.”

      Three years?

      Raina tried to hide her disappointment. She looked down at the wooded area to the west.

      “That’s a long time.”

      “Will you miss me?”

      “I don’t even know you.”

      “True. But I’d like to change that,” Aric said. “If that is all right with you.”

      Before she could stop herself, Raina nodded. “Yes.”

      “There’s something about you. Something draws me to you. It’s like we’ve known each other much longer than just today.”

      “I feel it too,” Raina whispered.

      Her heart thumped in her chest as Aric moved closer to her again. He took her hand in his. His grip was firm and unyielding, yet tender.

      Oh, my. What is happening, Desi?

      Get out of there, Raina. Desi’s voice seemed to come from far away. Stay focused.

      “Can I get to know you, Raina?”

      Involuntarily, she nodded.

      Desi’s voice faded. Or perhaps Raina simply stopped listening. She hoped the fairy wouldn’t be cross with her.

      He put an arm up above her head, steadying himself as he leaned down to her. He tilted her chin with his finger.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      Kiss?

      The thought made her hands grow sweaty. Her breaths quickened.

      “Yes.”

      Her eyes fluttered closed as his lips pressed against hers, sending electric shocks more powerful than the harnessing of lightning bolts.

      Pure magic.

      The kiss deepened, and Aric caught her in an embrace, holding her tight to his hard chest.

      Raina couldn’t breathe. She didn’t want to. All she wanted was to kiss Aric into the late hours of the night and never leave his side. The heat from their kiss made her want to rip her Seer uniform off and let the breeze cool her.

      The thought made her blush. No man had ever seen her nude body. Aric could, though.

      If he wanted to.

      Something told Raina that he wouldn’t protest. The way his tongue explored her mouth caught her off guard, but Raina was a quick leaner and focused on the sensations, mimicking the movement of his tongue with her own.

      When he pulled away, he lingered, pressing his forehead to hers.

      “Seers aren’t supposed to kiss like that,” he breathed, stroking her cheeks with his thumbs as he held her face in between his hands.

      Raina tensed. “I’ve never kissed anyone before tonight.”

      Together they caught their breaths.

      “Raina,” he said.

      “Yes,” she replied, desperate for more of his mouth upon hers.

      “Meet me tomorrow night in the gardens behind the palace.”

      “Why?”

      “Like I said, I have three days to make you remember me.”

      Raina cracked a smile. She nodded.

      “Tomorrow then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Was it normal to stay up all night daydreaming about someone?

      Raina left her room at dawn, excited for this new adventure masquerading as a human, but exhausted from lack of sleep. Even gods needed rest, and after traveling for days, Raina regretted staying awake all night.

      The palace was a maze to her. There were countless hallways, crowded meeting areas where the lords, ladies, and foreign royalty looked at her with interest. Despite the winding staircases that all looked the same, and led to similar-looking landings, Raina managed to make her way to the dining room where the servants gathered for breakfast.

      Allan motioned for her to sit beside him at the long wooden table that stretched from one end of the chilly room to the other.

      Raina scooted beside him on the bench seat and scanned the others that assembled beside and across from them.

      “Morning,” Allan said. He sipped dark liquid from a small cup. He grimaced.

      Someone poured the same, strong-smelling liquid into Raina’s cup. She sniffed it and gave Allan a perturbed look. “What is this?”

      “Brew,” the young man that poured the liquid into each person’s cup said.

      Brew? Raina scrunched up her nose. That still doesn’t tell me anything.

      “Just try it,” he said with an amused look on his face.

      Raina noticed that everyone stopped what they were doing to watch her.

      She cleared her throat. “I’ve never had a brew before,” she said, taking the warm cup in both hands.

      An older woman that looked to be in her thirties, in a dark blue uniform reached over the table to hand Raina a dish of sugar cubes. Her blue eyes were friendly, and her bright red curls seemed to fight for escape from under her bonnet.

      “Well don’t try it without a little sugar and cream, love,” she said before plopping two cubes into the liquid.

      Raina smiled at her as she poured white cream into her brew.

      “Give it a stir and then try it,” the woman said.

      “Thank you,” Raina said and stirred the concoction. Her first taste was a pleasant surprise. Unknown flavors mixed and warmed her from the inside out.

      The young man that poured the brew set the pot on the table and sat beside her.

      “What do you think?” The woman smiled as she waited for Raina’s reply.

      “It’s quite good,” Raina said, taking another sip. She closed her eyes and sighed. “Delicious, actually.”

      “Good,” the woman said. “I’m Hattie. That’s Logan that was going to let you drink brew straight from the pot,” she said with a smirk.

      “What?” Logan shrugged his shoulders. He held his bowl out as a girl went around the table ladling out a thick porridge of some sort. “Some people like their brew straight from the pot. How was I supposed to know?”

      Raina glanced at Allan, who seemed to enjoy his straight from the pot.

      He put his empty cup on the table.

      “It’s okay,” Raina said. “I’m Raina. This is my brother, Allan.”

      Raina motioned to Allan, who already had a journal open as he poured more brew into his cup.

      “We don’t have that where we’re from,” Raina said.

      “And where is that, love?” Hattie’s blue eyes examined Raina and Allan.

      Allan nudged Raina’s leg under the table, making her smile drop.

      “Far east,” Raina said, hoping the questions would end there.

      “Ah,” Hattie said. “A lot of things are different in the east. No matter. Seers are always welcome in Rhene.”

      “No, they aren’t,” Logan said.

      Hattie shot him a warning glare.

      “Well,” Logan said, lowering his voice. “Not everyone likes being told what to do by holy people.” He turned to Raina, his bushy blond brows rising. “I'm just being honest. But, Seers are all right by me.”

      Raina smirked as porridge was ladled into her bowl. “Thank you,” she said, eyeing the delicious smelling concoction before her.

      “The same can be said for insolent barbers,” Hattie said.

      Logan scoffed. “That’s ridiculous. Everyone loves a good haircut.” He nodded to Hattie. “You certainly could use one.”

      “What do you do, Hattie?” Raina took a bite of her porridge. The flavor was entirely unexpected. Rice mixed with small chopped vegetables and sausages in a savory dish that she knew she’d want more of.

      “I’m the palace herb-mistress. With all of the illnesses going around in the Lower City, I make sure the royal family stays healthy,” Hattie said.

      Raina nodded. “Interesting.”

      “Not really,” Logan said. “All she does is boil flowers and call it healing.”

      Raina giggled.

      “Insolence,” Hattie said, shaking her head.

      Bells went off and everyone groaned.

      “Better shovel it in,” Logan said to Raina before taking a large bite of his porridge.

      Hattie sighed. “He’s right. You never know when you’ll get a chance to sit down and eat again before supper.”

      Raina glanced at Allan, who had finished his bowl and a second cup of brew. Raina took as many bites as she could before the next bell rang.

      The bells continued to ring two more times before everyone abandoned their meals and started for the two arches that led to the staircase.

      Raina and Allan followed the others but were stopped by a small woman with brown hair cut short to her jaw line, and thin brown eyes

      “Good day, Seers. I am Joleen. I will show you to your posts,” she said.

      “Lovely to meet you,” Raina said.

      “Likewise,” Allan said.

      Joleen smiled. “Seers are always so polite. I am pleased that the palace finally has someone of your rank here to bring a little religion to this place.”

      Raina and Allan followed her up the stairs that led up to the main floor.

      “It will take you awhile to learn the layout of the palace, but soon you’ll be experts in its many twists and turns,” Joleen said.

      “I hope so,” Raina said.

      Raina examined the paintings on the walls of the corridor when Joleen stopped and bowed.

      Her eyes rested on Prince Eryon as he stood before them.

      For a moment, he simply watched them, as if waiting.

      Raina realized that she’d forgotten to bow, and she did so, Allan following her lead.

      “Good day, Prince Eryon,” Joleen said.

      Eryon nodded. “I’ll take the Seer to my sister,” he said.

      Raina swallowed as he folded his hands behind his back and looked her up and down.

      He was a complete opposite of his brother, a few years younger, but the exact same age as Raina and Allan. With dark hair and bright blue eyes, he was handsome in a different way. One that Raina noted as innocent.

      “I will see at supper then,” Raina said to Allan.

      Allan nodded and gave Eryon a look.

      “See you then.”

      Raina watched Allan and Joleen take a different direction to the vaults where the ancient texts were kept.

      “You two must have remarkable minds to be made Seers at such a young age,” Eryon said.

      Raina nodded. “I suppose so.”

      Eryon smiled at her. His eyes were soft and sincere. “Maybe you can teach me some things as well.”

      “Depends on what you need to learn,” Raina said.

      “I’m sure I can think of something,” Eryon said, leading her through a room filled with guests of the palace enjoying cups of what smelled like the brew from earlier.

      “I’m a lover of history myself,” Eryon told her.

      “Then my brother would be the better teacher for you.”

      “But your brother doesn’t have eyes like yours.”

      Raina paused, giggling. “Yes, he does. Our eyes are identical.”

      Eryon smiled. “I admit that I didn’t notice.”

      “You and your brother are almost too much,” she said. “You’re both way too charming to be taken seriously.”

      Eryon looked back at her, his smile fading. “Oh,” he said. “I see. My brother has laid claim on you already. Figures. He’s a quick one.”

      Raina raised a brow. “That’s ludicrous. No one has a claim on me.”

      Shrugging, Eryon continued through the room. “Right. Whatever you say, Seer.”

      Raina frowned as Eryon led her to the royal study where Arela awaited her presence.

      Raina couldn’t get Eryon’s words out of her head. What did Aric really expect from her?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      Princess Arela stood from her writing desk when Raina entered the royal study. Her hair was styled in big curls that hung long pass her shoulders. Her yellow dress brought light to the room, along with her smile which brightened Raina’s mood instantly.

      “Hello, Princess Arela,” Raina said with a bow of her head to the young princess.

      Arela nodded. “Hello. Let’s go to the battleground.”

      “The battleground?”

      “Yes,” Arela said, crossing the distance between them. She picked up her cloak from around the chair’s back and pulled it over her shoulders. “Come. I want to see the warriors.”

      Warriors?

      “Are you sure that is okay?”

      Arela gave her a mischievous grin. “I can do whatever I want. I just need a chaperone. That’s what you are, Seer. My chaperone. Do you think I really care about religion and what the gods used to do when they were in this world?”

      “I suppose not,” Raina said, folding her arms across her chest.

      She wouldn’t admit that she was relieved to learn that she wouldn’t be stuck training her pupil in the history of the gods. That was Allan’s subject. Raina would much rather teach the princess to defend herself, and use a sword and shield to make her the men of that kingdom look like amateurs.

      “Good,” Arela said. “We understand each other then. Now, will you take me?”

      Raina shrugged. “Fine. I will take you.”

      “Lovely,” Arela said with a grin. “Let’s go!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Raina wanted nothing more than to take off her cloak’s hood without being discovered. From what Raina had discovered so far, the humans in Rhene wouldn’t know what any of her tattoos meant.

      As she walked alongside Arela on the smooth dirt road, Raina had to remind herself that it was not the humans that she and Allan had to hide from, but a powerful goddess that could destroy the entire kingdom in seconds.

      The battlegrounds were in an area of the city that felt and smelled different, like urine, sweat, and the excrement left behind from the horses that trampled along the road. It was clear that the princess was not safe there by the disorderly patrons that filled the arena’s spectator area.

      The men were rowdy, with their mugs of ale filled high and spilling onto the stone ground.

      “Why do you want to be here,” Raina asked, noting how Arela’s eyes lit up at the sight of a young man waiting near the entrance of the lower arena where the fighters used poles instead of swords.

      Arela glanced at Raina. Her smile widened. “Come,” she said. “Meet Frintz.”

      Raina sighed. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      Arela pulled her by the arm. “Don’t spoil this for me. Father would kill me if he found out I went to see a lord.”

      “I don’t want to spoil anything. I just want you to be careful.”

      Arela nodded. “Noted. Now, wait here.”

      Raina folded her arms across her chest as she watched Arela run to the young lord. Frintz had long hair much like Aric’s. Such a style must be popular amongst the citizens of Rhene as Raina looked around she say many of the men wearing their hair the same way.

      A smile came to Raina’s lips as she watched Frintz embrace Arela.

      That smile quickly faded when someone grabbed her from behind.

      He squeezed her bosom, laughing loudly in her ear. The strong smell of ale on his breath and his tight grip on her chest infuriated Raina.

      Instinct clouded her judgment.

      She jabbed her elbow into his gut. He grunted, and Raina turned to punch him in the face. He fell to his knees, and she kicked him square in the face.

      He cried out so loudly that everyone around them turned to stare.

      Raina sidestepped him when he reached for her with his large hands.

      The loud chatter quieted as Raina stood before her assailant, his hand cradling his broken jaw. He stumbled, disoriented.

      “You stupid wench,” he spat at her, blood dripping from his mouth. “I’ll break your neck.”

      Raina folded her arms across her chest once again and glared back at him.

      Lowering her voice, Raina leaned forward. “No. You will leave,” Raina said to him, her eyes narrowed, hiding the fact that the whites of her eyes went black whenever she gave a command that muted the will of another.

      He stood tall, wiping his blood onto his brown leather shirt. He nodded.

      “Yes, I will leave,” he said, and without another word he turned and left the battlegrounds so quickly one would think his life depended on it.

      It did.

      He broke through the crowd, uncaring of who stood in between him and his path.

      Raina turned back to keep an eye on Arela, who didn’t notice a thing.

      She avoided the looks that the other men and women gave her. They prepared to watch the next battle but continued to stare.

      They kept their distance, stepping close to the arches that looked out to the battle stage.

      A small smile came to her lips. How long had it been since she had a real fight? Her body craved it. War and battle were what she was born for. Being deprived of her use of her power was simply unnatural.

      Inside, Raina secretly dared anyone else to try their luck with attacking her.
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      When night arrived, Raina was ready. The events of the day had opened her mind to what being young really meant.

      Back home in Latari, life was all about training, duty, and following orders. Here, the youth wasn’t much different, but there were ways to experience life outside of following what was expected.

      Raina twirled the ends of her long hair around a finger as she sat on the bench in the garden. The sky, with all of its stars and calm beauty, captivated her. Knowing that beyond those clouds awaited her homeland, made her strain for a better look as if she could somehow see Aden if she tried hard enough.

      She almost didn’t hear Aric approach her. When he stood before her, in a crisp white shirt and leather pants, he clearly dressed to fit in with the citizens of Rhene and not as royalty. That made her like him even more.

      Still, there was no denying he was of royal blood. Just from his presence alone; tall, self-assured, and regal, it was clear that Aric was destined to be king.

      King of what, though? Raina would give anything to have him as her king back in Aden.

      She blushed at the thought of marrying Prince Aric.

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d be here,” he said.

      “I’m a woman of my word,” Raina said.

      He gave her that charming smirk that made her self-conscious of her appearance and held a hand out to her.

      “Come with me. I promise to have you back before it gets too late.”

      Raina took his hand and stood. She wasn’t sure if it was appropriate for a Seer to be seen out at night with a male companion.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see,” Aric said.

      Raina took her hand back. “Tell me.”

      “You don’t like surprises?”

      “No.”

      Aric chuckled. “Fine. I’m taking you to the sea.”

      Raina’s eyes brightened. “The sea?”

      “Yes. Have you seen it before?”

      She shook her head. “I have not.”

      He stepped backward and motioned for her to follow. “I’ll show you. I think it might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen…before you of course.”

      Raina smiled. “You must speak to all of the pretty girls this way.”

      “Maybe,” Aric shrugged. “But I actually mean it this time.”

      Sighing, Raina followed him. Could she trust this handsome young charmer?

      Traveling from the palace to the shore yielded many curious looks at the young pair. Raina kept her eyes averted, wondering exactly what the guards and noblemen were thinking. She wondered why she should care, and remembered that she and Allan were there to hide.

      Raina hugged her arms to keep the chill of the wind coming off the sea at bay. The dark water was unlike anything she’d seen.

      How could the Abyss be such a stunning place? Aden’s seas were red, and were never as still as the body of water she saw before her. The waves seemed to always thrash and churn in the seas of Aden. This one, however, calmed her senses and enchanted her just by looking at it.

      “You know how to charm a girl,” Raina said.

      Aric chuckled. “That I do,” he said. “But what would it take to make a girl like you believe that my intentions are pure?”

      Raina turned to him. “You’ll just have to show me.”

      Their gaze locked for a moment too long. Raina looked away. He made her feel weak.

      She stepped closer to the rocks that looked out over the coast and sat down.

      Aric sat beside her and together they sat in silence.

      The water was beautiful but haunting. It reminded her of the sea at the bottom of the Cliffs of Ranoun. Only months ago, Raina and Allan had been sacrificed there. Raina had thought that her life was over when they were forced to jump, but somehow the spirits of the Cliffs had chosen to spare Raina and Allan.

      It was a miracle.

      Still, Litha was determined to ruin their lives.

      “What are you thinking?”

      Raina shook her head, breaking herself away from those bitter memories. She forced a smile.

      “Nothing. I just wondered what it's like to be royalty.”

      Aric shrugged. “Boring, honestly. I’d much rather be a lord. At least, they have more freedom and still have a decent amount of wealth.”

      “Is that what’s important to you? Wealth?’

      “Not really. I can see a totally different life for myself,” Aric said. “One where I have a family far away from any kingdom. Deep in the woods, by a waterfall. I can see myself tending my own land and watching my children play in the woods.”

      “Really?”

      Aric laughed, shaking his head. “Not really. What would I do in the woods? No, I’d take a small cottage in the Lower City. Listen to me when I tell you that the people there know how to live. They definitely have more fun.”

      Raina shook her head. “You’re insufferable. I don’t know what to believe with you.”

      He took her hand. His touch was gentle. “Can I take your glove off?”

      Raina nodded.

      “Just the one,” she said. She couldn’t risk him seeing the tattoos on her left hand, so she allowed him to take off the glove on her right.

      He took off her glove and gave the back of her hand a soft kiss.

      “Will you believe me if I told you that I had a dream about you?”

      Raina shook her head. “No,” she said with an amused smile. “I wouldn’t. You’re just a charming prince that thinks he can make innocent girls swoon with your seductive smile and outlandish compliments.”

      Aric didn’t return the smile. He held onto her hand and looked into her eyes. Something about his look made Raina hold her breath. His eyes were as blue as the sky on a clear day.

      Her smile faded as he remained serious, almost stung by her disbelief of his candid proclamation about his dream about her.

      “I’m serious, Raina,” Aric said. “I dreamed about you.”

      Raina took her hand back and looked away. She put her hand back in the glove. “And what was this dream?”

      Aric pulled his legs up to his chest and wrapped his arm around his knees.

      “It was strange. We were together under a red sun.”

      Raina gasped as she shot a look at Aric.

      He glanced at her, curiosity filling his eyes. “Did I say something wrong?”

      Raina swallowed. You aren’t supposed to know about the red sun.

      “No,” she said. “Tell me more about your dream.”

      “There wasn’t much to it. I just remember being there with you, and it felt right. Even though the world around us was odd to me, it didn’t matter because you were there, in my arms.”

      Every heartbeat was loud in Raina’s ears. How could he know about Aden and its red sun? What did his dream mean? Could it mean that they were destined to be together?

      “Your dream,” Raina said. “It sounds nice. I’m sorry for doubting you.”

      Aric pulled an unruly strand of her hair behind her ear. He nodded. “It was a nice dream. I almost didn’t want to wake up from it, and then I remembered that I would see you again when I woke up.”

      The smile that came to Raina’s face was unstoppable. She beamed at him. “At least, you slept,” she said. “I was up all night.”

      He grinned. “Really? Doing what?”

      “Thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “You.”

      Aric looked out to the sea. The silence between them was filled by the gentle crashing of the waves along the rocks at the bottom of the shore.

      “Promise me something,” Aric said.

      “I’ll try,” Raina whispered. The thought of being with Aric in Aden still clung to the forefront of her mind.

      “In three years, you and I can get to know each other better. I don’t want to lose whatever this is, whatever it could be.”

      Raina watched him, her mind racing with fears, doubts, and desire.

      “I’ve been with other girls before. I won’t lie to you, but I’ve never felt such a need to be near someone before you. Seer or not, I swear I think you were made for me.”

      Me too.

      In three years she and Allan would need to leave this world.

      How could she keep such a promise? Could his dream be real?

      She spoke before she could think the situation through.

      It didn’t really matter.

      Raina was infatuated with him the instant their eyes locked the night before and was solidified by their kiss.

      She clutched her necklace as she looked into his eyes. “I’ll be here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      
        Three years later…

      

      The ship sailed closer to the kingdom Prince Aric called home.

      A wave of bittersweet excitement filled Aric as he walked to the rails of the ship. He looked forward to this long journey home, to those gray eyes that looked up at him with adoration the day he left.

      Raina.

      She was a perplexing individual, a mixture of feisty confidence and sweet innocence. Not a day went by that he didn’t imagine undressing her and curling in an embrace under his blankets.

      He wished he could have simply taken her with him. But three years weren’t filled with the kind of adventure he’d anticipated.

      No. In every kingdom and city, he had been hunted.

      Sighing, Aric’s gaze remained on his kingdom. The port grew closer and closer, leaving the blue-green sea and all of its mysteries behind. He wanted nothing more than to leap from that ship and swim to shore.

      To find her.

      To hold her.

      But a sharp memory warned him that it could never be. Not anymore.

      “Why the stern look, Prince Aric?”

      Aric turned to Seth, his older cousin, the Duke of Brigsbury. Seth was a big man, tall, with short blond hair and dark cobalt eyes.

      “I never expected to miss home so much. Now that I’m back I don’t know what awaits me,” he said, a sheepish smirk on his face as he pushed fallen strands of his hair out of his eyes.

      “You should cut that hair of yours,” Seth said.

      Aric chuckled. “Never.”

      “I should have sent you to Miles. He would have chopped it all off if you sat beneath his shears.”

      “Then I am glad I steered clear of the lad.”

      Seth stood beside Aric, nearly a foot taller, like a descendant of the giants.

      “Times have changed, Prince. Not even Rhene is what it used to be. Not with the Goddess of Law scouring the entire world for whatever she seeks.”

      Aric had already seen what that goddess could do. He just wished that she would find what she sought and leave them all alone. He’d hoped to see beautiful cities, ancient temples, and rich kingdoms. Instead, he followed Goddess of Law’s path of destruction, helping aid the lost citizens of kingdoms that had once been allies.

      “Do you think we will really go to war because of this? Will they blame us for this curse?”

      Seth rubbed his chin, his gaze darkening. “Rhene still stands, doesn’t it?”

      Aric nodded, looking at the beautiful port that grew closer with each passing moment. The sky was still blue here. The sea was still clear.

      His stomach churned. He couldn’t stand to think of Rhene being soaked in blood, and left in ruins.

      “With almost all of the kingdoms being destroyed, that makes Rhene a target.” Seth shrugged. His eyes glanced at Aric. “If no one gives up the prisoners she seeks, then it will only be a matter of time before the displaced masses make alliances and invade.”

      Aric’s jaw tensed. “And they all think I’m one of the escaped. Ignorant bastards.”

      He knew all too well that what Seth said was true.

      As one of the few humans with god-like powers in their world, there was a target on Aric’s head.

      And more than one had already tried their hand at assassinating him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      Raina woke up in her comfortable bed and stared at her necklace as she dangled it above her head.

      “Desi,” she whispered with hope. Her eyes pressed closed as she waited to hear from her old friend.

      Silence.

      Raina sighed and let the necklace drop from her hand. She missed Desi’s voice and pretty little face.

      “Please speak to me, Desi.”

      Desi had been quiet for some time now. Raina wondered if it was because they hadn’t needed her in so long.

      Three years of the same routine should have bored her immensely, but she’d grown to enjoy it. It was, after all, the way she’d lived her life back in Latari.

      Morning runs around the manor grounds were followed by cold baths in the bathhouse. Then there was their morning meal, followed by sparring and weapon’s training.

      Raina had always enjoyed training while her brother only did so because it was expected of them to be warriors like their father. Allan wanted nothing more than to be left alone with his sun scroll, watching histories of foreign worlds play out on the air-screen before him.

      That routine was much different than what Allan and Raina had come to expect in Rhene.

      A knock to Raina’s door made her sit up. The smell of Arela’s honeysuckle hair cleanser revealed who was on the other side of the door.

      “Come in, Arela,” Raina said.

      “How do you do that?” Arela’s voice came from the other side of the door.

      Raina clasped her necklace around her neck and stood to dress as Arela opened the door and stepped inside.

      “Who else comes to my room besides you? Why are you here anyway? You’re supposed to be in the main study for today’s lesson on Ellowen and the four realms,” Raina said, tucking her hair into the hood of her cloak.

      “We can talk about Ellowen another time, Raina. This is way more important.”

      Raina’s brows furrowed. What could be so important? Her brows relaxed when she remembered that the next day was Arela’s fourteenth birthday, and the entire kingdom seemed to be bending to her every will.

      Raina wondered if she’d been as spoiled as Princess Arela when she was home.

      She doubted it. Raina and Allan weren’t treated like royalty, they were treated as soldiers.

      When she opened the door, Arela grabbed her hand and pulled her along the narrow hallway.

      “Come now, Raina,” Arela said, holding her blue skirts up with one hand so that she wouldn’t trip, and leading Raina with the other. “Prince Aric’s ship is about to dock. No one will come with me to the docks. They still treat me like a child.”

      Raina’s face flushed.

      Aric.

      He was home.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Three years was a long time to pine over someone. What if he no longer felt that connection to her? What if he brought along his future queen?

      Raina wasn’t sure she’d be able to hide her emotions if she saw him step off the ship with a beautiful young woman at his side.

      She couldn’t only hope that all would be as they left it that fateful night.

      “What about your mother and father?”

      Arela paused. She let go of Raina’s hand and started wringing her own. Raina pursed her lips at the expression on Arela’s face. The girl’s eyes couldn’t meet hers.

      “What is it?”

      Arela closed her eyes, sighing. “Mother isn’t feeling well.”

      Raina narrowed her eyes, her ears turning hot. She knew what that meant, but neither she nor Arela would voice it.

      King Lavi had lost his temper again.

      Raina nodded. “Right. Let’s go see if we can catch Prince Aric as he makes it to land.”

      Arela seemed relieved that Raina left the matter of her parents at that.

      “Yes. Thank you, Raina.”

      Raina forced a smile. The thought that the queen suffered in silence sickened her to her stomach. Three years were more than enough time to learn that the king had two faces, one for his people, and one for those inside the palace.

      Raina didn’t like either, for one was false, and the other was pure evil.

      No wonder Rhene was under such scrutiny. Raina had wondered why there weren’t as many guests at the palace this year.

      From what Olia had discovered from her correspondence with Errison, many of the other kingdoms were being destroyed by The Goddess of Law.

      So much for hiding.

       Out of all the worlds she could have gone to, Litha finally found which one they were on. It was only a matter of time before she made her way to Rhene.

      Only a few more months until Enlightenment.

      Raina could only hope she and Allan had that long.

      Arela reached for her hand, and Raina accepted. Arela had become less of a pupil and more of a sister over the years. She gave her small hand a squeeze.

      “Anything for you, Princess.”

      “Going somewhere,” Prince Eryon called from the staircase.

      Raina and Arela looked up at him as he stepped down, eating an apple.

      “Aric is home,” Arela said.

      Eryon’s face lit up. “Really? No one tells me anything. The life of a middle child is a tough one.”

      Raina nodded, covering her giggle with her hand. “It sounds like such a hard life,” she said.

      She beamed at him. Prince Eryon always seemed to brighten her day. While Arela had come to be more of a sister, Eryon was much like a second brother, one that knew how to have fun.

      “We are off to welcome him home,” Raina said, motioning for him to follow. “You should join us.”

      When he reached the bottom of the stairs in his sage-green shirt and leather pants, he smiled at Raina.

      “Of course, I’ll go with you,” he said, his eyes lingering on Raina’s eyes before looking away. “Let’s go then. We will be his welcome party.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      The docks were bustling on that chilly spring day. While drastically decreased compared to the years prior, royal dignitaries, and ambassadors still filed into the kingdom for the final days of the festival, and Princess Arela’s birthday celebration.

      It seemed that while half of the world suffered, the other half continued on with their lives as if nothing was amiss.

      Raina felt worry flood her belly whenever she thought of it. The hot end of the electric pole was a painful memory she wished she could forget.

      Shoulder to shoulder, Raina and Eryon stood back while Arela waited in front of the gathering crowd for Prince Aric to step off his ship.

      “I wonder what he’s seen on his journey,” Eryon said.

      Raina glanced at him, seeing his shoulder-length brown hair catch on the breeze. “Won’t you take the same journey next year?”

      “If father allows it. I’d give anything to see more of the world, even if it has gone to rubbish. The most a prince that isn’t in direct line for the throne can expect is a quick betrothal,” Eryon said.

      “I’m sure that the girl that marries you will be very lucky indeed,” Raina said.

      Eryon glanced at her. With a shrug, he sighed. “Perhaps,” he said and looked toward the incoming ships. “Maybe I’ll just marry you and be done with it,” he said with a crooked grin.

      Raina pushed his forearm. “Don’t be a tease, Eryon. Seers don’t marry, and you’re worth more than a girl like me.”

      The look he gave Raina made her pause. Something hid behind his beautiful eyes.

      “I think you’re worth more than you could imagine,” he said, his voice lowered to a whisper despite the loud clamor around them.

      Don’t look at me like that, she wanted to say.

      Raina heard him clearly and chose to pretend she didn’t. She knew that look, and only wanted to see it come from another.

      Aric.

      Home at last.

      Clearing her throat, she turned her attention away. She watched expectantly as the crew members lined up on either side of the bridge that connected the ship to the dock.

      The crowd was loud, and smelled of sweat and spice, but all Raina could focus on was that ship.

      Please, she thought. Don’t let him have a woman.

      What would she do if he did have a woman? In only a few months, Raina and Allan would return home; Raina with a broken heart.

      It could be worse.

      She shook her head. “Silly girl,” she chided under her breath.

      “What was that?” Arela asked, glancing back at her.

      “Nothing, Princess.”

      The sun was bright on that day, and when Prince Aric did emerge, it seemed to shine directly on him. His blond hair glowed underneath its golden rays.

      Raina held her breath as she watched him. Despite the chill in the air, she felt hot all over.

      He waved at his people, his sword at his side, hair free flowing, and a charming smile on his perfectly sculpted face.

      He was alone.

      Raina let out a slow breath and beamed.

      Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    
    
      Raina and Aric’s eyes locked the moment he saw her. The moment didn’t last as long as she’d imagined.

      Something wasn’t right. She could feel it in the air, the tension, the distance between them.

      Raina stood back when Prince Aric approached them. He barely acknowledged Raina’s presence as he wrapped his strong arms around Arela.

      Raina watched as Aric lifted Arela into the air.

      “My, Arela. Look how you’ve grown,” he said, twirling her around.

      Arela giggled, her face the happiest she’d seen it in a while. She and Arela had fun during their lessons, and on outings around the kingdom, but it was clear that the girl loved her brother.

      When Aric put Arela back on the ground, he glanced at her.

      Raina smiled, holding her breath.

      To her dismay, he gave her a quick nod and looked away.

      What was that?

      Was that all he was going to give her? After three years of waiting, she expected more.

      A measly nod?

      Raina’s face was a clear indicator that she was hurt and that made her panic inside. When did she become so weak? The moment he walked into her life, she should have known that she was doomed.

      With a tight smile, she faked indifference as she watched Aric hold an arm out to Arela so that she could loop hers around it.

      “Brother,” Aric said with a beaming smile as he opened his arms to include Eryon in the embrace.

      “Welcome home,” Eryon said, hugging Aric and giving him a clap on the back. “You’ve put on some weight.”

      Aric chuckled. “I trained in Ritthe for a while. You think I put on some weight? The men there are all built like giants.”

      His arms had become more muscular, as did his chest. Raina admitted to herself that it did suit him.

      Still, why did he ignore her so blatantly? She felt awkward standing there while he reconnected with his siblings. Perhaps she was wrong to have any expecting anything from Prince Aric.

      “Let’s say we get you a cold cup of ale for your birthday,” he said to Arela and Eryon.

      Arela’s face brightened. “Really? You’ll take me for my first adult drink?”

      Aric grinned. “You’re an adult now, right?”

      She nodded quickly. “I am.”

      “Good,” he said.

      “A drink sounds perfect,” Eryon said. “You have no idea how much I need one.”

      Aric grinned. “I know the perfect place.” He looked to Raina again.

      Face without emotion, he spoke to her. “Thank you for escorting my sister for me,” he said.

      Raina nodded. “It was my pleasure, Prince Aric.”

      “Good. Eryon and I can tend to her now.”

      Eryon looked from Raina to Aric, a confused look on his face. “Can’t she join us?”

      “Seers don’t drink,” Aric said and turned to head down the path.

      Eryon lingered as Arela joined Aric.

      “I can walk you back to the palace,” Eryon said, stepping close to Raina.

      There were no words. Raina could feel herself fuming.

      “I’m great, Prince.” She forced a smile. “I can walk myself. Thank you.”

      Eryon shook his head. “I’ll catch up with you two later,” he said to Aric and Arela.

      Aric shrugged.

      Raina watched as they walked away from her, along the road to the pubs.

      Raina’s jaw clenched.

      The pain.

      To her surprise, Raina didn’t fall into tears like a wounded woman. As she let the crowds push her farther and farther away, she was surprised by her own strength. She clenched her hands into tight fists as she watched him vanish into the side alleys.

      She couldn’t even speak to Eryon, who stood there patiently waiting for her.

      Her heart went out to Eryon for his kind gesture, but she couldn’t control the other emotions that threatened to break her composure.

      “Are you okay, Raina,” Eryon asked softly, his hand reaching for her.

      She turned her back to him. The world was being destroyed by a vengeful god and all she could think of was her heartbreak.

      “I’m fine,” she said in a hiss.

      No tears.

      Only rage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

      

    
    
      Allan played with Olia’s hair as she snored on his bare chest. The years only made Olia more beautiful to him. Her short hair had grown to her shoulders, and her love for him had increased greatly.

      He could think of nothing he loved more than her sweet smile.

      Just as Allan closed his eyes to drift back to sleep, Olia’s soft snores faded.

      Opening his eyes, he kissed her on the top of the head. “Morning.”

      Olia yawned, snuggling her head into his shoulder.

      “Morning, my love.”

      Those words made him beam nearly every time she’d said them.

      “Sleep well?”

      “Like a cat, that’s had too much cream.”

      Allan chuckled. “Is that so? I can’t say I’ve ever seen a cat that’s had too much cream.”

      “Trust me then,” she laughed. “I slept well.”

      “Good, maybe we can head to the pastry shop for sweet rolls,” Allan said, tilting her head up to look at him.

      “I’d like that.”

      He kissed her on the lips.

      They were soft as rose petals. Even her scent enchanted him. He’d never understand how she always smelled of rosemary, but he looked forward to that scent whenever they were apart.

      Allan rolled onto her, his arm cradling her head. His other hand grabbed her upper thigh, squeezing it tenderly as he sucked the white flesh of her neck.

      Her little moans of pleasure sent instant heat to his loins.

      The ringing of the customer bell downstairs in her dress shop made him pause.

      He pressed his hardness against her naked core and kissed her lips again. He licked her bottom lip and whispered to her.

      “Just pretend like we aren’t here and maybe they will go away,” he said.

      Olia tried to suppress a giggle. “You know I can’t do that,” she said.

      He signed, resting his forehead against hers. “Right. Fine,” he said. “Go on. Leave me all alone in this comfy bed.”

      Olia scooted off her bed and stepped onto the stone floor. She quickly pulled a flowy gray frock over her body. She pulled on her thick stockings and boots before running a comb through her hair.

      “Why don’t you bring the sweet rolls back here? I’ll start the kettle for some tea.”

      Allan sighed, willing his desire to subside. He nodded. “As you wish, my queen.”

      Her smile grew so big that he couldn’t resist smiling back at her. “I’ll be back, my king.”

      Somehow he would make it true. Olia would be his queen. She would return to Latari with him.

      Nothing short of that would be acceptable.

      He watched her leave the room and head down the stairs to the shop. Once in his Seer uniform, Allan made his way to the top of the stairs. He listened for voices and heard that Olia had her customer in one of the fitting rooms. He took the chance to sneak out unseen.

      Once out of the shop, and on the roads of the Lower City, Allan crossed the alley to make his way to the pastry shop.

      The peculiar yellow sun had become commonplace to Allan, but soon he would look upon the red sun of Aden once again. He and Raina would visit their homeland of Latari that sat at the foot of the imperial city of Gallio, where they would rule the entire world of Aden.

      That was the plan, but why did his stomach twist into knots whenever he thought about it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

      

    
    
      Prince Aric drank the last of his ale. The cold liquid did nothing to quench his true thirst. All he wanted was to be cleansed of his sins.

      Three years away from the place of his birth had made him grow up in ways he’d never anticipated.

      He wanted nothing more than to return to the young man he was before he set foot on that blasted ship.

      The world wasn’t the beautiful place he thought it would be. Yes, there was beauty, but there was also darkness.

      Ugly darkness.

      Evil.

      With a god walking amongst them, things were different. The people of Rhene had no idea what was coming. The weight of responsibility rested heavily on his shoulders.

      Aric shuddered, his eyes squeezed shut against painful memories.

      Dear fate, why wouldn’t it go away?

      Why couldn’t he forget what he’d done?

      Princess Arela only lasted for one drink. Her innocence was almost too much to be around, and so he took her to the palace where she was safe from the sin that tainted his soul.

      Now, as he sat at the bar of Linden Pub, he couldn’t seem to free his mind of what he’d done.

      Then, his mind wandered to her.

      The Seer.

      Why had he been so cold to her?

      It was the only way to keep her purity from his evil.

      Aric was certain that if he looked into her eyes for too long, she’d see what he had done.

      He stood from his place at the bar. Two women reached for him.

      “Come now, mister,” the woman with the bright pink rouge on her lips said. She stood before him, the smell of her curly blond hair reminding him the palace stables.

      “I have a warm bed on the top floor. For five silvers I’ll pleasure you until sun up.”

      Aric shook his head. Through the haze of his own drunkenness, he tried to walk around the women.

      “I’ll join for an extra five silvers,” the other woman with the low-cut red frock added, her hand sliding into the front of Aric’s pants.

      Despite the ale’s clouding of his mind, Aric took her by the wrist and gave a firm push away. “No, thank you.”

      “Suit yourself, bastard,” she said before turning to the next man that entered the pub.

      Aric closed his eyes, steadying himself on his feet. He knew that the next step would be wobbly, so he took a few deep breaths.

      Tomorrow would be his last battle in the arena. He feared for the safety of whoever he was matched against.

      Aric feared there was too much of his father’s rage within him. The memories of his mother hiding her bruises and tears saddened him.

      No. He wasn’t like his father.

      Aric would never hurt a woman.

      Nonetheless, the Seer, the one he’d come to call his Seer when he daydreamed about her each day deserved more.

      How could he tell her that he killed a man?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

      

    
    
      A new day brought hope, but Raina wasn’t certain what the future would bring. She hadn’t slept the night before. Maybe an hour of nightmares broke her from the worries of what they would soon face.

      She wished that Errison was there to give them guidance.

      Or Desi.

      A glance at the gray sky hinted that it might rain, but Raina didn’t smell any trace of it. She hoped the sun would show so that Princess Arela’s grand garden party wouldn’t be ruined.

      With the annual festivals occurring at the same time, all of Rhene was in a frenzy of joy and excitement.

      Ambassadors and royalty from the nine kingdoms were assembled, all with their champions set to compete and bring honor and glory to their homelands.

      “Is this the one you wanted?” Prince Eryon held up a beautiful mask.

      The sun’s rays caught on the tiny crystals, making it glitter.

      “It is,” Raina said.

      Raina, Prince Eryon, and Allan stood before a cart filled with rolls of exotic silks and masks made specifically for Arela’s birthday celebration.

      The princess declared that everyone must wear costumes and masks. Not because she was particularly keen on dressing up in disguise, but she wanted to make sure Raina and Allan could attend her party without defying their oaths to conceal their looks.

      Raina touched the smooth texture of the silver and crystals on the mask.

      “Look, your gray eyes are almost silver. They will match the jewels perfectly,” the shopkeeper said.

      Standing little more than four feet tall, the woman smiled at Raina. “You would be the most beautiful maiden at the princess’ party this evening.”

      Allan nudged Raina, grinning. “The most beautiful maiden indeed,” he said with a smirk.

      Raina returned the grin. Somehow smiling wasn’t as easy after Aric’s apparent rejection of her. Apparently, humans didn’t hold up to their vows the way gods did.

      When a god said that they would do something, they did it.

      Simple.

      The idea of attending the party as didn’t bring her as much joy as she’d originally thought. She imagined blending in with the elite in the beautiful silk gown Arela commissioned Olia to make for her. She imagined disappearing.

      What was there to stay in the Abyss for now?

      In only months, she would return home.

      Raina could not wait.

      Her little pupil was growing up. She’d grown to love Arela like a sister and a close friend. The princess would be greatly missed.

      The shopkeeper held up the mask in both hands. “Three gold coins and it’s all yours.”

      Raina looked to Eryon. “Thank you for this,” she said.

      She knew that three gold coins were a high price for something she’d only wear once. Attending without one was unacceptable, and she wanted to pick out her own.

      Eryon didn’t flinch at the price. He handed the shopkeeper the three gold coins from his waist purse. At a year older than Raina and Allan, Eryon was also a close friend, one that related to Allan more than she. They shared a love for knowledge that Raina couldn’t comprehend.

      A faint smile on her lips, Raina watched as her new mask was wrapped and placed in a pretty purple box. She took Eryon’s hand into her own gloved hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “Thank you,” she said, giving him a quick peck on the cheek.

      A quick nod was all he gave her. He cleared his throat, avoiding eye contact but not letting her hand go.

      “Let’s go. I don’t want to miss Aric’s appearance at the coliseum today,” Eryon said.

      Raina winced at the mention of Aric.

      It was apparent that Prince Eryon looked up to his older brother, trying to emulate him in all that he did. He’d even grown out his auburn hair the same length as Aric’s, and wore it styled the same way.

      “Thank you,” Raina said to the shopkeeper as they walked away. She glanced up at Eryon, pulling her hand away as they stepped along the stone walkway along the side of the road.

      Seers don’t show affection in public. She recited Errison’s words to herself.

      Allan walked a little ahead of them. “I wish I could have seen more of the world.”

      “You can,” Eryon said. “Won’t you have a chance to change stations soon?”

      Allan shrugged, glancing at Raina. “I suppose.”

      Going back home was the only change they foresaw for themselves. Standing up to Litha and reclaiming their rightful place as rulers awaited them.

      Somehow, neither option seemed as appealing as when they’d first started their time in the human world.

      Raina looked at the shop fronts they passed along their right, wishing they could linger awhile longer and browse the beautiful things that were sold. She had visited one of the shops earlier; one that sold more than jewels and garments.

      Parties and festivities weren’t the only things on her mind.

      Prince Aric was returning to Rhene after three years abroad.

      There had to be more than just passing looks between them. Even though she was leaving for Aden soon, Raina had to be sure.

      Her heart deserved it.

      She had a plan that would definitely get his attention.

      “I will meet you at the palace at sunset, and we can all go to Arela’s party together,” Raina said before turning to walk the other direction.

      Allan frowned. “Where are you going?”

      Raina avoided his eyes. “I need to make sure my dress is ready. I won’t bother you men with such silly lady tasks.”

      Allan watched her hurry away. She was sure he didn’t believe a word she said, so she didn’t linger and give him the chance to stop her.

      She bit back a smile as she heading toward the shop.

      They held something for her.

      Something that would help her reconnect with the power she suppressed, the power that begged to be set free.

      Be careful, Raina.

      Raina clutched her necklace. “Desi? I’ve missed you!”

      Be careful. Litha watches. Do not show your true power.

      “I know what I’m doing, Desi. Trust me.”

      I really hope you do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Full armor shielded Raina from the eyes of the crowd. So far everything went according to plan. No one knew who she was. Her helmet covered her face, only revealing her eyes.

      No one suspected a thing.

      Except Prince Aric.

      She could see the doubt in his eyes. He knew that something wasn’t right.

      He stood in the coliseum across from her, sword and shield in hand. Loose strands of his blond hair were caught with the swift breeze, whipping around his face as he stared at her.

      When their eyes met, Raina almost turned the other way and left. Something about them made her feel torn between getting lost in his gaze or hiding from it.

      “Who are you?”

      Raina swallowed as he searched her eyes. Something was missing from his gaze. That energy that made her swoon on their first encounter was missing.

      What was he hiding?

      Too late to back out now. She gave him a wink and drew two swords that crisscrossed behind her.

      The crowd roared when she ran the steel of one along the other, sending sparks into the air.

      Aric eyed her swords.

      “Come now, Prince. You aren’t afraid of a woman, are you?”

      Raina swung both swords, making the air swish with the blades.

      His jaw clenched. “Of course not. I’m just thinking of how much I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Raina grinned and readied herself. “Funny. I was just wondering the same thing.”

      He straightened his shoulders at her words.

      “Begin,” King Lavi said, his voice echoing along the entire coliseum.

      Raina didn’t waste a second. She charged at Aric with every ounce of energy and strength that had been bottled up for far too long.

      Aric’s eyes widened at her skill as she spun and swung her swords in ways the humans had never seen.

      “Show me, Aric,” she said in between strikes. “Show me the power you’ve inherited.”

      “What? What are you doing?”

      Raina closed her eyes. “Practicing,” she said and kicked him in the chest with one long powerful leg. She sent him crashing into the floor.

      Queen Nevah shot to her feet. “Show the crowd your power, Aric. Do not hold back!”

      Raina grinned. The queen did not sound pleased with her son’s performance.

      To her surprise, Aric didn’t hesitate to heighten the intensity. His body vanished before her eyes.

      For a moment, Raina had to straighten up and focus on finding him. It didn’t take long. Her senses did the work. She heard him, felt his presence, and soon she saw the outline of his body against the air.

      She stretched her neck, and with a surge of power, she crashed into him, sending him flying across the coliseum and into one of the walls. She pressed her breastplate to his and looked him in the eyes.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Breathless, and stunned that she had beaten him, he looked down at her with widened eyes.

      “For what?”

      Raina closed her eyes and rested her head against his chest. She still felt that intense attraction to him, but showing him that she was more than his equal, and not just a silly girl gave her such satisfaction that she felt tears well in her eyes.

      “Thank you for reminding me of who I am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

      

    
    
      Nine men had been defeated by Raina and her specially crafted swords.

      The satisfaction of a successful day was apparent on her face but mistaken for excitement for Arela’s grand party.

      Raina, Eryon, and Allan headed to Olia’s dress shop. Allan led the way, already dressed for the party. He kept his cloak secured over his fancy suit.

      Eryon did the same. They didn’t want it known that the prince was out in the city without a guard.

      “You really didn’t have to come all the way to the Lower City with us, Prince Eryon,” Allan said.

      “It’s fine. I wanted to make sure you made it safely. This part of the city can be quite dangerous.”

      Raina smiled up at him. “I’m lucky to have such a charming prince to protect me,” she said.

      He gave her a sidelong glance, the corner of his mouth lifting into a half smile. “You are lucky.”

      Eryon scanned the crowds with his eyes.

      “In just an hour’s time we will be dancing the night away with royalty from all over the world,” Raina said, her mind only on Prince Aric.

      Her eyes looked upward at the Upper City. She liked to call it the silver city because it seemed to glisten under the sun’s light. The palace was prominent toward the back of the enclosed stone circle, seeming to look down on them from its spot on the raised plateau.

      Soldiers patrolled the roads but the crime was more prominent in Olia’s part of town. Raina didn’t care. She wanted her dress to be made by the best, and to her Olia’s gowns seemed to be spun from pure magic.

      The path to Olia’s dress shop was crowded with excited young folk as they headed from their studies in the trade school at the end of the alley. Raina smiled at them as they passed her by, missing a time when she and Allan could go about their lives without worry.

      Past the groups of students, Raina saw someone watching her. She tensed when their eyes met. He was tall and wore a black cloak that matched the same shade of his long hair. His eyes studied her, unashamed that he’d been caught staring.

      She didn’t say anything to the others as they walked past him. She looked away, feeling that something was wrong, but unsure of what exactly bothered about him.

      Once they reached Olia’s shop door, she figured the stranger was just another citizen of the Lower City. That was until she glanced over her shoulder to see him standing right behind her.

      Raina stopped and turned to him.

      Her eyes narrowed as they stood face to face.

      Eryon stopped beside her, looking at the stranger to Raina. He put his hand on the hilt of the sword that rested on his hip. “Is something wrong?”

      The stranger didn’t break his gaze with Raina, but a thin-lipped smirk came to his face.

      Raina’s body went cold as she looked into his blue eyes. They were so blue that they mocked the sky on a bright summer day.

      He took in a breath as if smelling her, and his smirk widened. His eyes flickered up to Eryon.

      “No, Prince Eryon. Everything is entirely right,” he said and walked away as if nothing odd had just happened.

      Raina stood there, a sick feeling entering her stomach as she watched him walk away and blend into the crowd.

      She folded her arms and rubbed them against the sudden cold she felt.

      “What was that?” Seeing that she was cold, Eryon risked being recognized and took his cloak off. He wrapped it around Raina and smoothed it over her arms to warm her.

      “That was odd,” Allan said, his eyes following Raina’s gaze. “Do you know him?”

      Raina still shivered despite wearing Eryon’s cloak. She looked to Allan and Eryon.

      “No,” she said. “But I have a feeling we will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      Olia looked up from her scrolls when they entered her shop. The store was empty of customers. Bookshelves filled with scrolls, pots of herbs, flower petals, and various spools of fabric, thread, and needles were everywhere.

      Olia’s grin faded when she saw the looks on their faces.

      “What is it?” Her thin blue eyes looked behind them. “Has something happened?”

      Raina closed the door behind them, glancing out the window that looked out to the alley where she’d encountered the stranger.

      “I’m not quite sure what just happened,” Allan said, sniffing the various herbs Olia had on her work table.

      Eryon still had his hand on the hilt of his sword. “I’m not either. Maybe we should hurry to the party. I didn’t like the look of that man.”

      Olia looked alarmed. “What man is he talking about, Allan?”

      Raina turned to her. “No need to worry,” she said, shaking her head. “We are fine. Everything is fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Olia’s eyes questioned Raina about more than she could say in front of Eryon.

      “Yes,” Raina assured her. “But Prince Eryon is right. I need to hurry and get dressed so we aren’t late.”

      Olia smoothed her brown hair down. “I’m already ready,” she said, giving a twirl of her maroon gown. “Do you like it? I made it this morning.”

      Raina smiled.

      “It’s beautiful,” Allan said.

      “Thank you,” she said to him. “Your dress awaits you upstairs, Raina.”

      “Great.” Raina grabbed Olia by the hand pulling her toward the stairs that led up to Olia’s bed chambers.

      Upstairs Olia quickly changed out of her Seer’s uniform. Olia helped her slip into the gown. The fabric was softer than Raina remembered from when she picked it out.

      She glanced in the mirror that stood in the corner of Olia’s room.

      Raina paused at her reflection. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at herself.

      It had been a long time since Raina had worn a gown that beautiful. She’d have to thank Arela again for buying it for her. The high waist of the lavender dress had a shimmering black bow that Olia tied for her. It rested on her full bosom that was hinted at by the draped bodice. With long sleeves to cover her tattoos, and the hem brushing the tops of her black shoes, no one would suspect that she was anything but an average human girl.

      “You look fabulous,” Olia said as she stood beside her. “Prince Aric won’t know what to do with himself when he sees you.”

      Raina blushed. “You weren’t supposed to know about that.”

      “I see more than you think,” Olia said.

      Raina turned and winked at her. “I do too,” she said, pointing to a pair of Allan’s socks on the floor beside her bed.

      Olia’s face turned beet red. “Raina. Please don’t tell anyone.”

      Laughing, Raina rubbed Olia’s arm. “Who would I tell? Your secret is safe with me. You’ve kept Allan’s and mine for so long. I would never betray you.”

      Olia hugged her tightly, her face pressed to Raina’s chest.

      “Thank you, Raina.”

      When she pulled away, Raina saw tears in Olia’s eyes.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Olia sniffled. “I love him…and soon the two of you will leave us all behind and never return.”

      Raina’s smile faded. She lowered her voice. “It’s okay, Olia. Who says we can never return?”

      The thought had come to her many times, and each time she felt the pain of the truth. Olia was right. Soon they would have to leave, and all of their friends and loved ones would be forever gone to them.

      Raina turned and used one of Olia’s combs to break through the tangles in her waist-length black hair.

      “Do you really mean it, Raina?”

      Nodding, Raina pursed her lips. She couldn’t bring herself to voice the lie once again.

      Olia hugged her again. “Thank you,” she said and gave Raina a quick kiss on the cheek.

      The thought of falling for Prince Aric filled her with both grief and excitement. She started to doubt even wanting to experience love. She didn’t wish to feel the pain Olia would soon feel.

      Raina gripped her necklace in her fist.

      What are we doing?

      When Desi’s voice didn’t answer her, Raina felt the worry start to rise from her belly to her throat. Desi was always there. Was she too weak to even speak now?

      She looked down at the necklace and gave it a shake. “Desi?”

      Olia stood beside her. “Is the fairy okay?”

      Raina sighed. “Yes. I’m sure she’s okay,” she lied. “Let’s go.”

      “Yes! Let’s get going. I don’t want to miss anything,” Olia cheered.

      Raina forced a smile. She didn’t mean to ruin Olia’s night amongst royalty. Prince Eryon was kind enough to bring her as a guest.

      Together they made their way from Olia’s bed chamber and down the stairs.

      Raina’s eyes met Eryon’s as she walked down to the shop floor. He looked up at her with a look of surprise and adoration. Wearing a golden mask, and revealing his rich evergreen waistcoat and black pants, he looked handsome.

      Almost as handsome as his older brother.

      His lips parted as his eyes followed her every move.

      “Do you like it?” Raina eagerly awaited his reply. His approval meant Aric would like it as well.

      She hoped as much.

      She walked directly to him, feeling Olia and Allan’s eyes on the two of them.

      Eryon swallowed, nodding. “I’m not sure why you’re asking me, Raina.”

      “Because I care about your opinion,” Raina said. She held her dress’ skirt out, her eyes bright as she awaited his reply.

      “You look nice.”

      Nice? She hoped that was enough.

      Eryon licked his lips as his eyes went to her bosom. Abruptly, his eyes left hers. He cleared his throat. “Is everyone ready?”

      Without looking back, he spoke to Allan and Olia. “Let’s go.”

      Raina stood in the doorway, watching Eryon walk ahead of them, his cloak lifting from the dusty stone streets with the gentle night breeze.

      “I think you’re going to break his poor heart tonight,” Olia whispered to her, her eyes saddened.

      Raina’s mouth parted. What did she mean?

      She tried to make sense of Olia’s words as they walked together through the dark roads of the Lower City to the outdoor garden hall near the Upper City.

      The moon shone above them as the sky went black.

      Raina glanced up at the sky. Her brows furrowed.

      Where were all of the stars?

      The sky was odd all day, and she didn’t like it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Aric stood on the balcony above the crowded courtyard, looking down at the people of Rhene. After so much time abroad, they all seemed odd to him. He was still amazed by how differently the rest of the world dressed and styled themselves.

      Also, the pungent scent of magic didn’t exist in his kingdom. Aric had been to lands where magic could be felt in the air. Being without it made the taste air stale.

      He’d been farther than most people would ever go in their lives. He’d seen things that had changed him forever, and he missed the freedom he felt when he was away. Now that he was home, nothing felt the same.

      After that stunning loss in the coliseum earlier, he was in a foul mood.

      How did a woman defeat him?

      He’d trained with some of the best swordsmen in the entire world. The shame of such an embarrassing loss would cling to him forever.

      “Why the solemn face, Aric? You’re supposed to be celebrating with me,” Arela said. “Did you have too much ale yesterday?”

      His sister was right. Aric was supposed to be enjoying himself, or, at least, pretending to enjoy himself. He gripped the stone of the balcony.

      “I’m sorry, Arela. I really am glad to have made it home in time to celebrate with you.”

      The truth was, just three weeks ago, Aric had killed his first man. Father was right. There were those out there that wanted him dead. Being born with even a tiny measure of god-like power, and he was hated by those that didn’t even know him.

      Aric had never been hated before. He’d also never stabbed with a dagger.

      The wound was healing, but the memory would hurt him forever.

      “I am so glad that you’re home,” Arela said, hugging his side.

      Aric smiled at her and turned his gaze to the guests that poured into the courtyard in the center of Rhene’s gardens.

      They all wore elaborate masks just as Princess Arela requested.

      “Well,” Arela said putting her hand on his. “Let’s go down there and meet some of the guests.”

      Aric nodded and led his sister down the stairs from the balcony.

      Aric did enjoy the smell of the food being prepared, and the scent of flowers once they were outside. He started to feel at home. Tall covered torches lit the area, and musicians played soft music with their instruments.

      “They could use some drums out here,” Aric said.

      Arela nudged him. “You complain too much. Did you know that? I know you saw a lot out there during your travels, but you are home now. Enjoy what home has to offer.”

      Aric’s brows furrowed at his younger sister’s keen assessment of his attitude, but he kept silent as they stood on the stairs that led to the courtyard.

      Arela was right.

      Besides, he needed to prepare himself…for her. He’d told himself that he would make it right with her. There was no point in hurting her. She deserved better than what he’d done the say before.

      He only hoped she still felt the same.

      It didn’t take the people of Rhene to notice them. People started making their way closer to get a better look. They smiled up at him, eager for him to come down to their level.

      With a sigh, Aric took the last few steps down.

      “Hello, Prince Aric,” an older woman with too much red rouge on her lips said the instant she was in his range. She pushed her daughter before him. “This is my daughter, Liza. She just turned sixteen this summer.”

      The girl looked younger than sixteen, with long brown hair and a body that was much thinner than his preference for women.

      Aric nodded. “Good to meet you. You’ll excuse me,” he said with a nod to Liza before sidestepping her.

      “She wasn’t that bad, Aric,” Arela said as they made their way through the crowds that bowed their heads in his presence.

      “She’s too young.”

      Arela snorted. “You’re only twenty-one. The gap isn’t that noticeable.”

      “Then she wasn’t pretty enough.”

      “No one is pretty enough for you.”

      Right. No one except the girl with the eyes the color of storm clouds.

      “Mother and father will find you a wife if you don’t hurry and find one of your own,” Arela said with a grin. “They might just choose Liza.” She laughed.

      Aric stopped walking. Arela stopped beside him.

      “What is it?” Her eyes followed his gaze.

      Aric heard the arrival of Prince Eryon and his guest. He glanced up at them, but his eyes fixed on the girl at Prince Eryon’s side.

      There she was. It had to be her. Dressed in a lavender gown and mask, nothing could hide her from him.

      He urged her to look at him. It was all that he had waited for those past three years.

      That kiss.

      Aric had dreamt about it almost every night.

      When her gaze met his, he felt that same powerful connection that made the hairs on his skin stand on end.

      Before he realized what he was doing, he was walking directly toward her.

      Her eyes widened when he stood before her, Arela quickly following to stand beside him.

      Aric glanced at Prince Eryon. “Hello, Eryon. You look smashing,” he said to the prince, and his eyes went back to the beauty at his brother’s side.

      “Good evening, Aric. Welcome home,” Prince Eryon replied, his jaw tightening as he watched Aric look the girl up and down.

      “Raina,” Aric said, taking her hand in his. “I’d never forget those eyes.”

      She was warm without the gloves.

      She nodded, keeping her smile at bay, but unable to hide the sparkle in her eyes when she looked at him.

      “Yes, Prince Aric. I am Raina.”

      Aric didn’t let go of her hand but nodded for her to come with him.

      “You’ll join me for a moment,” he said.

      It wasn’t a question.

      She looked back at her brother, Eryon, and the plain girl at his brother’s side, as if asking them if it was okay. They all looked stunned by what was happening.

      Aric could tell that Raina didn’t reveal anything about that night before he left.

      It was their little secret. Now, he didn’t want any secrets between them.

      He didn’t care what anyone else thought. While the group before him seemed perplexed by Aric’s actions, Arela grinned.

      When neither of them gave her the permission she sought, she made the decision on her own.

      “Yes. We have much to talk about, Prince Aric,” she said and allowed herself to be led away.

      Aric didn’t let go of her hand. He never wanted to let her go ever again.

      “Yes,” he said, stroking her soft hand. “We do.”

      There was something special about this girl, something that made him forget the pain of the past.

      He would not sleep until he found out what that was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty

        

      

    
    
      He didn’t forget me, Raina thought with a grin.

      Raina still held the hand of her prince. Her cheeks felt warm as they walked through the path made by the crowd of guests. They all stared at her with curiosity.

      She’d barely had time to notice the incredible decorations and the gowns and masks of the other guests. She tried to take it all in, but her heart pounded in her chest as she glanced up at Aric’s face.

      His blond hair was cut a little shorter, and his face was smooth and free of facial hair. He had grown older, but even more attractive.

      Raina stared at him curiously.

      Something had changed about him, now that she had a closer look without slamming her swords into his shield. A hardness that wasn’t there before.

      He had seen things.

      Done things.

      Her heart went out to him. She wanted to hear about everything that had occurred while he was away.

      She glanced back at her brother, her eyes catching on Prince Eryon’s face.

      He watched her, his face stern.

      Oh, she thought, realization filling her. He has feelings for me.

      She swallowed, unsettled by that notion.

      It didn’t matter at that time, Prince Aric was back. That was all that mattered. She’d smooth things over with Eryon at another time.

      “You kept your promise,” Aric said, giving her hand a squeeze.

      She beamed up at him. “I told you I would.”

      “That you did.”

      “So, why were you so cold at the docks?”

      Her question lingered in the air, but she didn’t want to take it back. She wanted answers.

      “I wanted to apologize for that. It was a long journey,” Prince Aric said, looking ahead.

      “Tell me about it. How was your trip around the world? I want to know every detail.”

      Prince Aric led her inside the banquet hall and up to the balcony. Inside servers handed them goblets of wine.

      Raina peered into her cup, seeing the red liquid ripple with each step they took further into the hall. The strong aroma made her raise her eyebrows. She’d never had wine before. Allan warned her against it.

      Excitement to try it filled her, making her grin as she took her first sip. It was strong but had a pleasant flavor of blueberries and cherries.

      She took another long sip before looking back up at Aric.

      “Not as exciting as this moment with you,” he said.

      Raina blushed. He was even more charming than she remembered. Three years hadn’t changed him too much. Perhaps there was hope for something to develop between them.

      “You’re too kind. But you aren’t getting out of telling me about your travels. Even I can see that you’re different…that you’ve seen things. I want to know what those things are.”

      When he turned to her, he cupped her face in his hands.

      She didn’t care who saw.

      “Okay. I’ll tell you everything.”

      Raina stood on the golden-crested balcony and gawked at the amount of food being set in the banquet hall. She was excited. Tonight she could dance, laugh, and drink wine.

      Raina only wanted to be an ordinary girl. Just for one night.

      “But you’ll need to tell me everything as well.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I simply want to know all about you.”

      Nodding, Raina glanced toward the entryway. She gripped the gold railing and her jaw tensed when she saw the man from that day on the street outside Olia’s shop. He entered the room, walking slowly, his arms held out at his sides.

      Her stomach dropped. She nudged Aric in the forearm.

      “Have you seen that man before?”

      She glanced at Aric and noticed a how his face went ashen at the sight of the man.

      “Yes,” he sputtered, leaning forward to get a better look. When he looked back at Raina, his eyes were widened with terror.

      “What is it?” Raina was almost too afraid to find out what could make Aric look that afraid.

      “That’s the man I killed.”

      Raina searched his eyes. He was serious. She swallowed, a shiver running up her spine.

      A loud explosion gave Raina a start. One of the walls of the banquet hall was blasted through by a large stone. Smoke and ash filled the air, making them cough.

      Aric pulled Raina to him, shielding her from the debris.

      She tensed when two servers tried to run from whatever caused the damage. They were being chased.

      By magic.

      Raina’s face paled as she saw the magic coming from the stranger.

      It was him.

      The female servers were lifted from the ground and thrown into the air by an unseen force. She shrieked, her body turning upside down, making her dress fall to reveal her undergarments.

      “I have to help her,” Raina said, thinking of ways she could save the woman without revealing her identity.

      The people of the party would tear her apart if they learned that she was the escaped prisoner the Goddess of Law sought out.

      Aric drew his sword, the ring of metal was music to ears.

      “Stay back,” he shouted to her. “It has to be magic. I killed that man!”

      Raina heard the servers crash to the ground, their screams cut off the instant their bodies made impact. The blood drained from her face.

      Her own scream was caught in her throat when she saw the stranger from earlier that evening fly pass the opening of the banquet hall.

      It’s him. Desi! What do I do?

      Silence.

      “I have to do something,” Raina said.

      Aric put an arm out, stopping her.

      “No,” he said, drawing his sword with a ring of steel. “This is my fight.”

      The black blade was covered in silver symbols, the language of the gods. He glanced at her, his green eyes glowing.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      Before Raina could protest, Aric vanished.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

      

    
    
      Aric crept through the broken hole in the wall, sword ready, eyes glowing with the god’s power of his father’s bloodline.

      Completely unseen, he peered into the courtyard of panicking people hurrying to escape the attack. Now he could use his abilities for something other than fighting for sport in the coliseum.

      If one looked closely, they’d see the ripple in the air around Aric as he stood there. His adrenaline rushed as he sought out the man that had caused such a commotion.

      Was this another assassination attempt?

      Aric was anything but an easy target.

      He stood up straight when he saw the same man fly across the courtyard, his long hair flying behind him like a thick cloak.

      Magic.

      Odd, Aric thought. Who was that man?

      He made sure to keep the man in his sight as he held onto his sword, trying to figure out a way to strike the man from that high above him. The chill in the air seemed to cling to his flesh, eating it like insects.

      He clenched his jaw, feeling his hand grow colder and colder. It was difficult harnessing his power in more than one place at a time.

      Clasping a black gauntlet on his wrist, Aric breathed out with relief. The sensations faded as the gauntlet charged, turning red as his power concentrated into the jewel embedded in the steel.

      One blast of searing hot power shot through the air and into the flying man.

      He stopped abruptly, his eyes shooting to glare at Aric as his power shifted from the going invisible to his gauntlets. Too bad that he couldn’t use both skills at the same time.

      He didn’t need both. With his hands wrapped around the hilt of his sword, he prepared himself for a battle.

      With lightning speed, his target swooped down and caught a girl by her hair.

      Princess Arela.

      Aric swallowed, lowering his sword.

      “Just put her down,” Aric shouted, his heart pounding in his chest. His voice came out strained. Nothing frightened him more than losing someone he loved.

      “Put down your sword, and all of your clever gadgets, boy.”

      Boy?

      The level of disrespect threatened to make Aric lash out with everything he had. Seeing his sister in distress, as she hung from her hair, a dagger placed at her white throat, forced him to control his temper.

      Arela’s life depended on it.

      “Put it down now,” he shouted once again. “Or the princess joins the land of the dead.”

      Aric nodded, lowering his sword to the ground.

      What happened next mystified Aric.

      Raina.

      She ran out of the banquet room like a cat of the jungles of Sabourn. Her face was still beautiful, but there was something more there.

      Hate.

      Rage.

      Power.

      In a funnel of wind and glowing tendrils of gold, she swept through the courtyard, knelt on one knee, and shot into the air.

      Taken aback, Aric’s mouth parted as he watched her fly straight to the man that threatened the princess.

      He blinked once. Raina had Arela and set her on the stone ground so quickly that Aric’s eyes widened.

      Is this a dream?

      Princess Arela was back on the ground, screaming with her shaking hands covering her mouth as she looked up at Raina, who flew back into the air.

      Blood sprayed everywhere as Raina used the man’s own dagger to stab him in the throat.

      Aric caught his breath. His heart thumped as he watched her.

      When she landed, she was covered in blood. She looked at him, her face unapologetic for what she had just done.

      She was no ordinary Seer.

      Witch?

      Monster?

      God?

      He didn’t know what she was. But what she’d just done took his level of interest to heights no other girl had ever made him feel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Two

        

      

    
    
      The world felt much different somehow.

      Raina had never killed anyone before. Covered in blood, her hands shook as she looked down at them.

      All sounds faded, yet her thumping heartbeat filled her ears.

      When her eyes lifted, she saw that everyone in the courtyard stared at her in awe. The panic and frenzy had ended, but the aftermath was somehow scarier.

      Raina was exposed. There was no doubt that what she had just done signaled Litha to her exact location. Saving Arela’s life was worth it.

      Arela stopped screaming, but her eyes held something Raina never wanted to see directed at her. Not from someone she loved.

      Fear.

      That terror in Arela’s eyes twisted Raina’s stomach. Raina took a step toward the girl that she had grown to love like a sister.

      Arela scrambled away, her dress in tatters as she climbed to her feet.

      “Don’t touch me,” Arela shouted as she ran into her brother's arms.

      Eryon held onto Arela. His face said it all. He was as shocked as everyone else at the party.

      “But I saved you,” Raina said, breathlessly. Tears stung her eyes. Somehow she couldn't catch her breath as she clutched her chest.

      “I did it for you.”

      Raina wiped the blood from her hands onto her skirt. She scanned the crowd, watching them take steps away from her. The sky started to turn white.

      Raina’s hands shook. She knew exactly what that meant.

      She shot a look to Allan, nodding toward the sky. He stood next to Olia, his face paling as he looked up.

      This was not how things were supposed to go.

      His shoulders slumped, but he nodded in return.

      Raina closed her eyes.

      “Here goes,” she whispered as the air began to turn cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Three

        

      

    
    
      Allan took off his cloak, and then his gloves, revealing the tattoos that stretched across his fingers.

      His eyes fixed on his sister in the center of the courtyard. Those that remained stepped away from her, gawking at what she had just done.

      The amount of blood that was splattered on the ground startled everyone.

      Even the guards from the palace stood back, unsure of what to do.

      Were they safe?

      No.

      Raina had exposed them.

      Everything was falling apart, before his eyes. He put a hand out to Olia when she reached for him. Clasping her warm hand within his both frightened him and gave him hope.

      Litha would show no restraint when she arrived. Wind swept through, chilling Allan.

      No one was safe.

      “Please stay back, Olia. This is not your fight.”

      Olia nodded. She hugged his waist tightly, tears in her eyes. “Be careful, Allan. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      He kissed her.

      It might be the last time.

      Olia grabbed his face in between her hands. “I’m carrying your child.”

      Allan froze. His face paled. Every heartbeat from that moment sped. How could such good news frighten him? The fear of losing the woman he loved and their child fueled him, somehow making him feel even stronger.

      “I love you,” he said, kissing her again.

      When they pulled apart, Olia’s lips turned upward at the corners, and tears streamed down her white cheeks.

      “I love you.”

      He leaped from their place at the other end of the courtyard. As he soared above what remained of the crowd, he looked to the sky.

      It was night, and somehow it began to turn white.

      Every hair stood on end as Allan landed beside his sister. The ground cracked beneath his feet as he fell.

      No use hiding who they were now.

      Litha had already found them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Four

        

      

    
    
      A woman in white floated into the center of the courtyard, and the sky turned red.

      She certainly didn’t waste any time.

      “She’s here,” Raina whispered. Raina knew the moment that she saw her in the sky that this might be the day that she and her brother would finally die.

      Litha landed in the center of town with the sound of thunder crackling across the sky. Long lavender hair floated with the fresh breeze. With dark brown skin covered in white tattoos, she was a beautiful specimen to look upon, but Raina had seen and felt her evil.

      Litha’s blue eyes regarded the guests with cool disinterest.

      Humans were beneath her.

      “It’s time to go,” Raina whispered to her brother.

      Allan shook his head. “No,” he said. “We can’t let her win.”

      Raina shook her head as she tightened her fist around the dagger.

      “Listen to your sister, Vineet,” Litha said, her lips curling into a cruel smile. “You are out of time. Come with me now, and I will let these pathetic humans live.”

      King Lavi approached her first. From the crowd of frightened partygoers, he stood taller than most, but even his height and stature meant nothing to Litha.

      Queen Nevah tried to pull him back, terror in her eyes. The king turned to calm her.

      “It will be fine,” King Lavi said.

      Raina clenched her jaw.

      He had no idea how wrong he was.

      There was no mystery to who Litha was. There were sculptures and statues all throughout the land in her honor.

      “Goddess,” he said to her, bowing to one knee.

      It was odd to see King Lavi bow to anyone, but he had the right idea. If anything was going to work on Litha, it was humility and praise.

      “You’ve been hiding my prisoners, King Lavi,” Litha said, gazing at the blood red sky. “I really don’t appreciate it.”

      “Who do you refer to?”

      She glared down at him. “Who do you think? Don’t feign ignorance with me. I want the twins with the black tattoos.”

      “We didn’t know who they were. I swear it,” King Lavi said. “Please spare us, and take those whom you seek.”

      Raina shook as her eyes lifted to meet Litha’s. Shock filled her body, leaving her unable to move. She glanced at Aric.

      Her lips whispered goodbye to him, and panic filled his eyes.

      “No,” Aric shouted.

      Litha’s attention went to him and Raina felt her stomach lurch.

      “Stay back, Aric,” she shouted.

      “Yes,” Litha said. “Stay back,” she repeated and with a flick of her hand, Aric’s body went soaring into the stone wall that enclosed them in the banquet hall’s courtyard.

      Raina cried out. She ran at Litha only to suffer her first blow.

      Litha’s black lightning entered Raina’s body, seeming to rip through her insides.

      She prayed that Aric was okay.

      Doubling over, she tried to catch her breath. She reached out a hand, weakly, but not ready to give up.

      “No,” Raina shouted when Litha turned her attention to Allan. “Stop.”

      She clutched her chest, the pain threatening to elicit a scream of agony. Raina held it in. Not in front of Aric.

      “Leave him alone,” Raina shouted. “Please, kill me, and let Allan live.”

      Litha’s brows rose, as did the corners of her lips.

      “What is this you propose? I kill you, and let the God of Peace live?”

      Raina bit her lip, her heart thumping in her chest. Everything hurt.

      “Yes,” Raina said, nodding, tear streaming down her cheeks. “We can’t rule without the other. We can only rule together. Aden can be yours.”

      Raina’s face drained of color when Litha let out a chuckle and sent her black lightning into Allan’s body. The jolt sent him crashing to the ground.

      Eyes wide, Raina screamed as she watched her brother lay there unmoving.

      Raina forgot her own pain and scrambled to reach for her brother’s hand.

      They’d been foolish to think they could win again a god much stronger than the both of them.

      Now, Raina could feel herself dying.

      “I’m surprised you’re still breathing,” Litha said. “The reports must have been true; that you can indeed absorb any kind of blow, physical, mental, or magical. I am impressed.”

      Raina rolled onto her back, her eyes staring into the white sky. She held onto Allan’s hand.

      “Please, Goddess. Spare my people,” King Lavi said, his eyes fixed on Allan’s body. “We are not a part of this.”

      “King Lavi,” Raina whispered, drawing his attention.

      He looked at her. Everyone did.

      “You brought this terror to my kingdom,” he said.

      Raina felt her face heat. She turned her head to glare at him.

      “You might want to get out of my way,” Raina said, her body lifting into the air.

      King Lavi scrambled to his feet and backed away.

      Litha watched her, her face without emotion.

      Time was at a deficit. Raina had only seconds to retaliate. With the power of the wind, she cast a funnel over Allan’s body, protecting him from any further harm.

      He wasn’t made for war, he was to be the peacemaker. Raina refused to let anything happen to him.

      “Clever,” Litha said, her arms out to her side as she lifted herself to Raina’s level. “But you’ll pay for that with your life force.”

      Raina shot her a glare. “No, Litha. I saved some just for you.”

      Like an arrow, Raina darted into Litha’s body, crashing through her protective aura, and wrapping a hand around the woman’s neck. Raina was only months from being Enlightened and fully capable of ending Litha’s life forever.

      Until then, she would use every ounce of her energy and skill to beat her into submission.

      Litha gasped, her blue eyes peering at Raina with shock.

      “I thought you were willing to die,” Litha hissed through clenched teeth.

      Raina squeezed her neck with all of her might, yet it seemed to be merely an annoyance to the Goddess of Law.

      “I lied,” Raina said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Five

        

      

    
    
      It took every ounce of energy for Raina to keep her grip on Litha’s neck. Fueled by more rage than energy, she tightened her grip.

      Raina narrowed her eyes at Litha.

      “Why can’t you leave us alone?”

      Litha reached a hand around Raina’s arm and pressed a finger to Raina’s forehead, blinding her. A cry of agony erupted from Raina’s throat.

      The people of Rhene took this moment to flee. Screams of terror filled Raina’s ears.

      No one else had a chance to for Litha’s patience was thin. With a violent push to Raina’s face, Litha sent her back to the ground so forcefully that Raina found herself in a deep crater that broke through the stone of the courtyard and made way to moist soil.

      Raina cried out as she fell face-first on the ground, the dirt barely softening the impact. Weak from the drain on her power, she looked over her shoulders at Litha.

      Good job, Raina thought. All you did was make her angrier.

      If only she had reached Enlightenment, she could have had a chance. They were foolish to think they could win against a goddess that had been around since the beginning of time.

      The Goddess of Law lifted both arms, and a force of air rippled through the dusty ground. The power of that ripple sent all of the surrounding buildings outward.

      The sound overwhelmed Raina as she tried to pull herself from the hole in the ground. The destruction was unlike anything Raina had ever seen. Dust and debris rose from the ground, and upward to encircle Litha’s frightening frame.

      Enraged, Litha shot lightning into everything in sight.

      Raina’s hair whipped around her face as the world around her turned to chaos.

      She wished she could save the humans she had grown to love.

      She’d failed them all.

      Raina tried to climb to Allan’s body. She had to reach him and take refuge in the funnel she’d created. Together they could escape this world gone mad and walk into the land of the dead hand-in-hand.

      Something grabbed Raina by the hair, jerking her to the surface.

      “Don’t give up, Raina,” Desi’s voice said as she lifted to the surface.

      Raina grunted as her body hit the stone beside Allan.

      “Desi,” she cried as she watched the fairy stumble to her knees.

      “I can’t stay, Raina,” Desi said in between gasps for air. “This world cannot sustain me.”

      “Go back into the necklace!”

      Desi shook her head. “No, Raina.”

      Raina sucked in a breath as she watched Desi turn herself into a golden ball of light wrapped in black tendrils that increased her glow.

      “Live, Raina,” Desi said in her tiny voice. “Both worlds depend on you and Allan.”

      Raina held her tight to her chest. “What do you mean?”

      Raina cried out as Desi shot into the air. Her eyes followed the golden light as it cut through the destruction.

      Desi shot through Litha’s body, leaving a hole the size of Raina’s fist.

      “Desi!”

      Her hands shook as she reached for the fairy. She prepared to fly when Allan grabbed her by the wrist.

      “No,” he said in between ragged breaths.

      Torn between Allan’s awakening, and Desi’s actions, Raina turned back to watch as Litha’s body trembled.

      Within a blink, Desi exploded inside of Litha’s belly, sending blood, bone, and guts into the air.

      Allan kept a firm grip on Raina’s arm.

      “Run, Raina,” he shouted.

      Through burning tears, Raina made a fist. “Why? She’s gone. They are all gone.”

      Allan pulled her up to her feet.

      Stunned by his strength, Raina stared at him.

      “You can’t kill a godlike Litha, Raina,” Allan reminded her. “She will be back.”

      Raina wrapped her arms around her brother’s middle and sobbed into the front of his shirt.

      “And next time she will bring the Red Beast.”

      “No,” Raina said, her tear-soaked face set with determination.

      “Next time we will be ready. For her, the Red Beast, and any evil that comes our way.”

      Allan ran his thumb across her cheek. He looked at her with pride.

      “That’s right. That’s the Preeti I know,” Allan said. “Now, we need to find any survivors.” His eyes scanned the ruins, landing on Olia, who sat crouched behind fallen pillars.

      Prince Aric held her, shielding her.

      Allan sighed a breath of relief.

      “I have something to tell you,” he said to Raina, who started toward the prince and the woman that carried his child.

      Raina glanced back.

      “What is it? We have to hurry and get out of here.”

      “No matter what happens to me, promise me you’ll name my child…girl or boy, Desi.”

      Raina’s eyes widened. They filled with tears as she covered her mouth.

      She nodded, wrapping her arms around his neck.

      “Desi. That’s a beautiful name.”

      
        THE END
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        To love and protect…across worlds.

      

      Eighteen-year-old Faith Stryker is prepared to leap out into the unknown world beyond her home shores of New Zealand to experience life. Only she never expected to encounter Magio, a planet with two warring countries, where its people reach adulthood at eighteen by coming into their strength and prophetic abilities. Only after Faith discovers she’s a Halfling—thanks to her warrior father she’s never met—does her own skill of forethought develop.

      Peacio’s Prince Davio Loveria is sent to the young Faith Stryker by his grandfather, but not all goes as planned. Davio discovers Faith isn’t just a Halfling, she’s also his soul-bound mate—an intense relationship he cannot, nor will not, give up.

      With two wars now waging…one of land and the other of the heart…can the young couple find their place in the world?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      “Faith. Hey, Earth to Faith Stryker.” Silvie Carver snapped her fingers and bobbed her head of fiery red-gold hair in front of me.

      “Don’t you dare say it, Silvie.” Her thoughts bombarded me, dropped right into my mind as if I’d conjured them up myself. I shook my head forcefully. “We’re in class and there are other students around.” Except no one could halt my best friend when she had to get something off her mind, not even me.

      “Faith, it’s gotta be said.” She inhaled sharply. “You need to get laid. You need someone fun to…well, you know what.”

      Ugh. Elbows on the desk, I dropped my head into my cupped palms. Because there it was—Silvie’s answer to the fact we were both now eighteen and still completely single.

      I lifted my head, stared her down. “Did you not hear me say we were in class, Silvie? Your timing for that analysis completely sucks. Besides, we should be studying for our end of year exams. A boyfriend comes after exams, which applies to both you and me.”

      I snuck a look around the classroom, but yeah, I was now the current spectacle because unfortunately for me, Silvie’s voice could carry just as blisteringly hot as her stunning, wildfire red hair.

      It didn’t help that one of our fellow male students now appeared riveted on our conversation, and giving me the worst slumberous wink I’d ever seen. “She wasn’t meaning I should have sex with you, Caleb Stiles. Look the other way.” I turned my hostile stare back on Silvie since she was the one who deserved it. “You, Silvie Carver, better sit down before I knock you down. I can’t believe you just said that, or why I always put up with you and your big mouth.”

      She only laughed as she shamelessly scraped one of the blue-gray metal school chairs around next to mine. She plopped herself down on it, dropping her English books, refill pad and pen in front of her onto the desk. Next, she stretched her legs out as far as she could and crossed them idly at her ankles. “Well, this conversation isn’t over. I’m sure Belle would agree.”

      “Don’t you dare bring Belle into this.” Somehow I’d managed to lower my voice and inflict some kind of control into it.

      Silvie scooped her blue pen back up, casually twirled it in mid-air around her first three fingers. This aeronautical pen trick of hers always captivated me, but not right now. Because right now, I was more than peeved. I’d had the worst week ever since my eighteenth birthday, and I mean the— Worst. Week. Ever. No one should have to live through the tribulations I’d just experienced, and was still experiencing, no thanks to Belle Benner still being in town.

      Silvie wagged one brow as her gaze rose over my shoulder. “Too late, Faith. Belle’s here. She and I have also been talking.”

      Great. Just grrreat.

      Belle pulled out the school chair on the other side of me, her dark locks settling with stunning abandon about her tiny waist as she twirled around and sat. She did everything with such finesse. Even the simple act of her sitting was like watching a moving piece of art. So moving, I had quizzed her about being a ballerina. She just had this way about every precise movement she made. Dainty and delicate.

      “So what were you two talking about? I didn’t have my ears tuned precisely in,” Belle said as she tossed her pad and pen with an artful glide onto her desk. Her slim fingers came around and smoothed her silky mass of dark hair behind one ear.

      I snapped my fingers, finally pinpointing exactly who Belle looked like. It was that young star female lead off High School Musical. The one who got the basketball guy and sang and danced with him.

      “Focus, Faith. I asked what you two were talking about. I didn’t have my hearing turned up.”

      There Belle went again with that telepathic skill of hers, speaking mind to mind, always trying to draw me into her mysterious world. I sighed and gave in since she knew I would’ve heard her. “Silvie thinks I should get laid.” I pushed the words along our newly formed telepathic link, the crazy link we’d created on the night of my eighteenth birthday. We’d been speaking privately like this for the past few days, something Belle called a strength skill, but something I called plain crazy.

      Beyond crazy.

      Only she seemed to have more insight than me into this odd, spinning frenzy that had become my life these past seven mind-boggling days. She insisted my skills came from the same place as hers, and that place was another planet in this universe—one named after their timeless skills—one she referred to as Magio.

      “I can feel your resistance. We are from Magio. I’ve told you this over and over since we first connected last week. I’m an empath and can feel your emotions.”

      “I heard you say so the last one-hundred times. It doesn’t mean I have to believe you.” I sent her a very long eye roll. “My mother doesn’t have any of the skills I’ve been developing since my birthday. So there simply can’t be an alternate planet called Magio. Believe me, I’ve been scouring the NASA website for any link on this mysterious planet you’ve been spouting nonsense about. There’s nothing. Nada. Zilch. Nilch. Got that or do we speak a separate language as well?”

      She gave me her own dark eye roll back. “Obviously, you won’t find anything about Magio on the NASA website. Get real. If such a thing happened, the powers that be on Earth would no doubt try to bomb us to smithereens. We live a simple existence, like that of your people hundreds of years ago. We don’t harbor advanced technology as you do.”

      Quite frankly, I’d had enough of her talk about this other planet and this other country called Peacio. My mother was human. I was human. In fact, for eighteen years I’d been just a regular—or as regular as I could get—New Zealand girl. It was Belle who was the problem. I’d only known her for three short, unnerving months. I couldn’t shake her, and on top of that, I had no answer for this telepathy, thought-reading, and other unmentionables.

      “Right, let’s agree to disagree on this subject.” I was getting a headache, just as I always did around her.

      Silvie nudged my arm from the other side, winking while a sassy grin tugged at her lips. “Are you two talking privately again? That mind thingy-majigimy you two do?”

      “Yes, and it’s about Peacio again.” Frowning, I pursed my lips. “You’ve seen those paranormal programs, haven’t you? It’s not uncommon for some of those weird beasties to speak mind to mind. That’s all this is about. I don’t believe there’s another planet like Earth out there.” And I didn’t believe I was a weird beastie either, just a weird human being it seemed.

      Silvie chuckled and sighed almost dreamily. “You two are so funny. I only wish I could do what you do.”

      Sheesh. I slapped my forehead, dropping my chin. My best friend needed a mind transplant. No one I knew would want to be this different this early on in life. I sat between two crazy people. I tapped my scratched up desktop, having no idea where to go from here.

      “Talk to me.” Belle squeezed my shoulder. “What’s bothering you the most?”

      “Everything, but most of all, I’d really like to know why I put up with either of you.” I couldn’t shake them if I tried.

      Belle smiled, ignoring my rude comment as she had a terrible tendency to do whenever I slung one at her. “You put up with me because you and I share a common trait. Our home planet—whether you believe it or not.” She paused to peer past me at Silvie. “And you put up with Silvie because she’s like a sister to you. You know I can feel that.”

      “Oh, would you just quit with the whole empath thing.” I threw my arms in the air. “I wasn’t exactly asking why I put up with you. I was letting off some steam. I mean really.” Still flinging my arms about. “You don’t have to over-analyze every single little word I say.”

      I fell back into my chair, beginning to count, enforcing more than a little necessary timeout to calm down.

      “What are you doing now?” Belle nibbled on her lower lip. “I’m getting such a strange reversal of feelings from you.”

      “That’s because I’m trying to ignore your presence. For a blessed moment, it worked.”

      Leaning into me, Silvie chuckled. “Faith’s regrouping, Belle. It’s her calming thing. Give her a minute to wind down after all your talk of Peacio. You’ve been infuriating her with it for far too long. Particularly when she’s used to only me infuriating her, so getting a double dose lately hasn’t been easy for her.”

      I rolled my shoulders in an effort to release the tension, hating how Silvie was so accepting of Belle’s talk of all things Peacio and I was not. But then I was the one hearing Belle’s voice in my head along with everyone’s random thoughts when they spewed forth. Yeah, that was lucky old me.

      I squirmed in my chair and let out a haggard breath. “Let’s talk about Peacio later, guys.” As Belle would no doubt want to do since she was like a dog with a bone on that subject. “Mrs. Gray’s on her way, and I need to focus one-hundred percent on English and not some mystical otherworld.”

      Belle gave me a strange look with her exotic eyes. “You can still sense when someone is coming? You’re picking up their thoughts?”

      Great. She was back to speaking privately. It seemed like it was her job to constantly remind me of exactly how odd I now was. I moaned with great exaggeration.

      “Only if they’re broadcasting strongly. Mrs. Gray is crossing the quad, examining how to prepare us for finals.” I’d latched onto that. “So, are you still insisting this grows into forethought, the same thing your supposed King Carlisio has?” That was like the proverbial nail in the coffin, for Belle mentioning a fictional king had made me completely desert her farfetched notions.

      “Don’t flick me off again,” she growled. “King Carlisio Loveria is a wise ruler and it’s because of his rare skill of forethought. As one of his Peacio protectors, I won’t abide my ruler’s name being disparaged.”

      Excellent. Now we were back to the whole Peacio protector thing again. I needed to do more than just flick Belle off—I needed to have her locked up in the insane ward. This time I chose to ignore all the impulses to respond, instead busying myself with my workbook. Now was not the time or place for this argument, not when—whoa.

      Someone walking with Mrs. Gray released a bombardment of thoughts. They soared right at me. Thoughts belonging to a new student.

      A male by the tone in his mind.

      Yep, definitely a male. He questioned Mrs. Gray about me, said he knew me.

      Mrs. Gray rounded the corner, her salt-and-pepper hair short, straight and styled up higher over her forehead to add volume to the thinning mass. She spoke, although she dimmed into the background as the male stepped forward, his gaze cutting straight to me.

      The entire room quietened.

      I’d never seen him before, couldn’t lower my gaze and break the intense eye contact between us. Such raw power emanated from him, along with a seductive aura that completely fuzzed my mind. My traitorous thoughts spun. He must be at least six foot four, far taller than any of the other boys in our class. His hair held a slight wave and was that teasing shade in between dark blond and brown, the longer length just sweeping his shoulders. His eyes were to die for, their liquid brown speckled with gold, the darker color the same exact shade as his hair.

      Oh, yum, yum, yum.

      He rolled his shoulders and the white t-shirt he wore stretched tight over rippling muscles. Blue jeans sat low on his hips, the bottoms tucked carelessly into a pair of black ankle-high boots with thick silver buckles.

      My mouth dried out and I licked my lips.

      His gaze zoomed in on them, and my cheeks heated. Oh heck, maybe Silvie was right, maybe I did need to get laid. Mmm, and he’d surely make the perfect candidate.

      Oh, and the way he stared at me in return just melted me. The fire in his eyes set a glow to the golden flecks and lit them brilliantly. In the mere few seconds that had passed, this stranger had disarmed me, his hot gaze running up and down my body.

      Hold on. I jerked my head back. Was he really checking me out?

      I turned to check who sat behind me, because I was surely wrong, except the last desk in the room remained clear of any student. “Who’s he looking at?” I whispered to Belle.

      “That’s Davio Loveria, the king’s grandson, and he’s looking at you.”

      What? Did Belle just say that man, that new male student was the king’s grandson?

      The fictional king?

      From the fictional country of Peacio?

      Surely Belle hadn’t gone quite so far as to acquire a co-conspirator.

      “Jeez, Belle, and if I ask that new student if he’s a prince of Peacio, will he actually confirm it?” I reverted to our telepathic connection since I didn’t need anyone else hearing what I now had to say. “I mean, do you really think for one second I don’t believe you are completely and utterly nuts?”

      Seriously.

      I needed to get Belle a straightjacket and lock her up pronto.

      She cracked a smile. “No, silly. With your emerging forethought skill, King Carlisio sent Davio to assess the situation as reinforcement to me as your protector. After Davio turned eighteen earlier this year, even he did not show any signs of the rare skill which his grandfather has. It’s sadly skipped two generations in the Loveria family and so far, you are the only one outside of the royal line who shows any signs of it. Why do you think I’m still here and have not returned home?”

      I quirked a suspicious brow and retaliated. “Because you to live to pester me.”

      Easy answer.

      I’m afraid the girl was on her way to being institutionalized. There was no hope for her. Not now.

      “No,” she fired right back at me. “Because you are too valuable to be left unattended. You need protection.”

      I blew out a harsh breath, right in her face. “For the millionth, billionth, zillionth time, I am growing very weary of all this Peacio crap.” Would she never give up?

      That was when her declaration sent shockwaves through me. Surprised, my jaw landed somewhere down in my lap. Now why would she feel the need to protect me? And protect me against what?

      Okay, it seemed I was actually going to go there. “Exactly what are you protecting me from?”

      “You can read thoughts, a skill that develops into forethought, and depending on how strong it is, it can’t be permitted to go under the radar. I’m a protector. Once your forethought develops, you will need me by your side to instruct you.”

      Belle was so matter of fact about everything she said. For a brief moment, I felt the first fluttering of belief in her, then it cemented, making me groan out loud. I needed to discover if there was any possible truth in all that she’d told me this past week. I mean, I couldn’t exactly deny these skills that had arrived to torment me.

      “I want to meet with Davio Loveria. I want to hear from the newcomer”—who was now sitting in his assigned seat at the front of the class—“what he has to say without any interference from you.”

      Belle’s lips lifted, and she answered with speed. “Excellent. Would now be an appropriate time?”

      I observed the princely hunk’s side profile, gathering my strength. “After class. Lunchtime. On the field.” I needed another forty-five minutes to fortify myself. “You, me and him.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      IT WAS THE beginning of spring, the first week of September, and I’d chosen an isolated spot under a large, yellow-green umbrella leaf tree on the outskirts of the school’s grassy area. Belle waited with me where the sunlight dappled through the loose formation of foliage and warmed the ground. I propped my backpack against the tree, hooked my thumb into the belt loop of my snug blue denim miniskirt and hoped I exuded at least a little confidence.

      Belle rubbed her palms down her short, scarlet cotton dress and stepped forward to greet the newcomer as he crossed the lawn. “Welcome, Davio.” Belle turned and extended her hand toward me. “This is Miss Faith Stryker.”

      “Thank you, Belle. So this is the one Carlisio says has forethought?” Davio narrowed his gaze on me as he stood there, his bearing firm as he clasped Belle’s arm, and far too intimately for my liking. Which I really shouldn’t have noticed, or should even care about.

      Only I couldn’t help but frown at the cozy image they made. Exactly how well did these two know each other? And why did the man still look completely edible? Those blue jeans of his molded his long legs and made me drool for a bite.

      Frustrated, I ground my teeth together, lifted my chin and stepped forward. “Yes, I’m the one who has forethought, and I’d say nice to meet you, but I’m not sure that’s wise.” Not wise at all.

      Damn. Why was I so irritated? The man had set all my nerves on edge.

      “Belle told me you’re a prince of Peacio. How do I know that’s the truth?” Hungry for more information, I siphoned through his thoughts using the skill Belle kept referring to as my burgeoning forethought. Hopefully I’d find this was all an elaborate and totally explainable ruse.

      “I can feel you in my mind.” Davio released her arm and stepped closer, touched his forehead then immediately blocked, the same as Belle was able to do when I got too nosy filtering through her mind.

      Now there was nothing, although not quite like with Belle. A block existed, yet I still found myself settling into a soft spot within his mind that seemed to be reserved just for me.

      I gave him a cocky grin, and he damn well returned it, seriously peeving me further. “So, I guess I have to believe you’re the grandson of Peacio’s supposed king. David is it?”

      One masculine brow quirked. “Davio, not David, but yes, I’m Carlisio’s sole grandson. Who is your father?”

      “At present I don’t know and quite frankly, I’ve never cared.” I didn’t either. I had the world’s most fabulous mother, one who’d provided all I’d ever needed in life. While the man who’d irresponsibly provided the other half of my genes to give me that life had never stayed to even say one simple hello.

      Davio crossed his arms, frowning as he drew one-step closer. “Father aside, let’s concentrate on what you’re doing right now. You are lodged within my mind—” He stopped, shook his head as if clearing it, then took another decided step forward. “There’s a warmth, like a merging or a similar form of alternate connection, I’ve never experienced before. What is it you’re doing?”

      No sooner had he said the words, did I find myself dropping out of that soft spot I’d found and ending the merge he’d noted. Bad move. Ouch. I grabbed my head as my mind demanded to return to his. What the—I jerked, shoved a hand up and tried to halt his sudden advancement. “Stay right there.”

      A sharp stinging pain took me as he bore down on me. “No. Stop.” I clutched my chest, gasping as more pain lanced through me. Somehow Davio’s presence caused it.

      Against my wishes, my mind pierced back into his and bedded down into that soft place that brought a sense of rightness along with it. I fell against him, grabbed his arm, the closer contact with him somehow now ceasing the pain and my turbulent emotions all at once.

      What on earth was going on?

      I took a moment, breathing deep, the warmth within his mind rolling through to me. “This is the strangest thing,” I murmured, awestruck. “Can you truly feel my mind merged with yours?”

      “I can.” He pressed his hand over my hand on his arm. “You’re in my head. I can feel your presence, but be aware you’ll not get a single thought from me since I’m now blocked.”

      Clearly a set down, putting me in my place.

      I gritted my teeth and dropped my hand. I backed up, and the moment I did, the pain returned and all I wanted to do was strike out at him. “I didn’t mean to pry, but this is all new to me.” Bewitchingly new. Belle had told me bits here and there, yet it would certainly take more evidence to completely sway me to her side.

      Annoyance coursed through me as he glowered.

      Circling me, his gaze slanted as his enormous body threatened. “Now, aren’t you a pesky little enigma.”

      I curled my fingers inward, nails biting into my palms. “So my mother constantly says, Prince Davio.”

      He came back around to stand in front. “It’s just Davio to you. Don’t forget where we are. I hardly need someone from outside of my home world to hear you.”

      “We’re all alone out here in case you missed it.” My gut clenched into an awful mess.

      “Apart from this skill of mind-merge, you know what I believe is happening between us.”

      “Well, not if you don’t share it.”

      “You and I are bonded,” he said with a hard, defiant tone.

      “I’m sorry, we’re what?” Please let that not be what it sounded like. The word bonded certainly rang with the term of something rather deep to me, and I didn’t want deep with him.

      “No, being bonded isn’t a what, Faith Stryker. Being bonded is a how.” Then he reared over me, almost toppling me over.

      “Hey,” I growled, slamming a hand into him. “Attempting to intimidate me will get you nowhere.”

      “We’re somehow bonded, your soul to my soul, although how that could be is beyond my understanding since you’re clearly of Earth and I’m not. Who are your parents, and how did you come to have forethought?”

      Huh, as if I knew how. I didn’t even want the stupid skill I’d come into the week before. “First, I’ve always lived on Earth. Second, I have only my mother, who I might add has outdone herself in raising me.”

      “What of your father? Where exactly is he?”

      “I don’t know.” I had to force myself to hold his very dominant gaze. “Nor do I care.” My chest tightened, and not because I spoke of my father, but because of this man’s presence. So many emotions battered me, from roaring desire to fierce anger, and all dependent on how close he was.

      “Father aside, I feel the deep tension between us. It’s too physical.”

      “I agree, and I’ve decided I don’t want to meet you after all. Let’s forget this past morning ever happened and you can wing your way back to your lovely little planet of Magio.” However he managed to do that winging. Yeah, curiosity bit me swiftly in the butt. I should have asked Belle before how she’d managed to get here from Magio, only if I had, that would have likely given her too much of an opening in order to push more onto me.

      “I don’t understand.” Belle stepped forward, her lips pinched. “Surely, this is impossible. You two simply can’t be mated. She’s a Halfling.”

      “I don’t understand either.” I gave her a glare. “So let’s just forget everything, and you can take him away.”

      “I can’t.” Her hands trembled as she pushed them through her dark hair. “I can’t interfere in a mated relationship. It is a soul-bound calling, one fixed between the two of you.” Her wide gaze begged understanding. “You have to understand. Only half of our population are mated once they come into their adult strength skills at eighteen. The male always senses the bond after he makes direct contact with his female. This is what has happened. It seems you are mated to our prince.”

      I gulped. Again, not something I wanted to hear, yet if this was all real, then that meant I was likely in a world of trouble. “Okay, so we’re mated.” I turned on Davio. “Which is clearly all your fault. Why on earth would you allow a soul bond to form between us?”

      “The soul bond actually forms of its own accord, and usually not long after birth. Although it’s only once a Magioling reaches adulthood that the two become aware of that bond. Until then, little is known.” He snagged my hand. “You are not one of my people. I’m not happy about that.”

      I waited a moment, tortured at his tight hold and at the scowl darkening his face. He clearly detested this moment, and the discovery of our bond, just as much as I did. “Then quit touching me.” I jerked my hand free. “If you can’t tell, I’m not happy about that.”

      He winced, the first sign that he wasn’t anything other than mad. “I will try. I can see you need some space.” He stepped away, propped his back against the wide trunk of the tree.

      Now given the opportunity, I too scooted back.

      Then it happened.

      Once we reached five feet of distance between us, a strange calmness descended over me. I breathed out the last of my tension and closed my eyes, then groaned as Belle tapped at my mind along our telepathic link.

      “Ooo-kay,” she murmured, “You need to tell me exactly what’s going on with you? First and foremost, I’m your friend.”

      I ignored her, feeling a touch bad, and instead opened my eyes and took in the man who’d dropped into my life and tossed it all about within one single morning. His thoughts blared loud and clear as he eyed me blatantly in return. The light blond color of my hair captivated him, the fine strands catching the sunlight sparkling through the leaves and making the golden hue glow like woven silk.

      I grimaced.

      He studied my eyes, found the unusual violet color incredibly intriguing.

      “Stop it.” I crossed my arms with a slap. “Can’t you block again?”

      “I don’t wish to right now.” He tilted his chin and straightened as he pushed off the tree. “It isn’t just the color of your eyes I find intriguing, but you as well.”

      “I’d rather you keep your unhelpful words to yourself too.” Damn it. Now he neared. I hated that every time he came so close, I turned aggressive. “Stay there.”

      My blustery warning was loud and clear, but he didn’t break his stride. “I can’t stop myself. It’s this stupid, stubborn bond. Finding my mate should never have been like this. It obviously shouldn’t have been with a Halfling and someone not of my world.”

      “Amen to that,” I grumbled as he ruthlessly closed in.

      I threw up a hand against his oncoming assault and tried to halt him. Too late.

      My palm hit his chest, his momentum driving me back several steps. Oh boy. I flushed as my aggression instantly dissolved. So strange. When he touched me, the hard emotions promptly disappeared, the pain and anger sliding right away.

      “You’re more than an enigma.” Davio leaned over me, all six foot four of him, his warm honey-brown hair falling forward to curl snugly around his neck, and I longed for him, just as I had during my first sighting of him in the classroom.

      “Why do I suddenly want you this close?”

      “What’s happening is the bond, my mate. It will become difficult for me to keep my distance from you, both physically and emotionally. The same goes for you, unless of course I leave and end this now.”

      “You really want to leave?” My heart hitched and I swayed closer. “Is that how this bond works? We find each other and then you leave?”

      “No, it never happens that way. Those who are mated are bonded for life if we allow our souls their desire, except that would be the most unwise choice for us to take. You are, quite clearly, neither from my country nor from my world, and as such will have no allegiance to me or my people. I have no wish to join with one who doesn’t wish to join with me in all ways. With that being the case, I will find another when the time is right. As should you,” he added solemnly.

      “Hold on.” Did he just say he would be joining with another woman?

      I bit my tongue. That was good? I should leave it at that, right?

      Jeez, what was wrong with me for questioning that choice?

      “I’m sorry. We just met, and you’re right. Go find your, your—” Strangely, I struggled to get the words out and finally gave up. “Well, have yourself a nice long life, and all that.” I patted his chest roughly.

      That was better.

      The clock ticked and time slowed.

      He didn’t move.

      “Look at me.” With one finger sliding under my chin, he tipped my gaze to his. “This would never work.”

      “I understand. It’s been pretty awful meeting you. I certainly don’t want to be bonded to you for life.” I tried to pull my mind from the soft spot where I’d bedded down, but had no luck. I actually detested the thought of letting go.

      Perhaps I’d try physically first. I leaned back, only he moved his hand around to the small of my back and prevented me.

      I gripped his arm. “Okay, you were going.”

      This was going to be the world’s fastest breakup—no, non-breakup since we hadn’t even been together. “Let go of me so that can happen.”

      Ultimately, neither of us needed the complication of the other in our life. I didn’t want a bonded relationship, not when I had high school to finish and university on my horizon.

      Releasing me, he clipped his heels together and inclined his head. “Belle will remain another day, and even though she told me you two have a telepathic connection, you should take the opportunity to learn more about your growing skills while she’s here. Afterward, Carlisio will keep an eye on you, and Belle can return as necessary.”

      A heavy pressure once again pulsed through my blood, and that strange pain when we weren’t touching skin-to-skin, rolled through me. “Sure.”

      I inched closer, closed my fingers around his arm, the necessary and instant relief palpable. I didn’t understand this need, although it was definitely real Tentatively, I spread my fingers wider and blew out a breath. “Can I ask you one last question?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Did Carlisio’s forethought not tell him all that would transpire today? Is that not how this skill he and I both have works?”

      “No, any visions he has are mere snapshots and not greatly identifiable. The future is fully changeable as my grandfather doesn’t interfere in this way. One must always have free choice.”

      “Good.” That I appreciated hearing. “I guess Carlisio thought it was right to send Belle to me here?”

      “Yes.” His gaze switched to Belle. “I’ll send Sorrell to retrieve you tomorrow.” Without warning, he took my hand from his arm and lifted my fingers to his lips, his turbulent gaze returning to mine. “Take peace in the fact that what is between us would never work. We simply don’t belong together.” His tone, deep and flawless, was filled with firm decision.

      Then he released me and shimmered, his form becoming transparent as he disappeared from my sight. He could teleport? Holy moly.

      Shock at his fast departure, which in fact answered my question about how he and Belle had gotten here in the first place, roared through me. I tumbled to the ground and sank my fingers deep into the cold grass underneath me. The air tasted stale, as if in that very moment when he’d flashed away, he’d taken whatever fresh air swirled and sucked it away with him.

      “He’s gone?” Astonishment and a definite spasm of pained grief shook me. “It hurts.” Now that shouldn’t have happened.

      Belle scooted in beside me, and grasped my shoulder. “You wish him back?”

      “No-ooo.” I shook my head. “Don’t get me wrong, but your prince made his choice, and I won’t even consider swaying his mind. He is far better back where he belongs, as are you.”

      I had Silvie.

      My mother too.

      In fact, men had never been a constant in my life, starting right from my defective father who I’d never known, and now Davio who couldn’t have left quicker if I’d been the one to push him away.

      I mean, who needed men anyway?

      I pulled my knees to my chest and hugged them tightly. Ultimately, Silvie and my mother were the only people in the world who mattered to me. They would always be right by my side.
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      Still partially in a daze, I jogged home from school after Davio’s departure. I hit the pavement along Centennial Park, my backpack strapped to my back and my PE gear of navy shorts and a white t-shirt and sneakers still on from last period. Best to do what I normally did and not wallow in Davio’s leaving anymore. This park was beautiful too, and captured my attention. It consisted of miles of green trees and gardens with a ten-foot wide, meandering blacktop drive, the common ground following a leisurely path as it wove snakelike in and around the town. It linked schools and homes, and delivered a safe pathway for cyclists, runners and schoolchildren, the park’s aged trees providing natural coverage against the elements.

      I caught up to and passed primary school students walking home. Their home-time bell rang almost a half hour before ours, and my fellow classmates chattered with their younger siblings as they joined them.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have any younger siblings. It was just Mum and me, and even though there were occasional times when a real craving to share my life with a sibling struck me, I thankfully had Silvie instead to fill that gap. She was my best friend, she was my sister, the one I’d been raised with since childhood. Baby photos taken of us together in the very beginning showed Silvie with her cute red-gold locks, and me with my pale skin and tufts of blond hair just starting to grow.

      I smiled and picked up my pace, fairly flying home.

      Along my street, I streamed along, my long hair whipping behind me like a full-blown sail and—whoa. I couldn’t slow down. My pace increased even though that was the last thing I wanted.

      Oh boy. What was happening now?

      I screamed as I almost took out my mother’s newly painted gray mailbox, freaked and locked my knees. Bad move. I hurtled, head over feet then skidded across the slippery grass on my backside. Crap! My mother’s newly composted vegetable garden loomed. I tumbled and rolled headfirst into the ripest, stinkiest soil on the road.

      Swearing at the stupid vegetable garden, I scuttled out and found my feet. Of all the senseless luck. Surely Belle could have warned me about this increased speed skill I’d soon be coming in to, because that’s what it surely had to be. A skill her people from Magio held. I’d never moved so fast in my entire life. Not a human speed at all.

      After flinging the muck from my butt and my fingers, I tramped inside and marched down the hallway of our two bedroom, brown brick and tile home. I needed a shower. And I needed it pronto.

      Snapping up the brass lever in my shower, I dealt with the stench as the burst of water sprayed on me. And why couldn’t I get Mr. Royal-pain-in-the-butt Highness out of my head? Every five seconds I thought of him.

      Questions raced through my mind. Like where was Magio? And how long had it taken Davio to flash home? Because that hadn’t been some nifty little trick.

      Shaking my head, I hated that I couldn’t disperse these thoughts of him just as easily as he had done with me.

      Although I didn’t give in. I would attempt to dispel all thoughts of him yet.

      I dried off and changed, walked into my violet and cream bedroom and shuffled my homework about on my student desk. I’d try to get my mind into gear and off the man who’d left me before we’d really even met. It was a hard thought to tolerate though, being cast aside so quickly and easily by him.

      I sat.

      I nibbled on my fingernail and reluctantly closed my eyes.

      Then I just couldn’t help myself. I needed to see his image.

      I pulled it from my memory, and let out a staggered breath as his form crystallized with stunning clarity before me. Damn, he hadn’t been so hot looking, surely.

      I bit back a sigh.

      “Why did you have to make the decision to leave so quickly?” I asked his illusionary image. “I mean, I know you said the bond develops and cements fast but surely we could have had a few more minutes, you know, before you poofed out of there and completely left me without another word. You worthless, worthless—”

      Huh, I was acting irrational. I hadn’t even liked him.

      And of course, the dirt bag didn’t bother to answer me. His obstinate form wavered and disappeared, just as the real obnoxious man had so effortlessly done.

      Yeah, teleportation. I couldn’t deny I’d seen that in action.

      I shook my head in frustration. I was such an undecided female. Now, he’d left me with very little persuasion on my part to stay, but that didn’t mean he should have.

      Still, I had to cease these unnecessary and completely unhelpful thoughts. What was done was done.

      I had a future. One I’d already planned.

      One which was vitally important to study for, which meant textbook.

      I flicked to the right page, gritted my teeth and forced my mind to where it should be.

      Several uneventful minutes ticked by.

      I heaved a frustrated sigh because there was nothing going through my foolish mind but him.

      Stupid, stupid bond. I bet Davio wasn’t having these insane thoughts.

      After another endless minute, I gave up, pushed away from my desk and walked to my full-length corner mirror.

      Reflecting back at me was a pitiful young woman in frayed, blue denim jeans and an overstretched coral t-shirt. My feet were bare and my damp hair messy. I appeared as unraveled and exposed as I currently felt.

      Birthdays truly were the pits.

      I dropped into a tangled heap onto the violet covers of my bed. “Yeah, birthdays sucked big time.”

      I crossed my hands behind my head and glared at the ceiling. Turning eighteen had sure been monumental. My hearing was now phenomenal if I turned it up and focused, and my running speed, well, my running speed was world-class spectacular if one actually wanted it that way.

      I channeled my superb hearing to the front door as the clear creak of it opening traveled to me.

      “Hey, Faith, it’s just me.” A key jingling and Silvie closed the door with a thunk.

      Well, at least the precise hearing was a nice bonus. “Bedroom,” I called back. “Mum’s at work.” Where she usually was since apparently I needed to be fed, clothed and housed, as she liked to point out.

      “Hey, I brought Belle with me.” Silvie blew into the room with her far too cheerful bounce. “I heard all about the prince.”

      I bolted upright, hooked my knees over the side of the bed and scooted forward. “Come in, guys. I do have one day for all things Peacio to be explained.”

      Belle followed behind Silvie, a worried expression on her face. She dropped in beside me and muttered, “Clearly the situation today didn’t end well. I believe, and I say this with the best of intentions, that Davio should have given you more time than he quite obviously did.”

      “Ooo-kay.” Where was she heading with this?

      “Davio never told you about Dralion or about the war that rages between us and our neighboring country. He should have done that.”

      “Well, then tell me. Davio has left you here for a day. Is this Dralion and this war something of significant importance to me?”

      “Hostility has raged between our two nations for centuries. To explain, you must understand that Peacio is rich in raw mineral deposits compared to the neighboring land of Dralion. Dralion is ruled by its monarchy, a King Donaldo Wincrest and his son, Prince Alexo. The tension between Peacio and Dralion is ugly. The Wincrests want what the Loverias have and it’s been that way for too many centuries to count. Davio’s battle is one that has continued from generation to generation, and you’re his mate, his soul match, the one woman who should be standing by his side, not standing unknown a million miles away. Davio should not have turned away from you so easily, not af—”

      “Hey, hey, hold on. I’m a Halfling. New Zealand is my country. This is my place of birth. There’s no standing by his side. He ’ported away.”

      “Yes, but Magiolings have strength skills which are imprinted into our DNA and passed on from parent to child. You have forethought—an ability not seen outside of the Loveria family for as long as Peacian history has recorded it.” Leaning forward, she continued, “Around ten percent of our people can teleport as Davio can. Most have excellent hearing along with the sharpest eyesight. Then there are our elite protectors who usually hold these skills plus necessary battle skills and fast-healing. Next, are those like me who hold other strength skills, all varied and spread out in some form or another. Although, a stronger lineage denotes stronger skills, as does the resulting mated matches being blessed with higher skilled offspring. How you’ve come to hold one of the strongest, rarest skills on our planet is shocking, particularly when you’re a Halfling.”

      “Well, don’t ask me how I came about that skill.” I gritted my teeth, sensing exactly where this conversation was headed. “Let’s not forget Davio left and he’s not coming back.” I wanted to pace the room, but I stayed on the bed, my nerves tied into a knot. “Nothing you say will change that.”

      Belle twiddled her fingers together, straining the knuckles white. “Yes, but as an empath I’m driven by feelings. I can’t leave without giving you all the facts.” She gave me a small smile as she paused for breath. “Now you’re listening—truly listening, and I need to take advantage of that.”

      She was right. I needed to hear what she had to say, particularly when my forethought fully came into being. “Go right ahead then.”

      “Thank you.” Belle smiled reassuringly. “One of the most important things you need to know is that our people no longer physically age past the age of eighteen, and we live easily to around one-hundred and twenty.”

      “I—what?” I coughed raggedly, almost choking on that piece of unheard of news. “Please tell me you’re joking. One-hundred and twenty years?” She couldn’t be right. “L-looking like this?” I plucked numbly at the tight skin of my cheeks.

      “Yes.”

      I flicked a hand to her temple and double-checked her temperature.

      “I know it’s a shock, but you’ll look just as you are now until the day you die. This is knowledge you should have, particularly when you’ll need to deal with the fact that you won’t age as other humans do. People will eventually notice that.”

      I gulped and sent Silvie a very worried “help me” look. Except she inclined her head as if acknowledging Belle’s words and agreed. Obviously no aid from that quarter.

      Turning back to Belle, I cleared my throat and tried to make her see reason. “O-kay-doe-kay, so you’re telling me I won’t be getting any gray hair, right?”

      “No, not a strand.” Her gaze softened, and she squeezed my hand. “Adulthood is reached at eighteen. We come into our strength skills at eighteen. We don’t age physically past eighteen, but we do eventually die. Like I said, we live easily to one-hundred and twenty.”

      My eyes almost rolled to the back of my head. “You seem to forget that I’ve never paid much attention to your previous ranting and raving of strength skills until I actually showed signs of them myself, and about reaching adulthood at eighteen, well, you’ve never once said Magiolings never aged.” I stuck both hands on my hips. “It sounds impossible.”

      “Yet it’s still true, and provided you have the information that’s all that matters. Given time, you’ll see the truth for yourself.”

      I wagged my finger at her, then dropped it. I needed more information, and I needed it now. “Does every Magioling have strength skills?”

      “No. Not at all. At times, brothers and sisters born to the same parents differ. One may have multiple skills and the other some, or even none at all. It’s simply the luck of the draw as far as we can understand it.”

      “What else can you tell me? I want details of Magio and the people. Do you not have specialized scientists as we do who can provide this information?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not pre-cognitive, and we don’t live in an age as advanced as yours is in this scientific field. We don’t have such strategic technology, nor do we desire it. Peacians live by a different standard, one of simplicity and selfless giving. Our children are raised within villages by their immediate and extended family and not within bustling concrete cities where one passes another in the street that they do not know. The Loveria royal family lead, and it has been that way since the first male in their line was gifted with the knowledge of forethought and could guide us.”

      “So is that how Carlisio knew to send you here three months ago? Did he have forewarning I would need our friendship, to believe in a world I can’t see?”

      “Yes. Now you’re beginning to understand the wider picture. Carlisio knew I would be needed here and before you turned eighteen and met Davio for the first time. He saw your image, the image of a young Earth woman who was important to someone close to him, although he didn’t know exactly to whom. The king’s gift is not as strong as his father’s before him, and you heard Davio say his grandfather’s visions are like snapshots in time, ones he must decipher to the best of his ability. Our choices are our own and Carlisio doesn’t take that away from us. Now it’s obvious you are Davio’s mate. A mate he has decided not to appreciate when most men are overprotective where their soul-bound one is concerned.”

      She edged forward. “Nothing can compare to the chemistry and our need of the one our soul is created for, and no mated male does well without his chosen female if he is one of the fortunate ones to receive one. Any feelings for another will be slow in coming, as is for all Magiolings who don’t find their soul bound mate.”

      “What about you? Are you mated?”

      “I haven’t been found.” A simple answer and her tone held sadness. “Yet should you ever wish to make a stand and have Davio return, I will aid you. We have our telepathic connection and it can cross the divide.”

      “Hold on. Davio isn’t returning. You were there and he was pretty adamant about us not working out. Besides,” I said and flicked my fingers upward. “I’m quite happy if he stays there. We’ll both move on.”

      Belle heaved a deep sigh. “If you change your mind, you must tell me.” Then a rolling wave of contrasting reassurance and comfort emanated from her, and soaked into me. “Trust me. Davio will be suffering from his decision. The male’s emotions regarding his female are all-consuming, and that’s part of the bond the males have no control over. Have you noticed your thoughts returning to him? Dwelling on him?”

      There was clearly not going to be a simple answer to that question, but I gave it a shot. “A touch. Maybe a bit more.” I lifted my chin, stared down my nose at her. “But not in a good way.” That was important to point out. “So, say I believe you about all this male-female bonded stuff. Why would I ever want to convince Davio to take on a Halfling when I would only be detrimental to his line? Out of curiosity, of course.”

      Silvie rested her hand on my back, her quiet touch reminding me of her presence as she said, “Perhaps you need to stop overanalyzing and just go with the flow.”

      “Nope, I barely know him.” Yet a niggling doubt reared its ugly head, one that said I could know him if I wished, one that a brief second later I firmly quashed.

      Belle stared at me, a thoughtful look in her eyes. “Faith, you forget I can feel your emotions. You are the soul-bound mate chosen for our prince, which means you have to at least consider the full circle behind the concept.”

      Frustrated, I dropped my head into my hands. “I don’t have to consider it at all. Davio left. His decision stands, and I won’t change it.” I shrugged my heavy shoulders. There’d be no asking him to come back. What was between us was done. Finished. Over.

      Belle knocked my arm with hers. “Hey, even women in Peacio are prone to changing their minds just as often as Earth women do.”

      I would have laughed if I wasn’t feeling so deeply lost inside. “I’ll tell you what, should I ever see Davio again”—which according to the man in question wasn’t going to happen—“then I’ll be sure to mention your concerns.” A downright lie. I wasn’t the type of woman to consider groveling.

      All in all, the current situation wasn’t going to change.

      With that thought in mind, I lifted my head and forced my brightest smile. “There must be other young and well-connected women for Davio to choose from. Perhaps a noble lady or a princess or two?”

      A hard elbow into my ribs from Silvie. “That’s outrageous.”

      “Ow.” I glared at her. “What was that for?”

      She raised her hands in the air as she quite often did with me. “A noble lady or a princess or two?”

      “Well, how would I know? We have a ton of royalty here on Earth. It wasn’t that far-fetched of an idea.”

      As I returned her swat, it made me feel better until she kicked out at me with a low growl. “Quit that, Stryker,” she ordered.

      I grinned, feeling a little normal again.

      “Okay, you two.” With a scowl, Belle pushed in between Silvie and me and sat squarely between us. “You two are so odd.” She nudged us even farther apart. “Now, we do in fact have other royalty, along with a hierarchal system similar to many cultures right here on Earth. It wasn’t an outrageous question.”

      “See,” I gloated, peering around Belle to send Silvie a nasty look. “Davio can set sail and find one of his own kind. We’re all good.”

      Silvie shook her head, although thankfully she kept her mouth shut. Not that she had much of a choice since Belle chatted nonstop about strength skills, their hierarchal system, their culture and almost every other necessary subject I was supposed to become aware of.

      It was a weird, wacky and very long day.
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      I woke with my brain fuzzy from the fantasy dream I’d had the night before, one which still gently floated around and kept me snuggly happy. Well, that was until I realized said dream was of one infuriating man named Davio Loveria.

      Abruptly I dissolved that dream and bolted upright.

      I grumbled and shuffled on my bottom toward the headboard. Leaning back, I caught the chirpy sound of a Tui bird outside in the native Pohutakawa tree. At a guess, he had wished me a good morning.

      I zeroed in on the Tui bird’s pretty call and turned up my receptors to a more satisfactory level. Simultaneously, I turned down the volume of passing traffic, not to mention blocking out my mother’s atrocious singing from her adjoining bathroom. Now there was a bonus.

      Ah, sublime.

      Perfect.

      Only the pretty Tui bird’s trill left to fill the silence.

      Finally, a more fulfilling start to the day.

      Especially considering yesterday.

      Oh boy, yesterday. Now there was a slice of reality.

      Davio Loveria.

      Nope, I wasn’t going to think about him.

      Not worth it.

      In fact, I would forcibly thrust him and his dratted recurring image from my mind.

      Yeah, that’s better.

      There’s precisely no need to go back there.

      He was gone and so soon would Belle be away.

      That was the way it should be. Pesky, Peacian people, be gone.

      With that thought predominantly in my mind, and as the Tui bird launched from the branch and flew, I pushed back the covers and dropped my feet over the side of the bed and onto the cream carpet. Time to begin my day.

      Eagerly, I dressed in a blue stretch t-shirt and shorts so I could go for my regular morning run before school, a run that had become important since my birthday last week. A need that must have something to do with my increased speed.

      Racing through to my mother’s beloved kitchen, I skidded on the hardwood flooring. I yanked open the white refrigerator door and grabbed a strawberry yogurt and a glass of water.

      I made my way down the hallway and tapped on my mother’s bathroom door. Mum’s rendition of Lady Gaga’s “Poker Face” came to a sudden halt at my insistent knocking. “Hey, Mum, I’m taking a run,” I yelled through the closed door.

      “Be careful.”

      “Will do.”

      I cringed as Lady Gaga’s song resumed in all Mum’s vocal disharmony. Best I leave now.

      I took Centennial Park Drive, my sneakers clipping across the pavement as I made the gravel entrance. The early morning sunshine beamed through the treetops, and I glanced left and right before checking my pace and slowing down my sprint so I appeared more like a normal morning jogger. None of this speeding along like a freak.

      I half-smirked, half-groaned at the thought, because I really was a freak.

      Perhaps I should start a support group of other half-Magiolings. Surely, there were other bizarre by-products like me who’d had an ill-behaved parent who’d spread around unknown DNA as mine had.

      Not such a farfetched idea.

      One I couldn’t help but consider when it seemed I couldn’t get a certain man and his country from rolling around in my scrambled mind.

      Two, three-mile circuits later, I pounded around the bend and back to my front door. I wiped my sweaty brow, contentment rolling through me as I stretched my muscles. Across the road, Belle exited her house. Three months ago, she, alone, had moved into the street’s newest residence, a six-bedroom, L-shaped home. It had been how she’d remained close to me.

      Locking the front slider door, she strung her school bag over one shoulder and briskly headed my way. She wore skinny black jeans and a red t-shirt. Once she’d checked for traffic, she dashed across the road.

      “Hey, Belle.” I hugged her as she joined me. “I think I may actually miss you and your interfering butt after today.”

      She gave me her sweetest smile. “Well, I’m sure not going to miss you and your colossal temper.”

      I laughed. “C’mon, let me just get changed for school. I won’t be more than five minutes.”

      As promised, I was back in five and grinned as a rumbling roar echoed down the road. Silvie’s beastie turned the corner, it’s disturbing and throaty loud engine manufactured somewhere in the late eighties.

      But it was such a cute, sporty Mazda RX7, relic that it was.

      In her racy, gas guzzler repainted in arctic white, she brought the tiny two-door model to a fast halt by the curb. She opened her car door, hopped out in her short floral skirt and yellow top, folded her arms across the top of her driver’s side roof and pulled her sunglasses to the tip of her nose. Peering over the top of them, she eyed first me then Belle. “Well, hop in, girls. This beauty of a car waits for no woman.”

      I laughed as I shook my head at her.

      Silvie gave me an all-knowing eye and impatiently tapped her fingertips on the top of the car’s pristine roof. “I know you’re internally cussing my car again, Faith Stryker. But it gets us around so stop pussy-footing around and bend yourself in.”

      My grin widened. “I like your car. It’s loud and proud just like you are.”

      She muttered under her breath as I flipped the lever and the front seat slid forward. “In you go, Belle. The cubbyhole in the back’s all yours.” I squeezed into my front seat and cast her a glance over my shoulder. “So, I have very little time left to quiz you. Why don’t you tell me something interesting about the king’s forethought, something naughty,” I said with a grin.

      With no warning, Silvie squealed out into the traffic. A horn tooted, and Belle gasped as she checked our rear.

      “It’s okay, we’re all good.” Belle wiped her brow as she settled back in her seat. “I’m not going to miss these rides, just in case you wanted to know that, Silvie.”

      “Sure you will.” I chuckled. “Now, you’ve gotten sidetracked. Tell me something wicked about your king.”

      “Nothing wicked to report.” She frowned. “Although you should know that forethought and forewarning are highly sought after skills. Eventually you will be able to focus on someone you know and get an image of what they’re doing, or in the same vein, a visual forewarning when something damaging is about to occur. Your forethought is controlled by you, but your forewarning is not. Forewarning will always come when you least expect it, or at least that’s the way it is for Carlisio.”

      Yep, definitely not wicked. It seemed there was no dislodging her loyalty and certainly not when she spoke of her king. Which meant I should take her words more seriously. I was driven to try, because ultimately, the evidence was stacking up. I couldn’t deny our telepathic link or my ability to read projected thoughts when I was in the same room as someone. Then there was Davio’s sudden disappearance into thin air. Sure, I wasn’t convinced on Magio, but if I could work on pressing my forethought and eventually bring forth a visual of his country, perhaps…

      “Okay, detail these images for me.”

      “King Carlisio’s forethought appears as one would see a snapshot. Images can be from the present or memories returned from the past, or with forewarning, images of an event yet to occur.”

      I thumbed my chin, recalling the wavering, illusionary image of Davio from yesterday I’d brought forth after my tumble into Mum’s garden. My forethought was developing, but how did I press it harder? “I need more proof.”

      “You want evidence?” Belle’s eyes twinkled. “That’ll come soon. Forethought, just like any other skill, is one that develops with practice as it grows into full strength as you reach your rising. So, by all means you should be actively applying yourself to your skill. In fact, King Carlisio reported that his father controlled a much stronger version. The old king could see more than just an image—he monitored a rolling feed of shots more similar to that of an actual event playing out like on one of your televisions.”

      “Why is Carlisio’s forethought not as strong as his father’s?” I crooked my head. She’d said yesterday that higher skilled offspring resulted from mated matches, so that might mean... “Oh, Carlisio’s parents were not soul-bound.”

      She nodded. “Yes, and in his case his ability is not at full strength, although the gene carries forward and it will certainly return to its peak in future generations.”

      “Ah, I understand.” I fidgeted. “So explain to me how I can see Peacio.”

      Silvie’s car screamed through the gates of the student car lot, her fast turn catching me off-guard. “Nice one,” I groaned, grasping my head before it hit the window. I wasn’t sure what was worse at times—her atrocious driving or her throaty car.

      She laughed as she found a nice parking space, swerved in with unnecessary force and hauled up the brake. “Gotta love these old RX7’s.”

      “You still alive back there?” I turned and checked on Belle.

      Silvie cut the car’s engine and snatched out the key. “Hey, what do you mean is Belle all right? There’s never any thanks around here.”

      “Ow, let me out of here,” Belle demanded as she pressed the spring lever and bounded out after me. “No offense, Silvie, but I’m more than happy to get out of the back of your terror-ride.” She flicked her wealth of brown hair over one shoulder and fixed a smile in place. “You’ll be fine once I’m gone, Faith. We have our telepathic connection, remember?”

      I scuffed my shoe over the gravel, hating to think I’d actually miss her. My gut churned, tossing into an awful mess. Since Davio had left, my curiosity about him, his family and his country had assaulted me. Sure, there was a need within me to find even more proof Peacio was real, to reason out the emotional rollercoaster ride I was on, but in a way I missed him. The dratted emotion kept stirring, one I had no intention of giving into.

      My reality troubled me. Even my mind ached, as if somehow disconnected.

      What was with that?

      Could one mate feel starved of the other’s presence without their wanting it? I shuddered at the thought.

      Time to move on.

      And it did.

      By that afternoon, Belle had gone. Sorrell had taken her away, and I’d watched as she’d shimmered and disappeared so quickly with the large male protector who’d been sent to collect her. Again, another sign Peacio was real—and they were adding up more than I could tear them down.

      Even now, I was only partway home and feeling completely moody and seriously lost. Silvie had stayed after school for drama practice—as if she wasn’t dramatic enough—and now having no one to pester me was more than a little disturbing.

      I kicked at a loose pebble, scuttling it across the path onto the grass as my traitorous mind moved back to Davio.

      Always to Davio. Drat him.

      How had it been so easy for him to go?

      Then there was that moment he’d touched me and now never again.

      I blew out a breath, wanting to shake my despair off. Nothing peeved me more than allowing any form of weakness.

      Storming down the driveway, I winced as I caught my bag on the spiky gate left unlatched near the road front. I stumbled down the uneven path, wiping my cheeks. Oh hell, I couldn’t believe I was now crying.

      “I would watch your step if I were you.”

      My head jolted up as I slammed to a stop.

      I inhaled slowly, turning fractionally.

      A man.

      A stranger.

      He had short, light colored hair and was dressed in a night-shaded silk shirt and pressed pants, a thick black leather coat flapping heavily to the ground.

      The way he stood, his legs braced wide, his gaze narrowed, brought me to full alert.

      Then he moved, twirling around me in the blink of an eye. “Pay attention, Faith.”

      I would if his speed wasn’t inhuman. “Do I know you?”

      “No,” he stated simply, sharply.

      I searched his gaze, shocked to find myself staring into violet eyes. My violet eyes. “Whoa, okay, who are you?”

      The stranger circled me again, the intensity surrounding him as thick and as heavy as the dark trench coat which beat against his legs in the breeze. He crossed his large arms and growled, “I am a warrior, one who is warning you to steer clear of Peacio’s protectors. I’ve seen you with them.” His order was arrogant, and far too demanding for my liking.

      “Ah—” I drew in a deep breath, making myself find some words. “I don’t have much to do with them any longer.”

      He flipped a hand at me. “They are our natural born enemy.” His collar blew up against his thick neck as he spoke, making him appear more than menacing.

      “Meaning?”

      He speared me with a dark look before looking over his shoulder, his nostrils flaring. “Damn it,” he swore. “We’ll have to pick this up another time. Carlisio’s been forewarned.”

      “How do you know me? Who are—” I broke off mid-sentence as he raised a heavy baton.

      For just a moment, he appeared anguished. “It must be this way. You will not forget me, Faith. I won’t allow it.”

      My head spun, a swirl of gray clouding my vision for a brief moment. Or was it longer? I couldn’t tell.

      “No, please, there’s no need to hurt me.” I blinked, stumbling backwards, hands up in instant defense. I was too slow.

      My thoughts tangled in a jumbled mess as he brought the weapon down directly over my head.

      I slumped heavily to the ground, wanting to hit out at him, but my head splintered with pain and then nothing.
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* * *

      SILVIE’S VOICE BOUNCED within my fuzzy head. “Did you find anyone or even any sign of anyone?” she asked in a strained tone.

      My brows pinched together as I tried to lift my heavy eyelids. Gingerly, I patted the comforter underneath me and found the familiar pattern in the stitching. My covers, which meant my bed.

      “No.” That someone, an unknown man, answered her. “There’s no evidence and nothing to track him from where we found your friend lying, either. Clearly, whoever it was teleported to that exact spot and then left the same way.”

      “It had to have been the warrior from Carlisio’s forewarning, Zac,” a female hissed, interrupting the male. “What do you feel, Belle?”

      Belle was here? Besides her and Silvie, who were the others?

      “There were no residual emotions in the air. I can’t give you any additional intel, Viv. I’m sorry.” Okay, that was Belle all right, so who were Zac and Viv?

      I scraped one eye open as yet another man’s low growl in response to that answer rumbled around my bedroom. I tensed, then every drop of blood in my body heated and boiled, followed by a shimmer of pain.

      Oh boy. That internal reaction to the one man I’d been thinking constantly of for the past night and two days had returned. He must be close—too close. Still, I couldn’t help myself and even with a leadened head, my mind reached out for his. I linked and merged, settled down in that soft spot which was most definitely all mine. Relief rolled through me.

      “Davio?” Groggily, I patted the air, needing to physically touch him as well. So wrong. “Come here.”

      A fast rustle.

      “I’m here.” The bed beside me dipped.

      I pushed my eyelids open the rest of the way just as his hand smoothed over my forehead. I sank into the mattress and released a soft sigh. Oh, skin-to-skin contact was so soothing—like I’d been wrapped in my favorite blanket and tucked into bed by the most caring of hands.

      Then I jerked.

      “Why is there pain when we don’t touch?” It didn’t make any sense, but the only relief I ever found from the discomfort came when we touched, or he remained more than five feet distant.

      Frustrated, I rubbed the side of my head which had taken the impact of the baton’s brutal blow. I expected to find a solid, full-sized lump, only there was nothing—even the ache I’d woken up with had receded. “Okay, do I fast-heal or something?” Because what other possible scenario could explain this?

      “Yes, you do. The wound and subsequent bruising is almost gone. You healed within the first twenty minutes you were down.”

      “I’ve been out for twenty minutes?” I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them again. “That’s not good.”

      His gaze captured mine. “No, and it’s unacceptable that someone harmed you.”

      I cleared my throat and edged closer toward him, detesting that I sought more of his comfort. “Okay, how come you’re back? Didn’t you decide we weren’t going to reacquaint ourselves with each other, like ever again?”

      “I did.” Davio’s honey-gold hair fell forward over his wide brow as his gaze heated. “I had to come. Carlisio was forewarned about the danger to you. He couldn’t get a complete fix because your attacker used the cloaking strength skill. Do you recall who approached you? Who knocked you out?”

      My heart raced, and not from his multiple questions but from the way his hand cupped my shoulder. His touch caused a whole other kind of friction. A friction I was becoming fast fixated with. I stared at his lean fingers. There was only him. He made me feel strangely safe and protected by physically tying me to him. Him!

      At no other time in my entire life had a man had that impact on me. Just being surrounded by him somehow soothed me. The reality hit me hard, the truth of my thoughts astounding. For some reason—or for every reason—I no longer felt so lost and alone.

      He was back. My soul-bound mate was back.

      I couldn’t fathom being here without him, and with more certainty than I thought possible.

      “Davio,” I murmured as I stared straight into his deep-set gaze. Equal determination reflected back in his own. That determination gave me the strength I needed. “Don’t leave me again—not like you did before on the field at school.” The words slipped out, so easily, so right. Then I spoke my mind again, the second time with striking force. “If we’re mated, we should be together. Belle said I could make such a stand and I am.” I stood up for my rights, giving him no further choice.

      Silvie gasped from across the room. Next to her, Belle smiled softly, relief evident to see on her face. Only they weren’t the only ones present.

      Beyond them were the other two I’d first heard. A woman with dark brown hair stood to the side of the window, her face half cast in shadow as she scanned the section toward the road front. She was fully armed, a nasty looking blade hooked into her belt on her right. She appeared battle ready, her tight leather vest secured with straps over a ruffled white shirt and inky skintight pants. Wearing knee-high, black leather boots, she was ready for some serious action.

      “That’s Viv, one of my best protectors,” Davio offered as he watched my gaze wander. “Over by the door is Zac, another of our best.”

      My heart stopped. Zac was huge, a tall, broad-shouldered man whose body rippled with lean muscle, a fighting machine with his sword clasped between both hands and resting point down to the carpeted ground. He was dressed similarly to Viv in dark leathers, but half his chest was bare where his white shirt remained loose and unbuttoned at the front.

      I gulped and eyed Davio. More focused now, I couldn’t miss that he too was dressed in a similar fashion as Zac and Viv. Dark leathers and a white shirt fluttering underneath a finely made sleeveless leather half-coat made up his attire. Yep, my mate appeared to have stepped out of an ageless time, his clothing nothing like the teenage jeans and shirt he’d worn the day before.

      “Well,” I said, drawing in a deep breath. “I’m very glad I didn’t see you like this yesterday.” One look at his combat leathers would have made me freak.

      He withdrew his sword, sliding it out of the weighty scabbard belted low on his hips.

      “Hey, hold on.” I scuttled back, actually cracking my head on the white painted headboard behind me. “Whoa.” I held up a placating hand as I rubbed my twice-beaten scalp.

      “Would everyone leave the room? It seems it is necessary for me to speak to my mate. Privately.” His deep voice resonated with determination.

      “Ah, is that a wise idea?” A rush of air left my body at the way he slowly propped his sword beside my headboard.

      “It is when you are all I’ve thought about this past day—when I’ve been so unsure whether I could’ve ever kept my word and stayed away. The bond builds fast, and even I have been unable to dismiss it.”

      The others filed out the door, gently clicking it shut behind them. Davio continued, “As is the way with mates, I need to be close to you, to see to your welfare and quite obviously your protection.”

      He paused, his large hands gripping my waist as he lifted me. Seating himself, he set me on his lap. “Although I cannot and will not shirk my duties. Not even for you, or for any other. Carlisio has a large country to govern, and he can’t do so alone. My father aids him and for the past year I have too.”

      “Um…okay?” I was on his lap? It felt strangely right. Touching a finger to his bristly jaw, I offered him a slight smile. “Sure, you aid your father, grandfather and your country. Except don’t forget me in the vast scheme of things.”

      “I won’t forget you, not after you’ve haunted my thoughts this past day. Even now, I can sense your connection and the ability you have to merge your mind with mine when we are together. If it weren’t for that, I would feel discomfort.” His arms banded tighter about me, enforcing a closeness which continued to surprise me.

      “So, now what do we do?” I snuggled, discovering my need of him intensifying just as his obviously was. I watched the play of sunlight dancing through the window, dappling across his face and highlighting his strong jaw and his mouth.

      “Someone harmed you. Zac, Viv and Belle are just three members of the team I keep quite close to me. No one else will ever get through all of us to you again. But there will be rules. To ensure your safety I want you to—”

      “Hold on.” I cut off his words by pressing a finger to his lips. Ooo, so soft. And what was with my fascination with his mouth?

      His brows drew down, his forehead furrowing deeply. “Are you still not feeling well?”

      “Oh, I’m more than well.” Then I slowly grinned and leaned in. “It seems I want more than your protection. I want you to kiss me.” The complete and honest truth.

      That comment stopped him dead cold.

      Then he inhaled, slowly, the sound so sweet as his breath stuttered a little. “Kiss you?” he murmured, his eyes now turning a melting hue of delicious brown. “Are you sure?”

      “Only if you want to?” I somehow managed to shrug my shoulders like his decision didn’t matter either way.

      “I want to.” Then he closed that last little gap and there was nothing but his warm lips against mine. Every sound around me vanished as my world centered and became only him.

      He had come to me at the first sign I was in trouble—no man had done that in my life.

      My soul lifted and my heart soared.

      Desire flared, and he pushed me back against the soft comforter. He surrounded me, my mind captivated as we shared breath.

      Slowly he eased away. “Faith, where you are concerned, my corporal need for you will rally just as greatly as my need to protect you. I believe we need rules.” His liquid gaze turned me into a pile of goo.

      I inhaled slowly, remembering to breathe. “Yes, I can already tell you could use a few rules. Do you want me to start?”

      He grinned and curved a hand around my neck, maintaining our skin-to-skin contact. “I’ve been raised by my parents and my grandfather, taught to assert myself strongly, and you must do the same with me to ensure you’re heard.”

      I tapped him on the chest with my finger. “Yeah, I’ve already done that. You need to pay more attention, big fella.”

      A smile twitched his lips. “Big fella?”

      I tilted my head. “That’s right, so what else do I need to know about you since we’re being all honest?” Because I could sense there was something else, an element of truth below the surface in every word he spoke. I almost had my finger on it.

      “You already feel the awareness of it. We cannot lie to one another, or I should say, we can, but the other will always sense it.”

      Now truth, there was a bonus, because that’s what I desired most.

      Davio caught my tapping finger and brought it to his lips. Gently, he kissed the tip and made my heart flutter about quite senselessly. “These last few months of your education are important, and I don’t wish to take that away from you. Only, I will rarely be here. I will do what I can to give you what you need, but there will be times of separation. It can’t be helped.”

      I stared at him, strangely not liking the idea of this separation he’d spoken of. Ah, and here I thought I was an independent woman. Even my mind cringed at the thought of dropping this mind-merge I had created with him. I loved my soft spot. “There is a place within your mind I’m linked and locked onto, where I’m resting.” I looked at my hand in his. “With skin-to-skin contact, our tension dissolves.”

      “I’ve felt it too. Touching is important to ensure all is well.”

      I nodded. “The pain is like a brewing heat coursing through my veins. I merged my mind with yours and with touch, the aching sting disappears.” My explanation was real—unnatural and impossibly bizarre—but still real. “Is this normal for mates? Or has it something to do with forethought?”

      “Merging your mind with mine has nothing to do with us being soul-bound. Being mated is a relationship, a union of the two souls and is separate to the skills we hold. It’s also only you who is forming the mind-merge. It’s not my skill.” He frowned. “Forethought? Carlisio certainly does not mind-merge like this and bed down in my mind as you are doing. He simply reads others’ thoughts when they’re near, as they project them, although, it is your father and his line which is unknown. This strange ability may have come from him. We will simply have to work around our unusual pairing.”

      I could sense the truth he spoke of from our bond—could feel it resonate with unerring accuracy.

      “Finding out who your father is will be a priority.” Davio stroked my hair, his touch so gentle. We barely knew each other, yet were still bonded so strongly.

      “It’s never bothered me, to not know of the man who aided in conceiving me. I’m very lucky—I have a wonderful mother who has single-handedly raised me, without even the aid of grandparents or aunts or uncles. There has only ever been Silvie and her mother, Seriah.” No one could have asked for a better best friend. I sighed. “I’ve only ever needed them. My father means nothing to me. No man ever has.”

      He smiled, giving me a wink. “Ah, but I will.”

      Then he kissed me deeply, and I kissed him back, overwhelmed by the new emotions stirring within me.

      He broke away first, his head coming up. He ducked a look at the door. “Silvie’s coming. Down the hallway. I can hear her.”

      So could I—that precise hearing of ours being immensely helpful.

      The door flew open and slammed against the wall. Yeah, that was Silvie, all right.

      “Ten minutes is enough you two. Now break it up,” she admonished as she stormed toward the bed, red-gold locks flying about her face. “Let’s remember we still have a villain to unearth and apprehend.” She turned, giving Davio a fierce glower. “What do you think you’re doing on my best friend’s bed? Get off. Off. Off. Off.”

      “In the future, Silvie Carver”—he pushed himself to his feet and pulled me up to stand beside him—“you’ll remember not to storm into the room the way you just did and disturb us. Correct protocol is that you knock and wait before addressing a prince.”

      Silvie didn’t seem to care as she reached past him and gripped my wrist. She scowled at Davio and tugged me toward her like a mother bear protecting her cub. “Well, lucky for me, Davio Thy-prince Loveria,” she shot at him, “I don’t have to observe your correct protocol. We are on Earth, you see, not Peacio.”

      And all this from the girl who’d told me just days ago that I needed to get laid.

      I almost smiled. Something was definitely firing up all my friend’s cylinders. “Are you all right, Silvie?”

      “Well, of course I’m all right. Or I would be if those two sword-wielding fiends of Davio’s would stop goading me. Now get your butt out of your bedroom and into your living room and help me control the sudden surge of protectors you are accumulating in this house.”

      I clapped a hand to my mouth, stifling a laugh. “Mum’s not at home is she?”

      She better not be. Best I check.

      I ran from the room, down the wide carpeted hallway and skidded around the corner into my mother’s cozy living room. One of the framed photographs sitting in a place of honor on the mahogany side table rattled.

      Davio steadied the frame then curiosity getting the better of him, picked it up. He tapped the image. “Is this picture of your mother and you?”

      “Yes.”

      “You look about six.” His eyes twinkled and a humorous grin tugged at his lips. “Nice puddle.”

      Drat. I hated that print, the one of me plowing down my childhood slide, only to land face first in one almighty, mucky winter puddle. I ignored Davio’s light laugh as I continued across to Zac and Viv and smiled politely at them. “I’m so sorry. We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Faith Stryker.” I extended my hand.

      The female protector shook my hand, while Zac idly stroked the hilt of his sword, his narrowed gaze on me before moving toward Davio with a questioning tilt.

      Viv knocked Zac’s arm. “Zac,” she admonished. “Mind your manners.”

      He grunted.

      “Men.” Rolling her eyes, Viv turned her attention back to me. “My apologies. My mate finds your presence unnatural. You are not from our country, and he finds…well, he finds that troubling.”

      “You two are mated?”

      “They are.” Davio set the framed photograph back in place and crossed the carpet toward us. He slapped a hand on Zac’s shoulder as he drew up to him. “Zac, troubling or not, Faith is still half-Magioling, and whether born here on Earth or in Peacio, she is the other half of my soul. You will speak to her with the respect she’s due, and acknowledge her introduction.”

      “Of course.” Zac cleared his throat, dipped his head in a half-bow then shook my hand. “My apologies. I was wary and should not have been. My service extends to you, just as it does, and always will, to my prince.”

      I scrunched my shoulder blades together, an eerie ripple of discomfort chasing down my spine. This was not a form of formality I was used to, and exactly what service was Zac promising? Hmmm, I also had to remember there was a prince involved. Double eerie. “I don’t require anyone’s service, Zac, although thanks for the offer all the same.”

      Edging onto my heels, I backed away from Davio and his protectors as a tense mix of animosity and irritation stirred in my gut. My mate was too close, forcing my tension to build. I reversed, faster, until my back hit the lip of the hearth’s upper mantle.

      I slowly exhaled.

      Relief rolled through me, the pain and frustration dispersing, but only at the five feet mark and no less.

      Davio stiffened, a low mutter rumbling from his throat. “Why the distance?”

      “It’s necessary.”

      “No, it’s not.” He stalked toward me. “It’s also not your right to decline Zac’s offer. As my mate, Peacio’s entire contingency of protectors are called to your service. They protect our country and its citizens. You will accept his offer.”

      With his advancement, I clenched my fists, blood pouring through my veins in a bubbling riot. “Well, you listen here, mister. I’m not a citizen of Peacio, nor have I been to your country.” As if that weren’t obvious. “Or do I even wish to go there.”

      At my biting remark, he glared.

      My face heated as I continued, “So it’s obviously futile for me to accept Zac’s offer. I don’t know your protector and he doesn’t know me.”

      “Don’t.” Gaze zeroing in on me, he captured my wrist with one hand, his fingers firm and warm. “Your tension is clearly spiking, as is mine. Exactly how far away do we need to be so we don’t suffer these appalling emotions?”

      I squinted. “If there’s no skin-to-skin contact, then a good five strides away. The irritation is awful if we don’t touch.”

      He dropped my wrist. “Five strides. We’ll enforce it again to make certain.” He turned and marched across the room the required distance, while Viv, Belle and Silvie all watched with their mouths gaping.

      Zac hissed as Davio halted. “Is it possible for you to explain this reasoning? I’m clueless about what’s going on.”

      “One second.” Davio pivoted as he reached the far couch, met my gaze and questioned, “This seems good. What about you?”

      The release of tension took me instantaneously. “Yes, thank you, that’s perfect.” Nothing like two mates, destined to be together, standing a good room’s width apart. Absolutely perfect.

      Turning to Zac and the others, Davio explained our issue, while I resigned myself to what was. We had to be touching and merged for the best outcome, or we had to be apart. Lucky for us, I had the skill to mind-merge and sink into that soft spot within his mind which ensured the pain and frustration dissipated for me.

      Beyond the sitting room window, the sun set in brilliant shades of yellow, orange and pink which suffused the horizon beyond the row of houses on the opposite side of the street. A familiar, white four-door Toyota pulled into the driveway and rolled to a stop. The driver’s door swung open, and I smiled as my favorite person in all the world stepped out and stood. Mum righted her knee-length, back-slit navy skirt and red blouse then strolled around to the trunk.

      “Who’s she?” Zac slid in front of me, sword lifted as he blocked my view.

      I groaned. Loudly. “That’s my mother—Kate Stryker.” I slapped a hand against his arm. His strangely immovable arm. Wow, that was one solid piece of muscle. “She’d never harm anyone.”

      He lowered his weapon and stared at me like I was a pesky bug under his feet. “Your mother—she’s young, and her hair, it’s chestnut-brown. Yours is so light, so very blond.” Next, he looked into my eyes, and not in a good way. “Your eyes are a curious shade of violet. They aren’t your mother’s color either.”

      “Well, for starters, my mother was very young when I was born. She was eighteen—and she dyes her hair. Usually she’s a blonde.” I shrugged my shoulders. “And the eye color—that must come from my father, not that I know him. He disappeared on the day of my birth.”

      Zac glanced over my head as Davio approached. My mate slid one arm around my waist from behind and I leaned back into him, the contact perfect and preventing any opposing emotions the instant we touched.

      Thumbing his chin, Zac watched my mother pull out a couple of eco-green grocery bags from the trunk. “Your mother looks far younger than the possible thirty-six years you say she must be. She could pass for your older sister.”

      Davio’s hold on me tightened, the block in his mind suddenly lifting and his thoughts trickling through to me. He too believed she could pass as my older sister, that she could easily be a Magioling since his people didn’t age.

      “No.” I gripped his forearm tight around my waist and squeezed. “She’s of Earth.”

      “Damn, I mustn’t forget you can read my thoughts if I lower my shields.” He immediately blocked. “Zac could be right though—your mother appears far younger than her thirty-six years. She may not be from Earth.”

      “I already said no. My mother has not lied to me for the past eighteen years. You’re crazy to think she’s not an Earthling. I haven’t seen her doing anything magical.” I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “I’d like to think I’d have noticed that.” Which meant my strength skills must have come from my unknown father.

      “It’s just an observation for now, yet as you said, she was only eighteen when she gave birth to you. She has aged well, although it is disturbing that you have no other known family, that it’s only you and her. In Magio, our children are raised within villages by their immediate and extended family. There are always relatives.”

      Thunk. Mum dropped the trunk and bags in hand, strolled toward the front door. “My mother would never lie to me. She has no family because she’s an orphan.”

      “Your father? Does she ever speak of the man who is your sire?”

      “No, and I don’t force it. There’s too much pain there for her. I only know vague things, like he was eighteen as she was, and that he left her right after my birth.”

      Davio absently stroked along the inside of my wrist. “Our people don’t have this aging disability your people have, but I can’t deny that you do have a number of people amongst your population who appear far younger than their years would be. We must seek your unknown father’s whereabouts. That is where I’m sure we’ll find your lost Peacian heritage.”

      “And what of Dralion? Could he be from your enemy’s country? You don’t know exactly where he’s from any more than I do.” Memories flickered. The man who’d attacked me had said he’d been a warrior, had arrogantly stated that was so. Warriors guarded Dralion, while protectors guarded Peacio. Both nations named their elite fighting forces in that distinct way. Belle had told me as such during the time she’d enlightened me to all things Magio.

      “It’s doubtful your father comes from our enemy’s land. We allow our fellow Peacians to travel wherever they wish, but in Dralion, circumstances are different. Donaldo Wincrest locks his people down as my grandfather, Carlisio, does not. It is near impossible for Wincrest’s people to travel here, unless they’re amongst their king’s elite fighting force of warriors.”

      “How does Wincrest lock all but his warriors down?” Belle hadn’t covered this.

      “Dralion has an energy field which shields their country. It’s an energy dome we can’t penetrate, yet a dome which has an entry and exit point where only their most highly skilled and trained warriors can come and go from. We can’t breach this point since we don’t know where it is, or what its physical attributes are for teleporting.”

      I tried to sift through his mind to understand his reasoning and his obvious hatred of all things Dralion, but the block he had put in place remained immoveable. I resettled my mind into that soft spot and frowned. “I don’t like the way you’re blocking me.”

      “It’s best this way. All our people can block if they so desire.” He gave a little shake of his head. “But you’re not to go sneaking about within others’ mind when you’re not wanted there.”

      “I had no intention of doing so. Most people channel their thoughts to me, so no sneaking involved, and it’s only you I can actually merge my mind with.” I also had no intention of trying to merge my mind with anyone else’s. Davio was the only one I wanted to connect with in such a private way, and I’d say due to this slightly infuriating soul bond. I let out a long breath and considered the man who had accosted me. He’d definitely said he was a warrior. He’d said the Peacio protectors were his—no, our—natural born enemy. Then he’d demanded I stay away from them.

      I cringed, recalling the warrior’s last words. “We’ll have to pick this up another time. Carlisio’s been forewarned.”

      The front door clicked shut. Mum was here.

      I pressed a hand to Davio’s chest and pushed him away. “You have to go. Please. I have to help my mother unpack the groceries, and you need to take your people with you. She’ll have a heart attack if she sees so many dressed the way you all are.”

      His expression darkened, his gaze rising over my head to connect with Belle’s as she came off the couch and joined us. “Belle, you and Silvie will stay and not leave my mate’s side. Contact me on our direct link if you need me to return. I will not be long.”

      She voiced a quick, “Yes.”

      Then he turned to me. “I’ll be fifteen minutes. I have plenty of Earth clothing since I enjoy the fabrics and styles your people wear. I will return to the castle to collect a bag.” He bent forward and lightly kissed my forehead. “Don’t find trouble while I’m gone. That’s an order.”

      “Hold on.” I grabbed his arm, since he could leave in the blink of an eye and clearly intended to. “You’re definitely coming back, right?”

      His lips lifted. “I will ensure your safety first before I return to my duties. I have Zac and Viv to aid me, and Belle will now remain for as long as she’s required.” He glanced at Zac and Viv. “You both need to do a little shopping to blend in with the locals. We’ll regroup at Belle’s residence across the street in an hour since Carlisio hasn’t disposed of it yet. That is where we’ll reside until the existing threat to my mate is removed.”

      Hand on my arm, Belle pulled me clear of the others. “Davio, I take it Faith is to come with us. There are six bedrooms.”

      I frowned. What was Belle implying?

      “She stays with us.” He glanced at Silvie. “You too may stay with us if you wish. I’ve seen how greatly you care for your friend. I welcome any aid you might offer.”

      I gasped. “Just a second. You can’t think to completely reorganize my life. I have a perfectly secure home right here, thank you.”

      “No.” Davio’s tone rang with fierce adamancy. “In this decision, you have no choice. When it comes to your safety—my orders take precedence. You will pack a bag and stay at Belle’s where the rest of us will be close enough to protect you.” To Belle, he ordered, “Stay at her side. Until we remove the threat, a protector will watch over her at every moment.”

      I opened my mouth to strenuously object, only Davio wavered into thin air and disappeared. I kicked the space where he’d been. “Damn, that’s annoying.”

      Zac and Viv chuckled and followed directly in his wake.

      “Annoying, annoying, annoying,” I blustered.

      “Come on. I’m not missing any of this. I’ll stay with you.” Silvie jumped to my side and snagged my other arm—the one Belle wasn’t fiercely gripping. “We have groceries to unpack.”

      I scowled at one then the other. “I can walk to the kitchen by myself.”

      Belle’s grip tightened. “Our protectors do not question orders given by our prince, and neither should you.”

      I tried to jerk my arm free. “What I’m questioning is this sudden imprisonment.” Next time I’d make absolutely certain Davio didn’t poof away without more time on my side to argue my point. I groaned. Clearly I was going to Belle’s place whether I wanted to or not. Swiftly, I twisted free of Belle and shot off into the kitchen.

      The large and homey space was my mother’s favorite room. The kitchen cabinets were built in, the pale blue doors trimmed with pine to match the varnished wooden floor, and an ultra-wide window ran the entire length of the kitchen, right over the stainless steel bench. Outside, the last of the sun’s rays beamed in over top of the tall boundary fence between us and our neighbors. The stunning light pinged off the steel and sent a prism of sparkly pinks, golds, and blues bouncing around the room.

      I skidded to a stop, and Belle bumped into my back as she took Davio’s protection orders to the very exact point. “Oomph.” I caught myself, ignored Belle and smiled at Mum. “Hey, how was work?”

      “Endless today.” Mum popped out from inside the pantry, her gaze alighting on Belle and Silvie either side of me. “Oh, hello girls. I didn’t realize you’d all be here. I thought you were leaving Te Puke, Belle?”

      “No, she decided she loves the place.” I opened the bags on the counter, removed several packages and passed them across to Mum. “In fact Belle’s invited me to stay at her place. Is that all right?”

      Mum stacked the goods on the top shelf, half-turned and nodded over her shoulder. “You can sleepover at Belle’s place whenever you like. That’s never a problem.”

      “Actually, Kate.” Belle breezed into the gap between Mum and me. “I’m hoping to have Faith come over for a few days, not just a single night sleepover. Silvie’s coming too, so it’ll be just us girls until I have other houseguests arriving. I’d appreciate the female company.”

      Well, whoever knew Belle could—

      Silvie stepped forward, clearing her throat. “My mother knows Belle’s houseguests.” She scratched her ear. “Ah, Davio Loveria is one of them, and he’s very respectable. So are Viv and Zac.”

      Frowning, I crossed my arms. Okay, was there a conspiracy here? Why would Silvie lie so blatantly? There was no way Seriah Carver knew Davio and his protectors.

      Silvie snuck closer, and whispered in my ear. “Sorry, you got hit on the head, and I want those protectors around.”

      I squished up my mouth, taking care as I eased past a crowding Belle to pass Mum a bag of vegetables. “Actually, there was talk that Davio and the others may turn up today, but regardless, Silvie and I know the rules around other men. We’ll be good.” There, that was better, less of a lie.

      Mum opened the refrigerator door and stacked the carrots into the lower cooler. “You know the rules, do you?” Standing back with her gaze intent, she continued, “Just run them by me again, hmm.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Very funny.”

      Mum tried to hide her smile, but I caught it all the same. “Well, you are eighteen and it’s not like I haven’t taught you the rules of being responsible.”

      “That’s right.” I grinned and snatched an apple, rubbed it against the arm of my shirtsleeve. “I’ll just go and pack a bag then.” I bit down as I walked out of the kitchen. “Don’t worry about dinner for me.”

      Belle and Silvie joined me in my bedroom as I threw a couple pairs of blue jeans, some comfy t-shirts and my all-time favorite violet-checked shirt into a bag. Belle tossed in two pairs of shoes, and Silvie nabbed my pajamas.

      Next came toiletries.

      And Belle standing sentry in the doorway of my white-tiled bathroom. Talk about Protection City.

      I threw my hands up. “Okay, this is just ridiculous, Belle. It’s not like I’m going to be accosted in my own home. Take a step back.” I scooped up my toothbrush and toothpaste.

      She tapped her head. “Yeah, okay, but only because Davio’s on his way.”

      I checked the time on my watch.

      “Faith.” A distinct male voice rang out from my bedroom.

      “Coming.” I dropped the toiletries in my overnighter and slung my bag over my shoulder, then stopped dead in the bathroom doorway at the renewed sight of him in the center of my room. Wow. Talk about a man who could halt traffic with just how good he looked. His blue jeans fit him to perfection, rounding a tight butt I wanted to ogle. His tan t-shirt hugged his broad chest.

      Somehow I remembered to breathe. Then I remembered what I should be thinking. Sternly, I crossed my arms. “You can’t come and go from my bedroom as you please. We have a front door, and I insist on you using it.” Yeah, none of this poofing in and out stuff.

      He studied me, his brows slanting down. “I don’t care for your antagonistic behavior, so merge your mind with mine now. It’s as necessary for you as it is for me.”

      He drew closer, firing my blood.

      I merged, sinking into my soft spot in his mind, and unable to help myself, tried to catch his current thoughts. I hit the jackpot as he remained unblocked. Focusing, I saw that away from me his mind had replayed what had happened—my attack. He wondered why now and could the attack be related to him? He was certain the small and closely tied group who knew about me would never tell another of our bond. Included were his parents, Genevy and Everio, his grandfather and just moments ago, he’d informed his cousin and right-hand man he’d decided not to forego our bond.

      My heart hitched. It hurt he’d told so many people when I clearly couldn’t tell a soul, not even my own mother.

      Stepping up to me, he caught my hand. “Clearly you’re reading my thoughts. What concerns you most about them?”

      With the slow lifting of my chin, I answered, “A million things.”

      Not to mention the fact that the one who’d attacked me was a warrior and Davio’s enemy, something I needed to tell him now we had more time. Footsteps clacked down the passageway and I swung my gaze to the door. Oh no. Mum was coming.

      A whoosh of air, and my hair blew into my face as Davio dived past me and disappeared into my bathroom.

      Flinging strands of blond from my gaping mouth, I smiled at Mum as she poked her head in. “Faith, I’m going to take a bath and relax.” She glanced at Belle and Silvie who smiled ever so sweetly just as I was. “I’ll see you all later.”

      I lifted a hand. “Yep. Later. Have a nice soak.”

      “I will.” She closed the door.

      Belle slid in front of it and firmly pressed her back to the polished wood. “Okay, that was too close. We should all get out of here. I’ll go with Silvie and help her collect some belongings. You all right, Faith?”

      “I’m good.” I was since Davio had reappeared from the bathroom and eased in behind me, his hands gently cupping my waist.

      “Thanks, Belle.” His deep voice rumbled near my ear, his close touch soothing me as it did when we touched skin-to-skin. “I’ll meet you across the road. I’ll bring Faith.”

      “You will?”

      “Yes, I will. Hold on.” His fingers pressed in firmer and we disappeared within the blink of an eye, then reappeared right inside Belle’s open and airy living room, and only a mere moment later.

      Such a sprawling, six-bedroom home. The living room was long and angular with soft couches pressed to three of the four walls, which gave the space an even wider appeal. Two stunning pieces of framed artwork hung on the walls, one of a sparkling emerald sea with a striking white lighthouse jutting out over a stony point. The other showcased a rustic cottage teetering on the edge of a magnificent rock cliff-face, with massive white-capped breakers rolling in and slapping hard against the rock. Both pieces of art displayed the force of nature battling against life, and my interest had always been taken by them. “Are those images from Peacio?” I swayed a little as I found my feet.

      Davio lent me a steadying hand. “Yes, they are. The second picture is of Belle’s family home on the cliffs of Barndon. The Benners have held that piece of land for several generations.”

      “Really?” My curiosity was piqued. “Tell me about it.”

      “Barndon is a day’s ride from Loveria Castle, although Belle moved away from her parents and younger siblings two years ago. She has a place in the village, some twenty minutes by horse from the castle, as well as a room in the castle for when needed. We prefer our protectors to remain close.”

      “Did you say two years?” That surprised me. “I take it Belle isn’t eighteen?” I’d presumed she was, except of course as I’d recently learnt, no one physically aged. Heck, she could be a hundred for all I knew.

      “She’s twenty, although Zac and Viv are eighteen just as I am. Let’s not talk about them though. Before your mother’s untimely arrival, I wished to discuss any recollections you might have had of your attack. Your safety must be secured, so whatever you might remember would be great appreciated.”

      “Hmm, right.” I ambled over to one of the forest green couches, sighed and sank down. Pulling my knees to my chest, I tucked myself into a smaller bundle as Davio dropped in beside me and caught my hand.

      Idly, he traced my fingers with his. “You have such soft skin.”

      I would have smiled, but I couldn’t. My mind was on the warrior.

      “What worries you?” He ran his fingers over my brow, smoothing out the lines.

      Resting my head on his shoulder, I eased into his comforting touch. “There’s certain haziness, yet I do recall what he said now I’ve had time to recover and my mind has cleared.” I drew in a deep breath, eased away a touch and looked into his eyes. It was time he knew what I knew. “And by he, I mean a warrior. A warrior who seemed aware of you, and who definitely knew you’d been with me. He said the protectors were our enemy.”

      “I see.” Davio heaved to his feet and paced across to the window overlooking the road front. After a moment of staring out the window, he faced me again and raked one hand deep into his thick golden-brown hair. “Battles are often fought between Wincrest’s elite and ours, and that will never change. But it does make sense that the earlier attack on you is because of me.” He inhaled sharply. “Although, I wasn’t expecting any warrior attack to be so far from my home shores.”

      “And now?” I hoisted to my feet.

      “It’s likely tactical. Dralion’s warriors are smart and calculating. Hence his use of including both him and you as my enemy.”

      I shifted from foot to foot.

      A low growl rumbled from him as he watched me. “Or that better be the case, because you are my mate and I won’t tolerate any trickery between us.”

      “There’s no deceit. You’re not my enemy, and I’ve never met that warrior before, although you do need to consider the gene pool for my unknown father is now much wider than you first thought. You believe me descended from Peacio, but clearly a warrior from Dralion could be another possibility.”

      “It could, but it is unlikely.” He sounded so certain.

      The loud throttle of Silvie’s car roared outside and a flash of white showed through the partially turned cream blinds across the ranch slider.

      I stepped up to him, for they would soon be inside. “There’s more. The warrior threatened he would pick up our disrupted meeting at another time. I’ve no doubt he’ll return.”

      Davio stiffened, his gaze on me so intent that I retreated a hasty step. “Is there anything else you’ve conveniently forgotten to tell me?”

      “Hey, what else did you expect me to do Mr. Prince I’m-never-returning Davio? Last time I saw you, you were adamantly giving me up. Call me crazy,” I blustered on, “but the first thought in my fuzzy head after being struck down by a massive man throwing about an equally colossal baton, was not to blurt out all my rising problems. I happened to need you at that point in time.”

      Anger surged through me, nothing halting my driven spiel. “As I still seem to do now for some mind-boggling reason.” Go figure.

      Now, after all that lecturing, he simply cocked one arrogant brow. “As I need you.” Then he was there, pulling me against him. “Just so we’re both clear, nothing changes between us because of this attack. To that end, I’ll have Zac and Viv join you at school for further protection. Belle will also be resuming classes as if she’d never left. This warrior who is coming will not take what is mine. Not all is yet known about him, and until it is, I will do my duty as your mate to protect you from our enemy.”

      Belle slid the living room’s glass ranch-slider open and walked in, while Silvie followed with one large suitcase in hand behind. They both spied us at the same time and halted.

      I glared at Davio. “Look, for starters, I’m not your duty. I’m strong in my own right and my forethought is developing. Secondly, I’m certainly not used to hearing men spout such words as you’re mine, and duty and protection. You see in my country, a girl is not helpless, she’s—”

      Silvie let out the mother of all sighs. “Oh, puh-lease. Can’t we just leave the two of you alone for half an hour without any more arguing?”

      I fixed my sight on her. “No, not after the man who attacked me told me that Peacio’s protectors were my enemy. He was a warrior, Silvie, from Dralion.”

      Silvie spluttered and gaped, her face turning white. “I—I beg your pardon? When did he say that?”

      Belle stared at me as if I’d grown horns. “Yes, when?”

      “It makes no difference when,” Davio snarled. “As my mate, her needs fall to me, and her most necessary one of protection still stands—Dralion warrior included.”

      “Well, now don’t I feel all special.” I tried to pull myself free of him. “One needful mate instead of one wanted one. Boy,” I rallied, “you sure have a ton to learn about Earth relationships, and women in particular, I might add.”

      I snagged my bag.

      “Wait.” He inserted himself and nimbly took it from my fingers. “Allow me. This will be going to the twin bedroom you and Silvie will be sharing. For your information, relationships work this way on Magio. After a man gives his promise of protection, it doesn’t falter. Ever.”

      I scowled at him. “You are such a pest.”

      His chest expanded as he inhaled. “It is not necessary for you to state the obvious, just as this is not a conversation of which the outcome will change.” Then he dumbfounded me by placing his palm so gently against my cheek. “Not after you already touch a part of me where your presence is needed. No one will take that away from me, neither you by your harsh words, or due to there being an enemy warrior on the loose. You will therefore accept my aid and give me what no other can.”

      I gulped and found myself strangely melting at his sincere words. It seemed I secretly liked a “take charge” man. I cleared my throat and found my voice. “Well, when you put it that way...”

      “I do. So you will settle yourself in Belle’s spare bedroom with Silvie, where you will rest. Fast-healing or not, you still took a very hard blow to the head.” He twirled me around, retrieved Silvie’s bag from her then directed us both down the hallway. He turned the knob on the third white painted door on the right and strode inside.

      Two twin beds with burgundy covers sat either side of an intricately designed iron high-table, the walls painted a pale lemon and the square-cut windows overlooking the road as the lounge windows did.

      Silvie claimed one of the two pristinely made beds by dropping down on it. “I hope this means you two have sorted yourselves out.” She crossed her legs, set her hands on her knees and arched that knowing brow of hers.

      “I have a feeling we’ve only just begun the sorting out, Silvie.” Davio gripped her shoulder. “Regardless though, I would request that you not allow my mate to think too deeply on what has gone down today. If you can, remind her she’s important to me. I would greatly appreciate it.”

      “Hello.” I flicked my fingers. “I’m in the room here.” Irritated again without his physical touch to soothe me, my blood once again bubbled and brewed with renewed tension. How flippin’ annoying. But at least this time I recognized the problem far quicker. I closed the gap and slid my fingers between his fingers, our palms flush together. Such relief poured through me as the pressure melted away. The ups and downs of this new relationship would be a trial.

      “I must remember too.” Raising my hand, he brought it to his chest. “The strain intensifies for us both if we don’t touch, but more so for you of course.”

      “Are you calling me the grumpy one?” I stared at his chest, at where he now pressed my hand against his heavily beating heart. It seemed we both had a lot to learn. I drew in a deep breath. “This soul match is so strange and difficult. Does it feel that way to—”

      My hand, the one he still held pressed to his chest, heated with a shocking swiftness, then my pulse jumped and I swore my heart now beat in time with his, to a rhythm somehow completely in sync. I trembled, fingers shaky in his grasp.

      “Don’t fear the change, my mate.”

      “You felt that too?” My skin rippled with goosebumps.

      “It’s the bond strengthening.” His voice was raspy and hard. Deliciously hard.

      I swung my gaze toward Silvie, tried to demand some much needed help with just one shooting look. Only she was no help at all. She grinned broadly, as if ready to laugh her socks off.

      Frowning, I struck a look at my mate again. “That better only happen the once.”

      “Just the once, I promise you.” A devilish smile. “The female’s heart follows the suit of her male’s, aiding him in sensing any distress.”

      “Honestly?” Huffing, I pushed him away. “Can you tell I’m feeling distressed right now?”

      What was I going to do with him?

      He was impossible, boundlessly impossible.
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      It was impressive all right. One modified 4x4 Holden Colorado in a deep sea-blue color, with a silver sports-bar on the front and a whopping enclosed deck at the rear of the huge cab. In Belle’s triple-bay garage, I stood before the muscular-looking vehicle with awe keeping me locked in place.

      “What’s wrong?” Davio quizzed as he held the front passenger door open. Dressed in casual cargo shorts and a white t-shirt, he waited to take us to school. “You’re supposed to jump in. You know. Vehicle. Drives on roads. Uses fuel. Can’t teleport this one.”

      Obviously.

      “It’s so big. Did you have to buy such a visibly big beast to drive? You were only gone for an hour. No student I know of has a vehicle this”—I tilted my head sideways to take in the width and breadth of the tires, which were definitely enhanced—“size.”

      “Yeah.” He licked his lips as he ogled his new purchase. “I couldn’t resist snapping this one up. It seems I’m an impulse buyer.” No remorse, not one ounce of it in his tone.

      “Well, nice impulse buying,” I finally conceded, giving him at least that much.

      He turned to Zac and Viv as they approached, pointing out the back two doors for them. “Hop in, otherwise you’ll have to squeeze into the back of Silvie’s little nugget of a car.”

      Silvie caught his teasing words as she skipped into the garage and headed toward her own gas-guzzler. “Yeah, yeah, nice wisecrack, Prince Annoying.” She attempted to smack him as she passed, clearly aiming for his head but missing since he ducked super quick.

      Last night those two seemed to do much of the same, always bantering and joshing with each other like long lost siblings. It was curiously funny to watch how they got on so well.

      I laughed at their childlike shenanigans, at how peeved Silvie was that Davio was so quick on his toes.

      “Next time I’ll make contact with your big head, you towering menace,” she threw at him. To Belle, ever so sweetly she said, “Hop in with me since the one with the big head will want to take his mate with him. You can even have the front seat.”

      “Lovely,” Belle groused. “I’ve always wanted the front seat.” She sent Davio a scowl. “I’d also like to point out that there are some things a protector should never be called to do. That includes riding in a car while Silvie’s driving it. I expect double pay for risking my life like this.”

      My heart panged. I hated missing out on riding with Silvie and hearing those two bicker. One got used to squeezing into her ride and dealing with her crazy driving. I’d earnt that front seat spot.

      “I agree. Double the pay it is.” Davio winked at Belle then slid a hand to the small of my back and guided me toward his beast. “I can see you want to ride with Silvie, but you’re coming with me.” His tone quickly turned no-nonsense, all sense of earlier play gone. “We can’t become complacent. The warrior could return at any time, especially considering his warning to do so.”

      “Sure,” I conceded, taking one last look at Belle sliding into my front seat next to Silvie. I wanted to swap places with her so bad.

      So crazy too.

      For the first time I had room to stretch my legs. I couldn’t even reach the front of the cab. Yeah, now that was some room.

      Six and a half minutes later, we arrived at school.

      Wearing casual shorts and t-shirts like other typical teenagers, Zac and Viv bounded off to the main office to enroll for what was left of the school year. Thank heavens. I needed to feel the semblance of normality after all the changes of the past few days. Davio wouldn’t be here full-time. He had reminded me last night that once the threat to me was gone, he’d be gone. But at present, he was focused on flushing out the warrior, taking his enemy down and all before he could return to his country, his family and his home.

      Silvie parked her car and locked it up next to us in the parking lot. She dashed off after Belle along the concrete pathway, both of them disappearing around the high hedging next to the science block.

      “You ready to go?” He squeezed my leg as he turned off the key.

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Faith?” He cupped my cheek, lightly stroking his fingers over my skin until I turned my head toward him. Alone now, his attention was fully on me. “Did you sleep well last night?”

      “Yeah, fine, although I couldn’t maintain my mind-merge with you through the walls. The distance was simply too great for me to hold.” I breathed in slowly and resettled myself, comforted again as my mind rested in that soft spot, his physical touch calming me even further. “And you?” I asked, since there hadn’t been time for any private conversation this morning at Belle’s busy breakfast table. “How’d you fare?”

      “Not the best.” He leaned closer, touched his forehead to mine and whispered, “I find your mind-merge is necessary to provide me with some form of relief. Most mates have bonded telepathically by now. It aids them in staying connected over long distances. Although it is a link of trust, and obviously that confidence hasn’t yet built between us.”

      Well, it wasn’t like I hadn’t tried to form the link as I had so effortlessly formed it with Belle, except as he’d said there was one simple prerequisite. A telepathic link of this nature was only ever possible if both parties intrinsically trusted the other. So far, I was still dubious.

      “I guess it’ll happen when it happens.” I drew back. We had class, the bell now blasting its first ring.

      Passenger door open, I hopped out and met Davio at the rear of the Colorado. I leaned against the enclosed deck. “So, how did you get a driver’s license? It’s not like you have this kind of transportation in Peacio.” Or so I presumed since Belle had spoken of Peacio’s seventeenth century vibe of horse and cart prevailing across the land.

      “I had private tutors and my education included both your world and mine.” He fetched our bags from underneath the heavy black cover and swung both over one shoulder. He clasped my hand and we walked along the grass-trimmed concrete pathway into the school.

      Like other high schools or colleges in New Zealand, Te Puke High housed blocks of weatherboard-clad classrooms, many of them two-stories high with anywhere from four to eight classes in a block, along with a wonderful new section of classroom pods. We passed the main school administration building, now remodeled in earth-toned bricks, its aluminum windows colored in a bright trim. Around us, a thousand students made their way to class, arriving by foot, bus or car.

      Davio leaned in as students passed us. “Why the frown?”

      He seemed to pick up on every little change in my temperament. “I missed my run this morning. I usually jog for an hour or so before school.” It dragged at me that I’d missed it. Too much was happening too quickly.

      We walked into class together and headed straight down the aisle to the back row. Davio had phoned into the office this morning and confirmed he was taking every one of the classes he’d enrolled in that first day. No surprises there that our timetable matched perfectly. Zac and Viv intended on enrolling in the same classes so they could remain near me too, except as this was their first day, they were required to sign in at the office first. They still hadn’t made their way here, but I doubted they’d be long.

      I sidled into my regular seat. Davio pulled out what was Silvie’s chair and joined me. “That’s Silvie’s spot, not yours.” He couldn’t take her seat. “She’ll be mad if you sit there.”

      “I’ve found I like making her mad, which means this is my seat now, and will remain so until the threat against you is removed.” Under the desk, he linked our hands together. “I’ve also got to get a hold on regulating this temper of yours.

      I squeezed my fingernails into his palm, biting into his flesh. “What temper would that be?”

      “That vile temper you’re always firing at—” His gaze darted toward Silvie as she stormed our way. Zac and Viv marched two steps behind her, Silvie glaring daggers at him.

      Clearly she didn’t like the loss of her spot any more than I did.

      Snapping a chair out behind us, she snarled under her breath. “You shouldn’t be this annoying, Prince Annoying.”

      I laughed, and just managed to slap a hand over my mouth in time to keep it from pealing out too loud, although as Davio held my other hand, I couldn’t halt my happiness from spreading. That instant attraction we’d had from the beginning, had now grown into something more. I slid a finger gently along the reddened marks I’d stabbed into his palm. “I’m sorry about these.”

      “You’re forgiven.” His hand tightened around mine. “Don’t concern yourself with a few small marks. I fast-heal, and you have the right to express yourself freely with me. You’re my mate, and there’s no one else I’d ever want to connect so deeply with, other than you.”

      “You’ve got a way with words too, and the same goes for me. There’s no one else I’d ever want to connect so deeply with, other than you.”

      Our teacher arrived and the room quietened. The lesson began.

      Later in the day, once the bell had signaled our lunch break, the six of us walked out to the edge of the field and found a nice spot on the grass in the sunshine. Students sat eating their lunch in small groups around the perimeter of the field.

      Content after devouring a chicken salad sandwich, I stretched out on the ground with my hands folded behind my head. I’d settled close to Davio’s side, and he played his fingers through my hair as the clouds high above drifted in streaks of white across the vivid expanse of blue.

      So peaceful. My mind drifted and eyes closed, my thoughts returned to the warrior.

      I truly needed to recollect more, to give Davio something else to go on, something…

      Memories swirled, no not a memory, an order.

      Somehow and someway, instructions had been left within my mind and I was to follow the path. Bizarre didn’t even begin to cover that. Although I was quickly learning that things didn’t always appear as they first should.

      I searched deeper within my mind and the warrior’s image crystallized. He had a strong jaw line with a long narrow nose and light-colored hair, his eyes a piercing violet hue.

      That order demanded I unlock more missing memories shrouded in haziness, and there was a way. Go back to the moment and relive it. I did.

      Back outside my house near the front door, I stood before the warrior who’d raised the heavy baton as he’d prepared to strike me.

      “Hey.” In defense, I threw my hands up. “No, please, there’s no need to hurt me.”

      The warrior’s violet eyes misted. “I don’t wish to hurt you, but you can’t recall the truth. Not yet. Loveria will take you. That poses a danger to you which I can’t allow.”

      “Okay, hold on. Obviously your concept of danger differs to mine.” I raised a brow at the baton. “Put it down.”

      He searched my gaze. “I’m your father. Look into my mind and take the image I give you of my safe house. Make it fast.”

      My skin rippled with goosebumps. Had he just said he was my father?

      “Faith, now. There’s no more time for thought. You have the ability to block this conversation once you’ve taken the image. Bring it forth later once you’re settled and more at ease.”

      I didn’t hesitate to send my mind flaring into his, his tone urgent and my sudden need to obey him surprising even me. The image was there as he’d said and I grabbed ahold of it, and locked it away just as his arms shook. He squeezed his eyes shut for a brief moment as if detesting what he next had to do. He swung.

      I jerked, hands clawing into grass. Grass?

      “Faith.” Fingers tangled in my hair.

      “Davio?” I gasped and shook off the haze that had taken me.

      “Your heart’s racing too fast. Are you all right?”

      Oh my goodness.

      I had a father—a father from Dralion. A warrior who was alive and had now made me his co-conspirator because of the impossible information he’d had me withhold.

      “No, I’m not.” I pulled in a lengthy breath. I had no intention of lying to my mate. “You can’t trust me.”

      “Pardon?” His gaze narrowed. “Why would that be?”

      “My father—I’m sorry, but he is the warrior who attacked me.”

      Alert, Zac and Viv moved to their haunches as if preparing to nail me to the ground.

      “How do you know this?” Flicking a hand at them to remain back, Davio gritted his teeth.

      “He told me.”

      Zac scanned each direction. “Does she tell the truth, Davio? You’ll know if she lies. We can’t condone having one of our own enemy among us, the daughter of our enemy included.”

      “You understand the bond as well as I do. She speaks the truth. Her father is the warrior who attacked her, but she is an innocent and had no true knowledge of him until just now.”

      Zac released a rumbling growl. “There hasn’t been a mated bond in over forty years between the offspring of ours and our enemy, or at least not since the dome containment field came into play. This changes everything if she truly has a warrior for a father. You are Prince Everio’s heir and as your protectors, we can’t allow you to take such a terrible risk by associating yourself with her.”

      “I don’t care for your analysis, Zac.” He clasped his hand around mine and drew me to my feet as he stood. “Faith, we’ve already spoken of this. Regardless of your parentage, no one can take you from me, not even a warrior, no matter he’s your father.”

      “Did I say he was going to take me from you?” I’d never allow it either.

      “You intoned it.”

      “I’m sure I didn’t.” I snatched my hand back.

      “Hey.” Belle stepped in between us and slapped our hands back together. “As an empath, I don’t appreciate all this simmering tension. I soak in every emotion and right now I’m getting emotional whiplash bouncing off the two of you.”

      I tugged on my captured hand again. “He started it.”

      The bell peeled out.

      Davio turned to his protectors. “This warrior doesn’t pose a threat when I have every intention of removing him. As such, none of my existing orders will change. The warrior will die.” His eyebrows rose with meaning, and Zac and Viv gave him a quick nod.

      Silvie sniffed. “Faith, you need what the protectors can offer. You need all of them and I need you.” She swiped her nose. “I know your inquisitiveness will get the better of you. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      I wanted to reassure her, only class was starting. “Let’s pick this up another time.”

      She drew in a heavy breath and released it. “Yeah, another time.”

      Students and teachers wandered toward their classes. Life continued, circling and moving all around us. Yet compared to here, Dralion and Peacio were a world away, a world now infringing more and more on mine.

      Nothing felt quite right anymore.

      I eyed Davio. “I want to go somewhere alone. With you.”

      “Then let’s do that.” His agreement came without hesitation.

      I strengthened my mind-merge, soaking deeper into that spot I considered my own. It was a mystery, even after all that had played out, that I still felt so as one within his mind.

      “I’ve never played hooky. A prince rarely gets away with that,” he whispered in my ear.

      I smiled at the thought, but before I could respond, he spoke to the others and tossed his keys to Zac. “I’ll meet up with you later in the day. Take care and be on the lookout for the warrior. He could blend in among the other students.” Davio paused, raising his brows at me. “Although not if you gave us a suitable description. Now that your full memory has returned, tell me what he looks like.”

      Every instinct in me screamed not to give a single detail away. “I’m sorry, I can’t tell you. It’s not going to happen, not when he’s my father. I can’t give him up to you that easily. It doesn’t seem like a fair fight.” And deep inside my heart, defective father or not, my decision had to remain in place. I would never toss anyone into the lion’s den, no matter the reason why.

      Davio’s brown-gold gaze bored into mine. “Please don’t tell me you feel an allegiance to your father, not after he abandoned you at birth.”

      My gut churned. “No, it’s hard to explain, only to say my knee-jerk reaction is to protect him.”

      His thoughts released, distracting me through the merge as they swarmed me. It appeared he didn’t care for my so-called intuitive reaction, not when we spoke of a Dralion warrior.

      “Class is starting. Let’s leave now.” Without further warning, his arms banded tighter about me. A small, jerky movement and a belly-rolling displacement assailed me. Through the darkness we ’ported, then before I knew it, we’d arrived, my sandals sinking into crystalline white sand.

      The Pacific Ocean rolled in, blue waves topped with a foamy crest of white. I gasped. “Okay, you just can’t whip us about so fast. I’m not used to that.” My feet sunk deeper, until the grains snuck in underneath my toes and grinning, I lifted my feet and tipped the sandals off. “Except you’re off the hook since I love the beach so much.”

      “We’re at Papamoa Domain in case you’re wondering.” He grinned too.

      “I’m aware.” Papamoa Domain overlooked the vast ocean on New Zealand’s East Coast, this beach a mere ten minutes’ drive from my home. Behind us on the grassy land, patrons of a seaside restaurant sat within the outdoor patio area, and a queue of people waited in line at the fish and fries shop next door to it. A busy camping ground sat to the other side, the long rows of colorful tents and caravans, housing holidaymakers. This spot was always a hive of activity, although a little farther along the beach only a few people ambled along. “Let’s head to where it’s quieter.”

      “Agreed.”

      “So, I take it you’ve been here before?” It appeared my mate was full of surprises, and they just kept coming, one after the other.

      “I have. Come, let’s walk and talk.” He bent and retrieved my sandals and removed his own shoes, tucked them near the rising bank where the sand met the stringy grass and returned to me. Threading our hands together, his fingers firm around mine, he led me down the beach toward the quieter end as I’d requested.

      “Tell me whatever you can about, well, about everything.” I was eager to learn all I could about him, in particular his likes and dislikes, how he spent his days, what his favorite things to do were.

      “If you mean how did I teleport here, then quite simply put, it’s impossible for one to teleport without an almost identical image of the requested location. Teleporters store those matching images within our minds so we can travel without any mishap.”

      As interesting as that information was, it wasn’t quite what I meant. I pressed my thumb inside his palm. “The question was actually a private one. I want to know everything about you, although this beach is one of my favorite places. How did you know to come here?” Before us, endless white sand ran in a long line toward the majestic mountain known as Mauao several miles away.

      “For the past six months, I’ve been driven to come here. My father had the same inclination after he turned eighteen and searched for my mother. If one is fortunate enough to have a mate, as around half of our population do, then the male’s drive to find his female can become relentless.”

      Hand to my forehead, I shielded my eyes from the bright sunshine. “Exactly how did you know I was your mate, when you first arrived and all?” I’d certainly been enamored by him.

      Now he truly smiled, like I’d never seen before. “I knew I was getting close as I neared your classroom. Carlisio also chose to send me to where I’ve been compelled to come. Those two factors combined told me I was close to the one I’ve been searching for. Then when I first saw you across the classroom full of students, my heart simply stopped beating. My mate sat before me and every part of me zeroed in on you. I knew who you were at first sight. So to answer your question.” His lips broke into a delicious grin. “I knew with the most insane urge that the woman before me was my mate, the one who held the other half of my soul, just as you hold mine.”

      I lowered my hand and heart thumping, barely managed to walk without stumbling. “Oh boy, I think I might have to muzzle you.” If pressed, he sure could answer just the right way.

      Davio laughed, his eyes twinkling. “I haven’t finished yet. Remember after I first left you, I promised to stay away?”

      “Uh-huh.” I nodded.

      “Those of us who are fortunate enough to be gifted with a mate have always found our other half to be completely distracting.” He drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “We know at adulthood if we are matched because our desires for any other never mature. There can be no other for me, or for you, not unless we force our feelings to be swayed. That in itself is almost impossible.”

      “I’ve certainly never desired another man, other than you, and I guess if I’d been raised on Magio as you have, then I would have known I had a mate.”

      “You would have.” His fingers tightened around mine. “And I would have located you that much quicker had you lived on my home soil.”

      “So, tell me what happens to your unmated people? Do they let their hearts choose as we on Earth do?”

      “In a quick answer, yes.” His stride slowed and he came to a stop, drew around me in a tight circle and gripped my other hand until we stood facing each other. “Or, if our mate is not found, life moves on and we choose another based on friendship. It’s not the same though. The mated bond is one of the soul, and no other can truly satisfy our needs other than the one we’re destined for.” He turned me by the shoulders to face the sparkling, deep blue sea, then arms wrapped around me from behind, rested his chin on the top of my head. “You’re my destiny. I realized that fairly quickly on my return home. Even if you hadn’t been hurt by the warrior, I would have been driven to return to you before too long.”

      The sun continued to warm me, just as his binding hold and his precious words did. I fully relaxed against him, this moment beyond peaceful.

      “I can see why you love it here,” he said after a minute, softly rubbing his chin in my hair.

      “It’s a beautiful country, yet also one of the most isolated in the world.” Although it wasn’t as isolated as I’d first thought, not now I’d learnt so many could teleport here at their own free will. That strange thought sent a gray cloud settling over me. I turned into him. “You can come and go at will, which means you can leave me at any time and I’d never see you again.” I didn’t want him doing that.

      “Our bond grows stronger with each hour we are together.” He kissed my forehead. “That bond holds a powerful foundation for us, and one I have seen grow in depth and devotion with my own parents. Separation is difficult, and not something I will ever allow for any long length of time.”

      I smiled, relief washing through me.

      “I have my duties of course, but as you pointed out, I can come and go at will, so in that regard I will never be far away from you.”

      “Good.” My grin widened, and I simply stared into his beautiful eyes.

      I was barely conscious of anything surrounding us. His face filled my vision and set my heartbeat to racing. There was only him.
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      Snuggling my cheek against his chest as we stood there gazing out over the Pacific Ocean, such peace rolled through me as he held me tight. Like two halves of the same whole, we were joined together within our bond as if one were indistinguishable from the other, although I still needed to understand exactly how our bond worked, and to learn everything about him. “What’s it like for you back home?”

      “You mean compared to here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm,” he murmured, taking so much time to answer I went to prod him again, only he released me and picked up a washed up stick from the ground. “Let me draw the two countries of Magio for you in the sand.”

      He moved away, closer to the damp area nearer the water line. I waited patiently as he drew a perfect circle with the craggy end then inside of that, mapped out a large, if somewhat bumpy shape positioned along the central Equator line—an area taking the shape of land.

      “Magio compares closely to Earth in size, with the two lands of Peacio and Dralion being one continent in the center. The only continent. Our joined land mass equals twenty-nine percent of the whole of Magio, the remainder seventy-one percent being The Great Orbiting Ocean. No physical breaks lie between us, only a central plateau of desert which separates the two countries as effectively as any divide of ocean could.”

      He drew a central dividing line right through the large land mass. “We call this desert divide No-Man’s Land.” He chuckled lightly. “It’s aptly named because, clearly no man could possibly live there.”

      “Okay.” I grinned back, enjoying his little lesson.

      He rubbed his chin and pointed to the left side of the continent. “This area belongs to Peacio and it’s rich in minerals and natural deposits, particularly in the highlands. In the lowlands, we have rivers, lakes, abundant pasture and flat, fertile land. Across the desert of No-Man’s Land, Dralion’s terrain is much more severe. Their land rises swiftly to snow-capped mountains, before plunging down into deep rainforests and jungles. They have a large central desert area, so it’s only on the farthest outreaches that their land is able to sustain actual life.”

      “So that’s why the people of Dralion desire to take what is yours?”

      “Yes.” He pointed to the central dividing line. “There’s a protective energy dome that begins here which ensures we can’t return their constant attacks, an enchanted shield, one created some forty years ago under the instruction of the ruling family of Dralion. King Donaldo Wincrest insisted on its creation after his father’s early passing, of which he and his son, Alexo, still rule strongly today.”

      “How exactly was Dralion’s protective dome created?” Thumb on my chin, I inclined my head to the side, not even able to imagine an energy field that big that no one could safely teleport or even walk through.

      “Forty years ago one of their finest warriors used his skill of enchantment, a man by the name of Gilles Moyer. This ability to enchant takes the form of spell-making, and once he’d spelled the dome into existence, it has forever since remained in place.”

      “Incredible.”

      “Agreed, and those with the enchanting skill are sought after, although unfortunately they’re few and far between. We’ve been unable to spell it away. It seems to be governed by an energy source which maintains it.” Crouched, he glanced at his scrawled map in the sand and tapped the land area to the right that made up Dralion. “At the time of Moyer’s enchantment, we also had spies in Wincrest’s country, although they’ve been lost to us these past forty years.”

      “That’s awful.” No one should be kept from their family.

      “Worse is the fact that they still have spies on our land.” He angled his head upward. “Yet we have no dome to keep them out, and we can’t breach their protective field to retrieve our own lost men.”

      “Have you ever caught any of their spies?”

      “When we unearth them on our land, they’re removed to a location similar to your prisons. We keep their warriors locked up within steel-lined cells.”

      “For how long?”

      “The rest of their lives.”

      His words rocked me. Locking someone up for what remained of their entire life seemed extreme, unless of course they’d harmed or killed someone. “Do they get the chance to defend themselves?”

      “No.” An unwavering answer.

      “Why is it you rule so archaically?”

      Jerking to his feet, he tossed his stick out into the waves. “My grandfather doesn’t rule archaically. The Loveria family rules with precision. I can guarantee you there is no nation on your Earth who’d allow their intruding enemies to go free. Neither do we. The safety of our people and of our land is paramount to our continued survival. If not for the Wincrests, their spies and ensuing espionage, we would not have to defend ourselves to such an extreme. They attack and kill, unmercifully and arrogantly.”

      “I’m sorry.” I sifted through his thoughts with my skill, but he threw up a fast block and halted me. Hands on my hips, I glared at him. “Why do you keep doing that? Are you hiding something from me I’m not to know about?”

      “You have disclosed that your father is one of Dralion’s warriors. Precautions must be taken.” His mouth pinched together, lips turning white and in a flash, he was in front of me, one hand shackling my wrist. “There are thousands of warriors, just as there are thousands of protectors. We protect our borders, our lands and our people.”

      “I understand.” I took in his fierce hold, how he gritted his teeth and stood so ramrod straight. Every inch of his hardened body seemed alert to something. “I’m sorry, but do you think I’m going somewhere right now?”

      I tried to break free, only he slanted his brows and shook his head.

      “Faith, the Loveria family rules so tenaciously because forethought runs through our line. It can skip a generation, or even two as it has done with me and my father, but regardless it is still acutely a part of our structured DNA.”

      “That’s not what I asked.” I tugged again on my imprisoned hand. “You’re clearly withholding and I want the truth. I deserve the truth.”

      “If I left my mind fully open to yours and shared every thought, what might you do with that information if your father arrived and decided instead of hitting you over the head, to take you with him?”

      “I would remind him that he left me eighteen years ago and has no right to decide my future.” I yanked on my wrist again and groaned. “Come on, let me go.”

      “I won’t give you up.”

      “We really need to talk about your control issues.” He seemed to have quite a few.

      “I also can’t risk allowing your father near you again, not when I don’t have the ability to travel through their dome. If he took you. I’d never get you”—he stopped so suddenly, his pain clear to see as he grimaced—“back.”

      “You mean I’d be at his mercy since I have no ability to ’port as you do.”

      “Yes. You’d be gone. Forever. Do you understand?”

      “But I have increased speed, and I mean more than just a fast sprint.” I hadn’t admitted to anyone that I housed that skill yet, primarily because I sensed it led to teleporting, only I’d yet to ask Belle or him to confirm that.

      “When did you notice your increased speed?” A gleam of interest flickered in his eyes.

      “A couple of days ago.”

      “How fast?”

      “Superwoman fast.”

      He frowned “I’m unaware of that terminology.”

      “That means I struggled to stop at the speed I was going. Likely I was all but a blur to anyone who might have caught sight of me.”

      “Good, then that means you’ll soon be able to teleport, which will give us some more options.” He tapped his chin as if deep in thought.

      More options were good. Seconds passed and he remained still. A wave crashed onto the shore and rolled with a frothy white-cap right up toward our feet before slowly receding.

      His gaze sharpened. “I still can’t let you out of my sight.”

      “I would never risk what we have for a father who has never bothered to hang around.”

      A low groan escaped him. “If you’re attempting to sway my mind, you won’t.”

      I pushed my next point. “No one can keep that close of an eye on another, no matter how many protectors you have.”

      He half-growled, half-groaned.

      I persisted. “What happens when I want to spend time alone with my mother? When you need to see your family? Attend to your duties back home as you have already stated will take precedence. You can’t be watching over me every minute of every day. You’ll have to concede at some point. Wouldn’t it be best to teach me how to teleport, and then take a step in trusting me? That I’ll use it to ensure we’re never separated, not by a warrior, or a dome.”

      He didn’t move.

      Barely even breathed.

      Nothing.

      Okay, so I had to try another approach.

      “What about my forethought? Surely once it starts to grow and I have visual images as your grandfather does, I’ll see the threat the warrior poses to me. Forethought is preemptive, right? So I can get myself out of trouble before it even begins?”

      Nice thinking.

      Only he didn’t think so—his throaty growl deepened even further. “Carlisio’s forewarning doesn’t apply to himself, so no doubt the same will apply to you. You won’t have a hope in hell of seeing any form of trouble before it comes for you.”

      Dang it! But I wasn’t giving up that easily. “Well, there simply must be something I can do. Let’s begin with teleporting since I don’t have an able parent who can teach me, or I should say one you’ll allow me to meet so that he can teach me, or that I even want to meet so he might teach me.” I shook my limbs, readying myself. “C’mon. Help me see what I can do?”

      I gave him a quick little wink, trying to lighten his mood. “Your girlfriend wants you to teach her how to move through space and time. Don’t be an old-fashioned bore.”

      “You did not just call me old-fashioned.” He gave me one of his probing looks I was coming to know well. “I don’t like this, but I can see I have no choice.”

      Ah, I was finally getting somewhere. “That’s right you have no choice.” I touched the waistband of my soft-pleated, short yellow skirt, grateful I’d slipped my black bike shorts on underneath. I released the top button.

      “What are you doing?” Davio snagged my hand and halted me from lowering the zip.

      “I have running shorts on underneath, and my tank top’s suitable for a run but not the skirt. It’s gotta go so we can run super-fast. I want to prove to you I can.” I lowered the zipper and the yellow cotton slithered past my hips and pooled on the sand. I snagged and folded it. “Is this small enough to fit in your back pocket?”

      “Sure.” He held out his hand and I passed it to him. As he pocketed it, he muttered, “Start running before I change my mind. I’ll be right behind you every step of the way, and of that you can be certain.”

      Eyeing the beach toward the more isolated eastern end, I set out, keeping to the wet sand near the waterline as I ran.

      “Pick up your pace,” Davio instructed from my six.

      Without looking behind, I followed his instruction. Swiftly, I directed the energy driving through me straight to my pumping legs.

      “Again,” he ordered. “Except don’t forget to cloak. It’s the same as when you block your mind to hide information. Think of blocking your entire body though.

      That made sense. I cloaked, blocking my image now for fear of anyone seeing me. I grinned as the increase in power surged through my muscles, my feet barely touching the sand’s grainy surface.

      For just a moment I needed to appreciate what was about to happen. On my left, I struck a quick glance toward the ocean. It appeared flat and glasslike at this speed. To my right, the dry grassy sand dunes whizzed by no more than a haze of milky-beige. I laughed, such joy flowing through me. “I love this.”

      There was nothing but me, the wind in my face, the scent of salty ocean air and of course, the rumble of Davio’s wicked growl from my rear.

      “You’re almost there, Faith. Now visualize where you want to go. Aim for somewhere up ahead that you can see yet is still too far away. Bring the image into the forefront of your mind and think only of the jump. I promise I’ll be right behind you.” His voice almost got whipped away on the wind, yet I sensed him there through the connection of my mind merged with his.

      I grinned with abandon, allowing the sheer uninhibited moment to take me, then I centered my sight on the beachside trees half a mile ahead and with a burst of speed, made the staggering jump.

      The flash of dark was over before it had barely begun then I was there, that faraway stand of trees no longer half a mile distant, but right in front of me. Wide trunks loomed and I couldn’t stop.

      Damn. This was gonna hurt.

      Davio tackled and rolled me. Sand spat in every direction as we plowed through it. “I’ve got you,” he grated in my ear, taking the brunt of the hit.

      We stopped a few meters shy of the trees and I couldn’t stop beaming. I flipped my hair out of my face as he lay over top of me. “I did it.”

      “Yes, you did it.” He grinned too, then frowned. “Although the first time is always the hardest. Usually no one can stop running. That’s why I tackled you. I apologize if I was too rough.”

      “Not rough at all, and I’m most grateful. Thank you.”

      “Let me check you over, ensure you’ve suffered no injuries.” He gripped my hands, extended them back into the sand and ran his fingers over my skin. “Everything appears in order. How do you feel?”

      I wriggled on my back, pulled my hands free and wrapped them around his neck. “Like I want to do this again. Where to now? Can I try regular teleporting do you think?”

      Still frowning, he lowered his head to mine and rubbed his cheek against my cheek. “Once I get my heart rate back under control, you can.”

      “C’mon, be happy for me. I can teleport.”

      “Teleporting means I can’t contain you.”

      “That’s right.” Although I didn’t bother telling him that teleporting or not, he didn’t have a chance of containing me anyway. He’d learn that in time. “I promise I’ll be good and not go too far astray, but I want to try that again. You don’t go running off at high speed before you make a jump, which means you’ve got a lot more to teach me.”

      He moaned, kissed my cheek then promptly pulled me to my feet as he stood. “It took me a single speed jump before the knowledge of how to teleport meant I could move to standing motionless. Just remember, instead of using your speed to project the move, use your mind in its place. Bring the exact image of where you want to travel into the forefront of your mind, then push a theoretical speed behind it. Give it a location and coordinates, if necessary.”

      “Coordinates?” I asked as I brushed the sand off my bottom.

      “For example, some outdoor locations change images with the seasons, while some indoor locations change with items being moved. Take your living room for example. If your mother shifts a chair and disrupts the image, then you’ll never make the jump. You’ll stay right where you are because that location doesn’t exist in theory. Everything is always precise, so be sure to make a habit of attaching a location or a coordinate, which is a physical thought of where the image is from, so you can make the jump through space.” The frisky sea breeze blew his hair about.

      “Got it. Let me try.” I caught his hand, linked our fingers together, put into action his words and before I knew it, the beach gave way to a moment of darkness, then my bedroom enclosed us in.

      Grinning like a silly two-year-old, I spun around on the tips of my toes and dropped onto my springy bed. Bouncing, I beamed. “This is sooo cool.”

      “One more rule.” Davio pulled me to my feet, tugged me up against him. “You will not be permitted to travel without me by your side. You are my mate and until I’m certain you can teleport without any physical mishap, then you will follow my rules.”

      I gave him a cute little curtsy. “Rules, sch-mules.”

      “They exist for a reason, so I won’t go insane.” He gripped my hips and everything darkened. Mere seconds later, we were back on the beach, right where we’d arrived earlier.

      Leaning into him with an amused smile, I delighted in the feel of him and the warmth of the sun as it crossed the sky toward the far horizon. “I like this beach more than ever now, and I like you too. Thank you for the invaluable lesson.”

      The gorgeous flecks of gold in his brown eyes brightened. “Then it was all worth it for that one comment alone.”

      I danced over to our shoes. I tossed him his, dropped to the ground and slipped my sandals on. People approached, just over his shoulder. Silvie with her red hair the most obvious, and Belle, Zac and Viv following her. “You told the others to come?”

      “Yes, I made the call. Zac was complaining in my head about his hunger and Belle swore the fresh fish and fries at the local shop here are to die for. We’ll build a fire as it darkens and have dinner on the beach. Do you like that idea?”

      “I do.” Zac jogged ahead and led everyone over the sand dunes. I’d enjoy getting to know his protectors a little better.

      Silvie giggled and tore past Zac, never to be gotten ahead of. She’d changed into a cute pair of navy blue shorts and a red singlet-tee that contrasted beautifully with its bold colors against her bright hair. Belle too had donned new clothes, putting the rest of us to shame in a long flowing dress of deep crimson. She appeared runway ready, but then she nearly always did.

      Beside Belle I looked dowdy, particularly with my plain old discolored bike shorts on. “Throw me my skirt, Davio.” I held out my hand for it. “Back pocket.”

      He fished it out and shrugged his wide shoulders. “It’s a tad wrinkled. I may have squished it. Badly.”

      I frowned, because crumpled and underdressed was not any girl’s dream. It didn’t help my blood boiled. He was now too close and not touching me, the change firing my anger.

      Silvie sprang in beside me, knocking my arm. “Hey, sorry we’re late. Zac here couldn’t zap us over until Belle had provided a photograph of the beach frontage for him to match an image to. Who knew just how particular teleporting could be?”

      “Me. I just ’ported myself.”

      “What?” Silvie snapped a wide-eyed look at me. “No, no, no. Don’t tell me you can move like that too.”

      “Yep. Let me take you somewhere.”

      Only Davio gripped my arm and abruptly intervened. “We’ve already spoken about this. No leaving on your own. I won’t concede on that point. Your continued security is imperative.”

      “You can ’port?” Zac huffed and gripped my shoulders. “You’re only a Halfling. You shouldn’t be so highly skilled. First came forethought, then fast-healing and now teleporting. Exactly how many strength skills do you hold? You certainly kept your father’s status from us for far too long, and now you’re obviously keeping more.”

      “Stand down, Zac.” Davio flicked Zac’s hands from my shoulders. “No touching my mate unless I give you permission.”

      Riled, Davio’s thoughts swirled, the odd one escaping his tight block and I caught each one.

      “Besides,” he continued, “just how many skills my mate holds could be anyone’s guess considering the Dralion scum who fathered her is clearly one of their most highly skilled. Your job is not to interrogate my mate, but to find and kill our enemy.”

      My shoulders stiffened. Kill? His desire for my unknown father’s death irked me. How dare he decide such a thing? What right did he have to take my father away from me? Not that I wanted a father, only I couldn’t halt the questions buzzing through my mind. Why would my father suddenly turn up after eighteen years, only to give me a safe location should I wish to use it?

      What could he be after?

      So many questions.

      Endless questions.

      And very legitimate concerns too.

      I shook off Davio’s tight hold. I needed a moment.

      Especially considering I now had a mate who wanted to kill my father. I wanted answers from him first, and preferably before he perished.

      No, there was simply more to unravel here than what Davio had said.

      I poked his pumped up chest with my finger. “You want to kill my father, and I’m afraid I can’t let you do that. I’ll certainly never forgive you if you do him any harm. I want answers about why he left Mum and me, why he even came to Earth in the first place.”

      I’d stand up for myself. I always had.

      Silvie’s mouth gaped open. “Come on, Faith. Your father left your mother the day you were born, and up until he returned, you’ve never even cared to know a thing about him. He even slammed a baton into you. You’re clearly not thinking straight.” She gave me that frank look of hers. “Try and argue that point.”

      “I can’t since it’s all true, but I still want to know more about him.” I nabbed her hand. “Let’s talk, just the two of us.” A pain stabbed me in the chest. I didn’t care to see Silvie turning on me and agreeing with the others. She was the one who’d never wavered from my side, not my entire life.

      With the image of my bedroom in my mind, I added the coordinates and flashed us there.

      She gasped as we arrived, wobbled and lifted her arms to keep her balance. “Oh no. You have to stay within the protectors’ sight. You can’t go traveling about willy-nilly wherever you please.”

      “Since when did we start listening to Davio? Only Mum has the right to boss me around.” She’d earnt my undying loyalty, and so had Silvie. “He’s not our boss.”

      “I didn’t say he was, but Davio is your mate. He’d never harm a hair on your head.”

      Davio wavered into sight, frustration clear to see on his face. “Faith Stryker.”

      “Don’t you dare Faith Stryker me.” I wasn’t letting him have full control over my life.

      “You’re not to go against a direct order again.” He stormed toward me.

      “Wait.” Silvie halted him with one hand raised, then harrumphed and leaned back against the wall behind her. Crossing her arms, she glared at him. “You have a lot to learn about Earth girls. Stop throwing your weight around and from now on try asking Faith nicely for any request you’d like to make. And nicely means sweetly. Put some sugar into it.”

      “She’s right. I like a lot of sugar with any requests made.” I tossed my crumpled skirt onto the bed and stalked to my wardrobe. I needed something more appropriate to wear for dinner on the beach. “You have to turn around,” I snapped at him, because changing required stripping first, and I doubted he was leaving any time soon.

      He released a harsh breath that whistled between his lips. “Change and then we leave. We need to return to the others. Immediately.”

      “I just bet we do.” I gritted my teeth as I thumbed through the dresses toward the back of the rack, being a little overly rough with the clothes I loved. Could he not move? I gave it one second. “Okay, you’re not far enough away. Go and kiss the wall. Five steps.”

      He remained right where he was, his gaze all fired up. “This erratic temper of yours is completely appalling too. You need to be able to control your emotions better.”

      “Well, I would, that’s if my blood didn’t boil whenever you’re close and not touching me. You know the rules.” I could argue with the best of them. “Touch me, skin-to-skin, or back off. It’d also help it you stopped saying you wanted to kill my father. It’s incredibly impolite, no matter what country or world one comes from. Now turn around”—I flicked a finger—“pronto.”

      He barely managed it before I yanked off my top and pulled out an ankle-length, spaghetti-strap dress. I dropped the indigo cotton over my head, yanked it down and almost tore the innocent fabric.

      Davio groaned as he slammed a hand against the wall, his gaze turned away. “I didn’t mean you were scum. Just that your despicable father is.”

      Ignoring his terrible apology—if one could even call it an apology—I took a calming breath and pulled out a pair of silver flats suitable for the beach. I sat on the edge of my bed and jammed them on. “Tell me exactly how you managed to follow me here so quickly. Did you take a wild guess?” I should at least have an answer to that since I wasn’t getting any others.

      He crossed his arms against the wall and pressed his forehead to the back of his hands. “I simply followed your ’porting airstream. Now are you dressed? I need to see you. I don’t deal well with antagonism, and it seems especially not from you.”

      “Well that’s just too bad. Now explain the intricacies of following my ’porting airstream?” I was all fired up and nowhere near settling down.

      He took a deep breath. “Any teleporter can follow another’s airstream provided they do so within a second of their leaving. Any longer than that and the scent vanishes on the wind, becoming impossible to trace.”

      I inched closer toward his broad back.

      My mind stirred, demanding the mind-merge.

      I snarled and gave in, reached out and locked my mind into his. Soft spot. Ahh, I had it back.

      He slumped forward into the wall and held onto his head.

      “Faith.” He groaned my name, his voice swamped with relief. “I can’t explain, but I can feel when you’re connected to my mind. I itch for its return.”

      As much as I detested our argument, at least we’d both gotten what we needed to say out. I also needed him too. “You can turn around.”

      “I’ve been a brute. Do you forgive me?” He turned, his striking eyes zeroing in on me, then the door. “Your mother’s coming.”

      My door breezed open and Mum smiled as she peered around the corner. She spotted Silvie first then arched a brow as she caught sight of Davio. “Hello, we have a visitor. I’m Kate, Faith’s mother.”

      All I could manage was a squeak of sound.

      I had a man in my room.

      Thank goodness, I had Silvie in here too.

      “I’m Davio Loveria, Ms. Stryker, a friend of Belle’s.” Davio bowed so damn politely. Why couldn’t he be that polite to me, and preferably all of the time? “Belle sent me to collect the girls.”

      “Nice to meet you, Davio, and call me Kate. All Faith’s friends do.” Mum turned her eagle-like gaze on me. “I didn’t even hear you come home. Let alone hear anyone else enter. You’re as quiet as a mouse these days.”

      “I don’t mean to be.” I kissed her cheek. “I’m still staying at Belle’s. I used the back door, but I was coming to see you.” Or I would have after I’d finished arguing with Davio. “Anyway, Belle and a few of our other friends are getting together at the Domain. Belle’s organized dinner and a fire on the beach.” I brushed another kiss against her cheek. “I can’t miss that.”

      “No, you can’t.” Her answer was a little slow and she squeezed my arms then glanced at Davio again. “Look after my daughter.”

      “I certainly will.” He inclined his head. “Thank you, Kate. We were on our way.”

      “Yes,” Silvie said and hugged my mother. “Belle has Zac and Viv with her. They’re new to town and we’re showing them the sights.”

      “Oh right, then you shouldn’t keep them waiting.”

      “Thanks.” Silvie hooked her arm through mine and propelled us both out the door. We walked down the front step and marched along the pathway toward Belle’s place. “Well,” Silvie said once we’d walked far enough so Mum couldn’t see or hear us. “Let’s get a couple of things straight. You’re not alone in all these changes you’re going through. I’ll always be right here, and there’s a reason these protectors are around and even I can see their aid is necessary. We have an unknown Dralion warrior to contend with, one who hurt you.”

      “You’re right.” Of course she was, and I understood that this wasn’t all about me. I hugged her. “I’m sorry.”

      “I appreciate the apology, but you also owe someone else an apology too. I agree Davio shouldn’t have said that about your father, being scum and all, but honestly he has only your best intentions at heart. He wants to protect you from being hurt again, and you two can surely sort out this issue instead of arguing about it. Just remember we’re all fighting on the same side.”

      “I hate it when you’re always right.” Flippin’ hated it, but still, Davio had said some careless things and even though he followed five steps behind us so my temper wouldn’t rise, I still wasn’t yet ready to give into him so quickly. It wouldn’t hurt him to stew for a bit more, to realize I wasn’t going to get straight into line just because he’d commanded it. For our mated bond to work, our relationship needed to be fifty-fifty.

      “I can see that look on your face.” Silvie groaned. “No giving in yet, huh? ’Port us back to the beach.”

      “The beach sounds great.” Right now I would concede to that much.

      With the image fresh in my mind, I took us both there, just twenty feet from where the others had built a fire in a pit. The flames glowed orange and red and chased away the oncoming dark.

      A swirl of wind, and Davio ’ported in too.

      I stalked around the fire-pit and eased down next to Belle where she sat cross-legged unraveling a large square of heaped newspaper.

      “Ooo, that looks good.” Viv lifted her nose to the air and sniffed from the sand where she sat. “Smells good too.”

      “Mmm, there’s nothing quite like hot fish and fries on the beach.” Silvie smacked her lips together and dropped down next to me.

      “’Bout time you guys got back.” Zac pulled bottles of water out of a bag and tossed them to us where he sat seated on a log behind Viv.

      I caught mine and Silvie’s bottles, handed hers to her while Davio took hold of one of the other rounded logs, stepped back a few paces and dropped it with a loud thunk, the distance a perfect five feet between us so the pain I endured disappeared. At least he was learning.

      Inside, I logged my small win. Sure, I felt a little bad. He’d only been trying to protect me earlier, except those awful words of his kept reverberating through my mind. Just how many skills my mate holds could be anyone’s guess considering the Dralion scum who fathered her is clearly one of their most highly skilled.

      I met his gaze and unscrewed my cap, raised my bottle in a salute of resistance, and he returned the gesture by lifting his own bottle. Then suddenly, with a slow shake of his head, a troubled look flickered in his gaze and he murmured, “I don’t want to fight with you. It’s not good for mated pairs to be so at odds.”

      By the drooped set of his shoulders, he clearly meant it.

      Silvie bumped my arm and handed me a small paper plate of hot food. “Here, have something to eat, then the two of you can make up afterward.”

      That was Silvie, forever mothering me. I sighed and pulled the hot fish apart and slipped a morsel between my lips. My taste buds danced at the delight of such fresh fish, which would have been caught that morning by the local fishermen out in the bay.

      Within our group, Zac pulled Viv closer into the V between his legs as he settled their joint plate on top of her knees. He encircled his arms around her, warding off the brisk breeze. How cute. They relaxed together, Zac running one hand through her dark locks. He tucked a few flyaway strands between their bodies where his chest was pressed to her back, and she turned her head and smiled at him. Zac tapped his cheek as if requesting a kiss and she giggled, popped a kiss where he’d indicated, then they whispered something to each other which was far too low for me to hear, even with my attuned hearing.

      My mother had never had a man to care for her in the way Zac did with Viv. Nope, she’d been a teen mother who’d had to dedicate her life to raising me. Yet witnessing Zac holding Viv touched me. I hadn’t exactly seen any real relationships between men and women as I’d grown up, and the obvious dedication in Zac’s eyes toward Viv was certainly something special.

      Letting out a slow breath, I faced the ocean as the last rays of the day disappeared with the sun dipping below the horizon. The night sky spread out across the heavens, a vast and brilliant midnight-blue with a myriad of twinkling stars blazing within. Somewhere beyond all that blue another world existed, one where my father had been born and now lived. Stunning, and shocking. It was also a world that intrigued me more and more with each passing minute. Davio’s drawing in the sand had answered some questions, yet had also opened up a whole lot more.

      “This firewood isn’t quite dry enough to burn well, although it’ll have to do.” Zac snagged another log and nipped Viv’s ear as he tossed it onto the flames. “You’re almost as tasty as this meal, my mate.”

      Viv laughed and squeezed his leg affectionately, their attention zooming right back in on each other, as if the rest of us weren’t even about. For certain Zac and Viv weren’t just protectors with the ability to battle and fight—they were close, their mated bond shining through for all to see.

      Was that what Davio and I were supposed to have?

      Belle spoke up, breaking the tortured train of my thought. “So, Davio, what are our orders now that Faith can teleport?”

      He cast his gaze out to sea where the moonlight touched the creamy white surf as it rolled in. The fire crackled and a thin trail of smoke wafted up and swirled away on the wind.

      Taking a swig of his drink, he braced his elbows on his knees. “I have to admit I’ve been sitting here considering my mate’s primary concern—that of the warrior who attacked her and perhaps I’m being too harsh with her regarding her security.” He turned his gaze to me. “You can teleport and well. I can see that more clearly now, as I didn’t before.”

      “About time.” I gnawed on a fry.

      With his steely gaze boring into mine, he continued, “I believe that because your father didn’t attempt to take you with him after he first attacked you, or for that matter, any time these past eighteen years, he might very well have turned up because of me. I am my father’s sole heir.”

      “Are you saying Dralion’s warriors would do anything to ensure your capture?”

      “My capture, then my death.”

      “I won’t let my father hurt you.” I meant that too, with every fiber of my being.

      “Neither would my protectors, but I digress. It’s likely not your life on the line, only mine, which means I need you to consider abiding by certain safety precautions I put in place for you, but we’ll hash those out together first. Sound good?”

      “That depends on what those precautions are.”

      “Quite simply that you inform me, at all times, of your plans.”

      “So I can ’port wherever I please?”

      “I’d rather you didn’t. My earlier request regarding that should still remain in place. No ’porting without a protector.”

      “That is hardly a concession on your part, or a proper hashing out, but I take it I’m allowed to walk wherever I please?” I frowned and rose to my feet.

      “Where you go, I go.” He stood too.

      “No, that’s another bad concession. How about I go for a walk to calm down, and you stay here?” I set my shoulders straight. “You’re not allowed to say no.”

      His jaw flexed.

      “I wish to get rid of this foul temper you’ve heaped on me tonight.” I didn’t wait any longer. This was my chance for some much-needed space, and I intended on taking it.

      Stepping over the log, I strode off. What I needed to do was take control of my life again, because I sure needed some time and space to come to grips with my very new, and very dominant, mate. Davio was in my life now, and I understood that.

      I had accepted our bond, and even though we’d fought, I wanted him and all the bond entailed. I certainly wasn’t the sort to just give up simply because we’d yet to sort these niggles out. We would, after I returned. Calming down was imperative.

      I walked through the dark, the solitude easing my discomfort and soothing my mind.

      So too I wanted what my mother had never had, a man who’d be there to protect me, which Davio clearly wished to do, and sadly I also wanted to know more about the father who’d given me life and then walked away from me. I had a past to put to bed before I could truly embrace my future. Davio was undoubtedly part of that future. He was generous and attentive—obviously too attentive, but I no longer wanted to quibble over that. We could work things out.

      Weaving in and around the sand dunes, I continued to set my thoughts in order. I had so few people in my life. There was Mum of course, Silvie and her mother, Seriah, but next to them, that was it. To think I had a father who came from another world still shocked me. He may be a warrior and Davio’s enemy, but he’d also left instructions in my mind to recall our conversation, one which wasn’t as bad as it had all first appeared. Yes, I definitely wanted to meet him in a secure place and just chat. There was so much I wanted to ask him, so much to learn.

      I pressed the small light on my wristwatch and illuminated the time. Seven sharp. I should go now, while the time to make my escape was so easy. I had the image. The safe location. A crunching from back near the fire traveled to me, like the sound of a water bottle being squeezed.

      “Faith!” Davio’s voice, his tone a tight mix of demand and worry. Footsteps thumped along the sand. He was coming, and I had no intention of allowing him to follow my ’porting airstream.

      Swiftly, I brought the image of the safe room the warrior had left embedded in my mind to the forefront then ’ported. Through the dark, I gasped. Oh hell, how had my father known to give me this image? He must have known I’d have the ability to teleport.

      Only the treacherous thought came too late.

      I had arrived.
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      From darkness to darkness, I was here. Wherever here was since I couldn’t see a damn thing. My heart thundered. Should I really have come?

      “Yes, you should have.” A sliver of light chased in under the door, the answer coming from that direction. From someone who’d clearly just read my thoughts.

      “Come and join me, Faith. I’ve been waiting a lifetime for this moment.”

      I’d always considered myself brave, only right now my legs shook. I tapped my feet on the ground, and fidgeted from side to side. “H-how can I trust you?” I clamped down on my stuttering tongue, the sudden giveaway of nerves not what I wanted him to hear.

      “You’ve always been able to trust me, only you’ve never known me.” His voice was that of a stranger, a man I should have known for eighteen years and hadn’t.

      This had to be the most defining moment of my life, and somehow I found my courage and set it in place. I could do this. I had to do this. Enough with the indecision. This was my only chance for answers and I intended to get them.

      I stepped forward, the sliver of light guiding my direction.

      Squinting though the darkness, I clutched the cold steel knob. Get it together. Open the door. “You’re clearly reading my thoughts,” I muttered to him.

      “I am, and I’ll explain all you wish to hear if you join me.”

      I wished to, and I tugged the door open an inch, then stopped as steel scraped loud over steel. The hairs on my neck pinged up. Why such thick steel for a door?

      “I’ll explain that as well. Your strength skills have come from me. Your ability to read thoughts, and soon the full force of forethought and forewarning will be upon you. I have seen your ability will rise to the same strength and precision as mine.” He gripped the door from the other side and the knob slid out of my fingers as he hauled the door open. Standing before me, his violet eyes so like mine, he nodded his approval. “Thank you for coming.”

      He was real and solid.

      “You’re truly my father?”

      “Yes. Your mother is bound to Earth, whereas I am bound to Dralion, although from what I’ve seen, Carlisio’s grandson has enlightened you to at least that much. Now come out of the dark and stand before me.” He lowered his hands to his sides.

      “The door is made of steel. You’re not leading me into some kind of cell are you? Let’s not forget, the last time we met, you hit me on the head.”

      “It’s no cell.” He clipped his heels together and walked toward a metal-legged table with two chairs tucked under it, light beaming from the single bulb flaring from a lone lamp in the corner.

      Such a sparse room. Gray walls. No furnishings other than what I’d already noted.

      “Close the security door after you and ensure you block your mind against the protector known as Belle. It would be unacceptable if she chose to telepath you right now. This time is for us alone.”

      “Belle can’t reach me. I’m already blocked.” Yet I still couldn’t seem to block him from reading my thoughts, not as Davio could do with me. I closed the door as requested and got assaulted by the metallic odor of fresh paint. I touched the wall with one finger and came away with a coating of icky gray paint smudged on the tip. “No more harming me. I might fast-heal, but I don’t care to keep trialing that new skill out.”

      Gripping the back lip of the metal chair, he looked at me, his black coat dropping stiffly to the floor over a vivid blue shirt and black leather pants. “I would never harm you.” He lifted a brow. “That is again. You are my flesh and blood and the thought of distressing you in any way is abhorrent to me.”

      He angled his blond head, which I mirrored since I only hoped he meant “again” the same way I’d mean “again.”

      “I speak only the truth, for you should never fear me.” He tugged a chair out and sat.

      “I’m staying put for now.” Patches of silver reflected here and there within the gray of the paint. “Are these steel walls?”

      He scrubbed a hand across his jaw, edged one booted foot out from where he sat and scraped around the second metal chair with his foot. “This entire room is steel reinforced. The walls are freshly painted since I saw your initial distress, and wished to eliminate it.”

      “Saw? You mean with your forewarning?”

      He rubbed his large hands on his knees as he leaned forward. “Sit with me. There’s a chair, and I will explain all.”

      “I can see the chair.” I frowned. “Let me read your thoughts first through my forethought.” I’d barely made the demand when his thoughts opened fully to mine, the surge of information and images taking my breath away.

      I clutched my racing heart.

      He’d made the quick decision to try and disguise the steel walls by painting them in the half hour before I’d arrived. He’d been “forewarned” that I’d be upset and he showed me the forewarning.

      He saw—so brilliantly, and with crystal clear perfection. It was like nothing Davio and Belle had told me it would be. His forewarning was real, vivid with colors, and like a live feed in real time.

      “It’s impressive, isn’t it? I have to admit I saw Davio explaining Carlisio’s forethought to you. His grandfather wasn’t born to parents who both held the mated bond, whereas you and I are. The strength of our forethought is unequalled.”

      I itched to know more, my interest so piqued.

      I walked across and sat in the chair he’d offered me. This man was my father. He had passed skills onto me I needed to learn, and I wasn’t leaving until I knew more.

      He smiled, having followed my movement with his gaze. “Our forethought is strong.” He leaned across the small table and gently gripped my forearm. “Your skills grow fast. They are cementing and strengthening just as your powerful lineage demands.”

      “How do you do that? You’re reading my thoughts and I can’t seem to block my mind to you.”

      “We are one and the same. You can block your thoughts from me if you wish to, only you’re not currently doing so due to our close ties.” His fingers tightened. “Look for yourself within your mind.”

      I did, and gasped as I saw the truth.

      He released me. “It’s natural for our blood-bond to direct our motives into complete compliance of one another. In the future if you wish to block from me, you will need to focus more firmly on the task.”

      So I did, only a second later finding I didn’t care for blocking him. I wanted him to know the truth of my thoughts, for now was not the time for any hidden agenda between us. “You can read what you wish.”

      He watched me closely, inclining his head. “Then let me take you somewhere more comfortable.” He eased upright. “We have much to discuss and little time to do so.” He strode out the door on the other side of the room from where I’d entered.

      “Wait up.” I caught up to him, walked side by side down the carpeted passageway, my level of comfort in being around him so strong. Shocking, and fascinating. “Okay, so why exactly do you have a steel room? I know why you painted it, but why have one at all?”

      “The steel room is simply to ensure Carlisio can’t track you on Davio’s behalf. I will not risk any endangerment coming to you while you’re with me.”

      “Uh-huh.” We’d see about the endangerment—the jury was still out on that one. “Would you explain why a steel room would stop a forewarner’s tracking? There’s very little I know.”

      “Simply put, our cells can’t pass through the solidity of steel. They also can’t pass through the energy field which protects Dralion. That being the case, this steel room exists for the same reason as the dome. You arrived in the room next to one which holds a large amount of metal. This effectively scatters the initial image of your arrival, and it also allows for a defendable position if one’s ’porting airstream is followed.”

      We rounded a corner, passed two bedrooms with silver thread shimmering in the white carpet under the recessed lights. The walls here were painted a stark gray too.

      “Although now, it is quite safe for us to move about the rooms of this apartment. There is no chance Carlisio can gain an accurate visual, not with the natural use of steel contained within this building’s construction.”

      “I see, and I can teleport from any one of these other rooms?”

      “The amounts of steel aid in disseminating images, but not in preventing any form of teleportation, only a solid wall can do that.”

      “So I can leave at any time?” Which I would in an instant, if necessary.

      “Yes.” He grasped my shoulder. “I see your thoughts, and I understand your confliction. Yet you are my daughter and tied to me by blood, a bond which our Magioling DNA accepts to a far deeper degree than an Earthling’s. As your new relationship with Loveria stands strong, so too does a blood-bond. The two are no different in strength, except he holds your soul.”

      “My bond with him grows fast.”

      “So I’ve seen.” A rush of air passed between his lips. We entered a living room.

      Ahead, one scalloped wall faced a dark, full-length glass slider, and in the adjoining room, a tidy kitchen in tones of black and white with a marble breakfast bar appeared utilitarian clean.

      I moved toward the one and only piece of furniture in the lounge, a two-seater gray leather couch.

      “Where are we?” With that precise hearing of mine, I caught the crashing of the surf somewhere close.

      “At the Mount.”

      Which meant we were only a thirty-minute drive from my home.

      “Harbor side or ocean side?” I sank down into the leather, ran my hands over the chill of the fabric.

      “Ocean, and we’re on the top floor of the exclusive towers. This is the penthouse suite.”

      Oh, he had some fancy digs. “So you just moved in?”

      “No.” Flinging out the back-tails of his leather coat, he eased in beside me. “I purchased this apartment after the towers were built—eighteen years ago. I needed a base close to your mother and you.”

      “Really?” I checked out the room again in case I’d missed something that said eighteen years of occupation. “So you didn’t care to decorate? Some color would be nice.” White, black, gray, and silver everywhere.

      “This apartment is here for one reason only, and as I’ve said, I can’t be followed. I come here only to check on you and your mother, that’s when I can do so without your grandfather becoming aware of my departure from Dralion.”

      I rubbed my nose. “I have a grandfather?”

      Did that mean I had other family as well?

      “Yes.” He angled his head to one side, that intense violet gaze of his trained on me. “To both questions.”

      I tapped one foot. Having him reading my thoughts was going to take some time getting used to. “How often do you check up on us?”

      “I spend a few short minutes visiting your street, two or three times a week. It’s the most I can manage.”

      “How come I’ve never seen you before?”

      “I’m forced to keep my distance. Your grandfather rules Dralion with a firm hand, an iron grip that doesn’t allow me to acknowledge my weakness, my one all-consuming love.” He paused for a moment, then continued. “Which is for you and your mother.”

      I looked at him, trying to find a breath as everything swayed before me.

      “Breathe.” He rubbed my back.

      I inhaled, and vitally important air shuddered back into my lungs. “I—I—” How shocking. “My mother? You love us? And did you say my grandfather rules Dralion?”

      He took my suddenly frozen hands in his and rubbed them too. “We have much to discuss, and you have much to learn.” Warmth returned, and he continued, “You are a Wincrest and my name is Prince Alexo.”

      “Oh hell. Hell. Hell. Hell.” This couldn’t be happening.

      My so-called grandfather must be the hated Donaldo who Davio would gladly kill, right along with my father. “You’re truly Alexo?”

      A small cough as he cleared his throat. “Please, don’t call me by my given name. I am your father, and I have waited a lifetime for my daughter to name me as such.”

      “Right, Dad,” I exaggerated. “You can’t think it’s okay to dump this kind of information on me, or at least not this fast after eighteen years of nothing.”

      Rising to his feet, his jacket flapped out behind him and he crossed the room and pulled the glass slider open. The salty scent of the ocean floated in on the night breeze, and he stood there in the doorway facing me, the moon a golden orb framing him from behind. “Enough with the sarcasm.”

      “I wasn’t being sarcastic.”

      “I understand you’re hurting, but the truth is still the truth no matter which way I present it.”

      That I understood, was even grateful for considering the kind of week I’d just had. “Sure, you’re right about that. So tell me why you’ve steered clear of my mother and me for my entire life.”

      “Because of your mixed heritage. Donaldo would only ever see Kate as an Earthling and my weakest link, disposing of her as quickly as possible.”

      “So why become involved now? With me, that is.”

      “It is not I who became involved, but the protectors. Your mate is making my life difficult in his claim of you, and that is why we now meet.”

      “Hold on. Give me a minute to think this through. I’m still coming to grips with the fact I’m standing in the same room as my father. Who, I might add, has been silently watching over me, since my birth.”

      He rubbed his forehead and moved toward me. “You are safe with me. We are one and the same. Our blood-bond is cemented at birth and that connection is unbreakable. That’s why I’ve never risked coming into contact with you before, for the physical effect of being in each other’s presence is the same as you being in Loveria’s. I would want you with me in Dralion and you would want the same, but I don’t have the heart to take you from your mother. She loves you, and I certainly can’t expose her whereabouts to Donaldo, not when I’ve seen he would harm her. He wants full-blooded heirs, not Halflings, so you’ve both remained here in New Zealand.”

      I clutched my head, pressing all ten fingers into my skull. My mind was stretched to capacity, almost ready to explode.

      “Take a deep breath,” Alexo instructed. “We will get through this.”

      Oh, I knew I’d get through this, only where would I be at the end? Dropping my hands to my knees, I met his gaze. “Okay, so there’s no risk to me because of Donaldo Wincrest, correct?”

      “No, he would never harm a child of mine. The risk is to your mother alone. Her death would be a certainty, allowing him to see me married to another to give him full-blooded heirs. But I’ve never cared that your mother is from Earth, not as he has.”

      “How does he even know my mother exists?”

      “Because I won’t take another woman as my wife. I also wasn’t careful enough eighteen years ago. I mentioned Kate to him and I shouldn’t have. From that moment on, he’s been searching for her.”

      “You’ve never given us up?”

      “No.” He took a second, his chest rising and falling as he inhaled. “I see both Donaldo’s strengths and weaknesses. He doesn’t hold forethought as you and I do since it can skip generations, but he is a great leader. Although by the strength of our familial blood-bond, you too would find yourself called to serve him.”

      He sat at my side. “I’ve always wished for you to have choices in your life, for those not to be taken from you as your mother was taken from me. Yet now, Carlisio involves his grandson, and Davio pursues you. This means it won’t be long before our spies in Peacio report back to Donaldo that you exist.”

      “That would be dangerous?”

      “Not to you, but you would be forced to leave your mother if you wish to ensure her safety, and for the past eighteen years, I’ve spent my life ensuring that is so.”

      I shuddered. “Donaldo has never met me. How will his spies connect me to you?”

      “You hold the coveted forethought strength skill. Your eyes are the rare Wincrest violet. Your features are so similar to one of the other females in our family’s line. I could go on, but those things alone isolate you directly as mine. No Dralion spy worth his weight in gold will ever withhold that kind of information from Donaldo, not if he saw you.”

      “I’m not in Peacio, nor do I ever plan to travel there. Dad, I live here in New Zealand.” Whoa, and had I just called him Dad? Freaky.

      “You called me father?” He grinned and clasped his hand over mine. “Nothing pleases me more than hearing you say so.”

      Damn it. He’d said the blood-bond was seriously strong, and I surely couldn’t deny that. “I hope you realize I’m not enjoying this whole mated relationship, or this whole blood-bond thing that’s going on. Someone, who shall remain nameless, tried to convince me it was all going to be a fabulous thing.” I stirred my hands in the air. “In fact, she told me I needed to consider the full circle behind the mated concept, although she didn’t mention the emotions one would feel for their blood-bonded parent. She should have.”

      “Let me guess—the empath convinced you. You have to watch them. They’re pesky people. All they work on are feelings, and at times feelings can’t become involved.”

      “Well, they are now. Davio is my mate, and I have accepted him. I can’t walk away from him any more than he’d ever allow it of me.”

      A snort. “You make him mad.”

      “I happen to do that to people, and he’s no exception.”

      He dragged in a stiff pull of air. “I used to make your mother mad too. I miss that.”

      “You did?” Something more we had in common, and I couldn’t help my small smile. “She never speaks of you.”

      “I’m not surprised considering the way I left her.” He clenched his teeth. “Your mother is unaware of everything. Of whom I am. Of where I come from. Of why I left her the day of your birth.” Harsh words, yet true.

      “How can the mated relationship cross planets? First my mother and now me?”

      “That question is one that’s always confused me. I’m not aware of Earthlings being mated to our own, but I don’t see why it can’t happen. It certainly has between your mother and me, and I accepted that before your birth.”

      I sucked in my bottom lip, nibbled on it. “My mother’s very intuitive. Perhaps she has some inkling? Perhaps you let something slip back then?”

      “No. Kate has believed me gone, and that ending gives her the least pain, which certainly eases my own.”

      My legs tingled, and I stood and paced out the prickling. “I have no idea what my mother believed became of you. She said you left us, but I’ve never asked her for the details. There was never a time that seemed right.”

      Having not heard his approach, I jumped as he settled an arm over my shoulders. “It’s difficult to watch your distress when we don’t have long together. There is still much we need to speak of.”

      “Lay it on me. I might as well have it all.”

      “I need to explain your boiling blood in the presence of your mate.”

      “How do you know about that?” Ah, of course, he had forethought.

      “The aggression you experience around the direct bloodline of Loveria is a part of our genetic makeup. We’ve detested our enemy for centuries, as they have done with us.”

      My mouth opened. “Carry on.” Then shut.

      “A thousand years ago our family separated from Peacio, taking the lesser opposing land of Dralion. At the time, tremendously bad blood remained between the Wincrests and the Loverias, and that came about because our families alone held the highest skill of forethought. A war raged, and they unfortunately won.”

      “You can’t let bygones be bygones?” A thousand years had passed and they still warred? “It’s been millennia.”

      “Ours is an age-old war, and one that will never end. Over the centuries, information has been passed down within our line, that the Loverias won that battle from long ago, unfairly. Having seen the written evidence, I agree with my father. The Loverias should have left and not us. This means the only way to gain back our stronghold on Peacio is to eliminate, in full, the Loveria line.”

      “You wish to destroy all three, Carlisio, his son and grandson?” I pulled in a ragged breath. I couldn’t condone that.

      “I’m not asking you to condone it.” He was so proficient in reading my thoughts. Double freaky. “I’m simply explaining why our two lines have so opposed each other. Even though Davio has not yet thought of it, that state of tension is yet another which will prove you are descended from me.” He crossed his arms. “You must understand our history has decreed our future, that our blood will always war with theirs.”

      “Well, isn’t that incredibly helpful.” And super annoying too.

      “I’m sorry.” He tilted his head, confusion evident in his gaze. “Perhaps you can explain one thing to me.”

      “If I can.”

      “How is it you can stand the presence of your mate? I’ve personally witnessed you touching. That should be impossible, or at least extremely unpleasant, considering our blood feud.”

      “Ah, I merge my mind with his, and provided we touch, we cease clashing.”

      His gaze narrowed. “You merge your mind with his? Don’t you mean you read his projected thoughts? There’s no merging of the mind with this skill of ours.”

      “Um, he hardly allows his thoughts to escape. What I mean is, I bed down in his mind, and it’s real nice and comfy, but I only do that with him. You must be able to do it. Davio said the skill of mind-merge must come from you.”

      Frowning, the lines on his forehead deepened. “If it’s a part of my forethought, then I’ve never activated it. I certainly never needed to merge my mind with your mother’s as our blood never warred. This is unusual.”

      To me everything was unusual, but I kept quiet on that front.

      “You don’t mind touching the darkness of a Loveria’s mind?” Confusion chased across his brow. “Is this not aggravating in any way?”

      “No, it’s not aggravating. The man infinitely is, but not the mind-merge.”

      “I see. Then perhaps this merging is a necessary extension of your forethought, due to you mating with a Loveria.”

      Well out of the two of us, he should know.

      “Follow my forethought, if you will. I wish to show you more of what will soon be possible for you.” He walked out onto the balcony so very far above the ground. “We need the open air for it to fully activate.”

      I was up for that, and truth be told, my blood-bond with him demanded I please him. Jeez, that was irritating.

      Outside under the night sky, we walked to a darkened corner along the balcony that ran the width of the penthouse suite. Far below the glass-railed enclosure, moonlight shimmered over the sandy beach and turned the white-capped waves rolling into shore a stunning silvery hue. A few couples walked hand-in-hand alongside the surf, and seagulls hopped about the rocks near the jutting rise of the mountain so close. That majestic mountain gave this place its name—The Mount as locals affectionately called it.

      “This is the perfect spot.” He tapped his head. “Look inside my mind.”

      I focused and examined how he took Davio’s image and brought it to the forefront of his mind. As soon as that happened, my mate’s image shimmered into vivid life, then a live feed of images rolled through, as if I stood right with him. He paced Belle’s living room, Zac and Viv standing to one side, and Belle and Silvie the other. No one spoke, the room eerily quiet.

      “They have no idea what to do,” my father explained in a whisper. “But as they speak, ensure you listen for you will hear every word they utter.”

      I waited as Davio continued to walk back and forth, his lips flattened and his eyes darkened to the point where all flecks of gold within the brown were extinguished.

      “Carlisio did not see where she went.” The words rumbled from Davio’s mouth as he ground his teeth together. “She is either near too much metal or beyond Dralion’s energy shield. If that’s the case and the warrior has taken her...” He paused, his gaze narrowing on Zac’s. “Then we kill him, without asking questions.”

      Silvie pulled a tissue from her pocket and wiped her reddened eyes. “How? Why? I don’t get this. After all these years, why take her?” Her voice wobbled, and I cringed. I should never have left her without first speaking to her of my intentions. Not that I’d known of my intentions at the time.

      My father squeezed my arm. “Silvie is angry at me, not you. She has always been there for you, and she loves you like a sister. Remember that. Always.”

      “I know, but they think you took me when it was I who left. Davio wants me back.” And our last words had been in anger. I hated that.

      “Just look at him. We have yet to meet, and he already wishes me dead.”

      I stared into my father’s eyes. “Hey, you did hit me on the head. He’s been a tad upset over that.” I pressed my fingers into the back of my neck, and rubbed. “He’s not going to like finding out who you are. Heck, even I couldn’t have imagined exactly who you’d be.”

      With a deep inhalation, I returned to the live feed. Silvie left the room with Belle, and Davio let loose with a string of blasphemous words as Zac and Viv stood with him. Not good.

      My cheeks flushed with heat, which was made infinitely worse by the subsequent acts of death and destruction he voiced next.

      “Okay, well, I’d say Davio and his protectors aren’t people you ever want to meet.” I fanned my face. “Which means where to from here, Dad?”

      He crossed his arms. “You should return to him, without a doubt.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Very sure, and Donaldo can’t find you on Earth so right here is where you must currently stay. I have to consider what to do about the protectors while ensuring your mother remains safe.” He paused, pushed a hand through his hair. “Davio is still your mate and before we met, you’d already chosen him, a choice I’d never take away from you.” He sighed. “I wasn’t given that option with your mother, and I will not repeat history and take that choice from you, a choice my father took from me. To that end, I’ll return to Dralion and attempt to figure out where our lives are headed from here. It will take time, so be prepared to stay under the radar until I can formulate a plan. I have to consider everyone involved, even though I detest the thought of doing so with the Loverias.” He shook his head resolutely. “I never saw this mated bond coming.”

      “Neither did I.” Although, I agreed with him. Staying here sounded best, particularly when I too wished only to keep my mother safe. “I’m glad you’re not taking my decision to remain mated to him from me.”

      “When I said I would never harm you, I meant it. You must trust in me and believe I will always choose the best future for you. Which means I need to let you go, so you can return to Davio before he raises all hell. He is preparing to leave Earth and gather more protectors, and should he do that, we will all be in far more trouble than our lives are worth.”

      “I’ll go now.”

      He touched my arm. “Yes and a word of warning. I want you to inform Loveria of who I am and what he is now going to be up against. Let him know I will never see my daughter harmed, and if he chooses to make you a pawn between our two nations, I will see to his death just as quickly as he’s stated he’d like to see to mine.”

      I screwed up my forehead, feeling a terrible ache. “Righto, that’ll be a super nice conversation when I get around to it. Thanks for that.”

      “I’m sorry to have put you in such a position.” Alexo touched my brow. “Do not become distressed. Your forethought is gaining in strength and will soon be here in all its fullness. Don’t force it, but when it comes to you, it will be strong.” He inhaled sharply and pulled me into his arms. “Ensure you maintain your awareness and take extreme care.”

      I squeezed him tight in return, the full strength of our blood-bond pulling me toward staying right here with him. “This is strange, but I don’t want to leave you.” The words spilled out, because I truly didn’t. I wanted to learn more about this man who was my father. We hadn’t had enough time together yet.

      “I don’t want you leaving me either.” He hugged me even tighter, tucking my head in under his chin. “The familial connection of the blood-bond is both a burden and a privilege, one I could never deny, not with Donaldo, or to my birthplace of Dralion. Although I am soul-bound to your mother and must ensure her safety comes before all else. I understand you will need your mate more than me, so go to him.”

      I lifted my head. “How can you be so accepting?”

      “Carlisio Loveria is a thorn in Donaldo’s side, while his son, Everio, and grandson, Davio, are no better. I am their enemy, but for your sake, I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure this war doesn’t escalate. Certainly the days ahead of us won’t be easy, but we’ll get through them together.” His thoughts flickered with more insight, only he blocked—for the first time. “Now go. I will be in contact again as soon as I am able.”

      Recalling the last image of where Davio had stood in Belle’s living room, I attached the coordinates and made the jump. Although my mate better watch out, for he was about to learn I’d never accept any threat he now made to kill my father, not now I’d met him and spoken to him at length.

      The dark ensued, whizzing by then I was there. I toppled against Davio and sent us both to the floor. I landed with an “oomph” on his chest, then jabbed an elbow into his neck to keep him down. Swiftly, I merged my mind with his and bunked down in my soft spot. “If I were you, I’d stay still. I have something very important to say to you.”

      “Faith?” he tried to grab ahold of me, but I pressed my elbow in firmer as I eased up over him into a crouch.,

      “I said stay still.”

      A low growl rumbled from behind me, and at a guess, coming from Zac.

      Definitely Zac. A blade glinted as he slid it up against my neck. Looming over me, clothed in his black battle leathers and his legs braced wide apart, he muttered, “Viv, take the other side.”

      “I’m here to talk to Davio, not you.”

      The sharp press of Viv’s blade poked into the soft skin of my neck on the other side. Trapped, between two blades.

      Zac snarled. “Davio’s not thinking clearly and you’re holding him forcibly to the ground. That’s not going over very well with me.”

      “Too bad. I happen to like speaking my mind, and I’m not going to stop now.” Carefully, I eyed the man I’d flattened to the ground. “So, I heard you were heading out to cause some chaos. You want to explain?”

      His eyes reduced to bare slits, his gaze focused on my neck, and he answered not me, but his man. “Damn it, Zac. She’s bleeding. Stand back, both you and Viv.”

      “It’s our duty to protect you.”

      A warm trickle of blood dribbled down my throat. Taking a slow breath, I eyed Davio. “The Dralion warrior. The man we both know as my father.” I stopped for this wasn’t easy to say. “I’m sorry, but he’s Prince Alexo Wincrest, the son of King Donaldo.”

      Both blades moved, scraping down an inch. More blood, and Davio’s eyes closed as he took a shuddering breath. “I have her, Zac. Swords down, now. Both of you.”

      He had me?

      Oh, he did. His hands were firm around my wrists and within a split second, he shoved my elbow in his neck to the side and took full control.

      I shook as I slithered from my crouch down fully on top of him. It seemed my life was no longer my own and at every turn, the proof only grew stronger.

      I dropped my forehead to his chest, my heart aching at the loss of the life I’d had until so recently. Then I let the burden go and my tears fell. I let it all out. The path I’d chosen in my life had dropped away under my feet and I was in a maelstrom.

      “Don’t cry. I—” He stopped, twitchy hands sweeping around my back as he rolled me over. He moved to his feet, fluidly lifting me with him. “Faith, no. Don’t you dare cry. Here, sit.” He pushed me onto the padded couch, and hunkered down in front of me. “These wounds are healing. It’s nothing to cry over.” He swiped across the sword nicks and directed a murderous look at Zac and Viv as he did.

      I wiped the back of my hand across my cheeks. “Did you not hear me? My father is not only your enemy, but your greatest enemy. I met with him, and more than that, I struggled to leave him after he told me I must go. The blood-bond is strong. Why did none of you ever tell me such a thing existed?”

      “You were never supposed to bond with your warrior father.”

      Zac snarled. “Exactly.”

      Viv came up beside me. “I’m sorry you were not told, but what we feel toward our family is similar to what we feel for our mated one, only our mate holds our soul. You’ve met Wincrest, which means your allegiance to him will now surely grow.”

      Lifting his sword, Zac allowed it to hover. “That can’t be allowed to happen.”

      Davio pointed a finger at Zac, his gaze fixed. “Right now, your actions do not aid me in anyway.” To me he said, “Don’t speak another word in front of my protectors.”

      I cupped his cheeks, stared into his eyes. “I learnt something else. Wincrest blood battles in my very veins when I’m near you. Everything within me, every cell and tissue is designed to aggressively oppose yours. Surely you already knew of this.”

      He gritted his teeth. “Damn it, yes. But it didn’t cross my mind since we were mated. It’s not like a Wincrest and a Loveria meet very often, and when we do, we aren’t shaking hands and making friendly. Swords and bloodshed are usually involved.”

      I glanced at Zac who stood ramrod stiff, my blood coating Davio’s fingers. “The same thing’s happening now.”

      Davio wiped the blood on his shirt. “Your bloodshed is my bloodshed, and I need you. I won’t be separated from you, ever. It would be a deadly kind of hell—a certain madness if I had to live without you.” He leaned in. “For me, who fathered you has never changed how I felt. It only means I must take more care.”

      “Yes, but how does that happen when Alexo Wincrest is my father?”

      He touched his lips to mine with the softest of kisses. “I will strategize for it.”

      I pushed him back. “Strategize how?”

      A smile, the gold flecks flickering to life in his eyes. “You are the one person I can’t tell, not now your blood-bond with your father has come into effect.” Then he ducked in, and kissed me proper.

      Drat him, but I couldn’t leave him anymore than I had wanted to leave my father. Heaven help me, but I had returned to my mate as Alexo had instructed, and now I needed to give my father some time to figure out our future.

      I nipped Davio’s lips, and broke away. “Alexo told me to come back to you, although he did ask me to stay under the radar. He intends to come up with a plan.”

      At his groan, I eyed him. “Let me finish. Alexo doesn’t wish for Donaldo to know about me, or that I attempt to go near Peacio for fear of Donaldo’s spies within your country spotting me.” I paused, taking a deep breath. “But he did have a very forthright warning for you. You are never to harm me, and you are never to place me as a pawn between our two nations. If you do, he’ll kill you, just as surely as you would kill him.”

      One brow cocked up. “Wincrest believes I’d be open to giving him any length of time to formulate a so-called plan? The man is an idiot. I’m taking you with me to Peacio as soon as I rid it of Dralion’s spies.”

      “Hey, did you not hear me say I’m not to be a pawn?” I gripped his shirt, and shook him. “I know I mentioned the death and destruction part.”

      He mumbled, turned sharply on Zac as he closed in on us, swiftly kicked out his leg and toppled Zac to the floor. “Leave my mate alone. She did not mean my death and destruction. Surely, you can see I’m in no mood for trouble from you. Take Viv and leave.”

      Zac rose, and brushed the back of his pants. “I’m not going anywhere, not when your trouble has just begun.”

      I caught Davio’s hand. “We need privacy.”

      Without asking, I took us both away.

      We arrived a moment later in the bedroom I shared with Silvie.

      “Perfect.” He smiled. “I should have thought of that.”

      Zac and Viv shimmered in.

      “Enough.” Davio opened the door and tugged me down the hallway. “Everyone to bed,” he yelled over his shoulder. “There is nothing more we can do this night. We’ll have to wait until Dralion’s spies have been ferreted out and wholly removed.”

      I tripped into his back and he swung me into his arms and carried me into his bedroom. He shut the door with his hip, crossed the room to his king-sized bed covered in a royal-blue comforter and sat me down on the end.

      Why could I not stay out of trouble?

      “Well, this is nice.” I jiggled about on the mattress, desperate for some normalcy. Perhaps changing the subject from all the doom and gloom that had just gone on might help. I pointed over his shoulder at a pretty piece of framed artwork. “Is that somewhere in Peacio, like the prints in the lounge?” The painting, a bright and beautiful landscape, one of a fast running river nestled among a forest of trees, captured my attention.

      “You’re attempting to distract me, but it won’t work.” He moved to the large bank of windows and pulled the velvet curtains—a shade a mushroom-brown—across. “Although it is late—almost two in the morning.”

      “It’s that late already?” Boy, time had flown with my father. “Then I should go to bed.” I jumped to my feet.

      With a narrowed gaze, he stepped in front of me, all six foot four of him. “Yes, that bed behind you. Where I can watch you.”

      “I know you heard the part about my father being Alexo Wincrest. I don’t think he’ll want me sleeping with you.”

      “As much as I loathe the Wincrests”—taking my arms, he leaned in—“always have and always will, you are not specifically my enemy. You are my mate, and we are going to sleep together.”

      “But—”

      “No buts.” He touched his lips to mine. “I will only concede to the point that Peacio suffers from Dralion’s spies breaching our country’s tight security. I agree that you shouldn’t be permitted to travel to Peacio under those conditions, or as I’ve said, until any spies are fully removed. So, that means our relationship doesn’t change. I want you in my bed. I can no longer deny my feelings toward you. I want you closer to me, right by my side where I can watch over you.”

      “Spies. Other worlds. Blood-bonds.” I flushed, my cheeks heating again. “You want to watch over me—lovely.” And here I’d thought my life was all about final exams in a couple of months.

      “Go and change for bed. You are sleeping under those covers with me until the morning. Which means you have two minutes in order to ready yourself, for any longer and I’ll personally hunt you down.”

      I could see he wasn’t going to give in. “Give me five minutes.”

      “No. You have two, and just so you’re aware, I’m already counting.” He turned and headed toward the attached bathroom off his room.

      “Hey.” I stomped after him. “You can’t make those kinds of demands and walk away. On Earth, those involved in a relationship discuss things. You’re supposed to come up to three minutes, and then I’ll come down to four.” The door clicked shut as he closed himself within. I banged the door. “C’mon, you’re a prince for heaven’s sake. You should know the end deal should have been three and a half.” My blood began to boil. “I’m going back to five.”

      “No,” he called through the solid wood. “I don’t bargain.”

      I thumped the door again for good measure, before flashing to my room where I should have been sleeping with Silvie, although where Silvie had gone, I had no idea. I grabbed my clothing from the twin bed and returned.

      Davio waited in the doorway.

      I stopped, breathing in deeply as I stared at his low slung blue pajama pants.

      That was it? That was all he had on?

      “I’ll need the bathroom,” I squeaked as I tried not to focus on the solid wall of his chest. “Where did Silvie and Belle go?”

      “They’re checking places you might have ’ported to, places where you might seek some time alone. I’ll send a message to tell them you’re back and to return.” He stepped to one side, allowing me to enter.

      I puckered my lips and let them pop. “I can’t believe I’m sleeping in here with you.”

      His brow creased, his index finger sliding underneath my chin. “I can’t have you several rooms away from me as you were last night. We’ll sleep together, and by sleep, I mean sleep.” He bent his head, kissed the tip of my nose. “This is not the time for us to strengthen our bonds sexually. In fact, that kind of relationship between mates is generally reserved for marriage, even as old-fashioned as that sounds.”

      Well, that was an unexpected answer after he’d just demanded we sleep together.

      I cleared my throat. “Well, in all honesty, I’m relieved.” Because there was the whole glaring issue of my father who had a very long sword instead of a shotgun.

      “So, we’re in agreement? To abstinence?”

      I touched a finger to his chest and tapped it. Oh my, his chest was rock-hard and rippled with muscles. I let out a soft sigh. I liked all that muscle, liked it lots and lots. “Yes. Your idea is solid. We’ll go with that.”

      “Good. Now go and change for bed.” He turned me around by the shoulders, gave me a push in the right direction.

      Showering in thirty seconds flat was a record for me. I dried off fast, hauled my yellow cami top and pajama shorts on. With a quick whizz of my toothbrush over my teeth, I left the bathroom and halted in the doorway to the bedroom.

      Propped up in bed, his back pressed to the headboard, Davio waited for me. He held out a hand and I walked across and scooted in beside him.

      Swiftly, I merged my mind with his, and mumbled, “This is a first.”

      “We’ll adapt. Let me turn off the light.” He flicked the bedside switch and plunged the room into darkness.

      I blinked and adjusted.

      “Down. I’ll need to touch you, maybe hold your hand since we need skin-to-skin contact so your anger doesn’t rise. Is that acceptable?”

      “You’re actually asking instead of just demanding?” I couldn’t help but smile, then shuffled down and settled my head on the pillow. At night, I always wrinkled my cami top up, just enough over my midsection so I could stroke the scar I’d had since birth.

      As I did, his fingers bumped into mine. He caught hold of my hand, only the rest of him was too far away, a gaping distance considering the size of the bed.

      A minute later, and I still stared upward. “This doesn’t feel right. Can you come closer?”

      “Sure.” His breath hitched as he rolled into me, then he wrapped his arms snugly around my waist and kissed the side of my neck. “Is that better?”

      I moaned. “Oh, that is sooo much better.” I smiled, threaded my fingers through his, then I caught a stray thought from his mind. He was thinking of his loved ones back home, his grandfather, parents, and someone else named Silas.

      Wriggling onto my side, I faced him. “Who’s Silas?”

      “My cousin. We grew up together at Loveria Castle. Our mothers are sisters.”

      “If you’re as close as you say, why isn’t he here?”

      “He’s my right hand man, and attending to my duties while I’m not there.” He touched his head. “He’s also knocking telepathically right now, and even though I’m blocked, I can still sense him needing to make contact.”

      “Oh, if that’s the case, go right ahead and speak to him.” I traced my fingers along his brow in the near dark. Only a slither of moonlight beamed in through the small gap in the curtains where they hadn’t quite been pulled fully across.

      “Thank you. I won’t be long.”

      I tugged my pillow more comfortably under my head as he conversed privately with Silas.

      Long minutes passed, and I snuggled closer, the sound of his even breathing lulling me.

      “I’m sorry. Silas is insistent.”

      A yawn escaped me. “Insistent about what?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon there’s a gathering of protectors. We all need to be there. It’s very important. But be assured, Belle will stay.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      “Not for long, and you will stay put, right here with Belle and Silvie.”

      “We’ll see.”

      He groaned, and I grinned in the dark.

      “So, what’s the meeting about?”

      “Dralion’s spies. That’s the one issue I need resolved since I wish to have the freedom to move you there.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’m leaving Belle with you.”

      “So you said.”

      “And Silvie. I want you to stay close to Silvie.”

      “Okay, quit that.” I flicked his arm. “You’re not going to be away for very long. I believe I can look after myself for a couple of hours.” I yawned again, clapped a hand over my mouth and murmured, “I’ll be fine, truly.”

      “Promise me you’ll be here when I return.”

      “I promise.”

      “Good, now sleep. You’re yawning and I’ve clearly kept you up too late. I should be taking more care of your needs.”

      Great. I could swear the man worried more about me than anyone in my entire life ever had. His innate ability to do so truly sucked.

      “I don’t want to go to sleep yet. I want to stay up all night talking to you. You’re the first man I’ve ever slept with. This is kind of cool.”

      “Faith.” My name was a warning as he brushed his lips across my forehead. “I know we’ve had a rough day, especially with what played out earlier with Wincrest, but remember we have a future together. We have an entire lifetime to talk.”

      I curled up against him, yet another yawn escaping. “Just ignore that,” I mumbled, only my eyelids felt like lead. Whether I wanted to or not, I drifted.

      “Goodnight.” His soft murmur seemed to come from far away, and then I was out, slipping assuredly into my safest haven.
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      I awoke and stretched, then stopped at the heavy weight of Davio’s arm draped across my waist, his breath warm on the back of my neck. A smidgeon of dawn light sneaked in between the heavy fall of velvet curtaining over the windows and highlighted his features. I smiled. No longer did he have last night’s dark shadows under his eyes. They’d gone, and it appeared he’d rested well.

      Pushing up onto my elbows, I checked the time. My watch said five-forty. Not much sleep, but I was okay with that. In all honesty, I had to be because my legs ached.

      I stroked down my right thigh to my calf, then back up again. The itchy ache felt like coiled energy deep inside needing to be released. I should run.

      Swinging my feet to the ground, I checked over my shoulder to make certain I hadn’t woken him.

      After such a late night, an extra hour of sleep wouldn’t hurt him, not when I could look after myself. This outing alone would certainly prove it.

      I snuck out of his bedroom, tiptoed down the hallway and peeked in on Silvie.

      My lips lifted. She slept so snugly in her bed.

      The intricate burgundy quilt was fluffed up around her neck, or it was until I bounced on top of her.

      Only she didn’t wake.

      Didn’t even stir.

      I took a length of her red-gold hair and yanked. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”

      She groaned and lifted a wobbly hand. Blindly patting the air, she knocked my hand away. “You’re such a pest. Go back to sleep and leave me alone. You disappear, then reappear without even a word to me, then sleep in Davio’s room and I’m not happy about that.”

      “Sorry, Mum, but I promise all we’re doing is sleeping. Nothing else.” I gripped the top edge of her covers, went to pull but she yanked them right up over her head.

      I chuckled, her typical morning moodiness only encouraging me further. “I’m going for a run and didn’t want to leave you behind, not like I did last night. I’m sorry I scared you. You wanna run around Centennial Park together?”

      “Oh, you’re so funny.” She whipped a knee into me from underneath the covers. “I don’t run and you know it. I’m a sane sleeper, and you’re forgiven.”

      I grinned. “You’re such a spoilsport. You won’t get fit lying around in a bed.”

      She pushed the covers down and dragged an eyelid open, one piercing blue eye sending a sharp look at me. “What’s wrong with your legs? I can feel the mini earthquake from here. Why are you wriggling about like that?”

      She was right. My lower limbs shook. Even clamping a hand on them didn’t help. “I don’t know. I woke up like this.”

      She dropped her eyelid as if it weighed too much for her to handle. “Then go for your run and make it a lengthy one. Belle said with your sort of skills accumulating, you’ll have an overabundance of energy to expend. Many of their highly skilled people need to run it out a couple of times a month.”

      “Truly? No one’s ever told me that.” It made a whole lot of sense though. “In that case, I’ll pop home, change and do just that. Run until I’ve expended my energy.”

      “Shut the door on your way out.” She rolled over and heaved the burgundy quilt back up and over her head.

      I smiled for I had been dismissed—Silvie fashion.

      One-half second later with the precise image of my bedroom in mind, I flashed there. Oh yeah, I loved that speed.

      At my dresser, I pulled out a pair of sky-blue running shorts and a white t-shirt. In the bathroom, I tugged a comb through my hair and secured it in a ponytail. Running socks and lace-up Adidas sneakers on, I dashed to my bathroom and whizzed the toothbrush over my teeth.

      At the other end of the hallway, I checked in on my sleeping mother.

      With her dark hair tumbled in complete disarray over her pillow, she mumbled in her sleep, so like Silvie I couldn’t help but smile. I jiggled from foot to foot, bent and dropped a kiss on her forehead then snuck out without waking her.

      Tub of yogurt. Glass of water. Another shake of my legs, and I was off.

      I took the pathway, the thicker tree canopy swaying overhead in the breeze. I pounded down Centennial Drive, the hum of chirping sparrows and buzzing bees resounding all around.

      Another minute and the sun would rise fully over the eastern horizon. I was in paradise. I adored spring and seeing the roses bloom in a myriad of color over our fence from Mr. Ray’s place next door. This park, with its varying shades of breakout green and gold, soothed my very soul. Spring was the most beautiful season.

      “Good morning.”

      I jumped, my heart losing ten very necessary beats as Davio stepped out from behind a tree. “That’s not funny.” I glared, then half-stumbled at the yum-yum sight of his white sports t-shirt pulling tight across his chest. “Where did you come from?”

      “From behind the tree.” A devilish grin.

      “Obviously.” I tugged my ponytail tighter and set out again. “Was Carlisio being nosy?”

      “No, this time I shook Silvie out of bed for the information. Stubborn redhead was almost impossible to wake up.” He reached for my hand as we ran, and I merged my mind with his. Oh boy. There it was—instant gratification.

      Feet pounding the ground, I built up my speed. “Why aren’t you asleep like she is? I left you behind for a good reason.” I pumped my legs, going faster still.

      “Wherever you are”—he grumbled, panting hard—“is where I’ll always wish to be.”

      I glanced at him, laughing. “That didn’t sound very wishful.”

      “That’s because we’re running like there’s no tomorrow. Is there a reason for this?” He clutched his side.

      “No idea, other than that I’m just warming up.” We neared the isolated end of Centennial Park where the town’s perimeter merged with the country. The pavement gave way to an open area of grassy land, and now I truly let loose. “Catch me if you can.”

      “I’m not letting you get away.”

      “You appear to be having trouble keeping up with the Halfling.”

      “I’ve come to notice you’re very feisty in the mornings.”

      “Only the mornings?”

      He smiled and I grinned back.

      “Hey, I can’t help it. Silvie didn’t get all snippy at you for no reason, not after I’ve trained her so well to be that way. And talking about Silvie, I mentioned to her I woke with lively legs. Apparently, Belle told her it happened a couple of times a month amongst your skilled people. Something about excess energy?”

      “Yeah, you have to deal with it and run for a good hour or two like this. But for now, go as fast as you need to. I’ll somehow manage to keep up.”

      With another surge, I did just that.

      We wove our way through the bushy lower basin of a gully, the next two hours passing quickly as we tracked away and upward along the Papamoa hills.

      Considering our mated bond, I broached the question foremost in my mind as we made the scenic hilltop and stopped. Hands to my knees, I drew in a couple of deep breaths. “Why is it we still haven’t created a link, as in a telepathic link? I know it requires trust, but as a mated pair shouldn’t that be a given? I have a telepathic link with Belle.”

      “We should have, and I do trust you.” He rubbed my back. “Except we’re dealing with more issues than most mated couples. We’ll give the telepathic link more time. When it comes, we’ll be able to speak to each other no matter where we are—and we’ll both need that.”

      I straightened, looked him in the eye. “I take it there’s never been a Wincrest who ever trusted a Loveria?”

      He muttered his answer first, then repeated it a second time with more strength. “We are born enemies, but not you and me. Come here.” He pulled me into his arms. “We will work this out.”

      “We better.”

      His hold tightened. “The people of Peacio are my first priority, but no one, not a soul will be able to drive us apart.” He bent his head, pressing every hot inch of himself closer as his lips touched mine.

      I grinned as he kissed me. “Are you trying to make me miss school?”

      “I wouldn’t mind.” A second later he ’ported us to my room. “Except one’s education is important.”

      I tilted my head to the side, taking a quick moment to listen for the sound of my mother. Nothing. Everything remained quiet. “Mum’s not home, would have gone to work by now, but at some point I’d like you two to have a proper meeting, with a sit-down conversation. Do you want to speak to her?”

      “About what exactly?”

      “Anything. She doesn’t know you, and I’d like her to.”

      He smoothed his finger along my jaw. “I can’t mention Magio, for the obvious reasons, but I’d like that too, to have a sit-down conversation. Now, dress and ready yourself for school. I’ll return in two minutes.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You need to cease with demanding such short spans of time for me to get ready, for either bed or the—”

      Chuckling, he shimmered and disappeared before I could finish my argument.

      Huh, how annoying.

      I stomped to the bathroom, took far longer than the required two minutes as I showered then dressed in my favorite pair of faded, blue denim cutoffs. I pulled on a gray and blue striped hoodie and blow-dried my hair. Minimal makeup and I was done.

      Back in my bedroom and low and behold, guess who was back?

      He tapped his watch as he frowned. “Fifteen minutes?”

      “That’s the new standard. Get used to it.” I merged my mind with his, stood on his booted toes and kissed his cheek. “You look nice, by the way.” I stepped back and circled him. Scrumptious. He was dressed in a black shirt and jeans, his dark hair damp and curling delectably around his neck.

      “And you look”—he crooked his finger, beckoning me back to his side—“too far away.”

      I grabbed my school bag and joined him. “We need to get going.”

      “We surely do.” He firmed his grip on my hand and we made the jump. We arrived behind the trunk of the largest tree at the edge of the field. As we stepped out from behind it, the bell pealed loud and clear. Davio steered me toward the mathematics block.

      Viv stood leaning against the wall next to our Calculus classroom door, her dark locks clipped behind her ear as she chewed gum. She blew a purple bubble and popped it, pushed off the wall in skinny black jeans and a white “I-Heart-New Zealand” t-shirt.

      “Hey, don’t you think I’m starting to look the part?” Viv popped another bubble, acting as if she hadn’t just held a blade to my neck the day before. No hard feelings. I certainly didn’t have any toward her and Zac, and clearly those were reciprocated.

      Davio laughed. “I believe you are. I’m impressed.” Then his gaze narrowed. “Where’s Zac?”

      She touched her hip. “He’s not always glued to my side.” Then she peered over her shoulder through the window in the door. Zac stood behind his desk, his gaze on Viv, Belle seated farther away at the back of the room. “We’re just waiting for you guys and Silvie to show.”

      “I’m here.” Silvie skidded around the corner, her bright yellow tank top and red miniskirt highlighting her pale complexion. She was one of those rare redheads who could wear any color, and the brighter the better. She snatched my wrist and dragged me into class. “We need to be quick. Mr. Houghton is on my six, and I don’t care for another detention slip. The one I got last week was enough.”

      “But, I—”

      She yanked out a chair and dumped me in it.

      Behind me, Davio groaned.

      “Sorry.” I squeezed his arm.

      “It’s all right. Silvie was fast. I’ll sit with Belle, and make sure I keep enough distance so there’s no pain or anger rising for you.”

      “Hey.” Silvie snapped her fingers in front of me. “Mr. Houghton is here.”

      In the seat behind me, Zac leaned forward and knocked my chair leg with his foot. “Sorry about yesterday, the sword and all. Did you have a nice sleep?”

      “I did, thanks.” I frowned as Davio sat next to Belle at the back of class. Belle leaned into him, laid a hand on his forehead and murmured something in his ear. To Zac, I muttered, “How come those two are so chummy?”

      Zac glanced back at them. “Not chummy. Belle is relaxing him. He must be stressed, and it only takes her a second to help ease any discomfort. She’s an empath, remember?”

      Discomfort likely caused by the fact that we sat so far apart. Man, the emotional swings of being mated were definitely crappy, for both of us. I took a deep breath as Mr. Houghton shut the door.

      Silvie knocked my arm with her elbow and set a pen in front of me. “You can thank me for that later.”

      I gave her a nod as Mr. Houghton dropped a pile of papers on his desk and shuffled through the first few. Finding what he wanted, he looked out at the class. “Open your textbooks. I’ll put the page number on the board.” With a black marker in hand, he scribbled across the board’s surface and the lesson began.

      I wriggled in my seat. Behind me Zac and Viv whispered, and I extended my acute hearing past them toward Davio at the rear, only I halted as I caught another conversation.

      “I seriously can’t believe how hot he is. Even the name Loveria is hot.” Lauren, one of my classmates, smacked her glossy red lips together, one hand running through her bleached-blond hair.

      “Yeah, I’m so gonna get him into my bed.” Melanie Steeples pressed one brightly painted pink fingernail against her plump lower lip. Oh boy, Melanie was the worst kind of bragger, not to mention she had a reputation for sleeping with almost every guy she could get her well-manicured fingers on.

      I groaned and buried my head in my palms, because I wasn’t going to make it through an hour of Calculus if I had to listen to those two pampered misses talking about how they wanted to get their hands on my boyfriend.

      “Belle.” I opened our telepathic link. “We’re going to have to swap places. Now if you don’t mind.”

      “Okay, sure.” Frantic chair scraping from the back of the room. “Why can I feel your distress so strongly?”

      “Because you’re an empath, and I’m feeling a whole lot jealous right now.” I snatched my books and squeezed Silvie’s shoulder. “I gotta go and sit with my boyfriend before I kill Melanie and Lauren and bury their bodies in my backyard. I’ll explain later.”

      Silvie tapped her pen on my rear. “You are making less sense as every day passes. Go.”

      I did, breezing to the back as Davio eyed me.

      Ah, I could drown in his seriously hot stare.

      Only my moment of delight came to a halt as from my left, Melanie and Lauren’s chatter continued. Something about me swapping seats with Belle and how dare I? Only Davio stood and reached out, took my hand and steered me into Belle’s now vacated seat. I tried hard to ignore the girls’ vindictive words as I sat.

      He tugged my chair closer to his, swept an arm over my shoulders and nipped my ear. “Don’t concern yourself overly much with them.”

      “I wasn’t. I know how you go through withdrawals when not in my company. I couldn’t have you getting all explosive in class.” At the front of the room, Mr. Houghton continued to write on the board.

      Rolling my shoulders, I tried to analyze my feelings. It seemed jealously was a very real emotion for me now.

      “Hey, do you see that?” Lauren muttered to Mel in a low hush I easily caught. “You and I should have first dibs on him.”

      “Faith’s a slut. He hasn’t been here for long, and she’s already picked him up.”

      “Take a look at Zac and Viv.” Davio squeezed my hand.

      Half way down the room, Viv ripped off a sheet of paper, as did Zac. They balled the paper up, and with complete accuracy born of great marksmanship, sent their paper missiles flying. One hit Melanie square in the forehead, and the other hit Lauren.

      Beside me, Davio chuckled, and Melanie and Lauren spluttered. Around us, other students laughed at them too. Mr. Houghton, with his head of gray hair and black-smudged fingertips turned around and frowned at the sudden amusement ringing forth.

      The room quietened.

      Mr. Houghton shook his head, cleared his throat and returned to his cherished whiteboard.

      “Zac and Viv did that for me?” I looked into Davio’s eyes.

      “They are protectors, and none would sit idly by and listen to your name being slurred, no matter you’re a Wincrest.” He leaned in and nuzzled my cheek. “Just be grateful they didn’t bring their daggers into school, otherwise it wouldn’t have been paper missiles coming their way.”

      To Davio it was such a simple explanation. But not to me. And daggers?

      “By all rights your esteemed protectors should be slaughtering me.” I still felt bad about how I’d tackled him to the floor last night after I returned from my trip to see my father. I had gone a little overboard, only my emotions had been all scattered at that point in time. It wasn’t easy having a boyfriend who wanted to kill my father.

      His chair scraped a little. “I will hear no more of that. I’ve made it clear to them you are mine. I adore you.” He gripped my hand. “Completely and fully.”

      “You do?” Because I couldn’t help my rising emotions for him from taking me either. I adored him as well.

      “Absolutely.” Leaning forward, he kissed my cheek. His lips twitched against my skin. “No one will be able to make me as happy as you will.”

      “Likely no one will provoke you and be as great of a nuisance, either.”

      His eyes glittered at that declaration. “Nothing you say will drive me away from you.”

      “Lucky me.” I pulled my hand out of his and picked up my pen. “Stop chatting. I have a Calculus exam in less than three months, and I would appreciate being able to pass it.”

      He slid his elbows forward on his desk, his voice dropping lower. “Is it possible you feel guilty?”

      Not prepared to answer, I busied myself writing down Mr. Houghton’s calculations from the board.

      “Look at me, my mate.”

      “I’m not listening to you. Please, try and look busy. If we get caught talking, we’ll end up with detention slips, and trust me, you don’t need an afterschool detention at a time when you need to leave for Peacio.”

      He leaned in closer. “Mr. Houghton is practically deaf, otherwise we’d have already scored a handful of them already. What have I said to upset you?”

      “Whoa. Mel look,” Lauren grumped.

      For heaven’s sake. It appeared our doings had again captured the attention of the two classroom vixens.

      Lauren shoved an elbow into Melanie’s side.

      “Oomph. I saw, Lauren. He’s clearly besotted with her and why, I have no freakin’ idea. Faith is too skinny and she has next to no boobs.”

      I froze at their comment. Sure, I was a B cup, and unlike them, I hadn’t had my breasts surgically enhanced to their backbreaking DD’s.

      Another two missiles of paper zoomed from the front. Melanie and Lauren squeaked as they got hit again.

      Davio chuckled. “Just ignore them. Zac and Viv are dealing with it. My protectors are still wound up after last night and those girls...” He snuggled an arm around my waist. “They clearly have no idea what they speak of. You’re perfect just the way you are, as well as feisty and strong-willed, which is exactly how I like you. No one else could ever stand so strongly at my side, other than you.”

      “Thank you.” I wanted to smother him in kisses. “I adore you too.” I tapped his nose with my blue pen. “You’re perfect for me as well. Hopefully you’ll be able to stand just as firmly at my side too. This relationship goes two ways, and I’m going to make sure it all works out.”

      The corner of his lips lifted and his eyes crinkled. I wanted to keep on staring at him, only Mr. Houghton’s voice droned on and I tipped up my textbook. Page one-hundred and one. Paragraph four.

      I sighed. Calculus. Oh how boring.
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      I made my way down the hallway, then halted as Davio’s low growl resounded toward me, right from the direction of Belle’s dining room. Zac and Viv were supposedly with him while Belle had told me she and Silvie would be collecting supplies for the weekend.

      As my forewarning activated, I stilled. A wavering vision of Davio seated at the large oak table across from his two protectors shimmered into life before my eyes. Shocked, I squeezed my eyes shut and gasped as I caught another protector seated at Davio’s right side. He wore battle leathers studded with bits of steel, and a sword glinted at his side, his hair short and springy and the same stunning red-gold shade as Silvie’s.

      Slowly the vision of the four of them in discussion melted away.

      Wow. My forewarning, my ability to see what was to come had definitely advanced, but why had I been forewarned about there being a new protector in the house? He was with Davio, so they clearly knew each other, and no one around Davio would harm him or now me, not since he’d made that abundantly clear to one and all that such a thing wasn’t permitted. No more swords being bandied about near my neck.

      I waited, hoping for more as I recalled Alexo’s solemn words. Your skills grow fast. They are cementing and strengthening just as your powerful lineage demands.

      For certain, the more I used them, the stronger they became. A thrilling thought, and I was eager to experience for myself even more of what Alexo had shown me of his skill.

      Loud complaints came from up ahead, then Viv scraped back a chair and strode down the hallway toward me. “There you are. We need to be away, including Davio. Silvie called and said she and Belle are on their way back. We’ll leave the moment they’ve returned.”

      “I was coming, but just had a vision, one of forewarning. There’s another protector here with Davio. Who is he?”

      “Ah, that’s Silas.”

      Davio had spoken telepathically to Silas last night, his cousin a man I actually couldn’t wait to meet since Davio had said they were close. He’d called Silas his right-hand man. “You’re all leaving for this all-important meeting in Peacio now?”

      “We are, and Silas is here to ensure Davio’s return. The protectors in Peacio have already been called together and are awaiting us. We have spies to find.” Viv clasped my arm. “Making certain Peacio is safe should you venture there is imperative.”

      “Of course.” Not that I wanted to visit Peacio right now, not when my father was sorting through a plan as well, but still, I could understand Davio’s need to ensure his country remained safe for me to visit, for whenever that might happen.

      “Make your goodbyes fast. Silas has never been one to dawdle.”

      “Sure thing.”

      We walked together into the dining room, and Davio’s gaze veered immediately to mine. He pushed back his high-backed leather chair and stood.

      “Faith, come and meet Silas.” He motioned to his redheaded cousin. “Silas, this is my mate, Faith.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Silas pushed back his chair and extended his hand to me. “Davio has spoken of you and your bond, of your father and your meeting with him. I’m aware of all.”

      “Nice to meet you too.” I shook Silas’s hand. His cousin was tall, the same immense height as Davio. He towered over me, his hand firm around mine. Memories surged as I looked into his eyes. Images formed and—oh wow. A vision.

      My knees buckled and I dropped to the floor under the heavy weight of a pressing feed so similar to Alexo’s in all its full and absolute glory.

      “What’s happening?” Davio knelt beside me, his face stricken.

      “It’s a vision, and a staggering one at that. Don’t touch me.” If he did, I might lose my shaky hold on the images, and the last thing I needed was for them to flitter away.

      Carefully, he eased back, only an inch, but it was enough.

      Eyes closed, I followed the images, those actually mimicking a memory from back in the summer and not a vision in itself.

      I’d bounced into Silvie’s lounge with its bright burgundy couches and blue carpet, the framed photo of Silvie and her mum hanging prominently on the wall facing the fireplace. Silvie and Silas had been chatting, both deeply immersed in their conversation, then as they’d hugged, I’d cleared my throat from the doorway. “Sorry, am I interrupting an important conversation?”

      “No, not at all.” Silvie had jerked back and clutched her chest. “This is Silas, a friend of a friend. He was just leaving.”

      “Yes, I was.” Silas had whizzed right past me and when I’d turned to say goodbye, he’d already disappeared out the front door. Gone, within the blink of an eye.

      Huh? A friend of a friend? Silvie must have blatantly lied to me that day.

      No wonder that memory had soared forth, a forewarning as such from the past.

      Hot tears burned behind my eyes and I opened them and stared at Davio. “Silvie’s hiding something from me.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve met Silas before, several months ago now, and my vision was of a memory from that time. He’d popped around to visit Silvie and they’d been chatting in the sitting room when I turned up. Neither heard me walk in, then Silvie mumbled something about Silas being a friend of a friend. He left before I could even utter one word to him, bolted straight out the door as if the hounds of hell were on his tail. And now he’s here.” Only how had Silvie known Silas back then? He was a protector, Davio’s cousin and a Peacian, and we’d only learnt of them recently.

      “Silas.” Davio eyed his cousin. “What’s this about?”

      “Damn,” Silas muttered, his gaze wide with shock. “Faith is right. We met several months ago in the summer. I’d been visiting Silvie as I often do, and hadn’t heard her arrival. I got out of there as quick as I could though.”

      “Yet clearly not quick enough.” Davio scooped me off my knees.

      “Wait. You visit Silvie often?” I squeaked. My ears buzzed.

      “I’m so sorry, Faith.” Davio scrubbed one hand through his hair. He slashed a hard look at Silas. “How could you not have told me you’d met my mate while visiting your sister?”

      “His sister?” I know I screeched, right before I lost all breath.

      Davio gripped my arms, his gaze searching mine. “Clearly we need to speak. Silvie and Silas are twins, both born prematurely in Peacio eighteen years and two months ago to my mother’s beloved older sister, Seriah. Silvie was going to talk to you about it all this weekend, although I had no idea you’d already met Silas, otherwise I wouldn’t have just introduced you.”

      “You’re saying Silvie isn’t from Earth?”

      My heart bumped out of rhythm. Such deceit and lies, and all coming from my best friend no less. The magnitude of her dishonesty broke through me, shattered my heart into a million pieces.

      I closed my eyes and shoved Davio away. I glared at Silas and the last straw snapped. “How did I not guess? You have the same hair, the same blue eyes, the same damn freckles even.”

      It hurt to even look at him.

      Silvie had been by my side my entire life, and this deceit had gone back eighteen shocking years. Silvie was no friend at all. “Why is Silvie here?”

      All I’d ever shared or known with her had been the worst kind of a lie.

      Shame rolled through me, and anger…so cutting and painfully deep.

      From behind me, a wracked gasp rent the air.

      Silvie stood frozen in the doorway, hands to her mouth and her eyes bugged wide while Belle stood next to her. “Silas.” Silvie stared at her brother. “W-what are you doing here?” Her tormented gaze swung to me. “Faith, don’t move. I can explain.”

      I sucked in a fast breath and stormed across to her. “Lies, Silvie.” I shoved her shoulders and she jerked back a step. “Since we were children,” I ground out, never more furious in my entire life. “We’ve known each other since we were babies and not once in all these years did you ever tell me you’re a blasted Peacian, from another world entirely. What kind of a friend lies to that extreme?”

      “I’m so sorry, Faith.” She grabbed my arms, her fingers pinching in razor tight. “I didn’t know how to tell you I had a twin brother, not with everything that’s gone down since your strength skills came into being, but I was going to tell you now the weekend is here. I promise I was going to tell you.”

      Fury blew through me. “What about the past eighteen years? You didn’t think I deserved the truth sometime then?”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Please, let me explain.”

      “Explain?” I was losing it, and I knew I was, but I couldn’t halt the pain wracking through me. “How about saying I have a damn brother I’ve never told you about, Faith! How about saying I was born in Peacio. How about saying I’m from the same place as Belle?”

      Belle had never lied to me about where she’d come from, and whether I’d believed her or not in the very beginning, I’d still listened, right from the start. Surely Silvie could have spoken up then.

      My pain doubled, so explosive. This was the worst kind of betrayal.

      I turned my back on her and everyone else in the room. There was no way I was willing to listen to any one of these so-called Peacio protectors. This information had been withheld by all of them. I stormed through the living room, my hair flying around my face. I hauled the ranch slider open.

      “Where are you going?” Davio caught me around the waist and swung me back inside before I could step out.

      Everyone stood behind him.

      “I’m leaving.” I didn’t want to see him at all, not for another moment, not since he too had most certainly been a part of this subterfuge. “You have a country to return to, or have you forgotten, just as you forgot to enlighten me of Silvie’s connection to you?”

      “No, I’m not leaving you this upset. You haven’t heard Silvie out. Listen to her. She had a very good reason for remaining quiet.”

      “You mean dodging the truth, tricking and deceiving me, and not just for a few months, but eighteen long years.” I staked him with one very venomous glare, one that should have slain him on the spot. “You’re no better than Silvie, and who knows just how many more secrets both you and she have left untold, and likely all for my own supposed good too. My best friend isn’t my best friend at all, and it appears nothing I have in this world is real anymore.”

      Nothing, and my heart broke at the thought.

      Goodness, Silvie had to have been planted here since what other reason or purpose served such a lifetime of lies. Carlisio was my father’s enemy, held the forethought skill, could so easily be behind this huge farce. For certain he had sent Belle and Davio.

      I couldn’t focus. It was all too much. Like torture to consider how very badly I’d been used. Such heartache swarmed through me.

      “Just go away. All of you. Leave me alone.” I desperately needed space.

      “No. Nobody shall leave this room until you’ve listened to Silvie’s full explanation, just as she wishes for you to.” Davio gritted his teeth at Silvie. “Here’s your chance. Explain now,” he snapped at her.

      In my worked up state I had no intention of listening. “Silvie’s had long enough to tell me the truth, and you and your black heart have had enough time too, but no, everyone has to wait until poor Faith finds out on her own, and before the truth can fully emerge.”

      “Zac, block off the door.” Davio swished a finger in that direction. “I won’t have my mate this distressed without me. She comes with us, warrior spies on the loose or not.”

      Zac slid in behind me and cut off my path to the outside and sure freedom. Silas and Silvie circled to the left of me, while Belle and Viv swept around the other side. Six against one. They all corralled me in, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as everything within me rose for the fight to come. I would defend myself, not give them an inch.

      “Bring it on,” I snarled, so beyond caring of the choices they’d all enforced on me.

      “Faith! It’s your father.” Dad’s voice resounded through my head.

      “Dad?” Even more shock coursed through me at the instant formation of our telepathic connection.

      “Tell Davio and his protectors to stand down. If they attempt to take you against your will to Peacio, then I will intervene.” A snarly order. “Right now they’re placing your very life in danger, and I won’t stand for it.”

      “Danger?” I firmed my stance. “No, they’ll never take me.” Of that, I would make absolutely certain.

      “Who are you speaking to?” Davio accused from two steps in front of me.

      “Your enemy and my father.” Yeah, I said that with deliberate purpose and gloating.

      Davio glowered. “No. That can’t happen.”

      “Well obviously it has.”

      “Faith, if they don’t do as I say, I’ll make my presence known with several of my best warriors in tow. I do not make that threat lightly. They will not be allowed to take you with them, not in any way, shape or form.”

      Oh yeah, now look who had the upper hand. It seemed I had a force on my own side. Bitingly, I answered Davio, “Alexo’s riled by your threat. He said he’ll bring in a contingency of his warriors if you don’t stand down and leave. You don’t have a choice. You’re the one going, not me.”

      He shook his head with arrogant stubbornness. “Not when you trust your father enough to create a link and we’ve been squabbling like small children. My leaving you right now would be more dangerous than you can ever imagine.”

      “Tell Silas and Zac to force Davio’s removal. You’ve got five seconds or I’m coming in. No one takes my daughter against her will.” Alexo Wincrest meant business.

      I set my gaze on Silas. “Prince Alexo is coming with armed warriors. You’ve got five seconds to get Davio out of here.” I was more than happy to give Silvie’s brother that warning.

      “Four,” my father shouted along our newly created link.

      Proudly I held my head high, my gaze directed right at Silas. “That would now be four seconds.”

      Silas motioned for Zac and Viv to step forward and take Davio.

      “Don’t even try it,” Davio spat at his protectors. “Faith is my mate and I won’t leave her behind. We take her with us.”

      “Three.”

      “Three, Silas.” I planted my hands on my hips. The tables had well and truly been turned.

      Silas, Zac and Viv pounced on Davio. They took him down, and Silas mumbled between clenched teeth, “I’m sorry, cousin, but as our prince, your welfare comes before all else, and right now we aren’t well enough armed to take on several warriors.”

      Davio bellowed and kicked out at his imprisonment. The four of them slowly shimmered and disappeared from my sight, him screaming for me not to leave him, not to ever turn him away.

      “Out of there now, Faith. Neither Belle nor Silvie can teleport and I want to see you immediately. My apartment. This second.”

      “I’m coming.” I didn’t spare Silvie or Belle another glance. I left, glad to be done with my back-stabbing best friend and an empath who could surely sense my wounded emotions.

      [image: ]
* * *

      SATURDAY—THE NEXT morning—I studied the incoming rain as I sat on a bar stool at my father’s breakfast counter in his penthouse suite overlooking the ocean. The gusty wind blew against the windows and I swayed to the beat of its blow. The stormy waves rolled in heavy and hard, white foam patterned within the deep blue for as far as the eye could see, the wide expanse of windows before me opening up the entire skyline. The skies were a mass of angry, bubbling gray clouds and rain sheeted down and drenched the deserted beach below.

      It was a storm of the likes I’d not seen in many years, a storm that ricocheted within my heart as well. Deep inside me, a storm of dark emotions brewed and suffocated every good memory I’d ever had of Silvie.

      I was alone.

      With no one.

      Even my father, after my arrival here yesterday, hadn’t been able to stay with me for more than a few minutes to calm me down, not when he’d been on duty during his forewarning and his threat to bring in warriors with him had been the absolute truth. In order not to raise too much suspicion, he’d told me to remain hidden within his apartment and that he’d return as soon as he’d sorted out any and all issues back on Dralion. Thank goodness Mum still believed I was staying at Belle’s place, so I hadn’t had to leave my sanctuary and burden her with my heavy heart, not that I’d have been able to tell her why I was so down. I still had to keep the truth from her, for her own safety’s sake.

      This was all such a mess, although at least I had a sanctuary now that not even Davio could locate. Not through Carlisio or by any other means. My relief was tangible.

      Yet I was still alone.

      I’d always hated being alone.

      I thumped my legs, frustrated with the fierce ache that pushed through my muscles and limbs.

      Another lie.

      Silvie and Davio had inferred that my need to expend my excess energy would be once or twice a month, but that need clearly drove me again today.

      Sighing with vicious frustration, I pushed off the bar stool and slipped outside onto the balcony. I pulled the image of my bedroom into my mind, caught sight of the unwavering form of Zac standing in one darkened corner, his face half cast in shadows, although not his glinting blade belted to his hip. The fine steel shone, reflecting the Peacian protectors’ insignia.

      Davio had clearly set Zac there in order to catch me when I returned.

      Not happening, not even for a fresh set of clothes, which I desperately needed.

      I focused my forethought on my mother and sagged with relief as she lay tucked up safe in her big bed. Zac wouldn’t go near her, would certainly never harm her. At least in that I had no doubt.

      Next, I focused on Davio. He came to me crystal clear, very strong and determined as he opened the entrance gate to what appeared to be a massive open-aired arena, one rather reminiscent in structure to one of our ancient Greek arenas with its circular dusty floor sprinkled with sand. Blocked seats were layered back and up, to at least three stories in height. Thousands of spectators could pack the arena’s closed-in seating.

      Awestruck, I panned out and took in more. Men practiced with their swords and spears and axes, with shields and headgear worn for protection. The battle fierce men wore ancient leathers, their red tunics and leather-flapped skirts from an era on Earth so far gone. The men in battle-practice were huge, emanating great strength and accuracy as they wielded their brutally sharp weapons.

      I cringed as one’s blade struck flesh and bone, blood spurting as the injured man groaned and fell to the sandy ground. His partner—the one who’d maimed him—bent to one knee at his side and checked on him, applied pressure to the terrible pumping arm wound then tossed him over one shoulder, wavered and disappeared.

      Ouch. That blow had to have hurt, although the man could likely fast-heal. All Davio’s protectors could, possibly a prerequisite for being amongst the elite band of his country’s finest.

      Davio closed the gate behind him then jogged across the arena. Wearing black jeans and a midnight blue shirt with chunky boots, he fisted the hilt of his belted sword. He slowed then stopped next to Silas. Once he reached his cousin, he muttered, “Zac has reported there’s still no sight of Faith. I’ve instructed him not to leave his post, not unless it’s to bring her immediately to me.”

      Silas inhaled and slowly nodded. “At least we did one thing right this past night and have captured and contained one of Dralion’s spies which Wincrest told her of. The warrior is now in the cells with the other imprisoned warriors, another threat thankfully taken care of. If there are any other spies about, they’re not anywhere within this group, or even close to the castle. Everyone here is well known to each other. All background searches have been completed.”

      Oh my. Davio had ferreted out one of the spies already, although I hadn’t doubted he would.

      “Well done.” Davio eyed his battling men, his gaze narrowed. “Belle and Silvie have searched for Faith in all her favorite places, but there’s been no sighting of her, either by them or any of the protectors I have searching for her. No one’s seen my mate in fifteen hours.” His voice broke at the end, his pain quickly becoming my own, which had me rolling my eyes in disgust. Stupid bond.

      Silas pulled out his sword and rested it between two hands, blade flat. “Let’s battle, cousin. That’ll get your mind of her. Everio and Carlisio will be down from the castle soon and it won’t go over well if they see you weeping over your girl.” He knocked Davio’s arm with his elbow, a smirk on his face.

      My goodness, Silas was as much of a tormenter as Silvie was. My heart panged. I missed Silvie, and I hated that I missed her.

      Davio sent Silas a sharp glare. “I don’t weep, although I am steaming mad. I didn’t care for the way Faith enforced my leaving, or the way she took her anger at Silvie’s deceit out on me.”

      “Ah, but think of Faith’s betrayal. That kind creates the worst damage.” Silas arched a brow. “It’s also not really Silvie’s fault she couldn’t come clean with the information sooner, not when your grandfather wouldn’t allow it. There were extenuating circumstances.”

      Davio met his cousin’s stare and briefly nodded “Agreed.”

      “The girls have always been close and with Faith finding out about Silvie’s heritage the way she did, it clearly broke her heart, Silvie’s too.”

      “Yes, there’s been substantial damage, which can only mean finding Faith has become even more imperative.”

      A haggard sigh from Silas. “That woman is so much trouble. My comment wasn’t meant to make finding her more imperative, but simply to explain matters.”

      Davio yanked out his sword in one very precise motion. “Take care how you speak about Faith.”

      His cousin only grinned. “I am attempting to aggravate you into battling with me, and it’s working. I need the old Davio back, the one who can focus on the here and now and therefore keep his concentration in a good healthy fight, one which I’m currently spoiling for.”

      “That’s it.” Davio glowered and sheathed his sword, but only for long enough to pull his shirt over his head without any hinder. He threw his top over the arena’s safety barrier, where it landed with a soft swish on one of the benches, then he hauled his blade free and tapped it against Silas’s weapon. “Let’s battle, right now.”

      Oh boy, so impressive. His chest muscles rippled with strength, and no wonder since he clearly trained hard with his weapon while on home soil.

      “I’m going to send your overinflated butt straight into the dirt.” Firm words, and I didn’t doubt he’d follow through on them.

      Silas’s grin widened with complete satisfaction. “Now that’s better. I’ve had no one of your strength to battle with all week, and I desperately need the distraction.”

      So did I, and it seemed Davio wasn’t going to disappoint either of us.

      He lifted his booted foot and kicked said butt. “Get over there now and stop irritating me. You’ve got two hours to train with me before we head out again in search of my missing mate. That’s all the time I can give you.”

      “I’ll take those two hours, but don’t forget the Dunbarn project which must be overseen. We are expected out there by nine this morning.”

      I checked my watch. It was six now. I’d go for my own early morning run then be back here to hide out from eight to nine. Thank you, Silas, for that information.

      Rubbing my aching lower limbs, I closed my forethought and opened my link with my father. “Dad, it’s me.”

      “Good morning, my daughter. I’ve cleared an hour and will be with you soon.”

      My relief at not being left alone any longer swept through me. “My forethought is strengthening and I’ve noticed Davio has stationed one of his protectors, Zac, in my bedroom so I can’t return to collect any clothing. Mum will be fine, but I wish I could tell her what’s going on.”

      “You can’t, not if we wish to continue ensuring her safety, and don’t forget, should any harm be about to befall your mother, our forewarning will activate, yours as well as mine. I would go to her in an instant if I thought her in any danger, as I’m sure you would. Secondly, there’s an ATM card in a metal box in the hallway cupboard. Go to the mall and spend whatever you need and then drop the card back in the same spot. Just remember to keep a low profile.”

      Wise advice if Davio was accurate in saying Silvie and Belle were keeping an eye on my favorite places.

      “Okay, thanks. I’ll just grab some stuff. I’ve gotta run, literally.”

      He chuckled along our link. “I’ll join you in your run. I’ll meet you at the base of the Mount.” The Mount’s walking tracks made the perfect spot for a run, either around the base, or to the peak which usually allowed one to take in the stunning view from the top once they reached it.

      “Thanks. See you soon.” I closed our link, found the card and ’ported to the sports shop in nearby Tauranga harbor, cloaking to make sure I wasn’t seen. Silvie had never come with me on these particular trips, not since she considered that if one owned sports clothing then one would probably need to use it, which she had no intention of doing. Morning sleep-ins were precious to her.

      I wandered around the shop, grinned when I found the perfect pair of Nike running pants and a matching gray-hooded t-shirt. Socks and sneakers next, then I paid for the items and buzzed next door.

      This shop sold casual clothing and lingerie. I took a quick minute to choose underwear, nightwear and a couple of lightweight shirts and jeans so I was covered for the next couple of days. Walking to a safe spot at the side of the building, I cloaked to hide my departure and flashed back to the apartment. Once in the bedroom, one which Dad had said was mine, and thankfully far better furnished than any other room in this penthouse suite, I dropped my purchases onto the bed and dressed in my new training clothes. Yep, this room had an oak dresser with a pretty oval mirror, a large chest at the end of the bed with an array of bedding stored in it, two side tables and a tall corner lamp with a fringed edge. The view was to die for as well, the wide window overlooking the ocean and the Mount rising high to the side.

      With the ATM card back in the metal box, I winged my way to the base of the cone-shaped mountain.

      The rain still pounded down, but there wasn’t anything I could do about that. A river of water was gouged into the sandy base track, making it muddy, which forced me to veer off the regular route, but to compensate I instead jogged up the more sheltered bushy path snaking upward along the western side to the summit. Every step soothed me, bit by bit draining away the sharp press of excess energy.

      Up ahead, a familiar form wavered into sight and I joined my father who looked so incredibly youthful in his black running shorts and white t-shirt. Running on the spot, I smiled at him. “Sorry about the atrocious weather we’re putting on for you today.”

      “I’m glad of it since it’ll cloud Carlisio’s forethought.” He hugged me then adjusted a white Adidas cap on his now drenched head. “With this bad weather though, I should have suggested we run in Dralion.”

      “I don’t mind where we run, rain or shine.”

      “Neither do I.” He reached out a hand and tenderly wiped the water coursing down my cheeks. He popped a kiss on the top of my head and murmured, “Particularly since it means I get to spend more time with you. This is like a dream come true for me, although I’m sorry you’ve been dragged into this age-old war.”

      “I’m only sorry we’ve missed the last eighteen years getting to know each other.” But I intended to make up for it now. “We’ll deal with the war and everything else, somehow.” I rubbed my still achy thighs and jogged faster on the spot. “You said we could have run in Dralion though. Isn’t Dralion dangerous for me to visit? You said so only a few days ago.”

      Alexo took my elbow, his hand gentle as he steered me up the track. “Let’s keep you running since we’re both already soaked, and yes, taking you to Dralion is still dangerous since the dome room is located within an underground chamber of the palace and I don’t want you stumbling across your grandfather by chance.”

      Oh, that he hadn’t told me before. “I take it that information needs to remain between us, where the dome room is?”

      “Yes, you’ll need to guard that information with your life, Faith. But don’t worry that you’ll slip up and allow that information out.” He grinned, so charmingly. “Your faithful Wincrest blood alone will ensure you’ll never tell a soul of the location.”

      “Cool. That’s good to know.”

      He ran in a fast pace beside me. “Now that we finally have a chance to talk, tell me about your decision regarding Silvie. Will you speak with her? And when?”

      In other words, I should speak to her.

      I let out a long sigh. “At the moment, I’m still too angry with her.” That anger hurt so bad even though I knew I would have to come out of hiding sooner or later and speak to Silvie. I couldn’t go ignoring her and her deceit for the rest of my life.

      “And your mate? He’ll be searching for you again come eight o’clock.”

      “How’d you know that?” I bounded over a snaking tree root pushing up out of the hard-packed soil right across the track. White shell remains were littered around the area to both highlight the obstacle and to aid in keeping feet on the steep track.

      “Through my forethought. I watched him and Silas in the arena and caught their conversation earlier this morning.”

      “I caught their conversation too.” I chanced a glance over my shoulder at him since he’d fallen behind as the track had thinned to single file in the denser, bushier area. “Do you follow the protectors and their actions often?” I was so curious about him and all that he did.

      Tree branches snagged at his white t-shirt and pulled at his cap. He adjusted the peak down lower over his face to shield himself from the pelting rain. “Not usually since I neither have the time nor the inclination to do so, but your grandfather does by keeping spies close in their camp.”

      Which reminded me of what Silas had said in my forethought. “Did you catch the part where Silas referred to the capture of one of Donaldo’s spies last night? They’ve locked him in their cells with the other imprisoned warriors.”

      “I did, and with great interest since I was made aware that the man did not check in this morning with Donaldo’s security team. He was the only spy we had right within the protectors’ barracks stationed closest to Loveria Castle. Your grandfather has decided he isn’t sending any more warriors out for another few weeks. He detests losing good men.”

      Which meant it would in fact be safe for me in Peacio should Davio or one of his protectors find me and take me there. I opened up my thoughts to my father, rather than voicing them.

      “That is true, and should there be any imminent danger, my forewarning would also activate. I imagine it’ll be some months before another warrior is sent to infiltrate Peacio’s tight inner circle again. There are thousands of protectors, and unfortunately all are known to one another within their close-knit groups, so a new warrior must be sent in at their lowest level where he will first be accepted without too much questioning.”

      Relief poured through me just as the rain lightened to a drizzle. We jogged out from underneath the dense bush line and hit the grassy hilltop. Powering on, I kept my sights on the peak so close. “It’s a good thing Peacio is safe even if Dralion is not.”

      Dad jogged in beside me, his expression grim. “Parts of Dralion will be safe for you.” He pushed his damp cap back. “We’re almost at the top. We’ll speak more there, for I have a plan.”

      “I like plans.” I ran, keeping one foot in front of the other as we hit the uppermost track. The drizzle lessened even further to a fine mist and the wind eased, the breeze now lifting with the fresh scent of pine and the sweet tease of the salty ocean air. Once we reached the upper plateau, we hiked it over to the picnicking area and sat at one of the tables with its wide bench on either side.

      Dad faced me from across the other side of the table. “Well at least with all this rain we’ve been assured of complete privacy up here.”

      “No crowds for sure.”

      “Yes, it appears only the lunatic Wincrests came running today.” Smiling, he glanced about the area devoid of any tourists and other runners, the wide panorama of the ocean stretching out along the eastern coastline in a haze of blue.

      “Puh-lease.” I mock-frowned. “I’m no lunatic.”

      “No, but you are a Wincrest.” His smile drifted away.

      “Come on, tell me everything. Tell me exactly why you and my mother aren’t together. Davio has always insisted that mates are rarely parted.”

      His eyebrows squeezed together, the color as golden as his hair was. “That is the case, but Donaldo would never have accepted Kate as my wife or as the mother of my children.”

      “So you’ve said before, but Mum is your mate.” I tapped the tabletop. “Could you not have swayed Donaldo in some way?”

      “No, which is why after she gave birth to you, I was left with no choice but to leave her in peace with the one thing she’d ever asked of me.”

      “And that was?” I asked, surprised by that answer.

      “You, Faith. Kate had no parents, no siblings, no family whatsoever when I found her. She’d always desired children of her own, and even though I could never tell her of Dralion, I could in the short time we were together give her a child, one which she’d so earnestly desired.”

      “So that’s why you left her straight after my birth?”

      “That and other things.” Alexo stared off into the distance. “I could also no longer continue to hide my repeated trips out of Dralion to be with her. I had told Donaldo of her and his reaction made me fear greatly for her safety. Everything was compounding, each constant coming and going so difficult on your mother since I had no choice but to hide my origins. In the end she believed there was an affair—” The break in his voice echoed with terrible pain, and after several drawn out moments he continued, “I allowed her to believe such a thing so she would hate me and not become destroyed by my decision to leave.”

      Hot tears streaked down my cheeks, his pain suddenly becoming my pain. “Still, you continue to protect her by staying away.”

      “I do, and never could I have imagined how strong you would become. It’s true that children of mated pairs carry their skills to the fullest degree, but due to your Halfling blood, I couldn’t possibly be sure. When I initially told your grandfather about Kate, he didn’t wish to risk waiting eighteen years to discover what skills you might come into. Now look at what you can do. He would be honored to have such a granddaughter as you.”

      “I’m not weak at all. I have all your skills, including the coveted forethought and forewarning, and even though I’m not full-blooded, surely my being so highly skilled is enough to secure my mother’s safety?”

      “That’s my plan. I thought of it when we first met at my apartment, but I had to be certain of the outcome. Having Donaldo see your skills is proof the mated bond prevails over any mixed heritage. Now I’m also assured any future children Kate and I might have could also carry such strong skills. Kate being an Earthling no longer comes into play. Donaldo has no argument about our line being weakened by such a match.” His brow rose. “Our family should no longer be torn apart. I want, and need, to have you both where you belong.”

      And by “belong” I had no doubt he meant in Dralion. My heart plummeted. What of Davio and my relationship with him? I might be angry at him, but I missed him. So how did I build on our bonded link from within enemy territory? Because regardless of our fight, I didn’t want to leave him, certainly not forever.

      I eased out from behind the wooden-slatted picnic table and stood, my feet soggy in my sneakers and the pressure of Dad’s words rocking through me. “What if Mum won’t forgive you for leaving her? She never even speaks of you.”

      Alexo edged to his feet as well, gently took my arm and flashed us back to his apartment. He gave me a tender smile. “But I have every intention of trying…once I can see that the time is right in which to approach her.”

      It seemed the decision was made.

      “It would be impossible to deny me, Faith. Your blood, like mine, is the same. Even Donaldo’s constant demands for skilled grandchildren are ultimately dictating how I react.”

      “I’m so sorry.” I felt for him, for the tortuous position he was constantly in. I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him. “As you said, the Wincrest blood that flows through our veins is both a burden and a privilege.”

      It was a burden that had kept my father from his family for eighteen years, a weight I had no desire to continue inflicting on him. Truly, I had so very few options left.

      Dad held me, as lost in his thoughts as I was in mine, until finally we broke apart.

      “Go and warm up. Take a bath and change into dry clothes.” He urged me toward the bathroom.

      I shut the door on the lavish room with its gorgeous marble bathtub, vanity and sparkling brass fixtures and fittings. The hot water ran clear as I poured in bath oils scented with vanilla and jasmine.

      One decision-making bath coming up.

      I had an uncertain future ahead of me, but not an uncertain mate. Changes would be afoot, changes my mate would need to accept. Changes I needed to soon tell him about.
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      It was barely six in the morning, and on top of that, Monday had now rolled around. I scrubbed a hand up and down my thighs and slapped them. My legs were throbbing, for the umpteenth day in a row. And to think I used to like my runs.

      I stumbled out of bed and yanked on my Nike running pants and t-shirt, tried to lift my heavy eyelids past halfway as I shoved a brush through my hair. As I did, I unblocked and opened up my link to Dad. “Hey-ya.”

      “You sound exhausted.”

      “My legs are on fire. What’s with this daily two-hour run?”

      “I’m not sure. I only experience excess energy three to four times a month, and then that’s entirely dependent on how often I use my skills. Perhaps you should increase your usage and teleport around more.”

      I groaned and pushed my tired muscles to the kitchen. “I’m coming out of quarantine today. Did I tell you my head hurts just as bad?” I was sure I had.

      “Yes. Your fast-healing should have dealt with that. Perhaps take a rest after your run. Will it matter if you’re late to school?”

      “You’d have to ring. Only a parent can lodge—” I stopped mid-step down the hallway, cracking my first smile in days. “Ah, that sounded odd didn’t it?”

      He chuckled. “It does since I don’t own a telephone. Those contraptions are out of date when one can use free telepathic communication.”

      “No worries.” I continued around the corner. “I’ll head in. I’m going to have to talk to Silvie sooner or later.” That much I’d come to accept over the weekend.

      He cleared his throat. “Your separation from Loveria is likely the cause for your headache. I recall suffering many after leaving your mother. Oh, and a word of warning—watch out for the birds.” He signed off.

      “The birds?” I mumbled to myself, frowning as I opened the fridge. Strange message. I grabbed a yogurt, drank a glass of water and pocketed a muesli bar for later.

      Sneakers laced, I lowered and stretched my legs then jogged down the building’s internal stairwell rather than taking the elevator. At the front security door, I checked both directions and zipped across the road, hit the boardwalk and followed it around to the base of the mountain. Around me, a flock of seagulls screeched. There were a few about, clearly after a free feed from me.

      I ran through the throng of them lining the walkway. “No, you’re not having my muesli bar,” I snapped. “Go and get your own food.”

      A flap of my hands and they flew off.

      Up ahead, the rocky mountain base track appeared. On one side, the mountain rose high, and on the other the harbor water lapped in over the rocks.

      Taking care, I scaled the entrance gate, hooked my hands on the top rung and bounded over. I wobbled as I landed on the other side, while above a flap and rush resounded. Half a dozen white-feathered seagulls zoomed in fast.

      The birds opened their beaks and the Pipis I couldn’t miss spotting dropped from their mouths like missiles. I ducked as shellfish splattered like bullets on the rocks at my feet. Harbor ducks cackled and the seagulls hissed at their meal being stolen.

      I stumbled back as birds everywhere dived in on the smelly treat.

      “Rover, stop!”

      A single bark, and one golden Labrador on a length of blue leash rapping on the pathway, pounded toward me. Yelping, his jaws open and drool flying, the dog sprang overtop of me as I dropped low.

      What had I done to the universe today?

      I flattened myself to the ground as the dog’s owner tripped over the rocks, his sneakers skidding on the crushed shellfish, his arms flapping as he lost his balance.

      Birds took wing over the water, the dog chased and an almighty bellow resounded as the man went flying into the water. A shower of salty sea-spray coated me and I wiped my face and heaved to my feet.

      The man trudged out of the water with one equally wet dog hanging off his heels. He wrung out the dripping ends of his blue shirt, his dark hair plastered to his skull as he mumbled under his breath, “Sorry about that. Didn’t mean to get you wet. My dog has a mind of his own some mornings.”

      “The birds didn’t help either.” I bit my lower lip to stop from giggling, because I’d never taken myself too seriously. “At least the day can only get better, right?”

      “Yeah, so true.” He chuckled, and his dog rolled his torso in preparation for a fast dry.

      Or maybe not. Dropping my head into my palms, I waited for the inevitable next spray.

      I got hit with the wash, giggled some more.

      Although my legs ached even greater.

      Time to get moving.

      I brushed the sticky gravel off my backside, slapped my sore legs and muttered under my breath as I set out, “Yeah, Dad, thanks for the warning and all. Watch out for the birds? Jeez, just you wait until I get a forewarning about you. I’m going to give you minimal information.”

      Every part of my body ached, but still I ran.

      I circled the mountain’s perimeter then took the track looping to the summit, each grooved and planked step along this track different to the route I’d taken with Dad. A sheep-gate appeared ahead, but my legs gave way before I made it there. Mind fuzzy, I dropped to the grassy patch of ground. A wrenching pull from within assailed me, as if my mind sought the merged link I could create with Davio, yet with him nowhere close, I couldn’t make the connection.

      I groaned, my need to sink into my soft spot doubling.

      Yep, my mind definitely needed the physical connection of the merge, this skill one my father didn’t seem to have yet I did. So annoying.

      The summit loomed so close. I had to get there.

      I flashed to the top, slumped back to the ground, my legs a dead weight.

      For the first time in close to three days, I unblocked my link with Belle.

      I dragged in a deep breath and called out to her. “Hey, long time, no hear.”

      “Faith Stryker. How dare you ignore me. I’ve been sooo worried. I haven’t—”

      Okay, she wasn’t in the best of spirits. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize empaths got so upset.”

      “They do when the boss—I mean—gee, I’ve been in your company too much.”

      “It’s okay. I get it.” I tried to raise my hand to my head, but my arms shook badly. The thumping continued in my head, tripling in severity. “I’m at the summit of the Mount. Something’s wrong. Tell Davio I need him. We don’t have a telepathic link yet, so I have to go through you.”

      “I can feel your pain through our link. What’s going on?”

      I dragged in a deep breath. “I’m going to pass out.”

      “But you’re a fast-healer. Fast-healers are rarely sick. The summit. Give me a minute.”

      I took several deep breaths, each one stuttering in and out.

      “I’m back. What have you done to yourself?”

      “Is he coming?” Tears leaked out and ran down my cheeks. “I can’t move, and it’s all hit me so suddenly. It’s as if my mind is crying out for his.”

      “He’s on his way.”

      The air stirred, just the gentlest of breezes, then another whoosh.

      He was close.

      My mind soared and I lay blinking, my head swimming as his thoughts flew right at me—most not so good.

      My mind rolled around within his, and I soaked in everything and let out a long sigh of satisfaction. My headache eased back, although my legs still felt like jelly. Oh yum. I now had what I wanted, the merged link returned.

      I rolled onto my side, lifted my head as I tried to push to my feet. I staggered.

      There he was, just along the rise.

      Pushing one foot in front of the other, I yelled, “Davio!”

      He spun around, gaze narrowed on me then he flashed in front of me, dug his hands into my waist and held me upright. “Where the hell have you been for three days?”

      I tried to lift my arms, only they flopped uselessly at my sides, my legs barely holding me up.

      “Around.” I lost my balance.

      A grumble as he caught me. “You look so pale. Why can’t you stand? What have you done to yourself?”

      “Everything’s spinning. I feel—”

      I hiccupped.

      “Ooo, Ieee.” My tongue got stuck over tingly lips. I tried again. “Ooo, Ieee.” I giggled at the silly words.

      “Are you drunk?” With his hands under my arms, he lifted me higher, his fingers tickling.

      I laughed. “Stoppy.” I wobbled, wagging my head at him. “Nooo be wonky and angreee,” His eyes were darkening in that way he got right before his temper exploded. Definitely getting angry.

      Which meant I had to find my feet. I glanced down. Where were my feet? I sniggered as I saw them. No wonder they didn’t want to work. They were spinning, or was that still my head now I’d finally reconnected our merge?

      He growled. “Silas and Zac have arrived.”

      I looked up, and oh hello, they had arrived. One big smile for them. “Howwwdy.”

      Davio lifted me higher, until we were nose to nose and I dangled several inches from the ground. “What’s happened to you?”

      “Oh, I’m just a hangin’. Wha’ ’bout you?” What was wrong with me? I laughed again, impossibly giddy.

      Staring into my eyes, he took a deep whiff. “Are you under the influence?”

      “Noopey.” Hand to mouth, I burped. Good grief. I certainly sounded intoxicated. “But I am high.” I tittered as I clutched his shirtfront. “See, high, high, higheee. Way up high in the sky.”

      I couldn’t think straight. It was as if I’d guzzled a whole bottle of vodka, not that I’d guzzled vodka before, but if I had, I’m certain this would be how I felt.

      Silas grumbled. “I think your mate’s been drinking.”

      “Sounds and looks like it to me too,” Zac added unhelpfully.

      I tilted forward, banging my head into Davio’s. “Nooo”—hiccup—“sloshy.” Dumbfounded, I scratched my tummy.

      Setting me on my feet, my mate gripped my chin with his forefinger and thumb, tipped my head back and looked into my eyes. “Your pupils are dilated and your skin is flushed.” He turned to Zac. “Ask Viv to meet us at Belle’s place. Tell her I want our personal physician brought to me, immediately.”

      I heard Zac’s answer seconds later. “It’s done.”

      I swayed and smiled, drinking in the heady sight of my returned mate. “Goodness, but you are sooooooo gorrgeeous. Misssy yooou.”

      “I’ve missed you too.” He scooped me up in his arms, held me close to his chest and stuck his nose in my hair. Breathing deep, he sighed. “Really missed you. Let’s get you back to Belle’s and find out what’s wrong with you.”

      “She’s clearly drunk.” Silas stepped up. “And at seven in the morning no less.”

      “Not drunk.” I slapped Silas’s chest and giggled some more. “You’re annoying.”

      “He can be at times.” Davio tucked my head under his chin. “Close your eyes. I don’t want you being sick while we teleport.”

      “Oh no. No-noooo sicky,” I slurred as I tried to catch my fingers in his beige button-down shirt. My eyelids slid shut.

      The jump was swift as he flashed us back to Belle’s, and my stomach rolled once we’d arrived. I gulped great mouthfuls of air and tried to clear my foggy head.

      Gee, maybe I was wrong. Maybe I had been drinking. It certainly felt like I had.

      Ooo, yee-ah, that unreal bottle of vodka had a lot to answer for.

      Carefully, Davio propped me on the couch and held my shoulders as he crouched before me. Over his shoulder, he called out, “Belle, some water, please.”

      Belle appeared with a glass and I grinned sloppily at her. “I misss—”

      She frowned, tut-tutting under her breath. “I can’t believe this. You’re drunk?” She edged in, kneeling and taking my chin in her hand. “I’ll just tap into your—oh—oh no. She’s so drunk she’s making me feel drunk.”

      Then Belle slipped onto her bottom and belched.

      I clutched my stomach, giggles rolling through me.

      Silas rolled his eyes as he lifted Belle, her limbs flopping around as he propped her beside me. He glared at me. “Belle can channel reactions along with emotions so if she says you’re drunk, then you’re drunk. You gotta wee alcohol problem there, Blondie?”

      I half-snickered half-giggled, my chest bumping up and down. “Silas is funnee.”

      He snorted and set his hands on his head.

      “Faith.” Davio arched a brow at me. “What did you drink?”

      I blinked, lifting my finger and jabbing it at him. “Nothin’.”

      “Excuse me, Your Highness.”

      I jumped, albeit sloppily, having not seen Viv arrive. I blinked and brought a far too young-looking doctor into sight. He’d arrived with Viv.

      Oh right, duh, they all looked young.

      Davio stepped over to speak to him and the moment he let go of me, I fell sideways into Belle.

      Grinning at her, I mumbled, “Soooo misss”—hiccup—“d’you.”

      Belle squinted at me through half-closed eyes. “Shh, tirrred.” She fell flat on her face.

      I laughed as I lost my head rest and slumped on top of her.

      We were a pathetic pair.

      “Miss?” The doctor hunkered down before me, lifted one of my eyelids and sent a bright beam of light flying.

      I recoiled, shoved my eyes shut and sank my anxious mind even deeper into Davio’s. “Go away.” I tried to flap my hands at him, but they went nowhere. “You’re not allowed to hurt me. Davio will kill you if you do.”

      The doctor checked my temperature, his hand moving over my forehead. “She’s most definitely drunk, Your Highness. Allow her to rest for an hour or two. Her fast-healing will deal with the excess of alcohol quicker than any drug I could ever prescribe might. Do you need me to stay?”

      “Yes. I need you to take every precaution with her health.”

      I snuggled into Belle’s back, my friend’s gentle snoring so comforting, although the sound partially muffled by the cushions in her face.

      “Here, let me take her somewhere more comfortable.” Silas grumbled something loud.

      I cranked one eye open as he picked Belle up and set her gently down on the opposite couch. With my anchor gone, I slithered into Belle’s spot headfirst and ate a mouthful of fluff as I did.

      Davio turned me over, swept clinging strands of my hair from my face, his gaze so concerned. “Try and sleep, okay? Belle isn’t appreciating your current state of inebriation since she can’t fast-heal. You have to do it for her by healing first since she’s tapped into you. And why do you smell like you’ve swum in the ocean?” He pinched his nose.

      “Birdees.”

      He frowned. “You’re seeing birdees?” He rubbed his forehead. “I guess you will if you’re drunk.”

      I didn’t bother to defend myself. No one believed me and quite frankly, I barely did either. I yawned and burped, the noise hammering the nail into the coffin of everyone’s current assessment of me. “Lie sidee. Mindy thingummy.”

      “You mean your mind-merge?”

      “Nooo loozy.”

      He groaned, but bedded down beside me, wrapped one arm around me to hold me in place.

      Like I was going anywhere.

      Sighing, I burrowed, the world around me darkening before it disappeared.
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* * *

      “MMM.” I STRETCHED and uncurled, and oh boy, my body felt like my own again.

      “Go back to sleep. It’s only been five minutes.” Davio’s voice rumbled under my cheek.

      “I feel so much better.” I elbowed up.

      “So do I.” Belle straightened on the other couch, stood and blinked. “We’re better already?”

      “I think we are.” I tried to wriggle up higher.

      “Wait.” Pressing the back of his hand to my cheek, Davio frowned. “The doctor said an hour or two, but you feel cool and your words aren’t slurred anymore.”

      “I was never drunk.” I rolled my shoulders, really wanting to move. “If it’s of any help, I may have imbibed on too much seawater, but that’s it. I promise.”

      He scrubbed his stubbly jaw. “If you weren’t drunk, then what happened?”

      “I need to move.” I squished up my mouth. “Please, let me up.”

      I got a look in return that said a definite no.

      I slumped back. “Okay, so my mind might have missed yours. And I got a touch tipsy when we reconnected. Now that my head is clear, that’s what I believe happened.”

      Across the room, Silas doubled over in laughter and it was impossible to tune him out. I threw a scowl at him before catching sight of Silvie fidgeting from foot to foot near his side. Great. I needed to speak with Silvie, and clearly waiting any longer wasn’t an option.

      Davio squeezed my arms. “Are you sure that’s all it was?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. It seems you can send me spinning out, in all sorts of different directions, even when only seconds back in your company.”

      Silas scoffed. “There had to be alcohol involved. The blonde was definitely drunk.”

      I narrowed my gaze on him. “I don’t like you much, and I should know since I watched you rambling on about me all weekend.”

      “And it seems you’re nosy too.”

      Davio scratched his head. “If you were watching, why didn’t you come?”

      “Because you need to learn who the actual boss is.”

      His lips lifted. “That would be me.”

      The doctor cleared his throat, reminding us all of his presence. “Excuse me, Your Highness, but is she saying she watched others, as in with the coveted forethought skill?”

      Davio turned sharply to Viv. “Take the doctor back, and have Stavros Sequeria wipe his memory of the past quarter hour to the point of when you collected him. I’ll not have him recall Faith or what she’s spoken of.”

      “You have a protector with the skill to wipe memories?” Wow, that was a new one.

      Viv disappeared with the doctor, and Davio ran his hand over the back of my head. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Ah, I’m thinking it could be a recurring problem, depending on how angry you are.”

      “Right now, you’re back. I can’t be angry about that.” He touched his lips to mine. “Except in the future, you can’t run as you did. If we have an issue, we address it.”

      He was right. “Yeah, we’ll see.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “We’ll see?”

      “I’ll start with Silvie. I need some practice on dealing with issues.” Because eventually I would have to enlighten Davio of my father’s decision, and I wasn’t looking forward to that. “Let me up.”

      He did, and I faced Silvie. This wasn’t easy to do with her wearing her favorite pink and white striped pajamas, her red locks a messy tumble sticking everywhere. I crossed my arms.

      “Begin,” I issued.

      Tears swam in her eyes. “I—I’m not sure where to start. I can’t remember the early years, only from the time I was about six or seven.”

      “Then start there.”

      She wrung her hands together. “Mum made it pretty clear Peacio was a secret. She said Carlisio had sent us, that he saw enough in his forewarning to interpret that you would have a soul mated bond with someone close to him. He presumed Davio, but he wasn’t one-hundred percent certain.”

      She paused, her voice strained. “I don’t know if Carlisio ever imagined us being here this long, but with your father keeping his distance, there was no way Carlisio could accurately identify if he was from Dralion or Peacio. And since Carlisio simply couldn’t risk Davio losing his future mate if you disappeared as your father had, we stayed and I remained close to you, something that was never a hardship, not when we were the closest of friends.”

      I inhaled, taking all her words in. “I considered you a sister, much more than a friend and you know it. I’ve been betrayed by you.”

      Her lower lip trembled. “I know and you’ve every right to feel that way, but I couldn’t speak of it. Yet one day I knew you would be mated, and quite possibly to my own cousin. Please, you have to know that I’ll do anything to make this up to you. I never wanted the lies that have been there between us.”

      I sighed and shook my head. This was so hard because in the beginning when we’d been so young as she’d said, she surely had been an innocent. Carlisio it appeared was the one at fault, and her explanation tugged at my heart. “I’ve always told you everything. Do you have other siblings? A father? Because now I know you have a brother, a cousin, and an aunt and uncle.”

      She caught a hand to her chest, tears streaking down her cheeks. “Yes, I have a father. He has brothers and sisters. I have other cousins and family unrelated to Davio. I’m so sorry, but you have to forgive me for never telling you. In my heart, you are my sister, and I know I’ve hurt you. Trust me, I’ll do whatever it takes to repair the damage.” She crossed the small gap and took my hands. “I’ll make sure you meet them all. Please, you have to forgive me.”

      I’d never in our entire eighteen years been able to handle seeing her in pain, and I couldn’t now. “I’ll never forget.”

      She wiped her nose. “Can you forgive?”

      Davio bumped me forward from behind. “You’ll hurt more if you don’t move past this.”

      Releasing a new wave of tears, Silvie hugged me. I squirmed, hating not just her pain but also whenever she got this upset. It wasn’t like her. She was the stronger of the two of us, always the first to mock and banter.

      I patted her back. “Okay, okay, you’re forgiven.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But you’ll still need to make things up to me.” Since I wanted her to calm down and relax, that meant she needed to cook. Cooking always relaxed her. “Chocolate chip cupcakes would be a good start in making things up.”

      She sniffed and sucked in a deep breath. “Are you asking me to cook you some cupcakes?”

      I gave her a nod. “That’s just the beginning of this whole forgiveness thing. I’ll be after rocky road tomorrow.”

      “Okay, but we’ll talk more later. I need that.”

      “We will when there’s time. Right now, I have one very determined father who wants his own forgiveness from my mother. Alexo intends to right the wrongs of these past eighteen years and admit to his lies and what he’s withheld. Which means way too much on my mind.”

      “Are you saying Alexo wants Kate back?” She frowned.

      “That’s pretty much it, but with her, comes me.”

      Davio froze, then his gaze bored into mine. “Are you saying you intend to travel to Dralion?”

      Around us, his protectors drew closer, including Viv who had returned.

      My heartbeat raced. “Yes, and what am I supposed to do? I have an actual family, one I’ve never known. You try turning away from that.”

      His hands pinched into my arms, his breath blowing out. “It’s that damn blood-bond.” Then he unblocked, his thoughts churning in a whirlwind toward me through the merged link.

      I fell back a step at seeing his need. He wanted me to choose him over Alexo, to decide on embracing Peacio over Dralion. For him, there was no other choice.

      “Look at me.” He was so focused. “I’m already falling in love with you. I can’t allow you to leave me, not even for a day, or three in the case which has just passed. If you were gone forever beyond Dralion’s dome, it would kill me.”

      I held my breath. Why did he have to say that?

      “I understand what you’re saying, but—” I lifted my arms and wrapped them around his neck, squeezed my hands together so there was no letting go. I cried, thoroughly wetting his shirt.

      “Shush, don’t cry. We’ll work this out.” His tone rang softly in my ear.

      “I can’t fix this.” If I couldn’t, he couldn’t. “I don’t know what to do. It’s all so hard.” I sucked in a stiff breath. “If you make me give up my family, I’ll hate you. You’re my enemy, and perhaps that’s the way you should stay. Maybe we shouldn’t tamper with history.”

      His jaw twitched, his fists bunching. “Wincrest is brainwashing you.”

      “No, he’s not.”

      “Stay right here.” He turned on his heel, snarling at Silas. “I won’t be gone long. Don’t allow Faith to leave this room or your sight. I need to consider what should be done.”

      He flashed away.

      And there was nothing but silence.

      Endless minutes ticked by.

      “I can’t believe you said that.” Silvie came around in front of me. “He’s my cousin. I’ve spent as much time with him as I have with you, and he’s in pain. What you said—”

      “I only spoke the truth.” How on earth were we to make this work? “Our relationship is impossible. Dralion and Peacio are at war. I can’t—” I shook my head. “You and Silas have to take him home, to his family and to his people. It’s where he should be, not here with me.”

      Her mouth pinched into a tight line. “You haven’t seen mates who are bound to each other attempt to regain their lives after one has passed away or become lost to the other. If you left him for Dralion, it’d be like suffering a death. He’s been in a great deal of pain this past weekend, and I don’t want to see him suffer such a loss again.”

      “Silas.” I looked at him. “You and Davio are close. Surely, you can see this won’t work between us. Will you take him away?”

      “You would agree to remain out of his sight, beyond Dralion’s shield if I did? No moving back and forth and giving him hope where they’d be none.”

      “I’ll do my best. My father deserves this time to have his wife and family back.”

      “That was a trick question.” Silas crossed his arms and glared. “Like my sister, I’d never do as you ask. As much as I hate to say it, he wants you, and I’d never begrudge him the mated bond, even if it’s with you. If you left him to live within the protective boundary of the dome, he’d suffer greatly. That kind of pain I’d never allow.”

      I ground my heel into the floor.

      “Dad.”

      “Yes, I’ve been watching.”

      “How do I get out of here without one of the protectors following my teleporting airstream?”

      “You have to mask it. You must use a water source to teleport through, meaning you leave your current location and use a pool of water, the sea, a river or a pond. Once you’re submerged in water, provided no one has taken hold of you, you teleport to the next safe location. No teleporter can follow you through the water’s natural airstream masking.”

      “Got it.”

      Silas gripped my arm. “Are you speaking telepathically to Alexo Wincrest?”

      “Yes.” I slanted my head. “What of it?”

      “Zac, call Davio and tell him Faith appears ready to do a runner. And you.” His hold on me tightened. “You will stay right where you are.”

      “You can’t—”

      Without warning, he took me straight to the floor. “When I say stay put, I mean stay put.” Shoving me onto my front, he thrust his knee into my back.

      I bucked against him, locking and kicking my legs. “See, Silas,” I panted. “This is exactly why I don’t trust you. You’re mean and nasty.”

      “No, what I am is loyal, and that would be to Davio.”

      Belle knelt at my head. “Not so rough, Silas. You’re hurting her.”

      I rolled my eyes at the carpet. “What’s actually hurting is his trunk-sized knee knifing me in the back.”

      “Get over it,” Silas muttered. “My knee will soon be the least of your problems.”

      I kicked out at him again, but nothing worked. I barely moved an inch.

      The air stirred, lifting strands of my hair, and a deep growl echoed through the room. “I return and this is what I see?” Davio, definitely Davio, and a very mad Davio.

      “Yes. It. Is.” Silas snarled in my ear. A second later, I lost my breath as my arms were wrenched behind my back and he jerked me upright onto my feet, his grip punishing from behind. “She is nothing but trouble.”

      I glared at Davio. “It’s crazy for a Loveria and a Wincrest to be mated.”

      Stepping forward, he tipped up my chin, his fingers stroking down my neck. “I still want you.”

      I yanked on my arms, but Silas continued to hold me militarily firm. “My father deserves to have what he gave up eighteen years ago. He’s earned his family back, and I can’t keep that from him. The blood-bond is too strong. It trumps what we have.”

      His hands moved to cup my face. “It can’t. We hold each other’s souls. What you’re feeling is the familial loyalty behind the blood-bond.”

      I wanted to kick him. “You are a terrible listener. I can’t fall for you, and I can’t change what’s between us.” I tugged, still trying to free myself from the loaf holding me. “Jeez, you need to let me kill Silas before I can continue yelling at you. This being restrained is not working for me.”

      Silas snarled in my ear. “Show some respect.”

      I kicked back at him, managed to thump him somewhere good since he grunted hard. “I hope you mate with your enemy. In fact, I’ll pray for it, Silas Carver.”

      “Like that would ever happen.” He laughed and released me, handed me to Davio and said, “She’s all yours. Congratulations and all that.”

      I snorted, then bit back a smile, somehow seeing the funny side of this terrible situation. “This is so impossible.”

      Davio took my hands. “No one takes you from me. Work with me on this. I can see it will be difficult to keep you tied to one location. I’ll have to allow you to come and go from Dralion, just as your father and his warriors do. Speak to your father now and discuss your need for free access.”

      “I said—”

      He pressed a finger to my lips, shaking his head. “Just do it. For this is an argument you’ll never win.”

      I sighed. “I think we need counseling. You’re too uncompromising, a—” Again with the finger to the lips.

      “For both our sakes, give me this.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Dad.”

      “I’m here.”

      “Is there any way I can come and go from Dralion as you have done over the years?”

      “The dome room—even with its limited knowledge by others—is naturally available to every Wincrest and our most elite warriors, so in answer to your question, yes. Although you would have to ensure each reason you have for coming and going was legitimate in case you were ever questioned.”

      “I need to complete my education. I’ve always intended to go to university.” It was a start.

      “That would work. Donaldo has always encouraged education amongst his people, and yours would be a given.”

      I looked at Davio. “Free access is available to all Wincrests and warriors. If I use my education as a reason to come and go, I simply have to take care.”

      He ran his hands down my sides. “See, who needs counseling?”

      I sighed. “You are insufferable, you know that?”

      “It’s one of my finest charms.” He grinned, then crooked his head. “Which you’ll come to appreciate in time.”

      “That’ll nev—” His lips touched mine.

      Oh, he did not fight fair.

      I was so hungry for him, so intent to dull the past three days from my mind until only the peace of his thoughts spread out through the merge. Even as that blanket of warmth wrapped around me, I didn’t stop kissing him. I didn’t want to give his mouth up for even a second. I was drowning in him, literally losing myself in a sea of craving.

      “Hey, excuse me. There are still people in the room,” Silas snapped.

      I moaned and whispered against Davio’s lips. “What shall we do about Silas?”

      “Silas is family. Come with me. We still have much to speak about.”

      I grabbed his shirt. “Hold on. I do have to get to school and first period will already have started. Education, remember?”

      “We’ll go after we speak.”

      He flashed us to his bedroom and he tightened his hold on me, his mouth moving along my neck, nibbling in a way that had me right back in that pool of craving.

      I grinned. “I thought we were going to speak?”

      He nipped the soft skin of my throat. “We will.” His mouth traveled upward and he took my mouth in another hot, hot kiss. “You have my heart.” His gaze softened, and my heart pounded. “What we have will not be torn apart by another, Faith. Give me your promise, from your heart to mine, that you will uphold the same vow.”

      “What I’ll promise is to annoy and pester you for all time. Will that suffice?” And by the strength of my blood-bond, I was going to abide by my father’s will as well. I’d never had a family and I desperately wanted one now that the possibility was within my reach.

      “It’ll do, but we’ll need to work on how you deliver your words.”

      I rubbed my nose against his. “We should be in class.”

      He smoothed his hands down my back. “I’ve never told you, but I undertook my studies six days a week, jamming twenty-one years of education into as few years as possible, just so I could be done at eighteen.”

      “You did?” That was impressive. “You never took a holiday?”

      “Rarely. Silas and I were tutored together, and now the two of us have the freedom to do what we’ve always enjoyed.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, like returning to school with me?”

      He tweaked my nose. “I like to think of it as spending as much time as I can with my mate. But what I was referring to was being with my people and defending my country alongside Carlisio and Everio.”

      “Ah, you mean aiding your grandfather and father into continuing the war against Dralion, against my own newly found family.”

      “There’s that.” He quirked a brow. “You said school. Let’s get you there so we can make second period.”

      “Before we go.” I ran my finger down the front of his shirt. “You said you would speak to my mother.”

      “I did. Will this afternoon suit?” He wrapped his arms around me and flashed us to my bedroom.

      I was home again, after almost three days away. “My mother means everything to me, so yes.”

      “As you do to me.” His words were a vow, and I stepped away from him even though I didn’t want to.

      “You’re so serious all the time. We need to work that out of you.” I rummaged through my wardrobe, seeking the dress I wanted to wear. It was a short white number bought for my eighteenth. I took it from the hanger at the back. This was the perfect dress for Mr. Serious. “Turn around.”

      He crossed the room, braced one hand on the windowsill and stared out across the road.

      I pulled off my training gear, tugged the glove-like white dress over my head and down my body then adjusted it into place.

      “Are you okay? You’re suddenly quiet.” I stepped in behind him and rested my cheek against his broad back.

      He turned, his brow shooting up. “I was scared to look. Now I know why. I insist you change.”

      “You insist?” I couldn’t help but smile. “My mother bought this for me.” I stepped back, reached over my desk at just the right angle to retrieve my schoolbooks, and dropped them into my bag.

      “Please.” A choking sound. Only his heated thoughts escaping his block cemented my decision.

      “No.” I snuck my hand into his and zipped us straight to the field.

      Ha. I was right to stand my ground. I loved the way he looked at me in this clingy number, particularly after so many days spent apart. Then after school he met with my mother and we sat over hot drinks and cream cake. Having raised me single-handedly, Mum knew me better than anyone. She was so inquisitive, but who wouldn’t be when their daughter brought home her first man.

      At a knock on the front door some hours later, I stayed on the couch while Mum walked out to answer it.

      I eyed my man, squeezed his hand idly stroking mine. “My mother likes you.”

      “She is much like my own mother.”

      “Tell me about her. It’s Genevy, right?”

      “Yes, she’s soft hearted, and yet one of the strongest women I know. She can’t wait to meet you.”

      I looked into his golden-brown eyes. “I can’t promise when.”

      “It’ll happen when it’s time.” He stood and pulled me to my feet. “Yet right now, I must leave. I have a training session with Silas. His mistreatment of you must be dealt with.”

      “By deal, you mean…” I sidled closer. “Make him sweat it out, kick his butt over and over, right? You need to take him down, because I’d be super excited if you did that.”

      “Silas is still family. All I need to make certain is that he’s never so rough with you again.”

      “Then butt-kicking is necessary.” I pursed my lips. “We have to have a talk about you leaving me out of all the fun stuff as well. I wish I could see the butt-kicking going down.”

      “I’m sure you would.” He raised my hand to his mouth, lightly kissing my fingers then turned and pulled me along behind him. “Walk me to the front door since I’d best leave the regular way.”

      “Walk me to the front door?” Repeating his words, I smiled and mock gasped. “Gosh, now I just have to get you to arrive in the same regular way too.”

      We neared my mother who spoke to a door-to-door salesman. The salesman ceased speaking and Davio took the opportunity to thank Kate for her hospitality.

      She gave him a bright smile. “Anytime.”

      I squeezed my mother’s arm. “I’ll be back in a minute.” I stepped through the front door and walked down the steps.

      Behind me, the salesman said something about taking a yearlong subscription to the New Zealand Horse and Country magazine. I frowned. Now, why would a salesman sell a townie a rural magazine? Who didn’t own a horse?

      Ooo-kay, something was wrong with all that.

      Davio set a hand at my waist, guided me along the path to the road and I snuck a look over my shoulder.

      Oh no.

      My breath caught. Thick sunglasses hid my father’s eyes and a dark cap covered his blond head. He wore brown felt pants, a brown checked shirt and knee-high riding boots as if attempting to look the part of a countryman, but I wasn’t fooled any longer.

      The sight of him meant Davio had to go, pronto.

      With jittery legs, I picked up my speed.

      “You look suddenly nervous.” He opened the front gate.

      I stopped my fidgeting. “It’s just that you’re leaving. I’m used to having an argument, and then you leave. Don’t make anything out of it.”

      His lips lifted. “You want an argument before I go?”

      I tapped my watch, glaring. “Not right now.” I harrumphed. “I’ll see you at Belle’s at eight.”

      “You will.” Then chuckling, he shimmered and disappeared from my sight.

      Phew.

      Wiping my hand across my brow, I ran back to the house, for I had more important issues at hand. I had an all-too-familiar salesman that needed locking firmly inside and a mother who was about to freak out. What I wouldn’t give for a regular-old day.
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      Never had I seen a man looking so uncertain of what he should do.

      I stepped up to Dad, yanked off his black cap and exposed his head full of short, light hair. Next, I pulled off his darkened sunglasses and those remarkable violet eyes of his were clear to see. “This is for your own good,” I scolded. “Tell Mum you still love her and be quick about—”

      The Horse and Country magazine fell from my mother’s hand, flapped to the entryway floor and she swayed—not breathing—then knees caving in, crumpled.

      Dad grabbed her. “I was getting around to revealing myself once Loveria left.” Scooping her up, his gaze flitted over Mum’s face. He dragged in a deep breath, then stuttered as he released it.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m holding my wife.” A single tear slipped from the corner of his eye, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I could never get this close before, not in all these years. Ever.”

      I strained to listen to his words. “You’re not going to faint too are you?”

      “No, I’m good.” He reeled back a step, then caught himself.

      “Mum’s okay.” I pressed the back of my hand to her cheek, found it clammy, which was totally expected in these circumstances. “I’d say fainting is the right reaction to have after seeing your husband eighteen years after he last disappeared.”

      He gazed at Mum, his throat working. “I—where can I take her?”

      “Her bedroom. You’ll have the most privacy there since it looks out over the backyard. I’ll be in my room if you need me.”

      He lifted her higher in his arms, brushed a kiss against her lips, the hopeful look in his eyes tearing at my heart. “I can’t believe I’m holding her.”

      “Bedroom’s at the end of the hallway. And yes you are holding her. Now go and make up.”

      “I’ll try, but I doubt our coming conversation will be easy.” Clutching her closer, his knuckles whitening, he murmured, “If you hear or have any forewarning that my discussion with her is too difficult for her to handle, then interrupt. Also, keep the protectors away.”

      “I’ll be on guard.”

      My mother moaned, her eyelids flickering.

      “Down the hallway, at the end,” I urged, pointing the way.

      Dad set off with her and rounded the corner, and the click of her bedroom door shutting both eased a touch of my nerves, and set them to rising all over again. I leaned back against the wall. My hands shook, and so did my legs. So nervous. This was the strangest feeling, knowing that my parents were about to have such a monumental talk. Right now would be one of those times I’d call Silvie, but that wasn’t happening. She would let the information slip.

      I fidgeted as the house became super quiet.

      Theirs was a private conversation, and I had no intention of listening in.

      I flashed to my bedroom and sat at my desk, rocked back and forth and when that didn’t help, I pulled around a textbook. I would read, although whether I took much in was another matter.

      Three hours passed with only the occasional higher-toned words drifting to me from Mum.

      This was killing me.

      Eight o’clock now loomed, and with no signal from beyond, I changed into my favorite faded jeans and a violet stretch t-shirt, brushed my hair until I could brush it no more, then braced myself.

      I had to leave, otherwise Davio would turn up here wondering where I was.

      Flashing fast, I bumped down in the area just off Belle’s kitchen. The heavenly aroma of roast beef wafted through the air. Steam plumed from the oven as Silvie, her hands gloved, slid out a deep blue dish holding tonight’s meal.

      My mouth watered.

      “Can I help?” I stepped into the kitchen, not that I had ever been very helpful in a kitchen.

      “Hey, there you are.” She popped the dish on a wooden board and looked over her shoulder at me. “I’m all good.” She wiped her hands on the white apron tied at her waist. “You can set the table though. How’s your mother?”

      “What do you mean?” The hairs on my neck rose.

      “You know.” She shrugged while poking a fork into the meat. “She met with Davio. What did she think of him?”

      “Oh, that.” I wiped my brow.

      “Yes, that. You’re acting strange.”

      “She liked him.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yep. Is your brother joining us for dinner?” I pulled plates from the crockery cupboard and set them on the table, came back and collected cutlery and glasses. “Because he and I seem to be getting along so well, if you didn’t notice.”

      She laughed. “He and Davio aren’t back yet, and I didn’t think to ask.” She returned the roasting dish to the oven. “This meat needs another ten minutes. Tell the others in the family room for me that’s dinner will be real soon.”

      “Will do.” With the table set, I walked down the passageway to the family room at the other end of the house. Zac and Viv’s hushed voices drifted to me, as well as the action going on with the TV. A staccato round of gunfire. They must be watching something gruesome.

      “Hey.” I rounded the plush, brown-gold corner couch that seated eight. Zac lay sprawled on his side in a forest-green t-shirt and jeans with Viv tucked in front of him wearing a miniskirt and emerald tank top.

      Zac played with Viv’s dark hair, then elbowed up and smiled at me. “Davio’s with Silas in the castle’s training room. Sword practice. Do you need me to seek his return?”

      I plopped down beside Belle sitting to the right of the others. “No, but Silvie said dinner’s in ten. Is Silas coming?” Silas was the one I’d have to keep an eye on, particularly as my father relied on me right now to ensure all remained safe at home.

      Belle knocked my arm with hers. “He’ll be here now that all things Silvie are sorted.”

      Zac’s brow rose, a grin taking over his face. “I can’t wait to see how much of a mess he’s in. He outdid my sword pricks on you, ten times over.”

      Viv squeezed his arm. “We really shouldn’t have poked her.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” I flicked Viv’s leg since she sat so close. “No doing that again. I really can’t believe you both wanted to slice and dice me when all I did was nail him to the ground. Jeez, how does Davio manage to put up with you lot?”

      Belle smiled. “We’re loyal, and we’ve been friends a long time.”

      I looked at her, for I certainly saw the loyalty and friendship she spoke of. I nodded. It would be great if I could form such strong friendships in Dralion to such a degree. It would be nice to meet new people, and at the very least, I had a new family. That counted for so much already.

      “What’s going through your mind?” Belle rested her hand on my shoulder. “Your emotions are bombarding me.

      I rubbed my hand on my jeans. “I’m glad Davio has all of you. I’m looking forward to forming the same kind of bonds with others in my father’s country.” As an empath, I hoped she’d understand my words.

      Belle let out a close-mouthed hmm.

      “I get what you’re saying.” Zac twined another lock of Viv’s hair around one finger. “I wouldn’t care to live in another country and not form new friendships either, but a word of warning, don’t align yourself too strongly with any of the warriors there.”

      “Well, my father’s a warrior, so what does that matter who I align myself with?” I flexed my fingers along my thighs, my thoughts zipping back to my father and mother. Mum was incredibly independent, had to be to raise me all on her own, and I was much the same as her. Thinking of Mum had my worry for her rising again, and even though I really wanted to check in on her and Dad, they needed this time alone. No spying for me.

      I heaved to my feet to find something better to watch rather than the mindless killing spree going on with the current movie. “Here let me find you guys something better, more appropriate for visitors to my, ah, world.” I rifled through Belle’s DVD collection in the cabinet, spotted the ever classic Braveheart movie. I swapped it out. “This, Zac, will suit you. Lots of swords.” Killing and battling too, but with some all-important historical information about Earth gathered along with it. A good choice. Over my shoulder, I grinned at him, then my mouth dropped open.

      Behind Zac, bare-chested and looking so gorgeous, Davio stood in his dark leather pants hanging low on his hips with the weight of a very wicked sword belted at his side.

      Licking my lips, I stood. “Ooo, look at that. I have my very own Braveheart right here in this room, just minus the kilt.” Merging my mind with his, I skipped across the room and plowed into him. “I missed you.” I ran my hands over his broad shoulders and tipped into him. “You’re late.”

      “I listened to your conversation regarding Dralion from the passageway. It is as Zac said.” Davio bent his head, rubbed his cheek against mine. “You’ll need to take care. I won’t have you around other warriors.”

      “I’ll take your request under consideration.” I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Kiss me.”

      He swept his arms around me, his lips on mine, his skin pressing hot and oh so close. Now this was the kind of under consideration I wanted.

      Because in two seconds flat, I was delirious.

      Belle coughed. “Okay, you two. I have to put an end to this. It’s dangerous for an empath to be saturated in your overabundant kinds of feelings. It makes me get all mushy when I don’t have a mate to get mushy with.”

      I stared into Davio’s eyes. “You want to tell me how you slaughtered Silas then?”

      “I did no such thing.” He grinned and it was such a telling lie.

      Drat. I should have been watching him with my forethought. No scrub that, perhaps I should have been watching my adult parents. Maybe I should zip home for a moment and check on Mum. Argh, I couldn’t do that. I needed to fight the urge and leave them be for a bit longer. I clamped my teeth together.

      “Hey.” Davio ran his finger under my chin. “Why the sour look?”

      “Ah, nothing.” Couldn’t exactly delve into any of that. I wrinkled my nose. “I can smell dinner. Silvie did say ten minutes and that time’s about up.”

      “I’ll take a quick shower first. Tell her I won’t be long, and behave while I’m gone.” He swatted my backside and turned, orders once again dispersed.

      Only I followed him and I couldn’t stop myself.

      Belle snatched my arm as she caught up. “The dining room’s this way.”

      I looked in the direction I wanted to go, toward Davio’s room and that shower. Grumbling at Belle, I muttered, “Davio needs to send you back to Peacio. Pronto. I can’t see what use you are here anymore.”

      She laughed as she yanked me behind her.

      At the kitchen bench, Silas lifted his head, arrowing a look at me.

      I smiled. “Ah, Silas. It’s a shame you fast-heal.” I just couldn’t help myself.

      A grunt. “I’m also sneaky so watch out.”

      Silvie pursed her lips and flicked him in the arm with a tea towel. “Go and sit down.” She walked up to me. “And you, you promised me this morning we’d talk.”

      I took the seat next to hers, inhaling the smell of cooked beef plated right under my nose. “This looks wonderful.”

      “I made cupcakes for desert.”

      I grinned. “No wonder I haven’t seen you all afternoon. I’ve been busy studying by the way.”

      “Cooking is my form of study.” She was right, for her grades were already there, and her acceptance a given for the university’s food technology course.

      “There’s no change in your plans for next year?” We’d always talked about studying at the same campus, just different courses.

      “Nope.”

      “I apologize for keeping everyone waiting.” Davio eased into the leather-backed seat at the head, then he arched a brow and looked down the table at me. With his jaw smooth and shaved, his white button-down shirt pressed to perfection, he looked better than cupcakes. “Is there a reason you’re seated so far away from me?”

      “Ah.” I tapped my fingers on the varnished tabletop. “Silvie and I are catching up.”

      He folded his arms and gave a quick nod. “Then let’s eat.”

      Lifting the fork to my lips, the scent of spiced pumpkin and baby potatoes with rich dark gravy drizzled over the roast beef, made my mouth water.

      “We’re leaving.”

      “Dad?” I held my fork steady. “You have the worst timing. How’s Mum? And leave for where?” Oh, my father couldn’t mean Dralion? Surely not so soon.

      Belle squeezed my hand from beside me. “What’s wrong?” she whispered in my ear.

      “Give me a minute.”

      She shrugged and picked up her water glass.

      “I asked about Mum.” I straightened in my chair. “Is she okay?”

      “Kate’s fine or at least as fine as can be in these trying circumstances. But as I said, we’re leaving.”

      “Mum’s agreed to go? Like right now?”

      “She’s wary, but I’ve assured her she can speak to you first. We’ll meet in my apartment. Don’t be long.”

      “I can tell when someone’s chatting telepathically with another.” Silvie set her cutlery down with a glare. “That had to be your father since he’s the only one, other than Belle, who you’ve created a link with. What does Wincrest want now?”

      I scrunched up my face as everyone around the table stared at me.

      I hated this.

      “C’mon, speak to me,” she urged.

      “It’s not so bad.” I looked at my food, and my stomach did a slow dive.

      I’d known this moment would come, but having it arrive so quickly, well, I wasn’t quite ready for it. I dragged in a deep breath. “My mother’s agreed to go. She needs to speak to me.”

      The chair at the head of the table scraped and I closed my eyes as Davio gripped my shoulders from behind. “To Dralion. When?”

      Holding on with every fiber of my soul, I spread my mind deeper through my mate’s. “You knew this was going to happen, just as you know I can return. My father promised that would be so.”

      “A damn Wincrest’s promise.” He pulled out my chair, all four legs gouging into the wooden floorboards.

      Once on my feet, I spun and met his darkened gaze. “You were okay with this all earlier today. We compromised.”

      “I realize that.” His jaw clenched, his mind a turbulent storm of thoughts and all coming directly at me. “We haven’t had enough time to speak of the finer details, of you knowing exactly where the dome’s entry point is before Wincrest takes you and to make certain you don’t allow the man to blindfold you. I have to know you’ll have access to the image and can safety return. I can’t risk allowing you to leave otherwise.”

      “I’ve already been told where the location is.”

      He slid one hand around the back of my neck, and drew me closer. “Then where is it?”

      Palming his chest, his heartbeat racing under my palm, I answered, “I won’t allow any blindfolding. I promise you.”

      “I asked where it was.” His fingers tightened. “Damn, if only I held the skill of forethought or mind-merge as you do. I need to be able to read your thoughts.”

      “I’d still block as you usually do with me.” I tapped his chest. “Besides, the dome protects Dralion for a reason. Peacians can’t know the image of where to get in.”

      He snorted. “I can’t stand this.”

      Shaking my head, I pushed up onto my toes. “Stop freaking out, just this once.”

      Silas snuck around the table, and motioned for Zac to take Davio’s other side. He eyed me. “I know the signs. My cousin is preparing to take you from here.”

      Fingers biting even deeper into my skin, Davio glared at Silas. “One day you’ll have a mate and feel what I feel.” With a low growl, he pulled me back toward the solid pine wall behind us, although with Silas on one side and Zac on the other, there was no escape.

      “I need to go,” I urged him. “Please.”

      “I can’t let you go yet. I want more time with you.”

      Silas narrowed his gaze on me. “We’re going with your plan of making it in and out of Dralion on your own steam.” He released a thought. Duck. Now.

      I dropped, scrambled back as Silas and Zac slammed Davio into the wall.

      “Get off me,” Davio bellowed, both his shoulders pinned. “You bull-headed protectors derive far too much pleasure from this.” He appealed to Zac. “I hunger for her, as you do for Viv. Give me more time with her. I’m not leaving yet.”

      Zac didn’t move, not one muscle. “Your protection comes first.”

      “I don’t care about my damned protection right now, only being with her. She holds the other half of my soul.”

      “Which proves you’re not thinking clearly. She needs to go, and you need to go, but in different directions.”

      “Don’t even try to force me back to Peacio against my will again.” Davio shoved into Zac.

      Silas tightened his hold on his cousin, feet planted wide. “We hardly need a contingency of warriors hard after your hide, Davio. Your mate already has a workable plan that’s the best I’ve heard. Remember, the plan where King Donaldo need never know of your relationship with his granddaughter? Do you not think an all-out war should be evaded when tensions between our two countries are already so inflamed? Because that is what will happen if you don’t let her go. Donaldo Wincrest wouldn’t rest if he knew a Loveria cavorted with one of his own. We need to take every precaution, which means taking you back to Peacio where there is a larger safety net of protectors in place.”

      The air seemed to crackle and snap, and Davio narrowed his gaze on me. “Come here and ignore them.”

      I inched forward, needing to touch him one last time.

      Silas snarled. “Stay there, Faith.”

      “I can’t.” Not when Davio needed me the same way I needed him.

      Davio grunted, hooked one foot out and snagged it around my knees. I toppled forward, hit his chest, and he wrenched one arm free of Zac and wrapped it around me. Silas forced him back to the wall, and Zac pulled at me, shoved me clear.

      Viv joined the fray, snatching Davio’s legs. She twisted and sent them all careening to the floor, only before they hit the ground, they were gone—all four of them, gone.

      Blinking, I stared at the spot where they’d been.

      No. This wasn’t happening. I needed to say goodbye to him properly. I dropped my head into my palms and sobbed. Pushing my forethought forward, I brought his image into my mind. He was on his back, pinned to the ground within an indoor training hall with steel-bladed weapons lining the block walls. He bucked and Silas and Zac held him tight, Viv still on his legs.

      “He’s not happy, but that’s to be expected,” Belle murmured in my ear. “They’ve taken him to the castle where he’s safest, so you can leave without issue.”

      “You’re saying I can’t go to him?” I locked down the training hall’s image for ’porting, my fingernails biting into my palms. Davio’s pain right now ricocheted through me as if it were my own, only Belle was right. I needed to leave for Dralion and I couldn’t forget that, or my mother.

      “Silas protects him. That’s his job. Don’t make it harder for him,” Belle urged.

      Silvie wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “You can see he’s safe. Go now. The moment you do, Silas will release him.”

      The vision melted away, and I wiped my cheeks. “Take notes for me in class.” I hugged her. “And tell Davio that I appreciate the fight.”

      Her lips lifted a smidgeon. “You’ll have more than a fight on your hands if you don’t keep your word and return to him. Try not to take three days next time.”

      “I’ll be back before you know it.” I looked at Belle and drew in a long breath. “Look after him for me.”

      She squeezed my hand. “Silas is in my head and telling me you better hurry. I’m the only one who can keep in contact with you, and also calm Davio. I’m needed there now.”

      “I’m going to speak to my mother first, before we leave. I’ll let you know when.” I stood back, raised my hand in farewell and flashed away.

      Seconds later, I arrived in the dark of Alexo’s safe room and opened the connecting door to the suite. The familiar screeching sound of metal on metal assaulted my ears.

      “I’ll get the light.” Dad flipped the switch and beckoned me in. He’d changed and now wore dark leather pants and a silver threaded loose shirt, a leather jacket slung over his arm.

      “My mother?”

      “In the living room.” He steered me down the hallway. “I’ve been gone for hours and Donaldo and several warriors are tapping at my head to be heard. I need to make contact with Donaldo soon.”

      “Are you sure everything will be all right?”

      “Yes.” He set a hand on my shoulder. “Donaldo will want you, and he’ll accept Kate since she’s given birth to a highly skilled daughter. There’s no more hiding.” He paused. “Although there is one more thing I need to mention before we leave.”

      I let out a breath, preparing myself. “I’m listening.”

      “During my time on Earth, I went by the name of Alexo Stryker.”

      I groaned, rather loudly. “You made up my last name?”

      “Yes, but you’ll have it no longer—for obvious reasons. You’re now a Wincrest.”

      I turned the corner and strode into the living room, eager to reach my mother. She sat on the gray couch, then stood the second she saw me.

      I ran to her, meeting her in the center of the room, her arms banding tightly about me and mine around her. I hugged her hard, shaking because I’d finally reconnected with her again, the past few hours of worry settling at least a little within me.

      “I’m sorry, honey.” Mum’s voice wobbled. “For everything. The lies. For whom Silvie and Seriah are. I can barely believe all Alexo has told me.”

      Dad cleared his throat. “Don’t take Silvie and Seriah’s involvement upon yourself. I saw the same forewarning as Carlisio did at Faith’s birth, that our child would somehow have an impact on Loveria’s family. I knew there would be some kind of future link, only it wasn’t one I could halt, not after I returned to Dralion and found every single move I made followed so closely. I couldn’t even sneeze without a warrior reporting it to my father. It wasn’t an easy time.”

      And he’d been my age at the time, which somehow brought an element of light to things.

      My mother’s embrace tightened, her cream cardigan flapping to her knees. “I should never have withheld my knowledge of your father from you. He clearly loves you, only I never knew.” She released a deep breath and her hands shook. “I’ll do everything in my power to keep you safe. Even if that means living in Dralion and acting as his wife.”

      My heart squeezed. “Did you say acting?”

      “Yes.”

      Dad grimaced. “That is her decision, and I will be content with it for now.”

      My mother crossed her arms. “That’s right—you will.”

      Dad let out a rush of air, took Mum by the shoulders, his gaze softening with her. “You need to relax around me. I’m certain Donaldo will be distracted by Faith, but no one must think you’re not fully committed to us being back together, and that includes around my sister, Goldwyn, for she has the sight of a hawk and misses next to nothing.

      I frowned. “I have an aunt? Are there other family there as well?”

      Dad turned to me. “I have only the one sibling. Goldie was my parents’ late surprise, and at nineteen, she is only a year older than you. Although Goldie comes and goes from Dralion.”

      “And where does she come and go to?”

      “Goldie’s chaperoning Hope in Australia, although Hope hardly considers it chaperoning. She’s eighteen and an absolute delight.”

      My mother’s brows rose. “You haven’t mentioned Hope before. Who’s she?”

      His jaw clenched. “We’ll speak of Hope another time, when we’re not dealing with quite so much, but she is family. Now, we are deviating, and I must speak to Donaldo and prepare him for what’s to come. We’ll leave this Mount apartment once I’ve notified him.” Walking into the adjacent kitchen, he began his communication.

      Releasing a sigh, my mother moved to the couch. “He’s hiding something, but right now, sit. I need to know about Davio Loveria. Your father told me who he truly is, a prince of Peacio.”

      “He’s also my mate.” Sitting, I clasped my hands in my lap. “The bond builds between us fast, and he has the same feelings for me that I have for him.”

      “Then I’m doing the right thing?” She cast a glance across the room at Dad.

      I nodded. “I don’t see there being any other choice.”

      “Donaldo’s expecting us.”

      Those three words from my father made me freeze.

      And in that instant, my life changed forever.

      I stood, my heart pounding. “I need to use my forethought to collect the image of the dome room, and before we go.”

      “Yes. Take it from my mind.” He didn’t question my request.

      I connected and pulled the image, my eyes widening. “Truly? That’s the dome room?”

      It was dark and dungeon-like. There were no doors, just four gloomy walls constructed of a gray-black brick with slabs of floor-stones in a dull gray-green. Aged cracks in the floor’s surface oozed with slimy green moss. So repulsive.

      “Ick. Does no one care to clean the place up?”

      “It must remain the way it is. No one would ever imagine such an image as the secured point in and out of Dralion, and that in itself adds a level of safety we require.”

      “Does anyone guard it? Should I expect someone to jump out at me when I arrive?”

      “No. It’s completely blocked off and well below ground level. You see the walls?”

      I returned to the image. “Yes, but what of that old well in the center. Does that not lead somewhere?” The yucky green stuff trailed over the blackened brick edging of the well.

      “The well is deep and we’ve never found the end of it. The energy within that well is what the enchanter, Gilles Moyer, tapped into. He spelled the dome into existence using his skill.”

      I screwed up my forehead. “Where to from there?”

      “We’ll move quickly since the dome room smells as bad as it appears. We’ll meet Donaldo at my personal apartments on the eastern third floor. The palace is a large residence with over four-hundred rooms. It’s a fortress and has stood the test of time for hundreds of centuries.”

      My mouth popped open. I should have expected this, yet because I hadn’t seen it, I hadn’t truly comprehended it. Now I did.

      “We are running out of time. Donaldo has never been a patient man and knowing whom I bring, makes him even more so.” My father tapped his head. “I see him pacing the receiving room.” He took my mother’s arm and looked at me. “The last image you’ll need is the main reception room of my apartments.”

      He flicked up the image and I gasped. So beautiful. Stunning white and blue diagonal floor tiles captivated with a central motif of a massive “W.” The area was ballroom like in size. Elegant sitting chairs covered in a white-gold detailed fabric, the legs and arms a polished golden wood, were tucked against the walls in sets of four, at least twenty separate sets in total around the perimeter of the room. Separating each set, a white marble arch framed double doors which led away from the area in varying directions.

      I blinked, taking it all in. A high ceiling rose maybe twenty feet, with twelve brilliantly lit crystal chandeliers, six each side, both lines running parallel to each other. Beautiful, not to mention light beamed from them over striking scenes of hand-painted artwork displaying battles, much like in the Sistine Chapel here on Earth.

      “Wow. When you said you lived in a palace, you truly meant it.”

      “It’s now yours and your mother’s home too. Do not forget that.”

      My mother cleared her throat. “Let’s just go.”

      Dad tipped his head to me. “You have the images, and I will move ahead of you and see you in the receiving room.”

      “You will, right after I speak to Belle. I don’t have a telepathic link with my mate and he needs me to check in. You two go on ahead.” He blinked away, taking my mother with him, and I pulled open my link with Belle.

      “I’m leaving. I have the image.”

      “Of the dome room?”

      “Yes, of everything I need.”

      “I’ll tell Davio. Take care. I’ll speak to you soon.”

      I took a deep breath. “Later.”

      I closed the link.

      No more waiting. It was time.
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      I flashed through the dome room, sucked in only one breath for the taste of mold in the air coated my tongue in that mere moment. Then I was there, arms lifting as I balanced on the slippery and shiny blue and white floor tiles of the receiving room.

      It was as I’d seen, only now included in the room were my parents, along with four men, three clothed in heavy combat gear surrounding the one who could be no other than Donaldo Wincrest, my grandfather and the ruler of Dralion.

      His violet eyes cut directly to me, moved over every inch of my face.

      I froze, even though I hadn’t been moving.

      With his bearing stiff and proud, he appeared a clear leader, a man with thick brown hair and a full, dark beard, one giving him the appearance of an age greater than the youthful one of the others of this world. Then he adjusted his shoulders and stepped forward in leather boots. He wore an impeccable red shirt with silver buttons, his long legs encased in black leather pants.

      Dad stepped up to him, and Donaldo raised his arms, seized Dad to him in a firm, forearm embrace, his thumbs adorned with two large gold insignia rings.

      They released each other and Dad lifted a hand, indicating my mother. “Father, meet my wife, Kate Wincrest.”

      Donaldo’s gaze darkened to a striking hue as he inclined his head at Mum. “If my son says you are wed, then you are welcome here. I can see your daughter is Alexo’s.” Another spearing glance at me.

      Dad beckoned me forward. “Come here and meet your grandfather.”

      I cleared my throat and pushed one foot in front of the other, shoved my shaky hands behind my back and tried to keep my composure. Not easy.

      Donaldo crooked his head, raising his hands to me. “Don’t be wary of me, child.” His eyes crinkled at the corners. “I wish to meet my granddaughter. It’s a shame Goldwyn and Hope aren’t here. This is a moment none of the Wincrests should miss.”

      My heart pounded as Donaldo embraced me and kissed both my cheeks.

      “You are in your rightful place, and my gratitude now goes to your mother for keeping you safe since your birth. I will accept her for she gives you to us.”

      “You mean that? No harm will ever come to my mother?”

      He nodded. “It shall not. The mated bond has prevailed and given me a skilled granddaughter. It has not been an easy afternoon with your father missing, but his arrival with you now sets me at ease. We shall spend as much time together as we can in the coming days.”

      He released me, turning his gaze on my father. “I hope you understand. Guy Moyer will be called to see to your wife’s confinement here. As an Earthling, she can’t be permitted to leave through the dome room. Faith may, since I have no intention of revoking her use as one of our direct blood.”

      Alexo glanced at Kate. “You’ll be spellbound to Dralion by Guy, a warrior enchanter. Guy is the nineteen-year-old grandson of Gilles Moyer, the warrior who first enchanted the dome energy field over Dralion forty years ago. What his family line spells, remains in place. Do you agree?”

      With her hands straight at her sides, she nodded. “As you wish. I’m not leaving.”

      He set his hand at her waist. “Then it shall be done.”

      “Good,” Donaldo boomed. “It pleases me well that your intent is to ensure your wife stays bound to Dralion and to you. Your marriage will be one of fruitful means, and by that, I expect from this woman more grandchildren.”

      My mother turned a startling shade of white, and I cringed. What had I gotten my mother—no, she was strong. I shouldn’t question her decision to come. She would hold her own footing with my father and grandfather.

      Donaldo looked over his shoulder. “Michael, collect Guy. He’ll be in the warriors’ barracks.”

      I shuffled from foot to foot, but within half a minute, the warrior returned with another. This man was young with unruly, coal-black hair and pale blue eyes. When he stared at me, silver came to life and swirled about the edges.

      “Your Majesty, you called.” His hand tightened over his side-buckled sword.

      Donaldo faced him. “I want you to enchant Alexo’s wife. She is not permitted to travel through the dome room and outside of Dralion. He has brought her here from Earth. Ensure your spell holds firm and can’t be undone.”

      “I need her full name for the spell. And that one”—Guy’s gaze returned to me—“looks like Hope. Who is she?”

      I opened my mouth, but halted as Alexo took one menacing step toward him.

      “Mind how you speak, Guy. This is my daughter, Faith, and she is permitted full rights to travel where she pleases, within our land and beyond.” He motioned toward my mother. “My wife’s name is Kate, and they both take my last name.”

      Donaldo crossed his arms, eyeing Guy. “What’s bothering you? Your frustration is clear to see. If you need to talk, do so.”

      Guy inclined his head. “I apologize. Our warrior spy was captured days ago in Peacio, and my own father two years past. I thought we were close to finding their steel containment cells and now we’ve lost a vital chance to do so. Send me to Peacio. No one will work harder than I at finding our imprisoned warriors.”

      A deep inhale. “I can’t send you. Your father is contained somewhere beyond our reach and there isn’t a chance I’ll lose you in the same manner. You’re only a year into your skills, and I’m already working on a replacement for the warrior who was unearthed. Your father and the others warriors captured over the years will be found, but this all takes time.” Donaldo scraped a hand across his dark brown beard. “Now, spell my son’s wife so we may all get some rest this night.”

      Guy spoke a precise verse over my mother. A half minute later he was done, bowing to Donaldo. “She can’t leave, sire.” He flashed away without another word.

      “Excellent.” Donaldo nodded at Alexo. “I will see you all in the morning. I have much to see to after this disruptive day. Rest and recover. Goodnight.” Then he vanished without waiting for a response, the warriors who’d stood around him leaving the second he did.

      I shook my head. My mother was now powerless to leave Dralion, unquestionably giving up her freedom.

      Alexo’s brow creased, and he lifted a finger to his mouth in a shushing motion at me. “I know what you’re thinking, but there are staff about. We’ll talk more in the morning. For now, you’ll find your chambers down that passageway.” He pointed since there were several exits. “The fifth door on the right.”

      “Tomorrow.” I hugged him.

      “I’ll send Jilly to you. She’s the head of this wing.”

      I hugged Mum too. “Will you be all right?”

      “I’ll find you in the morning, and we’ll talk as Alexo said.” She cupped my cheek, kissed my forehead. “Sleep well.”

      “I’ll try.” Mum had made up her mind. She was here and not leaving. Neither could I for now.

      I turned and headed toward my room.

      The passageway was wide, yet dimly lit with wall sconces holding candle-like bulbs. I didn’t slow since all the doors were closed, but at the fifth, I halted. The curved, ornate brass knob chilled my palm as I pushed the door open.

      I did a double take. Wow. This room was three times the size of what I had back home, with a ginormous bed I’d likely get lost in.

      Across the polished wooden flooring, I walked and gripped one of the four carved hardwood posts rising high above the bed. A canopy of sheer lace netting swished down each post and I pushed one corner of the lace aside and ran my fingers over the violet silk bedcovers. So pretty, with detailed stitching in mauve and golden thread.

      I scratched my ear. This would take some getting used to.

      Double glass doors sat to one side of the room, partially hidden by the softest snow-white curtaining. I bounced across to the door, pushed back the curtaining and gasped.

      This was Dralion.

      The moon, full and high, and at first glance far larger and more orange than Earth’s moon, hung within a black blanket spread across the sky. Millions of diamond-like stars glittered and twinkled.

      Below my window, the moon’s glow shimmered over a high rocky cliff face, the cliff dropping swiftly down to meet the ocean. The Great Orbiting Ocean, from Davio’s lesson on the beach.

      I pinched myself, swung both balcony doors wide and stepped outside. Ornate inky-gray pillared railing and gray tiles completed the space, along with two chairs in the corner tucked under a round latticework table.

      Hands on the railing, I brought the image of the cliff top fully into my mind and ’ported. On the craggy precipice, I stood, the ocean so eerily beautiful below, almost beyond magnificent in its violent splendor, the waves rolling in hard and spraying high with a silvery mist.

      Whipping around, I grinned at the sight of the palace spread out before me. The wind whisked my hair about my face as I took in my new home. Four majestic floors in height, all built in gray-black stone, and from each of the many corners, a slender tower rose to double the height of the palace, at least a dozen towers in all. This residence was a fortress, although a stunning one with light shining from behind stained glass windows along the lower floor.

      I shivered as the wind picked up, bringing with it a chill to the air. Along the far property line, iron gates enclosed the property, and beyond those an array of darkened outbuildings rose. The forest swayed in the distance, this land so vast and stunning.

      I wrapped my arms around my waist as the ocean spray drifted over me.

      Since I couldn’t travel any farther this night and had no desire to, not when I needed to remain close to Mum, I flashed back to my balcony.

      Discovering more about this land would have to wait until another day.

      Certainly, this new world was part of my heritage. My father had been born here, and the depth of that knowledge had never rung so greatly through me until this very moment.

      I stepped inside, gently closed the double doors and tucked the snow white curtaining back in place.

      “Excuse me, milady.”

      I swung around.

      A woman stood in the doorway with a tray in hand. She popped a quick curtsey, her full-length blue skirts touching the ground as she did. “May I come in?”

      “Of course.”

      “Milady, I’ve brought you a supper tray with tea and biscuits. My name is Jilly, and I’m the head of the eastern wing staff.” She set the silver tray on the hardwood bedside table, and adjusted the white apron tied at her waist.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Jilly.”

      “As it is to meet you.” She smiled. “May I be of any assistance?”

      I nibbled on my lower lip. “You’re so young.” Oops. I clapped a hand over my mouth. “I’m sorry. This aging thing still catches me off guard.”

      Her eyes brightened. “Prince Alexo said you were raised on Earth, but I am a full generation older than you. I have two grown daughters and two teenage sons, and nothing catches me off guard. Speak to me as you wish. I’m here to aid you however you might need it.”

      “Then I could use some help. I have no clothes for tomorrow. I seem to be turning up all over the place without them.”

      “I’ll see to that immediately. Simply tell me what you prefer to wear.” Curls of mousy-brown bounced around her pixie face as she searched an apron pocket. She pulled out a notepad and pencil. “I’ll jot down what you’d like.”

      I raised a brow. “Okay, um, low-cut jeans and I wear t-shirts of any color. I like skirts and blouses and summer dresses.”

      She scribbled down my requirements.

      “Also training pants and sports shirts. I run daily and like to get my exercise in.”

      “Shoes, milady?”

      “Yes, size seven, please. Is it truly appropriate to send someone to Earth for such purchases?”

      “Yes. You’ll wear what you desire. I’ll have one of our warriors, a young woman by the name of Alexxis, go shopping at one of your malls on Earth. Alexxis loves to shop, and for local clothing, we have a tailor. I’ll send him to you whenever it is necessary for specialty items.”

      “Thank you.”

      “If you will, allow me to show you your amenities.” She spun around, headed toward one of the two side doors and I followed her. “This is your bathroom, and everything you should need will be stocked within the vanity, but if you have any particular requirements, let me know.”

      A deep white porcelain bath sat against one wall and a shower next to it. A mirror hung the entire length of one wall and thick white towels sat on top the vanity’s counter. I opened the cupboards and drawers and found it fully stocked. “This is wonderful.”

      “Lovely. Follow me, if you will.”

      “Coming.” I dashed out after her.

      She opened a second door beside my bathroom, flicked on a light and illuminated a dressing room that was way too big for what I’d ever need. “This is where your clothing shall be hung once Alexxis returns with it. I’ll instruct her not to disturb your sleep should you be resting when she returns.”

      “That’s all right. I sleep deep. I doubt she’ll be able to wake me even if she tried.”

      “As you wish. Do you have any questions?” She headed toward the tray she’d brought in and poured a cup of tea, passed it to me with a smile and waited.

      “Ah, is there a training room in the palace where I can run in the morning? I’m not keen on heading out into any unfamiliar territory just yet.”

      “Yes. There’s a training facility on the ground floor.”

      I tapped my head. “Could you show me the image?” At her confused look, I added, “I have forethought.”

      Her mouth opened. “You mean like Prince Alexo. Oh, that’s wonderful. The prince said you were his daughter, but I wasn’t aware you held the rare skill of forethought.” Jilly clapped her hands. “This is exactly what our people need. The image is in my mind. Take it.”

      Her exuberance had me smiling, and I connected and gathered the image. Talk about another wow moment. What a training room. Gear galore, including cross-trainers, treadmills and weights, all so very similar to what one would find at any local gym back home. A lap pool too, three lanes wide and indecently long sat beyond the glass banking of windows separating the two divisions of the training area.

      “I see the Wincrest family like my home world’s conveniences.”

      “They do, and why not since travel is open to them. The warriors’ facilities outside the main gates is also as well-equipped.”

      I sipped and set the pretty teacup down, snagged two biscuits—chocolate coated toffee pops of all things. “Does Alexxis shop the supermarkets on Earth too?”

      “Yes.” Laughing, Jilly retrieved the empty tray. “There are certain foods like chocolate which your family adores.”

      I stopped mid-bite. My family. She’d said my family. I now had a family, and far more than just my mother and me.

      I tingled all over. There were others, the aunt named Goldwyn whom Dad had spoken of, and another person named Hope, whoever Hope was. I couldn’t wait to meet both of them too.

      “If that is all, I’ll see you in the morning.” Jilly backed away toward the door. “Goodnight.”

      “Yes, goodnight to you too.”

      The door clicked shut behind her, and I smiled as I returned to the balcony doors looking out over Dralion. Some of my uncertainties melted away. Mum and I would make this work.

      “Faith.”

      I groaned and I mean I truly groaned. It was just as well Belle was the only Peacian I’d created a telepathic link with.

      “It’s late, Belle.” And it wasn’t that I didn’t wish to speak to her, it was that I didn’t wish to have anyone intrude on this special moment.

      “How are you?”

      “I’m good. How’s Davio?”

      “He requires an update.”

      “Is he with you?”

      “Yes. We’re in the castle’s recreational room, and he’s pacing a hole in the floor. This rec room is where we relax, but not right now. No one will retire for the night. He’s so agitated. Silas is ready to knock him out, just so we can all get some rest.” A very loud sigh came through. “So, if you don’t mind, an update. Davio needs to know of Donaldo.”

      A shiver chased down my spine. “I can’t speak of him. It doesn’t feel right.”

      “Just a second. Davio is tapping on my shoulder and I need to be the intermediary between you both.”

      I waited, counting as twenty-two seconds passed.

      “Okay, let me remind you that these aren’t my words, but his.”

      And then it came.

      “You will speak of Donaldo. I need to know what occurred on your arrival, what has happened every minute since, and I want it word for word.”

      Now, it would take a genius not to know that those words hadn’t come from my mate, but still I snarled. “You can tell my mate that my mother has sacrificed her freedom for mine. She is now bound to Dralion.”

      I flicked the lock on the balcony’s doors and crossed to my bed.

      “Sacrificed what freedom?” Belle’s tone rose with the question.

      “My mother is spellbound to Dralion. She can’t leave. Ever.”

      “Why would Wincrest do that when she is from Earth? Argh, Davio is breathing down my neck. Give me a second to pass on what you’ve said.”

      Pulling off my jeans, I gritted my teeth, then left my t-shirt on as a makeshift nightie and tucked myself into bed.

      Twenty-eight seconds later, she was back.

      “You can still move about freely?” Asked in a tightly controlled tone.

      “Yes, but I will not be leaving my mother. This place is new for me, as it is for her. Give me a couple of days. We both need to settle in.”

      She gasped. “Can you not come now? Even for a few minutes?”

      “No.” I hadn’t forgotten that my mate had kidnap on his mind earlier. “I’m sorry, but I have to say goodnight.” As far as I was concerned this conversation was at an end. “Tell Davio to stop pacing and to sleep tight.” Then I closed down the link and for a moment considered blocking it, only I didn’t. It seemed I couldn’t go that far.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I STRETCHED AS the first rays of dawn warmed my face. Again, I needed to run, my legs throbbing. Throwing back the violet silk bedspread, I opened my eyes to the sight of clothing. Piles and piles of clothing draped across the richly upholstered settee at the end of my bed. What had happened to a few new pieces of clothing? The contents of an entire clothing store lay in heaps before me, not just the odd item.

      I crawled down the mattress and sat near the largest pile. Carefully, I pulled new and very expensively labeled pieces across my lap. Wow, these were mine. I slowed my inspection and grinned. Leather jackets and pants and cute cable-knit sweaters were bunched in and around jeans of every color, as well as t-shirts and blouses, skirts and dresses. Enough for all the seasons. I would have to sincerely thank Alexxis. She surely knew what she was about in the shopping department.

      “You’re up.” Jilly halted on her tiptoes as she walked out of my dressing room. “Alexxis needed assistance with hanging your clothing, but she had to dash off to do the same for your mother. She too requires a wardrobe now she’s here.”

      “Thank you, and pass along my gratitude to Alexxis.” I whipped up onto my feet, searched and found some training clothes within the piles and pulled them free. “I don’t mean to be rude and run, but I have to head to the training room. Excess energy and all.”

      “I understand.” She motioned toward the dressing room. “If there’s anything missing, let me know.”

      “I will.” I jumped to it, changing and ’porting off to the gym.

      I skipped straight to the closest treadmill of which three stood side by side. I turned up the speed and elevated the slope, humming under my breath. Arms pumping—so good.

      “Faith.” Mum stood at the entrance to the training room, her gaze wide on me.

      “I’m coming.” I jabbed the stop button and hopped off the platform, then caught her up in a hug as she met me halfway. “How’d you know I was here?”

      “Alexo gave me a tour. I asked him to leave me alone to speak with you for a few minutes. Get back on the treadmill,” she said as she shooed me toward it. “Your father explained you have to run each morning to deal with your excess energy.”

      I scrunched up my face, but did as she bid. “You worry too much.”

      “It’s a recreational hazard of being a mother.” She rocked back onto her heels as she eyed the increase in my speed. “That’s really fast, and you can keep that up for two hours?”

      “Yes, now tell me how you’re feeling?” My words were a demand. I didn’t wish to wait to hear how she was.

      “Well.” She exhaled loudly. “Your father is such a stranger to me, and it’s not easy being in such close proximity to him again.”

      “Is there even a little love? You were once mates.”

      “No, honey, I don’t love him anymore. How can I when he left me and never thought I was strong enough to handle the slightest of explanations?” She rested one hand on the side bar closest to me. “I pined for him for years. I was lost and lonely, and I vowed never to let another man into my heart who would hurt me in that way again. I’m afraid I can’t ever allow your father back into my heart. Suffering that pain once was enough.”

      “Where are you sleeping? ’Cause my bed is big enough to fit ten people in it, in case you want to bunk down with me.” We’d done that often with each other over the years, bunked down together, either her bed or mine.

      “I’ve got my own suite of rooms next to Alexo’s, and for obvious reasons, I need to stay there.” She gave my arm a quick squeeze. “What I need is for you to resume your studies. I can see you’ll have to live two lives, one on Earth where you’ll need to complete your education, and one here in Dralion where there’s your future to embrace.”

      “Good morning.” Alexo strode into the room, the large double doors swishing shut behind him. “I’ve spoken to Donaldo. He’s aware of your upcoming exams, of your need to return to school. You may return as soon as you’re ready, Faith.”

      “Hey, Dad. Where is he now?” I kept moving on the belt, not once breaking my stride.

      “He’s in a meeting.” He lowered his voice. “Yours are unusual circumstances. You have lived on Earth your entire life, unlike any other Wincrest before you. Donaldo will need to see you accept your heritage and your country here as well, but I’m sure you can do both with ease.”

      “Of course I can.” I’d try my hardest for certain.

      Dad caught Mum’s hand and settled it into the crook of his elbow. “And you need to adopt Dralion too. So let’s finish your tour.”

      Flashing away, they left in a blink, and I picked up my speed.

      Oh, my father was in trouble because I knew my mother hadn’t finished talking to me. I laughed as I imagined him getting an earful, one that was usually reserved for me.

      As my giggles subsided, I centered my mind.

      It was probably best I not think about Silvie, who’d surely be dressing for school about now, or Belle who hadn’t as yet contacted me this morning, and certainly not Davio, in case I felt the need to go to him. Nope, I would not use my forethought on them this morning, not when it was Donaldo who intrigued me the most right now.

      I focused on him and his image shimmered into my mind. He sat on a golden-threaded regal chair at the top end of an elevated stage within a meeting hall. Men, women and children of all ages lined the outside perimeter of the public room, some standing and some sitting on wooden benches.

      Donaldo’s personal guards stood evenly spaced out in a half circle behind him. A man dressed in dark cotton pants and a clean shirt approached from amongst the people. The newcomer asked a question and Donaldo answered. He offered advice to the man and then asked for the next person to come forward.

      I stayed with him, intent on the discussions at hand, those between him and his people as he oversaw issues that had arisen within his land.

      Time passed.

      Two hours later the door thumped open, and I jumped, my vision dissolving.

      In single file, six men and two warrior women entered the room. The man at the front of the pack was colossal in size, with oily black hair hanging down over his shoulders, a vest of gray leather flapping open across his chest. Fire-breathing dragon tattoos curled one over the other on his muscular chest and arms. Sharp silver spikes were pressed into every inch of his leather belt which held a roughened metal mallet dangling from one side.

      I gulped. Oh no, this could not be good.

      His dark brows drew together. “My name is Killian. To my right is Abelard, next is Frey, then, Hiram, Laidley and Nicolas. The warrior women to my left are Xrnina and Leoda.” Blunt and to the point.

      I glanced at the women. They looked scary. One had half her head shaved on either side, giving her a mohawk of bright red. A piece of coiled silver pierced one nostril and round silver hoops looped through both her eyebrows. Tight leathers showed off a toned and strong body.

      “Nice to meet you.” I rubbed my chin, although kept my hands to myself.

      The second woman cleared her throat. Little less than a strip of black leather contained her breasts and black leather pants hugged her hips. The exposed skin from her waist up was painted in a dark camouflaging mud, and she held a bloodied dagger in one hand. “Welcome, Princess.” A firm nod of her head.

      I tensed, jabbed the treadmill’s stop button and halted. “Thank you for the welcome.”

      The man beside Killian stepped forward, the one named Abelard. “We are the leading eight of the warriors and should you have any need of our services then our king has stipulated you ask.” Brown scraggly hair fell forward to cover one half of his face, and he had a singular spiked piercing in one ear. Biceps bulging, his fists balled around not one, but two bloodied swords.

      I cleared my throat and found my voice once more. “I appreciate the introduction.”

      One by one, they snapped a severe bow, then promptly left the exact way they’d come.

      I shivered. That was intimidating.

      “Faith.” My father speaking in my head. “I see the leading eight visited. Do not worry about them. You only ever have to call on me, and I will come. Donaldo’s intention would be to ensure they knew you held a strong position, which is why he asked them to introduce themselves to you. It is his way.”

      “You could have told me that was going to happen.” I teleported back to my room and sat on the end of my bed and unlaced my sneakers.

      “I could have, but you need to stand strong on your own two feet now, particularly when your rising is so close.”

      “Ah, what’s a rising?” I seemed to recall Belle using that word at one time.

      “A rising occurs around a month following a Magioling’s eighteenth. It signifies the conclusion of your skills coming in.”

      “Can you give me more?”

      “Of course. As this rising is reached, you’ll feel an overpowering assault on all your senses. The adrenaline pumping through your body causes an all-time high and your moods will swing. Also, when your rising begins, you’ll need those closest to you to aid you in draining the excess energy. I’m speaking of your strength levels rising, to three times the strength they currently are.”

      I couldn’t imagine that. “I’ll have three-times my normal strength and my hormones will be raging? Is that what you’re saying will happen during this rising?”

      “Yes, but thankfully a rising only occurs once. Still, you’ll have to take care not to hurt anyone as you go through your rising. Allow others to aid you, because it will take two or more people to match your strength and the moods that link it.”

      “Why am I only hearing about this rising now?”

      “You are new to Magio. There is much you don’t have the knowledge of, but all will be known in time. I’ll teach you all you need to know.”

      “Thank you, and while we’re chatting, is there anything else you’d like to enlighten me about?” So many new surprises likely awaited me.

      “As I said, prepare for a difficult few days.”

      “Lately I’ve been inundated with difficult days. I can handle a few more.”

      “If you’d like to go and visit Loveria, take the time now while you can.”

      “No. I’m not leaving Mum. Not this soon. Thanks for the offer though.” I cut the link, rolled my shoulders. Mum was here and now bound to Dralion for no other reason, other than me. She needed my support, and I intended on giving it to her.

      I lobbed my training clothes into the bathroom’s hamper and showered. I could handle a rising, just like I could handle having Davio for a mate.
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      I could not handle a rising.

      Two shaky days passed, days where my emotions spiked, the levels going up and down and all over the place, but still my rising had not yet come to pass. I also had school to consider. I really couldn’t afford to take any more time off, or else I’d get too far behind.

      “Oh, look, miladies,” Jilly said, one hand flat on the sitting room windowsill as she gazed outside.

      Mum rose from the imperial corner chair and joined Jilly at the window. “What is it?”

      Jilly pointed to the west. “King Donaldo and Prince Alexo are about to ride. Have you been to the stables yet?”

      In two short days, I’d become reliant on Jilly’s presence. She cared for us in a way I couldn’t have done without. Not only was she the head of this wing, but quickly becoming a friend, particularly to Mum. The two were the same age and got along famously.

      “No, but I’ve always loved horses.” Mum smiled. “When I was a child, the local stables sponsored four of us from the orphanage for a season. I was only thirteen, but I was fortunate enough to have riding lessons for two weeks.” Her smile grew.

      “Where are they going?” I asked as I moved in beside Mum.

      Jilly glanced at me. “The four-day tribal summit which is being held half a day’s journey from here. King Donaldo is going, and Prince Alexo is traveling as far as the village of Herring. He’ll be back in a couple of hours.” Her brow quirked. “It was mentioned yesterday.”

      “I remember now.” I rubbed my head at the familiar ache as it began, the one which meant I needed Davio and to cement our merge. It seemed I couldn’t go three days without needed to fuse my mind with his.

      “Why don’t they simply, you know”—Kate clicked her fingers—“do that flashing thing they do instead of traveling by horseback?”

      I listened as Jilly explained how Donaldo preferred riding on horseback at times. How he liked to travel through the villages and see the countryside.

      “Faith? You there?”

      “Hey, Belle. I’m coming soon.” I’d told her I would return to school today, especially in light of my mother’s settling in. “Where’s Davio?”

      “The training hall. He’s venting his frustrations on Silas again. How far away is soon?”

      “Not long.”

      I crossed the room to the ornate coffee table, collected my textbook and scooped up my sandals from the floor. “Mum, it’s almost nine, and I’m supposed to be at school.”

      She eyed the book in my hands. “Yes, you should go.” She turned to Jilly. “You’ll stay with me?”

      “Yes, and I’ll ask a stable hand to saddle two of the smaller mares. We’ll take them for a ride. There’s a beautiful path right along the edge of the forest.”

      I hugged Jilly who jumped. “Mum will love that. What a great idea.”

      She patted my back. “Um, certainly.”

      Stepping back, I grinned at her blush as I gave Mum a hug. “You two have a fabulous day.”

      Bless Jilly—I officially loved her.

      Summoning the image of the dome room, I flashed through it to the training hall, of which I’d already locked down the image from when Silas had taken Davio there the other day.

      I arrived in the blink of an eye, curled my toes into the cold slate flooring and lugged in a breath of air tainted with the clear scent of sweat. All around me, men battled in pairs, their swords clashing and steel ringing loud.

      I fell back a step, hit the brick wall at my back and scraped my shoulders.

      In all the times I’d watched Davio in this room over the past two days, I’d never once seen it filled with protectors in this way. I’d presumed only Davio and his nearest used the space located in his grandfather’s castle.

      So where was he?

      I reached out with my mind and searched for him. The connection always came with ease when he was close, only he wasn’t here amongst these men. Not as Belle had said.

      “Do. Not. Move.” One of the men pressed a very sharp blade to my neck, the prick drawing blood, which meant he was in trouble should Davio learn about this. “Now, who exactly have we got here, boys? Looks like a pretty blonde who’s not where she’s supposed to be,” the man gloated as he moved directly in front of me, his sword scraping around to the front, a bitter slant to his lips and his chest bared and drenched in a river of sweat. “Only protectors are permitted within the castle’s indoor training hall and you are not one of us.”

      Another man swept in beside the first, poked his blade into my arm, his eyes all gleaming and bright. “Drop what’s in your hands.”

      Gah, why hadn’t I considered the possibility of this? If only my forewarning worked on me.

      I opened my fingers, and my textbook and sandals fell to the floor with a thump. I raised a brow, my overly aggressive emotions once again rising due to the other “rising” I still awaited. “Huh, now that’s handy them being on the ground where I’ll just have to pick them back up again.”

      He snorted. “We have a smart aleck, eh?”

      “I’ll admit to being a touch moody lately. A girl has to go through her rising and all—apparently.” I clenched my fists and glared at the giant before me. Black hair was plastered wet to his scalp, his neck almost as thick as his head, and his shoulders were so wide he could easily carry a full grown man over each side. So enormous, and I should probably keep my mouth shut. “If you don’t mind, I’m after Davio Loveria.”

      “No,” said the first one, narrowing his gaze and holding me firm. “The fine for teleporters sneaking into the castle is a week in the cesspit. The cesspit is not a pretty place. I’m Derick, and the one with the other blade is Warrick. He’ll be taking you to the cesspit for your upcoming stay.”

      “He’s right.” Warrick twisted me around in a move so fast and jarring, everything blackened. “Anyone who turns up unexpectedly like you have, would know that this is not the way to gain an audience with our prince.”

      In a flash, we were gone.

      He released me, the first drag of air I pulled into my lungs so rotten my stomach heaved. So dark. Only a wall-mounted lantern cast a small glow down the passageway of gray bricks on each side. Warrick shoved me from behind. “Now, along a little farther are our steel lined cells for those lovelies like yourself, who can clearly teleport to wherever they wish.”

      “No.” My heart thumped. “My name is Faith. Your prince is my mate.” I didn’t hold back, not when it appeared my life might very well be on the line. I couldn’t be contained within a steel lined cell, not when should I go missing, Dad wouldn’t hesitate to search for me here. A war would likely ensue, something I didn’t want to have happen.

      The monster only laughed with deep grunting noises that boomed and hurt my ears. “So says you and every other little pretty who wants the prince as theirs. I’ve heard it all before so why don’t you shut up. You’ve got some time to learn this isn’t to happen again.” He pulled open a steel door.

      Oh hell. I was out of time. “Belle.”

      “I’m here. When are you coming?” Same opening words as always, only this time I loved the sound of them.

      Warrick shoved me into the cell and I crashed to my knees. “Warrick. Some kind of—“

      The door slammed shut.

      My connection with her cut off.

      I squeezed my eyes shut.

      Nothing.

      The steel that lined this cell finished me.

      Inhaling, I coughed at the reek of sludge all around.

      I stayed still in the dark where I’d fallen, the sludge covering the floor seeping into the knees of my jeans. No more. I pushed to my feet and slimy muck oozed between my toes.

      Gagging, my movement only stirred up the stench beneath me until it clogged my airways. Oh boy, this really was the pits.

      “Davio!” I screamed his name. “Where the hell are you?”

      Peering through the pitch black toward the door, I slipped through the muck and slammed my fists against the cold metal. The dull thud of each hit reverberated all around.

      “I mean it, Davio. Get me out of here!”

      “Hell, Warrick.”

      I sagged against the door as Davio’s voice echoed on the other side. “Davio!”

      “I’m coming.”

      The steel door cranked open, and I grabbed my head at the sharpness of my mind flying toward my mate’s. Such a piercing need to connect, one I couldn’t hold back.

      His answering grunt sounded as I made the merge and snuggled into my special spot in his mind, then a beam of light hit my eyes and he caught me tight. “Silas, take the lantern.” Davio’s voice rumbled over my head.

      “Got it.” Silas stepped forward into the light and took it.

      Davio’s arms firmed around me. “This should never have happened.”

      “Trust me, you don’t want to hear what I have to say about the way your protectors protect, but let me enlighten you anyway.” I drew in a deep breath as he led me out of the cell “That one.” I pointed at Warrick who stood in the flickering lamp’s glow. “Needs to die.”

      “I’m sure he does.” Davio scooped me into his arms. “But first, let me take you out of here. I can’t stand seeing you in this place.”

      And he did, zapping us straight into an outcropping of trees which edged a roaring river. The instant change of location, the bright vivid colors and the shock of morning sunlight beaming through the dense foliage, had me pinching my eyes shut.

      I took a moment, slowly opened them again and when I did, Silas appeared before me. “No,” I bellowed and jammed a finger at him, “you have to go back and kill Warrick.”

      He crossed his arms. “Before I do that I have to make certain you don’t take your anger out on my cousin.”

      I huffed as Davio set me gently on my feet and gripped my shoulders. “I can’t believe you’re here. You should have told Belle you were coming. We would have been on the alert. There’s always certain security in place, particularly within the castle. Until I’ve introduced you around to those in my closest circle, you’ll need to take all care.”

      “Then alert this,” I snapped. “Warrick. Dead. Now.”

      Silas sighed. “How about I go and see to Warrick. I’ll return once I’m done with him, and I’ll bring something back with me that’ll take that awful stinky smell away.” Frowning, he slanted his head at me. “And sadly I didn’t mean you.”

      I scowled, hating all things Silas. “Go.”

      He wavered and disappeared.

      “We’ll clean this muck off you in no time. The river’s deep enough in the center, and it’s not too cold.” Davio shucked off his boots and taking my arm, steered me down the bank and into the river.

      “I’ll do anything to get rid of this stink.” The water rose past my knees, then my hips as I walked in deeper. I rubbed my arms as the chilly water covered me. “Grrr, this is freezing.”

      I stopped, lowered down into the water’s fast flow until I’d covered my shoulders.

      “Hey.” Silas was back and far too soon. “Catch.” He tossed a large bottle from his position on the bank and Davio caught it midair. “I’ll give you two a few minutes to clean up.”

      “Thanks, and bring Viv back with you when you return,” Davio called back over the rushing river water. Lowering down in front of me, he squirted out a glob from the bottle and raised his brow. “Dunk, love.”

      I didn’t argue, went under the frigid water and after it closed over my head, I popped back up to a new kind of goop landing on my head.

      With the cold water flowing briskly past us, Davio scrubbed my hair until I smelled lavender sweet instead of icky and foul. Shadows darkened his eyes, his worry and lack of sleep clear to see.

      “I’m sorry.” I touched his cheek with my palm. “I couldn’t come any earlier. Mum needed me.”

      “I understand. How is she?”

      I traced along his jaw, the two-day stubble raspy on my fingertip. “Have you slept at all?” I searched his mind, but he was blocked. There was nothing.

      “Your mother,” he insisted.

      “She’s handling things. Although I need to be home by the time school finishes this afternoon.”

      “Why so soon?” His jaw tightened. “It’s Thursday and you’ve been gone since Monday night. The weekend is coming. You’re sleeping in the enemy’s territory, and I don’t know from one minute to the next whether I’ll ever see you again.”

      The tumbling water sucked at my clothing. “Don’t go getting mad at me. I’m unstable at the moment as it is.” I meant with my rising since it still hadn’t quite taken full form and begun. The delay had my emotions tossing up and down in a stormy mess. All that additional strength, three times as much, which would soon be upon me. I stamped my feet in place, trying to keep my circulation going. “As nice as this river is, I need a warm shower.”

      He took my arms and lowered us further into the water where the current whipped my hair into a tangle around his neck. “You didn’t answer me.”

      “Ah, freezing my butt off here. I’ve got to get out. That’s all the answer you’re going to get for now.”

      His gaze darkened. “Then I’ll have your answer after you’ve showered. I’ll meet you in the recreational room. Take the image from my mind so I know you’ll always have a safe place to arrive.”

      An image of where he said flashed into his mind, and I stored it. Next came an image right on the cuff of that, one that showed a very exclusive male bedroom.

      “This is my private domain. Which means, I expect to see you.”

      I gritted my teeth. “One day at a time.”

      A low growl rumbled from his throat. “That’s all I’ve heard through your link with Belle these past few days. I need to see you.”

      “Ah-hem.” Silas stood on the bank, Viv at his side.

      She took one look at me and held out a towel. “Come out of there. You’re turning blue.”

      I pushed my way toward her, shaking more as the cold wind hit me. I accepted the white towel she held out and wrapped it around me. “How fast can you move?”

      “I’ve got you covered.” She wrapped her hand around my wrist and we zipped from the chilly river to a brightly lit yellow bathroom.

      “Oh, this is perfect. Now, where am I?”

      “Silvie’s quarters. This is her bathroom.” She pointed to the yellow vanity top where Silvie’s hairbrush lay with strands of red-gold hair twisted in the bristles. Beside the brush, her favorite gold clips sat.

      My heart panged. I missed her.

      “Silvie’s at school. I’m sure you two have shared clothing before, and she’d want you to help yourself. Her bedroom adjoins this bathroom.”

      “Thanks.”

      Viv backed up. “After you’re done, come to the rec room. We’ll be waiting for you.”

      I stood alone after she ’ported away, and because I couldn’t help myself, I focused on Davio.

      He remained on the sandy edge of the riverbank, a matching towel to mine covering his shoulders. “Faith will not commit, Silas. I haven’t seen her in days and she’s already said she’s leaving this afternoon.”

      Silas raised his hands. “Hey, I’m the last person who’ll ever understand her.”

      “Well, this I do understand. The longer my mate remains with Wincrest, the stronger her blood-bond with him grows.”

      My fists bunched, for I couldn’t be everywhere and all at once. How could he not see that?

      I unclenched and switched my forethought to Silvie. She sat in our Physics class, where I should be, only not while I dripped water all over her bathroom floor.

      I shut down the visual and flipped the shower’s lever to piping hot. With her favorite lilac soap, I scrubbed my skin until it glowed red.

      In her castle bedroom, I pulled open drawers, found a red button-down blouse that was mine, which she’d borrowed an eon ago. I teamed it with a pair of her dark blue jeans, and because I wanted to feel a touch glam, added her three-inch fire-red heels.

      Refreshed, and with my hair dry and tucked behind one ear, I ’ported directly to the rec room. Such a massive space, fifty to sixty feet long and just as wide. Divided into two noticeable areas, the half where I stood had polished wooden flooring, a table tennis platform and a pool table. Behind me pool cues stood slotted in a wooden frame against the wall, and next to them a game board hung to keep markings.

      On the eastern wall, square cut, wooden edged windows with soft draperies of caramel-cream tied back, overlooked a green garden with tall hedges.

      At the other end of the rec room, four separate white leather couches faced each other and Zac and Viv sat on one, Silas and Belle the other, and Davio opposite them. He stood and I met his gaze and soaked in the sight of him. His custom-fit black jeans hugged his tight rear and a paneled black and white shirt lay loose and untucked. Damp hair hung to his shoulders. He’d clearly showered too. “How are you feeling?” he asked me.

      “Much better.”

      “Come and show me.” He held out his hand.

      I zapped straight to him, my mind merging solidly with his. I should probably warn him about my coming rising, which was clearly already doing a number on me, because it was either that or I was losing myself. “I hope you didn’t have Warrick killed, and I hope I smell better.”

      He inhaled as he leaned over me. “You smell like lilacs, and Warrick still lives.”

      I sighed. “I heard what you said to Silas at the river, so I should warn you right now my rising is close, and my emotions are swinging back and forth. I’m just waiting for the tripling of my strength, which sounds real swell.” I rolled my eyes. “Jeez, I can’t believe there’s a rising. I’m sure looking forward to when I completely lose it.”

      Silas laughed. “And here I thought you were always this emotional and annoying.”

      “I am not normally this way.” I snapped around and glared at him. “Much.”

      Davio took my arms and backed me up toward the couch. “Clearly your rising’s close. Which means you’ll be staying here since you’ll need those closest to you to get through it.” He settled one hand over my mouth. “Don’t argue that point with me either. I won’t have you go through your rising anywhere else but with me.”

      I tugged his hand away. “I have school.”

      He sat, pulled me down with him onto his lap. “Your need to attack others will become uncontrollable. What you have is me.”

      “No, what you have is me.” My heart raced and I leaned in, because in that instant, my mood jackknifed and I very much wanted him.

      He clearly caught my change in mood and nabbed my wrists. “This is what we call uncontrollable.”

      I brushed my nose against his nose. “I want to drag you behind this couch and show you what I call uncontrollable.”

      He let out a slow, stuttering breath. “There are others in the room so no, you won’t. Your increasing anger and desire are all part of your rising.”

      “Kiss me and prove it.”

      “As much as I’d like to, I can’t now you’ve enlightened me as to what is coming.”

      I looked at his lips and licked my own. “You want to explain exactly why.”

      “As your rising escalates, the full force of it will hit you. Giving into you now will only make things more difficult at the end. If it helps, during my rising I used to count. By around thirty, you’ll find yourself able to breathe the tension away.”

      Zac piped up. “Counting aided me as well. During Viv’s rising, she experienced the same physical pull as to what you’re displaying. It’s worse if there’s been some length of time apart, and you two can’t deny you’ve had that.”

      I glanced at Viv. “You really controlled it?”

      “I did, not that I cared for keeping my hands off my mate.”

      I yanked my hands free of Davio’s and wrapped them around his neck. “It seems I don’t care for keeping my hands of you either.” I leaned in and kissed him, actually devoured would be the more appropriate word since I wasn’t prepared to stop.

      And it was perfect, until my craving for him surged yet again.

      I retreated a bit, breathing fast. “We need—”

      Silas grabbed me, and in a heartbeat, lifted me away from the one I wanted. As he did, the most feral sound gained momentum in my chest until it rose up as a hissing spit. I kicked out at Silas and swiped my hand at him, nails drawing blood.

      “Calm down. You can’t control yourself, so this is the new way I’m going to insert some control.” Biting words in my ear.

      “I really hate you, Silas. It hurts not to touch him.” It truly did, for the gulf Silas enforced had me slamming my elbows into his stomach.

      He grunted, his hold tightening as he pulled me even farther away. “I’m doing this for your own good.”

      “I double hate you.”

      “That’s okay. The feeling’s mutual.” He hauled me to the wall at the far end of the room.

      I was too far away from Davio, my mind-merge shattering. I sobbed, grabbed my head between my hands as pain lanced through. “Let go of me. I’ll leave if I’m not wanted here.”

      Davio growled, low and menacing from across the room. “You’re wanted. It has to be this way until you can think more clearly.”

      I ground my teeth together, my vision darkening.

      A blackness smothered my sight.

      I shut my eyes, my forewarning activating in the midst of such turmoil.

      Guy Moyer’s image crystalized, his midnight black hair and pale, silver-blue swirling eyes, unmistakable. He traipsed through some kind of communal dining hall where dining protectors sat at low wooden benches around wooden-slatted tables. With a sword belted at his side, and a sharp dagger sheathed at his wrist, he blended in with his battle leathers.

      “Forewarning.” I shoved my eyes open and eyed Belle. “Is there a dining hall nearby? I see a lot of protectors eating together, maybe two-hundred of them.”

      “Yes, in the village, five miles from here.”

      “Oh hell.” I grabbed both of Silas’s forearms. “I have to go and I swear no one can follow me. Don’t let it happen. My forewarning doesn’t include any of you.” It didn’t include me either, but someone had to stop Guy from walking amongst his enemy. Death would come to him fairly fast otherwise.

      Davio was a blur, his legs flying as he sprang toward me. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      I dived behind the pool table and rolled clear, pulled the image of the communal dining hall from my forewarning and zapped straight to it.

      Such a hive of activity, but Guy was there. He patrolled, moving about the room with grace and purpose toward the table with the greatest number of protectors.

      What he was doing here? Was he on a suicide mission?
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      Behind me the air stirred—they had all come—and Davio bolted toward me. He whipped his right arm around my waist, hooked me back against him then breathed down my neck, “You need to cease leaving me.”

      I wriggled against him, edging closer and not farther away as I should. “You were forced from me first.” I tried to find Guy through the crowd.

      Dralion’s enchanter halted, his gaze catching on mine. He let out a low snarl. “I’m here for Loveria, and I know you can hear me through your forethought.” His thoughts flew freely, easy to catch.

      Which meant Guy wanted this. He wanted his own demise, and I couldn’t let him have the one he was after.

      “Who is that man?” Davio ground out.

      I had to make a decision and fast.

      “Wait for me somewhere and we’ll speak,” I yelled to Guy.

      He lifted his middle finger and shoved it at Davio, then stepped in behind another protector in the crowd and disappeared from my sight. He flashed away, fast.

      “Obviously he’s not one of yours.”

      Davio swung me around until I faced him. “You knew the warrior was here. Give me his name.”

      “He’s gone.” Only he hadn’t gone as far as I’d hoped, or so my forethought showed me. Guy waited in a field of green grass, and behind him, high on a steep rise, Loveria Castle sat.

      Which meant I had to go to him since I had no idea how long my order would stick.

      Davio gripped my shoulders and shook me. “Answer me.”

      I fisted my hands deep in his fine black and white shirt and dragged him to me. I kissed him until my skin heated and so did his. I pulled back, breathing deeply. “I don’t have time for an argument right now.” I pushed him away and dropped, then swept one leg out and tumbled him in a move that had my mouth opening. Oh, this had to be the start of my tripling in strength. I should not have been able to take him down.

      I brushed my hands off and ’ported out of the room, then arrived in the center of the frigidly cold river I’d already over-acquainted myself with today, but a necessary visit in order to mask my ’porting airstream. I’d have to thank Dad at some point for telling me earlier how that was done.

      Shouts resounded behind me, and holding my breath I dived deep, nipping straight to the field where Guy waited.

      Water flooded to my feet in the lush grass.

      “About time.” Guy’s jaw clenched. “What the hell are you doing with Loveria? Does Donaldo allow his own family members to consort with our enemy now?”

      “No, he doesn’t, but Alexo does.” Knowing lies would only dig me into a deeper hole, I chose the truth. “You know I’m Alexo’s daughter and that he brought me here from Earth. Loveria’s cousin, Silvie, was schooled in the same town as me. We’re best friends and I met Davio through her, or it was something close to that. Davio and I are mated—that whole soul-bond thing.”

      He eased one foot forward. “Damn, not good. What did Alexo say about this?”

      I wiped my damp face with my wet sleeve, hoping I didn’t look so much like a drowned rat, but rather like someone who knew what she was talking about.

      “That Donaldo can’t know. Alexo reveres the mated bond and accepts I’m here with Davio. But if you wish, I’ll work hard on finding your father and our other imprisoned warriors, provided you promise not to breathe a word of what you’ve now learnt, not to anyone.”

      His eyebrows pinched together, and then slowly flattened out. “You would keep your word?”

      “Yes. None of our warrior men should have to be caged behind steel. Although I need time, and I need you to give me sufficient space to find them and see them freed. Do we have a deal?”

      He sauntered closer. “I’ll give you that time and keep your secret, but I want updates.” He halted, his gaze moving over my head. “That castle up on the hill is a stronghold that must fall. We don’t imprison their protectors, not as they do with our warriors.”

      I followed his line of sight. Blue sky reigned over a stunning castle of gray-stone with turrets and flags flying, a castle that would compare to any of England’s finest residences. “Davio is my mate and this war isn’t mine, but I fully agree there should be no prisoners.”

      He withdrew his sword from his scabbard and pressed it into my hands. “Then this is for you. You’re Dralion’s princess and I will not leave you unarmed, mated to Davio Loveria or not. Make sure you find my father. If you need my aid, just ask.”

      I took his blade, curled my fingers around the burnished hilt as Guy blinked away.

      My fingers and toes tingled, and I closed my eyes. The lightest of hums rumbled through my very soul. I smiled, stroking the hilt, over and over. Such a sweet song, as if it were in my very blood and it resonated directly from the blade.

      Around me the air moved, chilling my moist skin.

      I lifted my sword arm and held the blade steady.

      Davio appeared and beside him Silas, who held onto Belle.

      “Damn it. Who told you about using a water source?” Davio was dripping wet, from head to toe.

      Slowly, I turned the blade in my hands over and it shimmered so beautifully in the sunlight. “My father.” I tracked a finger carefully down its length and whistled in appreciation. “I take it Carlisio told you where I was?”

      “Yes, and where is the dark-haired warrior he saw you with?”

      “He returned home.” I pulled my gaze from the weapon, looked my mate straight in the eyes. “Guy holds the skill of enchantment and is the grandson of Gilles Moyer, the warrior who first spelled the dome containment field.” I offered the information because Davio could never get to Guy, and it didn’t matter that he now knew.

      Davio fisted his hands at his side. “What are you doing with that sword?”

      I spun the piece around and balanced it over my two index fingers, one each end of the smooth metal.

      My heart pounded. “Guy gave it to me.” I pulled it back and clutched it to my chest. “I think you might have some competition. I swear I’m about to fall for this blade.”

      He flicked his fingers, motioning to Silas to move around me. “Merge your mind with mine, Faith. We don’t need you getting any more aggressive with what you have in your hand. Obviously, your strength is increasing. Silas brought Belle to help calm you down.”

      “No.” I straightened to attention, taking the hilt and gripping it in the palm of my hand. My brow rose as I stared at it. “Okay, I seriously love holding this weapon.”

      He groaned. “It’s the battle skill taking you. It comes into being once one fully touches a blade.”

      Silas whistled as he edged closer. “Yeah, it feels good, doesn’t it? Like the blade in your hand is singing to you.”

      I twirled around and swung the blade in a deadly arc, aiming it directly at Silas’s head. “I wouldn’t come any closer if I were you. We’ve already gotten off to a bad start, and you’re not getting this pretty thing from me.”

      “Hell.” Davio pushed a hand deep into his hair, tossing up the wet mess. “I should have guessed this would happen. Every Wincrest I know holds the battle skill. Why should you be any different?”

      “It appears I’m not.”

      “Hand the sword over.” Belle stepped forward, her gaze on me. “I’ll keep your weapon safe for you. You’ll need instruction on how to wield it, but with a blunted sword, and not that one.”

      I narrowed my gaze, pointing it now at her, but she was right. I didn’t like it, although I understood that was the truth. Instruction with a blunted sword would be needed.

      Taking my time, I lowered the weapon and pressed the tip a few inches into the soil. Pulling my hand away, I sighed as the hilt swayed back and forth.

      Best to walk away quickly.

      I left Guy’s sword behind and merged my mind with Davio’s as I advanced on him. “You are in a whole lot of trouble right now. I have to have my hands on something, and it’s going to be you.”

      His chest rose. “Take it easy. We’ll compromise.”

      I pressed my hands flat to his chest as I knocked into him. “What kind of compromise?”

      “You need to train in the battle skill so you can move fully through your rising. I’ll give you Warrick and Derick to battle with, but it’ll happen under strict guard. You’ll have triple the strength, and it’ll take both of them to wear you out.”

      “Oooh.” I taped his chest with my finger. “You are such a flirt.” I wanted nothing more than to come face to face with the two men who’d taunted and imprisoned me when I’d first arrived here.

      He eased a hand around my waist. “Those are your increased emotions talking.”

      “I like it, and I like you.”

      “I can see.” He glanced over my head, but I was too late to react.

      Silas snagged my arms from behind. “There should be dangerous pay now we have a Wincrest in our midst.”

      I scowled over my shoulder at Silas, who I really wanted to kill. “You take all the fun out of being mated, Silas Carver.”

      He cocked a brow. “Does it look like I care? No.” To Davio, he said, “I’ll look after your mate and call Warrick and Derick. I can see this is going to be a long day.”

      “I’ll see you in the training hall. I’ll have Zac and Viv meet us there.” Davio reached for Belle who nabbed Guy’s sword. He took her with him as he flashed away.

      Silas came around in front of me. “Look, a word of warning. Davio watching over your battle training is not the best idea, particularly when these men will be raising weapons against you.” He hooked a finger into his belt. “You understand what I’m saying?”

      I mimicked his pose, lifting my chin. “Yeah, that I need to take care.”

      He glared. “You are worse than Silvie. Now four minutes remain. Go and see what you can find in her drawers.”

      I didn’t stick around.

      I nipped straight to Silvie’s room and searched through her drawers. I found a pair of sky-blue shorts and two singlet tops in white and gray. I shook out the dust and dressed, tightened the string on the shorts and double layered both tops. I laced up sneakers and pulled my hair into a tight ponytail. In the training hall, Warrick and Derick were ready and waiting as I returned, both dressed in full black ninja-like gear. They even had strips of black cloth tied around their foreheads. At over six feet in height and twice my size, I should have sensed some form of unease, but I didn’t. The sight of them had me grinning, my blood racing through my veins at double the speed.

      I wanted this. Particularly vengeance at the way Warrick had treated me. Idiot.

      “Are you ready?” Silas asked, extending his hand toward the rack of blunted training swords.

      “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “The others have arrived.”

      They had. Zac and Viv wore their battle leathers, the same as I’d seen that first day. Belle rushed through the double doors and waited at the edge of the room.

      Silas gripped my shoulder. “One’s battle training is marked with honor, although because of who you are, we can’t afford to train you in the arena before your peers.”

      I shook off his hand. “Your protectors are not my peers.”

      Davio shimmered into the room and my attention zoomed straight in on him. He wore midnight-black pants and a billowy white shirt, his sword belted at his side and boy, did he look hot and incredibly delicious. My mind scrambled fast to bridge the gap and merge.

      He looked at me, then right past me, his sight zeroing in on Warrick and Derick as they selected their blades. He marched toward them. “I’m warning you both, inflict one unnecessary nick or scratch on my mate, then I’ll go for your blood. Keep her training clean and professional.” He glared at Silas. “You arbitrate.”

      To the others in the room, his voice boomed as he said, “Zac, you take the southern wall. Viv, the eastern. Belle, you’re on the western by the doors and I’ll take the windows. All eyes alert and make sure no one enters and disturbs these proceedings.”

      They all took their positions.

      I frowned, and Silas pointed to the rack. “The safety measures are necessary. Now choose your weapon.”

      Walking along the line, I reached for the one which I sensed the energy humming from the strongest. A beautiful long and perfectly aligned blade, yet as I wrapped my fingers around the hilt, chills raced down my spine. I focused, a dark vision curling around the edges of my mind. A forewarning, and these I couldn’t control.

      I gripped the sword tighter, pushed for more and a face emerged from the shadows. Derick’s. He battled, and out of the fog, a blade punched forward, slicing deep into his stomach. He staggered, blood spurting as a man shrouded in red snatched at the gold chain at Derick’s throat and ripped it free. I gasped as the vision slid away.

      Never had I witnessed such a dark forewarning.

      I stormed across toward Derick. “Someone harms you, by use of this blade.” I tossed it to him hilt first. “Do you fast-heal?”

      Smirking, he caught it and held it up. “Yes. We train with these blades. Getting hurt happens even though they’re blunted.”

      Warrick clapped a hand to his back and laughed. “Ha, I believe I’ve cut you with that one before.” Derick grinned back at him and the two jostled shoulders together.

      No, they weren’t listening and this was what my skill was about. “You have to hear me, Derick. I had forewarning. What I saw is real.”

      Silas came forward and took the sword from Derick. He ran his thumb over the engraving on the hilt. “This one is favored by Davio.” Lifting his head, he scrutinized me. “We’ll remove it today if it brings such harm as you speak. Will that do?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Get rid of it.”

      He tossed the weapon to Zac, and the protector flashed away with the sword then reappeared seconds later without it. I sighed.

      Silas placed a hand on my shoulder. “When one trains, you must use a blade that perfectly aligns to your grip.” He returned to the rack and withdrew another. “This one fits a woman’s hand to perfection. It’s Viv’s baby.”

      “Thank you.” I accepted it, and the metal warmed in my hands. No forewarning. This one was good. “It’s perfect.”

      Near the wide bank of windows, Davio tapped his fingers restlessly on the windowsill he leaned against. “Keep your eye on Derick. He approaches.”

      “Of course.” I whipped around.

      “Let’s begin this showdown. One rising about to be dispelled.” Derick tapped his sword against mine, looked past me to Warrick closing in on my rear and instructed, “We’ll train in turns. I’ll guide her on movement and balance, and you can instruct on finding an opponent’s weaknesses and benefiting from them.” To me, he gritted out, “Copy my moves.”

      He sliced a figure eight in the air and swung at me.

      I twisted and just in time threw up my arm, our swords meeting with a ringing crash dead center. I eyeballed him as I breathed rough. “Oh, you did so not want to go there.” Then I grinned, my heartbeat racing. “Show me that again.”

      “I said keep it clean.” Davio paced, fists clenching.

      “Ignore my mate.” My Wincrest blood fired. “Push as hard as you like. Davio told me I’d be able to whip your butt today with this additional strength, and I’m going to since it’ll be the only time I can.” Yeah, these two men better watch out. Earth woman were smart and crafty. “You’ve been warned.”

      Derick rocked from side to side. “I believe I might like you.”

      “Like is a strong word, but by all means, try and prove it.”

      “As you wish.” Derick struck again and I met the blow.

      My lesson had well and truly begun.

      For the next three hours, my adrenaline continued to surge, the euphoria almost overwhelming in its intensity. Wow, I loved this battle skill.

      The rush brought such clarity forth between my mind and body, and the torrent of energy which I let loose invigorated me. I fought against both Derick and Warrick, the men far exceeding my experience, yet even though I didn’t have their skill, I still had more energy from my wonderful rising and was able to hold my own.

      Hours passed, and at times I lost my footing, but I was back up within seconds and rearing for more.

      “Wait up.” Silas stepped into the fray, coming up right between Derick and me, and once we’d lowered our swords, he marched across to Davio and the two spoke. “Your mate has moved into the full strength of her rising. Do you agree?”

      “Yes, she should start to tire soon.”

      Tire? Ha. Tired was the last thing I felt. I could barely stand still as I waited for Silas to give me the all-clear to continue.

      Hands to his knees, Derick puffed loudly. “I might bow out for a bit, and let Warrick take over in full.”

      “Feel free to rest as you need to,” Silas said to Derick as he returned, his gaze cutting to Warrick. “If you need me to jump in, yell out.”

      A quick nod from Warrick.

      I rushed forward and swung. Warrick caught the strike, his eyes glinting with appreciation. We battled, hard.

      The fourth hour came and went. Then the fifth. The sixth.

      I was having the best time.

      Davio groaned, swearing as the eighth hour approached. He pushed off the wall and circled Warrick and me. “You’re not slowing down. Tell me how you feel.”

      “Like I’m on fire, and I hate the thought that this rising won’t last much longer.” Warrick’s attention diverted and I took advantage, cut my sword over his left side. He barely caught the hit, stumbling as he did. Sweeping in behind him, I kicked the back of his knees. It was a dirty trick, but he toppled forward, and I dropped on top of him, mushed his cheek into the cold stone floor and bit out in his ear, “So sorry about this, Warrick, but a girl has to go through her rising and all.”

      “I’ll get you back.” He groaned. “I never forget.”

      Derick rose from his sidelined position, and headed toward me. “It’s my turn again.”

      Davio flashed directly in front of me, and slammed a hand into Derick’s chest. “You may leave and take Warrick with you. I’ll drag the rest of my mate’s rising out of her another way. That’s an order.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” Derick nodded, bent and helped Warrick to his feet then cast me a sly look. “Until the next time we meet.” It was a promise I didn’t want to wait for, not with my emotions spiking.

      I pushed against Davio’s back, tried to get past him to nail Derick with another strike. “Hey, come back here,” I taunted as he walked toward the door. “Can’t you ignore one order? Don’t be a wuss. Come and fight me.”

      Davio blocked me, his frown fierce.

      I tried to dodge past him, but he whipped out an arm and kept me in place. Damn, he was being obstinate, and completely immoveable.

      With a snigger, Derick shut the door behind him and Warrick. Drat. I’d lost my chance for more payback.

      “I’ve told you your strength is three-times what it should be. Calm down.” Davio pulled me up tight against him, burrowed his nose against my neck and breathed deep. “I need to consider your next move,” he murmured in my ear.

      “You and Silas fight me. Or send for more protectors.” I slipped out of his hold and skipped in place. “Oh yeah, do that. Send for more. Lots more protectors.”

      A ragged sigh. “I can’t. We’ve already seen this morning how a warrior can infiltrate the village and right now, I can only allow those who I implicitly trust near you. Derick and Warrick are amongst those I trust.” He grabbed my hand, worked his fingers underneath mine and dragged the weapon free. He tossed it to Silas.

      “Hey, give that back.”

      Silas grinned and backed away with the sword toward the rack.

      “Listen to me, Faith.” Davio gripped my jumpy hands. “By my count, the first three hours was about your battle skill training, and the following five have seen you moving through your rising. My rising was six hours, and you’re still going strong. We need to up the ante and drag this out of you with speed.”

      “With speed?” I still wanted my blade back, only Silas slid it into the weaponry rack. I moaned and tried to push forward. “Let go. My fingers itch for that weapon.”

      He continued to block me. “Look at me.”

      I did, and he quirked a brow. “The speed I’m talking about is a hard run. The castle’s meadow will make the safest place. I can give you Silas to run with if you like.”

      A groan from Silas, and his back sagging. Clearly he didn’t like the idea of running with me.

      “Super. I’d love that.” Anything I could do to annoy Silas would be perfect. I rubbed my hands together, brought the image of the meadow into view and holding Davio’s hands, zipped us straight there.

      Silas shimmered in beside us, clearly following my ’porting airstream.

      “It’s almost dark.” The sun hovered on the horizon across the other side of the rolling fields of lush grass, streaks of vivid red spearing into the darkening sky. “My mother.” I clasped a hand to my mouth. “I’ve left her alone for the entire day.”

      “Check in with Wincrest if you wish to find out how she is, but he would have told her what was happening, that you’re going through your rising.”

      “You’re right.” My feet tingled, and I jogged in place. “I can’t go anyway.” I gave him a wink. “Sure you don’t want to run with me? I can make it fun.”

      He tweaked my nose. “We both know I can’t be left alone with you right now. You have no self-control left, and I’m only holding onto mine by a thread.” He slid his gaze to my lips. “I want to hold onto you and never let you go.”

      “Oh, that I’d love.” Oooh, yes, give me my mate now.

      “Which means it’s time for us to go.” Silas swept in between us, pushed me back and motioned to the track rimming the large field. “We have this spot all to ourselves. Do your worst. If you can.”

      Oh, his gibe was exactly what I needed to divert my attention from Davio. There was nothing I liked more than competition. I headed out, my pace fast and Silas ran in beside me. Together we rounded the field. Again and again. Hour after hour.

      Another three hours passed, the moon having risen high overhead and glowing a stunning orange, its light bathing the field in a golden shimmer.

      Silas dragged back and coughed, his breathing labored as he lost his ability to keep pace with me.

      I felt for him…

      What?

      I double-checked. That couldn’t be right. I felt compassion for Silas?

      I slowed and ran backwards while he stumbled in pursuit of me. “Guess what?” I sing-songed.

      He whimpered. “You’re a pest?”

      I laughed, then gasped, caught a hand to my chest and suddenly panted. It was as if I was winded. Surely not.

      “Damn, what’s that I hear?” Silas tapped his hands to his ears. “Are you short of breath?”

      Each lungful of air I breathed became harder to drag in. My rising was almost done, a staggering length of time. With my last burst of energy, I ran and did a full cartwheel then with a grin, dropped to the ground.

      I lay on my back, the twinkling sky a glittering array of diamonds overhead.

      Silas flopped down beside me and let out a long moan. “You’ve no idea how painful that run was. Silvie will not believe me when I tell her about the feat I just managed.”

      “You mean I managed.” I lifted my heavy arm and dropped it down hard on his chest. “I’d beat you up right now, but that’s about all I can manage.”

      “There’s always tomorrow.” He chuckled, actually chuckled. “I’d like to see you beat me up when you’re not going through your rising. Betcha I’d win the fight.”

      The air swirled around us, and I merged my mind with Davio’s as he knelt at my side. “That’s unbelievable. Eight full hours for your rising.” He reached over and clapped Silas’s shoulder. “My gratitude knows no bounds.”

      Silas groused, “I’m sleeping in, and don’t think to wake me. Not for anything. Remember that no bounds in my books means unlimited days of sleep-ins.”

      A laugh in answer, and Davio ran his hand over my brow. “I’m so proud of you.”

      I stared into his gorgeous eyes. “I might be whacked out, but for some reason you still seem hot.”

      He slid an arm underneath me and scooped me up. “Let’s get you off this damp grass.”

      I snuggled closer, laying my head against his shoulder. “Can you show me to a bed? I’m not up for a water escape before slip and sliding all over the dome room floor before I finally make it to my own bed in Dralion.”

      “One second.” He flashed us both away, the cool night air gone as we made it to his bedroom. Yep, definitely his bedroom. It looked identical to the image he’d given me this morning.

      A royal blue comforter covered his king-size bed, which dominated the room. Square-cut wooden windows with heavy drapery tied back at the sides, faced the meadow we’d just come from, while across the other side of the room, three doors led elsewhere. One was partially open, showing a glimpse of a blue and cream tiled bathroom beyond.

      “Do you have a bath? Can I take one before I go to bed?”

      “You can.” He brushed a kiss against my forehead and carried me into his bathroom. Gently, he set me down on a white wicker chair beside the bath, plugged the hole and lifted the silver lever to run the water. It gushed out, all steamy and hot. “Your clothing should have been purchased and hung by now. I’ll fetch it. I won’t be a moment.”

      “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.” He walked out the door and since my head felt like a rock, I rested it back against the chair’s headrest, my eyelids sliding shut. Wait. I jerked back upright. My clothing should have been purchased and hung by now? “Davio,” I yelled out, “what clothing?”

      He strode back into the room with a small bundle in one hand and laid a pair of brushed cotton pajama shorts and a lemon singlet-tee on the vanity’s smooth marble countertop. “After you had to borrow Silvie’s clothing earlier, I contacted Seriah. She took Silvie with her after school and the two of them purchased some items you might need and then passed them onto Crossley. He hung your new belongings in my wardrobe.”

      “Who’s Crossley?”

      “My personal assistant and he’s very discreet. No other staff member enters my private rooms other than him. He takes care of all my needs and oversees my schedule. You’ll meet him. He flits about as necessary.” Davio tipped a bottle of bubble bath into the running water, and as it streamed out, the scent of lilac perfumed the air.

      “I see, and how long has this Crossley been around?”

      He cast me a glance. “Since I was a small child. It’s important I have a trusted man around. He doesn’t speak of his duties to any other, will certainly never mention when you’re here and in my bed.” Opening the vanity door, he returned the bubble bath. “My parents and grandfather have their own wings elsewhere in the castle. You won’t come across them. These rooms on this wing are exclusively mine.”

      A mountain of bubbles foamed. “Did Crossley leave that here for me too?”

      “Yes.” He pulled me to my feet. “I loved the way you smelled earlier. Crossley stocked the shelves. You’ll find a toothbrush and everything you might need there as well.”

      “Okay.” He’d done all this for me, ensured I had clothing and the necessary items so staying with him was no issue. My heart lifted, his care of me so comforting. I looked into his eyes, desperately wanting to express those words.

      “I know,” he whispered and touched his lips to mine.

      “You make a great boyfriend.”

      “I want to be more than your boyfriend. I want to be your world, just as you’re already mine.”

      “You’re lucky I’m so tired right now, otherwise I’d be all over you.”

      Smiling, he lifted my hand to his lips, gently pressed a kiss to my palm, his eyes so seductively beautiful. “Have your bath. We’ll speak once you’re out.”

      “Sure. I won’t take long.”

      “You better not.” He left and shut the bathroom door with a soft click.

      I missed him already. I shucked my sweaty clothes off and sank into the blessedly warm water. Such bliss. I stretched and soaked, the ache of my sore muscles slowly receding. Thank heavens for fast-healing, although unfortunately that skill didn’t ease my exhaustion. Only sleep would do that.

      I dunked my head, washed my hair and rinsed the bubbles out, then rested my head on the rim and drifted.

      “Faith.” A knock on the door. “I hope you’re not falling asleep in there.”

      I slid down into the water, grabbed the sides and heaved back up. “Not at all. I’m coming.”

      I dried, dressed and dragged the door open.

      Davio was there, and I merged my mind with his.

      “Let’s get you into bed. You look ready to drop.” He set a hand at my waist, guided me to his monstrous bed and pulled back the covers.

      I slipped between the sheets and he tucked me in.

      In tan silk pajama pants and his mouthwatering chest on display, he walked around the bed, extinguished the lamp on his side table and shuffled in beside me.

      With his drapes remaining open, moonlight shimmered in and lit his beautiful brown eyes speckled with gold. He inched closer, ducked his head to my neck, his warm breath tickling my skin. “I don’t sleep well without you.”

      “This bond grows so deep and strong.”

      “And it’ll only continue growing deeper and stronger with the passing of each day.” His voice was a husky murmur as he stroked a hand down my arm, then he rose up over top of me and I caught my breath.

      “There’s no Belle or Silas here to separate us at the moment.”

      “Which sounds perfect to me.” His lips brushed mine. “Sometimes their company isn’t desired, or needed.”

      “I’m in perfect agreement with that.” I wrapped my arms around his neck, twined my fingers deep into his golden-brown hair curling onto his shoulders.

      “I need to kiss you, like really kiss you.” His gaze moved over my face, his eyes filled with that need. “Say yes.”

      “Yes.”

      Then he kissed me exactly as I’d longed for all day, his mouth capturing mine as he shared his breath and his deep desire. He was my rock, the one man who wanted me by his side and never wanted me to leave. This was the mated bond. This was what I wanted with all my heart, to know I’d always have him, no matter he was a Loveria and I was a Wincrest. Maybe we could be the ones to halt the fighting between our countries. It would certainly be a dream come true if we could.

      All too soon, he pulled back, his breathing rough as he rolled to his side and tucked me in beside him. “You’re exhausted and need to rest. Go to sleep.”

      “One day, you’re going to stop ordering me about. I can’t wait for that day to arrive.”

      “I doubt it ever will, so don’t bet on it.” A light chuckle.

      “We’ll see.” I closed my eyes on a sigh, every last ounce of my energy now sapped, and since I had none left even to argue with him, I slowly drifted and allowed the night to take me under its heavenly wing, my mate exactly where I needed him to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      “Are you dressed?” The clomp of Davio’s heavy step on the other side of his dressing room door had me scowling.

      “No, I’m not dressed yet.” Hands on my hips, I eyed the racks of clothing he’d had Silvie and Seriah purchase for me, my shock and anger rising. Last night I’d thought his gesture was so sweet. This morning was a different story, particularly when I’d entered his walk-in wardrobe and discovered that he’d purchased even more clothes than what Alexxis had. “Would you give me some space for a change? You’re too close and it’s making me madder.”

      He knocked on the door. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      My shoulders stiffened. “I’m feeling a touch more pressure in the clear light of day.”

      “It’s noon and Crossley’s delivered brunch. I want to take you on a guided tour of the castle and show you my home. I want you to meet my parents and Carlisio. And Silas will be up shortly.”

      “You realize I actually have a home, and it won’t be here. I’m a visitor at the moment.” I clenched my fists. “And why on earth would you think I’d wish to meet any of the men in your family? Have you forgotten the battle of our blood? Mine fights against a Loveria’s, meaning I’m going to hate your father and grandfather at first sight. I’ll only want to grump and grizzle at them, which is not a good look right now.”

      “You’re worrying about things you shouldn’t. They’ll love you, simply because you and I have formed a soul bond with each other. That’s what all our people desire.” The door rattled. “I’m coming in.”

      “I’m still in my nightwear.”

      Then he was there, appearing out of nowhere as he flashed in and grasped my hands.

      “You’re annoying.” I glared at him. “And don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” He leaned in and rubbed his cheek against mine.

      “Like you’re about to get away with buying a department store of clothing for me, and without listening to a word I’ve even said.”

      “I see.” He picked up a length of my hair and wrapped it around his finger. “If what was purchased doesn’t suit you, then I’ll have the items returned and changed.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I want you here.” He tugged on my hair, drew me even closer. “I’ve no intention of living without you.”

      “I live in Dralion now. You can’t keep me from my new family and country. I have an obligation to them, one I can’t turn away from.”

      “I’m well aware.” He heaved a sigh and flipped through the racks of clothing. He selected a short white skirt and violet tank top. From a drawer, he pulled out a one-piece white swimsuit, then pressed it all into my hands. “Put the swimsuit on underneath your clothing and we’ll forego the family meeting. Instead, I’ll take you to the cave on our property for some more bonding time. There’s a private underground cavern with a natural pool. I’ll ask the others to join us so your bonds strengthen with them as well.”

      “Which others?”

      “Zac, Viv, Belle, and Silas.”

      “What about Silvie?”

      “Silvie’s at school and taking notes for you, but she’ll be ready to collect at three this afternoon. She can join us once Silas brings her.”

      “Well, that’s where I should be.” I checked my watch. “I have Calculus and PE after lunch, and Silvie will be grumping the entire time if I’m not there. She seriously hates Calculus, not to mention any form of physical activity. The two combined always put her in a foul mood.”

      “Right, then we’ll head to school first for those two classes. Afterwards I’ll bring you back here for a swim. How’s that for a concession?”

      “A concession wasn’t what I was after.” Although what he’d offered was immensely helpful. “Let me offer my own options. How about I head to school, and you do what you normally do here, like aiding your father and grandfather in running this country. I’m not in hiding anymore. I even know the dreaded Donaldo Wincrest, so there’s so much less for you to worry about.”

      “I’ll worry regardless.” His gaze narrowed. “I’m also grateful that you realize he’s dreaded.”

      “Get out of here so I can get changed.” I smacked his arm. “You’re completely impossible sometimes.”

      “Yes, but I’m your impossible. I’ll be in the sitting room off my bedroom.” He kissed the top of my head, reversed and disappeared out the door.

      Two minutes later, I walked out of the dressing room. His voice traveled to me through the open door leading into his sitting room. “That might be a problem. I’ll deal with it, Crossley. Thank you.”

      I waited a moment, until the man dressed in dark pants and a crisp white shirt—who must be Crossley—had closed the door on the far side of the sitting room. Only when all was clear, did I step into the spacious and private abode.

      A cozy arrangement of padded chairs and a sofa in a blue pinstripe sat underneath the windows overlooking the front meadow, while brunch was set out on an oak dining table in the corner. An impressively tall oak bookshelf with a myriad of leather bound tomes lined the far wall, while a gold figurine of two men in battle sat on a polished corner stand.

      I lifted my chin and scratched my throat. “Nice digs.”

      From behind a sizeable writing desk with a leather swivel chair tucked behind it, Davio stood and smiled. “Come here.”

      I crossed the deep blue carpet, so lush and thick, while he walked around his desk and perched his butt on the front edge. I slowed, my gaze on his, then as I joined him, he pulled me into the V between his leather-clad legs.

      Gently, I rested my cheek on his shoulder and gasped at the stunning picture hanging in pride of place on the wall behind his desk. The large portrait showed a woman who could only be his mother, seated on a red velvet imperial chair, her delicate and young features framed by hair the same gorgeous color as Davio’s, but where his hair was short, hers swept down over her shoulders in lush waves of brown with glimmering shades of gold woven within. In an elegant cream-beaded gown, she gazed at the three suited men surrounding her rather than at the photographer’s lens. Davio stood to the right, his father in the center with one hand on his wife’s shoulder, and his grandfather to the far left. All three men bore striking resemblance to each other, from their wide brows to their patrician noses and cleft prominent in their chins. So much love encapsulated them all, and it stretched forth from the image to me. “You look like your father and grandfather. When was this photograph taken?”

      “The day following my rising. A huge celebration ensued in the ballroom.” He threaded his fingers through mine. “My mother longs to meet you, and since she’s not a direct Loveria descendent, her blood won’t battle with yours.”

      “I’d like to meet her too, but another day.” I lifted a hand and traced a finger along his lower lip. “I seem to be building a fascination for your smart mouth.”

      “As I have a fascination for yours, although right now it’s to do with feeding you. I need to ensure your wellbeing. When did you last eat?”

      “Breakfast, yesterday, and I haven’t exactly had time to eat since.” Although the heavenly scent of bacon escaping from underneath one of the steel domes covering a plate in the center of the table wafted toward me and made my mouth water.

      “Then let me feed my mate.” Davio swept me across to the small table and pulled out a chair. I sat and he eased into the chair across from mine, stretched out a leg and hooked it around my legs, making the skin-to-skin contact I needed to ease my boiling blood. “Begin wherever you like.” He turned his palm out in offering, the sleeves of his impeccably pressed sky-blue shirt rolled to the elbow.

      “Thank you.” I lifted the domed lid closest to me and uncovered bacon strips and a mound of scrambled eggs. Golden hash browns sat to one side, along with several plump gourmet sausages. “Ah, now that’s surely going to replenish my energy.” Far better than my usual tub of yogurt on the run. I lifted the second serving lid and grinned as fresh bread, still warm from the ovens, delighted my senses. “Now that’s what I’m after.”

      Davio removed the domed lid on the third plate and exposed a prized treasure of pancakes stacked at least ten high with layers of banana and warm maple syrup oozing out from between them.

      I couldn’t wait for a taste of that. I tracked my finger through the top scoop of fresh cream, and my taste buds tripped over themselves for a proper bite. I pulled the entire plate closer and knife and fork in hand, cut into the delicious layers. “Do you eat this way every day?” I moaned as I chewed my first mouthful.

      “I would if you promised to join me.” He ran his thumb over my lower lip, swiped a trace of cream and licked it from his thumb.

      “You’ve so got a deal.”

      He arched a brow, stabbed his fork into the tower of delight and scooped a mouthful for himself. “I believe this will be our first seated meal together, that’s if we get right through it.”

      He was right. “I’m game to make it through this meal if you are.”

      “Deal.”

      Together, we ate, until we were full to bursting.

      Patting my stuffed belly, I closed my eyes and settled back.

      “You look content.” His voice was husky.

      I cracked one eye open, then the other. “I am, but I really should go soon. I shouldn’t be frittering my day away with you when there’s school. Exams are just around the corner.”

      “I’m well aware, and I understand your need to leave.” Pushing back from the table, he stood and took my hand. “Silas will appreciate that I’m staying, as will my father and grandfather. I won’t have to miss the meeting they wished to have, or to aid Silas out at Dunbarn.” He brushed his fingers along my cheek. “I’ll be there after school to collect you.”

      I leaned in and gave him a quick kiss. “Sure, you meet me there, just in case I’ve forgotten where Peacio is and all.” I winked and stepped back. “Go and slay some actual dragons.”

      I left to the giddy sound of his chuckle and zipped straight to my mother’s home, the only home I’d ever known until just a few days ago. I searched my bedroom for my backpack. I was down a textbook, but I tossed the rest of what I needed for Calculus and PE into my bag and flashed to school.

      Oh yeah, I truly loved that I could ’port like this.

      The afternoon bell shrilled and students trekked to their classes.

      I jogged across the field from the tree I’d emerged behind and in my Calculus class, I searched amongst the students for Silvie.

      “Hey, here!” Silvie waved from the back of the room.

      I dropped into the seat beside hers. “Hey back at ya. Where’s the teacher?”

      “Sick. There’s a substitute coming.” She crossed her arms and arched a brow at me. “You’ve missed almost a week of school, and don’t go using your record-breaking rising as an excuse with me. What’s been happening to keep you away?”

      “A whole new family.” I set my refill and pen on the desktop. “Who told you about my rising?”

      “Mum gave me an update this morning. She got the news straight from Aunt Genevy who popped in to see us.”

      In front of us, two classmates, Jensen and Rua, shuffled on their seats and leaned closer. “Yo, what’s a ris-ing?” Jensen slurred disgustingly as he bumped shoulders with Rua. “Anything that rises in the morning is in-ter-est-ing.”

      Silvie rolled her eyes and harrumphed. “Obviously it’s not the kind of rising you’re thinking about. Get a life and go and listen in on someone else’s private conversation.”

      Jensen went to kick Silvie’s chair, but she slammed her foot down on his ankle and ground down hard.

      “Damn, Silvie.” Pulling his ankle free, he shook his head. “You’re lucky you’re a girl.”

      “Look the other way.” She gave them a fierce frown, which seemed to do the trick. Grunting, they turned their attention back to the front of class. Silvie tucked her head closer to mine. “Sorry about that,” she whispered. “I can’t believe your rising took eight hours. Carlisio’s took seven and that was a major. Why’d it take you so long?”

      “You’re asking me?” Baffled, I shrugged. “I’ve no idea.”

      “I guess it’s because you’re a Wincrest.” She squeezed my arm. “Which reminds me. How’s your mother? I can’t imagine what she’s going through with all these changes.”

      I gasped. “I haven’t had time to check.”

      “Do it now. Whip up a visual. You’ve got forethought so you might as well use it.”

      Silvie was right, and now was as good a time as any.

      Channeling my vision through the dome room as Alexo had taught me, I focused. What came to me was an indefinable image, one blurred beyond recognition. I’d never seen such a thing. I focused instead on Dad, and the same blurred image reappeared. He and Mum must be together, had to be since the blurred images were identical.

      I frowned, scratching my head. Now, provided I centered on the dome room first, I could see those within Dralion. I’d watched Davio in reverse plenty of times during the three days I’d been with Dad.

      “What’s wrong?” Silvie bumped her shoulder against mine.

      “Um, all I’m getting is a blurred impression.”

      Silvie’s eyes widened, and she clicked her fingers. “Oh, one time my curiosity got the better of me.” She spoke fast. “I asked Carlisio what happened when his forethought showed him something he shouldn’t be looking at. He said he saw blurred images.”

      My lips titled to the corner as I considered what I shouldn’t be looking at.

      They were together and… Dropping my head into my upturned palms, I groaned. “Ew, but they’re my parents, and they’re not supposed to be getting back together. Mum said she’d need to act her way through being with Dad.”

      “She’s clearly changed her mind about him.” She rubbed my back. “They’re mates who’ve been separated for a long time. Even my mother struggles when she’s away from my father during the days we’re here in Te Puke. I’m sure you miss Davio when you’re away from him?”

      I looked up. “I try not to think about it.”

      “But you do?”

      I ran a hand over my forehead. Yes, I understood the mated bond. Even now, I wanted to talk to Davio, but without a telepathic link, I couldn’t. Just thinking about him had that need escalating though. I opened my forethought and brought his image forth. He stood in a navy and gold decorated stateroom. Silas stood beside him, Carlisio and Everio within their group too. I cranked up the volume.

      “Faith’s with Silvie in class. The image is grainy, but I’d know Silvie’s profile anywhere.” Carlisio scrubbed his roughened jaw as he spoke to Davio. “There aren’t any problems that I can see.”

      Hold on. Carlisio was watching me while I watched him.

      Spooky.

      Davio set a hand to his chest. “I just needed to know she was safe and where she should be.”

      Carlisio laid a hand on his shoulder, his lips thinning. “I know how troubled you’ve been, but she’s fine. We should speak more about her Wincrest blood.”

      I probably shouldn’t listen in on their private conversation, but since it was about me, I stayed with them.

      Carlisio continued, “There isn’t a doubt we’re all in agreement about Alexo Wincrest. With his daughter falling into our lap, we mustn’t allow this opportunity of seizing him to pass us by. She must be contained, then used to lure him out.”

      “You mean contained, as in ‘holding cell’ contained?” Silas interrupted. “With the other warriors we’ve captured, or just on her own?”

      The hairs on the back of my neck lifted. This couldn’t be happening. Davio would stand up in a second and fiercely disagree to any such containment, or that I be used to lure my father out of Dralion and directly into their lair. He had to.

      I waited.

      Slowly, he nodded. “I’ll do it.”

      “Good.” Carlisio’s eyes brightened, the vivid golden-brown of his eyes matching the honeyed color of his suit jacket. “For the people of Peacio.” His words were a cheer.

      Everio folded his arms over his red silk shirt buttoned under his flapping black leather vest, not looking nearly as certain as Carlisio. “She’s your mate, Davio. Are you sure you can do this? You’ll need to use her to hand her father over to us.”

      Standing taller, Davio let out a long breath. “I’m sure, Father. Alexo will come to her aid should he see what is about to unfold. Hopefully, she doesn’t even make it into the cells, although I understand the need for Donaldo’s son to be captured and contained. We’ll hold the upper hand for once in this long and drawn out war if we can nab him. He is the one with forethought, the most valuable of skills.”

      I gritted my teeth, worked my jaw from side to side.

      How could Davio sell me out this way? I wouldn’t let him.

      I closed my forethought down and turned on Silvie. “Your family seriously sucks.” I stopped as abruptly as I’d begun. Jeez, I couldn’t speak to her about this. She’d likely inform them of what I’d heard when I needed to sort this out myself.

      “It’s all right. Mates struggle when parted from each other. I understand that.” She got my angry comment wrong, and I didn’t correct her. “We only have PE after this and then we leave. You’ll see Davio soon enough.”

      I would and we’d be speaking. When I’d hid at my father’s apartment after first finding out about Silvie’s deceit and been gone for days before returning, he’d said in the future we needed to address our problems. That if we had an issue, we’d talk about it. Well, right now I had an issue. A very big one. There would be no containing me, or capturing my father by doing so.

      Never would I place myself in such a position of vulnerability, and I’d certainly never accept him doing it either. Not happening, ever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “THE BOYS ARE here.” Silvie slung her bag over her shoulder as we exited the PE girls’ changing room, the last to leave.

      “Perfect.” I took a deep breath as Davio strode toward me within the stillness of the gym, Silas beside him.

      “You two took your time in there.” He caught my hand, and my mind thunked into his—so annoying.

      “Did you have a good afternoon?” In small circles, he stroked my palm with his thumb and because I couldn’t help myself, I swayed into him. Damn it. Where was my focus? He’d spoken of imprisonment.

      “No, I didn’t.” I held my ground.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “Yes, but alone.” I shot Silvie a look, one she thankfully understood.

      “I’ll see you in the cavern once I’m changed.” She linked arms with Silas and the two of them flashed away.

      Davio pulled me closer. “Let’s go.” He zipped us there, so fast.

      My feet sank into soft sand, the air warm and the entire cavern filled with a light steam which rose from a large crystal clear pool of water a few feet away. Dark rocks lined every side of the underground pool other than for this beach area, while muted light tunneled in from an entrance to the side.

      With a finger under my chin, he tipped it up. “You seem to be out of sorts. Did Belle tell you of the rumor?”

      “No, what rumor is that?”

      He sighed. “There was a serving maid in the communal dining hall who saw us together. She leaked word that I’ve found my mate.” He paused, a muscle in his jaw ticking. “I had no choice. I had to confirm the news. People are referring to you as my Halfling mate, that you come from Earth.”

      “You told all your people about me?” How dare he. I didn’t mind him telling his closest, but allowing all his people to know would place me in a great deal of danger. I mean, how many Halflings were there in Peacio? There was certainly only one Halfling who now resided in Dralion, and that was me. I gritted my teeth. “You don’t think the next warrior spy sent here might check out this leaked news? You don’t think they’d be curious to see who Davio Loveria was mated to? That they might wonder if your newly found mate might also be my father’s newly found daughter? How many other Halflings are there in Peacio, other than me?”

      He went to open his mouth, only I butted in. “I listened in on your conversation with your father and grandfather. You intend on using me as a pawn to capture my father. You want to lock me away in the very cells you not long rescued me from.”

      “You shouldn’t have listened in, and your father will never permit you to be locked away. With his forewarning, he’ll come and that’s what we’re after. Now we’ve spread the word about your mixed heritage, he’ll be here soon. I’ve no doubt about that.”

      “How dare you.” I broke my mind-merge with him, the sharp pain of loss slicing through me. “I would never use you like this, Davio. Ever. You’re my mate, and I’d never hand you, your parents, or your grandfather over to Donaldo, yet here you are wanting to do exactly that with me.”

      “You’ll never come to any harm when all we’re after is Alexo’s capture.”

      “Why must you capture him at all?” Distressed and so hurt, I backed away from him.

      “Too many of your warriors are infiltrating our shores and taking what isn’t theirs. An attack at one of our largest diamond mines occurred three days ago. Seven lives were lost and Alexo was behind it, as is Donaldo who pulls the strings.”

      “You can’t assume that.”

      “Yes, I can. It was a methodical attack by a team of eight, of which they’re called the leading eight in Dralion. Donaldo hates all things Peacian, and this reeked of Alexo’s forethought in how well it was run and carried out. Your father and grandfather work together. They know exactly what they do when they send their bloodthirsty warriors out.”

      Warriors—yes. Bloodthirsty? A memory surged forth. That first morning while I’d been running on the treadmill, the leading eight had introduced themselves, with bloodied weapons in hand.

      But no, my father had been with my mother at that time, taking her on a guided tour. He hadn’t been a part of that strike, and I’d never concede to laying the blame at his feet. “So where does this leave us? I won’t allow you to capture my father through me.”

      “Alexo must be taken.”

      “No, you must change your mind.”

      “I’ll never side with the enemy.”

      I met his intense gaze with one of my own. “You would do everything in your power to keep your family safe. You can’t expect any different from me.”

      “What are you saying?” Gaze narrowed, he thumped one foot on the ground.

      “That I’ll never allow you to use me in the way you intend to. My father goes out of his way to ensure I have free choice. He allows me to come to you, and you want to do what? Lock him away and kill him.”

      A second. Two.

      “His death would not be sought. His confinement would.”

      I shook from head to toe. “I can’t allow that to happen. Don’t do this to us.”

      “This is not about us, but my people. Their safety must come first, and yours will never be in question.”

      “Of course it’s in question. You do this, and I can never roam freely on your land. You have to take back my Halfling status and let it be known it was only gossip. You have to insist I am from Peacio. Make something up, but you have to do it, and before word spreads too far.”

      He shook his head. “Your warriors took seven lives this week. Two hundred and thirty-eight lives this year. They are killers with only one purpose. They take what they want.”

      “So, you’ve made your decision?”

      “Yes.”

      A rush of wind. Silas arrived with Silvie and he bellowed with laughter as he threw her out into the water. Silvie went down, then with bubbles rising, she resurfaced and blew out a fountain of water. “That does not get any funnier, no matter how many times you do it, Silas. You’re supposed to leave me on the edge of the pool, not throw me in it. You are such a pain in the neck.” She cupped her hand and sprayed water at him.

      This was how I should be living. I should be free and having fun. I was eighteen, yet living the life of someone who had the weight of the world on her shoulders.

      I couldn’t do this anymore.

      And it was clearly too dangerous for me to stay here.

      I would never give Davio an opening to take me.

      The crystal clear water beckoned.

      My water source.

      My way out.
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      Davio hadn’t seen it coming. I had dived in fully clothed and flashed back to Dralion before he’d even registered my intent. But it had been the only way.

      From the quiet sanctuary of my room, I watched him through my forethought. He was more agitated than I’d ever seen him. He hadn’t spoken to anyone after I left. He’d returned to his private quarters and that’s where he’d been holed up for the past four hours.

      Silas entered his room, and joined him. “You have to speak sooner or later. I realize your mate’s gone.” He sat opposite Davio on the blue pinstripe sofa, concern radiating across his face.

      Pressing his elbows to his knees, Davio stared at the wall. “She wants me to choose her, but there is no choice. All I can think about is the hundreds of families who’ve suffered a great loss this year, and I can lower those numbers if we eliminate Alexo. The only right decision is the one I’ve made.”

      “Yet there will always be Peacian deaths at the hands of Dralion’s warriors,” Silas pointed out.

      “Not that high. We need to be given a fighting chance to defend ourselves. You and I both know how fast and precise their attacks are.”

      I touched a hand to my chest. Of course I didn’t agree with the loss of lives, would never condone an innocent man or woman’s killing, but this war wasn’t my doing, and it would never end with the capture of one man. Not when that man was my father. I couldn’t lose him, not now I’d finally found him.

      Silas sighed. “What about you? This isn’t like you to use an innocent to gain the outcome you want. There must be a way to make this right.”

      Davio scrubbed both hands over his face. “There is no other way.” He shot to his feet and stormed to his desk. “Faith will not leave Dralion now, not if she hopes to protect Alexo and herself.” He picked up a framed photograph from his desk and stared at it. “She is the one I want, and I can’t have her.”

      Silas crossed the room and squeezed Davio’s shoulder. “So how are we better off? She’ll be on her guard, as will Alexo. This argument and the loss of your mate will have all been for nothing.”

      The photograph in Davio’s hands was the one I kept on my bedside stand, the one of Silvie and me as we’d celebrated my last birthday at Pier’s Restaurant. He must have snuck back and pinched it.

      Davio set the frame back on his desk. “She will have alerted him. She left before I could prevent her, and before I was supposed to have taken her to the holding cell. I should have done as Carlisio bid and made it quick, only I wanted more time with her. This is my fault she escaped.”

      Tears slipping free, I closed my eyes. I missed him, no matter what he’d done. I rubbed my temple, the familiar ache of being denied our connection rolling through me. Three days was all I’d ever lasted in being kept from forming the merge of the mind with him. I doubted I could go much longer than that and be able to sustain the pain. Already it had begun to build.

      “Faith.” Mum peered around my bedroom door.

      “Come in.”

      She smiled, all blushy and pink and glowing, which had me recalling exactly what she’d been up to earlier that day. “You and Dad are together again, huh?” I rolled my shoulders.

      “How did you”—she coughed, clearing her throat—“ah, no, please don’t tell me how you know that. The things you and Alexo can do are almost criminal.”

      “Trust me, I wish I didn’t know.” I patted the bed beside me. “Sit. We need to talk.”

      “About?”

      “My mind-merge.”

      She eased in beside me, tilting her head. “Go for it.”

      “Dad first said my mind-merge was an extension of my forethought, that I’d activated it because of my warring blood with Davio. What I do is merge my mind with his and with touch, skin-to-skin, I no longer experience pain. Yet if Dad had this ability to bed down in your mind, warring blood or not, he would discover there is no choice—he would have to mind-merge with you.” I looked into her eyes intently. “I can go a few days without the merge, but when I’m not with Davio, my mind cries out for his. He’s not affected at all like I am, but then he can’t mind-merge. I’m the one who has the skill—not him. So, I’m certain this is a separate ability. Entirely.”

      “Which means?”

      I sighed, finally giving into the knowledge which resonated deep in my heart and soul. “I can’t go more than three days without him. I need to reconnect to his mind to restore the balance of the merge. I don’t know if anyone else has this skill. Everyone’s presumed it’s part of my forethought, and we all know how rare that skill is. Maybe this mind-merge skill is a rare one too.”

      “I see.”

      I shook my head. “No, you don’t see. A Magioling’s strength skills are passed down through their DNA. I didn’t receive this skill of mind-merge from my father or from the Wincrest family line. I had to have received this skill from you, from your family line. You are thirty-six and you could pass for my sister. You are an orphan with no known family. You are also mated to Alexo Wincrest when there has never been any other mating between an Earthling and one of theirs before. Now there is Davio and me. There are too many variables. You can’t be of Earth. Don’t you see it?”

      “Faith, no. I don’t have any strength skills.” She twisted her fingers together.

      “Not all Magiolings do.” I laid my hand over hers. “Please, you have to know something which could help me. This is so important. Already my head aches, and I can’t go to him.”

      Her brow creased. “You fast-heal. Why can’t you go to him?”

      “My fast-healing skill doesn’t aid me in this.”

      It had not relieved the symptoms for me on the mountaintop when I’d needed it so desperately. Only reconnecting to Davio’s mind had completed the healing.

      I heaved a sigh. “I can’t go to him now, not after he’s chosen to use me as leverage to capture Dad.” Mum’s eyes widened, her hands shaking under mine. “It just happened today, Mum. I’m sorry to have to tell you like this.”

      “Sol,” she stated. “You know my maiden name is Sol, and that I was just a baby, around three days old, when I was orphaned. What I haven’t told you is that the nuns who ran the home said my mother’s name was Katerin and that she came alone. My mother left me there.” The truth came tumbling out, and she grimaced. “It hurts to know she never returned. She promised the nuns she would, but she never did. Because of that there was no option for adoption.”

      “Katerin Sol,” I repeated.

      “The nuns named me after my mother. They weren’t sure what else to do.”

      I repeated the name again, that of my grandmother’s name. “It’s a start. Is there anything else?”

      In his dark leathers, Dad entered the room, a glow to his cheeks similar to my mother’s. “I’ve been watching your conversation. My apologies. It’s a bad habit.” He clenched his jaw. “In the future, everything you two discuss of this kind of importance, you will discuss with me present. We are a family.”

      I pressed my fingers to my temples. “We have a name. Katerin Sol. Now where do you suggest we go from there?”

      He planted his feet wide. “We start by backdating Kate’s age. Thirty-six years ago, Dralion’s dome had been intact for four years. If Katerin Sol was from Dralion, she would’ve been a female warrior for that’s the only way she could’ve gotten out.”

      I bounded to my feet. “Are you saying that’s a possibility?”

      He pressed a finger to his chin. “No, there have been no Sols as warriors until two years past when Maslin Sol joined the ranks, and he is the first from within his family line.” He looked at me. “The skill of mind-merge has never been recorded in our land, which is why I believed it must be an extension to my forethought.”

      “What do you think now?”

      “I agree with your assessment. It’s a separate skill and quite possibly rare. We need to seek more information.”

      Mum rose and crossed to Dad’s side. “How do we do that? What of Katerin Sol?”

      He took her hands. “It is far more likely she came from Peacio where there are no restrictions on their people’s travels.” Glancing at me, he said, “Which means you’ll need to have Loveria search his history books. We have to be certain. He must hold the information we’re after.”

      “I’ll contact Belle now.”

      “Before you do, understand that I would never fall for any of the Loveria family’s tactics. It hasn’t happened in the past, and it won’t in the future. If you were locked up, I would find a way to get you out without being captured. I have forethought for a reason.” He wrapped an arm around Mum’s waist. “We’ll leave you alone to make that call.” They flashed away.

      In the silence, I paced, shaking out my hands as I crossed from one side of my room to the other. This upcoming conversation wouldn’t be easy.

      Taking a deep, steadying breath, I opened the link.

      “Belle, can we talk? I need you to be the go-between again between Davio and I since I don’t have a—”

      “Of course. No telepathic link yet. Silvie told me why you left. If it helps, I don’t agree with what’s gone down. It’s not right that he’s using you in this way, to capture your father.”

      “Yeah, but I have another problem. A big problem.” I opened my forethought and she shimmered into view. She sat in the rec room thumbing through a leather tome. “Could you call Davio to you? I need to see for myself what he says.”

      I didn’t have to wait long.

      “He’s here.”

      And he was. He’d ’ported to the rec room, bringing Silas with him.

      I rubbed my forehead, outlining every detail as it had gone down with my mother and father. I studied Davio’s reaction during the telling.

      He stormed to the windows, his fists clenching and unclenching. “Faith is lying,” he bit out. “This must be a trick. Sol is a common family name, as is the given name of Katerin. With our form of record-keeping it would be impossible for us to locate a woman who’s not been seen for thirty-six years.”

      Silas joined him at the windows. “I agree. This sounds too convenient.”

      “What it is,” Davio continued in a snarl, “is Wincrest’s strategy to circumvent what we’ve done. His wife is of Earth and Faith is a Halfling. All along Wincrest has said he won’t allow any warrior spies to know of his daughter’s connection to me.” He crossed his arms. “This battle is between him and us, and I’m certain he’ll turn up here to halt what we’ve done—the spreading of the truth, that I’m mated to a Halfling. I don’t see he’ll have any other choice if he wants to keep Faith safe.”

      Great. It appeared Davio didn’t believe me.

      “Belle, what of my ability to mind-merge? Has anyone ever heard of what I can do?”

      “No. If this has nothing to do with your forethought as you’ve said, then you’re the first I’ve heard of, but let me check.”

      She asked Davio my question, and he snapped his answer. “If I’d known about it, I would have said so before now. It’s damn convenient Wincrest says it has nothing to do with forethought or his family’s line of skills.”

      I sat in silence. How could Davio ignore the facts? When I found my voice, I murmured, “Belle, I’m starting to believe this skill isn’t known because it’s a lost one. A skill that is so rare it no longer exists.”

      “Explain why you believe that.” She repeated what I’d said to Davio.

      Once she had, I laid down and rested my head on my pillow, the canopy sweeping overhead. “I mean a deadly one. There is no one known who seems to have held this ability. I can’t forget that time on the mountain. I had no use of my limbs and was barely with it. I also can’t imagine trying to survive past that point, if Davio hadn’t turned up.”

      She was quiet.

      “And then there’s my mother. She told me she was left with the nuns when she was three days old.”

      She repeated every word to Davio, and he ground his heel into the floor. “I don’t believe this. Now she thinks to hold her safety over my head? No. This ruse will not work against me. Belle, can you feel her pain through your link?”

      She shook her head. “There’s no pain, just a slight headache and I’m not surprised by that.”

      Davio gritted his teeth. “Then to believe her words, I demand she come here and see me. The only way to tell she speaks the truth is to see her eye to eye.”

      And I couldn’t do that, not until he’d promised to revoke all he’d done, as well as to take back his decision to imprison me.

      “No. I won’t come. I’ll never allow him to hold me captive, either by his decision to use me as a pawn, or to lock me up within a steel cell.”

      Belle told him.

      “Then it’s a lie,” he gritted out.

      I groaned. We were getting nowhere.

      “Belle, perhaps if you could try and research the matter for me, I’d appreciate it.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “Stay put.”

      “For how long?”

      I looked at my mate where he stood. I wanted to go to him and ease his pain, yet instead, I took a deep breath and held firm. “On the mountain, I couldn’t have helped myself. I needed you and Davio then, as I need you both now.”

      Belle repeated my words, and Davio plowed a fist into the wall. “Damn it, she is a Wincrest through and through. She plays with my emotions. There is no skill on this planet which ultimately kills. If there had been, we’d have heard about it before now.” He stormed from the room.

      “Let him go,” I told her. “But contact me if you have any information.”

      There was nothing more to be done for now.
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      I pushed back the sweaty strands of my hair stuck to my forehead. Dad pushed me in the empty arena, distracting me from my pain. His blade cut across mine and made me groan at the impact.

      “Dad,” I whimpered as I tried to hold my stance. “You have to give me a break. This session is killing me. You know I’m hitting the three-day mark away from Davio.” My training clothes were saturated, my feet so wet I slipped within my own socks.

      He twirled around and came at me from the behind, his white shirt billowing. “Another two minutes. You can’t arrive there too soon.”

      “I won’t arrive there at all, at this rate, and why are you working me so brutally hard?”

      Now in front. “You need to perfect this move. Every second counts.” He sidestepped and crossed his blade in a beautiful line, bringing it right up under my nose.

      I slammed my blade down, cutting him off in the nick of time. “Hey, okay, that’s enough,” I muttered. “I happen to need my nose.” Why did he keep changing positions? One moment he was in front, the next behind, to the side—it was endless.

      Mum called out from the sidelines, her arms crossed and pressed to the top of the safety railing. “Alexo, her nose is bleeding, and she’s so flushed.”

      I wiped my nose, the back of my hand now coated in blood. I’d never had nosebleeds before. I dropped my sword because I hurt. Everywhere. “Okay, so what exactly was your forewarning all about? You never did elaborate.”

      He took my elbow as I stumbled to the side of the outdoor arena. “I can’t elaborate, not when I have no wish to alter my forewarning’s course. You’ve practiced these battle moves, and now the field of play is far more even.”

      Huh, and Davio thought my father wasn’t fair. He was too damn fair. “My time’s almost up. I can’t do anymore.”

      “I know.” He cupped my cheek. “You can go to him now. The time is right. Loveria will be in the training hall where he works out with Silas. Here, take this.” He lifted a very new and gleaming sword from a bag lying on the bench, and passed it to me with a smile. “It’s yours. I had it crafted for you by our sword smithy. Consider it a belated eighteenth birthday gift.”

      So gorgeous. The most beautiful blade. I held it up, balancing it horizontally across the tips of my two index fingers. Perfect. I flipped the blade and the fine hilt slid snugly into my palm. “Thank you.” I glanced at Mum, who nibbled on her lower lip.

      “Hey.” I hugged her. “I’ll be back.”

      “You better be. I didn’t spend the last eighteen years watching you grow for no reason.”

      “Agreed.” I ’ported to my room, splashed water on my face and changed into a figure hugging black cat-suit. I belted my sword at my side and it blended with ease into the brassy strip that ran down the side of the clingy suit.

      Stretching, I ran my shaky hands over both legs.

      I was going in to fight, and I wouldn’t be backing down.

      With another two painkillers popped into my mouth, I gulped water. I’d taken meds this morning, primarily out of habit, and particularly since my fast-healing didn’t work at all on this pain. I’m not sure the meds helped, but they certainly couldn’t have hurt.

      I opened my link with Belle and fanned my face. “Do you have anything yet?”

      “No, still nothing. It is as Davio said. There’s no record of a skill like yours.”

      The failure in her tone increased my pain. “Hey, you tried, and I’m most grateful you did.”

      “I won’t stop looking, but you need to return. Please, Davio is in the training hall, going at it with Silas again.”

      I flashed straight there. My father had said the time was right, and no more would I delay.

      “I’m here.”

      “I’m coming,” she rushed out.

      I turned about within the training hall. Davio puffed as he stared out the large bank of windows in form-fitting black jeans and a black t-shirt, the grassy meadow and rolling hills spread out into the distance. Silas stood beside him, heaving deep breaths as well from their workout.

      I closed my eyes, each breath becoming more difficult to draw in. Right now, I had to maintain my focus, because for certain I needed to withhold the mind-merge, no matter what. It would be my only leverage, provided he could see the pain I was in.

      Opening my eyes, I set my gaze on him. “Davio.”

      He spun around, his hand on his sword hilt belted at his side. “You’re back.” Dark shadows under his eyes showed he’d had very little sleep of late, and with them being so deep and dark, I wanted to cry.

      Silas gripped his shoulder. “She’s here. It’s not your imagination.”

      Davio’s gaze traveled over me. “Your skin is flushed, but apart from that you look fine.”

      “I’m a Wincrest. We try not to show our pain.” Fighting words as the pressure of the merge I withheld magnified and pressed out within my skull. He stepped forward, breaching the five feet mark, and it all went to custard. I grabbed my head. “No. Don’t come any closer.”

      I had to ensure my safety and my father’s first. There would be no mind-merge.

      I stumbled back, trying to gather more distance between us, only he flashed in behind me and I thumped into his chest.

      Gripping my shoulders, he turned me around, his lips flattened into a tight line. “Your heartbeat is racing out of control because you’re not mind-merged with me. Do it. Now.”

      I wheezed. “Only if you revoke what you’ve done.” I had to stick to my plan. “Inform your people I’m not a Halfling, and then promise me you’ll never lock me away in order to capture my father.”

      “I can’t. My people’s safety comes first.”

      “Then give me some breathing space. It hurts too much with you this close.”

      He clasped my face in his hands, looked deep into my eyes. “Merge and the pain will be gone.”

      “No.” I wiped my bleeding nose.

      His eyes darkened, and he let out a low growl. “You walk a dangerous line with your actions. I’ll give you a minute and no more.” He walked away, boots thumping across the hard floor.

      “Faith.” Belle flew into the room, the double doors crashing open. Zac, Viv and Silvie were hot on her heels. “See,” she said, breathing fast. “I told you she was back.”

      I staggered to the wall, braced a hand on it as Davio paced a parallel line five strides from me. “She may be back, but she is more stubborn than ever.” He glared at Belle. “See what you can do.”

      Belled eyed me, her hand extended. “I can alleviate some of the pain. Let me touch you. It’s bad. I can feel it.”

      As she advanced, I withdrew my sword. “Don’t you dare tap into me as you did the last time.” I drew in a breath, and it rattled around in my chest. “This fight is between Davio and me. I need him in every way, not just physically, but mentally and emotionally.” I faced him. “Please. You can’t lock me up or use me as leverage against those I love. Just days ago you said no skill could kill. So that means in your eyes, it can’t be necessary for me to merge. You also said I’m a Halfling, but I say that’s not true. Open your eyes and see that I hold a skill given to me by my mother’s line. You have to revoke what you’ve said.” More blood dribbled from my nose.

      He grimaced. “When did your nose start bleeding?”

      “I’ve been working out with my father, too hard obviously.” More drips, a steady stream, and far more than I expected. I pinched my nose, but the blood continued to flow.

      “Then merge.” His knuckles turned white as he fisted his hands.

      “Why is it you want me to merge so badly? You don’t think this skill can kill. In your estimation I’ll be fine just like this.” My vision wavered, and I blinked to bring it back into focus. “Being near you and withholding is accelerating my death. I can feel it.”

      “Enough. You aren’t dying, not when you can fast-heal. Zac, Silas. Disarm her, but do it gently. Viv head in behind.” He glared at me. “You stand there, and I can’t do a damn thing.”

      I lifted my sword against Zac and Silas’s divided approach. Zac came at me from the front and Silas from the side. Viv was right behind them. “You do what you need to, and I’ll do what I need to.”

      I met Zac head on, using Alexo’s fast move to spin and dodge. I dealt with him then caught Viv’s strike. Silas thrust his blade at me, and I met his advance next, our swords clashing.

      For the barest moment, my heart soared, and in the next, a hot burn tore through my lungs. I held up a hand, bent half over and grabbed for air. “Cease.”

      I shuddered as liquid filled my lungs, slammed a hand to my chest and heaved. Blood gushed from my mouth and splattered the floor.

      “She’s bleeding internally,” Zac bellowed, kneeling in front of me.

      Viv pulled the sword from my hand, and Silas gripped my arms.

      Silvie screamed, but I barely heard her. I shoved against Silas, swept my leg low and kicked him.

      Then everything blurred and my own heart stuttered within my chest. I dropped to my knees.

      Silas caught me around the waist from behind and jerked me back up. Bending over me, his hands fisted into my stomach, he wrenched. “Cough it out. All of it.”

      He shoved his fist in hard again, and a racking spasm took me. More blood.

      “Now merge with Davio before you die,” he growled in my ear.

      I lifted my chin, found Davio. He stood, his face ghostly white. “There’s so much blood.” He stared at the floor. “Too much blood.”

      “There will also be death before capture. I promise you that.”

      He dropped to one knee, not breaching the mark which would end my life, the stricken look in his eyes showing he now believed too. “You have a strength skill passed onto you through your mother’s line, and it’s a deadly one. You are a full-blooded Magioling and everyone here has heard me. Silas will spread the word.”

      “And you promise not to imprison me?” I needed his promise. Everything hindered on it. “My father will not fall for any future ploy. You know I don’t”—I scraped in air—“lie.”

      Pleading, he shoved out one hand. “Merge with me and it will be as you ask.”

      I closed my eyes and allowed my mind its release.

      From darkness to light.

      I fell into him.

      He held me tight

      Such strong arms.

      So warm.

      “You truly are the most difficult mate ever.” Hoarse words, and they seemed so far away. “I swear you will never do this to me again, Faith. Do you hear me? You’re my mate, always mine.”

      I couldn’t lift my heavy eyelids.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “HOW DOES SHE feel to you?”

      A voice echoed in my head.

      “If you let her go for a second, maybe I could tell.”

      Was that Belle?

      A rocking motion, lips pressed to my brow. “It’s been hours, Belle.”

      “Yes, but she no longer bleeds, and I need to clean her up. Faith will not want to wake up this way. You can still feel her mind-merge?”

      “Yes.”

      The voices drifted away.

      And the dark welcomed me again.

      Water splashed. A soft cloth brushed my face, my arms and my chest. Warm and soothing, water flowed over my body.

      The dark still clutched ahold of me, but it was receding.

      “I’ll carry her.” A deep voice. Davio’s. I’d never mistake his tone for another. “Wake up, love. If you don’t stir soon, you’ll leave me with no choice. I’ll have to go after your father.”

      That wasn’t happening. I wouldn’t allow it.

      “Silvie is threatening to pull me apart, limb from limb for what I’ve made you go through. She said she’d make it hurt.”

      I smiled for Silvie surely would.

      A finger brushed over my lips. “That’s it, wake up for me.”

      I pushed the receding dark fully away and blinked my eyes open. Brown eyes flecked with gold searched mine. Davio. There’d been so much blood, and pain. The battle for my own life and Dad’s had been fought, and I’d won. “You almost left it too late,” I rasped, touching a hand to my throat.

      He lifted me higher in his lap where he sat on a couch in the rec room. “It’ll never happen again.” Two tears slid free of his eyes and streaked down his cheeks. “I love you. I never want to go through a day like this again. Losing you would have killed me.”

      With a shaky hand, I wiped his tears away. “And your mind is open, not blocked at all as it usually is. Are you feeling all right?”

      He caught my hand and pressed my palm against his cheek. “I had hoped to shock you awake by remaining unblocked, but it didn’t work.” He blocked quickly, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      At least I could always trust in the knowledge that he would.

      From the side table, he nabbed a glass and held it to my lips. “Your throat’s dry. Drink.”

      I sipped then gasped as I caught my now changed state. Someone had removed my cat-suit and clothed me in a pair of blue jeans and a thick white sweater. “I seem to remember water.” I edged up a little on his lap and did a quick search of the rec room for anyone else, although we remained alone. “Who aided me?”

      “Belle and Silvie gave you a bath.”

      He took the glass from my shaky fingers. “You’re still healing, so lie still.”

      Footsteps echoed and Silvie breezed through the door. Shaking her head at me as she approached, she muttered, “So, finally you’re awake. Three days of worry and sleeplessness and page turning with Belle, just to find out you have a lost skill that can kill.” She stopped in front of me and flicked my leg with her finger. “You’re a full-blooded Magioling. It’s no wonder your rising took so long. The signs were all there.”

      Yes, they had been.

      Davio groaned, his lips pursed in a grim line. “Hell, it’s all my fault. I should have listened to you. You’re mine to care for, and never will I make the mistake of putting your life on the line again.”

      “You mean that?”

      “You are my first priority.”

      I soaked in the sight of him, for I couldn’t get enough. “Then I love you too.”

      His gaze softened. “You are more precious to me than you can imagine.”

      I grinned. “I think this is where we kiss and make up. You wanna get to that now?”

      “No kissing.” Silas strode in, and halted beside Silvie.

      I sent him a daggered look. “For goodness sake. You have the worst possible timing.”

      He crossed his arms. “If you go pulling that kind of stunt again, I won’t be held responsible for my actions.” He eyed Davio. “Have her swear her allegiance to you, so none of this damn nonsense ever goes down again.”

      Davio laughed. “Get out of here. I was just about to do that.”

      “Gladly.” He took Silvie’s arm and blinked away.

      Davio pulled me closer. “Right, now repeat after me.”

      I clapped a hand over his mouth. “Don’t even go there. There will be no swearing of allegiance.”

      Because Dralion was my home and my relationship with Davio wasn’t only about the two of us. No. The scope was much broader.

      There was Guy Moyer’s lost warrior father to locate and many others. And I was a full-blooded Wincrest, one who had the chance to right a very bad wrong.

      Davio’s arms tensed, his hold tightening on me. “Okay, what are you thinking right now? Because I can tell by the look on your face it’s entirely wrong.”

      I hooked my fingers into the front of his shirt and held on. “Just that loving you is going to be a wild ride. Are you ready for it?”

      He took my face between his hands and kissed me, so urgently that a wild ride began. “I’ll deal,” he murmured between kisses. “Somehow.”

      
        The End
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      So come and join in all the fun, because this kiwi girl promises to give you her “Hot-Highlander” oath, to bring you a heart-pounding, sexy adventure from the moment you turn the first page. This is where romance meets fantasy and adventure…

      
        Read More from Joanne Wadsworth
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        Discover the untold story of the man destined to become Captain Hook.

      

      Sitting in the dark corners of the print ship, Archie Jameson dreams of adventure, though he never imagines it will find him.

      A twist of fate lands him beneath unfamiliar stars with a small pixie to guide his way. What new adventures lie in Neverland?

      Discover the untold story of the man destined to become Captain Hook.
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      An eternity passed before Big Ben tolled five bells. They were heavenly peals to Archibald Jameson, who began to wonder if time had somehow gotten stuck or if the gigantic clock across the square was broken. Stretching out his long legs, he stood up from the desk and scooted around the corner, taking care not to bump the towering mountain of paper at the edge. Naturally, it was the largest stack in the entire room—the work that he had yet to finish. If he was even a fraction as meticulous a man as his father—the very man who left him the shop—he would have stayed, locked the front door, and remained into the wee hours to finish the work, however long it should take.

      But he was not his father, and he had no intention of pretending to be so. While he was very good at running the print shop, it wasn’t something he enjoyed. It was only what he must do to ensure his survival. Remaining any longer than necessary just wasn’t going to happen as far as Archie was concerned. His inheritance should have been a blessing since he was the youngest of four sons. Without the steady work the shop provided, he might as well have lived out on the street, begging for what scraps could be found. To him, the feel of the paper and smell of ink felt like a prison where he was trapped day in and out. His release came in daydreams. As he pondered another life or another world, the work piled up before him. He spent hours upon hours each day, dreaming of adventure, of places and people that always made those in his life seem dull in comparison. Those daydreams made his life bearable.

      But even the daydreams wouldn’t hold him there once Big Ben chimed its fifth peal. He never stayed a second longer than required.

      He blew out lamps and turned over the sign in the window, then pulled on his frayed, black frock. He took one last glance around, then slapped on his hat and stepped outside. Chilly air greeted him as he pulled the door shut, listening to the muted sounds of the doorbell. He turned the key in the lock and jiggled the knob.

      Odd, he thought. The tinkling sounds he heard earlier sounded nothing at all like the brass bell on the frame of that door. Odd, indeed. Perhaps it was the remnants of his latest daydream, for the door had never sounded that way before. Still pondering the bell, he turned and rammed into a young boy, who let out an audible oof, as he landed on the side of the street.

      “I do beg your pardon,” Archie said, offering his hand to help the boy up. The lad flashed a smile, showing a unique set of small, pearly white teeth, before he took Archie’s proffered hand and replied, “Quite alright.” Without waiting for Archie to say anything more, the boy took off, disappearing around the bend.

      Hunching over against the cold wind that sent leaves dancing about his legs, Archie shoved his hands deep into his pockets, and made his way down the bricked street, no longer in the rush he was in moments before.

      “Mary, I don’t see how we can afford to keep her.” The booming voice was startling. Archie glanced up at a window, which was open in spite of the chill. “Let’s see, two pounds nineteen…”

      “George, dear…”

      “Now, Mary, hold on a moment. I have the tally right here. Do you think we might try it for half a year on say, five five three? Only half the year, mind you. Oh, drat, I forgot to figure in colic.”

      The voice of the man and his wife argued back and forth as Archibald stood, rooted in place, wondering at their strange conversation. As this was his normal route home, he walked by No. 27 every evening. He half-hoped this financial dispute might possibly involve their dog. If it did, he would be more than willing to step up and offer to solve their financial dilemma. He lived alone and the thought of the trim Newfoundland he had seen carrying in bottles of milk from the front steps bolstered his spirits.

      The talk of colic, however, kept him from knocking on the front door.

      “Shall we say one pound? Yes, that is what I’ll put down. But what of mumps? I’ve heard that can be quite taxing. I daresay that should be twenty shillings there. Don’t give me that look, Mary.”

      It was at this point a sharp cry of an infant pierced their conversation and Archibald was quite certain that Nana the Newfoundland was most assuredly not the topic of money, colic, mumps, and their current distraught state. He shook his head, wondering about the sanity of the Darlings in No. 27 as the silhouette of a woman he presumed to be Mary shut the window and the voices muted.

      Poor Nana, Archibald thought, to be stuck with people such as that.

      He didn’t even want to think about the child whose fate rested on the odds of her contracting whooping-cough and so he openly wished the inhabitants of No. 27 would not be so lucky as to have any additional offspring. He voiced exactly that, and in that same instant, heard that funny peal of bells again. This time it sounded suspiciously like laughter.

      He spun around, searching for the source, and saw a crone of an old woman who stepped out of No. 31. She heard his wish and didn’t agree with his rather bold assessment. Archie was sure she hadn’t laughed a day since she had been born, and moreover, he was certain that glorious day of her arrival had been at least a century earlier.

      “Well,” she puffed up, looking much like a wrinkled, ancient bullfrog before she croaked, “I never!”

      “Yes, madam. I should hope for precisely never as it seems the most promising period of time,” he smiled and bent, giving her an elaborate, low bow to thank her for her agreement. “For to wish them more mouths to feed, when one seems to be their undoing, would be bad form, indeed.”

      The old woman gaped at him, mouth working like a fish out of water. Then, she clamped it shut in a fierce scowl, and proceeded to slam the door with as much vigor as her frail limbs could muster.

      Archibald smiled to himself, silently touching the brim of his hat in mock farewell before he spun, leaving the occupants of both No. 27 and No. 31 to their own devices and ignorance. He continued his stroll down the street in much better spirits, knowing that he bested the old woman and possibly even the Darlings without their even knowing it, though he was certain his sentiments would be relayed by their observant neighbor.

      Ah, well. They should have known better than to trifle with something such as a child. A small victory, but a victory nonetheless if it caused them to think of someone other than themselves.

      The breeze picked up and proceeded to burst insistent, frigid puffs that threatened to dislodge his hat. He clamped one hand on top, squishing it down around his lean face as he resolutely lengthened his stride and marched on, determined to make it home before the storm set in.

      He’d almost made it to the corner, to the place where he normally made the left on N. Westburl, and then a right onto 43rd, followed by a various assortment of other long deviations that would get him safely home, when a large crack of thunder shook the air. He decided that just this once he might consider taking the most direct route, albeit dangerous, foreboding, and possibly life-threatening. He stopped right on the bend of the street, uncertain for a fleeting moment, until the next jolting crack of thunder made up his mind for him. He headed straight along Market Street, which followed the length of the Thames River, hoping that the seedy individuals who lurked around the pier were as mindful of the storm as he, and would not cause him trouble on this particular evening, for even though he was quick-witted and could talk himself out of most troubles, sailors tended to be a harder breed of people. They were a sharp and cunning lot, and Archie did not know if he could outsmart anyone else that day, and didn’t wish to press his luck.

      He made it past the pier, hesitating just long enough to glance at the small boats tied to the dock. There were obviously people about, and so far he had been lucky enough not to encounter any of them.

      But one final ground-shaking crack and the tinkling sound of bells changed it all. The clouds overhead clashed and he ran for the shelter of a nearby tavern, barely escaping the torrent of rain.

      Archie had never been in The Captain’s Keg before. He stopped just inside the door and let his eyes adjust to the dark, smoke-filled room. He realized that not only had he run into the very people he wished to avoid, but that he also had a new problem.

      These men weren’t just sailors.

      He was ready to run back out and take his chances of drowning in the street, when he heard the same tinkling of bells from earlier. This time, it sounded like mocking laughter.

      Well. He might very well be losing his mind, but a coward he was not.

      He straightened to his full height—all six feet and four inches of it—and removed his crumpled hat with a flourish, tucking it under his arm. He walked proudly down the three steps that led into the heart of the tavern—to a bar, teeming with pirates.

      A couple of heads turned at his arrival and those who met his solemn, blue gaze were quick to drop their eyes back to their drinks. His spirits lifted, Archibald nodded to himself more than to anyone else in particular, a slight smile playing on his lips. He was holding his own.

      Still erring on the side of caution, he scanned the length of the bar, finding three open seats. Two were between rather burly, shifty-looking blokes with tattoos. The third seat, on the end of the bar, sat beside an elderly gentleman with longish white sideburns, a round belly, and spectacles to match that sat precariously upon a rather bulbous nose. The gent on the other side was scrawny, his clothes in tatters, thin face in a scowl as he stared at a leaflet of paper before him. Even though he sat still, there was a nervous energy that pulsed off the small man. He gave Archibald the impression of a jittery, starving squirrel. Archibald decided his best chances lay between the old man and the squirrel and so he took his seat, nodding in a genial fashion to the old man, whose watery blue eyes barely gave him a passing glance. The squirrel didn’t acknowledge his presence.

      “What’ll it be, mate?” the barkeep asked.

      Archibald bit his lip to keep from laughing. Every drink in the tavern was the same yellowish liquid. Why the bald man standing behind the bar bothered to even ask such a mundane question was beyond him. Perhaps he was daydreaming again. He did do that a lot and at times it seemed real. “’Tis all ale, is it not?”

      “Aye, but will it be single or double ye’ll be havin’?”

      Archibald lifted one finger and waited for his drink.

      “Ye’d have much better luck with rum, I should think,” the old man said as he stared down into his own glass, “The ale’s watered down. Not fit for a fish to drink, it isn’t.”

      One dreg out of the glass, and Archibald was quite certain the gentleman was more than right. It tasted like something poured from an old boot. Not that he regularly drank from old boots, mind you. Thank heavens he hadn’t ordered twice the amount of the vile stuff. Deciding it better not to even bother asking for the rum, which was most definitely hidden beneath the counter and out of sight, he tossed a couple of coins onto the scarred wooden bar, and sat looking down into the remnants of his glass, listening to the patter of rain on the tin roof.

      A strange thought came. For a bar filled with pirates, it was most unusual. It was rather quiet, an odd comment here or there, but otherwise there was nothing but silence. Surely they weren’t all sitting around listening to the rain. Archie couldn’t figure it out. But he knew one thing: these people weren’t living up to his expectations of the loud, fearless persons he always thought pirates to be.

      The squirrel on his left shifted around on his stool, staring even harder at the parchment. Sweat popped out on a face that was now a color that reminded Archie of the paper in the print shop, a colorless, pasty white. Good for paper, not for squirrels.

      “Well?” a low, deep voice rolled out from a dark corner and broke the silence, startling Archie. “Give us the news then, Harper.”

      Ah, well now. Things may get lively yet, Archie thought, casting a quick look to the corner from where the voice rumbled. It was too dark to see the man who sat against the wall, but Archibald got a good look at the pair of worn, dark leather boots propped up on the table, and the curling wisps of cigar smoke that floated up to the rafters.

      “It says a r-roy, royy…” the squirrel named Harper stuttered, the paper shaking in his hands.

      “Ach! The man canna read it anymore than the rest o’ us.” A complaint hurtled from one of the tattooed blokes at the opposite end of the bar.

      As if he were getting more anxious, Harper tried again, his voice in a near squeak, “A royy-alll…”

      Archie spied the lettering, and against his better conscience, whispered just loud enough that Harper would hear, “A royal pardon is offered to those pirates who surrender on or before the fifth of September, this year of 1718.” He waited as Harper relayed the message, then continued, “Being limited to crimes committed before the fifth of January. All other crimes, committed after such date, will be considered for a death of hanging.”

      Archie sensed the old man on the other side of him shuffle about, as if he were searching for something on the insides of his pockets, but Archie’s attention was fixed on the squirrel he saved. Harper turned and gave him a toothless, yet thankful, smile and set to guzzling the contents of his glass as quickly as possible in an effort to calm his shaking nerves.

      “Well, that counts us out, lads,” a dark chuckle came from the corner, “No pardon for the likes o’ us, I fear. We all be hanged.”

      “Aye, but they must catch us first. I won’t be finding me neck in a noose,” a shout rang out, followed by the murmur of agreement from all the others as they lifted their glasses in salute.

      Feeling rather in-tune with the pirates, Archibald picked up his glass as well and toasted the luck of the now boisterous lot, draining the last contents of his glass. Some small part of his brain noted that while the ale was vile before, it also became bitter the longer it sat. The bitterness left as soon as he noticed it, having been replaced with a rather calming sensation.

      Pirates truly weren’t a bad lot, he thought sleepily, just people like everyone else. They were only misunderstood. He turned to convince the elderly gentleman on his right of exactly that, when the darkness came and took over. The last thing he heard was the old man chuckle, singing,

      “Yo-ho, me mateys, yo-ho…”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Careful now, lads, mind the poor lout’s head, aye? He’ll be having a dreadful headache come morning without any extra bumps ye’d be givin’ him along the way.”

      The voice was familiar—rather achingly so—though Archie couldn’t quite seem to get his faculties in order to remember who the owner of the voice was. The few times he could open his eyes, nothing at all made sense. It all came and went in blurs with distorted figures he couldn’t quite make out. The darkness came and went, so in the end, he figured it better to keep his eyes shut for the time being and try to concentrate on other things, foggy and confusing as they might seem. He thought he was being dragged along the rough boards of the pier, and while that familiar voice seemed to care about the condition of his head, his legs and backside seemed to be another matter entirely of which the man cared not a whit as they bumped him along each splintering plank. Luckily, the drug slipped into his drink deadened the pain, and he only registered the faint, odd pricks and scrapes where the wood had its way with his flesh.

      “He’s got hair like black candles, he does,” a crackling voice snickered by his head.

      “Aye, Smee, are we taking this poor soul aboard for his long locks? Did the cap’n order you fetch him a wifey, then?” another voice chimed in, followed by raucous laughter, and a low retort from the man named Smee that Archibald couldn’t make out.

      “A good bit heavier than he looks,” the first voice by his head huffed, “Slow ye down a bit, Murph. I’m losin’ me grip. Oh drat, there he goes.”

      And those were the last words Archibald ever heard on the shores of bonnie England as his head hit the pier and the darkness crept over him once again.
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      His head felt ready to burst into a million pieces at any given second. In a futile effort to keep it whole, Archie clamped both hands on top of his aching skull and gritted his teeth. It would help if the room didn’t feel like it was tilting this way and that. Back and forth, back and forth. Well, it served him right consorting with pirates, he thought ruefully. A most dreadful sort they were and the tavern was no better. He’d know next time to take his chances of drowning in a rain-filled street than to step foot in that particular establishment ever again, or anywhere else where the word keg was sported as part of the name. Yes, better drowned than drunk. A lesson learned the hard way, but still he learned it. That’s all that mattered, though he made a mental note not to share this knowledge with any other living soul. He’d take it to his grave with no one the wiser.

      Eyes still shut against the thumping of his head, Archie rolled to one side and sat up, hands still holding a throbbing brain in his skull, lest it decide to pound its way through his eyeballs. There was one thing of which he was certain—he hadn’t felt this terrible in his entire life. But he didn’t have time to sit and feel sorry for himself, the print shop would have to be opened soon, there was work waiting for him. He was already farther behind than he cared to admit. He could feel just as miserable there as he could here—wherever here happened to be. He loosened his hold on his head in an experimental way to make sure his brain wouldn’t escape him, then rubbed his hands against his sore eyes and slowly opened them.

      “Good day.” The old man from the bar nodded from his perch on a bench in the corner of the room. He peered at Archie from behind his spectacles as he whittled on a small chunk of wood.

      Well, at least there was only one old man, Archibald reasoned silently to himself. He expected to be seeing double at this point. The problem was that the room still seemed to be moving this way and that. Back and forth, back and forth—with a slight sloshing sound he attributed to his drunken brain, slogging about in his head. He must have gotten too drunk in the tavern to make it home and be sleeping the remnants of his terrible evening off somewhere. The hangover would explain the tilt of the room.

      “I’m sorry I cannot wish you a good day as well, as I don’t agree with you on how well this day has begun,” Archibald noted wryly, gripping the edges of the cot in an effort to still his roiling stomach which decided to revolt at the pitch of the room. “Due to the current state of both my head and belly, I must also disagree of your earlier assessment of the ale.”

      The old man shook his head. “Nay, ’twas most certainly watered down. Never had a drink in that tavern that wasn’t. Take a wee nip from that jug there near yer feet. It’ll settle yer spirits a bit. May help yer head, too.”

      Archie bent over and picked up the small brown jug and pulled the cork. It didn’t take more than a single sniff to tell him what the contents were. He frowned at the old man.

      “I fail to see how taking yet another drink will solve my present situation as it ’twas ale that got me into my current predicament.”

      “I told ye ye’d fair better with rum, and so ye shall.” The eyes behind the spectacles glared at him as if daring him to contradict him any further.

      Deciding to humor him, lest the old man have a heart seizure, Archie took one mouthful of the rum and was in the process of swallowing, when the old man added, “After all, as this ship’s doctor, I should know what I gave you.”

      Instead of spewing alcohol everywhere, Archie choked, part of the alcohol burning its way down his windpipe. He hacked and wheezed, feeling sicker than before, as he realized the constant moving of the room was due to the fact that his current location was the belly of a vessel at sea.

      “I’m-on-a-ship?” Archibald spat the words out between coughs before he managed to get his breath and his thoughts in order.

      “Aye,” the old man said, putting his hand up to ward off the impending onslaught of questions. “The cap’n gave orders to bring any man able to read or write aboard so here ye are. Stroke of luck to have one such as ye to sit beside me as Harper stuttered about on that paper, I should think. We’d still be sitting there if ye hadn’t helped him. Though I admit, I had strong doubts ye’d finish that ale. We appreciate the toast to our livelihood, to be sure.”

      No good deed will ever go unpunished, Archibald thought as he stared at the man who looked more like someone’s sweet grandfather than a dark, conniving pirate who abducted men for their ability to read.

      “You will release me at once,” Archibald’s voice dropped octaves as he found his bearings and the courage to stand and tower over the old man. He knew he had at least a foot on him and more than a good forty years of youth in his favor.

      “Free to go where ye will,” he shrugged, looking up to meet Archie’s cold gaze with his own, “though I doubt it be far. Ye see, we’ve been at sea two days now. As I didn’t think ye’d drink much more of the ale, I dumped the whole vial of drug in that glass. I’m afraid I gave ye quite the dose that knocked ye on yer arse. Be sure that I extend my most humble apologies. But we be far from any shore, unless ye’d be a mighty fine swimmer…” The sentence trailed off as another shrug followed the first and something dark flitted just under the surface of those watery, old eyes. For the first time, Archie wondered if maybe he’d underestimated the old pirate. There was something sinister that lurked under the façade of the slightly amused look on the man’s face as he fiddled with a knife that looked more lethal by the second. Snowy white hair, arthritic, knotty fingers, and spectacles aside, Archie was sure that the man was more than capable of slitting his throat should the need ever arise, and being as he still didn’t have his sea legs under him, he decided odds were not in his favor. Carefully, he backed to the cot and sat.

      As if reading Archie’s mind, the old man nodded, “Aye, that’s right, lad, just settle ye down now. I’m thinking we might be starting out wrong. Let’s introduce ourselves proper, eh? Name is Artis Smeeson, better known to the lads aboard as Smee. I’d be ship surgeon, occasional cook, and pirate in general for whatever else need be done.” He gave a small mock bow, not bothering to stand from his comfortable seat on the bench. “At yer service, o’course. And you’d be?”

      “Jameson.” Archie didn’t feel obligated to reveal his entire name. As far as he could tell, all the pirates went by a single name anyway. “Which ship am I on and who is her captain?”

      “We be on the Queen Anne’s Revenge.”

      The simple sentence made Archie even weaker in his knees. Thankful he was sitting down, he managed to whisper, “That means her captain is…”

      “Edward Teach,” Smee said. The dark smile that painted his bearded face never reached his eyes.

      Archie bent over and buried his head in his hands. Not only had he the misfortune of becoming shanghaied in a tavern, and woken up on a pirate ship while losing two days of his life, the ship he happened to be on was under the management of the most notorious pirate of the seven seas. Undoubtedly, he was the same man in the corner of the tavern that Archie had never gotten a good look at, but for two worn boots and cigar smoke. Archie was ready to crawl under the cot upon which he sat. Throughout all his daydreams, never had he imagined something like this, and most unfortunate was the part that it was reality. There wouldn’t be any waking up from it. What would become of him on a pirate ship out at sea? There was no telling. With a small smile, he realized he wouldn’t ever be going back to the print shop. That thought made him happier than anything had been able to do in a long while. He was free from the obligation of everything in his life. There wouldn’t ever be a need to daydream again. Adventure had found him.

      He was sailing with Blackbeard.

      “Smee, the cap’n wants you up top. They-they’ve spotted a sh-ship,” the stuttering voice of the squirrel Archie had saved called down from a dark corner in the room. Archie squinted and barely made out the form of a small set of wooden steps.

      Smee sighed, scooting off the bench as he called out, “Aye, Harper. I’m on me way.” He shot another look at the man sitting on the cot. “I’ll send him down with a bite. Food might help ye see the situation in a better light, eh?”

      Archie gave him a slight nod and watched as the old man made his way up the steps, then listened as he gave orders that food be given to the “poor lout down in the hold.” He rolled his eyes. He’d never been called a lout in all of his twenty-three years, but he supposed there was a first time for everything, and so he decided not to hold it against the elderly, kidnapping, old coot of a pirate. After all, being on a pirate ship—or any ship for that matter—was a first for him. While a small part of his mind still held back in trepidation as his life had been toddling along in a dull manner thus far, there was a small part of his heart that was glad for his perceived misfortune.

      He decided that finding out as much as possible about the ship and her crew would be in his best interest and so he stood up, still wobbling more than he cared to admit, and inspected his surroundings more closely. He was in a small room with many kegs spread about. He bumped one and heard a slosh, and then he smelled a faint, familiar scent. After a quick count, he knew that the thirty-some odd barrels surrounding him contained rum. But other than the barrels, his cot, and Smee’s bench, the hold was sparse. It was too bad he hadn’t the mind to ask the old man for more than just the names of the ship and her captain. He was still pondering what little information he possessed, when a slight form appeared on the steps.

      “Good to s-see you a-awake, s-sir,” Harper stuttered, not meeting Archie’s gaze as he thrust a small loaf of bread out in front of him.

      “Yes,” Archie agreed. He, too, was pleased to be coherent. But instead of giving a flippant reply to the slight, nervous man who obviously felt responsible for his current predicament, Archie smiled and took the loaf, adding the warmest, most sincere thank you he could manage.

      It must have worked, as Harper returned his smile, and settled on the bench across from him, watching as Archie tore into the loaf with more enthusiasm than he thought was possible. The fact that he was oblivious to his hunger, and also that the bread was fresh, made it the best thing he’d eaten in his entire life.

      Within a few moments it was gone, followed by another swallow of rum and Archie felt his spirits somewhat restored. He turned his full attention on Harper, now intent on gleaning as much information from the man as he could.

      “My name is Jameson. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      “Harper. Jonathan H-Harper,” the man stuttered slightly.

      Archie smiled. “Well, Mr. Harper, I thank you kindly for that bread. It was wonderful.”

      “Welcome, sir.” Harper replied, still watching Archie warily, though he seemed at ease and his stuttering temporarily ceased.

      “Might you tell me a bit about this ship and where we might be headed?” Archie asked in such a genial manner one might have thought he inquired to the state of the weather outside.

      “Oh, aye, sir. We be on the Queen Anne’s Revenge with two hundred souls aboard under the watch of Cap’n Blackbeard. We be headed toward the Americas, I’d suppose.”

      “You’d suppose? You aren’t certain?”

      “No, sir.” Harper shook his head, sending a thatch of brown hair down into his eyes, making him seem very young. “I’ve only been here a couple months longer than you and the cap’n doesn’t tell us much as to where we’re goin’, but I’ve heard talk among the crew that he wanted to get back towards the Americas. S-something about a Lieutenant Maynard who wants his h-head on a s-spike.”

      “Well that would seem to be reason enough to leave in a hurry, I should think,” Archie mumbled. It would also account for the lack of cargo. He looked up at the squirrel of a man who stuttered again and shifted about on his seat. His face was younger than he had first thought. The perception of age came from the lines around his mouth, which was due in most part to the absence of teeth. But his eyes were as clear and brown as summer honey, and right now they regarded him with the curious caution of a child.

      “So, Harper, is it?” Archie smiled as the squirrel nodded. “Might I be so bold as to ask your age and why you’re on this ship?”

      “Sixteen. I’d be here for the same reason as you. But instead of drugging me like they did you, Caesar saw me looking at a paper and thought I was reading, so he swatted me with an oar as I walked by.” He pointed a finger to his mouth of missing teeth.

      Poor wee bugger, Archie thought, catching glimpses of a few teeth broken close to his gums. To be abducted for your ability to read and write was bad enough—but to be kidnapped by a crushing blow from an oar when you could barely eek out a few simple sentences on a decree? That was most assuredly the worst luck, especially if you had your teeth intact to begin with. He wondered what would happen to the boy in front of him if the captain realized his literary skills were rather lacking. Those few remaining teeth would be doomed for sure. Well, one could hope things wouldn’t go that far. But if any of the rumors Archie heard of the dreaded pirate Blackbeard were anywhere close to being accurate, he was an even rougher character than his crew. And his crew? Well. They weren’t a tame bunch by any means, if the kidnapping old man and the oar-wielding Caesar were any example. Yes, there was more than sufficient reason for the boy in front of him to stutter.

      “This Caesar fellow sounds rather…” Archie frowned as he searched for an appropriate word. “Disturbing.”

      “Aye, you could say that,” Harper’s voice dropped to a whisper so low that Archie strained to hear him. “Black Caesar’s his name. He’d be Blackbeard’s bo’sun. And he’s got a soul as black as ’is skin so his name surely fits. Take my word; you don’t want to cross ’im. He’ll gut you and hang you from the yardarm faster than a wink. Pure evil, he is.”

      “I shall do my best to follow your advice,” Archie said.

      “There were women.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Archie focused on the squirrel again, wondering if the boy had all of his faculties in order, or if the oar had taken more than his teeth.

      The brown eyes that looked back at him glazed over, remembering as he repeated. “Women,” his voice came out in a low hiss, “he trapped over a hundred of ’em on an island. Stole ’em off ships that were passing through. He’d go off on raids, leave ’em locked up on his island with nothing to eat. Lots of ’em starved… died. They say his island is cursed, haunted with the souls of them women. They run him off. Only thing Caesar’s ’fraid of is evil spirits. That’s the reason he joined up with the cap’n—to get away from ’em.”

      “And your point is?” Archie said, mentally hop-scotching, trying to keep up with the boy.

      Harper tried to give him a carefree shrug, but the tense hold of his shoulders only hunched him forward, making him look even more defenseless. “I just wanted to warn you. Caesar’s an evil man. A cursed, evil man.”

      “Evil. Got it.” Archie gave him a quick, solemn-faced nod which earned him a small, toothless smile. It was then he realized he still hadn’t gleaned very much information from the boy in front of him other than that he was, indeed, only a boy, that their destination was rather vague, and that there was one pirate in particular (other than the one who drugged him) he should keep an eye on.

      He didn’t get to quiz the young man any further before shouted curses rang out overhead, and feet pounded across the deck, shaking a cloud of dust down from the beams over the cot. Looking rather alarmed, Harper jumped from his perch and flew up the steps faster than Archie thought possible.

      Well, no time like the present, he reasoned to himself as he stood from the cot, thankful that the teeter of his walk was due in most part to the rocking of the ship. The sun glared down at him from overhead, blinding him as he made his way up the stairs. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the scene around him. He gripped the railing on his right side, as crewmen whipped around him in a flurry of activity.

      “Ship off the port bow!” Came a bellow from overhead.

      Archie gripped the railing tighter as he looked up to see the man who shouted, standing on a small landing, high up on the mast, pointing at a small ship that bobbed along, a miniscule white speck on the deep blue sea.

      It was at this next moment Archie found himself wondering if perhaps the print shop might not be a safer haven than where he now stood as he spotted the man described by Harper as pure evil.

      “All hands to quarters! Let out the main sail!” The dark-skinned man barked orders as he stalked around the deck, a whip clutched in his hand. Faint blue lines swirled around his bare chest and arms, moving much like the ocean’s own tide. His muscles flexed while he delivered blows here and there, whip cracking on the backs of those too slow to do his bidding.

      Archie stared at him, completely fixated on the man with blue tattoos. So entranced he was, in fact, that he hadn’t even realized that in return, he gained the man’s attention by standing there—until it was too late.

      “Harper!”

      “A-aye, s-sir?” Harper materialized out of thin air, stuttering worse than before.

      “Take ’im with you and show him the ropes before I hang him from ’em!” the man snarled, sending a row of golden hoops swaying in his ears whilst giving Archie a rather disconcerting view of white teeth that had been filed to points. “Every man earns ’is keep on this ship. Off with you, before I take the skin from yer back.”

      “Aye, s-sir,” Harper mumbled, jerking Archie along to the rigging on the side of the boat as Caesar’s whip cracked on another pirate, “C-come on, then. We-we have to go up top and let o-out the sails.”

      Archie followed the boy to the side of the ship, to a confusing web of ropes that hung from the mast to the deck.

      Well, isn’t this lovely, he thought as he sighed in despair. He was by no means enthusiastic where heights were concerned. It wasn’t so much that he feared being so high up in the air, it was just that he had never been farther up than a simple ladder could take him. Oh, who was he kidding? He hadn’t been this afraid in his entire life! A fall from such a height would mean a quick and certain death, and that was one occasion he wished to avoid. He half-wondered if his chances would be better facing the sting of Caesar’s whip.

      Harper zipped up the rigging, climbing as if he were born a monkey. Archie gulped, then gripped the ropes, and started his perilous ascent. His feet slid around in the rungs and the rope bit into his hands, but still he held fast, making slow progress as he wished to be at the top and be done with whatever it was he was supposed to do to make the sail billow out into the wind.

      “Ach, ye fool,” the disgruntled pirate below him complained. “Hurry it up, then! That ship’ll be gone all way to Africa afore ye crawl yer arse up there.”

      Several more complaints were issued by the line of men behind him on the rope before Archie made it to the enormous beam, still holding onto the ropes for dear life. He ignored the cursing pirates beneath him and let out his breath. Yes, now it would be much better. All he had to do now was follow Harper and figure out how to let out that blasted sail.

      As he watched, Archie learned that the climb up to the mast was the easiest part of the task. Harper grabbed hold of the beam, bare feet walking easily out onto a single rope stretched beneath the mast with nothing at all holding him fast. He turned and gestured for Archie to follow his lead.

      He has to be joking, Archie thought as he stared at Harper in disbelief. They wanted him to walk out on a single rope with nothing to keep him from falling? It was fool’s errand. Pure insanity. The squirrel had obviously lost all of his marbles.

      “Hurry ye up, ye yellow-bellied coward,” the pirate below him snarled, apparently in a hurry to join Harper for their suicidal walk along the mast.

      Well, all the pirates below him were insane, too. Every last one of them nuts, Archie concluded. He hadn’t joined a pirate ship. Nay, ’twas a circus.

      “Your shoes.” Harper pointed to the buckled, black leather on his feet. “Take ’em off. Should’ve done took ’em off first thing. Be quick now and throw ’em down.”

      “Aye, before we throw ye down!” the man below him threatened, grabbing hold of Archie’s feet and jerking off his shoes before he could object. Luckily, he had a good hold on the ropes before his feet were pulled from beneath him. Two hollow thuds sounded as his shoes landed far below him on the deck. Archie wondered if that was the same sound his skull was going to make when he landed between his shoes.

      A rough hand grabbed hold of the seat of his breeches and shoved him upward, pushing him the last few inches until he found himself on the same foot rope as Harper with the pirates behind him, pushing him along, leaving him no choice but to follow the boy. He gripped the rough rope with his bare toes as he clung to the beam in front of him. He was surprised when he didn’t slip. He scooted along after Harper, ignoring the sharp twinges as the rope cut into his tender flesh of his feet. It was much easier walking on this single rope with no shoes, than it had been climbing up the rigging with the slick-soled leather on.

      “Aye, that’s good then,” Harper said as they reached the center of the mast, “Now we loose the sail. Untie the reef points.”

      Archie watched a full second as Harper grabbed hold of one of the leather ties that bound the sail around the mast. He was quick, and within a second, the first was untied and he moved on to the next one. Archie’s fingers found the tie in front of him and untwisted the leather. With the quick work of the pirates on either side of him, it took merely a moment until the canvas sail came free and caught in the wind.

      “Hold fast.” Harper instructed, motioning to the thick, wooden yard as Archie felt the lurch of the ship as the wind hit her sails and they began their pursuit of the white speck on the sea.

      “Hoist the colors,” came another order from below.

      Archie looked down at the quarterdeck to the frightening sight of the captain of the Queen Anne’s Revenge, dressed in his finest. Archie watched as he turned, looking every inch a pirate king, from his fine-feathered hat to his boots. The sound of the flag being raised registered dimly in his mind as the captain turned his black gaze up to the mast.

      Seconds later, Archie’s view was blocked by a black flag depicting a skeleton spearing a heart with one hand while toasting the devil with the other. But in those few seconds before, he spotted the fuses lit in the black beard that sent wisps of smoke about the captain’s head, and saw no traces of mercy in the dark eyes that met his.

      Archie wondered if maybe the flag’s bones weren’t toasting the captain himself.
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      Archibald was most impressed with the Queen Anne’s Revenge. Within moments of climbing back down the rigging, the Dutch fluyt came into sight, bobbing along close enough that he could see the panicked faces of her crew scurrying about on her deck in vain efforts to flee.

      And very well troubled they should be, Archie reasoned. It was quite sensible of them to be so. The Dutch ship was by no means small, but the Anne made her look like a small, inadequate dinghy in comparison. With three giant masts whose sails were taut in the wind, she was swooping in on the smaller ship at an impressive speed. Then, of course, there were forty guns on board, add in three times the hands on deck (and ferocious hands they were, to boot), and a captain who looked as if he had just surfaced from the depths of hell on a mission to consume the soul of the merchant ship. Yes, if those Dutchmen were in their right minds, they were terrified.

      Archie stood out of the way, and tried to look as unassuming as possible as a variety of menacing pirates whipped around him. If he was lucky, they would ignore his presence and he wouldn’t be pressed into another task that would leave him weak-kneed and bereft of any more odd articles of clothing. Namely, his shoes that he still hadn’t been able to find. He hoped that he wouldn’t need them anytime soon. But if he were going to be forced to engage the enemy in combat, he preferred to have them on. It wasn’t that he minded standing on the smooth wood of the deck in his bare toes. The truth of the matter was that he felt if fate should decide he would meet his end this day, he wished to have all that he had come onto this ship with, however little it would be.

      That included his shoes.

      He craned his neck, trying to spot them between the various bodies that ran about. At least it didn’t appear anyone had stolen them. Nearly all the feet he saw were bare, save the captain in his booted splendor.

      He spotted one shoe near the quarterdeck, and so he eased himself along until he reached it and snatched it up, feeling somewhat better. As to its mate, he gave up hope of ever finding it, and resumed his task of looking as inconspicuous as possible since he gained the attention of a couple of swarthy-looking lads while on his quest to recover that one shoe.

      “Fire a warning shot off her bow, if ye please, Mr. Moreau,” the captain folded his hands behind his back, looking every part the crazed gentlemen with fuses lit in his beard as he addressed someone on deck.

      “Aye, Capitan,” the man spoke with a definite French accent. His black, curl-covered head was bent over an enormous cannon as he peered across the sea, carefully gauging the distance so as not to accidentally blow a hole in the other ship.

      After all, what kind of warning would they be sending if they sunk yon ship with the first blast? Archie smiled to himself as he wondered if that particular scenario ever happened.

      But he didn’t get to see it occur this time, because seconds later, after he gauged his distance, the curly-headed man jumped back, yelling his order, “Fire!”

      The hot linstock touched the cannon and it fired, recoiling several feet back to be caught by several ropes so as to keep it from rolling across the ship and squashing those so unfortunate to be in its path. The most unfortunate of all, being Archie, who seemed to be in adventure’s way once again as in that instant he happened to spot his other shoe through the cloud of grey smoke, a few feet away near the cannon.

      Forgetting his previous goal of looking invisible, he was close to his shoe, when a whip cracked the air and a deep voice bellowed, “Ye had yer warning.”

      Archie looked up to see Caesar, arm raised to lower the whip on him when the man who ordered the cannon’s blast stepped in Caesar’s path, catching his arm with not a second to spare.

      “The man has not signed the book,” he said in a tone that dared Caesar to contradict him. “So until the capitan says otherwise, he does not get treated as part of the crew. Strike him and you shall break the code. Then you’ll face me.”

      Caesar never uttered a word as he lowered his whip. He glared at the man for a moment, then turned, taking his fury to the other end of the ship where several other pirates felt his wrath.

      “Here you are, mon ami.” The man smiled at him, handing him the shoe. “I am Philip Moreau, at your service.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Archie said, “I am Archibald Jameson.” This man, he decided, was worthy to know his full name.

      “Well, Mr. Jameson, might I suggest that you take greater care once you have joined us that you do not attract the end of Caesar’s whip. It carries a most terrible sting.”

      Archie nodded. He had no intention of being Black Caesar’s whipping boy.

      “Mr. Moreau.” The captain’s black eyes found his first mate. “If you are finished distributing pleasantries and footwear, would you be so kind as to join me on the quarterdeck?” He turned to look at the fluyt, which offered surrender upon the cannon’s blast; a white flag now flapped amongst her sails. “Company, we’ll be havin’ soon.”

      “Y-you follow m-me.” Harper materialized at Archie’s side as Moreau left to follow his orders. “C-come on. They’ll be boardin’ her s-soon.” He led Archie away from his spot near the quarterdeck.

      Luckily, this time he wasn’t required to go up and tie the sails. The news of Mr. Moreau’s assessment of his current position of guest, and not pirate, traveled through the crew and he was left alone, safely at the bottom of the mast as he watched Harper and the others scale the rigging in record time.

      Archie felt the ship slow as they neared the other vessel. She was a smaller ship, with two masts and a tiny, defeated crew that stood on deck, looking extremely depressed. It was obvious she was a merchant ship from the small smattering of guns that she sported. Though there was more cargo space, there would not have been much of a defense, had they been so foolish as to decide to do battle with the Queen Anne’s Revenge. The fluyt was an oddly built ship, larger at the bottom where she held her cargo, then tapering upward to a smaller deck. The wooden figurehead of a mermaid with flowing hair and open arms was mounted on the ship’s bow, her body poised as if she had sprung from the sea to greet them.

      Jolig Roger. Archie spotted the name on her bow and racked his brain for the small bits of Dutch language that lingered there. The Jolly Roger, that was it. He suppressed a smirk. Her crew looked anything but jolly as the Queen Anne’s Revenge drew alongside and grapnel hooks were thrown to her deck, catching her railings and drawing her fast.

      There weren’t but a handful of sailors aboard, and though they didn’t appear the least bit happy, they also didn’t seem anxious to be boarded. At least they had sense enough not to offer any resistance.

      Their captain came to the railing and waited as the ships were secured. He was a short, portly man with a balding head and a dour expression, whether from being boarded by a pirate crew or just his usual appearance, Archie wasn’t sure, though he was betting on the latter. The man came forward, scowling for all he was worth, and approached Blackbeard without an inkling of fear. He thrust his sword out toward the captain with the still-smoking beard, hilt first, giving Blackbeard complete control of his vessel and crew, without uttering a single word.

      The smoldering, black eyes of the captain regarded the man for a moment before taking the gleaming handle. Then he smiled, and addressed his first mate, “Mr. Moreau, if you’d be so kind as to send for Mr. Smee. As the lads check yon bonny ship and her cargo, the good captain here and meself shall take our tea on the deck.”

      Archie felt his jaw drop. Never before had Archie heard of any pirate offering a merchant captain teatime as his cargo was being confiscated. No guns fired, save for the single warning shot. No one had even so much as drawn a pistol or sword. The entire chain of events went so smoothly that Smee was pushing a small table to the center of the deck, befitting it with a pristine white cloth, cups of tea, and small biscuits.

      Archie was beginning to admire Blackbeard more and more. The man looked fiercer than anything Archie had ever seen, but there was also cunning and wisdom behind those black eyes that made him believe if there were ever a pirate ship to be on, this was it. He made himself a promise in that moment. He would do everything in his power to be as much a pirate as the man who sat, with the fuses still lit in his beard, taking a dainty sip of tea with his captured prey.

      He spotted Harper on his way to the Jolig Roger, and decided that he would offer his assistance. He was now more than ready to be a full member of the crew—so long as they didn’t make him climb up the rigging every five minutes. He paused just long enough to chuck his shoes behind a coil of rope so he would be able to find them again, and then ran to catch up with the squirrel, who had made it onto the deck of the Dutch ship.

      “She’s carrying sugar.” A triumphant Harper grinned at him over the casks and sacks that filled the hold. “She’s plumb full of it!” His voice ended in a happy squeak and the squirrel hopped from one foot to the other, giving Archie the impression that they found gold instead of the multitude of sweet granules that surrounded them. He resisted the urge to dance around too, less perhaps it wasn’t that big a deal, but from the wide grins on the faces of the pirates around them, it seemed obvious that it was valuable cargo indeed.

      “There will be no need in moving all this.” Moreau appeared, face creased in a wide smile as he took in their cache. “I will inform the capitan we will take the ship with us as we go. Take her crew aboard the Anne and put them in irons below her decks. Move lively, lads, lest they change their minds about being so hospitable in giving us their lovely sweets.”

      Several pirates scurried from the hold, eager to imprison the merchant sailors while Moreau turned to Archie. “So do you wish to take your share of our plunder and join our crew under the black flag?”

      “Yes.” The statement was simple, but held all the power that a single word possibly could as Archibald had never wanted anything so much in his entire life.

      They left the Jolig Roger and Moreau disappeared for a moment, then came back with a large leather-bound book in his hands with a detailed picture of the Queen Anne’s Revenge embossed on its cover.

      “The ledger of all souls aboard,” he explained, taking the book to the small table where the two captains sat, warily regarding one another over a small porcelain teapot. “If you would excuse the intrusion, mon capitan,” Moreau waited until the dark gaze of Blackbeard fell upon Archibald, “This good fellow wishes to become one of the crew.” He set the book and a quill with ink amongst the plate of biscuits, then backed up and gave Archie a firm shove toward the table.

      “So ye want to join me crew.” Blackbeard sounded bemused. “Why should I let ye? Are ye carpenter or sailmaker, per chance?”

      “No, I am a cook.” The lie slid off Archie’s tongue so easily it surprised himself, but it was the only thing he could think of that might keep him off the rigging as a pirate.

      “A cook that reads, now that’s a rare find, I should think. Thank me lucky stars, I should, as fate has smiled so sweetly on me this day.” The deep laugh that rumbled from Blackbeard in response to his own joke not only startled Archie, but also seemed to unnerve the Dutch captain whose hand shook as his teacup clattered to the saucer. “What be yer name, lad?”

      “Jameson.”

      “Well, Jameson, make your mark and join our merry crew.” Blackbeard shoved the book toward him.

      Archie took the quill, noticing the marks happened to be a line of Xs, as if the majority of the crew couldn’t so much as sign their name. He dipped the sharp edge into the ink, and at the bottom of the page, changed his life forever.

      His ears registered the strange tinkling of bells again, though his brain didn’t recognize it as he stared down at the name he had written.

      A. Jameson.

      Blackbeard glanced down at the book before shutting it with a quick snap that caused the Dutch captain to jump in his seat. Handing the book back to his first mate, Blackbeard smiled, a small gleam of white teeth hidden beneath his beard.

      “Welcome to the Queen Anne’s Revenge.”
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      The week that followed was grueling. Never had Archibald figured that the job of cooking for a few pirates would be so difficult. Simply getting the oven the correct temperature was almost impossible. Then, of course, there was the fact that he didn’t know exactly how to cook anything past the basics for a simple tea. Feeding a crew of over two hundred was by no means a piece of cake. Not that he had cake to give them, anyway. That particular item was above his skill level and would never grace his menu as long as he was cook. His crewmates were lucky to get burnt stew, which they ate for quite a few meals in a row. Naturally, this caused a few of them to mumble various curses and threats as he scooped out their rations, should he not improve his culinary skills quickly and to their liking. The fact that he was taller and looked more imposing than those dissatisfied souls seemed to be the only reason they had not made good on their threats thus far, but Archie wasn’t fool enough to think he would be able to intimidate them much longer. After all, if anyone forced him to eat the slop he had been calling food, he would have been more than irate himself. Something was going to have to happen—and soon—before he ended up being tossed over the side of the ship as fish bait.

      He was in the process of stirring yet another pot of sludge, wondering if perhaps he should have lied about knowing how to make sails or build ships, when Smee came hobbling into the galley.

      “Ye can’t feed the poor louts the same thing day in and day out,” he advised. “It gets ’em in an awful mood, ye see.”

      Archie sighed, deciding it was time to confide his secret with someone. And if there was anyone on board that would be an acceptable ally, it was the old man who knew how to drug people. “I am not a cook,” he told Smee solemnly, giving him the full effect of the truth as he stared him straight in the eye.

      “Ye don’t say!” Smee feigned shock, placing a gnarled hand over his chest as if in the beginning throes of a heart seizure.

      “Yes, I do say.” Archie nodded sadly. “I haven’t a clue how to make anything more than a simple pasty for tea.”

      “I don’t think ye can even make that.” Smee smacked the burnt chunk of flour named the “pasty” on the side of the table, as if expecting to dent the wooden leg. “I’m thinkin’ ye best tell the cap’n that ye aren’t cut out for cook duty.”

      “So he can feed me to the fishes? I think not.” Archie folded his arms across his chest, unwilling to contemplate telling Blackbeard the truth of the matter.

      “Aye, well. Ye can’t keep going on the way ye are. The crew will murder ye before the cap’n has the chance,” Smee observed, then sighed, “Suppose I best show ye a thing or two then? Else ye might be layin’ at the bottom of the sea soon.”

      “I suppose I could use a bit of your help.” Archie nodded.

      Smee hobbled to the pantry and looked in. “Why haven’t ye given the lads their bread ration? There be plenty in here.”

      “It would seem we have a bug infestation,” Archie noted as he walked over and took a chunk of bread and showed it to the old man, pointing out the small black creatures that wriggled there.

      “Ach! ’Tis naught but weevils.” Smee shook his head despairingly and picked up a plate, smacking the bread hard enough that the little beasties fell free and crawled about on the flat surface, “Any sailor knows there be nothing to fear from a weevil. A bit of extra crunchy meat you may not see mayhap, but nothing that’ll kill ye.”

      Archie watched in disdain as the old man took a bite of the bread. He wrinkled up his nose. He had considered himself a pirate ever since he signed that book, but apparently he wasn’t as much of one as he thought. Of course, at the time, he didn’t realize eating bugs was a requirement.

      “All right then, laddie. What say we fix ’em up something worth eatin’, eh?” Smee collected an odd variety of items from the pantry and started banging around with pots and pans.

      Archie watched in amazement as the old man bustled about, demonstrating full knowledge of the galley with its cantankerous oven. He stopped long enough to hand the crock full of stew to him. “Here. Throw this overboard, aye?”

      Archie turned to do as he was told, the old man’s voice carrying after him. “The pot, too. It’s ruint.”

      He made his way up the steps and across the deck, chucking the pot into the sea, much to the crew’s delight.

      “Maybe he’s giving up as cook,” he heard one pirate say hopefully.

      “Aye, me bowels haven’t been the same since he came aboard,” another chimed in as he made his way back down to the galley.

      In the few moments he was away, Smee was busy and the pot that started to bubble smelled enticing. Surprisingly so, Archie noted, for it being cooked by a man who had just eaten bug-infested bread.

      “Here, cut these up.” Smee thrust an armload of potatoes at him and handed him a knife. “Make yerself useful instead o’ standin’ there gawking at me.”

      By the time Archie finished chopping up vegetables, the aroma from the galley attracted the attention of several of the crew. They were, undoubtedly, curious and hungry for something other than Archie’s sludge.

      “Get gone,” Smee ordered, “It will be done soon enough. Ye won’t be dyin’ of starvation if ye wait a bit longer.”

      Begrudgingly, they left, though one pirate in particular gave Archie a look that chilled him to the bone as he moved to the door. Something wasn’t quite right with that one. Something crazed flitted below the surface of his eyes, something… not… sane. Archie felt the hair on the back of his neck rise up on end as the man muttered, “Finish him… can’t cook… should just finish him here and now. Better off without ’im.”

      “Move if ye would, please.” Smee gave Archie his sweet, grandfatherly smile, oblivious to the pirate who muttered just outside the doorway.

      A strange request to be sure, Archie thought, but he switched places with the old man more for the reason of putting distance between himself and the door than to appease Smee.

      A moment later, the mutterings got louder and the pirate burst into the galley, a knife gleaming in his upraised fist. He faltered upon seeing Smee and the old man spun around, neatly planting his own knife between the man’s ribs. There was a sickening, crunching sound as Smee pulled the knife out and the blank look of the dead settled itself on the face of the would-be assailant as he fell to the floor in a heap.

      Smee set to wiping his blade off on the edge of his apron, and then gasped as he saw the pot on the stove boil over.

      “Curse ye for a fool, Jake Awbry,” he said, glowering as he stepped over the corpse that had landed near the oven. “Leave it for ye to be the one to ruin a decent pot o’ soup.”

      Archie stood with his mouth open, watching as Smee went back to stirring the pot as if nothing out of the ordinary had just happened.

      “Ye could go and grab one of the lads and get Jake on out of here,” Smee said in a conversational tone as if the man below him were merely drunk instead of dead. He turned and looked at Archie. “Well, go on then! It’s not like he’s going to walk himself out from under me feet, now is he!”

      Fumbling, Archie made it around both cook and corpse, and had the good luck of running into Harper. Relieved that he found someone he knew, he stopped the squirrel.

      “Do you think you might be able to help me a moment?”

      “I know less about cooking than you, if that is possible,” Harper said in an odd moment of clear speech.

      “It isn’t cooking that I need your help with.”

      “I beg to differ. You couldn’t cook an egg if the chicken were to lay it in the pan for you.” Harper grinned. “You need all the help you can get.”

      Of all times for the boy to become friendly, this wasn’t the time Archie hoped for. “I need bloody help moving a dead body.”

      “Oh, really? Who is it?” Harper craned his neck to see around Archie. Then he spotted the dead face by Smee’s foot. “Jake Awbry. Can’t say I’m sorry ’tis him. What did you do? Kill him with your cooking?” He snickered, following Archie back into the galley.

      It took several heaves, loud expletives, and odd grunting to get the dead maniac up to the deck. Luckily, no one said a word to them as they dropped his body unceremoniously in a heap by the mast and headed back below decks; Archie to the galley, and Harper disappearing to wherever he had been going to begin with.

      The soup wasn’t burnt, so that made it the first meal in over a week that hadn’t been scorched beyond recognition. It was too bad Archie couldn’t take any credit for it. Smee handed him a platter with filled bowls, then took another himself laden with bug-eaten bread. “We’ll take this to the captain’s quarters first. Best we let him know about Jake so he can sell ’is effects and send the money to ’is widow.”

      Archie was astounded by the complete lack of remorse. By the old man’s tone of voice, one would have assumed the pirate died peacefully in his sleep instead of being knifed to death, never mind the fact that there was a woman somewhere who didn’t yet know her dear, although insane, husband would soon be lying in the darkest corners of Davy Jones’ locker.

      “Well, come on, then,” Smee urged, as if noticing the slow progress of the lad in front of him. “Soup’s no good cold, ye know.”

      Cold or no, it is a definite improvement from what they had been eating, make no mistake. There was no way anyone was going to complain about the temperature of this meal, Archie thought, not bothering to change or lengthen his stride. They would get there soon enough without any help on his part.

      They crossed over to the hold and climbed the steps, with Archie moving even slower than before. Smee huffed and grumbled under his breath, until the very last when he went quiet. That moment of the old man’s silence unnerved Archie even more as he heard nothing but the sounds of the ocean and creaking of the ship. After twenty-three years of life, he discovered he still hadn’t mastered the art of walking. At least not where the Queen Anne’s Revenge was concerned. Nervousness and the tilting vessel were his undoing as he stumbled, barely catching his footing before he landed headfirst in the captain’s door. Fate, however, was smiling down on him and the soup stayed mostly in the bowls with the exception of a few splashes on the wooden platter.

      “Saint Brendan!” Smee scowled at Archie. “Why on earth do I bother to help ye, I’d like to know.”

      Archie didn’t bother answering him, though he pondered why the old man would invoke the patron saint of whales to protect lukewarm soup. Surely his stew hadn’t been that bad. He was still frowning at the current state of events when he heard the strange tinkling sound again. He hadn’t heard it since that fateful night he stepped in the tavern. Nevertheless, there it was. The sounds of bells, laughing at him again.

      He jerked around to see if Smee had heard the tinkling sound, too. It was plain from the dour expression that stretched from one fuzzy white sideburn to the other that he hadn’t, although it did appear he was considering to finish the job Jake Awbry had set out to do if Archie didn’t soon knock on the door.

      “Will ye be comin’ in today, perhaps? Or do ye plan on standing guard at me door for the rest o’ the night?” Blackbeard’s voice grumbled at them from inside his quarters.

      Not bothering with a polite knock, Archie gave the door a shove with his elbow, carefully balanced his platter, and entered.

      Blackbeard took a deep breath and smiled, white teeth gleaming in his beard. “Smee, ye had mercy. Smelled your soup all the way through the floorboards, I did.”

      “Aye.” Smee returned the smile genially, as if he regularly bestowed his good graces on the most unfortunate of the crew.

      A map depicting the various stars lay unrolled on the table. Ignoring the two pirates, Archie set his platter on the far side, safely away from the paper and inspected the map, tracing various dots with his fingertips.
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* * *

      Blackbeard watched the cook, whose head was bent over the table. His long, black hair hid his face from view, but his fingers moved along as if they knew the paths of the sky by heart. There was rarely anything he missed, especially when it came to his crew. He knew each of his men well, their attributes and their downfalls. And while he was generous to a fault, there was also a reason he was known as the scourge of the seven seas. It was a title earned through sharpness and cunning, the same attributes that kept him out of the clutches of the British Navy thus far.

      As he eyed his newest crew member, he was certain the man didn’t have a clue how to cook. He had known it since the first meal he had been served, when half of his men spent the night with their bums on chamber pots, the other half vomiting over the railings. It was no wonder the man in front of him made so many enemies in such a short time, but still the man showed grit in not giving up, continuing to serve the same, awful slop defiantly, day after day.

      Blackbeard’s stomach gave a queasy turn at the thought of the man continuing to prepare his meals, so he asked hopefully, “Know something of the stars, do you, lad?”
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* * *

      “Yes.” It was truth this time. Simple truth. Archie had been in love with the sky for as long as he could remember. As a child, he would lay under the twinkling stars, memorizing their names, tracing the patterns of their constellations with his fingertips pointed at the sky.

      “This one right here.” He pointed at one of the largest dots. “This is Regulus. There are five other stars in its group.” He traced them with his finger, showing that they made a sickle shape, a nearly perfect hook. “They are at their brightest now; but they will disappear during the autumn months and stay hidden until the following spring.”

      Blackbeard nodded, more than pleased with this display of knowledge. “Well, Mr. Jameson, what say ye to being my navigator instead the ship’s cook?”

      “Well,” Archie was rather taken aback by the offer and tried not to look ecstatic. “I do appreciate the offer, but the crew may have need of my culinary skills if we are to survive, I’m afraid.”

      The two small sections beneath Blackbeard’s eyes—the only places not swamped by hair—became as red as two tiny poppies, as if he were attempting not to laugh outright. A slight snort escaped him as he said, “I think ye’ll have naught to worry about, lad. I’m sure we shall survive just fine without your ministrations.”

      “There be a slight matter that happened in the galley a bit ago,” Smee interjected.

      Ah, yes. Here it comes, Archie thought. He had just gotten a chance to break free from his prison and before he could accept, Smee was going to ruin it all.

      “The matter being Jake Awbry, I would suppose?”

      The man must know all that happened aboard his ship. The pirate hasn’t even been dead long enough to get cold, Archie thought, surprised.

      “Aye. He came at us in a fitful rage, he did.” Smee shook his head in a knowing way. “I had me back turned for the soup and yon lad was peelin’ praties. Jake was nearly on me when the laddie sunk a knife in him. Saved my life, he did.”

      If Archie was speechless before, now he was dumbstruck. That was in no way how he remembered the chain of events, though now he was certain that Smee was an Irishman, for no one else ever mentioned potatoes as praties to him before.

      “Is that so, then.” Blackbeard’s gaze rested on him.

      It seemed more a statement than a question, so Archie didn’t even nod his head. Admitting to being a murderer was much different than admitting to be a cook. Maybe it was possible the captain didn’t know every single detail on the boat after all. There were only himself and Smee as witnesses, but he still wasn’t going to say a word unless he was asked a specific question.

      “Well, then. It seems the crew should think themselves lucky that none others took the same path as Jake Awbry.” Blackbeard shrugged. “Ye start in the morning as my navigator, Mr. Jameson.”

      Just like that, Archie’s days in the galley ended without a word said on his part, neither accepting nor denying a thing, for which he was extremely grateful. Nevertheless, later on, once they were safely away, Archie turned to Smee for answers.

      “Why did you say I killed Jake?”

      “Ye needed a roughness to ye, lad.” Smee smiled, though it didn’t reach his watery eyes. “You dealt a single, sure stroke that felled a man to his death. The men will accept ye as one of their own, no doubt. They’ll be thinkin’ twice afore they cross ye again.” He watched as Archie mulled over this latest bit of information, and some dark thought showed in his eyes. “Aye, that’s right, lad. So now ye are a pirate.”
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      Death at sea was disconcerting. Archie wasn’t sure if he came to that conclusion by the body sewn mummy-style in the sail at his feet with an added two cannon balls to sink the corpse to his watery grave or by the fact that the wind picked up and smacked at the ship as if it were angry with them. The waves grew taller. It felt as if the ghosts of the deep had arrived to ferry the dead man to the underworld—and impatient ghosts they were, to boot.

      “N-not to s-speak ill of the d-dead and rush old Jake’s last r-rites, but might we hurry this a-along?” Harper asked, watching the approach of the blackest clouds that Archie had ever seen.

      “Aye,” Blackbeard agreed in a doleful tone, looking up at the sky as he stood up on the quarterdeck to officiate the makeshift funeral. Thankfully, there were no lit fuses in his beard this time, but rather he had befitted his long tresses with black silk ribbons. It must have been proper attire for mourning, by the captain’s way of thinking. He cleared his throat, then rumbled, “Jake Awbry was a good pirate. Quick on the rigging and always kept a weather eye from the maintop. May he find good fortune in the hereafter.” He stopped for a moment, as if to make certain that was all that he could say nice about the man, and nodded to Archie and the others who surrounded the corpse.

      Well. That was short and sweet, Archie thought as he helped pick up Jake who hadn’t been dead long enough to even get stiff. They hauled him to the edge of the ship, pausing just a moment to raise him high enough to clear the railing and toss him over into the waves. The ocean swallowed him as if it had just risen for the occasion. A streak of lightning crossed the sky at the exact second the body hit the water.

      “Sell his effects later, aye?” Blackbeard yelled over the thunder. “Here she comes, lads. Prepare to weather the squall!”

      The Jolig Roger bobbed along a short distance behind them, following the same plan of action as they reduced their sails, checked the ropes on what cannons they could reach in a short amount of time and held tight, ready to ride out the storm that bore down on them in fury. Buckets of rain smashed down, sending men sliding all over the slick wood. Several fell and went rolling, smacking into cannons and masts until they all were able to take cover from the storm.

      It lasted moments, moving off as quickly as it had come; then the sun came back out as if nothing at all had happened out of the ordinary. The only proof that anything had occurred were the bruises on the sailors and a quickly drying deck.

      The entire experience was unnerving. Archie decided to construct his own set of rules at this point, beginning with the first. Do not die at sea, pirate or no.

      “Mr. Smee, if ye would like to resume the sale of the deceased’s effects before we cast off and leave this forsaken place, ye may,” the captain said, before turning to address Archie, “Mr. Jameson, once ye are finished here, chart our path to Madeira, if ye’d be so kind.”

      Archie nearly passed on the auction of Jake Awbry’s meager earthly goods, which seemed to contain naught but a clay pipe and a well-used stack of playing cards. He was starting to leave and make his way to the chartroom when a fencing sword caught his attention.

      “All right, ye cheap-hearted buggers.” Smee scowled, obviously not impressed with the forthright good nature of his fellow crew. “Ol’ Jake has a widow, ye know. Best ye think of that and dig deep in yer pockets. Who wants to start the bidding?”

      Nonplussed at being called names, several pirates crossed their arms over their chests, unwilling to be badgered into offering the slightest bit for the small collection of goods. There wasn’t anything there worth having. The pipe was cracked, the cards were so worn that their ink was faded, and the sword was standard issue for a gentleman, but gentlemen they were not. These men preferred thicker blades, things that would not take such precision and care to hack down their enemy. None of them wanted the thin rapier.

      Save Archie.

      He searched about his person, coming up with the solitary coin left to his name.

      “Here.” He handed it to Smee. “When I receive my share of our cargo, I shall give you more to send to the Widow Awbry.”

      “Aye, take it and be merry.” Smee traded the odd lot of stuff for the coin, pleased enough with the arrangement.

      Archie made his way to the maps and settled down. The storm hadn’t moved them very far off course from the island Blackbeard instructed him to find. They should be there in a few days if they didn’t run into any other squalls or strong headwinds. He informed the captain of his findings and relayed the message to the crewman who signaled the news and headings to the Jolig Roger, then made his way below decks to his bunk amongst the casks of rum to inspect his new belongings more closely.

      There wasn’t a whole lot his father insisted upon, but luckily enough, fencing classes for all four of his sons was something he took seriously. He considered it an essential part of becoming a gentleman in their society, so every week for hours each evening, the four brothers would take their lessons, regardless of whether they wished to or not. All became skilled with a rapier, though the most proficient had been the youngest brother. Archibald took to his lessons with a vigor his siblings lacked. For his brothers, it was something their father required of them to gain their nobility. Nothing more.

      But Archie was different.

      Archie mastered his swordplay for the love of feeling the thin rapier in his hand. It was a strong, light weapon that would wear any opponent down if used properly. He practiced for hours to obtain that skill.

      Now that his weapon of choice lay in his hands, he felt safe for the first time since he had woken up on the Anne. If anyone else should dare attack him, they would take their place beside Jake Awbry in the murky depths of the ocean. Smee may have given him the reputation he needed to survive, but now he had what he needed to back it up.

      He grinned, his blue eyes sparkling and dancing with mirth.

      Oh, yes. He was a pirate. Let them come for him now.
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      They arrived at Madeira three days later, much to the crew’s delight. The joy was contagious as they made their way to the island. Blackbeard even looked pleased, a jaunty blue ribbon braided into his beard as he stood at the head of the first longboat being rowed ashore. Several boats followed behind him, with the majority of both crews, dressed in their finest and hauling quite a bit of sugar in a tug behind them.

      The thirty-odd hands that kept the Jolig Roger afloat and unharmed seemed more than ecstatic as they now could get rid of the Dutch sailors who had been chained below decks. The Dutchmen were the ones who didn’t look happy, though they did seem to be relieved to be breathing fresh air again.

      Madeira was a Portuguese island, and though it was a free port, it was a haven for bandits who did not raid or engage any Portuguese ships. Blackbeard knew this well, so Madeira became one of the last safe places where he and his crew could come and go at will without the British Navy at their throats, though they all knew it was a matter of time before it would come to an end. Her Majesty’s Navy had a strong dislike for all pirates, but their greatest hatred seemed reserved for Blackbeard himself, the only brigand who always managed to elude their grasp. One naval officer in particular, Lieutenant Maynard, made it his solitary goal in life to track the notorious man down, swearing to stop at nothing until he saw him hang from the end of a noose.

      But for now, the worries of Her Majesty’s British Navy were the farthest things from the crew’s minds. They were free men, ready to release their prisoners, unload their cargo of sugar and take their profits, and of course cause whatever mischief their hearts desired. That in itself was enough to raise their spirits, though the majority of them looked forward to the spirits they would find in bottles—and the wenches who would bring those bottles.

      “I’m gettin’ me a t-tattoo,” Harper announced as they rowed to shore in the longboat.

      “Ah. Well, that is wise, I suppose.” Archie nodded. Most of the crew inked their skin. If it gave the lad the boost of self-confidence he needed to quit stuttering, Archie was all for it. “What do you have in mind? I might wish to accompany you.”

      Harper looked at him through narrowed eyes, as if he were unsure whether his friend was jesting or if his words were true.

      Archie rolled his eyes. “I am being quite serious.” And he was for the most part, though he had no desire whatsoever to get his own skin marked. By his logic, if he stayed with Harper for most of the time they were on this island, he may not attract as much trouble than if he stayed with any of the other more disreputable persons that shared this longboat. He looked around at the hands rowing. All seemed pleased, to be sure, and were certain to be engaging in some sort of boisterous activity soon enough, but the old man sitting in the corner worried Archie the most. Unlike the other crew who were more than happy to share what adventures they planned, Smee sat silent, looking darkly happy to see the pier come into sight.

      Probably looking forward to kidnapping some other, unsuspecting poor soul, Archie thought. He wasn’t going to stick with the old man and be the one who required to haul the new, unconscious sailors aboard, especially since he knew that they needed quite a few more men to join their crew so as to be able to sail both ships.

      He turned to the squirrel. “So what tattoo are you considering?”

      “I’m thinking about a… a w-woman.” The stutter was worse.

      Archie couldn’t hide his amusement. “Any woman in particular? What about Boggs? You know, you could always ask him about the woman on his stomach. She’s quite a grand sight.”

      The pirate in question was a very large man who more or less rolled like a ball instead of walked. The woman tattooed on his prominent belly was quite large and round, much like a female version of Boggs himself, scantily clad, with bosoms that quivered whenever the man belched, which occurred frequently.

      Harper’s face turned red and he closed his mouth in a tight line, refusing to say anything more on the subject of tattoos and ignored Archie, focusing instead on his rowing as they neared the dock.

      Blackbeard set out toward the marketplace to secure a buyer for their cargo. He hadn’t been gone long when he returned with a thin man with birdlike features who followed behind him to inspect the sugar. The man took a pinch, rolled it between his fingers, and tasted. He nodded to Blackbeard, sealing the agreement to buy the load as he handed him a sack of coins. As he left, he yelled something to the dockhands who came running from all directions to help unload the boats.

      Once the sugar was packed onto wagons, Blackbeard distributed the shares of their profit, then gave them a dark smile as he told them to “go have their fun” with a reminder to meet back in a week’s time, else the Queen Anne’s Revenge should sail without them.

      Pirates scattered in every direction, though the majority headed for a long, grey building down the street. The enormous picture of a frothy, foaming tankard on the side of the tavern was visible all the way to the pier. They were going to be drunk before the hour was out.

      They’ll still be in the same place until next week, Archie thought. He had no desire to repeat his previous adventure with ale, so he caught up with Harper as he made his way down the dirt-packed street.

      “I’ve never been here before,” Harper admitted with an awkward smile. “I’d been to several of the smaller islands hereabouts, but never on Madeira. What shall we spend a bit of our monies on, Jameson?”

      “Well, I suppose our first duty would to be to find you a woman.” Archie grinned.

      Harper’s face turned red all the way to his shirt collar.

      “For your tattoo,” Archie added to alleviate the lad’s discomfort, though he couldn’t help laughing. “I forgot to ask you where you are going to put this woman. Will it be someplace that will cause me embarrassment?”

      “No,” Harper said, still smiling, though his face turned a bit sad. He pulled something from his pocket and handed it to Archie.

      Archie looked down at the worn drawing in his hands. A beautiful, young girl with cascading, black curls and large almond-shaped eyes smiled out at him. The picture was creased from the numerous times it had been tucked into Harper’s pockets for safe keeping.

      “This is the woman I want. Her name is Mary. I’ve known her since we were babes. I’ve loved her my whole life.” His brown eyes misted. “I was on my way to ask her to marry me when Caesar hit me with that oar and brought me on the Queen Anne’s Revenge. I guess it was luck.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Archie looked at him, dumbfounded, wondering if perhaps he hadn’t meant to say, “bad luck.”

      “She comes from a rich family. My family was poor, just my mum, my little brothers, and me. I didn’t have anything to offer her. She wouldn’t have married me—I know that now. But now that I’m a pirate, I’ll have a chance.” Harper was talking to himself now more than to his friend, who was silent, listening to make sense of his story. “If I keep sailing with Blackbeard and save my share from our plunder, she’ll marry me one day… I know she will.”

      He turned his hopeful face toward Archie and repeated, “I know she will. She’ll have to marry me then, won’t she?” Realizing he was asking for an answer that only his Mary could give, Harper took a deep breath, and added, “She’s pretty, isn’t she?”

      Archie’s smile was genuine as he looked at his friend, who still held on to hope in spite of life’s injustices. “Yes, she is, Harper. She’s beautiful.” He handed the drawing back. “So we are off to get a tattoo of young Mary then, are we?”

      “Aye, I’m always fearful I shall lose this as it’s all I have of her,” Harper nodded, tucking the picture into his pocket. He held out his arm, patting the inside of his forearm as the future location for the tattoo. “Right here, this way she will always be in me arms until I hold the real Mary again.”

      So the two pirates made their way down the market street in search of a tattoo shop, finding odd things here and there that caught their attention along the way, including a tailor whom Archie decided to visit once the matter of re-creating the Mary girl had been resolved.

      They were nearly to the end and had yet to discover any shops that specialized in inking when a woman carting baskets of fresh bread walked by. They queried her and found that the best artist had a small booth set up in a back room of the tavern, so back they went, retracing their steps back to the very place Archie tried to avoid.

      While the tavern was lit adequately, the small room where the artist made his living piercing the flesh of willing patrons was ablaze with lanterns.

      A good idea to be able to see who and what he’s stabbing, I suppose, Archie thought, though he preferred not to watch as the burly man assembled his supplies in front of him and Harper bared his arm on the scarred wooden table. Still, he felt he owed the squirrel his presence and support, so he sat in the farthest corner and waited as the artist lifted his needles up to inspect their sharpness.

      I do hope the man has talent, Archie thought. The possibility of getting a likeness of someone who resembled Boggs’s dream woman instead of a young, innocent Mary on Harper’s forearm was rather unsettling. Not to mention it would be most difficult to explain to Harper’s beloved if some other strange woman happened to be stuck forever on the arm that ached to hold her. That is, if the poor lad should ever be lucky enough to see his Mary again.

      Nevertheless, the artist did at least appear to know what he was doing as he studied the photograph and then inspected the curved, hard muscle of Harper’s arm before he set to his slow, painstaking work.

      Archie sat until his bum started to fall asleep. If time was any indication of the man’s skill, Harper would have an exact replica of the real Mary etched in his skin at the same time that Archie passed on of old age.

      Shifting his weight from cheek to cheek alleviated some of the pins and needles prickling at his rear, though his legs were long since numbed from being curled beneath the stool upon which he sat. He was certain hours had passed since they entered the tiny cubicle. Many, many hours. He leaned back and tried to stretch as inconspicuously as possible.

      Harper was watching and seemed to notice Archie getting antsy. “Might ye do me a favor, Jameson?”

      “Yes.” Anything. Name it. Archie tried not to look too uneasy.

      “A drink from the bar, if ye would.” Harper rooted around his pocket with his free hand for a coin.

      “No bother.” Archie jumped up from his chair. “The drink is on me. I will return with it presently.”

      He left the room, bouncing on the balls of his feet in an effort to restore his blood circulation, and walked into the bar, full of drunken and disorderly pirates. Chairs were being thrown about in one corner as two of his fellow crewmates were busy knocking one another over in the attempt to win the affections of one plump tavern wench. Another corner held Blackbeard with his boots propped up on a small table, seemingly giving legitimate interviews and hiring for new positions in his crew whilst Smee sat a few feet away at the bar, waiting and willing to give the illegitimate interviews and drug the ones that refused the captain’s nice offer. Either way, they were sure to have the souls they needed to sail both ships.

      Archie took the long way around the room, avoiding the old man as he dodged the lively crowd and made it to the opposite end of the bar and ordered two drinks.

      Naught but ale again. Archie sighed. He wasn’t sure what he hoped for, but the pale liquid that flowed from the keg wasn’t it.

      But beggars could not be choosy, he thought, and as soon as the tankards were filled, he threw the money on the bar and grabbed them, heading back the way he came, neatly avoiding Smee, though he ran directly into the path of a rather elderly tavern wench, who seemed set on earning his money as she tried to lead him upstairs. Archie’s eyes widened in horror. The woman had to be as old as his own dearly departed mum, but the similarities ended there. His mother wouldn’t have ever been so bold as to grab a stranger’s privates.

      Aghast, Archie yelped and backed up, drinks sloshing, as he tried to get away from the woman’s clutches.

      “Ye look a mite lonely, lad.” She grinned, giving him a great view of her discolored teeth.

      “No! No! I’m not! I assure you, madam.” Archie wracked his brain to find a way out. There was no way he was going anywhere near her, much less anywhere alone with the ancient wench. Inspiration struck him. “I am so sorry, my dear.” He gave her a slow, disarming smile, causing the icy blue of his eyes to sparkle. “I have a future engagement with another lass over in the back room. I just came out to get her a drink. If I had known there were more stunning specimens of femininity about, I would never had acquired her services for the evening. ’Tis assuredly the worst luck as I’ve already paid her.” He watched the woman’s eyes narrow and read her thoughts before she offered to accompany him and the phantom woman he had concocted. “I do apologize, my dear, that I am such a poor man that I can’t afford to hire you both, ’twould have been a marvelous evening with two such lovely lasses, I’m sure.”

      Realizing there was no money to be made from him, the old wench gave him a curt nod and went on her way, zeroing in on her next prey that looked to be in the vicinity of where Smee sat, sipping his ale, unsuspecting of the feminine wiles that were heading his way.

      More than relieved to have eluded certain tragedy, Archie rushed into the back room, where Harper looked startled at his sudden appearance.

      “Your drink, sir.” Archie plopped the tankard on the edge of the table, and then sat back down on his bench, not caring if he sat there until his entire body deadened. There was no way he was going to leave that room again until they left it for good.

      As luck would have it, he didn’t have to wait for any other body parts to fall asleep. A few moments later, the artist finished his work and patted the speckles of blood from Harper’s arm.

      The moment of truth, Archie thought, watching his friend inspect the new Mary on his sore arm. Harper studied the ink for a moment, looking at the silhouette of his love through the blotched and bloody skin of his forearm. Then he grinned, his eyes lighting up with sheer joy.

      “Look!” he exclaimed, showing his arm to Archie. “Beautiful, isn’t she!”

      The woman that smiled back from the battered skin looked remarkably like the girl in the drawing. Archie uttered a quick prayer of thanks under his breath to any deity of body art who might be listening and gave Harper a warm smile. The lad paid the artist, still grinning from ear to ear.

      They made it through the tavern without any more proposals of indecent nature, though they did manage to catch the attention of the old wench, who looked up from her perch on Smee’s lap. She gaped at the two pirates hurrying by.

      She probably thinks I fancy lads, Archie suppressed a laugh as they stepped out into the cool, night air.

      “You know, we should go back in there and get a room for the night,” Harper advised, looking at all the closed shops around them. “There might be vagabonds about.”

      Archie burst out laughing so hard that tears sprung to his eyes. The hearty laughter echoed down the empty road, bouncing against the vacant buildings. Still chuckling at the dour expression on Harper’s face, he explained, “I do believe that we are the most vicious miscreants this island will ever see. We have nothing to fear, my friend. We are the vagabonds. Who would dare take on two of Blackbeard’s faithful crew?”

      Harper looked less than convinced, so Archie added, “I see lights up at the end of the street. I believe we would favor better a good bed at an inn rather than a rough cot in the tavern, wouldn’t you agree?” He noted the serious expression, the lines drawn deep around Harper’s toothless mouth, so he added solemnly, “I promise to keep you safe, lad.”

      Harper rolled his eyes at the promise and set off down the lane, not bothering to wait for Archie as he ran towards the welcoming lights of the two-story house. The squirrel was quick on his feet, arriving on the porch of the inn in record time. Then, he turned and waited for Jameson before he set to knocking on the door.

      The woman who opened the door wore a frumpy-looking hat that fell down to her eyes. “Yah? What want?” she demanded, lips turned down in a ferocious scowl.

      “A room, if you please, madam,” Archie made his way up the steps, an imposing figure backed by moonlight.

      “Hmm?” The woman leaned back to look up at Archie. She peered at him from beneath the hat, obviously not impressed. She turned and looked at the little toothless man who stood near Archie, and scowled as if she didn’t care for either of them to so much as stand on her porch, much less in her establishment. “Two rooms, yah?”

      “Most certainly, madam. I have no intention of sharing my bed with yon wee bugger.” Archie grinned at Harper as he dropped some coins in the woman’s open palm. She pushed back her hat and stared at the money with a wide grin, as if changing her mind about the two gentlemen who wished to rest in her abode, and opened the door wide for them to enter, and then took them upstairs to settle in.

      Archie bade Madame Frumpy Hat and Harper a good night, leaving them staring at him in the hallway as he shut the door in their faces. He was tired and more than determined to get a good night’s rest in a real bed, even if he bordered on rudeness.

      Kicking off his shoes and pulling off his clothes, he crawled into the bed, blissful sleep taking over the second his head hit the pillow. He slept the sleep of the dead, never moving nor hearing a thing until the next morning when the sun streamed through the window to play on his face.

      He awoke refreshed and renewed, ready to explore the island and have his own adventures. He met Harper on the way down the stairs and the two left to find their breakfast, stopping just long enough to secure Archie’s room for the rest of the week.

      “I think I’ll be going back to the Queen Anne’s Revenge tonight, so I won’t be needin’ a room,” Harper announced, looking down at his scabbed arm as if the tattoo was his only reason for coming to the island.

      “How did you sleep?” Archie asked, wondering if the preference to sleep on the ship came from a rough night at Madame Frumpy’s or from the need to save his hard earned money.

      Harper shrugged. “Slept fine, I suppose.”

      Ah, he was saving up for Mary, Archie noted. He decided not to embarrass the lad and he let the subject drop. After all, who knew? Maybe one day Archie would find someone for whom he would wish to provide. Perhaps there would be a reason to save his coins one day.

      But not yet. Right now, his money was burning a hole in his pocket. He was ready for some breakfast and more than ready for a trip to the tailor shop he spotted the previous day. He was in dire need of clothing. His own simple attire was ruined from being drug across the rough planks of the pier the day Smee shanghaied him. The slopchest on the ship hadn’t contained clothing he preferred to wear. The pants were baggy and ill-fitting and the canvas shirt chafed everything he had. Oh yes, he might make that tailor a rich man by the time the week was done, but by golly, he would have clothes that fit before they cast off into the unknown again.

      They found a girl selling bread on the street corner and they ate. Harper left afterward, anxious to save his money and be back aboard the ship, and so Archie was left to himself as he made his way to the tailor.

      Archibald never cared about his clothing before his days as a pirate, but now that he had a chance to purchase whatever he wanted, he found himself being fitted for finer clothes than he imagined.

      “I have a nice blue over here.” The tailor pointed out a bolt of fabric. “’Twould make a good coat.”

      Archie fingered the cloth, noting its sturdiness. “Yes, I’ll have two made of this.”

      “What of the red behind it?” the man asked, sounding hopeful. “I would sell it to you at half the price of the blue, should you take some of it. It hasn’t sold well, and I need rid of it to make room for the more popular colors.”

      The bolt of oiled silk was as bright as blood. Archie bit his lip as he tried to keep the look of distaste from showing on his face. It wasn’t a color he would ever pick, but then again, he was a pirate now. He thought of Blackbeard and the smoking, beribboned beard that struck terror in every man who sailed the seven seas.

      One never knew when one might have need of strange attire. He smiled. “Yes, two great coats in the red as well, if you please. And I’d like lots of brass buttons on the front—large ones—if you have them.”

      The tailor’s eyes widened, whether from calculating the profit he was making from buttons or from the odd request of not one, but two, splendid red coats, Archie didn’t know. The man started measuring, taking note of Archie’s height and girth, and set to planning out the young pirate’s wardrobe. Shirts of billowing white, black, and blue fabric with thick lace cuffs were ordered, along with several pairs of breeches, a half dozen silk waistcoats of various colors, and a few neckerchiefs edged in lace.

      He was going to look quite the dandy, Archie realized with a smile, his order completed.

      His visit finished with the tailor, Archie stopped by the next shop and purchased a new pair of shoes now that his new position of navigator allowed him to more or less stay off the rigging.

      Another shop, which sold hats, caught his eye from across the street. Every man should own a respectable hat, he concluded, as he opened the door. A bell jingled as he went inside. Hats of every possible size lined the shelves, though one in particular caught his eye.

      “’Allo.” The man behind the counter greeted him. “Might I be helpin’ ye?”

      “Yes,” Archie said, pointing, “I’m interested in that hat on yon shelf.”

      “Ah, a fine choice.” The man took the hat down and handed the black pirate’s hat to Archie for his inspection. Two great feathers, one white and the other black adorned one side. Archie settled it on his head, looking at his reflection in the mirror on the wall.

      “It will do well.” He smiled, taking the hat off as he turned to pay.

      “Will ye be havin’ anything else?” The man gestured to the opposite wall where wigs made of yak and human hair rested on fake, wooden heads.

      Archie shook his head. His own dark locks would serve him well enough. He was a pirate after all. A newly converted, dandy of a pirate mayhap, but still a pirate, nonetheless. Besides, he doubted that Blackbeard would give him time to powder his wig before they went into battle. He grinned at the thought as he laid his coins on the counter, “No thank you. The hat will be more than enough.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next few days were paradise. Archie spent his days exploring the island, though he didn’t buy much else in the stores since he’d given the tailor most of his money. Through his strolling about, he discovered that Madeira’s main source of trade was wine. The grapes were grown on the island, the juice put into casks and then sold to the vessels that came into port. If the ship were to keep the wine in its hold for a long journey, the rocking of the boat would age it while giving it an exquisite taste, making it the best money could buy.

      It was a great investment, Archie decided as he bought a cask, ordering it to be taken to the dock when he found that Blackbeard purchased a few dozen barrels to be placed in the belly of the Anne. Archie doubted that the captain would allow the wine to replace the rum, should their rations ever run out. Blackbeard might be a cutthroat pirate, but he was a savvy businessman, too. The crew wouldn’t be allowed to drink his profits.

      They can keep their rum. I shall have my own wine. Archie smiled to himself, though he made certain to mark the wooden cask as his own.

      He meandered down Market Street, deciding to stop in at the tailor and check on the progress of his clothing. Luck was with him and he walked out of the shop looking like a different person, smartly dressed in his dark blue coat and new breeches with several paper-wrapped parcels containing the rest of his order, tucked under his arms.

      He spotted Harper running about in the middle of the street in an obvious, frantic search for something. Worrying about the lad’s strange behavior, he shouted, “Harper!”

      He turned at the sound of his name, and looked at Archie twice before recognition dawned on his face, followed by instantaneous relief. “Jameson, I’ve searched the entire island for you. We have to go. We’re casting off with the tide.”

      “What are you talking about?” Archie asked. “We have two days before we set sail.”

      “No, the cap’n is giving orders for all hands aboard. That’s why I came looking for you. A Swiss merchant ship docked last night. Mr. Moreau found out from a tavern wench who found out from another wench who found out from one of the crew that there is a British naval ship, not two days behind it. Rumor is Lieutenant Maynard is aboard, and that he’s a-comin’ for Blackbeard.” The words came out in a rush, then Harper paused just long enough to take a breath, and continue, “I went to the inn first. The old woman gave me your things, but she wouldn’t give back any of your money, so everything is in the longboat but us.” The last word ended in a nervous squeak. Harper eyed Archie anxiously as if he realized that there was a possibility that the finely dressed man next to him might not want to return to the ship. After all, he didn’t look like a pirate anymore.

      “Right then, I suppose we must be going,” Archie set off with his parcels toward the dock, infinitely happy that the tailor had such impeccable timing.

      Relieved, Harper gave Archie the rest of the news, “We’ve been assigned to the Roger.”

      Archie stopped in his tracks and whirled to face him. “We’ve what?”

      “You are to be her navigator. I’m to be on the rigging.” Harper shrugged. “We are under the watch of Mr. Moreau as her captain, so all is well enough…” he paused, then clarified, “All is nearly well enough. Smee is aboard as surgeon along with the new cook he persuaded to join, plus a few other lads, and… Black Caesar is bo’sun.” His face scrunched up in displeasure at the last pirate’s name.

      Lovely. Archie frowned as they arrived at the dock where a handful pirates were getting into the last longboat. He didn’t recall signing the book to be a hand on the Jolig Roger. If he’d had the choice, he would much rather have stayed on the Anne. At least there he wouldn’t have to worry about Caesar trying to flay the skin from his back as Philip Moreau seemed to dislike the demon of a man as much as he.

      A single cask sitting on the dock caught his attention and shook him from his black thoughts. There sat his wine. “That goes with us,” he told Harper, gesturing with his chin as his arms were still full.

      “Jameson, have ye done nothing but shop?” Harper complained, grunting as he rolled the cask that weighed more than he did.

      He made it to the edge of the dock, where Boggs sat in the longboat. The big pirate reached over and pulled the cask onto the longboat as if it weighed nothing.

      “Thank ye,” Harper thanked him, breathless, as he hopped in, turning to give Archie a hand with his new wardrobe.

      “Is this all o’ us?” Boggs asked as he unwrapped the rope that secured them to the pier.

      Harper shot Archie a grin, “Aye, we have our navigator. To the Jolig Roger, we row!”
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          A Bit of Fairy Dust

        

      

    
    
      Smee scowled. “I wish ye would keep yer cursed pixie from meddlin’ about in me quarters and thievin’ all me things. Me needles are missing now, before that ’twas the buttons on me breeches. How am I supposed to sew up any blasted wounds on this ship with me needles gone, I ask ye? And with me pants around me ankles to boot. Best ye tell her to bring ’em all back ’fore I catch her and treat her as the thief she is!” He made a fist and smacked it soundly on the table in front of Archie as if in a vain effort to squash the source of his agitation, but he only managed to cause Archie’s tankard to flip off to the floor. As luck would have it, the cup was empty or Archie’s temper would easily have matched Smee’s.

      The old man has surely gone mad, Archie reasoned to himself, wondering if perhaps the pirate hadn’t been sampling some of his own concoctions before administering them to the crew in his position as doctor of the ship. “I haven’t a single earthly idea of what or to whom you are referring,” Archie said calmly, looking up into the eyes that looked ready to cut down anyone deemed guilty. “Would you care to at least give me a hint?”

      “The pixie that has followed ye about since the first I saw ye, though if I knew she’d be after ye the whole time I’d never have brought ye aboard to begin with,” Smee’s voice raised an octave, his face turning red. “Pixies are naught but trouble!”

      “Right. They most certainly are,” Archie decided to agree, or at least give the impression he was in accord with the man, however insane he might be. “I shall tell her at once she must return those needles and buttons, else I shall banish her forever.”

      “Ye tell her if she doesn’t bring ’em back, I’ll…” Smee broke off, raking his finger across his throat in a threatening motion.

      As if it would be possible to slit the throat of something as small as a pixie, Archie reasoned silently. To do so, he would have to kill said pixie with one of the needles she had supposedly stolen, which would take more skill and precision than Smee possessed in his knobby, arthritic fingers. Archie sighed. “I’ll tell her. You have my word.” And he would, he decided, even if it meant talking to himself with no one listening. It wouldn’t matter, he consoled himself, his sanity couldn’t be any worse than any of the other pirates on the ship.

      “Aye,” Smee said darkly before he turned and stomped off. “Ye best do that.”

      Archie waited until the crabby pirate left, shutting the door to the map room much harder than necessary, before he settled his head in his hands and let out a long sigh. “Why must I always attract those whose wits have escaped them?”

      The strange tinkling sound laughed at him. Archie’s head shot up, searching for the source, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. There were always small things that shifted to and fro with the rocking of the ship, so he watched each of them in turn, waiting for something to appear. Two rolled maps moved a few inches either way, trapped between his measuring instruments.

      The weighted lanterns on the walls moved in time to the rhythm of the Roger, balancing the flames inside their glass sconces as they swayed to and fro, light flickering against the paneled walls.

      The room was quiet following Smee’s departure, but for the tankard bumping against the table leg every few seconds. Archie bent over, picked it up, and set it down on the table.

      Now there was silence but for the creaking of the ship and the waves that lapped at her sides. Archie waited a full minute, wondering if perhaps the sound was just a figment of his imagination and if he wasn’t every bit as crazy as the old man who just left. He decided to finish it then, once and for all. After all, he had just given Smee his word to warn “his pixie” against thievery and at least now there wasn’t anyone around to hear him make a fool of himself.

      Archie cleared his throat. “You do realize it is not considered good manners to take what is not yours, don’t you, my dear?” He wasn’t sure why he considered this figment of his imagination female, but since it was his own personal moment of insanity, he continued, “’Tis also bad form to not show oneself when being spoken to.”

      To his utter surprise, the bell sound chimed thrice more, very slow, barely audible, as if to make tones of apology. A light splash of gold-colored dust covered a small spot in the center of the table when a small blonde head peeked out from its hiding place behind the tankard.

      “Well, hello there.” Archie smiled in spite of the mixture of feelings that bombarded him. Relief that he wasn’t crazy and fear that maybe he was indeed insane and having hallucinations were two of the more prominent, but the strongest was the surprise that he managed to be so convincing as to shame the pixie into showing herself.

      “You have nothing to fear from me,” he promised her. Yes, the tiny figure was most assuredly female, he noted. She was a small thing, no bigger than his little finger, with wispy blonde tendrils caught up in a knot at the top of her head and large, guileless eyes that watched him with steady caution. She wore sewn leaves, fashioned into a small dress of sorts and shoes made from dandelion tufts. And she was real, he decided. Even in his wildest daydreams, he never would have been able to concoct shoes made of such delicate flower fluff.

      “My name is Archibald, though you probably know that,” he said softly, so as not to spook her. She was coming out from behind the tankard, seemingly trusting enough, though her eyes stayed on him. “I must say I’ve never met a pixie before, so I’m quite pleased to meet you. Might I have the pleasure of knowing your name as well?”

      The pixie folded her slender arms behind her as her face flushed. She looked down at her feet and shook her head.

      Feeling terrible that he embarrassed her, as it seemed the poor pixie was nameless, Archie retraced his steps and tried a different approach, “You know, I think I may know the perfect name for such a lovely pixie as yourself. Would you like to hear it, per chance?”

      Well. That got her attention. The pixie’s head popped up in anticipation of hearing what he had to say next. She gave a shy smile, daring to come a few inches closer, small golden dust puffing up from her shoes with each step she took.

      He smiled back. “I think the name Bell would suit you wonderfully as your voice reminds me of the light, beautiful tones of bells. What do you think?”

      The pixie eagerly nodded as her shy smile turned into a happy one.

      “Well then, Miss Bell. I am most pleased to meet your acquaintance.” He gave her a small, elegant bow which seemed to please the pixie to no end. She clapped her tiny hands, an enormous smile painted on her face, then dipped into a deep curtsy of her own.

      “Well now, since we are friends I do have a bit of a question for you,” Archie said, and then shook his head as many more questions popped in. “I do apologize, but I seem to have quite a few questions. The first being why would you follow someone like me about? Of course, I am most flattered.”

      The pixie shrugged, making odd bell sounds as if she wasn’t sure herself or perhaps following him was the product of sheer boredom. Either way, Archie didn’t know what she meant, as the tones only sounded like music to a song that he didn’t know. There was a most definite communication gap between himself and Miss Bell.

      It was possible their relationship was going to be somewhat one-sided if all he could ask her were simple yes-or-no questions solved by the shaking of her head either one way or the other, Archie thought, but still he decided to try a few queries, hoping she wouldn’t take offense. After all, with luck they might be able to sort some kind of system out.

      “One of my fellow crewmates wanted me to ask and see if perchance you might know the location of his needles and buttons?”

      A definite, slow nod, though the pixie didn’t look happy to admit it.

      “Might you return them? The poor fellow is in a terrible state. He’s quite old, you see, and gets very high-tempered when his things go missing,” Archie urged.

      She didn’t bother an answer, but rather flew to the corner of the room, sprinkles of gold dust following in her wake. She lighted on a rolled-top desk and tugged open the small drawer in the upper corner, one that Archie had never used.

      She pointed in the drawer and waited as Archie came to look. There in the drawer, was a collection of buttons, needles, spools of thread, odd bits of ribbon, a small pair of scissors, a few coins, and a bent nail. The only thing the hodge-podge collection had in common was that each stolen item in that drawer was shiny.

      It was apparent Miss Bell had an attraction to bright objects. Archie watched as she stared longingly into the drawer.

      “You must return these things,” Archie advised her. “You can’t keep them.”

      The pixie turned toward him, a questioning look on her face that asked—all of them?

      “I’m afraid so. They must all be returned,” Archie said sympathetically, watching the pixie’s full bottom lip pop out in a pout. She crossed her arms over her chest for a moment, making Archie wonder if he was going to have to take the loot and redistribute it himself, though he wasn’t sure who the owners were.

      Finally, she picked up one of the needles that stood as tall as she, and flew to the door, waiting for Archie to open it.

      The second a crack opened in the doorway, she zipped out of it, gold dust flying everywhere. Archie waited for her to return for another item to take back.

      Moments passed.

      Worrying that Smee might have caught the mischievous pixie and skewered her with the needle, Archie set out to see if he might save her from whatever tragedy that may have befallen her.

      Smee’s quarters were the farthest from the map room, so Archie began his trek, inspecting each spot he passed through as inconspicuously as possible, which was not an easy feat by any means.

      He walked by the captain’s quarters, noting that Moreau was poring over a book at his table. All was quiet there with no sign that the pixie ventured that way. He traveled onward, navigating his way down the narrow steps and through the crew’s sleeping quarters.

      There was no sleeping happening in this place. Fiddle music played happily while the majority of the crew danced around to the tune. The boards under their feet thumped, causing the entire floor to bounce.

      ’Twas a wonder the entire ship wasn’t bopping up and down in the water and an even greater mystery that he hadn’t heard the boisterous lot up in the map room. There wouldn’t be any need in trying to sneak around this bunch, Archie decided, so he walked through the throng of dancing pirates, dodging the drunken stomps of one man in particular who seemed to have consumed more than his single ration of rum. Archie was doing a good job of evading him and had almost gotten around him when he got jostled from behind and bumped into the pirate.

      The dancing continued uninterrupted as the man kept his same clunking pace of trying to stomp holes in the floorboards. It took Archie another minute to get clear of the dance floor. Then he realized that the drunken man was none other than the one who reported his needles and buttons stolen.

      At least one button was still amiss, as Smee’s breeches kept inching down only to be pulled back up every few seconds as he kept his rather ungraceful dance steps in time with the music.

      On the upside of things, it didn’t look as if he murdered a pixie. With that thought in mind, Archie left through the door behind him, taking the long way back to his quarters, still looking for evidence of Miss Bell along the way, but not finding any trace of her or the stolen wares.

      He was nearly back to his cabin when a dark figure blocked his path. Black Caesar loomed up in front of him, one of the very few pirates whose height was greater than his own.

      “What might ye be skulkin’ about and searchin’ for, Black Caesar has been wondering? A small golden fairy, perhaps?”

      The mention of Miss Bell startled Archie, and he began to worry again of the fate of his tiny friend.

      “She might have stayed on Madeira when we cast off days ago,” Caesar said in a thoughtful way, gauging Archie’s reaction. “But more like she’s aboard the Anne.”

      The fact that Caesar hadn’t seen the pixie returning her wares that night managed to ease Archie’s fears and gave him the extra boost of confidence to look the bo’sun in the eye as the man continued to speak.

      “Just as well she never shows her face aboard this ship,” Caesar growled. “’Tis bad luck to have a woman aboard, fairy or no.”

      “Well, since she isn’t here, we have nothing to worry about.” Archie hoped his tone of voice would discourage further discussion as he pushed past Caesar, shutting the door to the map room behind him with a solid thump.

      He waited a full moment until he heard Caesar move off, grumbling under his breath. When silence enveloped him, he let out the breath he was holding and slumped against the door. He had the nagging suspicion that he and the bo’sun would have it out sooner rather than later. The man always seemed to watch his every move, waiting for the opportunity to find fault in his ability as navigator. After all, if something should ever happen to Moreau, then he and Black Caesar, being of equal rank, would both be eligible for the position of captain. The votes cast by the crew would determine who would take the place at the helm of the Jolig Roger should Blackbeard or Moreau not be near enough to appoint such leadership themselves. Archie didn’t know who the crew would vote for in such an instance, though he would be willing to place a bet that Caesar would find ways to ensure his place as captain, should the opportunity present itself.

      Perish the thought. May Moreau have naught but a long and fruitful existence on this earth. Archie offered a silent prayer to protect the captain.

      He opened the drawer of the desk and found it empty. Every last button and scrap of ribbon were gone, with no sign of the pixie anywhere to be found.

      The thoughts of everyone seeming to know about her, while he himself was oblivious, was disturbing. After all, he’d been in pirate status for nearly a month now, and though he’d heard that tinkling sound a couple of times, this was the first occasion he had seen her. Though he hoped this wouldn’t be the last time, Archie wished that she would remain elusive, for the two pirates who bore her ill will would make good on their threats should she be so unfortunate as to be spotted by them ever again.

      May she stay hidden, wherever she may be, he thought as he climbed into his cot, falling into a deep sleep filled with dreams of gold dust and shadows.
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          Enchanted Waters

        

      

    
    
      The fog fell upon the Jolig Roger in the wee hours of twilight like a mysterious blanket dropped upon a slumbering child. None of the hands on deck saw it coming. It appeared suddenly and was so thick that they couldn’t see anything past the boat’s railings, and could barely make out one another on their own deck.

      The wind was dead calm with sea that was eerily still. As the waves ceased, the ship quit rocking and sat on an ocean as smooth as glass.

      Philip Moreau stood on the quarterdeck of his ship, listening to the silence as a small part of his gut told him this was no ordinary fog. While the sight was picturesque, it was also unnerving. There was magic in the mix and something was going to happen soon.

      His crew appeared in the same frame of mind as himself, as each of them cast nervous glances over their shoulders. There were a scant few on deck at this hour, the rest having not yet risen from their wild night of rum and fiddle music.

      “We be in enchanted waters, Cap’n,” a dark voice intoned as Smee appeared beside him like a ghost. Moreau found himself resisting the urge to jump out of his skin. The doctor of the ship enjoyed his night the most of all, making him the last person Moreau expected to see before noon. Moreau never thought the old man stealthy enough to startle him—rum sloshing in his blood or no.

      “’Tis only a fog, Mr. Smee.” He sighed, then added truthfully, “But I must also admit I feel something amiss. Pass the word to wake all hands, but tell them to walk softly. We must be ready for whatever comes our way.” Moreau gave his quiet order and watched as the old Irishman disappeared below the decks to rouse the others from their drunken slumber.

      The Roger had yet to catch up with the Queen Anne’s Revenge. In his haste to flee the island, Blackbeard hadn’t waited for his other ship, as if he assumed Moreau would catch up to him within a few days’ time. It was an inaccurate assumption. So far there wasn’t any sign of the Anne and her frightened capitan. Moreau found himself wishing that Blackbeard had waited. Two ships to battle the unknown may not hold any greater odds, but it would have made him feel better in these quiet moments when the loudest sound to be heard was the pounding of his own heart.

      Moreau had been on the sea for most of his life. He began as a lad of eight years old, hauling powder to the cannons, earning his first title of powder monkey. In the following eighteen years that he spent on various ships, he acquired many more titles, though none so grand as the one he held now. He worked hard for a long time, and was proud of his command of the Jolig Roger, but with that title came the responsibility of watching over every soul on the ship. He wondered if perhaps that was the reason for his unease. After all, he had seen many foggy mornings that bore no ill warnings and he wasn’t one to scare easily. Still, he was a man who trusted his instincts and right now he was certain that he had never felt such a feeling of foreboding from a calm sea.

      Something was coming for this ship, and the deep feeling of dread that lay in his bones told him that whatever it was, it came for him.

      Meanwhile, below decks, Smee was swatting sailors from their cots, informing them to be quiet and mind whatever manners they possessed, however few they may be. The groggy pirates hit the floor, cursing. The majority of the crew slept in hammocks or cots, easily within his reach to flip them out on their heads should they not rise on his command. Four pirates had the luck of having private quarters and all were awake and on their way up to the deck, with the exception of the navigator, whose quarters lay the farthest away.

      Harper volunteered to go wake Jameson, and at Smee’s nod, set off toward the map room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Awakened from his deep slumber by the tense silence, Archie stumbled from his quarters. He was bleary-eyed, but somehow he managed to sheath his rapier to his side without skewering himself and made his way to the door. Though he never heard the partiers across the ship, he had gotten accustomed to the creaking boards above his cot and the muffled curses of those on deck.

      The silence was so unnerving that he jumped, smacking his head on the doorframe as Harper materialized out of nowhere. He was too quick-footed, Archie decided, cursing under his breath as he rubbed the sore spot on his forehead that was in the beginnings of forming a knot. He managed to glare at Harper as his eyes watered.

      “’Tis a fog.” Harper hissed at him, not bothering to wait for Archie to berate him, as he started toward the deck. “Smee says it’s magic water we’re in. We’re to get up top, Moreau’s orders.”

      “Well, that can’t be good,” Archie said, following Harper up the steps.

      “Be quiet,” the boy whispered, looking over his back to scowl at Archie. “Do you wish to wake the dead?”

      Moreau motioned Archie to join him on the quarterdeck and gave his orders to his waiting crew. “Ready the cannons.”

      Archie joined his captain, watching the crew load the cannons and roll them into place. Ready for whatever the silence and fog hid from them, the crew of the Jolig Roger waited. A few torturous moments passed, and then someone began whistling.

      “Find him,” Moreau hissed to Black Caesar, who nodded and stalked down the length of the ship, whip clutched in his hand.

      Smee stood beside Archie, a deep scowl lining his face. “Bad luck,” the Irishman muttered so low that Archie barely heard him. “’Tis always bad luck to whistle up a wind. The man is a fool.”

      Black Caesar made a complete circle, checking each man as he passed. He returned to Moreau, hands up in a shrug. He hadn’t found the one who dared to break the silence.

      The nervous whistling continued and the crew became even more anxious. Moreau frowned, listening to the haunting, ghost-like whistle.

      “It doesn’t come from our ship. We are not floating in this cursed fog alone.”

      Archie watched different decisions pass across his captain’s face. Seconds later, one settled itself permanently. He turned to Archie, “You shall have command when I am gone, mon ami. There is another ship out there that bears the man whistling that tune. I shall take one of the boats and find her. With a bit of luck, we may board and find them surprised.”

      Archie nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Moreau leaned closer, fixing him with his brown eyes, “If anything—anything—should go amiss, blow them out of the water.”

      “Aye. You have my word.”

      Moreau took off across the deck, gathering eight of the crew along the way. The creaking of the ropes that lowered the longboat was the only sound that mixed with the haunted whistle.

      Moreau turned, giving Archie a slow, final nod as they set off. The words replayed in Archie’s head. You shall have command when I am gone.

      Surely he meant to say “in my absence,” Archie thought. The captain’s words had such a sense of finality that he wondered if perhaps Moreau thought his plan ill-fated and decided to bequeath his command to his navigator in the event of his impending death.

      No. To think such things is pure folly. Moreau would be back presently. My command will be a short one. Archie shook his head, clearing the strange thoughts from his mind and set to watching the men in the longboat row. A slight noise beside him caught his attention.

      Harper stood at the cannon nearest to him, shifting from one foot to the other. Normally in the rigging, this was the first time Archie noticed the squirrel pressed into the duty of gauging one of the ship’s guns. While all the other cannons were gauged upward, Harper’s was pointed down at the sea.

      “All is well,” Archie whispered to his friend in hopes to ease his worry and didn’t mention that his cannon seemed to be pointing in the wrong direction. In the event that there happened to be a whistling sea monster of some sort, Harper’s cannon would be in the prime position to do the most good. Archie smiled at him, and then turned his attention back to Moreau as the fog enveloped the small boat. The tension amongst the crew doubled.

      “Be ready to fire.” The warning was whispered down the line of cannons. Uneasiness had every man waiting, ready to blow their charge in an instant.

      A sudden wind stirred as if in response to the whistle that picked up in cadence. The quick burst of warm air cleared enough of the fog that the longboat appeared. They were just short of engaging their surprise attack on the merchant ship that floated near them. A single flag, striped in yellow and red, fluttered in the breeze, giving the only color in the bleak scene, and revealed the man who had done the whistling. Standing below the flag, stood the Spanish sailor that stirred the wind. He stopped in mid-tune.

      Time passed slowly for one grueling second, as both crews stared at one another in shock. Realizing the extreme danger they were now in, Moreau managed to fire a single shot in the same instant that Archie screamed his first command.

      “Fire!”

      A bright crimson stain spread across the chest of the man who had done the whistling, and he fell into the sea. Moreau’s shot found its mark, but in return, the merchant sailors returned a volley of shots and peppered the longboat. No one was left standing, though from a couple of strangled cries, there was one or two who might be saved if someone could get to them. A body lay floating, face down, near the longboat. The curly, dark hair and familiar clothes marked him as one that wouldn’t be saved. Moreau was dead.

      I’m captain, Archie thought numbly as the Roger’s cannons fired and set his ears to ringing. These are my men and this is my boat now.

      “Your orders?” Harper yelled as the last cannon fired. Bits of wood flew around them. Their first shots hit the merchant ship.

      “Fire at will!” It seemed like a good order, but then, Archie hadn’t ever commanded a ship before. As his message was relayed down the line, he watched his men as they began to load the cannons and ready for another shot, and then he turned his attention to the other ship. They managed to catch the merchant ship off guard with their first blast, but now the men scurried about on her decks in an effort to ready their own cannons and return fire.

      We need to board that ship, Archie thought. If we could take another longboat, victory could be ours. Moreau’s instincts seem sound, and if I’m wise, I should follow his lead.

      Another cry echoed across the water from the first longboat and sealed the decision. There were survivors that needed rescuing, too.

      “Bring any man not on the cannons to the longboats,” he ordered Caesar, who hadn’t moved since Moreau had left. “We’re taking that ship.” At that, Caesar smiled and set off across the deck. Archie turned to Harper. “The ship is yours until I return, my friend.”

      He received a toothless smile in return and then set off for the boats.

      Two longboats settled into the water with Archie at the head of one, and Caesar at the other. “Go and rescue anyone you can,” Archie told him as they began to row away from one another in an attempt to be harder targets for the merchants. But Caesar didn’t stop by the first boat, choosing instead to disobey and head straight to the merchant ship, leaving Archie and his crew to work harder and backtrack to the longboat that still bobbed amongst the floating bodies.

      “I’m glad he follows orders. I don’t know what I’d do without him.” Archie cursed under his breath as he decided to ignore the longboat that held Caesar and focus on what remained ahead of them in the water.

      Six out of the nine men were dead in the ocean, floating about like bits of driftwood as they bumped against the boat, coloring the water red with the blood. One man was dead in the longboat. The last two moaned in agony beside him.

      As luck would have it, Smee was one who jumped into Archie’s boat. The ship’s doctor was taking note of their wounds as another volley of cannon fire flew over their heads.

      “Best let me and a few other lads row this other boat back to the Jolig Roger,” the old man said loudly to be heard over the shots, “They be dead men if they stay out here much longer and I can’t help ’em while Harper is blasting his cannons about over me head.”

      Archie nodded his consent and Smee and five others got into the other longboat and started to row back as quickly as they could.

      A loud groan erupted from the merchant ship, and a few waves caught at the longboat. “Hold steady, lads,” Archie said, looking at the massive ship ahead of them as it creaked and settled lower into the water. A gaping hole barely showed at the surface of the water, proving there was unseen damage below. Only one cannon had been aimed so low to have made that hit. Harper’s shot was sinking that ship.

      Archie grinned. He planned on making Harper a permanent fixture on the cannons from now on, since he was giving them the upper hand in this battle.

      From the clashing sounds of metal he heard, Caesar and his party had boarded and were making progress of a sort. There hadn’t been any more cannon fire from the merchant ship. Harper must have noticed it, too, as he ceased to order the crew to fire any other shots, though it was possible he had spotted his own party trying to board the ship and didn’t want to blow holes in his own people. Either way, Archie was happy the boy had the faculties to stop blasting the cannons.

      It’s appreciated, Harper, I assure you, Archie thought as he sent a final look over his shoulder to the Jolig Roger. He grabbed one of the ropes on the merchant ship and began climbing. He couldn’t think of a worse outcome than to be shot by his own ship on the first day of becoming its captain.

      He pulled his way to the deck and was rewarded by the sight of several merchant sailors holding their hands up in surrender. Caesar was stalked about on deck, snapping his whip on any in his path, treating the merchants much as he did his own crewmates, while his own men battled the few who refused to back down.

      Archie pulled out his rapier and stuck it into the belly of one seaman who was running at him with a sword poised over his head. It made a strange sucking thlunk and jarred his hands as it sunk into the man’s body. It was an odd sensation, not the hard feeling of the thin metal as it sunk into flesh, but rather the taking of the man’s life. For many years, he practiced, but it had been exactly that. Practice. Never had he killed another. Fortunately, he didn’t get to ponder the meaning of life much longer as another merchant came screaming from above him on the quarterdeck. He jerked the rapier out of the first man and barely had enough time to slide it into the next one.

      The second body fell to the ground at his feet. His hands becoming accustomed to the force that it required to pull the rapier free, he jerked and spun around, the fine point of his weapon aimed at the throat of the man behind him.

      The man was holding his own rapier out, hilt first. “Go on, take it. We surrender,” the merchant captain said in halting English. When Archie didn’t move, the captain took a step back and thrust the gleaming handle at him again as if he were worried that Archie would rather skewer his neck than accept his surrender.

      “Tell your men to stop fighting,” Archie said, never taking his eyes off him. He heard the clank of steel and knew the battle wasn’t over quite yet.

      The captain was sweating, tiny drops of perspiration popped out on his forehead, as he shouted. Archie translated the Spanish in his head, “Stop. We are surrendering.” A few curses were mumbled from the merchants. Not all wished to give in to the pirates, but none disobeyed their captain.

      “We accept your surrender,” Archie said, taking the rapier from the captain. “Now, in case you haven’t noticed, your ship is sinking, so I shall make my terms quickly. You and your crew can either join us, or we can leave you here.” As the captain’s pallor turned chalky, he added, “In a longboat, of course.”

      The captain’s lips clamped tight in a thin line, as if he were thinking over his slim options. Then, he spoke, “I shall tell my men, but I will stay in the longboat. I will not join such people as you.” The pointed glare Archie received, made him feel as if he were the most depraved human in existence, which felt nice for once.

      Archie grinned. He was pleased that he had been recognized as a pirate, and a good one, at that. “Spread the word, no harm befalls any who wishes to join or stay. One longboat for each party, divide them as they wish,” Archie ordered Caesar, who gave him an even better glare than the captain had. The look wasn’t as appreciated coming from a subordinate. Archie’s voice dropped octaves. “I am your captain and you will obey or suffer the wrath of your own whip.”

      Caesar didn’t answer, only stalked off with his hands clenched at his side.

      “Cap’n, you might have a look at her cargo.” Boggs rolled up suddenly, looking out of breath. “This ship is sinking faster, and there be more bodies to worry with than just the crew.”

      “What cargo are you speaking of?” Archie set off after Boggs, who led him to a grate covering the hold. Dozens of dirty, starving faces stared up at him.

      “Indians,” Archie muttered in awe. “Their cargo was Indians?”

      The ship creaked and rocked further to the side, causing him to slide. Catching his footing and his wits, Archie said, “Boggs, get them out of there. They are coming with us. We aren’t leaving them to drown.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” came the reply as Boggs flipped the grate open. The Indians were hesitant at first, but then began to scramble out as the water began sloshing around their legs.

      “I wish to take my effects before she sinks.” The captain of the merchant ship appeared at Archie’s elbow. “They are in my cabin, I will return in a moment.”

      The man’s eyes shifted uneasily as if he were hiding the truth. At Archie’s nod, the captain set off in a near run and disappeared below the deck.

      “Follow him and see what he’s up to,” Archie whispered to Boggs, and then kept his watch as the longboats filled.

      Moments later, the captain reappeared, followed by a knife pressed in the small of his back. Boggs followed him, looking smug. “This ’un was going after his gold,” he said, handing Archie an ornate, wooden box.

      Archie nearly dropped the thing it was so heavy. Setting it down on the deck, he flipped the lid. Hundreds of Spanish medallions sparkled in the midday sun.

      “There be a barrel of silver dust down there, too.” Boggs shrugged. “I sent one o’ the lads after it. Dunno why anyone would make dust out of silver, but it’s there just the same. It be worth something, I suppose.”

      It took two more longboats to carry the Indians, the barrel of silver, and the newly joined crew back to the Jolig Roger. One longboat stayed behind, holding the furious merchant captain and those of his crew who stayed loyal to him.

      From the safety of his quarterdeck, Archie watched the merchant ship sink. As the last trace of the ship disappeared under the water, the enchantment was broken.

      The instant the sea claimed her prize, a strong wind came to fill the sails.
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      The idea of keeping Indian slaves in the hold was not setting well with Harper. “But what are you going to do with them?” He asked for what seemed the millionth time.

      “I don’t know.” The answer was the same each time the question was asked. Archie didn’t like the idea, either, but he was at a loss for what should be done. After all, he hadn’t been captain a full day, he didn’t have all the answers. “Feed them well, and find a way to ask if they would like to join our crew, perhaps?”

      “Half of them are women and children. I doubt they’ll wish to join and I don’t know that our men will want them to. Women bring bad luck on a ship. Then there’s the old chief. He’s just…” Harper frowned, “…old. He couldn’t climb the rigging if his life depended on it.”

      Archie shrugged, he didn’t have an answer to this dilemma yet, or to the fact that all attempts at communication with the Indians had been fruitless. Working in the print shop for years had given him the basic knowledge of many different languages. He wasn’t fluent in them, but he could manage to get the general idea relayed to the person he was speaking to. The Indians who inhabited the hold were a complete mystery to him. Their language like nothing he had ever heard before. No matter how hard he tried, or which individual he tried to communicate with, they couldn’t understand one another. Through the new Spanish crew members, he managed to learn that the merchant ship had captured the Indians in Mexico, intending to sell them as slaves once they reached Spain. None of them had been able to understand the Indians’ language either.

      Harper watched him for a long moment, and then continued as if there hadn’t been a lull of silence, “Speaking of food and new recruits, I have something to report from my brief position held as captain. We had a slight mishap while you were gone to the merchant ship. We’ll need another cook.” He gave Archie a dour look. “The new cook got his self killed in the battle. One of the cannons came loose after it fired. The ropes broke, and the cannon went a-rollin’ and squashed him against the mast. That’s why I had them stop firing, we were trying to pull the poor bugger out. He was stuck in there like he was part of the boat.”

      Archie grimaced. The image painted in his head wasn’t one he wished to keep and the thoughts of yet another funeral he had to officiate, along with the bodies of Moreau and a dozen others, was depressing at best.

      He caught a scent wafting up through the floorboards that sent his stomach to grumbling. “Do you know who is in the galley? I smell something cooking.”

      “Ach, yes. Boggs is cooking. He said he felt responsible for the Injuns, since he found ’em and all.” Harper shrugged as if it wasn’t any big deal.

      Archie wondered why he hadn’t thought of Boggs as a cook earlier. With the man’s wide girth and the amount of belching he performed in a day’s time, it was easy to assume that he should have some inkling of how to fix basic meals. If the pleasant scent was any indication that it was true, Archie intended to give the man the position immediately as he had no intention of cooking ever again if he could get out of it.

      A scream ripped through the air, surprising Archie and Harper so that they both jumped. Another scream followed the first, and the two tore out of the map room to find the source.

      The voice was feminine, and as there was only one place any woman would be on the ship, they headed toward the hold. Archie tripped on the last step, and landed against the old Indian chief, who took a step back and began speaking quickly in his language as if Archie understood. When the old man realized that wasn’t working, he gestured wildly to the beams overhead.

      Another scream pierced the air, followed by more frantic gesturing. The woman was on deck. Archie and Harper did an about face and scrambled back up the steps.

      The deck was vacant. The men who should have been at their stations were not there. Archie spotted Black Caesar by the stack of ropes behind the mast. He was kneeling over someone. Long, tan legs were kicking at his torso in a futile attempt to escape.

      “You will stop that this instant!” Archie bellowed, unsheathing his rapier on his way past the mast. He had no intention of letting such vile happenings occur under his watch. He and his crew may very well be pirates, but he would have them act civilized. That meant no rutting around in the rope piles with unwilling females.

      He placed the tip of his blade at the base of Caesar’s skull. “You heard me.” Anger seeped into his words as his voice dropped octaves. “If you do not stand, I will run you through and throw you overboard for the fish.”

      After a single, still moment, Caesar let go of the girl beneath him. The young woman scrambled away and cowered by the railing. Archie felt Harper move behind him, and then watched from the corner of his eye as the lad made a wide circle around them to check on her.

      Instead of standing, Caesar lifted his head, as if gauging the courage of his new captain. The point of the rapier dug into the tattooed skin, and a small trickle of blood ran down the muscles between his shoulder blades and dribbled along his back.

      Archie held fast. He was annoyed that Caesar was testing his will, and he hoped the idiot would run himself through and save him the trouble.

      It seemed that was what Caesar had in mind. The tip pierced further. So entranced was Archie watching the trickle turn to a thick line, he almost didn’t notice Caesar shift.

      A ray of sun glinted off of a steel blade at Caesar’s side, catching his attention without a second to lose. As Caesar swung his sword around, Archie met it with the rapier. The blades clashed, sending a jarring vibration down Archie’s arm.

      The two locked gazes over crossed steel.

      “T-the Indians are part of the p-plunder,” Harper spoke up from behind the mast. “No p-pirate is to steal any part of the l-loot until we reach port and divide our s-shares.”

      If Archie could have reached Harper, he would have kissed him. He didn’t know a lot about the pirate rules, but he thought the theft of booty of over a hundred souls should be a grave offense. It seemed Caesar was taking the words into consideration as the pressure against Archie’s blade lessened for a second. Then something dark and sinister moved under the surface of Caesar’s eyes.

      He struck Archie’s blade with even greater force, shoving him backward, and then advanced as Archie teetered near the top of the steps.

      He wishes to kill me, Archie thought as he caught his footing and readied his stance. He caught sight of Harper over Caesar’s shoulder. He looked stunned that Caesar had no problem committing mutiny.

      Well, I’m rather shocked myself, Archie thought in the last seconds before Caesar’s thick blade crossed that of his rapier again. The man is insane.

      Caesar seemed to be proficient in hacking away with his cutlass, as if each thrust and clash contained every bit of force that his massive body held. Archie was having a bit of trouble matching the power being plunged at him, so he relied on his years of training and decided that wearing the pirate out would be his best option of survival.

      The cutlass Caesar wielded would have been perfect for slashing through bodies in close combat, but in a swordfight, it would become heavy and use more energy, the longer the battle waged on. In this fight of one on one, the rapier would reign supreme. It was a light and precise blade, and it would be deadly, if Archie could keep the correct distance away and take enough time to wear Caesar down.

      He concentrated on his footwork, taking care not to trip over ropes, as he kept a careful space between himself and the man bent on murdering him. He dodged the majority of the blows, as they were slung in the general vicinity of his middle. If he were a betting man, he would have wagered that Caesar’s plan was to slice him in half. Archie managed to place a few well-placed thrusts that got through the blocks, but they still missed their intended marks.

      They fought down the length of the ship, and turned to come back up the other side. Out of the corner of his eye, Archie noted that they were attracting quite the crowd. Both pirates and Indians were watching on the quarterdeck, and many were crammed at the mouth of the steps that led below the deck. All were safely out of the way, but still curious to see what was happening.

      “Mutiny.” Archie heard the word whispered from more than one as he fought his way past the onlookers. Though none had offered to come to his aid, it was nice to know that his crew was of the same mindset as himself. Once this duel was finished—and if he still lived—he planned to have a talk to his men about Caesar’s blatant insubordination, and dare any of them to make the same mistake.

      Caesar is wearing down, Archie noted. His thrusts were becoming more sluggish, it was a matter of time before he would make the mistake that would win Archie the duel.

      Then, it happened. Archie knew they were nearing the center of the ship, but didn’t notice the chest of golden coins until it was too late. His heel caught the wooden lid, and he fell backward, landing near the barrel of silver dust. The golden medallions clinked as they rolled around the deck, sparkling in the sun.

      Archie struggled to stand. As he gripped the side of the barrel, he realized his rapier lay a few feet away, out of reach. Caesar approached, an evil smile painting his black face. His pointed white teeth sparkled as bright as the medallions.

      This is it, Archie thought. The end.

      As Caesar raised his blade for the final blow, Archie closed his eyes. What happened next was horrifying. Instead of feeling the cutlass sever his body and end his life, Archie found his head being forced down into the barrel of silver dust. A grip like iron was wrapped in his long hair, making it impossible to move his head.

      Archie tried to push at Caesar, but was shoved even further into the mound of silver. His face was covered now and there wasn’t any way to avoid breathing it in. It filled his nose and his mouth, choking him as it made its way down his throat.

      Adrenaline pumped through his body as he fought, trying to gag and push at Caesar at the same time. The grip on his head didn’t lessen, proving Caesar still held more strength than Archie had given him credit for.

      He was weakening. All of his air was gone; the blasted silver had taken its place. Just as his mind started to go numb, his ears heard a muffled thwack, followed by a loud sound, as if someone had dropped a cannon ball on the deck. His head freed, Archie slid off the barrel and onto the floorboards in a heap.

      As he lay there, Archie’s eyes opened just long enough to make out Harper. The lad stood nearby, holding an oar. His eyes looked hard and angry as he spoke, his words echoed in the darkness that took over,

      “No one breaks the pirate code.”
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      He awoke with his lungs on fire. The pair of dark, beautiful eyes that stared down at him didn’t lessen the pain, but it did manage to distract him long enough that the woman had sufficient time to press a cup to his lips before he could straighten his thoughts and hack up his lungs. He took a sip, sat straight up in the cot, and then proceeded to cough as if his life depended on it.

      At least it wasn’t ale. Terrible events of late had involved the presence of ale, so as the rum burnt its way down his throat, he took it as a sign that he was still among the land of the living.

      “Oh good, you’re awake.” The relieved voice of Harper caught his ears in the short breaths between coughs.

      When Archie finished and began wheezing, the cup was held out to him again.

      Why not, Archie thought, taking it and downing another dreg. In a battle of fire, he hoped the rum to win over the silver.

      His insides felt raw, as if the shining dust had scraped every bit of him, from his nostrils down to his belly. He looked down into the cup. If the small bits of silver floating around in the ale were any indication, he had ingested his share of the plunder. That thought sent Caesar to his mind, and he would have sprung up from the cot if it weren’t for Harper’s steady hands pushing him back down to sit.

      “Caesar’s in chains down in the hold, so there’s no need to rise yet. He’s not going anywhere.” His friend’s steady gaze was comforting. A wry smile painted Harper’s lips. “Though, you might want to know that the Indians are refusing to stay down there with him, so they’ve taken to wandering about the ship. I can’t say as I blame ’em. Even if I was dead, I wouldn’t stay near him.” The smile turned grim, and Harper settled on a wooden stool by the cot. Then, as if he decided he’d thought enough about Caesar, the expression left and he asked, “So, how are you feeling?”

      “Not well.” The sounds coming out of Archie’s throat sounded raspy at best. Movement caught his eye. The young woman who first had come with the cup of rum had retreated to the corner of the room. At the sound of his voice, she looked undecided, as if she were wondering whether to offer him the cup again or to stay where she stood. Even though she was thin from being starved on the merchant ship, and her clothes hung in tatters, Archie’s first impression was that she was beautiful. Long, black hair framed a face with strong, high cheekbones and a sharp chin, and then swirled like silk to her waist. Her large, almond-shaped eyes regarded him warily, not as if she was frightened, but rather wondering what he was thinking.

      “She’s stayed with you ever since I clobbered Caesar with the oar. I can’t get her to leave, she’s stubborn. Seems to think she needs to return the favor for saving her,” Harper mumbled under his breath, as if he were afraid the young woman would understand him.

      The young woman turned her attention from him and scowled at Harper, giving Archie the impression that she had understood something of his words, but Harper was oblivious of her hard stare, and had turned his thoughts elsewhere. “Smee says he wants to see you in the surgery whenever you’ve a mind to come down. He says he’s too busy to come and give his report.”

      Nice of him to come and check on me, Archie thought, rolling his eyes.

      Harper lifted one shoulder in a shrug and grinned. “He checked on you at first and said you’d live. Then Collins was wailing that the hole in his arm had gone rotten and he’s been in the surgery ever since.”

      Archie opened his mouth to speak, but the burning in his throat kept him from it. He eyed the cup in the woman’s hands. The rum wasn’t helping matters, but there wasn’t anything else to be had. His gaze landed on his barrel of wine in the corner of the room. He detested the idea that sprang into his mind next. If he were to open the cask now, the only thing he would find inside would be grape juice. The open air might ruin its chance of turning to wine and his investment would be lost, but it was possible that the liquid would soothe his throat so that he would at least be able to speak to his crew.

      He picked up his empty tankard from the table beside the cot, handed it to Harper, and then motioned toward the barrel.

      “Are you certain?” Harper asked, hand poised over the cork. At Archie’s solemn nod, he pulled it free and the room was filled with the fruity smell of grapes.

      The taste, however, didn’t match the sweet smell. Archie forced the juice down, attempting to ignore the rotten aftertaste on his tongue, and concentrated on the soothing sensation it left down his throat.

      “Much better.” His voice was still hoarse, but sounded better, even to his own ears. He glanced up at Harper, who finished securing the cork back in the barrel. “Are we still on course?”

      “Aye, heading with the trade winds toward the Carolinas. If luck stays with us, we’ll catch up with the Anne yet.”

      Archie nodded, and then stood up. Finding himself more stable than he expected, he said, “I suppose I shouldn’t make Mr. Smee wait any longer.”

      The woman took a couple of steps toward him, as if she planned to accompany him. “No, you should stay here,” he told her, motioning to the stool where Harper sat earlier. “I will be back presently.” When she sat, he turned to Harper. “Come on, let’s go.”

      The sight of him will haunt my dreams forever, Archie decided a few moments later. Smee stood in the middle of the room in a blood covered apron, holding an arm that he had just chopped off. The appendage flopped forward at the elbow, as if greeting the two newcomers to the surgery.

      Archie’s stomach grumbled, threatening to push the grape juice back up. Unaware that his captain was ready to heave up the contents of his belly, Smee sat the arm down in a bucket and wiped his hands on the end of his apron, smearing even more blood about.

      Archie tried not to pay attention to the arm, whose hand looked as if it were waving at him from the corner of the room, and decided to look at the previous owner of the appendage who lay moaning on a cot.

      “Ach, Collins might make it. He caught a hook in his hand, put a good sized hole in it,” Smee said, working the apron around his fingernails in an attempt to clean out the dried blood.

      “Just his hand? You appear to have taken his entire arm,” Archie said, pointing out the obvious culprit as it waved from its bucket.

      “Putrefaction set in.” Smee sounded the part of the surgeon, though he didn’t look it, Archie decided. He wondered if the putrefaction Smee referred to was gangrene, but he didn’t ask for fear of finding out even more that he didn’t want to know.

      “Harper says you have a report?”

      “Aye, three men dead from the battle, not countin’ Moreau and those on the longboat. One lad missing an eye, and Collins there, an arm, though his be from the hook, not cannon or musket shot. I wanted ye to know, so that when we reach port, they receive their part according to the code.”

      “Code? What code?” Archie asked, puzzled.

      “The pirate code.” Smee glowered as he picked up a thin, leather bound book and thrust it at Archie. “No one breaks the pirate code.”

      That’s the second time I’ve heard that in the space of a few hours, Archie thought, opening the book. Whatever this code was, it seemed the only thing the pirates respected. He read the heading. “The Articles of Blackbeard, concerning all those souls aboard the Queen Anne’s Revenge and all other ships under his watch…”

      “The Articles are the code,” Harper said, looking around his shoulder at the book.

      “Yes, so I gather,” Archie mumbled, staring at the book. Then he began to read aloud,

      

      
        “The Articles of Blackbeard,

        Concerning all those souls aboard the Queen Anne’s Revenge and all other ships under his watch.

        

        Plunder to be split evenly amongst every man at port. The captain of each ship will receive two extra shares, and the first mate and surgeon, a share and a half. The common treasury will receive two shares, and be held in safe keeping and given in amounts as follows to those men who would lose such parts of the body—

        A right arm or leg, 500 pieces of gold.

        A left arm or leg, 300 pieces of gold.

        An eye or a finger of the right hand, 150 pieces of gold.

        Any man stealing of plunder or rations, will be branded thief and receive the lashing of twenty strokes, then marooned and given a pistol with a single shot, and left for dead…”

      

      

      Archie broke off before reading the next sentence. Mutiny to be dealt with by death, by whatever means the captain should choose.

      “Delightful,” he said wryly, ignoring the blatant stare of Smee as he handed the code back to him. “Might I ask where the common treasury is located?”

      “In the captain’s quarters, o’ course,” Smee grumbled. “If ye blasted fairy hasn’t stolen it all by now.”

      “Ah.” Archie had forgotten about Miss Bell. If the pixie had any clue that there were bright, shiny coins about, he would have a terrible time making her bring them back, especially since he didn’t know how much the common treasury held. Thinking of the coins also brought the plunder to mind that still sat on the deck, waiting to be divided amongst the crew. If Miss Bell had pilfered any of the medallions he had last seen rolling about on the deck, he was going to have a problem on his hands, especially that he now knew what the punishment entailed for such a crime. Twenty lashes and marooning would hardly be fitting for a pixie.

      Without saying another word to the irate, blood-covered man in front of him, Archie turned on his heel and left the surgery. He headed toward Moreau’s former quarters in search of the common treasury and a lock for the blasted medallions, which he hoped were still accounted for.

      As he opened the door to the cabin, he realized that he had made a good choice in not changing to the captain’s quarters. In comparison to the cramped room in which he now stood, the map room looked like a spacious castle fit for a king.

      Archie sighed and began shuffling through the clutter on the small desk by the cot. Harper had been on his heels since leaving the surgery. “I never figured Moreau to be so careless,” he said, peering in from the doorway.

      “Most of these papers are written in Dutch, so I believe they belonged to the good Swiss captain who took his tea with Blackbeard. I suppose Moreau hadn’t gotten around to cleaning it up. Where do you suppose he put the common treasury?” Archie asked, bending over to peer under the cot. “Ah! Never mind, I think I see something here.” It took a hard tug to pull the chest out from its hiding place.

      “Come in and shut the door,” he instructed Harper. He didn’t want Miss Bell around to see the contents, should it prove indeed to be what they were searching for.

      As Harper shut the door, Archie clicked the catch and the lid swung free. Hundreds of coins filled the chest. “I believe we’ve found it.” Archie grinned up at Harper, who returned his own toothless smile.

      “Aye, now what do we do with it?”

      Archie spied a set of locks hanging on a nail behind the door, the keys hanging on another nail beside it.

      Call it fate, he thought as he tried each lock, finding both in good working condition. One for the common treasury, and one for the plunder, both so solid that Archie began to relax. There would be no way any man or pixie would find their way into the chests without quite a bit of difficulty.

      He locked the chest at his feet and shoved it under the cot as far as he could. He strung both keys on a cord and put it around his neck, hiding them from sight under the ruffle of his shirt.

      With the other lock in hand and Harper on his heels, Archie made his way back up to the open deck.

      Someone had gathered up the medallions and put them back into the chest. From the look of the full coffer, it didn’t appear anything had been stolen. Archie sighed in relief, catching an odd look from Harper. “No one would dare steal the plunder,” he said as Archie snapped the lock shut.

      “Better safe than sorry,” came the mumbled reply.

      “Speaking of safe, what do you plan to do with Caesar?” Harper asked, eyeing the grate over the hold that sat a short distance away.

      Archie hadn’t decided, though he wasn’t going to say it. Several pairs of eyes were watching him now, waiting for the reply. They knew better than he, that an act of mutiny would mean certain death for the first mate. He’d known that Black Caesar wasn’t popular amongst most of the crew, but the look of hope that he saw in several faces caught him off-guard.

      He didn’t care for the man, either. Throwing him overboard as fish bait would be a simple, easy way to rid himself of the mutinous man, but his thoughts kept rambling to the fearless pirate with the fuse-lit beard. What would Blackbeard do? Archie wondered. Surely, there was a reason he kept Black Caesar on board, though Archie had no idea what that reason was. Perhaps he should wait it out, and see what attributes his first mate possessed before he pitched him over the railing. After all, his mum once told him that patience would work through the unknown if you gave it enough time.

      His eyes landed on the barrel of silver. Someone had nailed a cover over the top, either to keep the dust from floating away, or to save someone else from dying in it. Regardless, Archie was happy not to be staring at the mound of sparkling powder. Then, the epiphany struck him. The crew would expect retribution, and there was one way that would be agreeable for most parties involved. He would follow the code … part of it, anyway.

      “At sunset, Caesar will receive the punishment of twenty lashes. Stealing of the plunder will not be tolerated,” Archie announced in as loud a voice as his sore throat would allow. “He will be marooned on the next island we find.” Unless we come across Blackbeard first, Archie thought. Then he can deal with him.

      Archie left for the map room, without acknowledging any of his crew’s startled faces, including Harper, who stood with his mouth agape. Back in the sanctuary of his own quarters, Archie shut the door and then slumped against it. His nerves were frazzled and his throat felt as if it had hot pokers lining it. He was going to have to drink more of that awful grape juice. He straightened and made his way toward the barrel.

      Archie had forgotten the woman sitting on the cot, so when she stood, it startled him enough that he jumped, so high, in fact, that he smacked the top of his head on the ceiling.

      He muttered a curse as his hands went up to hold his head.

      The woman laughed. It was a pretty sound, Archie noted, through the sharp throbbing of his skull. As if she had known where he had been going, she took his tankard from the table and went to the barrel. The smell of grapes filled the map room again. She brought him the tankard filled to the brim, and pointed to the chair by the desk, which held the maps, indicating that he should sit. He did as he was instructed, and took a small sip of juice, watching as she pulled the stool closer to the table.

      The fire in his throat fizzled out and the pain in his head dulled. Archie took a longer look at the young woman who sat watching him. Her eyes held an amused look, and there was a small quirk that tugged at the corner of her mouth, as if she still found the situation humorous, but was trying to be polite.

      “Go ahead and smile if you must,” he told her. “There hasn’t been enough cheer on this ship of late.”

      As if she had understood him, a wide smile blossomed across her face, showing off pearly white teeth and lighting up her dark eyes. Archie’s breath caught. The young woman was pretty before, but her smile made her beautiful.

      “What is your name?” he asked. The smile vanished and a questioning look took its place. The language barrier was back. For a moment, he had forgotten that she didn’t understand his words and was relying on his gestures. With that thought in mind, he lifted a hand to his chest and introduced himself, “My name is Archibald Jameson.” Then, deciding to make things simpler, he patted his chest. “Archie.” He watched as she mouthed his name, as if committing it to memory, and then he pointed to her and asked again, “What is your name?”

      She chewed on her lip for a moment, and then the smile returned. “Ta-lu-lah.”

      Well, that’s certainly a strange name, Archie thought. His eyes lit on one of the intricate designs of a flower that had been carved in the wood in the wall behind her shoulder. Then he had an idea, he put his hand to his chest. “Archibald Jameson,” he said, and then waited a pause and enunciated, “Archie.” Then he pointed to her.

      At once her hand flew to her own chest as she said, “Ta-lu-lah.”

      “Lily,” he said slowly as he gave her an encouraging smile.

      Understanding dawned on her face as she repeated her shorter name, “Lee-lee.”

      “I am most pleased to make your acquaintance, Lily,” Archie said, managing to give her a small elaborate bow from his chair, which earned him another pretty smile.

      A loud knock sounded from the door. Before Archie could answer, Boggs swung his way into the room, carrying a platter of food.

      “Ach, I didn’t know ye had company or I’d brought ye extra,” he said as he rolled up and settled his tray down in front of Archie. A small belch escaped, causing the tattooed woman on his stomach to quiver. “Beg pardon,” he said, as if in afterthought.

      Archie fought the urge to laugh. The young woman sitting across from him was staring at Boggs with a mixture of astonishment and intrigue, as if she had never seen such a sight before. “Boggs, if you would be so kind as to escort this young woman back to her people. Make sure they all have plenty to eat.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” Boggs said, giving the young woman the lowest bow he could manage without his belly getting in the way, which wasn’t far at all, “This way, m’dear.”

      “Leelee,” she answered, introducing herself with a wide grin, apparently deciding to trust Boggs.

      “Oh. Boggs, you have a new station as the ship’s cook,” Archie announced as the man was nearly out the door.

      “Ach, I figured as much,” came the reply as the door shut behind them, leaving Archie to himself.

      Definitely one of my better decisions, Archie thought moments later, as he finished off the last of the food on the platter. Boggs will remain as cook so long as I am captain.

      The sun came through the window, casting a dull light on the table. The sun would be down soon, and one of his other decisions would have to be carried out, as he had ordered Caesar to be flogged at sundown. Archie wasn’t looking forward to it, but he knew he would have to see it done if he were to keep the respect of his men.

      This would be the occasion to set an example for his crew, he decided, getting up from his place at the map table. He took one of the paper-wrapped parcels from the tailor out from under the cot. Ripping the paper off, he shook out one of his red coats. The brass buttons gleamed in the dull light. To see justice served, he would need to look the part of a fearless pirate captain and this coat would give him that appearance, even though his stomach was beginning to do flip-flops.

      As the sun hovered over the horizon, Archie left the map room and made his way to the quarterdeck. The deck was swamped with both crew and Indians, all come to see Caesar take his punishment. The pirates didn’t look pleased, more than likely they had wished to see the bo’sun thrown overboard and done with. The Indians looked more or less confused, with the exception of Lily, who beamed a big smile at him. He refrained from smiling back, choosing instead to keep a solemn face. After all, this was a serious occasion.

      Archie spotted Beckett by the grate, peering down into the hold. He was a big, tattooed bloke, the only one on board who was a near match for Black Caesar’s height and strength—and he was also one of the few who didn’t seem to fear the man.

      “Bring him up, Beckett,” Archie instructed. The man nodded, as if he had already known the task would be his. He reached down and flipped the grate back, as if it had been made of feathers instead of iron. The grate clanked as it hit the deck. “Easy, man. You don’t want to stick holes in the ship and sink us,” someone snickered by the railing. Whatever Beckett’s muffled reply was, it was met with raucous laughter.

      At least they are a jovial bunch, Archie thought, clasping his hands behind his back as he waited for them to come back up.

      Caesar looked less than enthused as he shuffled to stand before the quarterdeck. But by the smirk on his face, it didn’t seem that he was worried at the oncoming chain of events, though as the boatswain, he was sure to know what his punishment entailed more so than his captain as he was the one who would deal the blows under normal circumstances.

      Smee arrived at Archie’s elbow. He’d taken off his surgeon’s apron for the occasion, but he was still spattered with blood, some old and some fresh, making Archie wonder if Collins was still living or missing another appendage.

      “Here ye go, Beckett,” Smee tossed a curl of rope down to the lower deck, saving Archie the trouble of figuring out who would be the one to mete out Caesar’s punishment. The cat o’ nine tails looked harmless enough, a coiled rope handle with nine separate rope tails with knots tied into the ends. But wielded with force and accuracy, Archie was certain the blows from it would be a rough sentence to endure.

      It made sense to choose Beckett, Archie thought, watching as the man set down the rope to strip off his shirt and stretch. The muscles in his back rippled as he tossed the shirt down and picked the rope back up. Seemingly ready enough, he looked up at Archie and waited.

      “Black Caesar, you have been found guilty of thievery,” Archie intoned. “For this crime, you shall receive twenty lashes.”

      “Well, get it over with, then,” Caesar replied as easily as if he had been asked if he wished sugar in his tea. He faced the mast and lifted the shackles himself, hooking the chain on a nail overhead.

      Beckett shook his head and grinned, arching a brow as if asking if this were to be his cue to begin. Archie nodded. It was time to get this over with.

      The first snap sent the nine knots splaying over the blue tattoos on Caesar’s back. A swish echoed in the air as the rope made contact with skin.

      That’s one, Archie thought. Other than an instinctive flinch, no movement or sound came from Caesar. After a few seconds, nine lines of red appeared across his back.

      One hundred and eighty, Archie calculated, his stomach turning at the thought. That’s how many stripes he will have once this is over.

      Beckett snapped the ropes again, leaving another set of marks to crisscross the first.

      Two. Caesar didn’t so much as flinch. Archie’s mouth set in a thin line as Beckett snapped again and again.

      Three. Four. Blood started to appear from the welts. Caesar had yet to make a sound. The strong, cordlike muscles in his forearms stood out as his arms tensed, the only indication he’d felt anything at all.

      Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Beads of sweat popped out on Beckett’s brow as he dealt one blow followed by another, and another. It was easy to see that he wasn’t enjoying his role as boatswain, but he didn’t dare lessen the force of each blow, lest he be accused of taking it easy on the man and be forced to take his place.

      Nine. Ten. Eleven. Twelve. Caesar gripped the chain with his hands, but still stood as straight and still as he had before the beating began.

      Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen. Sixteen. Black Caesar’s back was naught but a bloody pulp. Archie caught himself staring instead at the rivulets of sweat running between Beckett’s shoulder blades.

      Seventeen. Eighteen. Nineteen. Near silence, but for Beckett’s heavy breathing, and the wet, slapping sounds of the rope as it met blood and raw flesh.

      Archie lifted his eyes from Beckett to Caesar. The man still stood of his own accord. How, Archie had no idea, for most of his back was bloody, torn, or missing chunks of flesh. The swirling blue tattoos were gone from view. One final time the cat o’ nine tails whistled through the air.

      Twenty. It was done.

      Archie wanted to heave a sigh of relief, but he was captain, so he stood straight and stared ahead as Caesar lifted his chain off the hook. He would see this through to the finish. Each movement the man took was deliberate, as if Caesar were choosing how to move in order to feel less pain. He turned around and faced Archie.

      “Half of your punishment has been met,” Archie told him, loud enough for all to hear. “You shall be marooned on the next island we find.”

      Caesar didn’t say a word, only gave the slightest of nods and turned to go back to the hold. Smee grumbled something under his breath about his being under-appreciated and left, presumably to tend to what was left of Caesar’s back.

      “Never did see one make it the full twenty lashes and still walk,” Harper spoke up behind Archie, “They’ve always passed out around ten or so and end up gettin’ dragged away.”

      Archie didn’t answer him. Most of the crew were watching, as if waiting for him to speak. Some of the Indians were looking at him, though most were keeping an eye on Caesar as he retreated.

      “The plunder will be divided when we reach port, as per the code,” Archie said, glaring at his crew. “Any man so foolish as to steal or despoil any of our cargo, gold or slave, will suffer the same fate as Black Caesar. I have no tolerance for idiocy.” This last statement was met with a few errant chuckles and mumbled replies before he ordered, “Back to work.”

      The crew dispersed, some to the rigging, and some below deck. The Indians more or less stood where they were, unsure what they were to do or where they were to go. From the distance they stood from the hold, it was clear they had no intention of sharing space with Caesar, no matter how injured he may be. Under different circumstances, Archie would have put each able man with one of the pirates to learn the ship and work as part of the crew, but over half of the Indians were women and children. They needed a place to stay. Up in the rigging and sliding about on deck would never work for them. They needed their previous space returned.

      The hold was the largest place in the ship, too large for a single man to occupy alone when there was an entire tribe that needed a place to stay. There was one solution that Archie could think of. He had to move Black Caesar from the hold and put him somewhere else, safely away from everyone. One place came to mind.

      He crossed over to Lily. He met her brown eyes with his blue ones and smiled. He gestured to her and the people around them. “Stay here for now.” He motioned toward the deck. Her black hair swung around her shoulders as she nodded. Understanding showed in her face as she turned and said something to her people that Archie didn’t understand. As she spoke, all of the Indians banded together in one place. As if they were expecting to be there awhile, the children sat down on the deck and waited quietly.

      “Thank you,” he told Lily, before he turned to go. “I will return soon.”

      Archie went to the captain’s quarters and retrieved the common treasury, taking it back to the map room. He shoved it as far under his own cot as it would go, and looked about to make sure his deed had gone unnoticed. As it seemed it had, he left and made his way to the hold, finding Smee and Caesar as the only occupants. Neither of them looked up as he approached. Caesar sat on a stool, his head bent down. Smee stood behind him, placing strips of dry cloth on his back. The fabric immediately spotted red, causing Smee to scowl. The blood had only started to slow from the appearance of the pile of drenched rags at Smee’s feet.

      “Beckett has a strong hand, that be sure,” Smee mumbled, sticking another cloth on before glancing over his spectacles at Archie. “He left no spot untouched.”

      Caesar chose this moment to look up, too. No emotion showed on his face at all.

      “You will be moving from here to another set of quarters. The Indians refuse to stay down here with you, and I cannot blame them a whit.” Archie frowned.

      “Aye, where have ye a mind to take ’im?” Smee asked.

      “Moreau’s quarters.”

      Both sets of eyes widened at that, though they both nodded when the logic of it set in their minds. The captain’s quarters were small, out of the way, and currently not in use. It was the perfect place for a solitary prisoner.

      Caesar slowly stood. The chains around his ankles and wrists clanked.

      Archie walked up to him and stared into his black eyes. “You owe me your life. Cause me trouble in any way and I will slit your throat and throw you overboard while you sleep; make no mistake,” he threatened in a low, deadly voice. Something akin to respect passed under the surface of Caesar’s black eyes, and then left as suddenly as it had come.

      “Aye.” It was simple, but it was acknowledgment and progress of a sort.

      It’s a step forward so I’ll take it, Archie thought, following the two of them from the hold.

      They attracted quite a bit of attention on their trek from across the ship as more than one pirate stopped what he was doing to turn and gawk at them as they walked by, though none was so brave to ask why Caesar was moving from the hold, leaving blood to spatter the lower deck with each step he took.

      Once he was certain that Caesar had no way of escape, Archie left the two and made his way back up to the deck.

      Lily was leaning against the railing. When she spotted him, she stood and walked toward him. Archie’s throat felt like it was ablaze. “Take them down. He is gone now,” he said hoarsely, pointing to the grate.

      He watched as she walked over and looked down into the hold. Understanding what he wanted, she nodded to him and began pulling people over and pointing down into the empty space below. They started down slowly, but then began filing down faster once they realized the threat had been removed.

      Content that order had been restored, Archie gave orders to stay their course and retired back to the map room, hoping that soon they would catch up with Blackbeard.
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      Blackbeard watched the approach of the white sails with a sense of impending doom. The British ship had caught him off guard, an uncommon occurrence insomuch as the captain was concerned. He was accustomed to being several steps ahead of any game the British Navy had up their sleeves. He thought he had left Madeira in plenty of time to elude Lieutenant Maynard. He’d even left his newly captured ship behind in an effort to get a head start, but now it seemed to be all for naught and he caught himself wishing that he had waited for the Roger and her crew.

      The sloop was bearing down on them fast, pinning the Queen Anne’s Revenge between it and the rocky Carolina shore. The only route of escape would be to cross a shallow inlet nearby and head back out to the open sea. It would be a dangerous wager, no doubt. The better odds lay in turning to fight. One ship against another. Blackbeard was willing to fight, especially if it meant the end of the man who had made no qualms about his wish to place Blackbeard’s head on the end of his bowsprit and light his beard ablaze.

      “We be outgunned.” Blackbeard snarled at the sight of two additional ships that came into view behind the first, British flags billowing between their sails. He didn’t know how they had caught up to him so quickly.

      Maynard has the devil’s own wings to have beaten Moreau here, unless he’s sent me mate to the bottom of the sea, he thought, shouting another order, “Hard to port!”

      The Anne would have to take her chances in the inlet. He knew his ship wouldn’t best three of the British Navy’s warships. Her best odds lay in the proper pirate manner—run away and live to fight another day.

      He looked over the railing of the quarterdeck. Sharp-pointed rocks jutted up from the ocean bottom. They were in treacherous, shallow waters. ’Twould be a miracle indeed if they made it across the inlet and back into open water. Cannons boomed, sending their shots whistling overhead to land in the path ahead of them as if the sloop were trying to cut them off.

      The sharp crack of splintering wood echoed in his ears the second before the Queen Anne’s Revenge buckled, stopping so quickly that pirates went flying in every direction from the sudden loss of momentum.

      Blackbeard cursed, getting back up to his feet. His men had been thrown this way and that, some were curled over cannons, their breath knocked out them and from the splashing sounds, some had landed overboard.

      The Anne moaned and tilted a bit to her side as she began to take on water.

      She’s lost. The Anne is lost, Blackbeard thought, glancing over to the shoreline that stretched beside them a short distance away. The only way of escape would lie on that white-sanded beach, for his ship was taking on water and would soon lie in the bottom of the shallows, never to sail by his hand again.

      “Release the longboats and abandon ship!” He shouted through the din of cannon fire, “Be quick and save yer skins, lads!”

      He looked over to find that the first sloop had released their own longboats and were beginning to row toward them. Time was all that was keeping them alive, for once in range, the muskets would join with the rally of cannons.

      “Row!” He ordered from his place in the stern of the first longboat. One cannon ball landed a short distance away, dispersing torrents of water everywhere and sending currents that rocked the boat nearly to its side. “Row, ye lazy swine!”

      Cannons exploded the water around them, sending buckets of water to drench them. One shot hit its mark in the longboat behind them, sinking it. Gurgling cries echoed in Blackbeard’s ears as thirty souls drowned, for only a handful of his crew could swim. He couldn’t go back to save them. To do so would mean the death of them all.

      Poor devils, Blackbeard grimaced, as the last cries went quiet. He pitied them now, though he knew if he or any of his remaining men were to be captured, their fate would not be so kind.

      By some miracle, they reached the beach, losing only the single longboat. At Blackbeard’s order, his men split into groups and scurried away. With hope and a bit of luck, a few might manage to escape.

      Blackbeard and his own handful of men headed towards a knoll, high up on a ridge. As they neared the crest, he turned back to check on the progress of Maynard and his officers. A small patch of white, far out on the horizon, caught his eye. Taking his first mate’s spyglass, he found the Jolig Roger had arrived, though the captain on her quarterdeck took him by surprise. It wasn’t the man he had left in charge.

      Befitted in a bright crimson overcoat, stood the navigator, staring out to sea. Blackbeard chuckled, watching as the ship started to turn.

      A shout below him announced that Maynard’s men had made it to the beach. Blackbeard handed the spyglass back to his mate and pulled a few fuses from his pocket, then lit them and stuck the ends in his beard.

      “Run, run if ye can, in the true pirate way.” He smiled, thinking of the lad who had somehow become a captain. “But should fate not be in yer favor, stand and show ’em a fight they’ll ne’er forget!” And with that final thought, he turned with a pistol in one hand, a cutlass in the other, and faced them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Archie was overjoyed when Smee spotted the Anne’s familiar flag, but the feeling of elation was fleeting and left the following second.

      “She’s scuttled,” Smee announced in a queer tone of voice, before looking through his spyglass again as if to make certain he wasn’t imagining things. Without another word, he handed it to Archie so he could look for himself.

      Dread knotted in his belly as Archie put the glass to his eye. The Queen Anne’s Revenge was lying on her side in the inlet, sinking, with no sign of her crew on board. Three naval sloops were sitting a short distance away, as if they were coming as close as they dared in case she were to miraculously fix her hull and sail away.

      Archie trained the spyglass on the longboats. There were over a half dozen of them rowing toward shore, filled with the British Navy.

      A sudden blast from the sloop nearly had Archie dropping the spyglass. He handed it back to Smee, and began assessing the situation. The sloop was making maneuvers to come after them. In a few moments, the other two would follow suit. Three fast ships against the Jolig Roger were not the best of odds, especially with a new captain who hadn’t been captain—or pirate—for long.

      We’ll have to flee and hope to return and look for survivors later on, Archie thought.

      As if reading his mind, Smee shook his head. “There be no helpin’ them, lad. The Queen Anne’s Revenge is lost. Best we save our own skins, else we’ll be joinin’ them at the bottom of the sea.”

      Having his own thoughts spoken aloud shored up his resolve. Archie gave his orders. “Loose the sails!”

      The wind was in their favor and caught the sails. As they made their turn to sail away, Archie caught sight of a solitary figure up on the knoll. He wondered if it was Blackbeard watching them go.

      The sloop followed them, keeping parallel to the shoreline. Luckily, they were able to stay just out of reach of her cannons for a while, but then the sloop started to catch up.

      “We’ll have to head back out to sea,” Archie murmured under his breath. “They’ll catch us if we stay where we are.”

      He spotted a dark patch out on the ocean where a storm had kicked up. There would be the best place of losing them, he decided. He gave his orders to lead them into the gale.
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      The storm had done as Archie hoped. The sloop disappeared from sight moments after they reached the rough sea, leaving the pirate ship to weather the storm alone. The waves rocked the ship and buckets of rain poured down until dusk. Then the gale moved off.

      As the skies cleared and darkness fell around them, Archie prepared to plot their course. He unrolled his maps across the table, took a quick look at them, and then went up to the open deck to study the stars.

      Most hands had gone below, content to indulge in yet another night of rum and fiddle music. The few left up top were silent as they looked out at the dark sea, watching should the sloop appear again.

      Archie stared up at the sky and his breath caught. The sky was bright with strange silvery stars. They were beautiful, set like glistening diamonds in a velvet black sky. The only problem was that none of them was familiar to him. Archie strode every inch of the deck, back and forth, this way and that, staring up, searching for some small constellation that he might recognize.

      “Regulus. Where is it?” he asked himself in awe, walking in circles, as he searched for the most familiar, brightest star he could think of. “Nothing is as it should be.”

      He ran back down the steps to the map room, adrenaline coursing through his veins. His hands shook as he traced the familiar patterns on the maps, the constellations he had known from boyhood. The stars above them now and the ones charted beneath his fingers were not the same.

      He flipped the maps sideways and upside down. No matter how he changed them, the stars on the paper wouldn’t align with the ones in the sky.

      He sat down on the stool by the table and stared at the charts. The stars never change, his brain told him, they always stay the same. That’s why they are used by sailors to plot their journey from one destination to the next.

      But the stars aren’t the same, he thought, those are different constellations. Unlike anything I’ve ever seen. And if these stars aren’t the same, then we aren’t in the same waters.

      Archie wracked his brain, trying to think of any stories of other oceans where the stars hadn’t been known to the sailors. He couldn’t think of any. In every instance that he knew, the stars stayed constant.

      A bright light at the doorway caught the corner of his eye and he looked up. Leaving a trail of golden dust in her wake, Miss Bell flew to the table and landed before him.

      She smiled at him and dipped into a curtsy.

      Archie managed a weak smile. “I do apologize, for I am not at my best.”

      A worried look furrowed across the pretty pixie’s brow. Two small tinkling sounds seemed to ask, “What’s wrong?”

      “I am afraid we’re lost. As I don’t know these stars, I cannot chart us a heading.” The pixie looked confused for a moment, so he added, “I do not know the way back.”

      Understanding blossomed across her face and she smiled, jumping up from the table to hover above it, tiny wings whirring so quickly that he couldn’t see anything of them. She began gesturing with her hands as if she wanted him to get up from the stool.

      Come on. Follow me, she seemed to say. I know the way back.

      When Archie stood, the pixie flew up the steps. The young captain had to run to keep her in sight. Once upon the deck again, he found her hovering over the quarterdeck. When he reached her, she began pointing with her tiny arm up into the sky.

      Archie turned to look up at the stars. There seemed to be two stars in the vicinity that Miss Bell was pointing.

      “I am sorry, I don’t understand. Am I to follow these stars?”

      The pixie flew in front of his face, shaking her head. No. She lifted a tiny finger in front of his nose.

      “I’m to follow only one of them?”

      She gave him a definite nod and a pleased smile in answer.

      “Which star?” Archie asked, staring back up at the two of them. They were brighter than all of the others. The first reminded him of the North Star, and hadn’t the pixie been there to instruct him, that one would have been the one he would have chosen, more for the sake of familiarity than anything else. The other star shone as bright as the first, and seemed to pulsate, as if it were full of energy.

      Miss Bell moved to fly beside his face, pointing to the second star.

      “Aye, I see it now. We are to follow that star, you say?” He smiled as she nodded. “Very well, I shall chart our course.”

      She appears to have been in this strange place before, which is more than I can say. It might be wise to trust her judgment, Archie thought.

      A streak of golden dust lined the quarterdeck as the pixie disappeared from sight, apparently finished with her good deed and off to find her own mischief.

      Beckett approached the quarterdeck. He didn’t act as if he had seen the pixie or noticed anything amiss in the sky, though he looked up to the sails. “A good wind is stirring. What be our heading, Cap’n?”

      Archie took out his compass and watched the needle jump from one point to the next as if there were no true direction. His mind made up, he glanced back up at the sky one more time. The pulsing silver light seemed to be welcoming them, inviting him to follow it.

      “The second star to the left and straight on ’til morning.”
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* * *

      He spent the better part of the night on the deck, charting the new constellations. It was painstaking work, but he kept at it. After all, once they made it back to the Carolinas, he would have an intricate map of strange, new stars that no one had ever seen before.

      Part of a map, Archie decided a few hours later, putting his quill down in the inkpot. He frowned at the sky. As the night wore on, the stars had shifted as he tried to capture their location. Some hovered over the horizon and some had disappeared. The ocean had turned black with odd patches of grey, as if the clouds had fallen down into the water. Archie leaned over the railing to take a better look. Bits of silver were down there, as if the stars had moved below them, too. By the looks of the ocean, it seemed as if the Jolig Roger were sailing through the sky itself.

      Archie had put Beckett at the ship’s wheel to steer toward the star they were following, and then he ordered Harper up into the crow’s nest to keep watch, should something go awry.

      Giving up on his chart, he approached Beckett. “How goes it?”

      “The star’s moved, though it seems we be getting closer.” Beckett shrugged, and then his hand came up to the back of his head, though his eyes never left the star as if he feared it wouldn’t be there when he looked back up, “Me neck has a terrible crick in it.”

      “Here, I will take over,” Archie said, relieving Beckett of the wheel. “Go below and get some rest.”

      “Aye, Cap’n.” Beckett heaved in relief, rubbing the sore muscles in his neck as he relinquished the wheel. “Give me a yell should ye be needin’ me again.”

      “I shall.” Archie smiled, keeping his eyes on the star. “Off with you, Beckett.”

      The ship sailed through the night, and though Archie’s neck ached, he never took his eyes off that single, pulsing, silver star. Hours went by until the star was so big that it sat in front of the ship like a giant silver orb. The light was so bright that he was having trouble keeping his eyes open.

      Well, now what? Do I continue to sail us through it? He wondered.

      The star pulsed. Instinct took over and Archie shut his eyes against the light. Then, the ship shuddered and lurched, making terrible crunching sounds, as if it were attempting to sail through a field of rocks.

      The first thing Archie discovered when he opened his eyes, was that daylight had come. The next thing he realized, was that he was lying on the deck, with his head propped up against the railing. He lay there for a moment, taking inventory of his body. He seemed to be unharmed, so he took in the scene around him. The few hands on deck seemed to be in the same state as he. A couple were sitting up, looking befuddled, while the rest were sprawled out wherever they had last stood. Fear knotted in his gut when he remembered Harper.

      Reluctantly, he tilted his head up to look up the mast, fearing the worst and expecting to find the rigging empty.

      One tattooed forearm stuck out the top of the mainsail. As he watched, the arm moved, and Harper’s head popped up. A string of curses rang through the air next, and Archie relaxed.

      As he let out the breath he had been holding, it coalesced in front of his mouth in a frosty, white mist.

      It was cold. As in dead-of-winter, in the middle of a blizzard, cold. Shivering, he sat up. Crunching sounds behind him caught his attention next. Turning, he spotted icebergs everywhere.

      “All hands on deck!” he yelled, jumping up to grab the wheel, which had been turning aimlessly to and fro. Pirates came scrambling from below deck. They were still disoriented, and the sight of the ice didn’t help matters.

      “We be in the Arctic,” he heard one say. “How did that happen? Last I closed me eyes, we sailed the Carolinas.”

      How, indeed, Archie thought, steering clear of one large iceberg. Miss Bell has not shown us the way back to the Carolinas. “Every man to his station,” he ordered. “Best we be ready for whatever we find.” He nodded to Harper, up in the mast, while addressing those below, “Slow us down, lads, take in the sails.”

      The crushing sounds of the ice became louder and the ship groaned as it pushed through the frigid sea. Carefully, Archie navigated the ship away from the boulders and into clearer water. Once it seemed they weren’t going to hit anything else, he sighed in relief.

      “Well, this were warm a minute ago, but now it be as cold as ice,” Boggs announced, kicking open the door to the stairway. In his hands, and balanced on his belly, was a wooden tray with a bowl of soup. The dark-haired woman on his stomach seemed to be trying to do her part as the tray sat precariously atop her tattooed head, bobbing back and forth on its way toward Archie. “Here ye be, Cap’n. Didn’t figure ye had time to eat, so’s I brought it up. Where on this world are we, might I ask?”

      “I have not the slightest idea, Boggs,” Archie said, watching as the round pirate rolled up to the quarterdeck and set down his tray.

      “It be cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey,” the cook grumbled, gooseflesh mottling his bare torso.

      As if in answer to Boggs’s assessment of the weather, one of the brass fittings holding the cannonballs contracted and a single cannonball shot upward in the air. Luckily, it landed in the middle of a coil of ropes, which softened its landing.

      We have to get out of here, Archie frowned. Loose cannonballs rolling about the ship would not make for a happy occasion, especially if one were to knock a hole in the deck or smack one of his crew in the head, for he needed his ship and his crew whole, even though he suspected some of them had naught but air in their heads.

      Ignoring the sloshing bowl of soup at his feet, Archie concentrated on the sky ahead of them. On their starboard side, the water looked clearer and the sun was shining. It at least gave him the impression of warmth. The port side, however, looked even more dangerous than the water they were in now, with towering, sharp spikes of ice that rose up from the blackest waters he had ever seen. He turned the wheel toward starboard and held his breath, hoping that he had chosen well.

      Slowly, the Roger inched toward clearer water. After what seemed an eternity, the crunching noises were replaced with the soft sounds of water splashing against the hull. The temperature warmed, as if they had moved from one season straight into another. The sudden change of winter to summer seemed to make the crew happier, though most of them were muttering under their breath about magic and enchanted waters.

      Suspicious lot, Archie smirked.

      A few of the Indians came up from the hold and were looking over the railings. Lily walked toward him. The wind blew her hair over her shoulders. “So where are we?” she asked. The words were still in her strange language, but he understood every word. He looked at her in astonishment.

      Thinking that he hadn’t understood anything she had said, she gestured around them and lifted her hands up in a questioning shrug. “Where are we?” she repeated.

      “I do not know, but it seems to be a strange place, indeed,” he answered quietly, watching as her brown eyes widened. Then he turned his attention to his crew, who had noticed something amiss with the young woman who stood on the quarterdeck.

      “Drop the anchor, lads! Let’s sit here for a bit and gather our wits about us, and enjoy this warm spot we’ve found. What say you?”

      “Aye!” The answer was unanimous. Being as Boggs had been spotted bringing the soup up moments before, the crew was more than ready to pitch an anchor in the water and go below for a bite to eat. The captain and his guest were forgotten and left to themselves on the quarterdeck.

      “Are you all right?” Archie asked Lily gently. The girl hadn’t so much as moved since she realized that there seemed to no longer be a language barrier.

      “Yes,” she said, though she didn’t sound so sure.

      “Would you like something to eat?” he asked, eyeballing the cold, sloshing bowl of soup with a look of distaste. The majority of it was splattered on the deck. “Perhaps something a bit less… mobile?”

      She laughed and it was music to his ears. He looked up from the soup to see her face creased in a smile. “No, thank you. I’m not hungry. Do you have any idea of where we might be? This place feels… strange.”

      “I truly do not know and I must agree, strange is a most fitting word for this place,” Archie said, peering at the ocean over her shoulder to make sure the ice was still a comfortable distance away. As it appeared they were safe, he turned his gaze back to the girl in front of him. It seemed she was doing the same thing as he, for she was watching something over his own shoulder. She glanced back to him.

      “What will happen to us when you reach your destination?” Her brown eyes looked at him with no sign of fear. She sought the truth, and from her direct stare, Archie was certain that she would know if he told her otherwise.

      “You were taken as plunder and will be sold when we reach port.” He hated the sound of those words as soon as they left his lips. They were blunt, sharp things and though they were the truth, he detested saying them, so he added a heartfelt apology in hopes of softening the truth, “I am sorry, Lily.”

      “I will wish that we never reach port, then.” Her smile caught him off guard. It was not the reaction he had expected. “I also wish to thank you for my name.”

      “Ah. Well…” He shifted from foot to foot. He didn’t want to admit the reason for the shorter nickname was that he had thought the name strange and ill-fitting.

      “Lily is much prettier than Jumping Water,” she said, crinkling her nose in distaste.

      I agree with you, he thought. Such a name put him in the mind of dangerous waterfalls and sharp-toothed beasties that leapt up out of the water to swallow ships whole. But instead of voicing his imaginative thoughts, he gave her a warm smile. “At first, I wished to call you Tiger Lily, truth be known, for you are as beautiful as a flower and as brave as a tigress.”

      Her smile widened and lit up her eyes, then her expression grew serious. “I would be pleased if you were to call me Tiger Lily. Maybe it will keep me brave when we reach your port.”

      Before he could answer, he spotted Smee, who had come up to the deck with his spyglass. “Yer blasted pixie is flying about again. Best she keeps her thievin’ hands to herself, or else.” The old man made a slicing motion under his chin with one gnarled finger, as if warning he would slit Miss Bell’s throat should the opportunity once again arise.

      “Where was she?” Archie asked, ignoring Smee’s scowl.

      “She flew in front of me, just as I was headin’ up the steps.”

      Being as the staircase led to the deck, it was easy to assume Miss Bell was somewhere close by. “Very well. I shall keep an eye out for her,” he told Smee, who harrumphed and stalked to the opposite end of the ship, spyglass in hand.

      “What is a pixie?” Tiger Lily asked, “Is it something like a water spirit?”

      A sudden splash of golden dust landed between them. Archie smiled and held his palm out flat. A second later, Miss Bell landed upon his fingertips and stood there, smiling at them.

      “This,” Archie said, returning the smile, “is a pixie. Her name is Miss Bell.”

      “Oh my,” Tiger Lily said, leaning forward to get a better look at the tiny being who stood on his hand. “I’ve never seen anything like her before. She is beautiful.”

      At the compliment, Miss Bell preened at her topknot of blonde tendrils and batted her big eyes.

      She’s a bit vain, Archie thought, amused. The fairy was busy showing off, walking from his wrist to his fingertips, leaving tiny puffs of golden dust on his skin with every step. Then, she stopped in midstep as if she had heard something, a look of panic crossing her face. Then, she flew off his palm, disappearing across the water.

      “Well, that saves me trouble,” Smee sounded unusually happy as he placed his spyglass to his eye to look in the direction where she had vanished.

      Archie and Tiger Lily walked down from the quarterdeck. Archie planned to escort her below and find them both something to eat, when Smee announced, “There be land o’er that way where yer pixie went. I see a wee bit o’ it, but it be an island, nonetheless.”

      Instead of continuing below deck, Archie strode to Smee and snatched his spyglass. True enough, a small streak of vibrant green sat on the horizon. “We will make preparations to sail,” he told Smee. One look at Tiger Lily’s saddened face made him add, “But best we use caution, lest we end up at the British Navy’s mercy once again.” He handed the spyglass back. “Keep a weather eye for anyone on that island. I’ll go below and fetch the lads.”

      “Aye,” the old man nodded and set back to his task.

      Archie ordered the pirates to their stations and soon the anchor was hauled up and the sails loosed. As the ship came closer to the island, the water below them began to change color. The dark, inky black lightened to the clearest, sparkling shade of blue that Archie had ever seen.

      “I don’t see nary a soul,” Smee grumbled, “Not even a flag, or a ship near her shore.”

      “It’s one side of her, Mr. Smee. Her port may well be in another place,” Archie said, trying not to let the hope seep into his voice. While part of him dreaded finding a port, for he had no intention of letting Tiger Lily be sold as a slave, another part wished to know where they were. If it came to it, he would use his own share of the plunder to ensure her safe return.

      It is possible none of us will return, he thought, looking down into the water. As they came nearer the island, the blue in the water sparkled and glistened, as if the ocean were lined with diamonds.

      They sailed close enough to the shore that Archie could make out the shapes of birds in the trees without the use of the spyglass, but saw nothing that spoke of anyone inhabiting that section of the island.

      This could be the place we leave Black Caesar. He frowned, thinking of the man below deck. As if reading his mind, Tiger Lily stepped closer to him, so close that her shoulder brushed against his coat.

      “I hope there is no port in this place,” she murmured so low that he barely heard her.

      “All will be well. There is nothing to fear,” he told her, taking her hand in his.

      They were sailing by a small inlet in the shape of a semi-circle. A large, flat rock sat in the center. It was sloped on one side, with one edge that dipped toward the ocean.

      Archie’s first thought was that a dolphin was lying there, sunning itself. He’d never seen such a creature before, but he had seen pictures of them. The wide tail, which was fanning the surface of the water, seemed that it could belong to such an animal, though he’d never read of one actually choosing to be out of the water.

      “Look!” Harper shouted from above them in the rigging, pointing at the rock.

      The tail stopped its splashing as its owner sat up. A woman with long, black hair watched them with a look of curiosity painted on her face. Her hair was lying in wet tendrils down her shoulders to her bare waist. But that was as far as she looked human, for there the tail began. Half woman, half fish, Archie thought, dumbstruck, we’ve found a mermaid!

      The pirates seemed to realize that in the same instant as he, only they were more verbal with their thoughts. A clamor rose up, with half of them demanding to sail to the rock, and the other half, being the more suspicious sort, demanding to leave it immediately for the fear of bad luck.

      Before Archie knew it, one of the idiots fired a cannon. It whistled through the air and missed its intended mark, landing a distance beyond the rock. A giant splash soaked the mermaid, whose face took on the look of fear a split second before she jumped back into the safety of the sea, disappearing from sight.

      “Fool! No man is to fire any weapon without my order.” Archie glowered at the guilty man holding the linstock. He walked down the steps from the quarterdeck and stalked toward the pirate, unsheathing his rapier along the way. He pointed the tip at the man’s throat. “If the British Navy heard your blast and lie in wait, you will breathe no more, I will promise you that.”

      The man, who was one of the newest Spaniard recruits, gulped, and stepped away, nodding.

      “Any man who disobeys me, I will throw overboard without a word. Consider this your last warning.” He gave them the full effect of the cold rage burning in his blue eyes. He returned to his place on the quarterdeck, and glanced at the rock. The mermaid had come back to the surface and was watching them from a safe distance. Even though Archie knew they wished something to be done, the pirates remained silent and still, waiting for his orders. It was the first time Archie felt like a pirate captain. He smiled.

      “Sail on, lads. Let us see what other mysteries this island holds.”
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      Boggs patted the top of his stomach as if he feared he was starting to lose some of his wide girth. “We be runnin’ low on food,” he informed Archie.

      “The men be getting antsy to set foot on dry land, port or no,” Beckett chipped in as he ducked into the room, shutting the door to the map room behind him.

      “My people want to know what you plan to do with us,” Tiger Lily’s voice was just as determined as the other two as she crossed her arms over her chest and glowered at him.

      Archie fought the urge to beat his head against the table in frustration. Apparently, the three of them had decided an ambush was in order. There was no way that all of them had arrived in his quarters at the same time by coincidence. The only one who hadn’t made his demands known was the old man who sat in the corner, whittling on a piece of wood.

      “And what of you?” Archie asked Smee, who stopped carving and peered over his spectacles. “What is it that you want?”

      “Same as them,” he replied, shrugging as he went back to scattering wood chips and shavings on the floor.

      A quiet sigh escaped Archie. He’d expected them to come earlier, truth be told. It had taken days to sail around the island, and no port had been found. That they had waited until the Jolig Roger came back full circle to the mermaid’s inlet was a bit of a surprise to him, and he hadn’t anticipated that they would all come at him at once. His gaze rested on Tiger Lily, whose bottom lip jutted out. Had he been a betting man, he would have placed odds that the woman had put the other three up to this ambush.

      “We will disembark and search for a means to restore our rations.” He gave a pointed look to both Beckett and Boggs. “Best you tell the lads to make preparations. In the morning, we row ashore.”

      The boatswain and the cook left in happier spirits, followed by Smee, who stood up, flipping the rest of his shavings to the floor. He whistled an upbeat tune as he went out the door.

      The only one of the four intruders who hadn’t left, still stood in the same place as before, refusing to budge until he told her what she wanted to know.

      “Lily,” he said softly. He stood to come closer. “I cannot tell you what you wish to hear. If we find anyone on the island tomorrow, the code will be followed.”

      “And if we find no one?” A glimmer of a wish sparkled in her eyes.

      Archie understood, for if the island was truly uninhabited, the Indian tribe could not be sold as the crew’s plunder. Still, he didn’t want to give her false hope. “If we find no one, we stock the ship as best we can, leave the island, and search for a port elsewhere.”

      She nodded, not meeting his gaze. “I thought you would say that.” She hesitated then, just long enough that Archie spied the small knife hidden beneath her arm. That pause gave him the time he needed, for when she raised it up toward his throat, he blocked her, managing to trap her wrist. His momentum thrust her against the wall, pinning her with his own body. There was no threat now.

      Tears welled up in Tiger Lily’s eyes as she dropped the knife. It clanked on the wooden floorboards. Archie’s brain registered a stinging sensation in the palm that still held her wrist, but he ignored it, because the largest tears he had ever seen began to roll down her cheeks.

      “I am sorry,” she whispered.

      Archie bent his head down and kissed her. It wasn’t a possessive kiss by any means, but rather one he hoped would convey his feelings. For above all, he wished her to know what he felt for her and he hadn’t the words to tell her just yet. After a couple of seconds, he felt pressure against his lips, and the kiss was returned.

      Something was tickling down his sleeve, he broke the kiss and glanced at his hand. A bluish liquid was smeared around Tiger Lily’s wrist and was running in dribbles down his own wrist to spatter on the lace cuffs of his shirt.

      It took a moment for the shock to set in. His first thought was that the strange fluid came from Tiger Lily. Then, he turned loose of her wrist and the stinging in his palm brought him to reality. Her knife had somehow scored the meaty part of his palm, and that blue color was coming from the wound, where blood should have been.

      He realized then it was his blood. Stumbling backward, he began searching for his stool. He was lightheaded and knew that if he didn’t sit soon, he was going to land flat-out on his face. He squeezed his eyes shut. Perhaps if he didn’t look at it, it would go away and be plain, regular-colored blood when he opened his eyes.

      He heard a ripping sound, followed by pressure against his palm. “You hold this tight. I will be right back. I’m going to get the doctor,” Tiger Lily said.

      He managed a weak nod and listened to her footsteps run to the doorway. The door opened, and it became quiet.

      What causes blue blood? Archie wondered, refusing to open his eyes and look at his hand. He tightened the grip on the rag Tiger Lily had given him. It squished wet between his fingers and his stomach roiled, threatening to give up its contents. The last time he had seen his blood, it was a perfectly normal red color. And it hadn’t been that long ago, he reasoned, trying to ignore the moaning of his belly. When Smee shanghaied me, I had scrapes and scratches aplenty from the pier. Nothing was out of the ordinary then. And all the paper cuts from the print shop? It was red then, too. What has happened to me that my blood has turned blue?

      Footsteps returned, though he didn’t open his eyes to see who it was. If someone wanted to kill me, now would be the prime time to do it, he thought.

      “Let’s see what ye have there, lad.” Smee’s voice sounded curious. He felt the rag being pulled from his hand followed by the sound of a sharp intake of breath. “Saint Brendan,” Smee muttered.

      There he goes again. Invoking help from the patron saint of whales. Pray tell, what do whales have to do with anything?

      “Needs stitches.” At the sound of Smee’s voice, Archie chose to open his eyes, though he kept them on the old man’s fuzzy white sideburns. “Here.” Smee thrust a bottle into his free hand. “Looks ye might need it afore I get to workin’ with me needles.”

      Archie took a long drink, feeling the rum run like fire down his throat. His senses began to numb and he decided to look down and immediately wished he hadn’t.

      Smee’s white head was bent over the hand lying in his lap, but it wasn’t the hand he was inspecting. He held one lethal-looking needle between his thumb and forefinger, poking it with another finger to test its sharpness. Apparently it passed the rest, as the finger disappeared into his mouth to suck off a drop of red blood, then popped back out as Smee threaded the needle and readied to sew him up.

      “Take another drink, lad, then pass me the bottle,” he instructed.

      Archie did as he was told, and began wincing at the thought of rum being spilled on his palm to clean the wound. It was going to burn like fire.

      “What are ye making such faces about? I haven’t even started yet.” Smee scowled at him before putting the bottle to his own lips. He gulped down half the bottle, and then set it on the table, his eyes watering as he peered at Archie over his spectacles. “Now ye can cringe, lad. I be ready now.”

      Deciding that not watching was in his best interest, Archie closed his eyes and tried not to pay attention at the jabs of the needle and the queer feeling as the thread passed through his flesh. A hand came from behind him to squeeze his shoulder in reassurance.

      “I am sorry,” Tiger Lily said softly. “But I couldn’t think of any other way that you would let us go.”

      Smee harrumphed and grumbled something under his breath. The only word that Archie caught was “women.”

      A short time passed, before the old man said in a conversational tone. “Knew a man once, I did. He had a bit of silver dust like that on our deck, used to put it in his tea. Said it helped his bowels. Kept him regular, though it turned ’em an odd blue color. Since ye breathed it, looks like yer bowels be safe enough…” he broke off as he dropped the needle, muttering a curse under his breath. The tugging commenced a few seconds later, proving the needle had been located and restrung. A moist, warm breath of air blew against the new stitching as if Smee were inspecting his work before a fresh bandage was wrapped around his hand. “’Tis done, lad. Take care not to pull me stitches free. I’m off to have a drink with the lads.”

      With that, Archie opened his eyes in time to see Smee walk out the door. He sighed, daring to look down. His hand was swathed in a clean bandage with no trace of strange blood to be seen.

      He sighed in relief, feeling better. “If I never see another drop of my own blood, I will be a happy man for the rest of my days,” he said, looking at Tiger Lily as she came around, pulling up a stool to sit opposite him. “Remind me that I need to maroon Caesar as early as possible,” he told her solemnly.

      “I won’t forget,” she smiled.

      “Now,” Archie said, prepared to handle the problem at hand, so long as the young woman in front of him hadn’t rearmed herself. He took a quick look at her hands, which lay empty and folded in her lap, before he continued, “I wish to ask you why you thought it necessary to kill me to gain your freedom.”

      The smile left and a frown took its place as she stared at her hands. “My people are from the mountains. We are accustomed to living on land. This new life on this ship has been hard for us, especially our old ones, though the rest of us aren’t faring well, either. When I saw the mountains on the island, I knew we could live there if you would let us go free.” The words had been coming quickly to this point, but she stopped as she looked up, gazing into his eyes. “I wouldn’t have killed you, I only planned to threaten you with the knife until you promised to let us go. If there is anyone on the island, what will become of us?”

      The emotion playing in her eyes tugged at his heart. He leaned forward so that his forehead rested against hers. “I promise you that should we find anyone on that island, you have nothing to fear. Even if it takes the trade of my soul, I will always keep you safe.”
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* * *

      The morning came with a mist that rose up from the water, obscuring the island, though Archie knew they were close as the mermaid’s rock was within sight. Three longboats were lowered into the water, and he took his place in the first at the stern. He ordered any man able to hunt (or fight if the need arose) into a longboat, leaving a handful on board the Jolig Roger to keep watch and fish.

      Archie glanced back at the ship. In a strange moment of pity, he’d ordered Black Caesar to be tied to the mast in order for the man to get a bit of fresh air. The former boatswain stood there, shackled. His face was emotionless as he stared straight ahead at the mist in front of them.

      I hope he causes no trouble while we are gone, Archie frowned. Archie’s goal was a simple one, restock the ship as best they could, pray not to encounter anyone, and leave Caesar on the island. After he had talked with Tiger Lily for the better part of the night, he hoped the island to be vacant, though he knew that wouldn’t fix all of his problems. Something would have to be done with the tribe of Indians—something that would both protect them and satisfy the crew, no small feat by any means. He didn’t have a clue how he was going to accomplish that. However, if they were lucky, they would at least be short one mutinous, evil boatswain once the trip was over and finished.

      The mist lifted as they passed by the mermaid’s rock. No sign of the dark-haired beauty was anywhere to be seen. Stay gone, Archie thought, do not show up while we are here. He could imagine one of the remaining nitwits on board blasting another cannon as they bobbed along in its path.

      He glanced back at the ship. It was shrouded in mist. One figure was barely visible, up in the rigging.
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* * *

      Harper watched as the fog enveloped the boats and listened as the final whispering splashes from the oars ceased. Jameson and the others were gone to the island and the Roger was his to command in their absence.

      He climbed down the rigging, took a deep breath, and turned to the crew. Everyone was keeping a wide berth of the man tied to the mast. Couldn’t blame them, really, as they all knew how evil Black Caesar was. Harper ran his tongue along the rough edges of his gums, the places where his front teeth had once been. He knew first hand of the bo’sun’s black heart.

      Pirates were pressed against the railings, safely away and mingling with the Indians, crammed in every possible corner. As he watched, the women and children scooted back below the deck, freeing up a few spots.

      “Best we do our part,” he told the crew, “If the cap’n comes back and we’ve not caught a single fish, he won’t be happy.”

      Harper wasn’t sure if it was fear or respect of Jameson that put the men to action, but whatever it was, he was relieved. They had begun to ready their nets, when a soft, sultry voice began to sing.

      “My love sails on the dark, black sea. While I watch from below…” the words were haunting, echoing through the mist.

      The voice is beautiful. I haven’t heard anything like it since I last heard my Mary sing, Harper thought, as his hand went to touch his tattooed forearm. A soothing sensation clouded his mind as if he were being sung a lullaby.

      “My love sails on the dark, black sea. While I watch from below…”

      A small part of Harper’s brain registered the lack of movement on the deck, as if everyone else were as entranced as he. He felt as if his insides were made of butter, but that didn’t matter. As long as the song continued, he would stay where he stood to listen.

      “As time goes by, I wait for my love. My love sails on the dark, black sea.” A light splash blended with the words and was followed by a smattering of cool droplets that sprinkled across his face.

      A beautiful woman, unlike anyone Harper had ever seen, appeared, sitting on the railing. Her hair hung in wet, dark tendrils, framing a perfect, heart-shaped face. Streams of water ran down to her bare waist, as if she had just sprung from the sea, but where her legs should have been, a scaly, grey tail, much like that of a fish, curled to the deck instead.

      A mermaid. But not like the evil things in the songs that I know. She’s too beautiful to be a terrible creature. She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. Harper’s hand fell from his forearm as the last bits of Mary left his mind. There was no one else for him in this world. None, but this one who sat before him.

      The tail was starting to fade, much as if it had been a dream that hadn’t truly been there, and two slender legs took its place.

      “One day he shall return, for that I will wait. My love sails on the dark, black sea…” Harper never blinked as he watched her rise and walk about on deck, taking time to look into each man’s eyes as she passed.

      “Fools.” The word stuck out in the middle of the song and shook Harper out of his trance just enough that he noticed Caesar baring his pointed teeth at the woman who had walked toward him. “Have ye no sense enough not to listen to her words? She’s bewitched you all.”

      “My love has returned, has returned to me…” Caesar was struggling, as if he were trying to break free of his bindings to attack the woman. From the angle in which she had stopped, Harper could see the curious expression on her face, as if she were trying to figure out what was wrong with the man before her.

      Good luck with that, Harper thought as the woman began singing the song from its beginning. She stood close to Caesar, as if singing it only to him, though Harper felt the soothing effects start all over again and his thoughts were washed away.

      “My love sails on the dark, black sea. While I watch from below,

      As time goes by, I wait for my love. My love sails on the dark, black sea…”

      Caesar’s words cut through the muddle in his mind, sounding frantic as the woman circled the mast, continuing her song. “She’ll kill us all. Wake up, you fools! Can’t you see through her?”

      “One day he shall return, for that I will wait. My love sails on the dark, black sea…” The woman stroked Caesar’s muscled shoulder, tracing a scabbed welt from the flogging, and then drew her fingers along the lines of ropes that held him fast.

      “My love has returned, has returned to me…”

      Harper watched as the woman ripped the ropes free as if they had been only string. She sprang up from the deck and wrapped her arms and legs around Caesar’s body, as if in an effort to cover it with her own. The scream that came from the boatswain etched itself on Harper’s mind, even in its foggy state. In the next instant, the mermaid leapt from the deck with Caesar still in her clutches, and disappeared over the railing, the ending to her song echoing with the splash.

      “My love has returned, has returned to me…

      And now he will die in the dark, black sea.”
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* * *

      Pirates aren’t a hunting lot, Archie decided, disgustedly staring into the blank eyes of a deer. There was one other, much like the one lying at his feet with its tongue protruding, in the boat behind them. Add three squirrels and a barrel of fresh fruit, and that made up the cache of this hunt. It was pitiful. The dreaded, fearless band of pirates under his watch were complete pansies when it came to searching for food. He’d watched several of them run after game, screaming as if they held hopes that it would surrender should they manage to frighten it sufficiently. The ones smart enough to stay silent were poor shots, missing nearly everything they aimed their pistols at. And some of the game they had seen was slow, moving nearly at human speed through the forest. How they’d managed to shoot not one, but two, deer was beyond his comprehension. It must have been luck, he decided, though he knew if he said those particular words to Smee upon their return, the old man would insist that it had been a blessing from Saint Brendan, keeper of whales. Archie sighed. He was willing to ask Smee’s saint for help at this point, however pointless it might seem.

      If we never find another port, we’re doomed, he thought. We’ll starve. I hope Harper and the others had better luck fishing, else our stomachs will be empty before we leave sight of this island. His gaze rested on the Jolig Roger, a short distance away. He concentrated on the sides of the ship, looking for any sign that the skeleton crew he’d left aboard was indeed doing their part in trying to obtain fish. No nets were to be seen.

      He scowled. Laziness would not be tolerated under his watch. If he found they had done nothing but lounge around on the deck, while he had to go trouncing around after the rest of the non-hunting dingbat crew, they were going to pay—dearly. He squinted up at the railings, but didn’t see anyone. He raised his eyes to the rigging, but found it empty, too. That was strange. Though he had left Harper in charge, he still expected to find the lad up by the mast, watching for their return. So far as he could see, there was no one near and he didn’t hear anything but the sounds of the ocean as they came alongside the ship.

      With fear roiling through his gut, he grabbed the rope and climbed up to the silent deck. The sight that greeted him made him feel worse. He was staring into the barrel of a musket. The fact that Harper was the one holding it was the only thing that made the situation better.

      Archie lifted his hand and pushed the barrel away from his face. The lad’s hands shook. “What has happened?”

      “A mermaid happened.” Harper’s dry tone implied he had better control of himself than his hands had led him to believe, so Archie took a quick look around. He found that the pirates had banded together in the middle of the ship. They were crouched, back to back, and were armed to the teeth with muskets, pistols, and cutlasses pointed in every direction.

      “Only one mermaid?” They looked ready for an army of the fishy creatures.

      “It only took one.” Harper turned and pointed to the empty mast with a circle of loose ropes around its base.

      “Where is Caesar?” Archie felt foolish asking the question, since it appeared he was no longer on the boat.

      “She took ’im. Came aboard and bewitched us all… all but Caesar.” Harper frowned as he said the words, then added, “She seemed taken with him. Next thing I knew, overboard they went.”

      “I suppose that saves us the trouble of marooning him.” Archie shrugged and turned to watch the others that had gone with him, pull up their kills. He pulled an apple out of his coat pocket and offered it to the young woman standing nearby.

      “Fruit?” Tiger Lily asked. “I thought you were going to hunt.”

      “It’s coming up.” Archie’s tone sounded defensive, even to his own ears.

      One dark eyebrow arched upward and she left him to peer over the railing. When she turned back, Archie caught the sarcasm in her eyes, before it made its way to her lips. “Three longboats of men to catch two deer and a handful of squirrels. One of my people could do as much in an hour. You were gone all day.” She brushed past him and made her way below the deck, not impressed enough with their trip to shore to ask if they had seen anyone.

      “Not the grateful sort, is she?” Harper said, watching Tiger Lily’s retreating back. “You did well, Jameson. Two deer. The men haven’t ever hunted so well.”

      Archie sighed. He should have known his crew’s specialty was plunder and theft, not the honest trade of hunting. Had he thought it through beforehand, he would have taken some of the Indian men with them and left more of the crew on board to deal with the mermaid, but now wasn’t the time to second-guess his decision. It was time to sail away from this place.

      “Take up the anchor and loose the sails.”
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* * *

      The water had been clear of ice for the first bit, but soon the sea was full of peril. Sharp peaks of icebergs rose up around them, threatening to destroy the Jolig Roger’s hull should they come too close. For hours, Archie stayed at the helm, guiding the ship. When night came, he managed to steer them back into warmer waters. The island was no longer in sight, and he felt confident they were on their way home. He relinquished his place at the wheel to Beckett, with instructions to keep their heading and went below for some much-needed rest.

      The next thing he knew, daylight was spilling through the round window above his cot and Harper’s excited voice reached his ears through the floorboards, “Land, ho!”

      Fully awake, Archie pulled his clothes on and shoved his feet into his boots, and ran up the steps to the deck. The sun was bright, with not a trace of a cloud in the sky. He put his hand to his brow to shield his eyes, and looked up at Harper in the rigging.

      The lad pointed ahead, where a small patch of vibrant green showed on the horizon.

      “Looks familiar,” Smee grumbled at him, as he came up to the quarterdeck. The old man thrust his spyglass at him and glowered. “Beckett’s brought us back to the same blasted island.”

      “I kept the heading, sure and true,” Beckett answered, crossing his muscled arms over his chest.

      Archie took in Beckett’s bloodshot eyes. It was clear the man had stayed up the entire night and spoke the truth, so Archie stayed silent as he lifted the spyglass and looked out at the island, hoping that Smee was mistaken.

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t. The same shore greeted his eyes, as well as the well-known mermaid’s rock.

      “The heading was kept? You are certain?” He handed the spyglass back and looked in Beckett’s tired eyes.

      “Aye.” The answer was given without hesitation, and said with such a sense of finality that Archie was certain the man hadn’t lied.

      A dark shadow flew across the ship, as if something had blocked out the sun. Looking up, Archie expected to see a stray cloud, what caught his eye instead, was a boy sitting on the beam of the mainmast. He wore a green cap with a long, red feather and a tunic made of green leaves. The boy looked at Archie in a suspicious manner before he said in a curious voice, “Who are you?”

      It took Archie a second to grasp that the boy wasn’t a figment of his imagination, but was truly there. “I am Archibald Jameson, captain of the ship upon which you are sitting. “Who, may I ask, are you?”

      “I,” the boy began, before jumping to his feet to walk along the narrow beam of the mast, “am Peter.” And with those last two words, he did something that amazed Archie. He jumped from the beam and landed before him on the quarterdeck, giving him a neat bow.

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Peter.” Archie returned the bow. “Might I ask how you have managed to find your way upon the mast of my ship and where are you from?”

      “Oh, that’s easy.” The boy grinned, showing a set of small pearly white teeth. “I flew.”

      “You flew?”

      “Mm-hmm,” he said, as if bored, and then gestured in an offhanded sort of way to the island a distance away. “I’m a Neverling, of course.”

      “A Neverling,” Archie repeated, more for the sake of trying to let his brain absorb the reality of the boy in front of him than anything else. “Where are your parents? On the island?”

      The boy’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. “Parents are grown-ups. There aren’t any grown-ups on Neverland.”

      “None? Why not?”

      “Because when you’re on Neverland, you never grow up.”

      The statement had Archie imagining the island was inhabited by pygmies, though he doubted that was the case. He didn’t get to ask about pygmies or anything else, because someone else’s thoughts interrupted.

      “Poppycock,” Smee grumbled under his breath, “Everyone grows old.” Archie hadn’t heard the old man arrive on the quarterdeck, but he had been rather preoccupied with the arrival of Peter.

      “So, there are no adults on Neverland?” Archie asked, ignoring the glowering old man beside him.

      “No.” Peter looked at him suspiciously. “No grown-ups have ever come to Neverland before. I’m the only one who knows the way. How did you find it?”

      This is going to sound ridiculous, but then again, I am talking to a flying boy, Archie thought. “A pixie showed us the way.”

      “A golden pixie? About this tall?” Peter made a space between his forefinger and thumb.

      “Precisely. She was here until the day we arrived, and then she flew away, looking frightened.”

      “She’ll be punished for showing you the way here.” Peter stomped his foot and set his hands on his hips, looking down at the deck with a frown on his young face. “She probably heard the blue pixies coming for her.”

      Archie felt somewhat guilty about the matter, so he said nothing, and folded his hands in front of him, and watched Peter. The boy must have thought he was waiting for more information, so he continued, “The gold pixies are called Tinkers and there aren’t many of them. They keep the seasons in order on Neverland. The blue ones are called Royals. They are pushy. They tell the others what to do.”

      The scowl that followed led Archie to believe that Peter didn’t think much of the blue pixies. Then, to his surprise, the boy lifted up into the air.

      He truly does fly. Archie hadn’t believed it until now, but there the boy was, flitting about the sails like a bird.

      “How do you fly?” Archie hadn’t intended to ask the question aloud. Questions kept crowding his mind at an alarming rate, one following another, before he’d had the time to ponder the previous one through.

      “With pixie dust,” Peter called down as he began flying in more of a haphazard manner. He darted back and forth jerkily before landing back on the deck. He glowered at Archie. “If you hadn’t gotten Tink in trouble, she’d still be here and I could fly better.”

      “I do apologize. I did not wish her harm.” Archie felt guilty, though he didn’t know what to do about it. The apology seemed sufficient for Peter because a bright smile lit up his young face.

      “That’s all right, that means I’ll have an adventure. I’ll rescue her,” he announced and shot up into the air so quickly that it caused Archie to stumble backward into Smee, who muttered a variety of Irish curses. They watched the boy fly toward the island, much like a bird with a broken wing. After a few moments, he disappeared behind the dark, green mountains.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Archie commented, setting Smee on another rant of wild cursing. Ignoring the man behind him who was becoming angrier with each passing second, Archie lifted his voice to be heard over the din, “Reverse our heading, Mr. Beckett. Once again, we shall attempt to leave this place.”

      As the ship began to turn, Archie looked back at the island—a mysterious place inhabited by a strange, flying boy and pixies. While part of him wished to find an island with a port, a greater part wondered what other mysteries lay hidden, waiting to be discovered there.
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      He should never have taken the long way to the map room. Archie’s decision to go down the steps and across the length of the ship that took him through the crew’s quarters had proved disastrous. In his defense, he hadn’t known that his crew would be celebrating their fourth attempt to leave the island. At least, that’s what he supposed they were celebrating, though it could well have been something else, such as it being a Tuesday or the fact that Beckett had successfully tattooed an image of an apple on his right bicep. It took precious little to cause a celebration where his crew was concerned.

      Archie had seen Boggs dancing, his tattooed woman swaying and jiggling as if in the throes of a seizure, while the rest of his body heaved up and down with the fiddle music. It was a sight that would forever scar his mind. Giving himself a mental shake, Archie tried to forget the wobbling mound of flesh inked into the shape of the portly, half-naked woman as the floorboards of the ship creaked and groaned with each dancing move Boggs initiated. Archie sighed. It was useless. The memory was carved into his brain for eternity.

      He went into the map room and shut the door. He filled up his tankard and planted himself behind the table, ready to down yet another vile glass of grape juice. His throat had healed somewhat, but tended to become sore whenever night came. Thus far, the only thing he had found to soothe it was the juice.

      He lifted it to his lips, preparing to wince at the rotten taste and discovered something—pleasant. The taste that rolled across his tongue was smooth and sweet.

      How on earth did that happen? He peered down into his tankard incredulously. It hadn’t been that long since he had bought it on Madeira. A few weeks? A month? It was impossible that the contents of that barrel had changed to wine so quickly. Yet, somehow, it had. And it wasn’t just plain wine, either. It was the best he had ever tasted.

      He was eyeing his barrel of newly discovered wine when a soft tap at the door caught his attention. He glanced up, wondering who was on the other side. His crew tended to knock so hard, he often wondered why the door hadn’t flown off the hinges, but this person seemed hesitant.

      “Come in.”

      Tiger Lily opened the door and stepped inside, offering him a warm smile. “Hello.”

      He returned her smile and stepped closer, taking her hand in his. “Good evening. How are you?” He lifted her hand to his lips. He had noticed that she had stayed below deck with the others the past few days. He had thought perhaps she was angry with him, and so he hadn’t sought her out. He was pleased to see her now, though he wondered what brought her to him so late in the evening—in his quarters, alone.

      “I wanted to speak to you.”

      Ah. Here it comes. There is a reason for this visit and it isn’t for the pleasure of my company. Archie felt the strain at the sides of his mouth as he forced a smile and pulled out a stool for her. As she sat, Archie settled himself on the chair opposite her. “How can I be of service?” he asked.

      “I have a proposition for you.”

      Curiosity struck and Archie’s brows lifted. “You have my complete attention.”

      “The food is gone. Tomorrow you will have to go to the island and hunt again.”

      That’s not news, Archie thought. Boggs had resorted to boiling the same deer bones over and over again. The last three meals had been broth. Everything else was gone. The fruit, the squirrels—everything. His stomach grumbled. “If we are at the island again in the morning, yes, we will hunt.”

      “The island will be there, just as it has been the past three mornings.” She’d said it as a statement of fact—as if she expected the sliver of vibrant green to be there once the first rays of sun streaked the sky.

      Archie stifled the urge to sigh. It was true. Each time they departed, he gave orders for a different heading and each morning, the result was the same. The island was always there to greet them once daylight came. “What do you propose?” He expected her to offer the aid of the tribe to go and hunt.

      “Let us go. In exchange, my people will hunt and bring your ship what you need. Your men can’t feed us all. We’ll starve.” Her dark eyes implored him. Archie knew she was right. The amount that they had brought back from their last escapade hadn’t been sufficient for a single day with so many mouths to feed, let alone four days. His crew hadn’t begun to complain as yet. Doubling their rum ration had done wonders in that regard, but the Indians hadn’t fared as well. The majority of them stayed in the hold despite the fact that the threat of Black Caesar was gone, but the few who wandered up to the deck for fresh air looked gaunt, their eyes sunk into their sockets. If something wasn’t done soon, it was going to get worse. Another small part of his brain reminded him of a promise he had made to her, not so long ago. I will always keep you safe. That pledge made up his mind for him.

      “Very well. If the island is there come morning, your people will go free. You have my word.”

      Surprise lit up her face first, followed by a smile wider than he had ever seen. She didn’t say a word as she jumped up from the stool and wrapped her arms around his neck.

      He patted her back. “Do not tell the others until morning—until we see the island,” he said into the warm silk of her hair that brushed his face. The last thing he wanted was a mutinous crew, out to slit his throat as he slept.
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* * *

      Without his usual spill of cursing, Smee thrust his spyglass at Archie, then crossed his arms over his chest and waited as the captain put it up to his eye. The same sliver of green was there to greet them. It didn’t surprise Archie in the least. He handed the glass back, his eyes landing on Tiger Lily by the railing. From the dejected looks of the few Indians on deck, she had kept her word and hadn’t told a soul of his promise to her.

      She gave him a slight smile, and then turned to look back out across the span of ocean toward the island.

      Neverland. Perhaps that was why it was given such a name—the land you could never seem to leave. Archie watched his crew for one thoughtful moment. None of them looked enthused at seeing the island again. Their shoulders slumped and their heads hung low.

      “All right, lads. Today providence shall smile sweetly upon us,” he announced.

      A few muttered groans met his ears next. “I hate hunting. I didn’t sign up to go chasin’ wild animals,” he heard someone say. A quick retort followed from another pirate, “They be too fast to catch.” More comments filled the air, leading Archie to believe that perhaps convincing the crew to turn loose of the Indians would be easier than he thought.

      “The Indians have offered to hunt for us whenever our food runs low in exchange for their freedom,” he announced loudly, to be heard over the din. As he said the last word, complete silence greeted him. Perhaps this is a good thing, he thought, taking in the rather shocked expressions on the faces of the Indians and the pensive ones on that of his crew.

      “For as long as we are here?” Harper was the first to speak. “They will hunt enough to provide for us all?”

      Taking one quick look at Tiger Lily, who gave a small, resolute nod, he answered, “Yes, enough for us all.”

      “What happens when we leave this blasted island? If we let them go free, our booty will be gone,” Beckett said, scrubbing his beard-stubbled chin in thought.

      “We be stuck here,” Smee announced in an ominous tone. “It be magic waters we sail in, lads. We won’t be leavin’ this place. Best we have someone to hunt for us.”

      “So we vote,” a voice chimed in near the base of the mast. Boggs patted his stomach thoughtfully.

      Yes, and I know how you’ll be casting your decision, Archie thought, amused. Holding his breath and hoping that the others were in the same mindset as their cook, he said, “Yes, we vote. All in favor of having the Indians hunt for us, so long as we are near this island?”

      A mumbled aye echoed across the ship, spoken by most of the crew. They didn’t sound happy, nor did they look it. Archie smiled. “Any opposed?”

      A few unintelligible grumbles met his ears, but none so loud to be considered a vote to counter that of the others. It seemed the majority of the crew were thinking with their stomachs as opposed to their pockets.

      “Very well, they shall have their freedom. Ready the boats.”

      The pirates moved slowly as they lowered the boats. From their expressions, most of them were wondering if agreeing to release the Indians had been a good thing to do. The Indians, however, looked the happiest that Archie had ever seen them. A few of the men were helping the pirates, the jovial grins on their faces at complete odds with the dour ones that moved at a snail’s pace. Tiger Lily had disappeared the second he proclaimed them free. Now she was helping the old chief to the deck, with the obvious intention of insuring that he was one of the first rowed to the island.

      Once the chief was settled in the long boat, she ran back toward the hold, shooting Archie a grateful, happy smile along the way. Archie watched her complete her circuit several more times, with another elderly or disabled person in tow until they all were in the longboats.

      Turning command of the Jolig Roger to Harper, Archie jumped into the last boat with Tiger Lily, intent on finishing the details of their transaction before they reached shore.

      “We will split everything we find with you. Evenly,” she offered, “I will meet you every two days and bring you your share.”

      It sounded like a good treaty to Archie, so he agreed, and let some of Tiger Lily’s excitement rub off on him. He smiled. It would be good to be free of the responsibility of caring for so many. There were at least fifty souls he would no longer have to keep watch over. With the tribe off his ship, he would have only the pirates to contend with.

      “I will miss you,” he said quietly, so only her ears would hear him.

      Her hand came over to hold his. “Every two days I promise I will be on the shore waiting for you to come.”

      He gripped her fingers. He knew that the days between he would still search the white-sanded beach for any sign that she was near. “Every day that comes, I will watch for you.”

      The boat was passing by the mermaid’s rock. Archie glanced back to the ship. He’d left most of the crew on board, taking only enough men to row the boats. He hoped the mermaid wouldn’t return in his absence. He should have stayed on board, but the thought of not seeing Tiger Lily safely to the island was more than he could bear, so he sat there and held her hand tightly in his until the tide washed them close to shore.
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* * *

      “What are we to do when they don’t come back?” Boggs asked, his hands on his hips. “We let ’em go, just like that, and expect ’em to do as they say?” He shook his head, staring into the thick underbrush where the Indians disappeared moments before. “We won’t be seein’ ’em again. Mark me words.”

      “We wait,” Archie told him, sitting down on the trunk of a fallen tree to demonstrate that he planned to do precisely that. “Tiger Lily gave her word that they would return in two hours.”

      “Women,” Boggs grumbled, sitting on the opposite end of the tree. It groaned, and the end Archie sat on lifted in the air.

      Archie grinned. “All is well, Boggs. Have a bit of faith. If they do not return, we shall go hunting—for them.”

      “I was afraid you’d say that,” Boggs sighed, “Between you an’ me, Cap’n, I hope them Injuns be honest folk. I’m not as young as I used to be. Can’t go runnin’ after…”

      A scream echoed up the shoreline, cutting him off. Boggs jumped up from the stump, causing Archie’s end to splat into the ground. Bones jarred and body aching, Archie stood, catching the last glimpse of Boggs running down the sandy beach, a pistol in each hand.

      He’s moving faster than I ever would have guessed possible, Archie thought, shooting a fast glance back to the boats on the beach. The pirates had dispersed when they had landed, most of them wandering through the forest in search of food. The handful he spotted were making their way toward him, weapons drawn. Assured that back-up was coming, Archie began his sprint in the sand, following Boggs’s rotund figure.

      He tailed his cook all the way down the stretch of shore, until he edged around a small inlet. Another scream followed the first. It sounded—young. Archie’s first thought was of Peter, for the men who had accompanied him to shore had rough voices from years of life on the sea. The youngest among his crew was Harper, but even his voice didn’t hold such a youthful sound.

      Boggs turned a corner and disappeared.

      “Wait!” Archie yelled, picking up his pace. Though he wished Peter no harm, he also had no desire to lose his cook. Good cooks were hard to come by. He had no intention of serving his men both leadership and their meals. He rounded the bend and bumped into Boggs, who held his pistols before his tattooed belly, cocked and ready.

      An enormous crocodile was in the process of hunting his next meal, from what Archie could gather. A smallish, brown animal that looked like a strange, malformed bear cub was trying to escape and didn’t seem to be having the slightest luck. A high edge of dirt, that was impossible to climb, rose behind the bear. It was trapped. The crocodile’s long tail was swishing back and forth, demolishing the cattails at the water’s edge as it advanced on the cub in slow, deliberate steps, as if taunting the smaller animal.

      Surely that cub wasn’t the one screaming. Archie hoped the croc hadn’t already eaten Peter as its main course. He was ready to tap Boggs on the shoulder and tell him to retreat a safer distance from that thrashing tail, when the scream came again—from that strange bear.

      In an effort to climb the wall, two chubby hands scrambled in the dirt, searching for handholds and a fur cap slid off, revealing a boy’s frightened face.

      “Kill the croc,” Archie hissed in Boggs’s ear. “Hurry and shoot it, man, before it eats him.”

      “Aye.” The word hadn’t made it out of his mouth, before Boggs shot both pistols.

      One shot went wide, puffing into the dirt wall above the croc, to the left of the boy. The other found its way into the top of the croc’s snout, not a killing wound by any means, but enough that the animal stopped its pursuit, wriggling and twisting as it retreated back into the water. It turned to stare up at Archie, as if it knew that he had been the one responsible for the blood coating its scales. It opened its mouth wide, giving Archie a disconcerting view of rows of gleaming white teeth, then it gurgled a low, hissing snarl, and disappeared beneath the surf.

      The fur-clad boy stopped clawing the dirt and glanced behind him. Once he realized the crocodile had gone, he slid back to the bottom of the embankment and sat where he landed, looking puzzled as he scratched his mussed, brown head before flopping the bear skin back on top of it.

      He hasn’t seen us yet, which is amusing as there are quite a few of us up here. Archie watched the boy stare at the water as if he were wondering why he hadn’t been eaten.

      Archie opened his mouth to call down to him, when someone else beat him to it.

      “Hey Beetles, you might wanna get out of there,” a voice called from the other side of the inlet. “There’s a pile of big people over there watching you.”

      “Ahhh!” The bear boy yelled in fright, jumping to his feet and tackling the dirt wall with renewed vigor. He made it halfway up, when another boy appeared at the top and dropped to his knees, reaching an arm down in an effort to pull the younger lad up. The one doing the pulling was a tall, skinny boy—clad much the same as his chubby friend below—only this one had a fur cap with two long, floppy ears that danced around his head each time he jerked his friend’s hand.

      I believe he’s wearing rabbit ears, Archie decided. They will both land down there to be eaten if they don’t soon hurry up.

      “Come on, lads. Let’s give ’em a hand up,” he instructed his men as he set off around the wide semi-circle of the cove.

      “Does this mean they be our prisoners?” Boggs voiced popped up behind him, sounding hopeful, as they ducked around tree branches.

      “No, Boggs. We don’t need any more extra mouths to feed. We just released the Indians for that reason, you know.”

      “Hmph,” came the unhappy reply, followed by silence.

      Well, if that’s all he’s going to say, it isn’t bad at all, Archie thought, looking across at the two boys Boggs wished to capture. They still hadn’t made any progress, though they were becoming more frantic in their pulling.

      “Hurry up, Beetles. They’re coming for us,” the tall boy urged, jerking the other boy’s arm hard enough that his round torso bounced, back and forth against the dirt. He didn’t gain any progress upward. Archie winced, the boy’s arm would be sore for days at this rate, not to mention his belly.

      “We mean you no harm,” he said, slowing the last few steps to make sure they heard his approach. “We only want to help you get your friend up safely. No man should suffer a fate at the jaws of a crocodile.”

      The tall boy stopped pulling, indecision playing across his face as if he were deciding whether to trust Archie, or to drop his friend and save his own skin. “You know, if you hadn’t decided to show off and go hunting that crocodile all alone, they wouldn’t have caught us,” Archie heard the boy hiss over the ledge, “Now Peter will be angry.”

      Archie chose to pretend he hadn’t heard anything as he knelt down to grasp Beetles’s free arm. It took both of them pulling to get the hefty boy over the edge. Once free of danger, he shrugged them both off and rolled a safe distance away from Archie, before getting to his feet. He rubbed his arm and watched Archie with the same distrusting look that Archie guessed had been aimed at the crocodile moments before.

      “There aren’t any grown-ups on Neverland.”

      “So I’ve heard,” Archie said dryly, “Yet, we appear to be here, nonetheless.”

      “You’d better thank him, Beetles,” the tall boy said, nudging him in the shoulder. “You’d have been eaten already if they hadn’t stopped Tic-Tock.” He stopped and looked contemplative for a few seconds. “How did you stop him? He eats whoever he wants.”

      “I shot him,” Boggs spoke up from behind Archie.

      Archie moved over to let the cook walk through. Boggs stood as proudly as his short, round frame would allow. His head held high, looking down at the two boys before them. “I am the dread pirate Percy Boggs,” he informed them in an imperious tone, thrusting out his round belly as he put his hands on his hips. “But don’t call me Percy.”

      Archie bit back a smile, watching as the boys took in the tattooed woman with wide eyes.

      “He’s painted a woman on his belly—wonder why he did that?”

      “I dunno, but I bet she’s stuck on there for good.”

      Deciding now was the time to interrupt, in case Boggs were to demonstrate his dancing moves next and scar their young minds, Archie said, “I am Captain Jameson, of the pirate ship the Jolig Roger. Might I have the pleasure of your acquaintances?”

      “Oh, sure. I’m Patch, and that is Beetles.” The rabbit ears that hung down the boy’s head swayed as he nodded his head and gestured to his friend.

      “I am pleased to meet you.” Archie gave them a low, elaborate bow, which seemed to please them both to no end. As he straightened, two wide smiles were given in return. “Now to satisfy my curiosity, I simply must ask, why is the crocodile named Tic-Tock?”

      “Oh, that’s because he sounds like a clock.” Patch shrugged.

      “I beg your pardon?” Archie was certain he had misunderstood.

      “He sounds like a clock.” It was Beetles who repeated the words, and then added, “You know, tic-tock, tic-tock. It’s because he swallowed Peter’s clock.”

      Archie was finding the story intriguing, however improbable it seemed. “And how did that happen?”

      “Peter always brings things back from the grown-up land. One time he brought a clock, just to see if it would work on Neverland. Tic-Tock and Peter have never gotten along. One is always trying to get the other,” Patch explained. “One day, the croc saw Peter coming back from the grown-up world. Peter was busy looking at his clock and didn’t realize he was flying so low. Then the croc jumped out of the water and snapped his jaws just inches away from him. It didn’t get Peter, but it startled him enough that he dropped the clock right into Tic-Tock’s mouth. The croc swallowed it. Now if you get too close to him, you can hear it ticking, so we named him Tic-Tock.”

      “A ticking crocodile,” Archie heard Boggs say, “that be a new one. How long ago did he swallow that clock?”

      Both Patch and Beetles shrugged, as if neither knew the answer and didn’t care to know it.

      “Well, I was wonderin’ how it stayed wound, is all,” Boggs mumbled, crossing his arms over his chest, clearly not believing the story that had been told.

      “How do you ‘wound’ a clock?” Beetles asked.

      “Well, you twist the knob in the back…” Archie stopped at the blank expressions on their faces. “You do know what a clock looks like, don’t you?”

      The boys shook their heads. “How are we supposed to know what it looks like when it got eaten before we saw it?” Patch asked, flipping his rabbit ears over his shoulders to get a better look at Archie.

      “You are telling me you have never seen a clock. Never?” He asked again, just to be sure.

      Two definite no’s, as the boys shook their heads.

      “Might I ask where you are from?”

      “Neverland.” The answer was immediate, leaving Archie no choice but to query further.

      “But where were you born before Peter brought you here? Where are your parents?” The questions were piling up in his head faster than he could spit them out now. “And why was Beetles down there with a crocodile?”

      “You sure are asking strange questions.” Patch wrinkled his nose, looking more rabbit than boy with the gesture. “What’s born and parents?”

      “I went down there to kill Tic-Tock,” Beetles said, crossing his arms over his chest, looking much like a smaller, untattooed version of Boggs, “I wanted to show Peter that I wasn’t afraid of him.”

      “You should have been afraid,” Patch frowned, “You like to show off too much.”

      “I do not,” Beetles mumbled.

      “Yes, you do,” Patch argued. “Besides, Peter isn’t even around to show off for!”

      Archie rolled his eyes and fought the urge to pull his hair out, while the two continued to bicker back and forth.

      “Go back to the shore and wait for Tiger Lily. I’ll be there presently,” he told Boggs, “Best we be there, when she returns.”

      “If she returns,” Boggs grumbled. Archie wondered if he and the cook would end up quarreling like the two boys a few feet away, but the pirate turned and started back around the inlet, collecting his crewmates along the way.

      The boys were oblivious to everything but their disagreement, which had escalated to the point of the two of them rolling around on the ground in a ball of arms, legs, and fur. As he watched the two scuffle, Archie debated just letting them fight it out as he returned with his men. They weren’t showing any signs of slowing down.

      Archie cleared his throat in hopes that they’d notice. They didn’t. The fighting now included various pieces of brown and grey fur being ripped off and thrown into the air. Archie sidestepped the long-eared rabbit hat that came hurtling toward him. At the rate they were going, it wasn’t going to stop any time soon and he had a young woman coming to bring supplies. The thought of Tiger Lily made up his mind rather quickly.

      “Please do tell Peter I send my regards,” he called out over the scuffle.

      At the sound of his voice, the two stopped just long enough to answer in unison. “Okay.” Then, they went back to their fight and Archie left them to it.

      His timing was perfect. When he rounded the corner and the boats came into view, so did Tiger Lily and six men from her tribe.

      I’m glad she wasn’t joking when she boasted of her people’s skill, Archie thought, grinning. Several deer and one enormous black bear lay at the edge of the trees. His men had started carrying the deer carcasses to the boats.

      Archie spotted Boggs looking the bear over with an authoritative air, as he walked around the beast, taking it in. Noticing Archie approach, he stopped his inspection and looked up with a wide grin. “We be set, Cap’n.”

      “Is there enough here?” He already knew the answer, but wanted to hear it confirmed by his ship’s cook. Tiger Lily stood nearby, also waiting for Boggs’s reply.

      “Oh aye, Cap’n. We’ll eat like kings,” came the easy reply as Boggs left the bear and made his way to Tiger Lily. He took her hand and bent over to kiss it. “My dear, ye be a wonderful woman. The sun itself canna’ hold a light to yer beauty. You have eyes the color of old sherry and hair as dark as me Great-Aunt Maddie’s.”

      Archie had never heard such a grand speech from any of the pirates. He wondered if perhaps Boggs might be working himself up to a marriage proposal. Worried that the pirate might start pointing out other fine qualities not fit to be heard, Archie cut in, “That’s enough, Boggs. Best you keep an eye on your bear. ’Twould be a shame if the crocodile would come by and rob you of it while your attention was held elsewhere.”

      Boggs released Tiger Lily’s hand and spun around, as if expecting the giant croc to burst through the trees at any given moment. The young woman forgotten, Boggs took off in the direction of the strongest man on shore. “I need yer help, Beckett. We need to get that bear on the ship.”

      “I apologize.” Archie smiled at Tiger Lily. “I believe he was trying to say thank you, and it got a little out of hand.”

      A wide grin blossomed over her face, lighting up her eyes. “That’s all right. I was enjoying it.”

      “You were?”

      “Oh, yes. It’s not every day I’m given such strange compliments. I am glad he liked the bear.”

      Said bear was being toted to a boat by three men, plus Beckett, who seemed to be shouldering the majority of the weight. They made it to the boat, and heaved the animal in, then looked at the boat with pride, as if they had captured the beast themselves.

      Archie rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to Tiger Lily. “Have your people found shelter for the night? Is there anything you need?”

      “They have started toward the mountains. It feels like home here, so we are going to be fine.” She stepped closer and reached out, tracing the line of his cheek. “You have done what I needed. I cannot ask you for anything more.”

      He captured her hand in his and placed a kiss in her palm. “If you need anything at all, you need only ask. If it is in my power to give, it will be yours.”

      She moved her hand away and took that last step that brought her body close to his. A soft breeze blew her hair toward him, framing her face in a soft outline of shining silk as she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.

      He wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. When the kiss broke, he rested his forehead to hers. “Each day that passes, I will watch for you. And every day I do not see your face, an eternity shall pass.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Archie had never heard any of his crew giggle as a side effect of their rum ration. He’d seen them drunk more times than he could count, so wasted the majority of them couldn’t stand, and those few who could, teetered about on deck like the ship was in the worst of seas, only to end up falling head over heels, sprawled out on the planking. Two unlucky pirates had gone over the railings as a result of not being able to discern where the ship ended and the sea began.

      It was after those two unceremonious deaths that Archie started his own code, adding his rules to the end of Blackbeard’s in the book.

      No man to drink spirits or be drunk whilst on the main deck.

      It had worked thus far. Pirates might be a thieving, unruly lot, but they tended to follow the rules laid before them, especially when it held the power to affect their share of plunder. So when Archie heard the high-pitched giggle so close to the quarterdeck, he was a bit surprised. At first, he thought that his rule had been disobeyed, since the sound came so loud and clear.

      As it happened, the sound came from below, though not far. I am not sure it is a good sound, Archie decided, taking in Smee’s jovial face. The doctor sat on the steps leading up to the deck, giggling like a school girl.

      “I say, man. What, pray tell, do you have in that cup?” Archie asked, crinkling his nose as the stench assaulted his senses. The smell was terrible. A rotten, fruity smell. At first, he thought his wine had been discovered, but this was far, far worse than his grape juice had ever been. Besides, the smell of his wine had changed as quickly as the taste and filled his quarters with a sweet smell any time he uncorked the barrel.

      “Hee-hee,” was the only answer given to his question. Smee’s red cheeks were a bright contrast to his white sideburns, glowing like stubbled, rosy red apples.

      Getting nowhere with the ship’s doctor, Archie edged around him, and made his way down the stairs. The smell worsened with each step he took. He reached in his pocket for his handkerchief and pressed it to his nose as he reached the hold.

      Boggs stood with a crusty-looking paddle in hand, looking pensive, as he stared down into an open barrel. He seemed oblivious to the stench that surrounded him as he stuck the paddle down and thwacked it on the insides of the barrel. The contents made squishing sounds as he stirred and the reek became worse to the point that Archie began gagging through the handkerchief.

      “Whatever it is you are doing, I will beg you to stop,” Archie managed between breathless gasps.

      “Oh, aye, Cap’n. Sorry to upset your sensitivies, I am,” Boggs answered, looking up from the barrel. “It’s just that I be trying to figure out how it turned so quick, ye see.”

      “What’s turned?”

      “Some of the fruit the lads brought aboard. Ye see, we be runnin’ low on rum, Cap’n, and with no port to be found, I figured to make a bit of wine. Nothing much, mind ye, only a bit of an experiment, ye might say, being as your barrel turned so well in such a short time.”

      Attention piqued, Archie made his way to Boggs’s experiment to have a better look. A crusty, brown mash with yellow streaks lay squished against the sides of the barrel.

      “What fruit was this, did you say?” Archie asked.

      “Not sure, Cap’n. Looked to be something between an apple and a pear. The lads be callin’ it ‘neverfruit.’ Was sweet enough, I gave one a try before I put the others in there and mashed ’em up.”

      “You’re making wine out of a strange fruit that you’ve never seen before,” Archie said, a tone of incredulity seeping into his words.

      “Mmph,” Boggs replied, shrugging his shoulders, as if it weren’t an issue to be bothered with. Then, he added as if in afterthought, “I’ve had worse. Smee said he would be the first to try it, so as not to poison the lads.”

      Well, Smee’s sudden sense of nobility makes it all better then, Archie thought, shaking his head in despair. He’d seen Smee drunk, but never gleefully so. “I’m thinking it may be a bit strong, even for the likes of our good doctor.”

      “Aye, I be thinking we might water it down a bit,” Boggs said in a thoughtful manner, “But don’t tell the lads, Cap’n. I have no want to be thrown overboard for diluting their spirits.”

      “Your secret is safe with me, Boggs. You have nothing to fear,” Archie said, turning to make his way back up to deck. He stopped at the steps, eyeing Smee. “You shouldn’t give him anymore unless it is watered down. Whatever the name of your concoction, I believe he’s had more of it than he can handle.”

      “I haven’t a clue what I be callin’ it yet, other than frightfully stout. Ye have me word, Cap’n. Mr. Smee will no’ be havin’ any more of it ’til I get it right.” Boggs’s voice sounded like an echo. Archie glanced over his shoulder. The man had his head shoved down in the barrel, inspecting his creation.

      He will be as smashed as Smee, Archie thought, shaking his head. As if his thoughts had been read, another high-pitched giggle came from the steps.

      Edging around Smee, Archie made his way up top and found another surprise sitting atop the mast. Peter sat, dangling his feet back and forth, looking bored.

      “I was just getting ready to call for you,” Harper materialized at Archie’s side, looking troubled. “He flew over the ship and landed right next to me on the rigging.”

      “Hello, Peter,” Archie called out. “How are you today?”

      “As well as ever, I’d say.” A wide grin spread across the boy’s face as he got to his feet and walked down the length of the beam. He did so as easily as Harper, as if he’d spent time on the narrow mast, though Archie knew that wasn’t the case. The reason for the nonchalant way of balancing on the board was lack of fear. After all, when one could fly, there would be no fear of falling.

      Peter demonstrated Archie’s thoughts by hopping off the end of the beam and dropping to the deck, so slowly that it seemed he was walking down instead of flying or falling. As he neared, Archie made out a familiar being perched on Peter’s shoulder.

      “Why, Miss Bell, I am pleased to see you again.” Archie smiled at the golden pixie. The smile melted away when he realized that she looked different from the last time he had seen her. Her color had dulled and one wing hung at an odd angle. “What has happened to her?” he asked Peter.

      “The water sprites punished her, as I told you they would, but I saved her.”

      “Oh, no. I am very sorry, my dear.” Archie didn’t think the apology sufficed, though the pixie gave him a warm smile and made light, bell tones as if saying everything was fine and all was forgiven.

      “Will she heal?” he asked Peter.

      “Oh, yes. She’ll be flying and back to usual by tomorrow. Every wound heals quickly on Neverland, so she’ll be good as new,” Peter answered, staring at something behind Archie. “Why do you have a boy here? Did he come with you from the grown-up star?”

      “Who…” Archie began, as he turned to see what had caught the boy’s attention.

      Harper stood by the steps, his arms crossed over his chest. His face looked inquisitive, in spite of his rigid stance. Archie guessed that he was as curious of Peter as Peter was of him, though he was attempting not to show it.

      “Peter, this is Harper. He is one of my crew, and, yes, he did come with us.”

      “Is he a boy? He looks like one. He doesn’t look like you,” Peter said in a conversational tone.

      “I am a man,” Harper announced, cutting Archie off before he could speak. The curious look had left the lad’s face, replaced with a fierce one that glowered at Peter. “I am a pirate, and a part of this ship’s crew. I am not a boy.”

      “I think he is right. He just looks like a boy, but he speaks like a grown-up,” Peter told Archie, “He has wrinkles around his mouth. It means he’s old.”

      Archie fought to keep from smiling. Those wrinkles were a product of having no front teeth. “Yes, I suppose he is older than you might have thought,” he conceded. He heard Harper curse under his breath.

      “That’s too bad,” Peter said, “The Lost Boys would have been happy to have another boy join them.”

      “The Lost Boys? Who are they?”

      “They are the ones that I brought from the grown-up star, but there aren’t many of them left. Tic-Tock has eaten a lot of them.” Peter scowled. The expression was echoed on the face of Miss Bell.

      “Would Beetles and Patch be two of your troupe?” Archie asked.

      “Yes,” Peter said, jumping up to sit on a water barrel. Looking bored, he searched his pocket and came out with a small, wooden flute. He put it to his lips and gave it an experimental puff.

      Archie grimaced. From the scratching, shrill tones, it was obvious the boy didn’t have a clue how to play. “One of my men saved Beetles from the croc, just as he was about to be eaten,” Archie said, hoping to get the boy to talk instead of blow on his flute.

      The diversion worked. Peter’s head flew up at the mention of the crocodile and a hard expression came over his face. “No one told me about that. Nothing happens on Neverland that I don’t know about.”

      “Well, it happened just the same, and I assure you that I am not lying. I was there. I saw it with my own eyes,” Archie said.

      “I told them not to go near Tic-Tock, but Beetles never listens. It was probably him,” Peter said darkly as he stood up. In the next second, he was flying to the island without so much as a goodbye to anyone on the ship.

      “Well, that was odd,” Archie said, watching the boy disappear over the trees.

      “I think he’s a death guardian,” Harper said, catching Archie’s full attention.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “That boy—Peter. I think he’s a death guardian,” he repeated. At Archie’s silence, he continued, “Me mum used to tell us bedtime stories. In one of her tales, there was an elfin guardian with pointed ears. You did notice that Peter has pointed ears, didn’t you?”

      Archie nodded. The boy didn’t look like an elf, in Archie’s opinion, but there was a bit of a point to his ears. He waited for Harper to continue his tale.

      “Well, the death guardians were in charge of ferrying souls to the underworld. There was one Mum was fond of telling us, of a guardian who became lonely. His name was Pan. He was given charge of the children who died, and told to keep them safe as their souls crossed over. At first, Pan did as the gods bade and ferried the children to the underworld. But as time went on and years went by, he grew restless—and lonely. He began taking the children to a special place, a place only he knew, so that they would always keep him company—so he wouldn’t be alone.” Harper’s eyes had taken on a far-away look, as if he were hearing his mother’s words as they replayed in his mind. He looked more like the boy that Peter had mistaken him for. As Archie watched, the look left and the Harper he knew, returned. “Do you think it is possible that the story is true, Jameson?”

      Once, Archie had heard that all stories had a basis in truth. Whether or not that was true, he didn’t know. The odds of a bedtime story having roots in their reality was a bit of a stretch for him, but then, so was a flying boy. “I do not know, Harper. I truly do not.”

      “Well, I think he is Pan, or something like him,” Harper said. “After all, stranger things have happened. I need something to make sense.”

      Archie nodded his agreement. To believe in a fairytale might seem folly, but they were captured in a world where anything seemed to be possible. Perhaps believing was the answer.
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      Archie had not expected to see one of Peter’s Lost Boys on his first trip to meet Tiger Lily. The boy did not look pleased to be there as he helped the Indians tote baskets of supplies to the shoreline.

      “Good day, Beetles. I confess, your presence is a bit of surprise. I thought only to find Tiger Lily and a few of her people here this morning,” Archie said, giving the short, round boy a polite smile.

      “Mmph,” the boy grumbled as he set down a basket full of strange-looking fruit, his bear cap falling forward to his eyes. He pushed it back with one hand, and turned to look at Archie. “She said if I was to see you, I was to tell you she’s on her way,” and with that, Beetles set off, heading back into the woods, presumably for another trip of supplies, though Archie thought he might be trying to escape further conversation.

      “Nice of him to help,” Harper grinned, “Even if he didn’t seem too happy about it.”

      “Yes, nice indeed,” Archie replied, watching as Tiger Lily appeared from beneath the canopy of trees.

      “Did you see a boy come through here?” she asked without preamble. “About this tall?” She held out her palm at chest height.

      “Aye, and about this wide.” Harper held out his hands a good distance from his own waist, indicating Beetles’s chubby frame.

      “Well, where did he go? He was supposed to come back and help us carry the rest of your supplies to the boats.”

      “He went that way.” Harper pointed to a group of trees in the opposite direction.

      “That figures,” she muttered.

      She looks pretty when she’s angry, Archie thought, watching a warm flush creep into Tiger Lily’s high cheekbones. Her long, black hair was pulled back in a tight plait that ran down her back. Archie’s fingers itched to loosen it and feel her silky tresses between his fingertips. Being as she looked ready to throttle anyone who came near, he held his place and decided to be content to take her beauty in from a safe distance, though he promised himself that as soon as the murderous look left her face, she would be his. Vaguely, he registered that Harper was yammering on about something or other, but his eyes stayed on Tiger Lily. He felt Harper brush past him and heard the lad’s footsteps going in the direction he had last seen Beetles.

      “What are you thinking?” The angry look had left Tiger Lily’s face, replaced with one that seemed to be a cross between confusion and amusement.

      “That you are beautiful.” They weren’t the most poetic words he had ever spoken. Had he given it more thought, he would have taken care to sound more eloquent. But in that second, the truth came free, and he didn’t care how it sounded. Silence met his words, so he chose that moment to walk over and press his lips to hers. His hand brushed the tail of her braid, and his fingers had their way with it, traveling up her back, unraveling the soft waves inch by inch until his hand reached the base of her neck. Soon, every bit of the braid was free.

      He slid his hand under her hair, feeling the trapped warmth between it and her skin as he cupped her neck and pulled her nearer, deepening the kiss. His other arm came around her waist to hold her close as she lifted her arms, wrapping them around his neck.

      A feeling of warmth, unlike anything he had ever felt, rolled out in a wave. It was as if the sun had decided to move into his soul and was warming him from the inside out. There was no one else on this island but him and the woman in his arms.

      Just the two of them—and one pesky voice clearing itself near his shoulder. He ignored it as the perpetrator continued, as if he were dredging up every bit of noise his throat held in an effort to become louder. The throat clearing stopped after a couple of seconds, followed by a sigh.

      “I beg your pardon, but might you know where Beetles has gone?” The young voice was asking politely enough, but Archie still wanted to choke the owner, regardless of the manners his mother had ingrained in him since childhood.

      “I do not.” Archie gritted his teeth as he turned, expecting to see Patch or Peter hovering beside him. Instead, his eyes dropped to find a smaller boy, this one covered in grey-furred clothes, with what looked like a raccoon hat perched upon his small blonde head. “Who, may I ask, are you?”

      “Runt.” The boy looked up at him with clear, blue eyes. He was much younger than either of the boys Archie had seen earlier.

      He can’t be more than six or seven years old, Archie thought, looking down into small, trusting face. “Your name is Runt?” The name didn’t seem one that a parent would bestow upon a child. But then, Beetles and Patch didn’t quite seem like given names, either.

      “Yes,” the boy answered, nonplussed, before he repeated his question. “Do you know where Beetles is?”

      “He is coming.” Harper materialized out of the underbrush.

      “Peter would have been upset if he didn’t do what he was told,” Runt said in a matter-of-fact voice. “He told him he’d have to help the grown-ups since he went after Tic-Tock.”

      So nice of Peter to be using us as punishment. The smile that etched Archie’s face was a wry one. “Might I ask why he chose us?”

      The little boy shrugged. “’Cause you’re big, I guess.”

      “As good a reason as any, I suppose,” Archie noted, but Runt’s attention had left him and gone to Tiger Lily.

      “My mama had pretty, long hair like hers,” the boy said as if to no one in particular. “I really miss my mama.”

      “I told you to stay and help them.” Peter was berating Beetles as they both appeared from the underbrush. It was the first time that Archie had seen the flying boy walk.

      “I did. I thought they were finished,” Beetles grumbled.

      Peter looked down at the boy and scowled before glancing back up to Archie.

      “You are the one I wanted to see,” he announced, hopping off the ground to hover beside Archie.

      Archie had the impression that Peter had done so in order to look him squarely in the eye. He doesn’t like to look up to anyone, Archie thought, watching as the boy lifted an extra inch into the air to look down at him.

      “Why, might I ask, am I the one you were searching for?” he asked.

      “I want to join forces with you. You and your grown-ups, and the Lost Boys, and me. Tic-Tock has never been afraid of anything until your man stopped him. If he keeps eating my men, there will be no Lost Boys on Neverland. Then, he’ll start eating yours. I think he could eat your ship if he wanted to.”

      Even though Archie doubted the croc had the ability to sink the Roger, the thought wasn’t a pleasant one. “What precisely do you propose?”

      “That your men and mine hunt Tic-Tock together with your pistol things that Beetles and Patch told me about.”

      “Ah.” Archie nodded. He’d wondered how long it would take for the boys to tell their leader all they had learned. The thought of them being around the pistols made him queasy. With the imagination that the children had shown and their lack of knowledge of nearly everything—coupled with his crew’s complete lack of caution—such an escapade could spell complete disaster. “Before I commit to such a hunt, I wish to know more about this crocodile,” he told Peter, giving the boy the full look of seriousness that lay in his blue eyes. “I will not put my men—or yours—in harm’s way before I know all there is to know about our quarry.”

      “What’s a quarry?” He heard Beetles hiss to Runt, who gave him a helpless shrug in reply.

      “He means Tic-Tock,” Peter told them, flying up to sit on a tree branch a few inches higher up. He settled down, pushing an errant limb out of his way, “Tic-Tock has been in Neverland for forever. Every time we see him, he seems to get bigger. He eats everything and everyone. He’s ate lots of the Lost Boys and the mermaids are afraid of him. I think he eats them, too, though they’ve never said anything to me about him. I just know that they are always gone whenever he shows up.”

      “Is there a certain place he likes best?” Harper asked, then turned to give Archie a serious look of his own. “I’m asking because I’d rather watch for the croc, than the mermaids.”

      Peter had listened to the question, and now looked pensive, his small brows furrowed as he mulled over the information that he knew. After a few seconds, he answered. “There is a cove on the other side of Neverland that leads to the caves. I’ve never seen a mermaid there, though the water would be right for them and there are plenty of flat rocks around those caves where they could bathe in the sun. I’ve wondered sometimes why I haven’t ever seen them there, but I just figured that maybe they liked this side of Neverland better.” He shrugged. “Maybe Tic-Tock likes to be around the caves.”

      “That sounds like the place we should lay anchor,” Archie mused. Their encounter with the crocodile had not proved to be as daunting as that of the mermaid, so it did not come as a surprise when Harper nodded.

      Peter must have thought that Archie had agreed to join forces, for the boy jumped up from the branch and stood upon it and crowed. This strange commotion must have been a good thing, for Beetles and Runt began to cheer.

      Archie traded a surprised look with Harper. Somehow, without their knowledge or Archie’s consent, his fearless pirate crew had managed to join forces with a group of children.
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      Harper was scowling so hard that Archie wondered if his face was going to freeze in that expression. “I don’t like it,” he repeated. The scene seemed vaguely familiar to Archie, as the lad had voiced his opinion is much the same way when they had brought the Indians aboard the Jolig Roger and settled them in the hold as slaves. He is even in the same place as before, Archie noted. Propped with his bum against the map table and his arms crossed over his chest, with a brown thatch of hair falling into his eyes, Harper looked more like an unruly teen than a pirate who had commanded the ship on more than one occasion.

      Archie wondered if the reason for his noticing that Harper looked younger than normal was the fact that Peter had tried once again to recruit him for his own troupe before they left the island the previous evening. The invitation had been rather bold and callous, making Archie wonder if perhaps he shouldn’t be trying to recruit Peter as a pirate.

      “You’ll get old and die if you stay with them,” the boy had told Harper in a cold, unfeeling tone, much as if his demise would be imminent the second he stepped back on the deck.

      Much to Archie’s delight, Harper had answered Peter in true pirate fashion, telling the boy in no uncertain terms, “Shove it, and leave me be, else I’ll slit your throat where ye stand. Then we’ll see who lives longer, aye?”

      Archie suppressed a smile at the memory, for now his young friend was looking murderous once again at the prospect of having to spend additional time with Peter and his troupe of young boys as their forces joined to hunt down the crocodile. Truth be told, Archie could probably have found a way of getting out of the agreement, but after discovering from Tiger Lily that the caves Peter had mentioned were just below the mountains where her people had started to build their village, he began to worry. The thought of the enormous croc being so close to her was unsettling. Better to be done with the beast, once and for all.

      So that evening, he had given his orders to leave the inlet and head east. It had taken some maneuvering to get the ship into the narrow mouth of the cove, but once they cleared the rocks, the water cleared from black to the clearest blue waters that Archie had ever seen, free of icebergs and the sharp jutting rocks that seemed to fill all of the other water. It was easy to see why the croc would prefer this part of the island. The cove widened and soon the Jolig Roger sat on a still sea as clear and smooth as glass.

      They had let down anchor and waited, the few hands on deck watching through the night for any sign that Tic-Tock was indeed present. The night had shown no sign of the massive beast and morning came, bringing only Harper to the map room to voice his opinions on the matter.

      “You can’t trust him, there’s something not right when you look in his eyes,” Harper said, a faraway look in his own, as if he were remembering. “If you aren’t careful, he’ll feed you to the croc himself. I think he would do it just to have a bit of fun.”

      “Well, we’ll have to be careful then, won’t we?” Archie replied, a slight smirk popping up to quirk around his mouth as Harper shot him another dark look. “I’m leaving the ship under your command whilst we are gone. With luck, you won’t have to deal with Peter and, hopefully, no mermaid shall show her beautiful face while we are away.”

      “That would be too much to wish for,” Harper replied dryly.

      “I am leaving half the crew under your watch. Cannons will be more useful against the croc than pistols,” Archie instructed. “You have as much of a chance of hunting him here as we have around the caves. So if you see him, blow him out of the water.”

      “Aye, Cap’n.” The lad’s shoulders slumped in resignation.

      “All will be fine, Harper. You have no need to worry. I have no intention of losing you to Peter’s troupe,” Archie grinned, watching the fire light back up in Harper’s eyes.

      Harper had opened his mouth, no doubt to give a sarcastic retort of some sort, when the pounding of feet overhead cut him off, and a cloud of dust came down from the ceiling.

      The first thing Archie spotted when he arrived on deck was pirates running in every direction. Ignoring them, Archie searched for the one he had left in charge through the night. Beckett stood on the quarterdeck, with a face gone pale under the dark stubble of his beard.

      “Out there, Cap’n.” He pointed a few yards out, ahead of the ship. “I don’t know what it is, but it be big.”

      A dark shape moved through the water, a stark contrast of black in crystal blue water. As Beckett had stated, whatever it was, was indeed large—and moved faster than seemed possible, sluicing through the water like a hot knife in butter.

      A single, white seagull had been perched on the mast. As the men scaled the rigging for a better look, it flew off and swooped down toward the deck. Upon seeing even more pirates, it changed its mind, swerving over the railing just before it would have smacked into it. The bird flew low over the water for the first couple of seconds, then altered its course and began to ascend higher in the air, en route toward the mouth of the nearest cave.

      It had gotten a good distance above the swells when a giant crocodile launched itself out of the water. Jaws open, the seagull flew between the rows of teeth before it disappeared and the jaws snapped together with an audible crunch. The body of the croc smacked the surface of the sea and sent up a giant splash that disturbed the calm water and sent waves to slap at the sides of the ship.

      “Tic-Tock,” Archie’s voice was a hoarse whisper that sounded cracked. “He’s here.”

      As if the crocodile had eaten the bird only because it had come from the ship, it dove back below the surface of the water and swam toward them.

      “All hands to quarters! Prepare to fire the cannons!” Archie managed to find his voice long enough to shout his orders. Time seemed to slow down on the deck as he listened to his orders being shouted from one man to the next, as he watched his men move slow as the dark figure in the water came toward them at a speed so fast it seemed unreal.

      No ship in the world has ever been sunk by a crocodile, his brain told him. Then a small part of it whispered—but no ship has ever been to Neverland, either. Instinctively, he gripped the railing on the quarterdeck and kept watching.

      The blur disappeared at the side of the Roger just before she quaked and the sounds of splintering wood filled the air. Had Archie not seen the croc hit them, he would have sworn they had hit an iceberg. Several of his men had lost their footing and were sprawled on the deck. Had he not kept his handhold, he would have joined them. He glanced over the side of the ship where he had last seen the crocodile.

      A few of the boards looked as if they had buckled under the blow, but the hull was still intact and the monster was nowhere to be seen. The sounds of splashing on the opposite side of the ship caught his attention. One of his men had been thrown over the rail.

      “Man overboard!” The cry went up and blended into another yelled at the same instant as his crew took their positions. “Cannons ready, Cap’n!”

      Archie scrambled to the opposite side of the ship just in time to see his lost crewman open his mouth to scream. In that same second, Tic-Tock emerged from his place under the ship and snagged him, dragging him below the surface before he had even enough time to make so much as a squeak.

      “Fire at will!” Archie ordered, watching as the pirate’s hand traveled through the water just ahead of the dark shadow beneath the surface, as if a last plea for help. Its owner was most certainly dead in the mouth of the crocodile that was just now within reach of the cannons.

      The loud blasts were deafening as the cannon balls splashed all around the croc. One blast hit its mark, and an earsplitting scream rent the air just before a giant, scaly tail sprayed water as it flipped in a giant arc before disappearing back under the surface.

      Then, the water colored red.

      “We got him,” Archie said numbly, as the cannons continued to fire. Even after he gave his order to cease, a couple still fired, as if wanting to make certain the beastie was dead and at the bottom of the sea.

      A few moments later the sea calmed; the only indication anything had happened was that now the surface was painted with blood.

      “Well.” Archie had forgotten about Harper, who had stayed at his side during the whole incident. “I suppose you have less to worry about now,” Archie told him. “We have finished hunting the crocodile.”

      “I doubt that I stop worrying.” Archie followed Harper’s glance across the railing, where a flying boy appeared, hovering above the red water.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Harper watched as Peter flew to the ship and circled the mast. Before he could blink, the ruffian had taken his little pig-sticker of a knife from his side and sunk it into the top of the sail, and slit it midway down, and then flew through it as proud as if he had just killed the croc instead of a helpless sheet of canvas.

      “Hope you plan to make him stitch it up,” he grumbled to Jameson, who stood with his hands folded behind his back, looking up at the mast with no emotion whatsoever playing upon his face. The man stood as still as a statue for several seconds, making Harper wonder if perhaps he hadn’t frozen in place as he stared at the boy walking along the beam.

      “Cap’n,” he hissed, trying to shake Jameson out of his trance.

      A single hand flattened, palm-out, behind the captain’s back as if ordering silence. Harper rolled his eyes and waited. No way was he going to be the one mending that sail, especially since there had been no call for such an action. Death guardian or no, the scoundrel would have to answer for his deeds. Harper crossed his arms over his chest and waited, muttering low curses under his breath.

      “Go below and wait for me.” The order came whispered so quiet-like that Harper thought at first he had imagined it. He didn’t move, thinking that maybe he hadn’t heard him correctly, but then Jameson turned and fixed him with his cold, blue eyes.

      “Go below,” he repeated.

      “Aye,” Harper grumbled and walked toward the steps, glancing up at the mast just long enough to realize that Peter was fixing him with an odd stare, one that sent a cold chill up his spine and made the fine hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention. There was no doubt in his mind that the boy known as Peter was also the death guardian from his mum’s bedtime stories. Whatever he seemed to be—a boy he was not.

      As everyone else was still above from the excitement of the crocodile, he found only one man below the deck.

      Boggs was propped up against a wall, clearly hammered from his latest batch of alcohol, that he had dubbed “never-right.”

      “Ah, Harper. Good of ye to join me.” He lifted his tankard up in welcome. “Have a cup, will ye?”

      “No, I prefer to have my wits about me, thank you.”

      Harper couldn’t help smiling at the jovial cook who grinned at him and shrugged. “’Tis your loss, lad.” The grin left a moment later, followed by a serious expression and a rather loud belch that sent the tattooed woman to quivering upon his belly. “I uncovered a wisdom just last night. I’ll share it only with ye,” Boggs said in what Harper guessed to be a conspiratorial whisper, though it was loud enough that likely every soul on board would hear this important secret.

      “It’s in the pixie dust,” Boggs confided, pointing a finger to a can with holes poked in the top. “The secret to my never-right. It was r-r-right here all along.”

      Arching an eyebrow, Harper took a quick glance down into the can and was surprised to see the golden pixie that Jameson referred to as Miss Bell, sitting on the rusty bottom. Noticing the shadow over her prison, she looked up, scowled at him, and smacked the side of the can with one hand in anger, sending tiny puffs of golden dust up through the holes that caused Harper to sneeze.

      “Whatever have you done, man?” Harper asked, wiping his eyes with one hand as he carefully set the can back down on the table. “Jameson will not be happy with you. He’ll skewer you with his sword when he learns you’ve captured his pixie.” He paused, then added, “How exactly did you do that? I’ve seen her fly. She’s frightfully fast.”

      “Well, truth be told, ’twas an accident of shworts,” Boggs drawled. “She flew into me cup.”

      “You jest.”

      “No! No, I wouldn’t pull yer leg on such a thing.”

      Oddly enough, Harper believed him. He had never met a pirate who had the ability to lie whilst being drunk and rarely did ever one stretch the truth when it came to the status of their liquor. If a pixie had just happened to fly into that cup, then so be it. “So what is this secret of yours?” he asked.

      “That gold dust fixes the never-right. Here, take a nip out of me cup.” The tankard was thrust at him. There wasn’t much left in it, only the dregs in the bottom. Refusing to drink anything that had been at Boggs’s lips, he bent his head to the open cup and smelled, instead. A surprisingly sweet odor greeted him.

      “It appears you are onto something, Boggs,” Harper said, handing the tankard back. “But I still say you’d better release yon fairy before the captain gets word that you’ve been using her like a salt shaker.”

      “Ach, I will. One shake fixed me whole barrel. I’ll turn her free soon,” Boggs said in a very unconvincing sort of way.

      Harper let the subject drop. He wasn’t the captain of the ship. Jameson could deal with Boggs, Peter, and the ruined sail however he saw fit.

      Boggs drained the last drops in his cup and bent over to set it down. A large lump rolled on his round belly and he grimaced.

      “Are you all right?” Harper asked, “How long have you had yon bulge?”

      “This?” Boggs asked, rubbing his wide torso with both hands in an authoritative way. “This belly has been here longer than ye have been alive, lad.”

      “No, you’ve got a place right where her bosoms are…”

      “Ah. Ye mean me belly pop.”

      “Belly pop?”

      “Aye, one day it just sorta popped out there. It no hurts unless I squish it hard. Mostly just causes gas,” Boggs replied, then added with a sly wink. “It fills Nessie out pretty well, don’t ye think?”

      Harper sighed. Having a strange bulge in the exact place of a tattooed woman’s bosoms was an odd coincidence to be sure, but being proud of it was another matter entirely. Instinctively, he covered the tattoo of Mary on his forearm and said a silent prayer in hopes that no strange bulges would mar her perfect image.

      Boggs was doing some reminiscing of his own. “Ah, Nessie.” Though Harper had not asked for any further explanation of origin or history of his tattooed woman, he continued, “The beautiful Natasha de la Costa, daughter of Juan Marco Velasco, Duke of Cardona. The greatest dancer me eyes have ever seen—and me one true love.”

      His attention captured, Harper leaned forward to hear more of the tale.

      “I was a younger lad when I first lay me eyes on her, but no quite as young as you. I was also a bit… smaller,” this followed by a light pat on his belly and a memory that appeared in Boggs’s eyes, which seemed to sober him up. “I just arrived at a Spanish port and was looking for the nearest tavern. I seen one up at the end of the street and was fixin’ to head there when I heard a scream that stopped me in me tracks. It was then that I turned and seen her. She was standing in the middle of the market spillin’ out the longest stream of curses that I ever did hear. The sun was a-glowin’ on her hair and lighting on her face. Looked like a beautiful, angry angel, she did.” Boggs sighed, forgetting that his audience was waiting for the rest of the story.

      “Well?” Harper demanded, “Why did she scream? What did you do? And how did you know she was cursing? You don’t speak Spanish.”

      “Ach, some words are the same, no matter the language,” Boggs waved a hand dismissively, repeating a few rude words that made Harper blush.

      “All right.” Harper was ready to concede the small point if Boggs would continue his tale. “What about the rest?”

      “Well, dressed in white, she was. All ready for her wedding day.” At this point, Boggs must have felt the need to replenish his tankard of ‘never-right.’ Harper watched the man stagger to the keg and refill his cup. Such things to recall could be painful, Harper thought, so much that a drink might help numb the pain, so he waited as patiently as he could.

      Once Boggs had flopped back in his seat and downed three-quarters of his drink in one long gulp, Harper tried to coax a bit more of his story out of him. “Well, man? You can’t leave me hanging.”

      “Well, Nessie—that was my pet name for her—she was fighting. Scratching and cursing as a man pulled her along. So’s I rushed in and clocked him. Knocked him right on his arse, I did. Then I grabbed her hand and we ran away.” Boggs’s lips twisted in a wry smile. “Didn’t know the bugger was her own father and he was a-takin’ her to marry her future husband. A Count Viscount-somethin’-or-the-other. ’Twas an arranged marriage, ye see.”

      Harper gasped. He would never have imagined the rotund cook in his younger years would ever have done something so dashing and debonair. As he sat there open-mouthed and silent for a moment, Boggs stared down into his cup.

      After a long moment, Harper asked, “What happened?”

      “I found a priest and married her meself.” And with that, Boggs downed the last of his cup and teetered back to the keg for more, leaving Harper speechless. Harper glanced down at the tattoo of Mary on his forearm. Her beautiful smile greeted him as it had so many times before, and so he waited for Boggs to return to tell him the end—and wished to be home with his Mary.
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* * *

      Archie watched Peter strut along the beam as if he owned the ship, only stopping to stare at Harper with a strange expression. Feeling the need to protect his young friend, he had sent Harper below. As the lad left, Archie became the sole focus of Peter’s attention, which was fine, as far as he was concerned.

      “We were supposed to hunt Tic-Tock together,” the boy said, crossing his arms over his chest in a way that reminded Archie of a spoiled young child that had not gotten his way.

      “He is dead. It is over and done. That’s all that matters,” Archie replied. He gave a mock shrug, as if killing crocodiles were as easy as swatting at pesky flies. He wasn’t sure why he wanted to get a rise out the boy, but seeing the dark scowl gave him a small bit of satisfaction.

      “There is the matter of our sail that needs to be addressed,” Archie told him. “For one who has just had his greatest adversary slaughtered for him, you do not show your appreciation well by disgracing my ship. I would have your apology and have it made right.”

      Peter looked at him darkly. “I would have gotten Tic-Tock without any help from you.”

      “Proving such ingratitude with such an action is not the way of a gentleman. It is dishonorable,” the cold tones in Archie’s voice matched the ice in his eyes. “It is bad form, and bad form I do not tolerate.”

      “I am not a gentleman!” Fury was etched in each word, cutting each syllable Peter spoke.

      “Then, I am sorry. You will not be welcome upon my ship. Not until you can conduct yourself as such.”

      Stamping his foot, Peter glowered at Archie, his face flushing red as he took off, flying back toward the island.

      Archie shook his head as he watched, then turned his attention back to his crew, every member of which had been silent through the exchange. “Well, get back to it, lads! It appears we have a sail to mend.”

      A few mumbled curses later, Archie made his way below deck to find Harper. What he found instead, was Boggs, shaking a tin can of golden dust over a barrel.

      “What is that?” As soon as the words left his mouth, familiar bell tones sounded frantically. Snatching the can from Boggs, he ripped off the punctured lid to find Miss Bell sprawled haphazardly in the bottom, looking rather cross and not nearly as bright as usual. When she noticed the lid was free, she immediately flew out and hovered near Archie’s ear, blasting bell tones into his eardrum that sounded extremely accusatory.

      “What have you done, Boggs?” Archie fought to keep the neutral calm in his voice, though he feared he was losing it.

      “Didn’t mean no harm, Cap’n. I was just fixing my barrel.”

      The man was swaying like a tree in the wind. Though he was making an apparent effort to stand straight and still, he was failing miserably. “Pixie dust fixes it,” he enunciated each syllable, as if trying not to sound drunk.

      “Did Miss Bell offer you her services in any way?”

      “Er—not exactly.”

      “Well, then. That means you are stealing and as such, you must recompense her for what you have taken.” Archie glanced over at Miss Bell, whose face had taken a beatific expression. “Will that do?”

      A small, resolute nod answered.

      “My apologies.” Boggs sighed. “What will ye have?”

      The pixie flew over and inspected Boggs. She made a full circuit around him, then drifted near his round belly, pointing at a brass button on his breeches.

      “Oh, no. Not that ye don’t. Me breeches won’t stay up wi’ out it.” Boggs backed up an involuntary step.

      “Boggs,” Archie warned, “Off with it.”

      With something between a whimper and a sigh, Boggs took a knife from his side and popped the button off. It bounced one time on the floor before it was caught by the pixie. Gathering it close to her, she beamed a huge smile at Archie.

      “Are we even, my dear?”

      Another nod, and she had flown up the steps and away.

      Perhaps she will learn something from this lesson the next time she thinks of stealing from Smee, Archie thought, watching Boggs try to keep his breeches up while keeping his tankard in his hand. And while pirates tended to be a thieving lot every time the opportunity presented itself, he would teach them to be a honorable, thieving lot—even if it killed him.

      Harper had gone unnoticed until now. He found the lad propped up against the wall, his forearm before him, staring at the dark beauty whose image was inked in his skin. From the faraway look in his eyes, Archie didn’t think he had paid any attention to the goings on of the past few minutes.

      “Are you well?” Archie asked.

      The vacant look left as Harper answered, “Aye. Has yon ruffian left, then?”

      “Yes, Peter is gone.”

      “And the sail?”

      “Still needs mending.”

      “I’m not fixing it,” Harper said, sounding rather sullen.

      “Yes, I am quite aware of that, but you might be pleased to know that I believe I may have made our flying friend a slight bit angry.”

      “Oh?” Harper brightened considerably as he stood, “That pleases me to no end, Jameson. The only other thing that would make me happier would be if you said we were leaving this forsaken place and heading home.”

      “Be prepared for your happiness, Harper, for we are most certainly going to try.”
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      The decision was an easy one to make. Once again, Archie gave orders to leave Neverland as they had so many times before. The only part that held him back and made him hope that the island would be there once again in the morning, was the thought that he hadn’t told Tiger Lily of their plans to go. He hadn’t told her goodbye, and it crushed his spirit as he began plotting their way through the icebergs. He was more than ready to leave this strange place with its strange, flying boy. What he wasn’t ready to leave was his heart and the one who held it. Still, he stayed at the ship’s wheel, guiding them through the maze of ice that he had charted. Each spike that rose from the dark water had been plotted on a map, though now he didn’t need it. They had attempted escape so many times that he knew the way around them by heart. He only wished there was a way to chart the stars so that he could find his way back to Tiger Lily should this venture prove successful and they find themselves in their own world when the sun lit the morning sky. The stars always seemed to evade him. Constellations shifted of their own accord, just as he was about to set pen to paper, as if they knew of his desire to log their exact location and moved to prove his maps wrong.

      I will know the way back, should I ever find the way home, he thought, glancing up into a sky filled with diamond-bright stars. The map he had charted that long night before their arrival was tucked away in a drawer in his quarters. With luck, the stars in his own world had not changed and he would come back to Neverland—he would come back to her.

      But for now, he was captain of this ship and keeper of all the souls aboard, so his priority was to get them back into waters they knew. His crew had been rather undemanding thus far, but he knew, as pirates, they wouldn’t stay that way much longer. They had already become restless. Harper had been the only one to request going back as yet, but he knew the others would not be far behind him. They would be wanting a port, a way to spend their plunder, and the knowledge that there would be more adventure to be had—in a world they understood.

      The night wore on and the water became clearer. Below him, he heard the sounds of music and thumping. For now, his crew was celebrating their departure again. One loud thump and a muffled splash met his ears, followed by the distinct voice of Boggs yelling out a string of curses that silenced all other sounds for a moment.

      His barrel of pixie-dusted spirits has been tipped over, Archie thought, a smile lighting his face as he realized the reason for Boggs’s tirade. They can work it out amongst themselves, he decided, listening as angry shouting ensued, followed by several crashes and thumps.

      “Fight it out, lads, fight it out,” he murmured, looking out across a calm sea. Ignoring the melee beneath him, his thoughts returned to the beautiful Indian woman on the island and the last kiss he had shared with her. “I will be back for you, I promise,” he vowed, promising himself as much as her. He couldn’t imagine living a life without Tiger Lily.

      I’m in love with her. I truly am. The sudden, happy truth warmed him from the inside out, much as Tiger Lily’s kiss had done.

      Then, the Jolig Roger lurched as if something was pushing it up into the air from below. The entire ship lifted several feet out of the water, bringing Tic-Tock front and center into Archie’s brain. “Even he could not do this,” Archie exclaimed as the Roger rose even further out of the water. He turned loose of the wheel and ran to the railing, to look down at the side of the ship. Several feet of wet planks with barnacles came into view, gleaming in the moonlight. A jolt of fear seized Archie and he gripped the railing so hard his knuckles turned white.

      Without any warning, whatever had been pushing them up disappeared and the ship slammed back into the water, flipping Archie over the edge.

      Saved only by his grip on the railing, he dangled in the open air, his breath knocked out of him. Finally, he gathered his wits and his breath. Just as he opened his mouth to call out for help, he saw one star above the ship that looked familiar. One solitary, shining diamond, sitting amongst thousands of others, reminded him of home. As he watched, it flickered like a dying candle flame, and went out. He had the vague impression that he had just witnessed the way home, and now it was gone.

      “Easy now, Cap’n. I’ve got ye.” Beckett’s hands gripped Archie’s wrists and a second later, Archie was once again safe on the deck of the ship.

      “There be something big in these waters,” Beckett whispered as he turned loose of Archie. “What be so big to lift the ship out of the water and ye never see it?”

      Archie didn’t answer, only shook his head. Sailors were adamant believers in stories. Since his arrival, he had heard of monstrous creatures in the oceans, such as squid that could wrap their tentacles around the largest of ships and drag them to the bottom of the sea, enormous scaly monsters with three or more heads that could breathe fire and set the ocean aflame. Archie didn’t believe that their sudden ascent was due to a creature below them, but rather that—for some unknown reason—the ship had decided to try to go home, back to its star. A magic of some kind had brought them here. It would take magic to take them back.

      “Beckett, take the wheel and keep our heading.” Without waiting for an answer, Archie left and went in search of Boggs.

      He found the cook sitting by his empty barrel, looking cross.

      “I have questions for you, Boggs.”

      “I didn’t blacken Dougherty’s eyes, nor threaten to gut Bowen, regardless o’ what they be saying, though they both be deserving of it for dumping me never-right.” Boggs glowered at Archie, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “I have no doubt you are correct, but that is not what I wished to ask.” Archie pulled up a chair and sat down across from him. “Boggs, I need to ask how you captured Miss Bell.”

      “Oh.” Boggs uncrossed his arms, becoming instantly friendlier. “She just flew into me cup, Cap’n.”

      “Just like that. Just flew into your cup.”

      “Aye, though it happened accident-like. Trying to fix my never-right, I was, and took too big a gulp. The ship sorta took to spinnin’ and I was tryin’ to keep me feet under me, weavin’ this way and that, when I seen a streak of gold flying right at me. I lost me footing then and smacked right into her and into me cup she went.” Boggs lifted his tankard for Archie’s inspection, as if there would be golden streaks inside the cup as proof that Miss Bell had landed there.

      “Why didn’t she fly back out?”

      Boggs’s meaty hand clapped over the top of the tankard, covering it. “That’s why. I knew Mr. Smee has a healthy hate for the little golden pixie as stolen his needles and buttons, so’s I didn’t want her to escape.” His dark brows furrowed in confusion. “Why are ye asking me these questions, Cap’n? Has she stolen from ye, too?”

      “No, she’s not stolen anything from me.” Archie shook his head. “But I think she may be the answer to leaving the island. She was with us when we came here, I believe we may need her to return home.”

      “Well then, seems we need to find us another pixie,” Boggs observed dryly. “You made me turn her loose, ye know.”

      “If we are at the island again come morning, I plan on doing exactly that.”
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* * *

      Harper wasn’t happy to see the vibrant green of Neverland. His perch up in the mast didn’t help matters as he got to see even more of it than the blokes on the deck. He frowned, staring out across the water. There it was, large as life. The tall mountains that reached toward the sky, their tips covered in fog were the most prominent feature of the island, surrounded by a thick forest, then white sanded beaches and the inlet with the mermaid’s rock. They were back at the same cursed island. Again.

      He sighed, before calling down, “We’re back. Land ho.” As if they didn’t know that and needed him to say it, he frowned. The hands below began making preparations to sail to the other side of the island, to the somewhat safer cove that seemed void of mermaids. He blew out a slow breath, and leaned his forehead against the web of ropes, watching his crewmates. They moved slowly. They weren’t any happier to be back here than he was. For an undiscovered land, it was lacking in plunder and profitable adventure. Unless they were going to pillage Peter’s unknown fortress and rob him of his green tights, there was nothing to be had on this island of any worth—at least that he knew of.

      So now we go hunting pixies, he thought, waiting for a few others to join him on the mast. I pray we find them and Jameson’s plan works.

      His thoughts ran to Mary as they released the sail and he felt the wind catch. He had been gone so long, had she waited for him? He hoped with every fiber in his being that she had. One day soon, I’ll be back, he promised her, remembering the last smile she had given him. Then, he made himself the same promise. It would be soon.

      If pixies were the answer to going home, he would catch an army of them as soon as he set foot on that white-sanded beach.

      He made certain that Jameson knew of his wishes to go ashore, since he tended to be the one left in charge of the Jolig Roger when they anchored for supplies. There hadn’t been any problem with the request, Jameson had turned to Beckett and placed the ship under his watch.

      So now they were on their way. Three longboats rowed to shore, filled with pirates bent on capturing pixies. “I hear there be blue ones, too. Wonder if they be more powerful than the gold ones?” he heard Boggs mumble under his breath. Harper fought the urge to laugh as he rowed in sync with the others. He was certain the cook had other plans for catching a blue pixie—one that did not entail going home, but rather involved a barrel of strong spirits and a tin can with holes in the top.

      “All right, lads. We meet here at sundown,” Jameson said, as they pulled the boats onto the beach. “Catch what you can.”

      “Aye.” Harper’s voice blended in with the others as they set off in search of pixies.
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* * *

      As luck would have it, Archie ran into Tiger Lily as soon as the crew dispersed. He had forgotten that this was the day to replenish their supplies. Being as they still had plenty, he hadn’t thought of her presence on the beach and had planned on heading to the mountains in search of her.

      He turned toward the forest and plowed into her, toppling them both over, though he had just enough time to try to land with his arms braced in an effort not to squash her beneath him. It didn’t work, and he landed with his body on hers, his face buried in a pool of warm, silky hair.

      Her hands were against his chest, though they didn’t seem there to push him away. His heart sped up under her touch.

      He didn’t want to move, didn’t want to breathe, but he raised his head up just enough to look into her eyes. What he found there surprised him.

      “You didn’t tell me you were going to leave again.” Her voice was strong and accusing, but her eyes were what caught him. They looked hurt.

      “I promise that I was coming back to you.” He shifted his weight off her and onto his elbows. “I would find my way back, whatever it took.”

      “It still would have been nice to know you were going, instead of standing here watching the ship leave again.” Her hands came from his chest to return in a hard shove that knocked him backward and against the trunk of a tree, knocking the breath out of him.

      “S-sorry,” he wheezed, trying to capture his breath. “I w-would have come b-back because I’m in l-love with you.”

      Before he recovered, she had jumped up from the ground, ran to him, and covered his mouth in a kiss. He was beginning to think that all had been forgiven when a low, angry voice startled him. Tiger Lily jumped at the sound and the kiss broke.

      “No one leaves Neverland.” As Tiger Lily moved back, Archie caught sight of Peter. The boy was hovering a few feet away, his fists clenched at his sides. “No one ever leaves.”

      “Well, we shall be leaving,” Archie informed him in a matter-of-fact way, “Soon.” Of course, that doesn’t mean we won’t be right back here again the next morning, he added mentally. He didn’t dare give the boy the satisfaction of knowing they were stuck there unless they managed to capture pixies and somehow fly the ship back home to their own star.

      Peter’s face turned red and something dark and sinister seemed to appear in his eyes. Then, he flew off without another word.

      “I don’t believe he liked the sound of that, but it is the truth.”

      “I don’t like it either, but I understand,” Tiger Lily said, nodding at the place where Peter had been. “I think his Lost Boys are giving him trouble since your ship arrived.”

      “Oh? Why is that?”

      “The littlest one, Runt, has been coming to our village. He stays near me most of the time. He misses his mother. From what he tells me, Peter goes back to ‘the grown-up star’ and gets anything the boys need that can’t be found on this island. Runt told me that he wants his mother and told Peter so. He thinks Peter is angry with him because he remembers his mother and none of the others do.”

      “I see where that could cause Peter some problems,” Archie nodded. He didn’t think Peter would enjoy giving up his position as leader and role model of his troupe if he were forced to bring parents to Neverland. “I wonder why he doesn’t want us to leave?”

      “Perhaps he is afraid that they will want to go home if they see that you can do it,” Tiger Lily replied, “And if they go, Peter would be all alone.”

      “That makes as much sense as anything else.” Archie sighed. “I only hope he doesn’t take his anger out on the sails again. The men weren’t happy about his last visit. If he tries anything like that again, they’ll be ready to fight.”
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* * *

      Harper ducked under an outstretched branch. A few hours had gone by and so far he had had no luck whatsoever in finding a pixie. Blue, gold, or even polka-dotted, for that matter. He was getting more frustrated with each moment that passed. No one else had any luck either, from what he could tell. He had bumped into a dozen or more of his crewmates, and none of them had seen so much as a sprinkle of fairy dust.

      I believe Peter was lying when he said there were blue pixies on this cursed island, he thought as he edged around a briar patch. There is probably only one pixie, and that is Miss Bell. He let out a string of curses when one briar caught his forearm and raked along its inner flesh. His tattoo of Mary now had a line of tiny dots crossing her as droplets of blood welled up from the scratch.

      That, naturally, set off an even more elaborate string of cursing. A few moments later, feeling somewhat better that the briar patch had been sufficiently cursed, he calmed down and began searching again. “If I were a pixie, where would I go?” he wondered. He didn’t know much about the tiny fairies, other than Miss Bell’s attraction to shiny objects. In a forest of green, he didn’t see anything there that would capture her attention. Trees and rocks. That was all that was around him. Perhaps, he should work his way back to the ocean. The water sparkled if the sun hit it just right, maybe that would be shiny enough for her liking.

      His stomach grumbled, informing him that he had forgotten to put anything to eat in his pockets for this excursion. His empty belly had him turning around to head back to the boats. With luck, he might find some kind of foodstuffs there, especially if he had the fortune of crossing paths with any of the Indians. If not, he would suffer and wait until sundown.

      All thoughts of hunting for pixies left his mind as he trudged back toward shore, so it came as a surprise when one zipped under his nose and flew in the direction that he was heading. It happened so quickly, that he froze for a couple of seconds before reality sank in.

      “I’ve found a pixie!” he yelled as loudly as he could, running after the trail of golden dust that seemed to be heading toward his own destination. He hoped the others were close by to help capture her, for now that he caught sight of her, he realized that he hadn’t planned on how he was going to catch her.

      She is so fast, what if I can’t keep up? His lungs were on fire as he ran after her, barely jumping in time to avoid tripping over an exposed root. Just when he thought she was out of reach, the pixie slowed and turned, as if making sure that he was following.

      That’s odd, he thought, using his last burst of energy to try to close the gap between them. Then, she veered to the right. He nearly lost his footing trying to make the curve, but he stayed with her.

      I’ve caught up, he thought, as she zipped through a patch of leaves on a low branch ahead of him.

      I’m nearly there.
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* * *

      Archie heard Harper’s shout and jumped up, running toward the sound of his voice. He had only called out once, so when Archie reached a grove of trees, he stopped, unsure of which way to go.

      “That way.” Tiger Lily’s slender arm came from behind him, pointing to the left. “I’m certain of it.”

      He took off again with Tiger Lily close behind him, and was rewarded with the brief sight of Harper ducking into the shadows of the trees ahead.

      A few seconds later, he was at the exact spot where Harper had disappeared. The branches above them were arched, giving them a clear view of Harper, who stood facing them—a few yards ahead.

      “Did you catch it?” Archie asked, noticing that Harper’s face held a rather surprised expression. “Did you catch a pixie?”

      Harper opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He took one step toward Archie and fell. A ray of sun came through the trees, glinting off the silver-gilded hilt of a small knife that had been sunk into his back.

      Peter stood in the place where Harper had been a second earlier. He fixed Archie with the darkest look that Archie had ever seen, leaving no doubt that Peter was indeed the death guardian that Harper had warned him of.

      “No one leaves Neverland.” The words came out low and lethal, echoing against the trees before he flew past them and disappeared.

      Dark, red blood pooled around Harper’s body. He had landed with one arm outstretched. Mary smiled up at Archie from her place on his forearm. The smile first brought his tears.

      Then the anger came.
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      Archie stared at the sail-wrapped body lying before him on the deck. It felt surreal. He kept expecting to see Harper up in the mast, letting out sails or pulling them in. He never imagined that he would see his friend bound in one, lying at his feet, and waiting for a funeral. Tiger Lily had offered to give Harper the honor of burial in her people’s way, but Archie had refused. He would not leave the lad forever on an island that he had wished to escape. While he might not be able to take Harper’s body back to his beloved Mary, he would do his best to give him the tribute he deserved as a pirate.

      Smee stood beside him, seemingly lost in his own thoughts. Archie wondered if he was thinking of his recently finished job of inspecting Harper’s wound and preparing his body for burial. Archie was certain the inspection was more of a cause of curiosity than anything else, for the lad was dead and stitching him up would not bring him back.

      “A clean kill. Upward thrust into the kidney,” Smee had muttered, looking at the wound in Harper’s back, then at the small knife whose blade was crusted in dark blood. “Killed before, the boy has. Best ye take care that he doesn’t do it again.”

      “If anyone dies, it will be Peter,” Archie retorted, crossing his arms over his chest. “Peter is no more a child than I am. He will pay for what he has done.” The feeling of rage was washed away by waves of nausea as he watched Smee put stitches in the lad’s eyes, mouth, and nose, and then laid a shining copper coin on each sewn eyelid. “Is that necessary?”

      “Be quiet and let me work. Ye want the lad delivered safe to the other side, aye?”

      Though he had heard of paying the ferryman, Archie hadn’t been sure why having every orifice on one’s head sewed shut would ensure their safe delivery to the otherworld, but he had done as Smee said and waited for him to finish. At the last, he crossed the lad’s tattooed forearm over his chest, then placed the other arm over for good measure. “So as he can keep the lass close to ’is heart,” Smee said gruffly, wiping at his watering eyes. As Archie watched the old man stare at the lad’s neatly wrapped body, he knew that Smee had done the best that he knew by Harper. Now it was his turn.

      The wind had caught the sails, pulling them farther from Neverland. Beckett was at the wheel, navigating around the icebergs. “Hope yon wee bugger flies over here to tell us we can’t leave again. Feed him to the fishes, I would, for what he did to Harper,” he grumbled.

      Several others chipped in with various threats and suggestions of what they would like to do to the deviant who killed their fellow crewmate.

      He had a family here and didn’t know it. Every man aboard was willing to fight for him. Archie gazed across the clear sea, free of icebergs and out of sight of Neverland.

      “This is the spot.” He nodded to Beckett and gave his orders to release the anchor.

      Once the ship had stilled, he took a deep breath, willing his own spirit to quiet. The effect was catching, as silence enveloped the ship and those who wore hats, took them off in a motion of respect for the dead.

      Archie had officiated over more funerals than he cared to admit in his brief time as captain, but he had never spoken for one who had been a close friend. He allowed himself a long moment to reflect on the memories he had, from the first day he had met the young man who reminded him of a stuttering squirrel to the fearless one, bent on catching a pixie to return home. Archie smiled as a sudden realization came to him, Harper had never stuttered again once he had whacked Caesar with that oar. That act had given the lad courage.

      May I have the same strength, Archie thought, stepping up to address his crew. It was time.

      “Today we lay to rest a fellow crewman into the briny deep. Jonathan Harper was quick and sure-footed on the rigging and swift to lend a hand to any man in need.” Archie stopped, glancing down at Harper’s still form. “I am proud to call him the truest friend that I have ever known. I was with him the day he had the image of his true love inked upon his arm and I know of his plans to save every coin that he could in hopes to someday marry his love.” Archie felt the ice etch into his words as he spoke. The coldness seeped into his voice. “That will never happen now and she may never know of the love he held for her in his heart.”

      He walked over to a small sea chest that held all of Harper’s belongings. He bent over and flipped the lid open. Hundreds of bright coins filled the chest to the brim, glinting in the afternoon sun, and on the top of the pile of riches, sat a worn and creased picture of a beautiful young woman.

      “Harper will never make it back to her,” Archie said quietly, though he knew they all heard every word. A moment passed as he chose his next words, for he knew as soon as he uttered them, they would change the course of not only his own life but those of all aboard. “For that I will have revenge. Peter will pay for his crime. Who is with me?”

      The answer that met his ears was deafening as the silence disappeared and a hundred pirates yelled their reply, “Aye!”

      A wry smile came to Archie’s lips. His crew looked like a murderous lot, indeed. Teeth bared and rage in their eyes, most of them waving a cutlass or a pistol in the air in addition to their verbal response.

      “Aye,” Archie repeated. The word felt strange upon his lips, but seemed to fit the occasion. He gestured to the sea chest. “The man who brings me the flying boy known as Peter, will have Harper’s gold as his reward.”

      Several appreciative murmurs met his ears, though most seemed content enough to hunt Peter down without the added bonus of treasure. Then, Beckett spoke up behind him. “Will ye be wanting him brought to you alive, Cap’n?”

      Archie turned to Beckett, fixing him with his cold eyes. “You can bring him to me in any manner you wish.”

      Beckett grinned at him. “Aye, dead it is, then.”

      A few moments later, over a dozen men had lifted Harper’s body to the railing, some having only enough room to squeeze in one arm to help the others that crowded in beside them. As Archie watched, they eased him over and the white-wrapped body disappeared into a frothy sea. The only trace of Harper now lay in a sea chest with a crinkled photograph. Archie bent over and picked up the picture and tucked it into his own pocket. If, per chance, one of his men brought Peter to him alive, he wished to have some small part of Harper with him to exact his revenge.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They spent every day on the island, searching. As if Peter knew they searched for him, he flew in front of them, taunted them, and then would disappear.

      Two men had been shot as their crewmates had been aiming their pistols at Peter and missed him. As luck would have it, neither man’s wound was life-threatening, though it didn’t improve the mood of any of the pirates. Unable to catch the one they wanted, they began capturing the Lost Boys instead.

      Archie drummed his fingers on the map table while eyeing the boy sitting across from him. Patch, the boy with the rabbit ear cap, was regarding him with wary caution.

      An impasse, Archie fought the urge to smile. So far, the boy had only answered his questions with queries of his own.

      “Will you tell me where Peter is?” Archie asked yet again, certain that he had asked this same question a dozen times.

      “Will you tell me why you want him?”

      Archie rolled his eyes and repeated the same answer. “Because he killed one of my men.”

      “Mmph,” the boy shrugged and continued to stare at him.

      The door opened and Beckett appeared. “Beg pardon, sir, but we got two more. Where do you want them?”

      “In the hold with the others,” Archie replied, and Beckett left, shutting the door behind him. Archie caught himself doing a mental headcount. There were six boys down there, plus the stubborn one before him. Perhaps, he was going about this all wrong. So far, he had been asking questions, maybe he should be letting some of his information out, instead.

      “Patch, I wish to tell you of my plans,” he began as he tipped his chair backwards on two legs, leaning back to the wall to prop his booted feet on the table. “You see, my men and I wish to leave this island and Peter doesn’t want us to go, so I need to talk to him and explain the situation.” It was a lie, a large one. Ever since Harper’s funeral, leaving the island had been the last thing on their minds. A few had even made the comment that they had seen pixies, but none of them had made any moves to capture them. Even Boggs had refrained from making another batch of his never-right in hopes of capturing a flying boy instead. And as far as explaining went, Archie’s only explanation would be to Peter, and it would come at the fine point of his rapier. He struggled to keep the neutral expression on his face as Patch shifted on his chair.

      “I don’t know where Peter is,” the boy admitted. “None of us do.”

      “Then where do you meet him? Surely you have a certain place that you can find him,” Archie insisted. His men had been searching Neverland for days and kept finding hidden coves and new inlets around the beach each day, as well as niches in trees that were large enough for them to crawl into and explore, and they hadn’t even gotten to the caverns in the north. For an island, it was large and mysterious.

      “No, we just wait. He always finds us. We don’t find him.”

      Deciding this line of questioning was useless, Archie excused himself and left the boy sitting at the table and went up to the deck to get a breath of fresh air. The evening sun had cooled, and the boats were coming in from the island. Frowning, he noticed several empty seats in the first boat.

      “There be six o’ our men missing,” Boggs announced as soon as the boat was tied to the ship. “No idea where they be. Never heard any shots, be like they just disappeared.”

      “Lovely,” Archie grumbled, staring across the railing to the island that seemed more cursed with every second that passed. “No sign of them anywhere. You are certain?” He reached over the railing to give Boggs a hand up and over the railing.

      “Aye, they are gone,” Boggs grunted, heaving his round torso over the side of the ship and doing a quick, sideways two-step to keep his footing. Then he added, in what Archie guessed to be his most dire and disastrous tone, “They be vanished.”

      As if in answer to Boggs’s statement a lone voice yelled out from the island, “Ahoy!” It was just loud enough that it startled Boggs into tripping. He landed on the deck with a loud thump. Archie twisted around to look back out to the island, avoiding Boggs, who seemed to be sprawled in every conceivable direction. Noticing the spyglass tucked in Boggs’s belt, he bent and snagged it, then jumped out of the way, pressing the glass to his eye.

      On the white-sanded beach, stood one of the “vanished” pirates, waving his hands in the air in an attempt to be noticed.

      “Boggs, take the boat back out and get him. It’s Dougherty.”

      “Ach, leave it to Dougherty to be the one I gotta go save,” Boggs mumbled irritably as he crawled back over the railing. “I should’ve blacked more than his eyes.”

      Five more bodies followed Boggs to help row and Archie watched as they set back out to shore. Once the missing pirate had been collected, they rowed back. Archie set to helping pull each man up. He noticed that Dougherty was the last to come up and that the man didn’t seem anxious to be on the ship again.

      A man with pinched features and a generally mousey look, Archie couldn’t decide whether it was Ben Dougherty’s usual appearance, or if the strange expression upon his face was a product of fear. It also didn’t help that the bruises around his eyes had gone to the greenish stage of healing, giving him the look of a man gone seasick.

      The man stood before him, looking squeamish. His eyes darted everywhere but to Archie’s face.

      “Well, man, let’s have it. Where have you been and what has happened?” Archie demanded, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “The boy Peter caught meself and five more, then tied us up. He sent me free to give you a message,” Dougherty’s voice came out in a near squeak. “He says he wants his men free, else he starts killing ours, one by one.”

      “Oh, will he now?” Archie’s voice dropped octaves and came out in a whisper.

      “A-aye,” Dougherty stammered. “He w-wants ’em back by nightfall.”

      Archie glanced up into the evening sky. The sun sat on the horizon. Within a couple of hours, night would come—and with it, more dead sailors, unless he worked quickly.

      “Did he say where to bring them, or am I just to shuffle them off on the beach anywhere I choose?”

      “He said to bring them to the place where you saw him last. Said you would know where that was.”

      Archie knew very well the place he had seen the flying boy. It was the place where Peter had murdered Harper in cold blood. The look on Archie’s face must have been a sight, for not only did Dougherty look away, but so did Boggs.

      “We will do as he asks,” Archie muttered, though he didn’t say all that he wished to say. We will do as he asks—for now. Once I have my men back, he will pay for what he has done.
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* * *

      It was nearly dusk when they arrived in the dark canopy of trees. Expecting to find Peter hovering in the same place as before, Archie had come armed to the teeth with a troupe of his men behind him. Pistols and cutlasses were aimed in every direction, but what they found was their men, bound against a tree.

      “These ropes be familiar,” Beckett announced, hurrying over to untie the men at the tree.

      “Yes, I believe they are ours, though I hadn’t realized they were missing,” Archie said, taking in the lumps on each pirate’s head. Three out of the five were still unconscious, slumped against one another. The two who were somewhat lucid were talking nonsense about cannons.

      Seeing no threat anywhere around them, Archie took to untying the ropes.

      “He’s on the sh-ship,” one man managed, leaning his head back against the tree in an effort to focus on Archie’s face. “The boy is on the ship.”

      “With… the… cannons,” the other added as Archie turned to look back in the vicinity of the ship. He knew that he wouldn’t see anything, due to the dense foliage of the forest, but the urge to turn to look was too great. “He said to tell you he would know if you didn’t do as you were told.”

      “What do you want us to do with these boys, Cap’n?” Boggs asked, the line of Lost Boys behind peering around his round frame to see what was happening.

      “We have our men, we will release his.” Archie nodded, waiting as Boggs untied the ropes around each boy’s wrists and set them free. As soon as the ropes fell, they scattered, disappearing into the forest. Only Patch stayed just long enough to mumble a quick thank you, then he vanished behind the others.

      “We might oughta kept ’em for safe-keeping,” Boggs grumbled.

      “No, he kept his part of the bargain. We will keep ours.”

      The entire trek back to the longboat, Archie worried about the safety of the ship. In his haste, he had taken the majority of the crew with him to the island, leaving a skeleton crew aboard the Jolig Roger. It had been a foolish, ill-thought plan to take so many with him. With the ease that Peter had shown in taking a half dozen of his men, Archie had no doubt that he could best the few, unsuspecting souls he had left on deck.

      Let them all be safely on board and whole, he hoped, taking his spyglass out to look at the ship, which, thankfully, was still afloat where he had left it.

      Beckett’s tattooed body was the first thing that caught Archie’s eye. Flanked by the last rays of sunlight, he stood tall and imposing on the quarterdeck, looking every bit ready for any fight that would come his way. Archie’s worry disappeared as they rowed back to the ship.

      “Is all well? Did you catch yon flying fiend?” Beckett asked, reaching over to give Archie a hand onto the ship.

      “All is well enough. We never saw him. How is everything here? Anything new to report?”

      “Nay. All quiet here.”

      Archie nodded. “Keep your watch. If anything should happen, let me know. I will be below.”

      He hadn’t intended to do it, but he began walking each inch of the ship. Something told him that Peter had been on the ship, even though no one had seen him. He wouldn’t have given an idle threat, his mind reasoned logically. Had we not released his men, he would have found a way to make us. He’s been here. I can feel it in my bones.

      Step by step, he searched each deck and each room, finding nothing amiss until he came to his own quarters. A wave of anxiety rolled over him as he opened the door and found the contents of his map table lying on the floor.

      Paper was strewn over every inch of the room. Maps had been pitched here and there and more than a few of his charting instruments had been flung in every direction. Most disconcerting was the small knife that had been sunk into the wooden surface of his table, as if it had been put there as a signature. That knife said more than if Peter had been there himself to announce his presence. It was a small blade, nearly a twin to the one he had used to kill Harper.

      Archie felt his breath catch. No one on deck had heard anything. Beckett had been watching, but he hadn’t seen even the slightest sign of Peter.

      His name isn’t Peter; it’s Pan. Harper’s voice popped up in his mind, reminding him of his friend’s story of the death guardian. Archie began picking up his maps and started putting his quarters back together again. All the while, Harper’s voice kept echoing in his head. His name is Pan.
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* * *

      A week passed by with no sign of Peter. The search commenced every morning, though in an attempt to keep the focus on Peter, Archie had given his orders that no Lost Boy was to be captured. Each evening, his men came back empty-handed.

      Then, it happened. As Archie walked along the beach to meet Tiger Lily, a single boy appeared, as if he had been waiting for him. But it wasn’t Peter.

      “Hello, Runt,” he greeted the youngest of the Lost Boys. “How are you?”

      “Not good,” the boy replied. His small face was scrunched up in an expression that looked like he was ready to cry.

      “What is the matter?” Archie asked. He was more than ready to offer assistance to the smallest of Peter’s troupe, especially since the boy stayed with Tiger Lily most of the time and held his own special place in her heart.

      “I’m supposed to give you this,” he said, thrusting out a rolled up sheet of paper that had been somewhat creased by his small hands. As Archie took it, two large tears escaped and rolled down Runt’s cheeks.

      “Whatever it is, I’m sure everything will be all right,” he tried to reassure the boy as his own heart dropped at the sight of the familiar scroll with his own handwriting.

      “It won’t.” Runt shook his head, sending more tears free to track down his face. “It won’t be all right ever again.”

      Trying not to concentrate on the distraught boy in front of him, Archie focused on unrolling the paper. His hands shook as he realized that he held his map of the stars—the same one that he had charted on that fateful night before their arrival. The map that had been tucked away in his desk because he had valued it above all the others. It was the one that he had planned to use to bring him back to Neverland one day, the one that would bring him back to Tiger Lily. In his tidying of the map room, he hadn’t noticed its absence—had not realized that Peter had stolen it.

      Archie looked up from the map to Runt’s tear-streaked face. The boy was staring at the back of the map. Perplexed, Archie flipped the map over, and found the reason for Runt’s intense gaze.

      There, on the back of his map, was another map, drawn in the shape of Neverland.

      Runt’s next words sent chills down Archie’s spine.

      “Peter said to tell you that the X is where you will find Tiger Lily.”
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      Smee glared at the back of the map as if the parchment contained the secrets to the greatest evil on earth instead of a crude drawing of the island. “What, in the name of Saint Brendan, does he expect ye to do with this?”

      Archie sighed. The odds of his figuring out Peter’s strange map were about as good as discovering the reasons behind Smee’s obsession with the patron saint of whales. Both mysteries would probably remain unsolved. Still, he answered as best he could. “I believe he expects me to follow it in some fashion.”

      “Are you going to follow it?”

      “If it leads me to Tiger Lily—yes.”

      “Mmph.”

      “Yes, that’s my assessment of the situation as well,” Archie said before taking the parchment from Smee’s hands and giving it another inspection. Though crude, the map depicted the correct shape of Neverland as far as he could tell, each inlet and cove that they had visited were recognizable. There were also a few shown that Archie had never seen.

      “Was the boy certain that she had been taken?” The look on Smee’s face told Archie that the old man did not believe Runt’s story.

      “Yes, he was certain. But to be sure, I checked with her people. They haven’t seen her in over a day and have been doing their own searching. They haven’t found any trace of her, which worries me. They can track anyone. There is no other explanation. Peter has her.”

      “Well, what are ye going to do? It says clear as can be at the bottom o’ the page that ye haven’t much time to be dawdlin’ about.” Smee leaned forward and placed a gnarled forefinger at the place he spoke of. Though it wasn’t quite as clear as Smee made it out to be, the words You have two days were printed in a childlike scrawl, along with two more at the bottom. Come alone.

      Two days until what? Archie wondered. Would Peter kill Tiger Lily as quickly and easily as he had Harper? And if so, why? She had never done anything to him that Archie knew of. The only conclusion that Archie could come up with was that Peter had taken her out of amusement, because he knew of Archie’s feelings for her.

      At that thought, Archie wanted nothing more than to rush to her aid, to follow the cursed map wherever it led him in hopes that it would lead him straight to her side, but his previous escapade with his men and the Lost Boys as prisoners made him wary. Now he wished to think every angle through as thoroughly as possible. As for coming alone, he didn’t plan on taking any of his crew with him, but if they happened to just show up in an effort to win Harper’s gold, he wasn’t going to stop them.

      He traced his fingers over the map, much the way he had when charting the stars that lay on the other side of the paper. One thing worried him more than anything else. His map was torn. While Peter’s map of Neverland was complete, the paper on either side of his drawing had been ripped free, as if Peter had wished his drawing to be the only focus of his map.

      “The X is where you will find Tiger Lily.” Runt’s words ran through his head, so he repeated them aloud in hopes that Smee would make some sense of them.

      “That is all that he said?” Smee asked, scooting his bench closer. Once settled, he adjusted his spectacles on the end of his nose and took on a scholarly appearance as he studied the map on the table. “I see no Xs,” he muttered under his breath. “The lad be a poor map maker, that be sure.”

      Archie didn’t bother stating his agreement, but rather sat and stared at the drawing, wishing the phantom x would appear. Silence enveloped them. Several long moments later, Archie jumped and pointed at the map. “There it is.”

      The sudden commotion made Smee fall back, nearly off his stool. He placed one gnarled hand over his chest and glared at Archie. “Do not do that again. Ye nearly gave me a heart seizure.”

      “It’s here, hidden in the trees at the bottom of this mountain.” Archie was standing now, fingertips trembling as he pointed to the drawing of a grove of trees not far from the Indians’ village. Hidden between two of the branches, near the trunk of one tree was a small, barely discernible X.

      “I hate to be the one who tells you this, lad, but there be no way he left her so close to her own people,” Smee said darkly, “Not alive.”

      Archie hated hearing the words spoken aloud, but the truth was that he had thought them, too. “It could be a trick. He’s tricked us before. He seems to have a great fondness for games.”

      “Aye, I s’pose so.” Smee scratched his bearded face. “Hope, we will, that he is only making sport of us again.”

      Yes, hope we shall. Archie looked down at the map again. He didn’t believe Peter would kill Tiger Lily, to do so would take away his fun. Still, his heart hurt at the thought of not being able to protect her.

      Let her be unharmed, he sent up a silent plea, hoping that in the first rays of the morning sky, he would find her safe.
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* * *

      By the time dawn broke, Archie’s nerves were a frazzled mess. The thought of finding her hurt—or worse—gave him the worst sense of dread that he had ever felt in his entire life.

      The row to shore that normally took a half hour at most, stretched on for so long that he wondered if they would ever reach Neverland.

      As he set foot on the white-sanded beach, a new problem arose.

      “Best ye let us come with ye, Cap’n,” Boggs said, patting the pistols strapped to his sides. Then, he nodded to the other five pirates who had helped row the boat. Each of them gave him a grave nod, agreeing with Boggs. “Ye never know what ye might find and then ye will be needing us.”

      Come alone. The words echoed in Archie’s head, over and over. He had the funny feeling that if he did not follow the instructions exactly, that Peter would somehow know and then Tiger Lily’s fate would be sealed.

      “No, stay with the boat,” Archie decided, shaking his head. “If I do not return within the hour, come and look for us.”

      “Aye.” Boggs sighed, flopping back down on the seat of the boat. He landed so hard that the wood made an audible crunch as the boat squashed down into the sand.

      Archie smiled in spite of himself. Should everything work out all right, it would take quite a bit of time to extract the boat from the shoreline.

      After nodding a quick farewell to a disgruntled Boggs, Archie set off into the shadow of the trees. It did not take long to find the spot that had been marked on the map. Archie’s heart sped up as he neared the place. His palm slick with sweat, he placed his hand on the hilt of his rapier, expecting to find the worst. Instead, he found nothing.

      There was no sign of Tiger Lily. Letting out a few low curses, Archie stalked around the circlet of trees several times over before he stopped and pulled the map out from his coat.

      The parchment crackled as he unrolled it and lifted it up for a closer inspection. He squinted at Peter’s drawing, trying to take in each branch and limb that had been scrawled there. The sun streaked through an opening in the trees and lit up the back of the map, sending his own written details to shine through the back. Various stars mottled the drawing, making Peter’s workmanship even worse than it had been before.

      Frowning, he stepped under the shadow of a giant tree to avoid the sun’s glare. If the map had been drawn true to form, he was standing under the tree where Tiger Lily should be. The X was hidden between two branches, high up in the tree. With a sinking feeling, Archie looked up, hoping that Peter hadn’t placed her above him in the giant oak.

      A flash of white caught his eye in a forked branch. It was a piece of parchment, not unlike the one he held in his hands.

      “A fine place to leave me a note,” Archie grumbled, looking at the slip of paper that seemed impossible to reach. The tree was old, half-dead, with splintering branches that popped out like dried-out tentacles. It would be treacherous to attempt to climb it.

      Several ideas jumbled through his head, one after another, each crowding out the one before it.

      If I had a pistol about me, I could shoot the limb holding it. Maybe the wood is rotten enough that it would break. No, the branch is too thick for that.

      He tapped the hilt of his rapier with his fingertips. No way to throw it at the branch and hope to knock it free. With the luck he had had of late, he would either get his blade caught in the tree branch or skewer the paper—both instances that he would wish to avoid.

      Letting out a sigh of frustration, he looked at the trunk of the tree. It was enormous, but the bark was rough and uneven. It might be possible to climb it, but Archie was betting that it wasn’t going to be pleasant. He laid his map down on the ground and walked around the base of the tree, searching for the best spot to climb.

      “I detest heights,” he cursed. Finding what he thought to be the best spot, he sat down and took off his shoes. Perhaps, climbing the tree would be like the ropes of the rigging and be easier without them.

      Barefoot and heart thumping, he stood up and began to climb. After a few seconds, he realized that it wasn’t as hard as he thought it was going to be, so he calmed and began focusing only on reaching the branch that held the paper.

      He didn’t realize that the branch just below it was rotten—until it was too late.

      With a loud snap it broke and sent him falling back to the earth. He landed solidly on his back. The force of the fall left him gasping for air. He watched in a surreal way as the slip of paper came free and floated in slow motion, landing upon his heaving chest.

      “Bloody hell,” he managed to croak as he snatched the paper off and sat up. His heart had been hammering before, but now it was ready to beat its way out of his body. He sat for a long second, forcing himself to take a single, long breath—then he opened the folded paper.

      It was another map, much like the one that lay crumpled beneath him, only this one was different.

      He means to send me on a wild goose chase, Archie thought, incredulous, as he looked at the section of paper that had been ripped from his own map. Once again, Peter had charted his own rendering of Neverland, and on the opposite side of the island near the coast, sat another blasted X.

      “At least it looks easier to reach,” Archie grumbled, slapping his shoes back on. He gathered up his maps, stood, and made the trek back to the longboat.
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* * *

      “Ye think perhaps we should have brought Beckett along with us this time?” Boggs asked as they rowed along on their way to the next spot.

      “Why ever for?” Archie answered with a question of his own.

      “Because he be a sure shot with that musket of his. He could take out the wee bugger that keeps sendin’ us in circles and we would have Miss Lily back safe and sound-like.”

      “A fine time to tell me that Beckett is a good shot, Boggs,” Archie said. “It would have made hunting a lot easier had I known this sooner.”

      “Didn’t think about it until the Indians done offered to do it for us.” Boggs shrugged.

      Archie rolled his eyes. Out of all the pirates accompanying him, the one who might prove the most useful was standing guard on the deck of the Jolig Roger.

      “Beckett’s not used to moving targets, anyway,” Smee muttered beside him, giving Boggs his usual grumpy stare.

      “Aye, that may be, but I’m sure he’d like to try,” Boggs replied, nonplussed.

      Water sloshed over the side of the boat, covering Smee’s feet. He harrumphed and crossed his arms, not impressed with Boggs or the trip to shore.

      Archie had thought having the ship’s surgeon along a good idea in case Peter popped up with any other surprise that would leave him out of sorts or missing air. Now, as he looked at the crabby old man, Archie wished to trade him for Beckett, but there was no way to do so without turning around and rowing all the way back to the ship.

      The sun was resting just over the horizon. It was too late to go back now. There was nothing to do but press onward; one day remained to find her.

      He opened his map and laid it out on the flat of his lap. From the placement of the X, whatever he was supposed to find was ahead.

      Fate smiled down upon him a few moments later as he spied a fluttering piece of paper held down by a rock, lying close enough to the water that it was within his grasp without ever leaving the boat. He leaned over and snatched it.

      “Well, where we be headed next?” Boggs asked in an airy tone, as if he regularly rowed his captain anywhere he wished to go and that their current trip was naught but a joy ride.

      Archie ignored him, concentrating on the piece of map. As if he planned on being difficult, Peter had placed the X in a cove to the north of the island, in a place that the Jolig Roger would be unable to sail. To get there, would take a smaller boat. He had nearly told Boggs that they would be heading north, when he spied the childish scrawl at the bottom of the page. There wouldn’t be any help on the next excursion, from Boggs, Beckett, or anyone for that matter.

      Come alone—or she dies.
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* * *

      “Best ye wait til morn. There be no way one man can row in these waters in the dark, ye’d end up smashed against the rocks,” Beckett advised as the ship neared the cove. It was well past midnight. “The water’s not near as calm as the other spots we’ve laid anchor.”

      Archie nodded his agreement. He knew Beckett was right, even though his heart wanted him to go right then. The Jolig Roger was rocking back and forth with each swell. A smaller boat would be crushed, along with the fool who would attempt to row it. A fat lot of good being dead would do to rescue her.

      He sighed. “I will leave at first light. Keep a watch out, Beckett. If anything should go amiss, call for me.”

      “Aye, Cap’n.”

      He trudged back to the map room, hoping to find some rest. Sleep eluded him. He spent the wee hours of morning, tossing and turning on his cot, wishing for day to break.

      At some point, exhaustion seeped in and he found himself waking to a frantic beat on the door.

      “Cap’n,” Beckett’s voice came through the wood as clear as if he were already in the room. He burst through the door a second later, too impatient to wait for a reply.

      “What is it? Have we run aground?” Archie flipped his legs over the cot and jumped up, expecting the worst. “What is it?” he repeated.

      “The tide has risen o’er the night and the water be calmer this morn,” Beckett said in a matter-of-fact way.

      “That’s it?”

      “Aye, I thought you might want the report afore ye go.”

      “You came here to tell me the tide has risen?”

      “Aye, but none so much that it should give ye any trouble getting into the cove. If anything, it might make it a wee bit easier to get around some of those sharp rocks that come up from the sea bottom.” Beckett paused. “Are ye certain none of us can go with ye?”

      Ah, there’s the reason for coming. “None can come, but I thank you for your concern, Beckett. If I were to not follow Peter’s exact instructions, I fear the worst will happen to her.”

      “Well,” Beckett frowned, “it be easier to show him the blade of a cutlass or the tip of a pistol and be done with these games.”

      “If it were only that easy.” Archie slid on his shoes. “It seems Peter knows our plans before we do and as he is the only one who knows where Tiger Lily is, I would need him alive.”

      A cloud of dust fell from the beams overhead, followed by the sound of pounding feet.

      “Something is happening.” Beckett’s eyebrows raised for a split second, before he turned and rushed up to the deck with Archie on his heels.

      The first thing that met Archie’s ears was the shouted curses that seemed to come from every direction. He caught a glimpse of green before it disappeared behind the sails. A volley of pistol shots rang through the air, peppering the canvas.

      “Cease fire!” Archie yelled, looking up at the canvas that now resembled a piece of limp Swiss cheese. The sail was ruined. He hurried to the opposite side of the ship, expecting to see some trace of Peter, but he had disappeared.

      “There! There he is.” Archie wasn’t sure who had shouted the words, but everyone’s attention had moved toward the cove, where the flying boy had turned, as if expecting Archie to follow. Then, he vanished behind the rocks.
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* * *

      Beckett held his tongue as he helped lower the small rowboat, but once he was certain that his captain had rowed far enough to be out of earshot, he let out a string of curses that shocked the rest of the crew into silence—no small feat as the majority of them had quite the colorful vocabulary all their own.

      “Curse this blasted island and every soul upon it!” He finished his rampage and grasped the railing to the ship so hard that his knuckles turned white. The polished wood beneath his fingers creaked under the pressure, threatening to splinter as he watched the small rowboat disappear behind a tall column of rock.

      “He be gone now, out of sight,” Smee said, spyglass to his eye. “He should have taken some of us with him.” He retracted the spyglass and placed it in his pocket, giving Beckett a cold look, as if the situation were his fault. “I don’t like it. This is fool’s errand.”

      “Ye aren’t the only one who doesn’t like it, but he gave his orders. I won’t disobey ’em.”

      “Ach! The lad isn’t thinking straight, only thing in that brain of his now is her. Mark me words, no good will come of it.”

      “He is captain, and he gave his orders,” Beckett said, letting go of his grip on the railing and turning his back to the island. Silently, he agreed with Smee and wanted nothing more than to release another boat, fill it with men, and wreak havoc on the one who had been causing them so much strife, but he would obey his orders. Keep the ship and the men safe. He looked up at the sail, tattered strips of canvas fluttered in the wind. Deciding that he had best do the part of keeping the ship safe, he opened his mouth to give orders to replace the sail, when the ship lurched and he found himself lying flat on his back, looking up at the sky.

      His first thought was that the ship had run aground on rocks, but that thought was chased away by the recollection that they were anchored, safely away from any of the jutting boulders near the cove. He jumped to his feet and scrambled to the railing.

      Something had hit them.

      And it sat beside the ship, glaring at Beckett with two dark, intelligent, hate-filled eyes.

      “Ready the cannons!” Beckett shouted, watching as the dark form turned and began swimming toward the cove, fast for a crocodile with naught but a stub for a tail.

      “Cannons ready,” the reply echoed back up the line of the ship.

      “He’s near the rocks.” Smee had arrived at his side and was looking through his spyglass again. “Close to where I saw the cap’n last.”

      “No way to fire without trapping the cap’n in that inlet,” Beckett muttered, taking the glass from Smee to see for himself. Sure enough, the crocodile was taking the exact path the captain had taken, as if it were hunting for the man itself.

      “What be your orders?” One man yelled from the other end of the ship, linstock in hand, ready to touch to his cannon’s fuse.

      “Half of you stay with the cannons, but don’t fire unless he returns.” Beckett nodded to them. A wry grin painted his beard-stubbled face. “The rest of you buggers, release the boats and follow me. We are going to hunt us a croc.”
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* * *

      The muscles in Archie’s arms were aching by the time he pulled the rowboat up on the shore. Even though the waters had calmed, he still had been tossed dangerously close to the rocks more times than he cared to admit. Had he tried his rescue attempt any earlier, he wouldn’t have made it.

      He took one long, deep breath before he took out Peter’s latest drawing. If the map were true to form, his next clue to Tiger Lily’s whereabouts would be waiting for him a short walk away. Unwilling to waste any more time, he folded the map and thrust it back into his pocket and set off across the beach.

      The next slip of paper was stuck on a stick at the mouth of a cavern, waving in the breeze like a small, white flag of surrender. Carefully, he unfolded it, finding yet another map. Trying to squelch the feeling of hope, he knelt to the ground and placed each of Peter’s drawings end to end. Every piece of his map was now accounted for. Unless Peter had managed to filch another map without his knowledge, this last drawing would lead him to Tiger Lily. Folding up all of the other tattered pieces of parchment, he stuck them back in his pocket and concentrated on Peter’s latest work.

      A twisting, turning trail began at the mouth of the cavern, where he now stood and led into it. Archie grinned. He was close.
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      It started out dimly lit, which was the reason he hadn’t thought to construct a torch of some kind. At least that was what Archie was busy telling himself, though he knew the true reason was that he had been in a rush and hadn’t thought this last bit of his journey through.

      I’m close now, I know I am. I can feel it. If only the light will hold out. Archie squinted at the drawing before he turned another corner. The squiggles on the map seemed accurate, with each turn leading him farther into the cavern. The air became cold and stale and darkened with each step he took.

      Two twisting turns later, it was pure blackness. Archie put one hand out to steady himself and found the damp, cold rock of the cavern wall. His heart began pounding. There wasn’t any way to see anything. Not what lay ahead, much less the map. At this rate, he would have to turn back and find a source to light his way. He didn’t want to do that. While he thought he had enough time left to find her, something in his gut was telling him that he didn’t and that time was running out.

      He slid one foot in front of the other in an effort to make progress. One step down, he thought, trying to still his beating heart.

      “Take deep breaths, take deep breaths,” he chanted as he took another step into the unknown. This step held more peril than the one before as the floor dipped. Then, he lost his footing and landed on his arse. This set off a loud tirade of curses that bounced against the walls and echoed back and forth. Words that his dearly departed mum would have washed his mouth out for, were now blasting his own eardrums before they made their way down the length of the cavern, likely to a trapped Tiger Lily whom he would never find.

      “Saint Brendan,” he hissed a moment later, hoping that those words would follow those earlier and mark the cursing as Smee, just in case his beloved had indeed heard his rather colorful vocabulary.

      He sat there on the cold, stone floor for another few seconds, listening as the last of the echoes quieted. He was torn as to whether he should stand up and try to continue his trek in the dark, or turn back and run as quickly as he could to the entrance to find light. There wasn’t a choice to be made, really, he would have to go back.

      With a heart that felt like lead, he stood up and began to turn. Then, the most unexpected thing happened. Miss Bell arrived, as if out of thin air. Her beautiful, golden light illuminated the darkness just enough that Archie could see a bit of his surroundings—and the unhappy look on the pixie’s face.

      “You have no idea how happy I am to see you, my dear,” Archie exclaimed, his spirits rising. He chose not to query his small friend on what troubled her, but asked her assistance instead. “I need your help, Miss Bell. Can you light the way for me?”

      The tiny pixie didn’t answer with her usual bell tones, but gave him a small, barely discernable nod, as if she did not want to help him, but would do it, since he had asked her nicely. She turned, and began to fly forward, turning her head to see if he was following.

      He stayed close behind her, taking care to step in the path left by the fading golden dust left in her wake. She wasn’t as bright as usual, which left Archie to wonder if perhaps Boggs hadn’t been using her as an ingredient in his never-right again. He made a silent promise to find the biggest, brightest button on the entire ship as payment for her help once this escapade was over and done. He held the map up in front of him, hoping to catch the next turn that he needed to make before they missed it. To his surprise, Miss Bell turned a quick right, moving in the direction that he was getting ready to point out. It was as if she already knew where he wished to go.

      Puzzled, he stayed silent and kept the map before him, in case she missed the next twist or turn, but she didn’t. Several moments passed as they traveled deeper into the cavern, with nothing but the faint echo of his footsteps as proof that anyone was there at all.

      What if I am too late? He wondered. It seemed that the pixie lighting his way was getting slower with each passing second. How does she know the way? She hasn’t missed a single turn.

      The sound of running water mixed in with the echo of his footsteps caught his ears. “Please, we have to hurry,” he implored the pixie who was now barely moving in front of him. At the sound of his voice, she stopped and hovered where she was. “Please…” He stopped when he saw the impossibly fat tears running down her cheeks. Without so much as a single tone, she flew back in the direction they had come from, and disappeared.

      I will find out what is wrong when this is finished, Archie promised himself, thanking his lucky stars that Miss Bell hadn’t left him in complete darkness. The tunnel they had been following along had widened, and somewhere ahead of him—there was light.

      He ran, slipping and sliding on the slick, rock floor. He rammed halfway into the wall, making another turn. He vaguely registered the pain that shot through the muscle of his shoulder, but pushed it from his mind and concentrated on the sound of the water. It was loud, but the sound seemed to ebb every few seconds, as if it were mimicking the ocean’s tide.

      You have two days.

      The tide is rising, Cap’n. Beckett’s voice echoed in his head. Coupled with Peter’s warning, it pushed Archie faster. He had to find her soon. He glanced down at the paper crushed in his fist just long enough to discern one final turn before the X. It was up ahead, just around this last straight stretch. He ran as fast as his legs would carry him, flung himself around the final bend, and found himself falling end over end.

      He landed in an unceremonious heap, several feet below where had last stood. Body aching from his tumble, he sat up slowly. Finding nothing broken, he took in the scene around him.

      He was in a giant room of sorts, with slick, wet walls that vaulted upward to an open ceiling that showed a bright, blue sky. The sound of the ocean ebbing in and out had been an astute deduction, for mere inches away from his outstretched legs was the water coming in from a large opening in one wall, filling the room with more water with each surge.

      In the center of the room, tied to a jagged rock, was Tiger Lily. The water had risen to her waist, but she was alive and staring at him with an expression of profound relief. Archie shot to his feet and began searching for the quickest way to her.

      The water was riddled with rocks, making the most direct route impassible. With the way that the water was beginning to churn, he knew he couldn’t swim to her for the certainty of being bashed against the rocks.

      One flat rock ran the length around the room, serving much as a ledge, above the water. On the other side of the cavern, the rock jutted out and ended, mere feet from the stone where Tiger Lily was tied.

      “Are you all right?” Archie called out.

      She nodded. It was then that he realized the reason for her silence. A rag had been tied around her mouth and was cutting off her voice. She managed to give a strangled sound in response.

      “Worry not, my love, I am coming!” With that, he ran toward her.

      In his hurry, he slid on the slick ledge and barely caught his footing. Knowing if he landed in the water, all would be lost, he forced himself to concentrate and slow his pace. He began again.

      The ledge was deceptive. Though it looked straight and level, there was just enough of a tilt to it that an unsuspecting person could fall. Add in the slick green algae, and the odds of plunging into the dark water increased.

      “Slow down, slow down,” he chanted to himself, watching the water that threatened to flow onto the ledge. He glanced up to make sure the tide hadn’t taken her under. It hadn’t, though it had risen several inches.

      You have two days.

      I will make it in time, Archie promised himself, I have made it in time. I only have to set her free and escape this cursed cavern.

      “Mmph,” Tiger Lily’s strangled cry and a frantic splash, snapped him back into frantic mode. He had almost started to run toward her, when he realized she was trying to warn him.

      Peter hovered before him with an impish, sly grin on his face. “You are very good at reading my maps, Archie.”

      Archie gritted his teeth, “You may call me either Captain, or Captain Jameson. You have no right to call me by name.”

      “Why?” Peter asked, glancing over his shoulder at Tiger Lily, “I’ve heard her. She calls you Archie. She has called for you often the last day or so. I’ve sat at the top and listened to her cry.” He looked up at the opening in the ceiling. “I didn’t think you would make it before the tide came in,” he admitted, then fixed Archie with a cold, dark stare that Archie had never before seen on the face of a child. “I hoped you wouldn’t.”

      “My name is my own and only those I call friend have the honor of using it. Let her go. I’ve played your game and I won. I followed every map, obeyed every rule,” Archie said, feeling the coldness creep into his voice. “Let her go or I shall kill you.”

      “No.” The dark look hadn’t left Peter’s face. If anything, it had intensified. “You haven’t won, because I’m not done playing.” He took the knife from his side. The sun glinted off the blade. “I challenge you to a duel, Archie.”

      “And if I don’t accept?”

      “She’ll die—as will you.”

      Archie looked over at Tiger Lily. The water was rising and there was no other way to get around Peter. If fight he must, he would have to do it soon.

      He unsheathed his rapier, the thin blade made a tinny metallic echo as it came free. He poised the blade before him and gave a small bow for the sake of formality. “I will accept, on the terms that you fight as a gentleman and that this is the last of your games.”

      “I agree to your terms,” Peter nodded. “And I have my own. If you win, she goes free. If I win, you never try to leave Neverland again.”

      There was no choice to be made. The only thing that mattered was Tiger Lily. “Agreed.”

      The first strike came the instant the word left Archie’s lips, sending up a crackling spark as metal met metal. The force behind it caught Archie off guard and he took a step back, before countering with a strike of his own, which Peter deflected. The boy moved quickly, delivering blow for blow.

      Peter had a definite advantage as his feet never hit the ground. He flew to and fro, effortlessly dodging each of Archie’s thrusts. Archie, on the other hand, was slipping and sliding on the ledge.

      “Bad form,” Archie managed after one staggering blow that he nearly missed.

      “What’s bad form?” Peter paused, his knife poised.

      “Having bad form is my way of implying that you do not fight as a gentleman. You are flying, which is putting me at grave disadvantage. A gentleman would make certain that his fight is fought fairly.”

      Peter’s face went scarlet with anger before he said in a calm voice. “Then I won’t fly.”

      Archie hadn’t expected this, so when the boy landed on the slick rock before him, he was surprised. He smiled and gave an elaborate, deep bow. “And that, Peter, is what I would call ‘good form.’”

      Peter’s reply was to send another stinging blow against his rapier that made his arm numb. Archie countered with his own, happily noticing that Peter was now sliding about as much as he. The duel was now fair—or more in his favor now that the young ruffian wasn’t flitting about in the air.

      They fought the length of the ledge, with Archie advancing on Peter, one blow at a time. The boy countered each thrust. It seemed Archie wouldn’t be wearing him down anytime soon, so he concentrated on trying to push Peter back, trick him into taking one fatal misstep that would either make him fall or land him in the water.

      The clang of the rapier against the knife echoed back and forth against the rock walls. It sounded as if war was being waged by an army, instead of two souls locked in a single, deadly duel. Archie registered that the ledge had left the wall and they were now on the section that jutted out into the water. There was at least an inch of water on this new section of rock. The sounds of sloshing mixed in with the echoes as they fought.

      I must hurry, there isn’t much time left. The tide will soon cover her. Archie began fighting with renewed vigor, which seemed to catch Peter by surprise. The boy stumbled once, and retreated a few quick steps, as if to regroup. Archie closed the gap between them and poised his rapier for a quick thrust at Peter’s heart.

      Instead of blocking the movement, as Archie had expected him to do, he spun around, took a step off the end of the ledge—and flew.

      Archie’s rapier had found its mark, but not in the boy who was now flying high above. The jarring sensation of the rapier sinking into flesh felt surreal at first. But now, as he looked into Tiger Lily’s wide, shocked eyes—he was horrified.

      His heart felt as if it was the one that had been pierced. “No, no, no,” he whispered as he pulled his blade from her chest. As it came free, she slumped forward against the rope that held her fast. The hilt of his rapier made a dull clang as he dropped it to the ledge and leaned across to take the rag away from her mouth. Realizing that he needed his rapier to cut her free, he snatched it back up and cut through the ropes, before throwing it back down again.

      “No, no… no…” he whispered again as he knelt, cradling her body to his, feeling the last bits of his heart die as she took one shuddering breath—and went still. He laid her down on the ledge, watching as the water brought her hair up to float around her face in dark, silky tendrils. She looked like a sleeping princess, but the narrow hole in her chest belied that she would ever wake again. Overcome by emotion, he bent and brushed a kiss to her lips. For the first time, it wasn’t returned. She was gone—and the fault was his.

      The sound of a blade scraping against rock cut through the muddle in his mind. Instinctively, he reached behind him for his rapier. When his hand found nothing but water and slick stone, he remembered the forgotten, flying boy, and turned.

      Holding Archie’s rapier, Peter hovered just above the water’s surface, poised as if he had fought with such a weapon before.

      Fury roiled over Archie as he stood and grabbed his blade. He ignored the sting of pain as the metal bit into his flesh. He gripped it tighter in his hand, bending the metal down. “You will pay for all that you have done, even if it takes my death to make it so,” the words seeped out in a low whisper.

      Peter’s eyes went wide at first. Then, a dark look passed over them, giving him the appearance of being much older than the boy he seemed to be. “No, it won’t take your death. Not yet. I find myself enjoying this far too much.” With a quick, forceful jerk, the blade was ripped from Archie’s hand, slicing through the tender flesh between his fingers as it came free. Then, before Archie had the chance to move, Peter swished the blade through the air, straight at his still uplifted hand.

      Time slowed as Archie watched a ray of sun catch the silver blade, causing a sparkle to run from the hilt and travel toward the tip. In the instant the gleam touched the tip, the blade found his hand, severed it, and sent it flying through the air.

      Blood poured from Archie’s wrist, trapping his attention as it oozed from a stump and covered the lace cuff a gory, dark blue. This isn’t happening, he thought, taking an unsure step back, watching as the blue blood ran down to his elbow and began dripping into the water in an increasing stream.

      A laugh caught his attention, and his eyes left the empty place where his hand had been, so where it now was, in Peter’s grasp. The boy looked jubilant, as if he had done some grand thing.

      “My blade, if you please,” Archie said coldly, trying to ignore the fact that his vision was now clouding and his body was weakening with each passing second. He stumbled forward and lifted up his uninjured arm to retrieve his rapier, daring Peter to take that hand, too.

      Peter lifted an eyebrow, as if he was thinking of doing exactly that, but then he pitched the blade down, and flew off, disappearing through the opening in the ceiling. He hadn’t thrown the rapier to Archie, but to the ledge, where the water had risen so much that it splashed near Tiger Lily’s body.

      Archie turned back and staggered toward her. The current was moving the hilt of the rapier back and forth. He was having difficulty focusing on it. His vision kept darkening each time the water surged.

      He slipped as he bent over to pick it up and found himself on his knees by Tiger Lily. Instead of finding the rapier, his hand felt the cold silk of her hair that floated in the water. His vision cleared only well enough to watch his rapier wash over the ledge with the next surge in the tide. As it disappeared under a blanket of hazy, white foam, his vision left and the darkness closed in. He felt warm.

      It’s over now, Archie thought. The pain left as the water covered his face. A single thought passed through his mind as his hand found hers.

      I will die with the one I love.
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      Runt stood on the deck of the ship. He had been there when they brought his body on board. He’d caught a glimpse of the captain’s face. It was white and pasty and had the look of the dead.

      How will I join this crew if Captain Archie is dead? Runt watched, horrified, as they carted the captain’s body below.

      The sullen-looking, old man they had called the doctor looked even grouchier than the one other time Runt had seen him. He brushed by Runt as if he hadn’t noticed his presence and followed the others down the steps.

      It was quiet for the rest of the day. He stayed on the deck, wanting to help in some way, but didn’t know how to go about it. The ship was a strange thing with hundreds of ropes stretching up to the huge pieces of canvas that billowed in the wind.

      “Come up here, boy,” a large man with rippling tattoos said from the deck above him, “I will teach ye how to sail the ship.”

      He did as the man asked and climbed the steps to the upper deck. “I am Beckett,” the man introduced himself, “What be yer name, lad?”

      “Runt.” It came out in a nervous squeak, making Runt feel even more self-conscious as he stood in front of the hulking man before him.

      “Well now, Runt. If ye wish to be a pirate, ye must know all there is to know about the ship, aye?” the man named Beckett said, giving Runt’s shoulder a quick squeeze, before motioning to the big, round wheel in front of him. “What say ye take the wheel and bring us out to sea, eh?”

      “Aye-aye, Captain,” Runt said, taking the spokes of the wheel in his hands.

      A chilling scream rent the air, sending gooseflesh along Runt’s arms. He gripped the wheel and looked up at Beckett with wide eyes.

      Beckett was looking toward the steps, where the scream had seemed to come from. “Nay, lad, I am not the cap’n of the Jolig Roger. I only be watching over her ’til her true cap’n is fit to handle her again.”

      Runt had been looking at Beckett’s tense face, when he noticed something just over his shoulder. With a sense of dread, he whispered only loudly enough for Beckett to hear, “He’s here. Peter is here.”

      Beckett whirled around as the gravity of his words hit him, and began barking orders to every man in sight. Runt cowered next to the wheel, hoping to escape Peter’s notice.

      “Ye stay close to me,” Beckett said, as he stepped in front of Runt, blocking his view.

      Runt hid behind Beckett’s legs, hoping that Peter hadn’t caught sight of him. He didn’t want to be one of the Lost Boys anymore, but he wasn’t feeling brave in this particular moment, either. He had been brave when Peter took Tiger Lily away. He had stood up to him and told Peter to leave her alone, but it hadn’t worked. He had been too small to do any good. Now, he wanted to be invisible, but he still wanted to watch, so he peeked around Beckett’s legs, just in time to see Peter fly past, so close that Runt could have reached out and touched him. He was carrying a long, pointed knife—one that looked like the one Runt had seen before at Captain Archie’s side.

      “He forgot this,” Peter announced, throwing the long knife at the big pole in the middle of the ship. It made a loud thwack as it sunk in, the shiny handle moving back and forth.

      Without another word, he flew upward, disappearing into the clouds. Several long moments passed as they watched for any sign that he would return.

      “I guess he came and did what he meant to do,” Beckett’s words sounded hard, but he shrugged as he turned and offered Runt a hand up from his hiding place. “Let’s make ye a pirate, lad. I feel we be needin’ all the help we can get.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Images came and went in a jumble, mixing and twisting so that nothing made sense. Archie wanted the darkness back—wanted the peace that it brought. The colors came in blurs, though the blue always seemed dominant, the cursed blue that always reminded him of blood. Some flesh colors reminded him of the faces of his crew or of the mermaid he spotted at their arrival. Several times over, he thought he was staring into the face of Smee, but then the blue would take over and the pain would come alive.

      Each time, he wished for darkness. He wished for death—but it wouldn’t come.

      “Come on, lad. Ye have tried to give up for three days now, but yer spirit be too strong. Best ye open yer eyes and deal with it, eh?” Smee’s voice broke through the darkness and shattered it. “If ye do, I promise the pain will go away sooner.”

      Archie’s eyes opened a slit as he tried to focus. Smee’s white sideburns came into view first, followed by his bulbous nose, and his spectacles. Two shrewd, watery blue eyes were looking at him.

      “Ah, there ye be,” Smee said in a conversational tone, as if his captain had been misplaced instead of at the brink of death. “If ye would like to sit up, I’ll get ye a drink. I’d imagine ye need one,” he turned, presumably to pick up a tankard of rum. Then, Archie heard him mumble, “I know I do.”

      Archie sat up, body aching and throbbing, though the worst of the pain was coming from his left arm that had been tucked under the covers. That brought his memories back and he remembered his last thought. “How is it that I am not dead? Or is it that I am dead and stuck in this cursed place for all eternity?” His voice was raspy as he took the offered tankard from Smee. He took a long drink, noticing that the old man had taken pity on him and filled it with wine.

      Smee sighed, settling down on the bench across from him, his own tankard clasped in his hands. “Ye aren’t dead, lad, though I thought ye to be when we found ye floating in the water. Lucky for ye, Beckett wanted to go hunt a croc, else ye would have been dead, sure enough. Ye lost a hand and more blood than I ever saw from a single man, but ye must have a purpose to stay alive, ’cause ye are still here.”

      Archie slipped his wounded arm out of the covers. The sight of the wrapped stub was a shock, even though he had expected it to be there. The worse part was that the air above it ached, as if his hand were still there, only invisible and hurt.

      “They say those who lose a hand or a foot will have its ghost to haunt them, unless it is buried proper-like,” Smee said, as if he had read Archie’s mind.

      “That will be difficult to do, as the last I saw, it was in Peter’s possession.” Archie grimaced, taking another gulp of wine.

      “Eh, no, he doesn’t have it,” Smee said, fidgeting on his stool. Catching Archie’s cold stare, he continued, “He flew around the sails a bit yesterday, so as to make sure we was watchin’. Then he flew a ways out, and waited for the croc. When the big beastie came to the surface, the boy threw it to ’im. Yer hand got eaten, lad. Won’t be any burying it, I’m afraid.”

      “Lovely.”

      The two sat in silence for the next few moments until they had both drained their cups. “Beckett has a report to give ye, whenever ye want to hear it. Ye also have a new man that wishes to join the crew. If ye want me to send ’em down, I will,” Smee said, standing.

      “Send them.”

      Smee waited, and when it became apparent that Archie had nothing more to say, he left, shutting the door to the map room. No one ever shuts that door quietly. It must be worse than he lets on, Archie thought, swinging his legs over the side of the cot.

      Without thinking, he placed his left arm down to grip the side of the cot. His wrapped stump thunked against the wooden rail, sending currents of pain that radiated all the way to his elbow.

      Archie gritted his teeth until the pain subsided. Then he stood, struggled into his breeches and coat, then fumbled with the fastening on his belt. At last clothed with the help of his single hand, he sat down in the chair behind the map table to wait.

      He had expected Beckett to arrive first, but a moment later Smee came back into the map room, carrying a small wooden box. “I haven’t told Beckett to come yet. There be somethin’ I wanted to give ye.” He sat the box down on the table, and flipped open the lid.

      “This belonged to Blackbeard. He bought it on Madeira, but forgot to take it with him. I found it at the tavern when he left. I suppose he meant to use it, should he ever lose a hand. I doubt we ever see Blackbeard again, and ye are the captain of this ship. It’s yers, if ye want it.”

      Lying on a pad of black velvet, was a gleaming silver hook.

      Archie didn’t realize Smee had left again until the door closed behind him. As he lifted up the hook, the light caught the thick, white scar on his palm. A memory of Tiger Lily raced through his mind. A bargain for her people’s safety, a cut to his hand, and a chaste kiss, rushed through him, sending tears to his eyes.

      She was gone, and it was his fault. One solitary tear trekked down his cheek. He fixed the gleaming hook onto the stub, ignoring the stabs of pain that radiated in his wrist as he clamped down the leather strap. He would take this gift that Blackbeard had left—and in doing so, he would vow his revenge. If the death guardian wished someone to battle until the end of time, he would be there to do it. He would not rest, nor ever leave Neverland, until Peter had paid for what he had done. He glanced down at his scar. He would have it to remind him of Tiger Lily. He took Harper’s drawing of Mary out of his coat pocket. It was ragged now, water-stained, and ruined, but he could still make out her beautiful face.

      He undid the fastenings. Curling the picture around his stub, he replaced the hook, trapping the image of Mary between his skin and the leather. He tightened the strap, hearing the paper crinkle as it became part of him.

      Now, on each hand, he would have a reminder of what had been taken from him. Feeling the last bits of his heart harden, he stood. Without waiting for anyone to appear, he made his way to the deck.

      The first thing that caught his eye in the dwindling daylight, was his rapier, stuck fast in the mast. Without a word, he jerked it free, and slid it back into the sheath at his side. Then, he stalked to the quarterdeck, watching as his crew moved to stay out of his way.

      “You have a report?” he asked Beckett, who looked rather shocked to see him.

      “Aye, Cap’n,” Beckett managed, then took a breath as if collecting his thoughts. He continued, “The lads came back from hunting a short while ago. The Indians refuse to hunt for us anymore. They found the girl’s body and they aren’t sure who to blame. They be makin’ noises that anyone who comes to their village is an enemy.”

      “Leave them be. We will provide for our own. No man is to approach them, we will honor their wishes,” Archie said. It was the least he could do for Tiger Lily’s people. If they wished to be left alone, he would make it so, even if it meant several disastrous trips before his men learned to hunt. “Smee said there is a man wishing to join our crew, send him up.”

      “Aye, Cap’n. He is right here.” Beckett motioned to a teenage lad that had been waiting by the railing. He had been silent and Archie hadn’t seen him until this moment. “I’ve been teaching him the ship. He’s nimble and quick on the ropes. The only man I’ve seen any better with the mast was Harper.”

      At his friend’s name, Archie’s eyes narrowed. A breeze came, ruffling the boy’s blond hair. He squinted at him, giving Archie the vague impression that he had seen this boy somewhere before. “Are you one of Peter’s men?” he asked without preamble, mentally ticking off each of the young boys in Peter’s troupe that he had met.

      “I used to be, but I’m not anymore.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Runt.”

      Archie had opened his mouth to say that such a thing was impossible, but no words came out. The anxious expression on the lad’s face was an exact replica of the one he had seen on the young boy’s face as Runt handed him the first of Peter’s maps. In a matter of days, he had somehow gained a decade of age.

      “It happened after the first day. He fell asleep a young boy, and woke up as he is now,” Beckett explained, “The island’s spell wore off when he left. He’s as old as he should be, from my way of thinking.”

      “Won’t Peter be missing you?” Archie asked. “If one of my men were to disappear, I would search until I found him.”

      Runt shook his head, “No, I told Beetles to tell him that I was leaving. Besides, he’s gone after Wendy now.” At Archie’s questioning glance, he continued, “He told me that since he took away Tiger Lily, he would bring me someone new. He found someone named Wendy in the grown-up place. He was going to bring her here to be our mother.” The lad frowned, as if he found the thought not to his liking, “I don’t want to be a Lost Boy ever again. I wish to be a pirate.”

      “Will you tell me all that you know of Peter and his whereabouts?” Archie asked, “To become one of my crew, you must tell me all you know.”

      “I will tell you.” Runt nodded. “Every single word of it.”

      Archie motioned to Beckett. “Bring the book. Let the lad make his mark. He will join our crew.”

      “Aye, Cap’n. While I go, is there a heading ye wish for us to sail? The sun is nearly set.” Beckett turned to head toward the stairs.

      “No, we won’t be leaving. We will wait here for Peter’s return, however long it should take.”

      Beckett nodded and left, returning moments later with the leather bound book.

      “Make your mark and join our crew.” Archie pointed to the empty space under the last scrawled name.

      “Aye.”

      Pirate words sounded odd coming from him, Archie thought, fighting to suppress a smile. “Welcome to the crew of the Jolig Roger, Runt.”

      The words that came out of the lad’s mouth next, chased away every hint of a smile and darkened his heart even further. “Thank you, Captain Archie.”

      “No, that is not my name.” A fresh wave of darkness washed over his heart as he fixed his newest crew member with his cold, blue eyes. “The one you knew by that name died in the cavern with the one he loved. There is nothing and no one left for me in this life.” He lifted his left arm, letting the last rays of dying light catch the silver on his new hand. “Now—and forevermore—I will be known as Captain Hook.”

      

      
        The End
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        Would you give up all that you loved to save a child’s life?

      

      Coal has lived most of his life in the fey realm with his elven best friend, but when a human child he promised to protect unintentionally breaks a law in front of the fey elite, he will have to choose between betraying his best friend or saving the child’s life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Grigory, the master swordsmith, advanced. Coal parried, stepping aside and swinging his sword with all of the skill he’d gained from the two years of working the forge. Grigory fell to the ground, effortlessly rolling beneath the sword before bouncing back to his feet.

      “Is she overwhelming you?” Grigory asked as they faced each other. They had been dueling for the past hour. Sweat dripped from Coal’s forehead, back, and arms, but just like every other time they’d dueled, the master swordsmith showed no sign of exertion.

      “She’s restless.” Coal wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “But I’m in contr—”

      Grigory rushed forward with an arcing swipe. Coal raised his sword to meet the strike. For a moment, their strengths were equal. His sword vibrated with glee as Coal threatened to overcome Grigory.

      Forcing the sword’s excitement to the back of his mind, Coal focused all of his strength into his upper body and pushed outward.

      Overwhelmed, Grigory leaped back.

      During the two years of forging swords and sparring with the master swordsmith, Coal had never had the strength or skill to complete such a move. For an instant, he let himself—and the sword—enjoy their accomplishment.

      He was so distracted by his small victory that he almost didn’t notice when Grigory spun around, his left leg heading towards Coal’s knees. Coal dove away, Grigory’s boots just skimming his leg. He rolled over to find a sword pointed at his neck.

      Grigory lowered his blade. “You were distracted.”

      “I almost had you,” Coal said with an intense rush of pride and confidence.

      “You did not,” Grigory said, scratching the eye patch over his left eye. “You’ve been slow and lazy all morning.”

      “But I finally completed the block.”

      “Not with any speed. You’re gaining strength and height, but that’s nothing to be proud of. What is the point of winning the bind if you are beheaded a moment later?”

      Coal let Grigory’s words sink in while he caught his breath. “You’re right. I’ve been a little distracted. I’m supposed to meet Princess Chalcedony soon.” He glanced at the sun, trying to gauge the time. It hung low in the morning sky, but the springtime rays were much stronger than they were when he’d arrived.

      Time for him to go.

      Grigory lifted the eyebrow above his remaining eye. The other had been gouged out 200 years ago when he served as a soldier instead of a swordsmith. “How long has it been since you’ve seen her?”

      Coal bit his lip while he pretended to think about the answer he already knew. “Two months.”

      Grigory took the sword from Coal’s hands. It would be presented to Chalcedony on her coronation as queen. Magic reinforced the silver shaft, and its black leather hilt emanated heat and welcomed touch. By far, it was the best sword they’d forged.

      “Before you go, I have something to ask you.” Grigory kept his shoulder-length black hair tied in a low ponytail and his beard trimmed. Both elven and dwarf blood coursed through his veins. As the only known half-breed of his kind, he had the height of an elf and the thick, muscular build of a dwarf.

      “What is it?” Coal asked. The way Grigory spoke made Coal wonder if he’d done something wrong, besides being too distracted during the fight.

      “I’m getting older,” Grigory said. “I need to choose a full-time apprentice, and it needs to be soon. Do you want the position?”

      Coal’s breath caught in his throat. Had he heard right? “I thought I was just helping out until you found a full-time apprentice?”

      “Well, you’ve passed the two-year audition, and now I’m offering you the job.”

      “But humans can’t do magic.” It was one of the first things Coal had learned when he’d arrived in the fey realm eleven years ago. Powerful swords were impossible to make without magic. It made the swords stronger, lighter, and prevented someone else from using it.

      “I’m half dwarf and half elf,” Grigory said. “For years, my master refused to teach me because he didn’t think a half-breed could make a great sword. Now, I am the best swordsmith in Everleaf. It’s what’s inside that makes a good swordsmith. I believe you could be one of the greats.”

      Coal had been coming to the forge almost every day for two years, but he was allowed to come and go as he pleased. With a full apprenticeship, he’d eat, breathe, and sleep smithing. He’d have to move out of his home.

      “I don’t know, Grigory. I need time to think about it.” Coal enjoyed forging swords. He especially loved practicing with them, ensuring they would endure battle, but he didn’t know if he wanted to make it his life’s work.

      “Your childhood friend is soon to be queen. She will not have time, or tolerance, for a lovesick human.”

      Coal was hurt, but not surprised by Grigory’s words. No one said anything to his face, but he heard the servants and soldiers gossiping about him and Princess Chalcedony when they thought he wasn’t listening. “You’re right, but give me time. It’s not easy choosing one life over another.”

      Grigory’s eye softened. “You and the future queen still have much growing to do. Decide soon. I won’t wait long.”

      Coal glanced back towards the rising sun. “It’s time for me to go.”

      Grigory waved his hand as if to swat a fly before he turned back to the forge.

      Bees and butterflies as big as his hands buzzed around Coal’s ankles while he walked through a meadow of red, yellow, and blue wildflowers that separated the forge from his home. He felt guilty for not accepting Grigory’s offer, but as he approached his home, the guilt faded, and a smile grew across his face. He lived in Legacy, the biggest tree in the fey realm, with his best friend Princess Chalcedony, her staff, and a handful of ambassadors from every part of the realm.

      At 850-feet tall and ten times as wide as Grigory’s modest home, Legacy seemed to be larger than life. Residing inside of a living, sentient thing, made him feel like he was a part of something remarkable. The moment he saw it years ago, Coal knew he’d made it home.

      “Legacy.” Coal touched the coarse bark of the oak tree and instantly felt the life thrumming inside it. “Is Chalcedony back?”

      There are so many here today. How am I supposed to keep track of any one person? Legacy said, its voice full of annoyance. Legacy was neither male nor female, but its voice sounded female nonetheless.

      “Come on, Legacy. Is she in her room?”

      The tree gave an exaggerated sigh as the breeze rustled its leaves. When last I bothered to listen, she was in her office, and she was asking for you.

      “Thanks,” Coal said, relieved to hear that Princess Chalcedony had returned. He removed his hand and approached the two female sentries guarding Legacy’s main entrance. Like all of Everleaf’s elven soldiers, they wore a dark green shirt with black sleeves and black pants.

      “Where are you going?” asked the taller of the two, who had light green eyes. She stepped in his way, blocking the door. “The servant’s entrance is around the back.”

      “I’m not a servant.” Coal held the sentry’s gaze. He’d never seen these two before, but he’d done this dance countless times over the years. He was a human in a world where humans were mostly banned and thought of as violent, ignorant, and greedy. His stomach churned as he faced the sentry, but he stood his ground. If he showed fear, it only made the taunting worse.

      “No.” The other sentry stood a head shorter than her partner, but where the other was slender, she was more muscular. “He’s not a servant. He’s just human trash.”

      He swallowed. “Let me through.”

      “Or what?” The taller sentry placed a hand on her sword. “You’ll tell the princess I was picking on you?”

      “I don’t need the princess to protect me,” he snapped. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Calm down, Sophia,” the shorter sentry said. “Let him through. Today will be his last day here anyway.”

      “What are you talking about?” Coal narrowed his eyes, his pulse quickened. This was not part of the usual bullying.

      “Don’t worry about it,” the sentry said, pulling the green-eyed sentry away from Coal. “I apologize for my partner. Her great-great something or other died in the human and fey wars.”

      “Well …” Coal deepened his voice, his attitude bolstered by the change in her tone. “Don’t let it happen again.”

      “Of course not.” The shorter sentry bowed. “Again, I apologize.”

      Coal walked past the sentries and through the entrance, deciding they had only been trying to scare him. But why would she say it was his last day here?

      Once he entered the grand hall separating the entranceway from Chalcedony’s offices, he understood why Legacy sounded upset. Staff bringing food from the kitchen and filling mugs with milk, juices, and mead crowded the hall with bustling energy. Almost every race of fey had gathered here—or at least every race of fey that ventured out in the daytime—elves, giants, dwarves, satyrs, nymphs, and even a few trolls.

      Coal touched the wall and said to Legacy, “The ambassadors aren’t supposed to be here until tomorrow.” It had been quiet for the past three weeks. However, now that Chalcedony had returned from the human realm, fey from every corner of Everleaf came to meet with her.

      Obviously, they decided to come early, Legacy said.

      Disappointed, Coal broke the connection with the tree. Before she’d left on her last training trip, Chalcedony had said she had something special planned for the two of them. Her duties came first, though. If she had to work, she wouldn’t have time for him.

      He peered into the crowd, searching for the path of least resistance. Finding it, he lowered his head, stepped out of the safety of the entranceway, and walked into the congested gathering. The smell of goat sausage and fried eggs wafted towards him, making his stomach rumble with hunger. He’d awakened before the kitchen staff, and only had time to eat an apple before he’d left for Grigory’s.

      “Did you really think you were going to walk by me without speaking?” A deep voice said from behind. Coal twisted around and looked up into the gray eyes of the eight-foot tall, tawny-skinned giant named Octavius.

      “Soon…” Octavius winked one of his gray eyes at Coal, “I hear you’ll be reigning next to Chalcedony.”

      “Princess Chalcedony and I are only friends,” Coal answered, suddenly losing his appetite. Humans were considered weak. If Chalcedony took on a human mate, she would be considered weak also.

      The day had started full of promise. He’d looked forward to spending time with Chalcedony, but his plans were quickly unraveling. With the giants and dwarves here, it would be impossible for her to slip away. And, for the second time today, someone had reminded him he didn’t belong.

      “Don’t look so insulted.” Octavius grabbed Coal’s shoulder. “My great-great-grandmother was human. I’d consider it an honor to have a human reigning beside the queenling.”

      “Hmph, that would never happen,” said Ambassador Eli. The dwarf seemed to have appeared out of nowhere, his head a mass of dark curls. “Humans are exiled for a reason. They are violent, greedy, and, above all, parasitic.” He stared at Coal with light blue eyes and sneered.

      Octavius shook his head and clicked his tongue. “No, giants are humans, only taller. That’s why we can’t wield magic. And there is nothing extraordinarily violent or parasitic about us.”

      “Stop it with the myths. That’s like saying dwarves are human, only shorter,” Ambassador Eli said. “If your brother heard you speak like that, he’d have you whipped.”

      The temptation to stay and listen to Octavius and Ambassador Eli argue nearly overpowered him, but the idea of seeing Chalcedony pulled much stronger. They were too busy debating the differences between humans and giants to notice Coal slip away.
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* * *

      Coal stood outside of Chalcedony’s thick wooden door and straightened his brown pants and the white shirt he wore underneath his green jerkin. He ran a hand over his braids and noticed one of them had unraveled. Cursing under his breath, he quickly re-braided the stray kinky hair. Satisfied he was presentable, he knocked on the door.

      “Who is it?” asked a gruff voice from inside the room. It was Chalcedony’s royal advisor, Madoc. Coal was convinced that Madoc’s primary goal in life involved making Coal miserable.

      “It’s me,” Coal said in his most formal voice. “Legacy told me that Chalcedony is looking for me.”

      The door opened, and Princess Chalcedony stood on the other side. “Legacy’s right. I am looking for you.” She wore a black sleeveless shirt and matching pants that were only a few shades darker than her brown skin.

      Coal bowed, bending low at the waist while happiness surged in his chest at the sight of his oldest friend.

      “How can I help you, Princess?” he asked.

      “Come in.” She stepped back from the door, her muscular arms flexing as she motioned for him to step into the room. “Since when do you bow or call me princess?”

      Since last week, when Madoc lectured me for ten minutes about properly addressing a future queen, Coal wanted to say, but instead, he kept quiet. The less he said, the less Madoc could use against him when Chalcedony left.

      Once he stepped into the room, he saw there were three other fey sitting around the table in Chalcedony’s office. Madoc sat closest to the door, scribbling on a sheet of paper. He scoffed at Coal before he turned back towards the table.

      “If I am no longer needed, I’ll be retiring to my room,” said Binti, the female waif who had been sitting at the end of the table. She had a jumbled network of tiny blue veins that showed underneath her pale translucent skin. As she stood from the table, the loose pink dress she wore buckled around knobby knees before she pulled it down.

      Binti and her twin brother acted as a tether between the two realms. If a rogue fey used magic in the human realm, her brother felt it. Through the link the siblings shared, her brother would let Binti know. Then, Binti would alert Chalcedony in the fey realm.

      “Go ahead,” Princess Chalcedony said. “Thanks for your help.”

      Binti nodded briefly at Chalcedony as she walked away from the table and towards the door. Coal shivered as she passed. The waif lowered the temperature of any room by five degrees just by her presence. They were rumored to be children of reapers sent into the physical world to live until they replaced their parents as harvesters of souls.

      Motion next to Chalcedony caught his attention. His eyes were drawn to the blonde, blue-eyed elf standing next to Chalcedony.

      Tetrick.

      Chalcedony had spent the past two years with the high-born elf. He was appointed by his mother, Queen Tasla, to teach Chalcedony how to patrol her part of the human realm for fey who were there illegally. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to escort you, Princess?” Tetrick asked.

      As usual, the royal elf paid Coal no attention. Coal didn’t know if it was better to be ignored and made to feel like he wasn’t worth a second thought, or to be constantly ridiculed and belittled like Madoc treated him.

      “No, thank you, Tetrick,” Chalcedony answered.

      “You should let him escort you,” Madoc said with a tone that suggested it was more of an order than a choice.

      “No,” Chalcedony said with such intensity that her long, sharp incisors were visible. “But thank you anyway,” she said to Tetrick, her temper back under control.

      “Very well, Princess.” Tetrick bowed, and then the elf disappeared as if he’d never been there.

      “You should have let him take you,” Madoc said.

      “Take you where?” Coal asked. “I thought we had plans for today.”

      “We do.” Chalcedony’s red eyes were wide with joy. “It’s a surprise. But first, go get your clothes. Then, I’ll meet you upstairs in my room.”

      “What clothes?” Coal asked, confused. She’d changed from all business to playful so quickly it took Coal a moment to adjust.

      “The ones you brought back from the human realm.”

      Coal hesitated. He was five the last time he’d worn those clothes. “Why?”

      “You should not question a princess’s orders,” Madoc said.

      Chalcedony huffed and turned to Madoc.

      “You’re dismissed, Madoc,” Chalcedony ordered.

      Madoc shot Coal a hateful look before he bowed towards Princess Chalcedony and left the room.

      “Don’t worry about him. He’s in a bad mood.”

      “He’s been in a bad mood for eleven years,” Coal said. “I think it’s safe to say he just really hates me.”

      “He doesn’t hate you. He treats you just like he treats everybody else.”

      “Really?” Coal asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Okay, he may dislike you a little bit. Go, and meet me upstairs.”

      “But—” he began.

      “No more questions or you’ll spoil the surprise. Just go get them.” Her voice was full of joy and mischief. He’d missed it. He’d missed her.

      Coal bit his lip, stifling his next question before he left the room.

      What could she possibly want with his human clothes? They were all he had that proved where he’d come from, but he hadn’t touched or thought about them in years.
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* * *

      Coal stood at Chalcedony’s bedroom door a few minutes later, holding a ragged shirt and a pair of pants.

      The door stood open, but the room seemed empty until Chalcedony stepped from behind her dressing screen. He almost dropped his bundle when he saw her wearing a pair of blue pants and a yellow shirt. Human clothes.

      “What are you wearing? How did you get those?” he asked.

      “Jeans and a T-shirt, the items you have in your hands, are very common clothes in the human realm.”

      “But why are you wearing them?” he asked.

      “It’s a surprise. Give me yours, and I’ll fix them for you.”

      She took his clothes, placed them on her bed and whispered over them. As she spoke, the holes in the shirt became smaller until they disappeared. The material stretched, becoming longer and wider. She worked the same magic with his pants.

      “Wow, you could be a tailor. That’ll come in handy if the giants decide to attack the dwarves.”

      “Ha ha.” Chalcedony smiled in triumph. “Tetrick taught me this two days ago. I’m discovering more abilities the closer I get to my coronation.”

      He’d always been jealous of Chalcedony’s ability to wield magic. Over the years, he’d gotten much better at hiding his envy, but still, every time he saw Tetrick and Chalcedony together, the jealousy and longing returned. Tetrick was strong, powerful, and able to phase in and out of most places anytime he wanted. He was everything Coal wasn’t.

      “Fine, you can lengthen clothes, but why do we need to wear them?” Coal asked.

      “Stop asking questions and relax. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

      She waved her hand, and an invisible force pushed him backward. She’d learned to move things years ago, but it wasn’t until recently, that she could move anything heavier than a sheet of paper.

      “Okay, okay. I won’t ask any more questions. I can walk the rest of the way myself.”

      “Thank you.” She lowered her hand, and the force disappeared from his chest. “Be careful back there. I don’t want you ending up somewhere you shouldn’t.”

      Reluctantly, but of his own free will, he walked behind the screen with his clothes.

      A wave of nostalgia washed over Coal as he remembered the last time he’d ducked behind the screen. It served as Chalcedony’s secret portal and her escape route if Legacy was ever invaded, which hadn’t happened in over one hundred years. It was one of the best kept secrets in Everleaf. As children, they would travel through the screen pretending to hunt for treasure in the forest while everyone slept.

      “So, what do you think?” Coal walked out from behind the screen. He didn’t like the feel of the stiff fabric against his skin, but the clothes fit.

      She stared, eyes narrowed.

      “Did I put them on right?” he asked, feeling self-conscious under her intense gaze.

      “You look fine.” She smiled. “You look really good, actually.”

      “Um, thanks.” If she liked them, he decided, they couldn’t be all bad. “So are you going to tell me why we’re dressed like this?”

      “Nope.” She wrapped a black cloak around her lean shoulders and then handed him an extra one lying on her bed. “Wrap up. I don’t want anyone asking too many questions.”

      Coal followed her out of the room while he tried to hide his excitement and curiosity. His joy disappeared when he saw Madoc at the bottom of the stairs talking to Ambassador Eli. Madoc turned when he saw Chalcedony and Coal.

      “You’re not taking your shadows?” Madoc asked, cocking a bushy black and gray eyebrow.

      “I know how to protect myself.”

      “Your pride will get you killed. Take your shadows. I’m sure they would appreciate the exercise.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No. You have to start trusting me.”

      “Traipsing through the human realm without your shadows is not something a queen would do.”

      “We’re going to the human realm?” Coal blurted.

      “Damn it, Madoc!” Chalcedony exclaimed. “I told you it was a surprise.”

      Madoc shrugged. “Take your shadows.”

      Chalcedony answered with a sneer before she stormed out of Legacy.

      

      Coal followed behind Chalcedony while his mind raced. She chattered away, but he couldn’t focus. Several moments passed before he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me we were going to the human realm?”

      “It was a surprise. Surprise!” She wore a mischievous grin that made her red eyes sparkle.

      In any other situation, Chalcedony’s good mood would have been contagious, but he’d been in the fey realm since he was five, and he’d never left Everleaf. He didn’t know whether to be scared or excited.

      “Why are we going? I’ve never asked to go there.” Madoc not arguing with Chalcedony about taking Coal was troubling. If he knew anything about the elf, it was that he hated Coal. Most especially, Madoc hated Chalcedony to be seen with Coal outside of Legacy. His disapproval had grown more venomous over the past year.

      “Are you going to leave me there?” he asked, recalling what the sentries had said.

      Chalcedony stopped and faced Coal. “Why would you say that?”

      “You didn’t answer my question.” His heart raced while he waited for a response.

      “More and more of my work is there. It’s so different. Human tech can be destructive, but it’s amazing. Every time I go there, I think of you, and I wish you could see it. That’s why we’re going.”

      “What about Madoc?”

      “Don’t worry about him. Do you really think I’d just leave you in the human realm without telling you?”

      “No, I don’t. It’s just—”

      “Coal, I’ve been tracking rogue fey in the human realm and dealing with serious situations for weeks,” she said with desperation in her voice. “I want to have fun. I swear on my mother’s sword that is the only reason why we’re going.”

      He decided to believe her. But the twitching in the corner of her lips told Coal she was hiding something. “How are we going to the human realm without Tetrick? Don’t you need him to phase us there?”

      Chalcedony shrugged and continued walking. “No, we don’t need Tetrick.”

      “Are we taking the dragons?” Coal asked, his curiosity piquing.

      “No, we’re not flying. We’re taking the horses most of the way.”

      “You’re not going to tell me, are you?” Coal asked as they entered the stable.

      “Nope.”

      He smirked. “I didn’t think so.”

      “Just relax,” Chalcedony said. “You’ll have fun. I promise.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you really going to let them go to the human realm alone?” Ambassador Eli asked Madoc once Chalcedony and Coal had left.

      “She may only be seventeen, but she’s smart and one of the strongest in her line. I doubt anyone can hurt her except for a queen.”

      “Are you sure you’re not overestimating her?” Ambassador Eli asked.

      “I may be, but there is only so much I can do.” Madoc faced the dwarf. Many dwarven ambassadors had passed through Legacy, and everyone had hated the bureaucratic process, except for Ambassador Eli. To Madoc’s surprise, the dwarf seemed just as concerned for Everleaf as he was for protecting his people’s fortunes and trade routes.

      Ambassador Eli stroked his chin with a short, hairy finger. The dwarf had never worked in the mines so he was slim, instead of bulky and muscular. “I’ve been hesitant to bring this up, but you should know that most fey in Everleaf have begun to talk about the queenling and her human boy. There are rumors he is destined to become her lover and rule beside her.”

      “I am well aware of the rumors. That will never happen.”

      “What are your plans for him? I expected you to have gotten rid of him long before now.”

      “Chalcedony is supposed to leave the boy in the human realm while they’re there.”

      Ambassador Eli exhaled. “That’s a relief.”

      Madoc turned back towards the window. Chalcedony and the boy were on horseback, leaving through the gates. “But she lied to me. She is not going to leave him there. She is still too attached to him.”

      “Then, you need to get rid of him,” Ambassador Eli said, his voice lifting.

      Madoc watched them until they disappeared from sight. “I can’t. The boy will play a significant role in Princess Chalcedony becoming a formidable queen.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Ambassador Eli asked, his tone full of doubt.

      “I had a few truthsayers look into it. They all said the same thing. He’s meant to stay until he decides to leave on his own.”

      The dwarf scowled. “Isn’t it your job to make her a great queen?”

      “Like I said, I can only do so much. I’ve shown her the best and the worst duties of being a queen, yet she remains a child. Her mother and grandmother …” Madoc hesitated, searching for the correct phrase, “had lost their innocence by her age. She is too happy, and it’s all tied to the boy. Once he’s gone, she’ll lose her innocence. Besides, I can’t kill him without her suspecting. She is young but intuitive. Out of resentment, she may hurt Everleaf. But if the thing she loves leaves on its own, then that is a different game altogether.”

      “The boy obviously worships her. He’ll never leave without coercion.”

      “Ambassador Eli, I’ve been doing this for centuries. You have my word. The prophets have reassured me he won’t be around much longer.”
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      On horseback, Coal followed Chalcedony away from Legacy, through the town square and into the royal forest. After a few miles, they came upon a lake.

      “We can leave the horses here. We have to walk the rest of the way.” She bent down and put her hands in the water. “Remember this place?”

      “Yeah.” The sound of waves falling onto the shore mingled with the chirping of the birds and created a melody, making Coal feel like they were the only people left in the world. “We used to get in so much trouble for using your portal to come here to swim.”

      “Well, we’re a little bit ahead of schedule. Do you want to go swimming?”

      “We didn’t bring any swim clothes.”

      She gave Coal a wicked grin. “Never stopped us before.”

      “That was a long time ago.” Coal glanced nervously at Chalcedony’s chest before he quickly averted his eyes. “We’ve changed since then.”

      Chalcedony tilted her head to the side. “We haven’t changed that much.”

      She walked towards the lake and took off her clothes. At least she was wearing underwear. “You’re trying to get me killed, aren’t you? What if Madoc is watching?”

      “Don’t worry about Madoc. He promised he’d let me do anything I wanted today. And right now, this is what I want to do.”

      It had been a while since he’d been swimming, Coal thought, as he stripped down to his underclothes and followed her into the water.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After being picked up and thrown into the lake more times than she could count, Chalcedony ran out of the lake and sat on the grass. It had been a while since she’d done anything merely for fun, and she was glad Coal had warmed up to the idea of going to the human realm. The rift that had been growing between them over the past few months had finally closed.

      Coal left the lake and sprinted towards her. She was seventeen, one year older than Coal, and until recently, she’d always towered over him. Her growth had slowed, and she would look this way for the next fifty years. But Coal continued to grow, and surprisingly, he’d caught up to her.

      His ebony skin glistened in the midmorning sun as he stood above her. “You give up?” He laughed, one dimple forming on each cheek.

      Madoc’s Rule Number Eight: Never Admit Defeat. So, she changed the subject. “One of your braids has come undone.” Chalcedony sat up and patted her lap. “Come here. I’ll re-braid it.”

      He appeared as if he was going to refuse, but sat down and laid his damp head on her lap anyway. She undid the rest of the braid before passing her fingers through his thick hair to remove the kinks. She grabbed a small section and separated it into three before she began. “It took you forever and a day to learn how to braid. You were the worst student,” Chalcedony said as she worked.

      “I didn’t want to learn. I liked it better when you did it.”

      “You have gotten better, though.”

      “I didn’t have a choice. You’ve been too busy to do it,” Coal said.

      “Madoc thinks it’s beneath me to braid my own hair. He most definitely didn’t like it when I braided yours.”

      Coal tensed beneath her fingers at the mention of Madoc, so she changed the subject. “I love how your hair makes a halo around your head. For years, I tried to get my hair to match yours. But it’s only darker, not curlier.”

      “Mmm,” he murmured, sounding content and halfway asleep.

      She couldn’t blame him for being suspicious about this trip. He’d been correct. She was supposed to leave him in the human realm. Agreeing to leave Coal behind was the only way she could get Madoc’s approval to bring him along with her. Her coronation was in two weeks, and she needed to relax. Coal was the only person she relaxed with because he was the only person who didn’t expect her to be perfect. Lying to her advisor wasn’t something she did often, but there was only so much arguing she could do.

      Coal’s even breathing told her he’d dozed off. She’d forgotten how having his hair braided lulled him to sleep—once she’d learned how to avoid painful tangles.

      She bent down and whispered in his ear. “I’m finished, Coal.”

      He turned his head, but he didn’t open his eyes. She placed her hand on his forehead and studied his full lips, wondering if they were as soft as they seemed. She forced the thought out of her head and stood, causing Coal’s head to drop from her lap and fall onto the ground.

      “Ouch.” He patted the side of his head. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m sorry.” Chalcedony staggered towards her clothes before she dressed. “We need to go. It’s getting late.”

      Kissing Coal was the last thing she needed to be thinking about. She stared ahead, avoiding his gaze. Everything’s complicated enough.
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* * *

      “What’s wrong, Chaley?” Coal asked. Her relaxed, playful mood had vanished. What had happened while he slept? What had startled her?

      “Nothing’s wrong,” she insisted. “We just need to hurry.”

      “Which way?” he asked, happy to be off the horse and traveling by foot. His butt and inner thighs were beginning to chafe from the saddle.

      Chalcedony pointed to a bridge about a mile away through a small opening between the trees. “It’s just over the bridge. I’ll race you.”

      She sprinted away before he answered. Relieved she had cheered up, Coal didn’t think to run after her until she had already left.

      Halfway to the bridge, his legs burned and begged for him to stop. But instead of slowing, his pride pushed him faster and closer to Chalcedony. She twisted her head and grimaced when she saw him nearing. Chalcedony hated to lose. Elves were natural runners and predators, unlike humans, but he’d been running with Chalcedony and other elves for as long as he’d been here. He’d never won, but it never stopped him from trying.

      He broke through the trees and into a clearing. The bridge was only a few feet away. With fewer obstacles, he was able to run fast enough to pass Chalcedony.

      Looking to the side, he saw she was half a step behind him. He glanced back towards the bridge, just before colliding with it.

      Chalcedony was on the bridge a fraction of a second later.

      “I beat you,” he gasped. “For the first time, I beat you.”

      “You nearly killed yourself trying to do it.” She stood next to him, steady and calm. A thin layer of sweat prickled the skin above her top lip, but she wasn’t breathing nearly as hard as him.

      “I still beat you.”

      Chalcedony stepped behind Coal with a knife at his throat before he thought to move or defend himself.

      “If we were fighting, you would have won a battle but lost the war. You no longer have any strength to combat me.” The metal was cold and sharp against his neck.

      Coal sobered, his breath finally under control. “Is that what you think?”

      The knife pricked his skin. “Yes.”

      He grabbed Chalcedony’s wrist and twisted, the knife fell to the ground. Then he pushed her onto the grass. “Hasn’t Tetrick taught you not to underestimate your enemy?” he asked, standing above her, feeling cocky and triumphant.

      Chalcedony swung her legs around, sweeping Coal’s feet out from under him and sending him crashing onto his back beside her. She rolled onto him, laughing and straddling him with her knees. Her long, dark hair hung over the side of her face.

      “Are we enemies?”

      “Madoc says everyone is your enemy,” Coal said.

      “Is he right?” she asked. “Are you my enemy?”

      Coal lifted himself onto his elbows and gazed into her eyes. “Chaley, I would die for you.”

      She bent down and touched her lips to his. He tasted salty, but the kiss was sweet, and it awakened a hunger that had been brewing for longer than she wanted to acknowledge.
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      One kiss couldn’t hurt, right? Chalcedony thought, but then, she lost herself in the sensation.

      Coal’s hand brushed through her hair and sent tingles through her body.

      “Princess!” someone shouted from behind. Chalcedony leaped off Coal. A royal guard stood a few feet away with his sword drawn.

      “Are you okay, Princess?” the guard asked, looking from Chalcedony to Coal, and back again.

      Bren, she remembered. One of Madoc’s personal lackeys. He had ash-blonde hair with tawny-colored skin. His face was twisted in disgust and anger emanated from his pitch-black eyes.

      Coal stepped slowly in front of Chalcedony. She wanted to tell him to stop. Bren was more likely to hurt him than her, but she didn’t want to take her focus away from the guard. She felt for the hilt of the knife she hid underneath her shirt. “What are you doing here?” she asked, looking over Coal’s shoulder.

      “I was sent to patrol the forest.” His hands shook, but he never lowered his sword.

      “Are you going to attack me?” she asked with a haughty toss of her hair, hoping to draw his attention away from Coal. Bren flicked his gaze towards his weapon before he lowered it.

      “I’m sorry, Princess. Of course, I would never hurt you.”

      Chalcedony relaxed, released the knife, and stepped out from behind Coal. “Since when do we patrol the forest?” she asked.

      This forest hid the door to the human realm, but it was not guarded. Only a select few were supposed to know it existed. Patrolling it would only attract attention. Instead, an invisible barrier that prevented anyone from entering without permission protected the forest.

      “Um,” Bren stuttered, his eyes lowered.

      “Madoc sent you, didn’t he?”

      “He … um, I was sent to patrol the door,” Bren answered. She closed the space between the two of them.

      “Look at me,” she ordered. He met her gaze. “Are you lying to me?”

      “No, Princess. I was assigned to patrol the forest today. I didn’t know you would be here.”

      She studied him, searching for a lie. She was not a mind reader, but Tetrick had taught her to look past a fey’s surface to recognize emotions and truth. Chalcedony saw fear, embarrassment, and disappointment, but there was no indication of a lie. Perhaps Madoc had set him up.

      “Leave my forest before I have you banished for spying on me,” Chalcedony ordered.

      “Princess, I’m sorry. I swear I didn’t know you would be here,” Bren said, shaking.

      “Leave now!”

      “Yes, Princess.”

      He placed his sword in its sheath and stalked away. Once Bren disappeared between the trees, she walked towards the bridge.

      “Are you alright?” Coal reached for her arm, but she flinched and moved away.

      If she wanted Coal to live, she could never let him touch her again.
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* * *

      Coal followed her over the bridge. “Shouldn’t we talk about what happened?”

      “No. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      He was about to argue with her, but everything was different, wrong. The air became denser, making it harder for Coal to breathe. The trees, the grass, and even the sun were less vivid. It was as if he were looking through a smudged window.

      “Chaley, where are we?”

      Chalcedony met his gaze. “We’re in the human realm.”

      “I didn’t see any door.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “If it could be seen, everyone would know where it was.”

      He turned in a slow circle, drinking in all he saw. The tree’s brown bark was dull and washed out. The green leaves were watered down and muted. The grass cracked and moaned underneath his feet as if it were dying of thirst.

      He had never stopped to listen to the everyday sounds of life; they’d always been in the background. But the singing and harmony of the forest had disappeared. This terrible silence made him feel as if something was missing.

      The human realm, Coal decided, was a weak, lifeless version of the fey realm.

      “Chalcedony, stop. I don’t understand. How did we get here?”

      She frowned, gazing into Coal’s eyes as if deciding something. “Few fey or humans know this. You have to keep it secret.”

      “By now, you know you can trust me,” Coal said.

      She scanned the forest as if she were scared someone would overhear her. Satisfied they were alone, she said, “During the war, humans and fey decided to separate themselves so we couldn’t destroy each other.”

      “I’m not stupid. I know that.” His anxiousness over the new environment was giving away to agitation.

      “They also created portals to connect the two realms, because, in spite of all the war and death, complete separation seemed unfathomable. Also, giants are humans. Every now and then, a giant will have a normal human child, and they wanted to be able to take those children to the human realm if they needed to.”

      “Ambassador Eli said giants weren’t humans.”

      “Giants used to give birth to humans on a normal basis, but now that humans and giants don’t interact as much, it’s rare.”

      “Why haven’t I heard of the portal before?”

      “Because if everyone knew, the human realm would be overrun with rogue fey,” Chalcedony said.

      He decided to ask another question. “Why does the air smell so different?”

      “Their technology pollutes the air.” Chalcedony walked through the forest.

      The ground was littered with broken tree branches that snapped underneath her feet. Coal marveled. He was in the human realm, his birthplace. Despite his curiosity and excitement, the image of the two of them kissing kept replaying in his mind. As he followed behind her, he wondered when it would happen again.

      “Wait.” She stopped so abruptly that he almost bumped into her.

      She pulled a pouch from the pocket of her pants, placed her hand inside of it. Her fingers came out of the bag covered in a multi-hued powder. She recited a few words before she placed it in her mouth. Slowly, her long, sharp canine teeth widened and shortened. They lost their edge and became flat. Her slim pointed ears curved. Her large red eyes dimmed and turned black. She had changed into a human.

      For a moment, Coal did not recognize the person standing in front of him. His vision adjusted as if it was adapting to the dark, and he saw past the illusion. She had swallowed glamour. Humans would look at Chalcedony and see the false image. For him, it was transparent, merely an overlay, barely hiding her true features.

      “I’ll be glad when I can change my teeth and ears. Tetrick says I should be able to do it soon. Then I won’t have to use glamour every time I come here. Do I look human enough?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he answered. “But it’s not as if I’ve seen many.”

      “Oh, right.” Chalcedony rubbed the back of her neck. “Well, let’s go look at some humans.” She held out her hand. “We haven’t gotten to the fun part yet.”

      He stared at her hand for a moment before he grabbed it and let her pull him out of the forest.

      Cars. He remembered them from his childhood.

      Red, yellow, blue, green, black. They sped by one after the other, leaving metallic fumes in their wake. Slowly he remembered other things, forgotten memories of concrete, laughing and running, and a woman’s touch—soft and tender.

      “Stay close.” Chalcedony’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts. “Are you okay?” she asked, staring at him intently.

      He tried to put what he saw into words, but the memories were gone just as quickly as they’d appeared. “I’m fine.” He looked around in an attempt to anchor himself. They were waiting for what he knew was a streetlight.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “A coffee shop,” Chalcedony said. “It’s not far.”

      When the cars stopped, he followed her across the street. As they walked, Coal studied the people’s faces. Most avoided eye contact, but some stared directly at him and smiled.

      “We’re here.” She stopped at a building with a sign that read “Ground Beans.” “It’s a coffee shop. I figured this would be a nice place to sit and relax.”

      Coal shrugged, noting the hesitation in her voice. “This is your adventure. I’m just along for the ride.”

      She stood a little straighter, and he followed her into the shop. Coal sat in one of the wooden chairs next to a window while Chalcedony ordered. The noonday sun beamed onto the table, and the smell of coffee and baked bread permeated the air. Chalcedony brought him coffee and a cream-filled pastry. For the second time that day, he was reminded how he hadn’t had breakfast. He ate the pastry in three quick bites. He’d expected for it to be bland, like the dull colors of the human realm, but it tasted sweet and flavorful.

      “I never get to do anything like this.” Chalcedony bit into her pastry, chewed, and then swallowed. “I hunt rogue fey and then, we immediately go back home.” She leaned back and smiled as the sunlight danced on her face.

      “Why did you bring me here?” he asked.

      Chalcedony stared out of the window at the crowded street. “I wanted to show you this. Most of the people here are college students. Look at how easy they live and how happy they are. They’re a few years older than us, but they have no responsibilities. Their only job is to go to school. That’s it.”

      Coal noticed half of the people in the shop had devices in front of their faces and wires connected to their ears. They didn’t look happy. They spoke in high, grating voices, a sharp contrast to the husky and almost guttural sounds he had grown used to in the fey realm.

      “I dream of running away and living here—maybe just the two of us,” Chalcedony added.

      “Why can’t we?” Coal asked. He loved living around magic and being in the fey realm, but if living here meant that he would be able to be with Chalcedony, he would do it a thousand times over. He reached out to touch her hand, but she pulled away.

      “Too many of my fey would die while Tetrick’s mother and Queen Isis fought over Everleaf.”

      “Why can’t you just leave everything to Madoc?” Coal asked, trying to hide his embarrassment at her rejection.

      “No male shall rule. You know that. The other queens have only left me alone because it’s against the law to rage war against a queenling. Besides, my mother made it clear before she died that my duty would always be to rule and protect Everleaf. I’ve never had an option, and neither will my oldest daughter. I’m cursed to reign, just as Madoc is cursed to serve.”

      “Hi,” squeaked a small child wearing a pink dress and a tiara. Surprised, Coal and Chalcedony stared at the child, speechless.

      “Hi,” Chalcedony said, the first to recover.

      “Are you a fairy princess?” the girl asked.

      Chalcedony laughed nervously. “Why?”

      “Because you have pointy ears. I’m a princess, too.” The girl tapped her tiara and swung her waist-length jet-black hair from side to side. “I’m not a fairy, though. Are you?”

      Chalcedony glanced briefly at Coal. “What’s your name?”

      “Elizabeth. I’m six.” The girl smiled, showing a large gap where her two front teeth should’ve been. “Where did you come from?”

      “I am from the land of the fey,” Chalcedony said with a low, mischievous tone.

      “Fey like a fairy?” Elizabeth’s eyes were wide with joy. “Can I go there with you?”

      “Elizabeth!” Someone shouted from across the shop. A woman, an exact copy of Elizabeth, only taller and plumper, walked towards them. Behind her sat a baby strapped in a high chair banging a piece of bread against a plate.

      “Momma, look. She’s a fairy. See. She has pointy ears,” Elizabeth said when the woman reached their table.

      “She does not have pointy ears,” her mother said with a strained smile before she faced Chalcedony. “I’m so sorry. She says some of the most incredible things sometimes.”

      Chalcedony said, “That’s alright. She’s not bothering us.”

      “Let’s go, Lizzy.” The woman pulled Elizabeth towards the table where the baby sat.

      Chalcedony spun towards Coal. Her eyes glowed with elation. “I’ve been to the human realm dozens of times. Besides you, I’ve never met another human who saw through glamour. Never!”
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* * *

      Madoc sat in his office, hunched over his desk, trying to find the source of the pollution in the giants’ water supply. He’d gone out himself to track the cause but had found nothing. If it had only been poisoned once, the giants probably would have ignored it, but it had happened three times. They blamed the dwarves who lived and mined in the mountains upstream. Thankfully, neither the giants nor Madoc proved the dwarves had anything to do with it. The last thing they needed was a war.

      A slow, hesitant tap at the door brought Madoc out of his thoughts. “What is it?” he asked, welcoming the distraction.

      Bren stepped into Madoc’s office. “Sir, I’m checking in from the forest.”

      Madoc leaned forward in his chair. “I’m listening,”

      “They were there,” Bren began. “I was hiding as you recommended, but when I saw them in a … questionable position, I had to interrupt and make sure the princess was not being harmed.”

      “What do you mean questionable position?”

      Bren cleared his throat. “They were … they appeared to be kissing.”

      “It’s either they were or they weren’t.” Madoc suppressed a smile, amused by Bren’s obvious discomfort. Bren paused and lifted his head.

      “They were kissing, sir.”

      A grin crept across Madoc’s face. Well, they finally crossed the line. “What did the princess say when you interrupted them?”

      “She was surprised and asked where I had come from.”

      “Did you tell her I sent you?”

      “I told her you had ordered me to patrol the forest.”

      “And she believed you?” Madoc asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” Few of his guards were so good at lying. “Did you tell anyone else about this?”

      “No, sir,” Bren said, recoiling as if he’d been insulted. “Of course not.”

      “Well.” Madoc sat back in his chair. “Don’t feel like you have to keep it a secret.”

      Bren grimaced and narrowed his eyes in confusion. Madoc crossed his arms across his chest.

      “I want you to spread this rumor of them kissing. It may be a helpful catalyst to get the human out of this realm.”

      Bren nodded. “Yes, sir. I understand.”

      “Good. You’re dismissed.”

      After Bren left, Madoc closed his eyes. He tried to predict where this relationship with Chalcedony and Coal would lead. It could only end one way: nowhere. He wanted to kill the boy to ensure that, but he trusted his prophets. They rarely foresaw anything, so when they did, he listened and obeyed. He felt change in the air. He had no idea what was coming, but he was looking forward to watching it play out.
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* * *

      Chalcedony couldn’t stop staring at Elizabeth. The girl reminded her so much of Coal at that age.

      “Chalcedony,” Coal said.

      She turned towards him. For a moment, she’d forgotten he’d come with her.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I’m fine.” Coal was trying to look comfortable. But she’d known him for too long to be fooled. His shoulders were squared as if he was waiting for someone to start a fight with him. He gripped his mug as if it was the only thing between him and death.

      “You don’t like it here, do you?” Chalcedony asked.

      “No,” he answered without hesitation.

      “Why?”

      “I’m not sure. I was homeless before you found me. Maybe that has something to do with it. When we first arrived, I remembered a woman. I think she was my mother, but then she left me.” Coal changed the subject. “What are we going to do about the kiss?”

      She rubbed the back of her neck. She could dodge the question again, but he would just keep bringing it up. Besides, he was right. It needed to be addressed. “There is nothing we can do about it. Madoc will kill you if …” she trailed off. “We have to forget it happened.” She glanced at the ground, willing the memory of their kiss away. “We’re best friends. That’s all we can ever be.”

      “Queen Isis, in the south, has a human mate and no children.” He stared at his cup.

      “She’s a hundred years older than me. No one doubts she’s strong enough to fight for her lands. I don’t have that luxury.”

      “Why don’t you fight for what you want?” Coal pressed.

      She couldn’t let herself even think about being with him. The thought felt like a betrayal to her mother and all she’d worked for since birth. “Why did we have to grow up? It was so much simpler when we ran around Legacy all day without—”

      “Without wanting to kiss each other in the middle of it,” he said with a crooked smile.

      “No.” She laughed despite herself. “When we were younger, we spent all day together without everyone gossiping.”

      He sobered suddenly. “Are you going to leave me here?”

      “I told you already. I would never do that. Do you want to stay?”

      “No, I hate it here,” he responded as if she’d accused him of stealing.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Yes, it would solve everything, but the thought of being without him scared her. Out of the corner of her eye, Chalcedony saw Elizabeth waving goodbye as her mother hustled her out the door.

      “Are you finished?” Chalcedony asked, standing. Coal placed his cup on the table and stood.

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s go.” Chalcedony hurried out of the shop. Just as they bounded onto the street, Elizabeth and her family turned the corner. Chalcedony walked faster.

      “Are we leaving now?” Coal matched Chalcedony’s pace.

      “Not yet.”

      “Then, where are we going?”

      “You’ll see,” she answered, but she didn’t really know herself. She wanted to talk to the girl again.

      As Chalcedony expected, Elizabeth and her family didn’t live far from the coffee shop. Humans drove most places, but not if they lived on a college campus. Elizabeth’s mother unlocked the door to their apartment and stepped in. Chalcedony waited a few moments and knocked.

      “Why are we here?” Coal asked, with an impatient, accusatory tone.

      “Shh.”

      “No. Why are we here?”

      She knocked again, ignoring his burning gaze.

      “Oh, hi? Did I forget something at the restaurant?” Elizabeth’s mother asked after she opened the door.

      “Yes,” Chalcedony said. “Can we come in?”

      “Um.” She eyed Chalcedony and Coal. “What do you want?”

      Before she lost her nerve, Chalcedony brought the pouch of glamour from under her shirt and blew the powder into the woman’s face.
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      When the glamour hit Elizabeth’s mother, she flinched and blinked, trying to clear her eyes. After a long moment, she shook her head and refocused Chalcedony. The suspicious look she’d had earlier disappeared, replaced with a too-wide smile.

      “What was that?” Coal asked.

      “I’m glamouring her. That way, she’ll have to do what I say,” she said in a low, impatient voice.

      “I’m sorry, I’m forgetting my manners. Come on in. My name is Deedee.”

      “Why are we here, Chaley?” he repeated, hesitant to step into the woman’s home. Chalcedony ignored his question, grabbed his elbow and pulled him into the apartment.

      The baby sat in the middle of the floor surrounded by toys. “Please excuse the mess. Between Elizabeth, her little brother, and my husband, who is a doctoral student at the university, I can’t keep up with the housework.” Deedee walked to the baby and picked him up. “What can I do for you guys?”

      “Excuse us.” Coal pulled Chalcedony to the side of the room, facing away from Deedee and the baby. “Why did you glamour her? Whatever you’re doing, drop it and let’s go home.”

      “She asked to come with us,” Chalcedony said.

      “Who? The girl?”

      As if she read their mind, Elizabeth shrieked from behind them. “Fairy princess!”

      Chalcedony faced away from Coal.

      “Hi, Elizabeth.”

      “What are you doing here?” the girl asked with unrestrained joy.

      “You said you wanted to come home with me, so I thought I’d ask your mom if it was okay.” Chalcedony’s voice was thick and sugary.

      The girl gasped, sounding as if she was choking on air. “Really? I can come to fairyland with you?”

      “Yep.” Chalcedony nodded. “If your mom agrees.”

      “Momma, can I go?” Elizabeth begged, pulling on her mother’s shirt.

      “That doesn’t sound like a good idea, Lizzy.” Deedee’s hands shook as she held the baby.

      “But Momma, please!” Elizabeth begged.

      “No, Lizzy,” Deedee said, with a thin smile. The color had left her cheeks. Wrinkles appeared around her eyes. It seemed to Coal as if she’d had aged ten years in the few minutes they’d been there. “Besides, you don’t want to put up with her. She’s hyperactive. You’ll be ready to bring her back after an hour.”

      “We don’t mind.” Chalcedony touched Deedee’s shoulder. “You look tired. With Elizabeth gone, you’ll be able to get some rest.”

      Deedee glanced around nervously as if she was thinking about running away, but whatever had been making her hesitate broke as she focused on Chalcedony again. “The two of them are such a handful. Elizabeth is so hyper, and I don’t always have the time to give her the attention she needs.”

      “Please, can I go?” Elizabeth pleaded. “Please?”

      “Yes, you can go.” Deedee’s eyes were empty as she stared straight ahead, hugging the wriggling baby tighter.

      Coal searched her face for some sign of resistance, but the glamour had completely pacified her.

      “Oooh, thank you! Thank you, Momma! I’ll be good. I promise. I have to get my princess stuff. I’ll be right back,” Elizabeth said, running into the back of their house.

      “Chaley,” Coal said, feeling as if he was a monster in someone’s nightmare. “What are you doing?”

      “She wants to come.” Chalcedony turned her back to him just as Elizabeth re-emerged from her room. “Are you ready?” Chalcedony asked.

      Elizabeth curtsied. “Yes, Princess.” She gave her mother a hug. “Don’t worry, Momma. I’ll be extra good. I promise.”

      “She’ll be completely safe,” Chalcedony said.

      “Bye, sweetie. I love you,” Deedee replied. Her eyes never focused on Elizabeth. They were somewhere else, lifeless.
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* * *

      Elizabeth and Chalcedony walked out the door and down the stairs. They never glanced back, but Coal did.

      He watched as Deedee held the restless baby. She glanced past Coal as if he didn’t exist. The baby in her arms cried, and she cooed at him mechanically before she closed the door.

      He ran after Chalcedony. They hadn’t made it far in the jumble of concrete buildings.

      “Chaley, what are you doing? It’s against the human–fey treaty to take a human without permission.”

      “I didn’t take her against her will. She wanted to come.”

      “But her mom—”

      “The treaty says humans can’t be taken against their will or without royal permission,” Chalcedony said. “You wanted to come. Didn’t you Elizabeth?”

      “Yes.” The child nodded.

      Coal grabbed Chalcedony’s hand, forcing her to stop. “She’s just a little girl. She doesn’t know what she wants,” he said under his breath so Elizabeth couldn’t hear.

      “Let go of me, Coal,” Chalcedony snapped, with barely disguised anger.

      “No. You need to listen. Madoc will kill both of us if you bring another human to the fey realm.”

      “Let go of my arm,” Chalcedony commanded. “I know what I’m doing.”

      They locked gazes, silently fighting each other.

      “We have to go. We’ve been gone too long.” Chalcedony held Elizabeth’s hand and sprinted away. Elizabeth ran with her, giggling as if she and Chalcedony were best friends.
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* * *

      The trek took twice as long with Elizabeth with them. By the time they’d found their horses and reached the forest, Elizabeth was sleeping peacefully against Chalcedony’s chest, as night had completely engulfed Everleaf.

      “Thank goodness she’s finally asleep. She talks too much,” Coal said.

      “She’s just excited,” Chalcedony replied, with a hint of exhaustion in her voice. “You were the same way when you first arrived.”

      “I’m nothing like her.”

      When they approached the night market, his stomach flipped. They’d always been prohibited from visiting the square after dusk. It was one of the few rules Madoc had imposed that both he and Chalcedony had followed. It was friendly during the day, but at night, the predators ventured out in search of prey.

      “I’m going to conceal myself. I don’t want anyone to see me with Elizabeth.” She brought the collar of the cloak to her mouth and spoke into it. A second later, she disappeared, along with Elizabeth and her horse.

      He didn’t have to ask why she wanted to be invisible. Humans in Everleaf were forbidden without royal permission. And thanks to Madoc, they never gave permission. Chalcedony was abusing her power, and she didn’t want anyone to know it.

      “Shouldn’t we go around the market?” Coal looked towards the spot where Chalcedony had just been.

      “No,” she said. “I’m tired. That would take too long.”

      Coal bit his lip. “But—”

      “You’ll be fine. I’ll make myself visible again if you run into any trouble.”

      Looking around, Coal’s throat tightened with uneasiness while he remembered all of the horror stories told about this place. A moment later, hoof prints appeared in the grass, and he followed them into the market.

      Music and voices from all directions mingled in an uneasy cadence. During the day, vendors sold milk, eggs, cheese, and other harmless goods. Some even sold weak potions that contained more herbs than magic.

      Halfway through, he passed a group of fey completely covered in black clothing except for their eyes. They stood motionless behind an elven vendor.

      “Do you need a hired sword?” the vendor asked.

      “No,” Coal answered.

      “I also have thieves,” the elf said. “Is there something you have been coveting, human? I could get it for you.”

      Coal shook his head and continued, wondering how many would accept the professional thief’s offer. Further on, he saw an auburn-haired dwarf explaining to an elf how the poison-laced edges of her weapons worked.

      He covered his nose with his shirt when he passed the pungent dead bodies of elves, dwarves, and the torso of a giant at the butcher’s booth. It was illegal to kill fey for meat, but if someone died, their family could choose to sell it to the weavers for experimentation or, as in this case, sell the cadaver to a butcher.

      “I smell humans,” Coal heard someone say just as he’d passed the butcher’s booth.

      A seven-foot-tall troll with green skin sniffed the air. The troll looked past where Coal knew Chalcedony and Elizabeth were, paused for a moment, and settled his gaze onto Coal.

      “Yes,” it said, “I do smell human.” He took one long stride and blocked Coal’s path. He was shirtless, but he wore a pair of black pants that stopped before his ankles.

      “Let me pass.” Coal tried to control his fear and his nervous horse. The troll answered with a wide, toothy grin. For an instant, Coal saw himself strung up, lifeless and gutted, at the butcher’s booth.

      The troll stepped closer and sniffed the air once again. “You smell good.”

      The troll’s breath reeked of rot despite his perfect white teeth.

      “You don’t,” Coal said.

      The troll snarled, distorting its features into something even more grotesque. Coal glanced ahead, clenching the horse’s reins with sweaty hands.

      “That’s royal property. Leave it be,” said a familiar voice, startling both Coal and the troll.

      Coal recognized the black beast from a royal party two years ago. It had been the only pooka Coal had ever seen. Pookas resembled horses, except they had red glowing eyes and large ears that stuck straight out to the side. Sharp horns extended above his ears and arched backward.

      “This is the queenling’s legendary human toy?” the troll asked.

      “Yeah, so leave it alone. The last thing we need is Madoc and the princess breathing down our necks.”

      The troll frowned. “Damn. I was hungry.” He wiped spittle from his chin as he moved from Coal’s path.

      “There are dealers here who specialize in human meat.” The pooka said to the troll before he turned to Coal. “You shouldn’t be out at night, boy.”

      Coal nodded. His heart was beating too fast to do anything more. He nudged his horse forward and made a mental note to start carrying a sword. He was “royal property,” or so they called him, but he needed to take care of himself. What if the pooka hadn’t been there? Chalcedony would have interrupted, but she had probably already cleared the market. He’d have been dead by the time she decided to look for him.

      From the corner of his eyes, he saw a group of pixies dancing in circles. All thought of danger disappeared as he watched. The pixies were slightly taller than most dwarves. When they flew, beautiful brightly colored lights trailed behind them, glowing in the night. They flew in circles, stopping periodically to sway their hips as patrons dropped coins into their coffers. Their bare chests were covered in glitter that shimmered while they danced to a flute played by a satyr.

      He dug into his pocket for a gold piece to throw into their cup.

      “Well, Coal. I never took you for one to be so easily fooled by pixie magic.”

      Pulled back to reality by a familiar voice, Coal glanced down and saw Sara, a moon elf. Her hair glowed silver in the moonlight as she patted his horse.

      “Hi, Sara.” He laughed, embarrassed. “I didn’t know pixies were so beautiful.” Coal finally understood why people allowed themselves to be enchanted by them. The pleasure of watching them dance outweighed the loss of a few gold coins. He started to glance back at the pixies, but Sara cleared her throat.

      “They are not beautiful, they’re enchanting. There is a difference,” Sara said. Her hair was pulled back, revealing the sharp tip of her ears.

      “You’re right.” Coal tried to clear his mind of the pixies by changing the subject. “You working tonight?”

      Sara was one of the few fey who hadn’t teased him for being a human. Once, he tried to bring Sara and Chalcedony together, but Chalcedony instantly disliked her. If Coal was being honest with himself, he hadn’t been surprised; Chalcedony didn’t get along with anyone when they were younger, besides Madoc.

      “Yes. There’s a full moon. It’s a perfect night to scope out losers and vagrants. You know, I’ll dance for you if you really want to give your money away. No cheap magic involved.”

      Coal lifted his eyebrows and gaped. Sara’s parents owned a booth that contracted out private dancers, but as far as he knew, Sara wasn’t one of them.

      “Coal, you are easily distracted.” Chalcedony appeared out of nowhere with Elizabeth still hidden underneath her cloak. He thought she’d left him and was on her way to Legacy.

      “I’m sorry, Princess,” Sara said, head bowed. “I didn’t know you were there.”

      Chalcedony took her gaze from Sara and glared at Coal. “Let’s go,” she demanded before she rode away. The crowd had grown the instant she’d appeared, and it parted just as quickly as she passed.

      “She’s just as friendly as she was when we were kids,” Sara said, her voice laced with sarcasm.

      “I’m sorry. We’re in a rush,” Coal said, embarrassed by the way Chalcedony had ignored Sara.

      “Don’t worry about it. You’d better go before you get in trouble.” She patted his horse before gently pushing it away.

      “I’ll see you later,” Coal said, but Sara had already disappeared into the crowd.

      “Was that Sara?” Chalcedony asked once they’d left the market.

      “Yes.”

      “Is that your girlfriend?” she asked.

      “You know Sara and I are only friends.”

      “Why did she offer to dance for you?”

      “She was joking.” I think.

      “I don’t think she was.”

      “How would I have a girlfriend without you knowing?” Coal asked.

      “I haven’t been home much. There are probably lots of things you aren’t telling me.”
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      Chalcedony stood before Legacy’s entrance with Elizabeth’s arms wrapped around her neck and the girl’s legs clinging awkwardly around her waist. The rest of the pages should be indented using the paragraph tab. Special: First Line. By: .25. This paragraph shows what the indent will look like. Do not use the tab key.

      One of the two sentries at the door gasped when she saw Chalcedony carrying Elizabeth. However, both were immobile. Chalcedony cleared her throat, and the sentries quickly opened the door. They were just for show. Legacy wouldn’t allow anyone to enter if they didn’t have permission to be there, but soldiers who lost control as easily as these needed more training. Chalcedony made a mental note to have Djamel replace them.

      She stared at the open door. She felt like a child sneaking into the house, hoping her mother wasn’t awake.

      “Are we going in?” Coal asked, eyebrows arched.

      Mouth dry, Chalcedony nodded and shifted Elizabeth to her other shoulder. The girl moaned but stayed asleep.

      They were almost to the stairs that led to her room. For a few blissful moments, Chalcedony thought she’d get through the night without having to deal with Madoc.

      “Child, you almost missed the door.” A familiar voice in the darkness stopped Coal dead in his tracks.

      “We made it in plenty of time,” Chalcedony said.

      Madoc sat in a chair in the far corner of the dark room with a book in his lap. His eyes were incredible, even for an elf. He could read in complete darkness, where most elves only made out shapes.

      “What do you have in your arms?” Madoc asked. He snapped his fingers, and the fire lamps came on.

      No point in lying. Chalcedony shifted so Madoc saw Elizabeth.

      Suddenly, he was standing right in front of her. She had never seen him move so fast. But that was Madoc. He never let you know what his true strengths were.

      “This is the reason you were so anxious to go to the human realm? You wanted to steal a human child?” he asked. The words came so quick she barely understood him.

      “I didn’t steal her. She wanted to come.”

      Madoc pointed a finger in her face. “That does not mean you take it home with you. Humans are not allowed here unless royal permission has been granted.”

      Chalcedony took a deep breath. “I give the royal permission.” She walked up the stairs to her room.

      “You are not above the law, Chalcedony!” Madoc screamed.

      Chalcedony stopped, waiting to see if Madoc had awakened Elizabeth. He hadn’t. She snored as if she were in her own bed instead of being held awkwardly in Chalcedony’s arms.

      “I did not break any laws.” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Madoc so angry. He’d always told her that anger was a sign of weakness.

      “Chalcedony!”

      “Madoc, I’m tired,” Chalcedony whispered. “We can argue about this tomorrow.”

      “This won’t take long.”

      Chalcedony grimaced. His tone had changed. He sounded more worried than angry. Damn. It was much easier to walk away from anger than concern. “Coal, will you take Lizzy to your room until I come for her?”

      “Of course, Princess,” Coal said, as though he were a servant. She hated when Coal changed in front of Madoc. He seemed to fold into himself and become a shadow of the person he truly was.

      Once Coal and Elizabeth were gone, she moved to the chair next to where Madoc had been sitting. He followed and sat beside her. She forced herself not to buckle underneath the steely gaze.

      “Chalcedony, you’re about to be queen. Instead of becoming more responsible, you are becoming reckless. If you want to delay your coronation for a year or so, we can probably—”

      She cut him off. “We can’t delay my coronation. The other queens are waiting for me to slip. A delay would be the sign that they’re looking for.” Chalcedony paused, willing her breathing to slow. “I’m fine.”

      She wasn’t fine. She was scared. Scared to lead. Scared she would never be as good as her mother. Scared to lose her best friend. But she couldn’t tell him. Madoc, despite his concern for her, only cared for Everleaf. He didn’t understand fear. He didn’t understand loneliness. He only existed to serve.

      Chalcedony stood. “I’m fine, Madoc,” she repeated. “I know it was irresponsible to bring another human here, but you said Coal has to leave. He is my only friend. I can’t give him up without having something else to take his place.” Chalcedony waited to see if Madoc would disagree. When he remained silent, she continued. “I’ve learned a lot over the past few years. I’ve excelled at every task you’ve given me. I’m ready to be queen. I’m ready to lead. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      She wasn’t ready to lead, but she wasn’t strong enough to admit it out loud.

      Madoc stood, book in hand. “Ready or not, you will be queen. The mystery is whether you will be the last of your line to rule.”

      She fought to hold his gaze while she kept her voice from trembling. “I will be a great queen.”

      “Not if you surround yourself with humans. They are weak and will make you weak,” Madoc said before he walked away.

      She opened her mouth to refute his words, but he was gone before she thought of something to say. He didn’t know what he was talking about. She needed something other than duty. Coal had been the only person in her life who didn’t make her feel like she was supposed to be something more than what she was. The girl would make losing Coal easier.
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* * *

      Coal awoke with the awareness that he’d overslept and was late for another session with Grigory. He rolled over to find Elizabeth and Chalcedony sleeping in his bed. The memories of traveling to the human realm and bringing back Lizzy flooded back.

      He stared over Elizabeth’s head at Chalcedony and thought of the kiss that could never happen again. When they were younger, they’d often slept together, playing until they reluctantly fell asleep, but now they were older. He ran his fingers through Chalcedony’s hair, and she slowly opened her eyes. “You should probably leave before Madoc starts looking for you.”

      A smile crept across her face. “And he kills you for having me in your bed.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, that too.”

      Chalcedony stood, still wearing her human clothes, and yawned. She picked up the sleeping child, and they left.

      It seems, Coal thought, as he sat with his legs crossed on his bed, staring at the closed door as if the kiss never happened at all.
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* * *

      “What do you think they’ll do with Coal?” The cook’s deep voice echoed through the kitchen door.

      “I heard he was supposed to stay in the human realm, but he refused to leave the princess. You see how he pouts whenever she’s gone. He is too beguiled to let her go,” Fatou, the maid said.

      Her voice was lower. Coal had to strain to hear it.

      “A guard caught them kissing yesterday.”

      “That’s impossible. Madoc would have him drawn and quartered if that was the case.”

      “It’s happened before,” Fatou insisted. “Look at Queen Isis and her human.”

      “Why would she bring another human here if it’s not to replace the old one?”

      “Lovers or not, Madoc is not going to let that boy stay,” Masson said.

      Coal had hoped to get something to eat before he went to help Grigory with Chalcedony’s sword, but instead, he’d accidentally come upon the kitchen staff gossiping. No longer hungry, he turned away and walked straight into Madoc.

      “Excuse me, sir.” Coal stepped back towards the kitchen. Facing gossiping servants was much better than dealing with Madoc.

      “Coal, can I speak to you?”

      “I’m late for a meeting with Grigory.”

      “That can wait.” Taken off guard, Coal let the elf pull him away.

      They sat across from each other in Madoc’s private office. When Coal couldn’t stand the silence any longer, he spoke. “I’m late for—”

      “Why didn’t you stay in the human realm?” Madoc interrupted.

      Coal swallowed, trying to moisten his dry mouth. “Chaley didn’t want me to.”

      “You should have stayed.” Madoc leaned forward. “You do not belong here.” He stressed each word as if speaking slowly would suddenly make Coal agree with him.

      Coal lowered his head and rubbed his eyes, suddenly exhausted. “This is my home,” Coal began. “I belong here just as much as you.”

      “I have lived here for centuries. I have worked for this family all of my life. Don’t ever compare yourself to me. You are here on the whim of a young girl.”

      Coal remained motionless, refusing to believe Madoc’s words.

      Madoc sat back and continued. “The princess will be an especially young queen. The other queens have agreed to leave her alone until her coronation, but I believe they are planning to take her lands as soon as she is officially crowned. They will be looking for weaknesses to exploit, and they will try to turn her fey against her. Despite Chalcedony’s awkwardness, she is loved by her fey. Before, everyone considered her affection for you as a lovable quirk. But now, people are wondering if she plans to rule with you as her mate.”

      “Chaley and I are just friends. That’s all we have ever been.”

      “Don’t sit there and lie to me. I know about your tryst on the way to the human realm.”

      He knew. Fear kicked him in the gut, but Coal forced himself to remain calm. “I know Chaley and I will never be together.”

      “What are you going to do? Wait on her for the rest of your life? You cannot be by her side. She brought that child here as your replacement. Once you saw that, why did you come back?”

      Was that true?

      “Grigory has offered me a full apprenticeship,” Coal answered. “I plan on accepting the offer.” He hadn’t thought to accept the offer until now.

      “I repeat,” Madoc said through clenched teeth, “you don’t belong here. Not as Chalcedony’s friend nor as an apprentice to the mixed breed.”

      Am I really that much of a threat?

      “I’m here because Chaley wants me here. I would have stayed in the human realm if she had asked me to.”

      “You don’t belong here!” Madoc slammed his fist onto the desk.

      Coal jumped, shocked by the sudden burst of anger.

      The elf took a deep breath. “After her coronation, she will need an heir as soon as possible. She will have to choose a mate. Have you thought about how it would feel to see her with someone else? The biggest favor you can do for yourself is leave. An apprenticeship will not take you far enough away.”

      “Chaley and I are only friends. The kiss was a mistake. It was nothing.” The words were poison on his tongue.

      “Your presence is the danger!” Madoc’s amber eyes were filled with anger, and his long, yellowed incisors were bared. He looked as if he was about to tear Coal apart.

      Coal sat back, trying to put as much distance between himself and Madoc as possible. Every instinct told him to leave, run away, but Coal refused. Madoc would have to kill him first.

      Why hadn’t Madoc killed him? He knew about the kiss. If Madoc could touch him, he would have done it by now. All Madoc could do was deliver empty threats.

      Coal stood with his chest out, towering over the seated elf. “I belong here. If Chaley wants me to leave, I’ll leave. Until then, the fey realm is my home.” He stalked out of the room, with the sound of his heartbeat drowning out any protests Madoc could have had.

      A sword flew past his shoulder and into the wall the moment he strode into Grigory’s shop.

      “You’re late,” Grigory said, holding his own sword, poised and ready to fight.

      “Sorry, I woke up late.” On any other day, a sword coming within an inch of his face would have scared him, but after facing Madoc, it didn’t register. Coal grabbed the hilt of the sword and pulled it out of the wall before he faced Grigory. Grigory aimed his sword at Coal’s chest, but Coal jumped back, expecting the attack. He stared intently at Grigory while he swung his blade with brutal force.

      Grigory was gone long before the blade ever reached its destination.

      Already Coal felt better, elated almost, as he fought and allowed the sword to channel his anger.

      After a few parries and thrusts, they stood face to face once again.

      “I hear we have a new human at Legacy,” Grigory said. He hadn’t shaved in two days, and his beard already looked thick.

      “For someone who hardly gets visitors, you sure know all of the gossip.”

      “Soldiers gossip more than the town wives.”

      The sword pulsated in Coal’s hands, wanting to attack. He tuned it out and waited for Grigory’s next move.

      “I also heard that you were sent back to the human realm. I didn’t expect you to be here today.”

      Growing impatient, Coal stepped forward and aimed the sword at Grigory’s side. “Everleaf is my home. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Grigory dodged. He met Coal’s attack with a speed Coal barely registered. “Many fey disagree with you.”

      “The only opinion that matters is Chaley’s, and she wants me here.” Coal swept around and came at Grigory’s other side.

      Grigory did not meet his attack this time, he simply moved out of Coal’s way and stepped his foot out. Too late to react, Coal tripped.

      As Coal tried to stand, Grigory put his foot on Coal’s back, pushing him back to the ground. “Anger is good, especially if it’s righteous, but you must control it just as you must control a weapon. Unleashed anger will get you killed just as if you’ve fallen onto your own sword.”

      Coal nodded, letting his anger dissipate.

      Grigory removed his foot. “How is the sword handling?” he asked.

      Coal stretched, still feeling the imprint where Grigory’s foot had been. “Fine.”

      “It doesn’t seem right to me.” Grigory inspected the sword. “Something is off.”

      “It’s fine with me. It’s smooth. No vibrations.” Coal laughed. “It actually seemed happy to see me today.”

      Grigory frowned. “What do you mean it felt happy?”

      “I’m not sure. I think it was waiting for me.”

      “You should not be able to register its feelings. For one, you’re human. Two, you’re not its wielder, and three, you haven’t been bonded to it.”

      “Well … uhh … I’ve been feeling it since yesterday.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I thought that was a good thing,” Coal answered.

      “Let’s trade swords. We’ll see if I have that same sensation.”

      “But first,” Coal said, “is the offer for a full apprenticeship still open?”

      Grigory paused. “Are you accepting it?”

      “I want to accept.” Coal licked his lips. “But I need to know you’re not offering me the apprenticeship out of pity. I’m human. I can’t do magic, so I’ll never be as great as you.”

      Madoc was right about one thing at least. He needed to be away from Chalcedony. If his presence endangered her, he would leave. In the meanwhile, apprenticing with Grigory would move Coal out of Legacy and away from Chalcedony. That should be enough to pacify Madoc and the gossips.

      Grigory rested his hands on the hilt of his sword. “You’re a coddled, lovesick human. You do not deserve my pity.”

      Coal ignored the sting in Grigory’s last words and bent to one knee. “It would be an honor to be your apprentice, Master.”
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      Chalcedony basked in the sunlight in the room adjacent to her bedroom. She was half-listening to Djamel’s updates on the last batch of rogue fey they’d caught in the human realm.

      In truth, she was waiting for Elizabeth to wake up. Bringing the child to Everleaf had felt right. Just as it had when she’d found Coal. Movement out of the corner of her eye caught Chalcedony’s attention. Elizabeth entered with her hair disheveled on one side, rubbing her eyes and yawning.

      “Good Afternoon, Lizzy. Welcome to Everleaf,” Chalcedony said eagerly.

      “I made it?” Elizabeth asked, her weariness disappearing. “I’m really in fairyland?”

      “Yes.” Chalcedony inwardly cringed at the term fairyland.

      Elizabeth ran to Chalcedony and leaped into her arms. “Thank you for bringing me here. Thank you. Thank you.” She kissed Chalcedony’s cheek repeatedly, before she paused, finally realizing Djamel was in the room. “Is this your prince?”

      “No. This is Djamel. He is one of my shadow guards.” Chalcedony remembered the human term for a shadow was different.

      “Hello, Elizabeth,” Djamel said. His voice was like ice cream, sweet and thick.

      Elizabeth studied Djamel, staring him up and down. “He is much too princely to be a guard. Are you secretly in love?”

      Elizabeth wasn’t half wrong. Madoc had been hinting for months that Chalcedony should take Djamel or Tetrick for a mate. Her own father had been her mother’s shadow. But she hadn’t let her mind go there. It was too early for her to choose a mate. She wasn’t going to torture herself until she had to.

      “No, we are not secretly in love,” Chalcedony said.

      Elizabeth cut her deep caramel-colored eyes towards Chalcedony, looking as if she didn’t believe her. “I can’t find my tiara.”

      “Your what?” Chalcedony asked.

      “My tiara.” Elizabeth jumped from Chalcedony’s arms. “I cannot be a princess without my tiara. It’s what makes me special.”

      “I don’t have a tiara, but I’m still a princess.”

      Elizabeth placed her hands on her hips and cocked an eyebrow. “Well, you’re not doing it right.”

      “I don’t know where your tiara is.” Chalcedony was losing patience.

      “Please! Please!” Elizabeth screamed, her waist-length hair swaying back and forth as she stomped her feet. “I can’t be a princess without my tiara. Will you please help me look for it?”

      Djamel stood and surveyed the room as if he was searching for something to attack. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “I don’t know.” When Coal had arrived from the human realm, he never screamed or cried. “Mireya!” Chalcedony shouted, almost as loud as Elizabeth.

      Mireya ran into Chalcedony’s room, wide-eyed and gasping for breath. “Princess, what is it?”

      “Mireya, this is Elizabeth, the child I was telling you about.” Chalcedony tried to speak over Elizabeth’s cries.

      “Well, you just about had my heart bursting out of my chest, Princess.” Mireya faced Elizabeth. “Why are you crying, child?”

      Elizabeth peered hatefully at the elf and began to cry again.

      “Lizzy has lost her tiara.” Chalcedony realized she would have to treat the child the way she treated an angry ambassador: pretend to care. “She can’t be a proper princess without it. I think we left it in Coal’s room. Please find it for her. It’s a matter of life and death. Isn’t it, Lizzy?”

      Elizabeth stopped crying to answer the question. “Yeah, it’s a matter of life and death. I can’t be a princess without it.”

      “I’ll get right to it.” Mireya nodded to Chalcedony and walked out of the room.

      Chalcedony faced Djamel. “We’ll finish this tomorrow.”

      “Yes, Princess.” Djamel bowed and left.

      Tears stained Elizabeth’s face. Chalcedony had never been allowed to cry as a child. “While Mireya looks for your tiara, let me share a secret with you.”

      “Okay,” Elizabeth said, sniffling.

      Chalcedony led the girl by her small hands to the portrait that hung across from Chalcedony’s desk.

      “This is my mother. She taught me that princesses never lose control. They never cry.”

      “Princesses cry all the time on TV.”

      “This isn’t a movie. In real life, princesses who cry will not remain a princess for very long.”

      Elizabeth sniffled again. “Your mom is pretty. Why is she white and you’re black?”

      “I changed my skin color.”

      Her forehead crinkled as if she was trying to imagine something. “Why would you do that?”

      “I liked this color.”

      “Can you change into my color?”

      “Yes, if I wanted to.”

      “Oh. That’s cool. Why is this sword here?” Elizabeth rubbed her hands over the glass case directly below the portrait.

      “This was my mother’s sword, Mayhem.” Chalcedony gazed at the steel sword with its blue hilt. “It’s a symbol of protection and strength. I used to beg my mother to let me play with it, even though I knew it was made just for her. If anyone else touched it, they’d die. One day, while the sword lay in its scabbard on my mother’s bed, I touched it. Can you guess what happened?”

      “You died?” Elizabeth giggled.

      “Almost,” Chalcedony said. “But before I passed out, Mayhem spoke to me. Just like I knew it would.”

      “What did it say?” Elizabeth leaned closer, suddenly serious.

      Chalcedony shrugged. “I don’t remember what it said, but it had spoken to me. That was all I cared about.”

      “But why did she need a sword? Aren’t soldiers supposed to protect you?”

      “Queens are more powerful than other fey. Once I’m queen, the power that has kept my abilities reined in will be released. I will be more powerful than twenty soldiers. My own sword will be my symbol of power.”

      “But princesses don’t fight. They get rescued by princes.”

      “There are no princes here, Lizzy. We have to rescue ourselves or we die.”

      Elizabeth turned back towards the sword. “Is your mother dead?”

      “Yes.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Lots of princesses lose their parents on TV. I hope I never lose my mom.”
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* * *

      “I’ll never be able to do that.” Coal anxiously watched Grigory recite incantations into a soldier’s sword. It had only been a day since he’d accepted the apprenticeship, and already he felt overwhelmed.

      Grigory straightened before he faced Coal. “What exactly are the rules about humans and magic?”

      “Humans can’t do magic, nor are we allowed to,” Coal said automatically. That fact had been taught to him the moment he entered the fey realm.

      “Has there ever been a moment you did magic in the entire time you were here?”

      Coal hesitated. “One time.” He’d promised Chalcedony he would never tell anyone. But other than Chalcedony, Grigory was the only person he trusted. Coal took a deep breath and continued. “Chalcedony has a secret portal out of Legacy. One day, Chalcedony found me moping in my room, and she asked me what was wrong. I told her I was sad because everyone treated me like I didn’t belong, and that I wished I could do magic like her, maybe the others would be nice to me. She felt bad for me so she showed me her secret portal.”

      Coal waited for Grigory to speak. When he didn’t, Coal continued.

      “She said if I had a little bit of magic, even if it was as small as an apple seed, I could use her portal. Later that night, she taught me the spell, and we used it to travel into the forest.”

      “Did using the portal make you feel as if you belonged?”

      “Others were still rude to me, but it helped. Knowing I had a little bit of magic made me feel as if I belonged.”

      Grigory grinned, making him appear ten years younger. “Magic as small as an apple seed.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “If seeds are nurtured, they grow stronger and taller. Come over here,” Grigory said. “There is no great secret to magic. Any fey would tell you that. But if you don’t use it, how will it grow?” He took Coal’s hand. “Do you feel anything in my hand?”

      “It feels warm.”

      “What makes it warm? What makes your heart beat and your blood flow? What makes you move?”

      Coal stayed silent, assuming the answer taught to him in school about the heart, blood, and proteins probably wasn’t the response Grigory was looking for.

      “Humans believe all things can be explained by science. But science can’t explain why we are here. That is one of a few distinctions that separate humans from fey.

      “Fey believe it is magic that makes our blood flow, our legs move, and in turn, makes some of us fly, some of us change colors and some forge swords that equal no other. The beautiful chaos of the mind, magic, and soul cannot be explained. It can only be accepted and explored. The differences are as distinct and natural as blue or green eyes. For example, Princess Chalcedony tries her best to change the color of her eyes, but she can’t. Some things are fluid, some aren’t.

      “Sit. Close your eyes. Think about what makes you walk, breathe, feel, love, weep. Find it. Bring it forth. It helps to have a focal point for the energy. Experiment. Use your hand or the center of your belly.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Coal sat on the floor and closed his eyes, deciding to focus on his hand. He tried to recreate that small burst of energy he’d felt when he’d used Chalcedony’s portal.

      As time passed, his muscles ached with the desire to move, but he forced himself to remain still and concentrate. After what seemed like a lifetime, doubt outweighed his hope.

      He opened his eyes. “I’m human. What if I don’t have it?”

      “If you didn’t have it, you wouldn’t be able to feel the sword or use it so well. You have it. You just don’t know how to recognize it. Yet. That is enough for today. We’ll practice more tomorrow. By the way, your room is ready. When do you plan to move out of Legacy?”

      He hadn’t thought about moving out. It made the change so official. “I’ll start bringing my things tomorrow.”

      Grigory narrowed his brown eye. “Have you told Chalcedony that you’ve accepted my apprenticeship?”

      “No.” Telling her would really cement the decision. Once he told Chalcedony, there could be no turning back. “I’ll tell her today.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Grigory said. “In the meantime, continue to nurture your apple seed.”
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* * *

      Coal found Chalcedony in her room. Two blue tailored dresses lay on her bed. One dress was much smaller than the other. Chalcedony sat in front of her vanity mirror while Elizabeth ran a comb through Chalcedony’s brown, wavy hair.

      “What’s going on? What are the dresses for?” Coal asked.

      “Tell him, Lizzy,” Chalcedony said, her voice full of anticipation.

      “We’re having a party.” Elizabeth began jumping and clapping her hands.

      “Why?” Coal asked. The child made the most ordinary things into monumental events.

      “It was Lizzy’s idea.” Chalcedony had a smile just as wide as Elizabeth’s. “Princesses are supposed to have lots of parties. I agreed because it’ll give the staff practice for the coronation ceremony. Until then, we’re keeping her in Legacy so everyone can meet her at the same time.”

      “And no boys allowed,” Elizabeth added, wagging her finger at Coal.

      “There will be boys. We can’t have a party without Coal.”

      “Chaley, can I talk to you alone for a moment?” Coal asked, motioning to the hall with a nod of his head.

      “Of course. Lizzy, I’ll be right back.” Chalcedony followed Coal into the hall.

      “Grigory asked me to be his apprentice,” Coal said, abruptly. “And I accepted.”

      “You’re already there most of the time. I thought you were his apprentice already.”

      “He wants me full-time. I’m moving most of my things over there tomorrow.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “You’re leaving Legacy?”

      “I’ve never heard of an apprenticeship being any other way.”

      “You can live here and do it. I’ll talk to Grigory and work something out.” She moved to leave, but he grabbed her arm.

      “It’s time for me to go, Chaley. Most fey my age have already left home for their apprenticeships. There are royal guards my age that have been on their own for years.”

      “They are not human. You are.” Chalcedony clenched her jaw.

      “I don’t understand what the problem is, Chaley. You know I can’t be here much longer. Madoc has threatened to kill me if I stay. The apprenticeship will keep me alive and in Everleaf,” Coal said with frustration. The apprenticeship was a perfect solution. Why didn’t she understand?

      “But you will be leaving Legacy. You would be leaving me.” She sounded wounded as if he wanted to hurt her.

      “I’ll be here. We’ll still see each other,” Coal whispered, his eyes darting around to make sure Madoc wasn’t listening in.

      “How can you be Grigory’s full-time apprentice? You’re human. You don’t have magic. Sword making requires magic.” Her eyes furrowed, the pain in her voice replaced with curiosity and doubt.

      “He wouldn’t have asked me if he didn’t think I was able to do it.”

      “Maybe he feels sorry for you. Maybe he’s just like Madoc and only wants you out of Legacy.”

      “Madoc wants me out of the fey realm, not just out of Legacy.” If Grigory believed he had magic, that would have to be good enough.

      Chalcedony stood straighter, her face expressionless. He’d seen her do that so many times over the years. It meant something had hurt her. He hated to see her hurt.

      “I’m sorry, Chaley. But there’s no other option.”

      “No,” she said with a cold hard voice.

      “What?” Coal asked, unable to believe what he’d just heard.

      “No,” she repeated, much softer. “It’s too soon. Can you wait just a little longer?”

      “He wants me now.”

      “He can’t have you,” she snapped, all softness gone. “You belong to me. You can’t be out there walking around on your own. Anything could happen.”

      “Did you hear what you just said?”

      That’s the way she talked to strangers, to guards, or to her wait staff. That was not the way she talked to him. This should be the point where she lowered her head in shame and apologized. It never came.

      Finally, Chalcedony spoke. “You can’t leave yet. I still need you here.”

      “Sooner or later, I have to go, Chaley. It might as well be sooner.” Heaviness grew in his chest.

      “Tell Grigory I said no. End of discussion.” To emphasize her point, she stomped away.

      

      “You requested my presence, Princess,” Madoc asked Chalcedony. She was sitting behind Legacy, playing with Lizzy. She had work to do, but she was playing as if she were a child again.

      “You’ve been avoiding me all day.”

      “I didn’t want to encroach on you and your new toy.” He nodded towards the human child. The princess was regressing, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      “Stop playing games. Say what you need to say and get it over with,” Chalcedony ordered. Instead of facing him, she watched the child chase sprites. The small flying creatures had transparent wings like a dragonfly, and they darted from flower to flower.

      “I said what I needed to say last night,” he said.

      “Coal told me you threatened to kill him if he stayed at Legacy.”

      Madoc chose his words carefully. “I did not threaten to kill him. I simply implied it. It’s time for him to go. You know it. He knows it. The entire realm knows it. Let him go.”

      “He wants to move into Grigory’s shop and become an official apprentice. I’m not letting him. Not yet.”

      “Why do you hang on to him?” Madoc asked, fighting to keep his voice steady.

      She stood and faced him. “If Coal dies, I will kill you and whoever you get to do your dirty work.”

      She threatened his life as if she were ordering a servant to bring her a glass of water.

      “Come on, Lizzy. It’s getting dark, let’s go inside.” Chalcedony grabbed the child’s hand and headed back into Legacy. Madoc was too old to fear death, but Chalcedony had never threatened his life. Good. The innocence she’d held onto so tightly was slipping out of her grasp. Perhaps there was hope for her after all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “It’s bedtime, Lizzy,” Chalcedony said.

      “I’m not sleepy.”

      Chalcedony stifled a yawn. “Well, I am. We’ve been playing all day.”

      “Will you show me some magic? Please, pretty please? Show me some magic, and I’ll go to sleep.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise.”

      Chalcedony doubted she had the energy to do anything that would impress the child. She’d spent all day running around the yard, and answering endless questions Elizabeth had about the “fairy realm.” The confrontations with Coal and Madoc hadn’t been pleasant either. But she decided to do one of the first things she’d learned.

      “Alright, watch this.”

      Elizabeth sat up, eyes wide. For the first time today, she was still and quiet. Chalcedony ran her fingers through Elizabeth’s bone straight, black hair. A moment later, Chalcedony felt her own wavy hair straighten. She knew without looking that it was also darkening, becoming jet-black.

      Elizabeth’s jaw dropped. She shook her head, before standing on the bed and jumping. “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god. You have hair just like mine.”

      Chalcedony sat on the side of the bed while Elizabeth’s jumping shook her up and down. “You said you’d go to bed.”

      “I’m too excited to sleep. What else can you do? Will you change your skin color?”

      Chalcedony shook her head and used the last amount of her energy to change her hair back to being wavy and brown.

      Elizabeth groaned and stopped jumping.

      “If you go to bed, I’ll show you more magic tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” Elizabeth yawned and lay down. “This has been so much fun.”

      “It has, but tomorrow you’re going to sleep in your room,” Chalcedony said absently. The guilt over her reaction to Coal leaving was bringing her mood down. After her mom had died, he’d been her everything. She needed to let him go, she knew that, but if he left, she would have lost everything that mattered to her.

      “My room is scary. My mom always let me sneak into her bed. Daddy didn’t like it, though.”

      “I’m not a mom,” Chalcedony said, trying to push aside thoughts of Coal.

      “My mom always reads to me. Will you please read me a story?”

      “You said you’d go to sleep if I showed you some magic.”

      Elizabeth stuck out her bottom lip and pleaded with her eyes. Despite Chalcedony’s tiredness, she said, “Okay. I’ll tell you one story and then, have to go to bed.”

      Tomorrow, she would apologize to Coal because she couldn’t replace him. No one could. But he needed to give her time to get used to the idea. She’d apologize, and he’d accept, just like always.
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* * *

      The muscles in his back and arms strained as he lifted the hammer and brought it down on the misshapen piece of metal.

      Chalcedony almost forgot why she’d come as she watched his muscles ripple and contract with each swing.

      In the middle of his fifth stroke, he stopped, and his shoulders tensed. He knew she was there. But he lifted his hammer anyway, beating the metal with renewed urgency. The previous slow, rhythmic strokes were now chaotic and angry.

      “Coal, I’m sorry!” Chalcedony shouted above the clang of the metal.

      He put down his hammer, turned, and folded his arms across his chest. For a long moment, he stared at her. His intense gaze made her feel even guiltier.

      “Did you hear me? I said I was sorry.” She tried her best not to roll her eyes, or let any sign of impatience show on her face because she knew he’d drag her apology out longer if she did. He’d never given Chalcedony a free pass for being rude. Not even as children. She hadn’t expected he would give her a pass now, but damn, did he have to draw it out? She’d said sorry.

      He still remained silent. Was he really not going to forgive her?

      Just as she was about to walk away, he spoke. “As long as we’ve known each other, you’ve never treated me like I didn’t belong.” The disappointment in his voice broke her heart.

      “I didn’t mean those words. I was shocked. I had no idea you were planning on leaving.” She knew how other fey had treated him when he first arrived in the fey realm, so she’d tried everything she could to punish anyone who treated him badly.

      “I don’t know who you are anymore,” he said as if he’d completely given up on her. “You’re acting more like Madoc every day. I guess it was only a matter of time before you started treating me as if I didn’t matter.”

      She stepped closer, fighting the urge to touch him. “You do matter. That’s why I reacted so terribly. You’ve been a part of my life for so long that I don’t know how to give you up.” She bowed her head, too ashamed to meet his eyes. “I’m sorry. I was only trying to make you stay.”

      “I can do what I want and go anyplace I want, as long I have your permission?” he said calmly. “So I’m like one of your horses. Free to roam the fields, but that’s it?”

      “No, it’s not like that. I’ve been selfish. I assumed you would be here forever.” A shameful part of her wished she could keep him fenced, but then he really would hate her, and that would be worse than him leaving.

      “What about when you have to find a mate?” he probed, sounding like he already knew the answer.

      “Do you think I would let a pesky thing like a mate interfere with our friendship?” She tried to laugh, but it came out weak and desperate.

      He closed the space between them, forcing her to stare into his eyes. How could something so dark emit so much light? “I’ve dreamed about our kiss every night since we got back.” Coal said. He was so close she felt the heat emanating from his body, but he didn’t touch her. It was an unwritten rule now.

      He walked back to his anvil. “Madoc is right to separate us,” Coal said with his back to her. He began to beat the metal again.

      Dammit, her heart was about to burst out of her chest. But he stood steady and unapproachable. Damn him.

      “How is my sword coming?” she hoped her voice was just as calm as his.

      “You tell me.”

      He stopped working and walked into Grigory’s shop. A moment later, he returned and handed her the sword. She had helped with the sword’s initial design, but this was the first time she’d held it. The black leather hilt complemented the sleek double-edged steel. The pommel and the guard were golden and bright.

      “It’s beautiful!”

      “Beauty is meaningless without a soul.” His words were modest, but there was pride in his voice. “How does it feel?”

      She’d never seen him like this. Bold enough to approach her about the kiss and now prideful. He wasn’t only beginning to look like a man, but he was also growing into one.

      “What do you mean by soul? How am I supposed to feel its soul?”

      He picked up a sword lying next to the hearth. “Your sword loves to fight. Let’s try it out.”

      She welcomed the opportunity to defeat him and regain some of the power she’d lost by admitting she’d been wrong. Coal may be her best friend—she’d die for him—but she still hated to apologize.

      “You’ve never been able to beat me in a fight. I don’t want to embarrass you, in case your master returns.”

      Coal took a defensive stance and grinned. “We haven’t sparred in a while, I may surprise you. Although you do have an unfair advantage because of your expertly forged sword.”

      Chalcedony mimicked his stance. “You may make the first move. I’ll be gentle with you, I promise.”

      “No, ladies first. I pride myself on being chivalrous.” Once again, he was the teasing, fun-loving boy she’d brought back from the human realm. “I’m waiting, Princess.”

      With each assault and counter already calculated, she attacked, releasing her frustration, embarrassment, and disappointment with every thrust and parry. She almost forgot—almost—that she was fighting against a friend, not a foe.

      After a few attacks and counterattacks, she was breathing heavily and sweating. “You’ve gotten better. But …” she paused, “you’re not good enough to defeat me.” She quickened her thrusts, closing the distance between them and forcing him to retreat.

      “How is the blade?” he asked after he successfully parried an advance.

      “It’s excellent. Well-balanced. It’s a little heavier than my other sword, but I can get used to it. It’s a perfect sword, but I don’t feel its soul.” Her voice was filled with disappointment.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “It doesn’t feel much different to the one I’m using now.” She had hoped to feel the sensation she’d felt when she’d touched Mayhem as a child.

      Coal stood still, looking confused. Chalcedony finally found the opening she had been looking for. She twisted away and hit him in the nose with her elbow. He fell onto the ground with a loud gasp.

      “I win,” she said, more tired than she wanted to admit.

      “You are better with a sword than I remembered,” he said as she helped him stand. “Are you sure you didn’t feel anything from the sword?”

      “It’s a good sword, but I know what a sentient sword feels like. I held my mother’s sword, remember?”

      “Maybe you should name it.”

      Her eyes widened. “Yeah, like Mayhem.” She tried to think of a name just as good as Mayhem. “How about Mischief?”

      “I like it,” he said, nodding his head in agreement. “Now you should carry it for a couple of days to make sure it handles right. The true bonding process may not take effect until the coronation, but I think having a name for it will help, too.”

      “Coal…” Chalcedony felt like a child. “Are we okay?”

      He smiled as he stared into her eyes. “Of course, we’re okay.”

      “Will you wait until after the coronation to leave Legacy? It won’t be the same without you.”

      Coal exhaled deeply. “When have I ever told you no?”

      She wanted to touch him. “I’ll see you back at home. And before I forget, the tailor has your clothes for the party. He needs you to come to his shop to make sure they fit.”

      “I already have something to wear.”

      Chalcedony placed a hand on her hip and tilted her head, mimicking Elizabeth. “I ordered something special for you.”

      He rolled his eyes. He hated dressing up, and he hated tailored clothes even more. “Yes, Princess.”

      She walked away both relieved and excited. He was staying at Legacy, and that was the first step in making sure he stayed permanently. Madoc and everyone else be damned.
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      The attic of Grigory’s shop was small, cold, and drafty. It was nothing compared to his spacious room at Legacy.

      He’d promised Chalcedony he wouldn’t leave Legacy until after her coronation, but after spending most of the night trying to find his seed of magic, he’d decided to stay the night at the forge.

      Sleep eluded him. The thought—and the hope—he could do magic had kept him up most of the night.

      Despite last night’s failure, Coal was anxious to try again. He sat cross-legged on the lumpy old bed, wrapped himself in a blanket to fight against the morning chill, and concentrated on nurturing his magic seed.

      It was much easier to concentrate since Chalcedony had apologized. This argument had been worse than any of their other fights, and it had left him depressed and saddened. Now, everything was right in his world.

      After spending hours trying to find his magic seed, Coal only managed to fall asleep and not wake up until morning. Giving up, he went to Legacy to deliver Djamel’s repaired sword. He could’ve gone directly to the barracks, but he’d gone through the entrance, hoping to see Chalcedony.

      “Good morning, Legacy.” Coal rubbed the tree’s bark.

      It took a moment, but finally it said, I guess it’s a good morning. Where were you last night?

      “I stayed at Grigory’s shop. Was anyone looking for me?”

      No.

      Coal had guessed right. Chalcedony would be too busy to notice he was gone. “Did you miss me, Legacy?” Coal asked, flattered. The tree was probably the only living thing that noticed he wasn’t there last night.

      It was the first time since you moved in that you were not here to say good night. I had hoped you’d moved permanently.

      He was about to tell Legacy that he was trying to move out, but the sound of arguing drew his attention.

      “Come here!” Mireya shouted. “Come here and take your bath.”

      “No,” a shrill voice answered. “Leave me alone. I want to go home. I want my mom.”

      Coal walked towards the commotion. At the top of the stairs, a soaking wet Mireya was chasing Elizabeth in circles. “What’s going on?” he asked.

      As soon as he spoke, Elizabeth ran down the stairs and wrapped her arms around his waist.

      “You come here.” Mireya stomped towards them and pulled Elizabeth away, dragging Coal in the process.

      “Hey.” He held Mireya at arm’s length, more to stop from falling over than to protect Elizabeth. “Calm down. What’s going on?”

      “I was told to give her a bath, but she keeps running away from me.” Mireya’s voice was filled with frustration.

      “I don’t want to take a bath. I want to go home.”

      A few days ago, Elizabeth hardly acknowledged he existed. Now, she clung to him like he was her only hope.

      “I thought you liked it here, Lizzy.”

      “I want to go home. I want my mom!” she screeched.

      “Why does she want to go home?” Coal asked Mireya.

      “Because she’s a child who needs her mother, Coal,” she said as if the answer had been obvious. Mireya stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Of course, she wanted to come. That doesn’t mean she wants to stay.”

      “She poisoned me last night.” Elizabeth pulled at his arm, interrupting Mireya.

      Coal looked from Elizabeth to Mireya. “Is that true?” he asked.

      “She had a hard time sleeping last night, so Chalcedony and I had a sleeping potion made for her. Of course, it didn’t work. It just made her sick.”

      This time, it was Mireya who pulled on his arm. “Will you take her for me?”

      “But …” Coal stuttered, trying to think of a polite way to say no.

      “Please. I need a break. Just for a few hours?”

      “Sure. I’ll take her for a little while.”

      “Thank you. Thank you.” Mireya stomped away, leaving wet footprints in her wake.

      Elizabeth stuck her tongue out towards Mireya and blew. Mireya returned the loud gesture before she continued out of sight.

      “What did you do to her?” Coal asked.

      “Nothing. She’s just a mean, mean lady.” Elizabeth frowned.

      “Do you know when Chaley’s coming back?” Coal asked. Maybe he could get rid of her sooner rather than later.

      “No.” Elizabeth pouted. “All she’s been doing is working, and everyone else here is soooo mean to me. I don’t have any friends, and I want to go home.”

      He remembered how some of the staff treated him when he’d arrived, and he instantly understood the child’s grief. “Fine. Come with me. I’ll bring you back to Chaley later.”

      He was beginning to wish he’d gone directly to the barracks. If Mireya couldn’t control Elizabeth, how was he supposed to?
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* * *

      Coal left Legacy through the back entrance. It was late morning and recruits barely older than him were performing drills. They appeared nervous and excited, as Avonnah, Chalcedony’s other shadow, shouted orders at them.

      The smell of sweat and exhilaration was strong as Coal and Elizabeth walked past the new recruits and towards a group of wrestling fey.

      “Why are those ladies fighting?” Elizabeth gripped his hand. He had to concentrate to not step on her.

      “They’re practicing to become better soldiers,” Coal replied absently. He’d spotted Djamel in the cheering crowd surrounding the wrestlers.

      “Hey, Djamel!” Coal shouted a few feet from the crowd. The shadow frowned, obviously not wanting to leave the fight. Once he saw Coal with his sword, his sour expression disappeared, and he tore himself away from the rowdy crowd.

      “I’ve been getting my ass kicked without my lady by my side. The replacement you gave me was crap,” said Djamel, and he took his sword.

      “If the replacement was too good, you wouldn’t want your original back.”

      Djamel shrugged and eyed Elizabeth. “Hello, Elizabeth.” The shadow bent to one knee. “You look very elegant when you are not crying. But I can understand all of the fuss. The tiara looks good on you.”

      Elizabeth blushed and touched her tiara, never moving away from Coal’s leg.

      “Your charms are wasted on children, you know?” Coal said.

      “Yes, but it never hurts to practice.” Djamel winked at Elizabeth and stood. “I heard you are going to apprentice full-time with the half-breed.”

      “Yes.” He was painfully used to Djamel and most of the soldiers calling the sword master a half-breed. However, they never called him that to his face.

      “Good. I think Madoc was going to have me assassinate you if you stayed much longer.”

      Coal laughed hesitantly, wondering if Djamel was joking or telling the truth. Djamel took the flawed weapon from the sheath around his waist and gave it to Coal. He stepped back to swing his repaired weapon back and forth. “My lady feels good. Lizzy, do you mind if I use your escort for practice?”

      “No,” she said, barely above a whisper.

      “It has to be quick. I have things to do,” Coal said with apprehension, glancing down at the child at his side. Djamel stood with his feet in a slight lunge, sword lifted, eyes fixed on Coal. His expression changed from that of a charmer to a soldier.

      Fear took root in Coal’s belly. What if this was the opportunity Djamel was looking for? He could kill Coal and claim it was a training accident. Elizabeth tightened her grip on his hand.

      “Lizzy,” Coal said, “you have to step back so you don’t get hurt.”

      She agreed and walked to the far side of the barracks. Coal took the replacement sword in his hands and mirrored Djamel.

      “Don’t look so scared, boy. I won’t hurt the princess’s—”

      Coal didn’t wait for him to finish. He stepped forward and swung at Djamel’s head. Djamel met the high strike and hit Coal’s sword away.

      “Aye, boy. Give an elf a little warning before you try to behead him.”

      “How is the sword, Djamel?” Coal refused to let his guard down. “I have a job to do.”

      Djamel didn’t answer. Instead, he stepped towards Coal and swung at the side of Coal’s chest. Coal parried. Djamel, the quicker of the two, recovered and aimed his sword swiftly to the other side. By the time Coal realized Djamel’s sword was no longer there, it was too late. Something sharp poked him in the abdomen.

      It happened so fast, Coal didn’t have time to be scared. He’d never fought Djamel, but he was sure his practicing with Grigory and almost defeating Chalcedony yesterday would let him hold his own against Djamel.

      He had been wrong.

      “You win,” Coal admitted, glancing down at his stomach where Djamel had his sword’s tip against Coal’s stomach. It hadn’t broken the skin, but it was uncomfortable. Coal’s heart pounded as he observed Djamel. The shadow’s eyes were focused, intense, murderous. Perhaps Djamel had not been joking about Madoc’s plan to have Coal killed.

      Finally, Djamel lowered his sword. “The sword is excellent. But your talents are wasted as a swordsmith, human. You may have the makings of a great soldier instead.”

      Coal took a deep breath. “You just defeated me in less than five moves.”

      “Most don’t get the chance to complete one move against me,” Djamel said before he walked back towards the wrestlers.

      A soldier? Me?

      Elizabeth pulled at his shirt, bringing him out of his thoughts.

      “What are we going to do now?” she asked expectantly, with her dark eyes staring intently at him.

      “Chaley hasn’t taken you off the grounds, has she?”

      Elizabeth shook her head. “She said no one in town is supposed to see me until the party.”

      He didn’t want to go to the party, but he’d told Chalcedony he’d attend. That meant he needed to get his clothes from the tailor. “If you’re coming with me, you’ll need a disguise. I have a cloak in my room.”

      “You’re too big. I can’t fit any of your clothes.”

      “They’re ever-changing clothes. They change to fit whoever wears them.”

      She gleamed. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      Elizabeth made some indecipherable sounds that Coal could only assume meant she was excited.

      A few minutes later, they were on Coal’s horse galloping away from Legacy and towards the town. Elizabeth sat in front with Coal’s borrowed cloak hiding her face. His ever-changing pants that adjusted themselves to fit whoever wore them hid her short legs, but most wouldn’t be fooled. They’d know she was human, but they wouldn’t press to see her while she sat on a royal horse.

      The cloak covered most of her face, but that didn’t stop her from asking an endless string of questions about the fey realm and every single fey they passed. It wasn’t until they passed a small elf and its mother that Elizabeth went eerily quiet.

      He looked closer and saw tears trailing down her cheeks.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, confused.

      “I miss my mom.” Elizabeth wiped away tears from her cheek.

      “I thought you wanted to come and live here.”

      “I did, but now I’m ready to go home.”

      Coal remembered the distant, empty look on her mother’s face before, and he gripped the reins tighter, his guilt resurfacing with the memory. “I’ll talk to Chaley about it. Until then, you have to behave and listen to Mireya.”

      Elizabeth shrugged and remained silent.

      “You have to promise me you’ll be nice. She’ll be nice to you if you’re nice to her.”

      “Okay,” she said softly. “I promise.”
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* * *

      Chalcedony’s feet dangled a foot above the floor as she sat in a giant chair mediating a meeting between giants and dwarves. The giants got to have the comfortable chairs while she and the dwarves had to climb up onto their chairs like small children.

      “Those dwarves are using illegal human technology. There is no reason the metal content of our water should be so high. It tastes as if we are all drinking liquid steel!” Troysten, the giants’ ambassador, shouted.

      “Eh? We perfected our machinery centuries ago. We don’t need human technology. It would only soil our work.” The dwarf, Ambassador Eli, stood on his chair while he tried to outshout Troysten.

      She’d had Madoc check the dwarves’ method, and he hadn’t found any human technology. There was no reason for the water to have changed. The giants insisted that the dwarves were behind the poisoning, and they were threatening war. But the dwarves were suffering just as much as the giants.

      Mireya motioned to Chalcedony through a small opening in the door, bringing her from her thoughts. Chalcedony stood abruptly, eager for a reason to leave.

      “Good fey, I have to go,” she said, interrupting their argument. “Will you be at the party tonight?”

      Ambassador Troysten scowled. “I have not finished, Princess.”

      “Ambassador, I searched the dwarves’ mines and forges. They have not changed their operation. They are not polluting the waters. We will find out where this metal is coming from. Until then, we can only assume that it is naturally occurring.”

      “But—” Ambassador Troysten began.

      Chalcedony continued. “I will form another group of both giants and dwarves. Natural or not, we will find the answer. So will I see you at the party?” Chalcedony insisted.

      Troysten glared intensely at Chalcedony but then nodded. “Fine. I’ll see you at the party.”

      “Excellent,” Chalcedony said, with an enthusiasm she didn’t feel.

      Mireya spoke as soon as Chalcedony left the conference room. “Princess, the guards have spotted Coal and the child. They have returned and are on their way to the stable.”

      Chalcedony was out of Legacy’s entrance just as Coal and Elizabeth exited the stables. “Coal, where have you been?” she called. “You didn’t take Lizzy into town, did you? I didn’t want anyone to see her until the party.”

      “Do you want the truth or a lie?” he asked with a mocking grin. She crossed her arms over her chest and gave him a glare in response.

      “I didn’t have a choice.” He shrugged. “Mireya and Lizzy were arguing like two dragons fighting over a piece of meat. Mireya begged me to take her.”

      “No one saw me. I was disguised,” Elizabeth added and turned a full circle in Coal’s cloak.

      “Don’t worry,” Coal said. “She was covered the entire time. No one in town got a good look at her.”

      He grabbed Chalcedony’s arm and pulled her away from Elizabeth and Mireya.

      “Coal, what are you doing?” Chalcedony’s skin burned where his hand touched her, and heat rose in her cheeks.

      “Did you know she wants to go home?” he asked, releasing her arm.

      “She’s fine. She just had a hard time sleeping last night.”

      “Mireya said you were giving her sleeping potions that were making her sick.”

      “They think she’s a magic null,” Chalcedony admitted. “I had my most powerful magicians try to glamour her but nothing worked.” Magic nulls were a myth, or so Chalcedony had thought. Any magic used on them didn’t work. Not only could Elizabeth see through glamour, she was immune to it.

      “Maybe she should go back home.” Coal watched Elizabeth chase after some sprites.

      “She’ll get used to it here. You did.”

      He turned from Elizabeth and stared at her. His eyes were unreadable. “I didn’t have a mother or father. I didn’t have anyone before you. You can’t compare her to me.”

      He had a point, but she’d be damned if she was going to admit it. “She’ll get used to it. We just need to give her some time.”

      “She asked me to take her home.”

      Chalcedony furrowed her brow. “And what did you tell her?”

      “I promised her that if she didn’t like it here after a couple of weeks, you and I would take her back.”

      “Really? You promised her that?”

      “Yes.”

      Chalcedony rolled her eyes. “Fine. If she doesn’t adjust soon, we’ll take her home. But look at her! She loves it here.”

      They both watched Elizabeth laugh and giggle while she chased after a couple of sprites. Elizabeth was having too much fun to leave, wasn’t she? Coal was overreacting.

      Chalcedony studied Coal while he studied the girl. Her thoughts spun. Maybe Lizzy was how she could get him to stay! Elizabeth seemed to like him better than Mireya. If Coal had someone to protect, it would keep him busy. Then, maybe, just maybe, Coal wouldn’t leave.
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* * *

      Coal stood at Legacy’s entrance and scanned the growing crowd. Chalcedony didn’t have parties often, and he felt out of place among Everleaf’s elite. He hoped the tailored cobalt-colored suit helped him blend in. Although he preferred to wear his hair in braids, he’d taken them down and was wearing a kinky afro.

      Reds, oranges, and violets painted the horizon in thick, vivid streaks. Streamers and lanterns hung from Legacy’s canopy, illuminating the section of the lawn reserved for the party.

      All of the powerful households and ambassadors were there; even the waif, with both of its halves: one female and one male. They were hardly ever in the same realm together, and they were looking more solid than he’d ever seen them. Maybe having both parts of itself in the same realm helped.

      Grigory stood next to one of a few dozen torches hanging from poles around the yard. He was watching the same dancers that had enthralled Coal a few nights ago. They didn’t have the number of admirers they’d had at the market, probably because they weren’t allowed to use magic on Legacy’s grounds.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here tonight,” Coal said to Grigory. The swordsmith was wearing light brown pants with a matching fitted shirt. His hair was combed back, showing his pointed ears. His beard had been shaved. It was the first time Coal had seen his mentor looking more like an elf than a dwarf.

      “I received an invitation. It would have been rude to turn it down,” Grigory said.

      “I’ve never seen you do anything you didn’t want to.”

      “I am the princess’s to command. Just like every other member of her guard.”

      “She commanded you to come?”

      “An invitation from the princess is as good as a command. You and Madoc are the only ones with enough clout to refuse her anything.”

      Hoping to guide the subject away from his perceived privilege, Coal said, “Chaley came to the shop yesterday and used her sword. She said it was beautiful and handled well.”

      “But?” Grigory asked, cocking his eyebrow over his one remaining eye.

      “But she doesn’t feel its presence. It handles like any other sword to her. How is it that I feel its soul but she doesn’t?”

      Grigory straightened. “They may not be compatible. Rejection doesn’t happen often, but it isn’t unheard of.”

      “If they’ve rejected each other, do you think we’ll be able to have another sword ready by her coronation?” Coal asked, thinking of all of the work they’d put into forging it.

      “It’ll be hard, but doable. I’ll need to see her with the sword to determine if they’ve truly rejected each other. What about you? Have you practiced anymore?”

      Coal lowered his voice. “You mean practicing that thing that humans can’t do and aren’t allowed to do even if we could?”

      “Yes.”

      “No,” Coal lied. He’d practiced, but nothing happened. “I haven’t had time.”

      Grigory began to speak but stopped mid-sentence.

      “Grigory?” Coal asked before he followed Grigory’s gaze. Elizabeth stood in the yard beside Chalcedony. Or at least he thought it was Chalcedony. She was wearing a blue dress that shimmered like a star whenever she moved. It was strapless with a gem-encrusted sash at the waist. As striking as the dress was, that was not the reason he stared. The person standing next to Elizabeth was Chalcedony’s height and had Chalcedony’s thin frame. But her skin was not dark. Instead, it was beige, like caramel-tinted milk.

      The crowd began a deafening, mind-numbing applause.

      “Why would she do that to herself?” Coal asked, unable to hide his confusion and disappointment.

      “What do you mean?” Grigory asked.

      “She changed who she was—who she is.”

      “She only changed her skin color. Before she met you, she changed her appearance every day.”

      Grigory was right. It was only skin, only a color. But Coal couldn’t help but feel jealous. He and Chalcedony had been a pair with their matching dark skin, and now she was paired with another.

      “I’m going to get a drink,” Coal muttered. In a few strides, he was at the table filled with five different types of wines.

      On his third cup of apple wine, Queen Tasla stepped next to him and poured herself a glass. She had waist-length red hair that swayed whenever she moved. Her children, Tetrick, and Alisha stood stoically behind her.

      “Coal, you’ve grown much taller and more handsome since the last time I saw you.” Queen Tasla ran her eyes over his entire body.

      Coal bowed clumsily. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      “Will you be changing your skin also?” Queen Tasla asked.

      As usual, Tetrick treated Coal as if he didn’t exist, but his sister, Alisha, stared at him with bright, mischievous eyes.

      Coal returned her gaze, trying to figure out what she was thinking. “No, Your Highness. I don’t have the ability to change my color,” he said, answering Queen Tasla’s question

      “I’m sure one of Chalcedony’s sorcerers could make you something,” Alisha said. She had the same red hair as her mother’s, but it was pulled back in a knot at the nape of her neck. Fresh scars, red and swollen, stood out from the front of her neck and disappeared down her dress.

      “I like my color,” Coal said.

      “Humans have been known to kill over the color of their skin. So your species must think it’s important.” Queen Tasla walked back into the crowd with Tetrick trailing behind.

      “You should come live with us. It seems like it may be getting crowded here,” Alisha said.

      “No,” Coal replied. “I’m fine where I am.”

      He couldn’t stop staring at her neck. Alisha noticed and trailed a finger along the scars. “My new beauty mark, thanks to a rogue troll in the human realm. Your princess will start collecting her own scars once Tetrick stops doing the dirty work for her.”

      She took her finger and touched Coal’s lips. “Think about coming to our land. Your princess has replaced you. And by the heat emanating from you, it’s obvious she hasn’t been using you properly.”

      “Um,” he stuttered. He wasn’t sure if it was the wine or Alisha’s touch, but his mouth went dry, and his lips were on fire.

      “Coal isn’t going anywhere, Alisha.” Chalcedony had moved across the room and was standing beside Coal.

      Alisha leaned her head to one side and rolled her eyes. “You should share your toys, Chalcedony.”

      “He’s not a toy.”

      “Alisha, stop teasing the boy. You are here as a shadow, not as a spoiled princess.” It was Tetrick’s voice, but he was nowhere in sight.

      Alisha frowned and stepped back. “Yes, Tetrick.” Her expression turned emotionless and focused before she disappeared.

      Coal swallowed the lump in his throat. Chalcedony had changed, but not completely. Her intense red eyes were the same. Her scent—jasmine and vanilla—hadn’t changed. Whatever it was that drew him to her, hadn’t changed. She was still his Chaley.

      “Your dress is beautiful,” he said. Her blue gown caught the light, held it for a few seconds and returned it a few shades brighter.

      She eyed him suspiciously. “Thank you. I thought maybe you’d be a little upset with me.”

      “Because of your skin color?” He shrugged. “I was, but as Grigory pointed out, you were never my color to begin with. Now that you’re near me, I see that it doesn’t matter. You’re still the most beautiful person I know.”

      Chalcedony’s cheeks turned crimson, something he’d never seen her do. He stepped closer and inhaled her perfume, before he whispered, “This color gives away your emotions.”

      “Coal, I think you’ve had too much wine.” She backed away, cheeks blazing with fire. The sight warmed his heart even more than the wine. “There are fey watching. I …” she started, but a scream on the other side of the room drew her attention.
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* * *

      “No, I don’t want to go with you!” Elizabeth struggled to pull her hand from Mireya. Chalcedony walked away from Coal, welcoming the distraction the little child provided. How much wine had he drunk?

      “What’s going on, Mireya?”

      “She’s falling asleep, but she refuses to go to bed,” Mireya said.

      “Let me go!” Elizabeth screamed.

      “Lizzy, calm down,” Chalcedony said, aware of the increasing crowd.

      “I hate you!” Elizabeth screeched. “And I hate it here!”

      “Let her go, Mireya. I’ll take her.” Chalcedony reached towards the struggling child while Mireya lifted her. In protest, Elizabeth kicked out, and her foot hit Chalcedony directly on the nose. The force and the pain sent Chalcedony falling to the floor. For a moment, Chalcedony forgot where she was. When the pain eased a bit, she forced herself back onto her feet and checked her nose. Her hand came away covered in blood. The room, which had been eerily quiet, buzzed with life again. A guard took Elizabeth from Mireya as a second guard aimed her sword at Elizabeth’s neck. Coal appeared, standing between the armed guard and Elizabeth.

      Chalcedony felt, more than saw, the entire guard draw their weapons.

      “Stop!” Chalcedony screamed. A burst of pain exploded behind her eyes, and the room began to spin. She never would have thought the girl kicked so hard. “Leave them alone.”

      “You heard the princess. Leave the girl alone,” Coal said, with a combination of authority and relief.

      Chalcedony scanned the crowd. They were all watching her. She ignored her throbbing nose and waved away the servants trying to help.

      “But … she hurt you. She drew blood,” mumbled the guard standing directly in front of Coal.

      “Yes,” Queen Tasla said. “She drew blood. You know what the law says.”

      Chalcedony wiped the blood from her nose onto the back of her hand. The dark substance contrasted sharply against her new pale skin.

      “What do you know of our laws, Queen Tasla?” Chalcedony had only asked her to the party out of obligation, just as she did the other queens. Chalcedony hadn’t expected or wanted her to come.

      “I know enough to know that this particular law is the same throughout the realm.” Queen Tasla gestured to Madoc. “Or have you not been taught your own laws?”

      “She’s right. Execution is required for anyone that draws the queen’s or princess’s blood,” Madoc said as if he was reading a page out of a rulebook instead of condemning a child to death. “It is one of the first things the guards are taught.”

      “But she’s only a child!” Coal exclaimed. He looked from Madoc to Chalcedony as if he was expecting Chalcedony to label Madoc a liar. But it wasn’t a lie. It was one of the reasons the other children were not allowed to play with her as a child. Only royalty could hurt royalty. That law was one of the numerous reasons she’d brought Coal back with her from the human realm. She couldn’t find a royal playmate, so she had to bring one back from the human realm. He hadn’t known about the law because she’d forbidden anyone to tell him.

      Thankfully, he’d never drawn any of her blood.

      “The law makes no exception for age.” Queen Tasla frowned. Chalcedony didn’t let the queen’s show of pity fool her. Tetrick’s mother was not known for mercy.

      “I know the law,” Chalcedony growled. She may be forced to show the queen gratitude for allowing Tetrick to train her, but this was still her land, her home. Queen Tasla nodded and stepped back into the crowd, but Chalcedony felt the queen watching her, waiting for Chalcedony to make a mistake.

      “Coal, take Lizzy to your room. The party is over. Everyone leave.” Chalcedony forced herself to breathe through her swollen nose. She succeeded. Mostly. “Madoc, come with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      “I didn’t mean to kick her,” Elizabeth cried, sitting next to Coal on the bed. “I just wanted to go home. Do you really think they’re going to kill me?”

      The rest of the pages should be indented using the paragraph tab. Special: “No.” He tried his best to sound reassuring. “Chaley knows it was an accident. She would never let anything like that happen to you.”

      “She doesn’t like me anymore.” Elizabeth sobbed. Her eyes were filled with tears, exhaustion, and fear. “I just want to go home.”

      A knock came from the door, and Elizabeth shrieked before she moved behind Coal and shielded herself. Mireya peeked through the slightly opened door as if she were looking for a threat. Satisfied with what she saw, she stepped through.

      “Goodness, Coal. I’m so sorry. I had no idea the child would kick Chalcedony.” Mireya clasped her hands in front of her face. When she stopped talking, she chewed anxiously on her thumbnails. “Do you really think they would execute a child?”

      Elizabeth let out a muffled gasp and cried again.

      “Oh!” Mireya cried in distress. “I didn’t see her back there.”

      Mireya walked behind Coal and picked up Elizabeth. This time, Elizabeth didn’t fight as Mireya reached for her. “Shh…” Mireya held Elizabeth against her breast. “Calm down. I’m sorry. Of course, they’re not going to hurt you.”

      “Yes, they are. I hit a real princess. Not a fake one. A real one. They’re going to hang me in front of an angry mob. That’s what they do on TV.”

      “Shush, child. I’ve never heard of such a thing.” Mireya laughed, but the joy never reached her eyes.

      “Will you stay with her?” Coal asked.

      “Of course.” Mireya rocked Elizabeth back and forth while she stroked the girl’s hair.

      “Thanks.” Coal stood. “I need to talk to Chalcedony and find out what’s going on.”
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* * *

      “She’s just a kid.” Chalcedony had only requested Madoc, but, of course, every single ambassador—most had only come for free food—felt they had to give their opinion.

      “The rule still applies. If anyone ever hurt you, they’d be executed. If Coal ever injured you, even as a small child, it would have applied to him,” Madoc said. “You know the rules. You’ve always known the rules.”

      “They are waiting for you to slip so they can judge you weak. You were almost knocked unconscious by a human child. How much more weak can that be?” Troysten asked. The giant had to stoop in order to stand in the room. She’d chosen this room, hoping that at least he would be left out of the discussion. Of course, he wouldn’t let a small thing like being uncomfortable keep him out. He was enjoying this. They all were.

      The look on Queen Tasla’s face still disturbed Chalcedony, like a cat waiting to pounce. She’d probably put Alisha in Chalcedony’s place as soon as she found a way to do it legally.

      “All the queens have agreed to leave Everleaf in peace until your coronation. But if you don’t follow your own law and make an example of the child, they will not wait long before Everleaf is attacked,” Ambassador Eli said.

      Chalcedony was about to argue, but Coal stepped into the room. It was too much to have expected for him to stay in his room for the rest of the night.

      “Coal, where is Lizzy?” Chalcedony asked.

      “With Mireya,” he answered.

      “Why are you here?” Madoc asked. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      Coal stiffened. “I brought Lizzy here to the fey realm. I’m just as responsible for her as Princess Chalcedony. Punish me, and let Elizabeth go home.”

      Madoc laughed. “That’s so noble of you. I would never have thought you’d volunteer for execution.”

      Coal flinched but stood firm, his back straight and chest out.

      “We’re not executing anyone, Madoc,” Chalcedony remarked. If Madoc had his way, he’d execute Coal just for breathing.

      “We could publicly whip her,” Ambassador Eli said. “It’s better than hanging.”

      “A whipping is not severe enough. Perhaps she should be sent to the weavers for a few years. She will be domesticated, if nothing else,” Ambassador Troysten said.

      “Yes,” Ambassador Eli agreed, nodding his head. “Execution may be too harsh, but the weavers would be a fair punishment.”

      This morning, they were threatening to wage war on each other. Now, they were bonding over sending a human child to a labor camp? Madoc’s Rule Number Five: A Common Enemy Will Make Two Foes Friends.

      Coal raised his voice over the murmurs of agreement. “You cannot do that. The weavers work adult fey within an inch of their lives. How would a child possibly survive?”

      “She would live. There are potions and magic to ensure she stays alive,” Ambassador Troysten said.

      “She is a magic null. None of those things will work on her.”

      “Yes,” the head sorcerer said with a mouthful of cake he’d brought from the party. “I have never seen one of those. Perhaps you can donate her to me for experiments?”

      “Chaley, you can’t let them—” Coal said.

      “Boy, silence!” Madoc shouted. “You have no say in this matter.”

      “Coal, please leave, and make sure Lizzy is okay.” Chalcedony passed a weary hand over her eyes. Her nose still throbbed, and she couldn’t wait to get out of her damn dress.

      “You want her to sleep now so she can be well rested to be tortured tomorrow?” Coal snapped.

      “Boy, you’re stepping outside of your role as the princess’s toy.” Madoc’s words were flat and calm, but Chalcedony heard the threat laced in them.

      “Coal,” Chalcedony ordered. “Leave.”

      “Can I speak to you in the hall?” Coal held her gaze, pleading with his eyes.

      Madoc spoke up. “Princess, we need to—”

      “I’ll be right back,” she said, interrupting Madoc before she followed Coal into the hall. If she didn’t go with Coal, she’d have two human lives to protect instead of one.

      Once they were in the hall and the door was closed, he grasped her chin and studied her face. “How is your nose?” Wine lingered on his breath.

      Despite everything, she couldn’t help but be flattered by his attention. “I feel like I’m speaking underwater. Other than that, I’m fine.” Feeling herself blushing, she stepped back, hoping the distance would quench some of the heat. “Is that why you called me out here?”

      “You promised me that if Lizzy didn’t like it here, we’d take her home.”

      “That was before she assaulted me. The law supersedes that promise.”

      “Damn the laws! You are going to be queen. You dictate the law, not your advisors, and especially not Madoc.”

      “He only wants the best for Everleaf. If I am weak, we all pay.”

      “Madoc is determined to turn you into a monster.”

      “He is training me to be a queen.”

      “To him, a monster is no different than a queen.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like out there. My name protects you.”

      “Let me see what the world is like without your protection.”

      Chalcedony clenched her fist. “Why do you want to break my heart?” How had they gotten onto this subject again?

      “Because every day with you is breaking mine. Chaley, please let me go. Allow me to take Lizzy back to her family.”

      She tried to think of the perfect rebuttal—the solution that would solve all of their problems. Unable to think of anything, she walked towards the door. “You are free.”

      “What about Lizzy?” Coal asked.

      “I was naive to think anyone could replace you.” She fought the urge to reach for his hand. “Now, Lizzy will have to pay for my mistake.”

      “Chalcedony.”

      “Go away.” She’d always tried to keep her duties separate from her relationship with Coal. Now, they were coming to a disastrous head. “If you stay any longer, they will expect your life for disrespecting me.” He didn’t move. Chalcedony saw him searching for something to say to change her mind. “There is nothing more you can do for her. Leave, or I’ll have you sent away.”

      He didn’t listen. He was right behind her when she stepped back into the room. “Djamel, take Coal to his room and make sure he stays there for the rest of the night.”

      “Yes, Princess.” Djamel was instantly at Coal’s side.

      Why hadn’t Djamel been so quick when I was getting kicked in the face?

      “Chaley!” Coal shouted. “Don’t do this. We can take her home!”

      “The noise, Djamel,” Chalcedony said.

      Djamel covered Coal’s mouth with his hand and dragged him from the room.
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* * *

      “Just let me talk to them. I can make them understand,” Coal pleaded after being shoved into his room.

      “You’re not going to make them do anything, little man. You are only making it worse. Stay out of it. Let Princess Chalcedony take care of this.”

      “Djamel …” Coal tried to push past, but he found himself lying on the floor holding his cheek before he even realized he’d been hit.

      “I’m finished talking.” His face hardened into something unrelenting. “Shut up, and go to sleep. Or do you want me to put you to sleep?”

      Coal’s eyes teared up from pain. He wiped them before he righted himself.

      Djamel’s voice softened as he spoke to Mireya and Elizabeth. They were holding each other as they sat shivering on the bed. They’d watched the whole thing in silence. “Sorry about that, Miss Elizabeth and Mireya. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Mireya nodded before Djamel walked out of the room and closed the door. Cowardice won out over Coal’s desire to leave. Reluctantly, he stood. “Mireya, you can go.”

      “I’m so sorry. I had no idea she would kick Chalcedony. I swear I didn’t.”

      “It’s okay.” Coal rubbed his cheek. “I’ll sit with Elizabeth until morning.”

      Mireya kissed Elizabeth on the forehead before she approached Coal. She said in a hushed tone, almost whispering, “I’m sorry. The child and I weren’t getting along. I should have had Chalcedony find another caretaker.”

      Coal shrugged. It was done and over with now. They couldn’t change what happened, no matter how much they wanted to.

      “Did you talk to Chalcedony? What are they going to do?”

      Coal stayed silent.

      “It was that bad?”

      “Yes,” Coal admitted.

      “She told me you were going to take her home. If Chalcedony was going to let anyone do it, it would be you.”

      “But—” Coal said.

      “Hush, boy. Don’t argue with me. Did you promise to take her home?” Mireya asked.

      “Yeah, but—”

      “No buts. Keep your promise.”

      “What am I supposed to do? Chalcedony isn’t listening to me,” Coal said, despair weighing heavy on his chest.

      “You do whatever it takes,” she ordered before she knocked on the door. Djamel opened it, and she was gone. Coal watched the door, too ashamed to face Elizabeth.

      “Are they going to kill me?” Elizabeth asked, filling the silence.

      He faced her and tried to sound cheerful. “No. They were just trying to scare you. Everything will be better in the morning.”

      “Can I go home tomorrow?”

      “Maybe. If you go directly to sleep.” The lie cut at his heart. But what did it matter? She’d be gone tomorrow, and he’d never see her again.

      “Okay. I’ll be good.” She wiped her nose on the back of her hand before she clenched her eyes and feigned sleep.

      As he paced the room, he kicked a small bottle across the floor. After he picked it up, he realized it was the sleeping potion Mireya had told him didn’t work on Elizabeth. His heart quickened as he stared at the small bottle in his hand. Had Mireya left it on purpose? She’d already told him it didn’t work on Elizabeth, but it could work on others …

      Do whatever it takes to keep your promise.

      Before he lost his nerve, he knocked on the door and pulled off the black stopper of the potion.

      Djamel opened the door with a hand on his sword. “What is it?”

      Coal brought the bottle up to his mouth and blew. As soon as the dust hit Djamel’s face, his eyelids closed and he fell backward. Coal grabbed Djamel’s shirt and pulled him into the room before he hit the floor. It took all Coal’s strength to pull the unconscious fey onto the bed before he ran to the door and closed it.

      Elizabeth stood in the corner of the room shaking. “Is he dead?”

      “No,” Coal replied, shocked by the question. “I just used some of your sleeping potion on him.”

      She cried as if she didn’t believe him and thought she would be next.

      “I promise. He’s not dead,” Coal said. “See? His chest is moving. He’s breathing.”

      Elizabeth walked slowly over to Djamel’s motionless body. “Oh.”

      “Lizzy, do you really want to go back home?”

      “Yes,” she whispered as if she was scared to wake up Djamel.

      “Then, you have to trust me. You can’t cry. You’ve seen Chaley. Princesses are strong. They don’t cry, and they don’t hesitate.”

      “I don’t want to be a princess anymore. I just want my momma.” She began crying again.

      “Princess or not, you do not get to cry. No crying until you get home. Do you understand me?”

      She stopped sobbing, but her lips quivered.

      “If you want to go home, you can’t cry,” Coal said. “You have to be brave.”

      “Like a soldier?”

      “Yes, be a soldier. You have to promise to do what I say, or you won’t make it back to your mom.”

      “I’ll be brave. I promise,” she said, sounding more confident.

      “Good, let’s go.”

      He covered her in the cloak she had worn earlier and carried her out of his room.
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* * *

      Coal’s heart pounded in his ears as he and Elizabeth hurried to Chalcedony’s room. They’d been lucky. The hall and the stairs were empty. Everyone was either in the conference room discussing Elizabeth’s punishment or cleaning the mess from the party.

      He put Elizabeth down in front of Chalcedony’s door and motioned for Elizabeth to stay quiet by placing his index finger on his lips. She nodded.

      “Chaley,” he whispered, praying no one would answer. Magic guarded the door, and Madoc, Coal, Chalcedony’s shadows, and now Elizabeth were the only ones allowed to enter the room. If an intruder entered, Legacy would alert Chalcedony and Madoc.

      When no one answered, Coal turned the doorknob. He was about to enter when Elizabeth pulled him back.

      “No,” she whispered, fresh tears glistening in her eyes.

      He bent down and tried to put as much urgency in his voice as he could while still whispering. “The way out of Legacy is through Chaley’s room. You don’t have to be afraid. She’s not in there. It’s empty.”

      Elizabeth didn’t look reassured. She held his hand so tight it was going numb, but when he stood and entered the room, she followed.

      The moonlight beamed through the window, highlighting the dressing screen. It almost felt like an omen, Coal thought as he walked further into the room.

      “Are we climbing out of the window?” Elizabeth asked.

      “No, there is a magic portal behind the screen.”

      “Oh,” Elizabeth said, making it sound like a question.

      He stopped when he saw Mischief sheathed on the bed. The sight made his hand itch. What if Bren had disobeyed Chalcedony’s order and still patrolled the forest?

      With the sword strapped to his back, they continued to the back of the screen. He’d return it as soon as Elizabeth was back home, he promised himself.

      Elizabeth moved closer as they huddled together in the cramped space. Moonlight spilled over the top, giving them enough light to see.

      “How does it work?” Elizabeth whispered.

      “I say the spell, and then we’ll be magically transported to the forest.”

      “But we’re human. You said humans can’t do magic.”

      “According to Chaley, the door holds most of the magic. If I can do a little magic, the screen should do the rest.”

      He didn’t tell her about how Chalcedony had made him promise not to use it. Chalcedony would understand, he reassured himself. She’d be mad at first, but he was giving her a way out of punishing Elizabeth. Instead of her looking weak, he’d be the traitor—the human gone bad. That’s what they’d always expected from him anyway.

      “Are you ready?”

      Elizabeth nodded.

      Coal closed his eyes and recited the simple verse Chalcedony had taught him when they were young. “Take me from this place. Take me to the forest. Let me run. Let me be free.”
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      Coal opened his eyes, expecting grass underneath his feet, but Legacy’s wooden floor was still beneath him. He bit his lip. Elizabeth stood with her eyes closed so tight it seemed as if she were steeling herself against getting hit.

      I must’ve said it wrong. He began the verse again. This time, he kept his eyes opened and enunciated each syllable of the spell.

      Nothing happened.

      Elizabeth opened her eyes. “Are we almost there?”

      “One more time,” he said, with false cheerfulness.

      He repeated the spell.

      Once again, nothing happened.

      Maybe she’d moved the door or changed the spell. But she’d told him it had been the same for generations. What am I doing wrong? he thought frantically.

      Then he remembered. The first time he’d used the portal, Chalcedony had said the rhyme quietly with him. He’d thought it was strange at the time, but he’d dismissed it as Chalcedony making sure he’d said the spell right. He had been so eager to believe he had magic that he’d ignored the fact she’d also been saying the spell.

      Chalcedony had made the door work, not him, he realized. She’d told him that anyone with a little bit of magic could open it, and he’d believed her. His heart ached as he admitted to himself that he had no other plan to get Elizabeth past the guards.

      “Lizzy, it’s not working. I’ll have to think of some other way to get us out.”

      “What’s wrong with it?” she asked.

      “I thought I had enough magic to make it work, but I don’t.”

      “Maybe I do,” she whispered.

      “We can’t do it because we’re humans. I’ll think of something else. There has to be another—” He stopped short when he heard something outside Chalcedony’s door.

      “Someone’s coming.” He wasn’t sure what Chalcedony would do if she found them there, but once they found Djamel passed out in his room, there was no way he could pretend he wasn’t trying to escape with Elizabeth.

      He looked down to check on Elizabeth when he heard her reciting the spell.

      “We’re human, it won’t work,” he said, just before the world disappeared and the force of something invisible and dark took his breath away.
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* * *

      After a few horror-filled heartbeats, the world reappeared under Coal’s feet. Unable to keep his balance, he fell to his knees. His heart beat as if it were going to explode. His head hurt. It was as if he’d been ripped out of Legacy and a little piece of his brain had remained behind. For longer than he would have thought possible, his world was nothing but pain and chaos. He pulled at something—the wet grass—as a bout of pain shot through his head. Slowly, the worst of the pain passed.

      He had been holding hands with a little girl—Lizzy.

      He opened his eyes. The moon, although bright, only showed the silhouette of wildflowers and trees. “Lizzy,” he muttered, “where are you?”

      Something groaned in the distance.

      “Lizzy!” On his hands and knees, he tried to determine the direction of the moan. His head felt like it was about to burst. What had happened to him? This hadn’t happened when he’d used the portal with Chalcedony. What if he had hurt Elizabeth? He stood, trying his best to ignore the searing pain.

      “Lizzy, where are you?”

      “Ahhh,” Elizabeth moaned.

      Searching, he saw her black cloak lying a few yards away. He half-ran, half-stumbled towards her.

      “Are you okay?”

      “That was fun.” She giggled.

      He pushed her away. “You scared me.”

      She stood, laughing. “That was so much fun!”

      Coal grabbed his head; her laughter made his headache worse.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He took his hands from his head and opened his eyes. “I’m okay. How are you?”

      “I’m fine.” She jumped up and down. “Did I do magic? I did magic, didn’t I?” Her face glowed in the moonlight. The brightness hurt his eyes, and he had to look away.

      “I don’t know if you did magic.” Why was his head hurting? He assumed it was from the portal, but if so, why wasn’t Elizabeth in pain?

      “Then why didn’t it work with you?”

      “I don’t know.” His head hurt too much to think of an answer. He didn’t care. He should have cared, but he didn’t. “What are we doing in the middle of the forest? We should go back home to Chaley.”

      Her smile disappeared. She dimmed, almost blending into the darkness once again. “No. You promised to take me back home.”

      “Take you back home?” he repeated. Then, he remembered why they were there. How had he forgotten? He breathed deeply, and the world became less foggy. “Yes, I’ll take you home, and then I can return to Legacy. That’s the plan.”

      “Okay.” She clung to his hand. “Which way do we go?”
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* * *

      “Princess,” Avonnah said through Chalcedony’s door.

      Chalcedony moaned and peered outside her window. The sun was still low in the sky in an early, dark-blue dawn. “Go away. I’m sleeping!”

      “B-b-but—” Avonnah stuttered. “It’s important.”

      “You heard me. Go away.”

      There was always something important. Urgent matters that couldn’t wait, but she needed sleep. Staying up half of the night listening to the dwarves and the giants argue about the punishment of a little girl had been draining. However, by the end of the night, they had bonded and agreed to work together on their water problem.

      Now, she deserved some rest.

      Just as she had managed to fall back to sleep, Madoc’s voice boomed through the door. “Wake up, Chalcedony.”

      “It’s early. Let me sleep. Can’t you wait one more hour until you have me send a little girl to be worked to death?”

      “They’re gone.”

      Chalcedony lifted her head from her pillow, heart racing. “Who’s gone?”

      “Coal and the child,” Madoc answered. “They’ve run away.”

      She jumped out of bed, almost tripping on the blanket wrapped around her foot. She threw open the door. Run away? Coal and Elizabeth? “That’s impossible. Djamel is guarding them.”

      “He was knocked out by the sleeping potion that was supposed to be used on the girl.”

      Her thoughts were racing, but she asked coolly, “How long have they been missing?”

      “No one noticed Djamel was gone until five minutes ago.”

      Coal would never run away. She had given him permission to lead his own life, yes. But he would never leave without saying goodbye. “I assume you’ve already locked down Legacy, and you’re searching the town?”

      “Of course,” Madoc said.

      Dammit. Dammit. Dammit. She fought the urge to place her hands in her hair and let everything soak in a bit longer, but hesitation was not part of her training. “Is Djamel still in Coal’s room?”

      “Yes. He’s having a hard time recovering from the sleeping potion.”

      She walked past Madoc and Avonnah and headed for Coal’s room. Madoc’s Rule Number Ten: See It For Yourself. Only Rely On Second-Hand Information If You Have No Other Choice.
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* * *

      Djamel sat on Coal’s bed, cradling his head.

      “Djamel, what happened?”

      He saw her and quickly averted his eyes. She didn’t know if it was because she was wearing her nightclothes, a bra, and panties, or he was ashamed for letting a human boy outmaneuver him. With as many ladies as Djamel was rumored to court, it was probably the latter.

      “Talk,” Chalcedony ordered.

      “Yes, Princess.” He kept his gaze on the floor. “Coal knocked on the door, I opened it, and then he blew something in my face. The next thing I know I’m being doused with water.”

      She made herself stand completely still, watching for any movement from Djamel that might indicate he was lying. “What time were you knocked out?”

      He closed his eyes as if to concentrate. “Not long after I was ordered to his room.”

      “Are you sure no one took them? We had a lot of guests last night.”

      “It was Coal who blew the potion at me. No one else was in the room except for the girl.”

      “Legacy’s protective spells would have alerted us if anyone had tried to take them by force,” Madoc added.

      She bit her lip. “Where the hell would they go?” she said, more to herself than anyone else.

      But Djamel answered, “He seemed intent on getting that girl home.”

      “Avonnah, did anyone see them leave?”

      “They didn’t leave through any of the main entrances. The guards were adamant about that.”

      “Damn him.” There was only one other way out. “Damn him!”

      “Get up, Djamel,” Chalcedony crossed her arms and tilted her head. “You had a very simple task: keep Coal in his room.”

      “I know, Princess. I failed.”

      “Avonnah, you were just promoted.” Chalcedony never took her gaze from Djamel. “Give her your sword.”

      He grimaced, but then straightened his face just as quickly. It wasn’t much, but demoting him made her feel a little better.

      “Avonnah, get a group of guards together and meet me in my room,” Chalcedony ordered before she left.

      Damn him! Coal was such an idiot. She should have known he was going to do something like this. She understood him trying to protect the girl out of his overblown sense of morality. But betray her? He would never do that. There had to be some other explanation.
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* * *

      “Are we almost there?” Elizabeth asked with a low, nervous voice. The only sound in the forest was the shuffling of their feet and chirping crickets. It was still dark, but the sun had begun peeking from behind the horizon.

      “Yes.” He hoped she didn’t hear the doubt in his voice. They’d been walking all night, and they should have run into the door by now. When he’d come with Chalcedony, it had been daytime. The darkness made him doubt himself.

      “Your hand is sweaty,” Elizabeth said.

      Coal laughed. A little while ago, it had been her hand that was sweaty. “I’m a little hot.”

      “But it’s cold out here.”

      Coal shrugged. Maybe he wasn’t hot. Maybe he was cold. “We have to hurry. We still have far to go.”

      “You said we were almost there.”

      “We’ll be there soon,” he said sharply. He didn’t want to answer any more questions. Time was no longer making sense. His eyelids felt as if they weighed a ton, and his feet dragged. Every movement took all of his strength. He should have stayed at Legacy.

      “Are you okay?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I’m fine,” he lied. “We’re almost there.”

      “How can you tell? Your eyes are closed.”

      “No, they aren’t.” He forced his eyes open. The effort made him fall to the ground. “Just let me rest for a little while.”

      “Get up. We don’t have time to rest. Let’s go.” She pulled his arm, groaning with the effort.

      “I’m up.” Coal made it to his knees. His head hurt. His entire body hurt. A small, cool hand touched his forehead.

      “You’re hot,” Elizabeth said. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing is wrong with me.” He tried to stand, but fell and everything began to spin. Am I dying? I can’t die out here. Who will take Lizzy home if I die? “Come on. We have to go back.”

      “No. You said we can’t.”

      “We have to. We don’t belong here.” He became stronger just saying the words. He grabbed Elizabeth and began dragging her, his strength finally returning. It felt good to feel good.

      “No,” Elizabeth said. “I don’t want to.”

      “We have to go back.” Coal tightened his grip on her arm. She clawed at his hand, digging her nails into his skin. He ignored the small stabs of pain and pulled. “We have to go back.”
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      Chalcedony knelt in the forest and placed her hand on the grass. Concentrating, she ignored the early springtime chill and focused on sensing Coal. She’d never tried to find someone by feeling for their presence, but she knew Coal better than anyone. She knew when he entered the room. She knew when he was happy. She knew when he was upset. And she had always been able to sense where he was in Legacy.

      If he was here, she knew she’d be able to feel him.

      She didn’t. So he wasn’t. But he had been.

      He’d lain right here in the grass. Where the hell was he now? She stood and wiped her damp hands on her thick leather pants. Neither Coal nor Elizabeth should have been able to make it out of the forest. Why couldn’t she find them?

      The six soldiers she’d brought through her once-secret portal stared expectantly while they waited for orders.

      “Search the forest again. They have to be here somewhere.” She knew they weren’t, but that was the only order she could give until they learned something new.

      “Are you sure they’re here, Princess?” Madoc asked. So far, he had been calm through the whole ordeal, but his passivity meant nothing. This is what he’d been warning her about. This is what he had been expecting.

      “His trail leads here. This is where he rested.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Stop asking me stupid questions. Of course, I’m sure. He’s trying to take her back to the human realm. You saw their trail as clearly as I did.”

      Why the hell did it disappear?

      She wanted to believe they had been kidnapped. But only Coal, in his ignorance, would have thought this was the way to the human realm. She was stupid to have trusted him, stupid to have shown him the way there.

      “They shouldn’t have made it this far. Someone is hiding them.”

      “Who would risk punishment to help him?” Madoc asked.

      “I only know of one person who would do that.”

      She headed back to Legacy.
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* * *

      Madoc grinned as he watched Everleaf’s future queen stalk away. Suddenly, he was happy he hadn’t had the boy killed. Common sense had told him to get rid of the boy long ago, but the prophets had told him to keep the boy around, despite the gossip and the princess’s failure to mature as he’d hoped. But within the past hour, she’d matured exponentially. Overnight, she’d become determined, calculated, and focused.

      He had no idea how this was going to play out. Chalcedony was right. The boy shouldn’t have been able to make it this far. The admission made him more than a little bit uncomfortable. He hadn’t been in a situation where he didn’t know the outcome since before Chalcedony’s mother died. Knowing the end of everything made life dull. These were the moments he lived for.
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* * *

      Coal woke feeling as if he’d overslept and was late again for apprenticing with Grigory. However, when his eyes focused on a dirt ceiling in a dimly lit room, he knew he wasn’t home.

      His heart quickened as he remembered running away with Elizabeth to take her home. A wave of defeat passed over him. He’d failed. This dark, dank room was probably an underground cell at a labor camp. Was Elizabeth here, too? Or had he made it worse, and she’d already been executed?

      Through the flickering light of a candle hanging across the room, Coal saw that Mischief and his cloak were lying on the table next to him.

      The door opened. Coal instinctively grabbed the sword and pointed it towards the opening. He was sure there were guards everywhere, but if they were stupid enough to leave his sword, maybe he had a small chance of fighting his way out.

      A blonde female dwarf with light-blue eyes walked into the room.

      “Who are you?” he asked, looking past the dwarf, expecting someone bigger and scarier. “Where is Lizzy?”

      She cocked an eyebrow while she glared at his sword. “It’s impolite to point.”

      “Where is Lizzy?” He gripped the sword tighter, taking comfort in the familiar metal, which was, as usual, anxious for a fight.

      “Please don’t point your sword at me,” she said with a clenched jaw.

      “I won’t hurt you if you tell me where Lizzy is.”

      She ducked under the sword and then appeared on his other side. “I told you to put the sword down.” She jumped and hit him in the chest with her fist.

      His heart skipped a beat, and then another, making it impossible for him to breathe or think coherently. As he struggled to breathe, he saw the dwarf step back and run towards him. Before he could move out of the way, she rammed into his stomach, knocking him over. The last thing he felt was something hard hitting the back of his head.
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* * *

      “Coal, are you awake?” Something jostled him. “Wake up. It’s time to eat.”

      Coal sat up quickly, heart racing and his hand clutching his chest.

      “Lizzy, are you okay?” he asked in a hurried voice. “Did that dwarf hurt you?” His eyes darted back and forth as he searched the room for the small blonde.

      “Why would Haline hurt me?” Elizabeth asked. Her dress from the party had been replaced by a long black shirt tied at the waist with a leather belt. “Haline said it’s time for you to wake up. You’ve been asleep for a long time.”

      “Who is Haline?” He stood and rubbed the bump on the back of his head. “Are we at the labor camp?”

      “No, we’re at Haline’s house.” Elizabeth’s tone suggested that Coal was supposed to have known the answer already.

      “Where is my sword?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s go. I’m starving.” She tugged at his arm.

      “No. It’s not safe. That dwarf is dangerous.” Coal suppressed the urge to rub the bump on the back of his head once again. “We have to get out of here.”

      “I’m an itty bitty dwarf.” Coal recognized the sultry voice of the fey that had knocked him unconscious. “How dangerous can I be?”

      He pulled Elizabeth behind him. “Where is my sword? We’re getting out of here.”

      “The girl is obviously safe.” Haline’s voice remained calm and innocent as if she hadn’t attacked him.

      Elizabeth ducked under Coal’s arm and ran to Haline. “Stop being mean. She’s helping us.”

      The dwarf and Elizabeth were the same height. Haline stared at Coal with frigid blue eyes, before she winked and faced Elizabeth. “I’m starving, Lizzy. Let’s go eat.”

      Elizabeth bit her lip, looking anxiously from Haline to Coal. “Are you coming? I promise she’s nice.”

      Whoever the dwarf was, she had completely fooled Elizabeth. “Give me my sword back if you’re not going to harm us,” he ordered.

      “You attacked me. You’ll get it back when you leave. House rules,” Haline said before she left the room. Elizabeth hesitated for a moment before she followed.

      Coal rubbed his flattened afro as he tried to figure out what had just happened. Before he could think of any answers, he smelled something delicious. The aroma reminded him he hadn’t eaten since this morning.

      Elizabeth beamed with joy when Coal sat in the small chair at the dwarf-sized table. Apparently, they had been expecting him because there was already a bowl full of something hot and steaming sitting in front of him.

      “It’s rabbit stew.” Elizabeth dipped a spoon into her bowl and slurped. “I helped Haline skin it while you were asleep.”

      Elizabeth’s joy was infectious. Then he recalled getting hit in the chest. He needed answers before he ate. He gazed towards the dwarf. “Where are we?”

      “In my home.”

      “Underground?”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth answered for Haline, nearly bouncing out of her chair. “I’ve never been in an underground house. It’s so cool.”

      “How did we get here?”

      Elizabeth’s excitement disappeared. She stared at her stew as if she’d lost a tiara in it.

      Haline placed her spoon beside her bowl. “I found the girl crying in the woods while you were forcing her back to Legacy. It was obvious she didn’t want to go, so I shot you with a poisoned dart and dragged you here.”

      “What do you mean I was trying to drag her to Legacy? I was sick, I remember that, but I was trying to take her to …” Coal shifted in his too-small seat. “… Legacy. Then you know who we are?”

      “How many humans do you think get lost in these woods? Of course, I know who you are: the queenling’s toys. Although I heard she don’t much care for the girl.”

      He stared at his bowl, moving the chunks of meat and carrots around in a circle. His appetite had disappeared. “Are you going to turn us in?”

      “I don’t like you, but I like the girl. I’d hate to see her go to the weavers.”

      Haline leaned towards Coal and whispered, “But why give up your life of luxury for this child? If you return her, the princess would forgive you. It’s no secret she loves you.”

      My life of luxury? Did the entire realm think he was coddled and spoiled? “I promised Lizzy I’d take her home. I just didn’t know I would get sick.”

      “You weren’t sick. You were hexed.”

      He laughed uncomfortably. “I would know if I had been under a spell. I was just sick.”

      “The spell was meant to make you ill if you ever ran away. You’re lucky I had the counter spell and potions needed to reverse it.”

      He’d heard of similar spells being cast on children and wandering spouses. Coal shifted in his chair as he recalled the intense desire he’d felt to return to Legacy.

      “I’ve been away from Legacy before, and I’ve never been sick.”

      “There is a difference between being away and running away.”

      “I was coming back as soon as Lizzy was back in the human realm.”

      “If you truly believed that, you wouldn’t have gotten sick. By the way, how were you going to get her home?” Haline started eating again.

      He didn’t know if he should trust her, but he didn’t have any choice. “I was taking her to the door for the human realm. We were almost there. I just couldn’t find it before I got sick.” He suppressed a groan as he thought about all the trouble he had gotten them in for nothing. “The door is probably guarded now. I’ll never be able to get her through it.”

      “There ain’t a door there,” Haline said with a mouth full of meat.

      “Yes, there is. That’s how Lizzy got here.”

      Haline shook her head as she rolled her eyes. “Not anymore. It moved.”

      “How is that possible? Chalcedony would have told me if it moved.”

      “Just like she told you that you were under a wandering spell.” She picked up her spoon and sipped more of the stew. After her bowl was empty, she leaned back. “That door is gone. It opens for three days every three months in Everleaf and then it moves to a different location. And I know where it’s going next.”

      “Can you show us?” he asked, still doubting her.

      “We’re ready to go,” Elizabeth said. “We’ve just been waiting for you to wake up. Haline says she’ll come with us to take me home.”

      He cut his eyes towards Haline, trying to discover a lie in what she’d told them. “Why are you helping us? Why haven’t you turned us in?”

      She smiled the same wicked expression she’d worn before she’d knocked him unconscious. “I can’t let a defenseless child go to the weavers just because the princess doesn’t have the balls to change her own damn laws.”
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* * *

      With the morning sun to his back and a hammer in his hand, Grigory stood in front of the anvil. Usually, this was his favorite part: forming an untouched piece of steel into art. Today, however, his thoughts were elsewhere, and he couldn’t enjoy his work. Why did the boy take off? He knew Coal well enough to know why he took the girl. But where did Coal expect to go? How the hell did he expect to escape Princess Chalcedony and her horde?

      Grigory had always suspected the boy was destined to be something more than the queenling’s lackey. And when he’d told Grigory that he felt the soul in Chalcedony’s sword, it was confirmed. No magic-less human should have been able to detect the sword’s soul, especially if Grigory could not.

      He was about to begin working when he felt a presence behind him. He turned. Once his eyes adjusted to the sun, he saw who it was. “Princess! I apologize. I didn’t hear you.” He placed his hammer on the anvil and bowed.

      “I understand. You were occupied with other things.” She stood across from him, wearing long black pants and a long-sleeved shirt.

      “Have you found Coal and the girl?” He wiped the sweat from his brow and let hope seep into his voice.

      “No.” She walked casually around the outside of the forge until she was standing directly in front of him. “Do you know where they might be?”

      “No, Princess.”

      “We don’t talk much, but I know you and Coal are close. I also know you’re a skilled fighter, not just a forger. The scars on your face …” She touched the scar underneath his missing eye. He grimaced as the flow of her power sent a sharp pain down his spine. “… are not from fire. Every soldier in my army fears and respects you. From what I remember, my mother always spoke well of you. But if I find out you know anything about where Coal is …” She paused, leaning in closer. “Or if I discover you were involved in any way, your reputation will not be able to save you.”

      “Coal is precious to me, but you represent the land that I love. I am your servant just as I was for your mother.”

      She shrugged as if she didn’t believe him, or she didn’t care. “Did you know he took my sword?”

      “No, I didn’t. That part of the story hadn’t reached me.”

      Her mood had changed. The air shifted. Her hardness was replaced by an easy familiarity, but he didn’t let himself relax.

      “How long will it take to make me another?” she asked.

      “You don’t plan to have it back before your coronation?” He couldn’t fathom Coal being gone much longer. He was barely older than a child. “It shouldn’t take long to make another. There was a second sword almost as good.”

      “Almost as good? So I will have the second best?” she asked as if she already knew the answer.

      “Finding something better would take more time, and I don’t think you’d have it before your coronation.”

      “I already have one. I just need you to make sure I can use it.” She pulled a wrapped sword from the sheath on her back and set it on the anvil next to the cooled metal. Grigory approached and slowly peeled back the leather wrapping.

      “That’s your mother’s sword.” He stepped back. “It’s already been bonded.”

      “I know,” she replied.” Do you think I can use it?”

      “Once a sword has been bonded, no one else can use it.”

      “I want this one,” Princess Chalcedony said. “Fix it for me.”

      “There is nothing to fix.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I want to take this one.” She sounded as though she was asking for something simple and mundane, instead of something that had tried to kill her.

      “Princess Chalcedony, this sword has already tried to kill you once. If you hadn’t been a direct descendant of the queen, you would have died.”

      “When I touched it, it spoke to me. For a brief moment, it had accepted me. I loved my mother, but she has been gone for five years. Shouldn’t it accept me now?”

      “There is no way I can take away the bonding. But you’re right. The binding magic could have naturally degraded to the point where it would accept a blood descendant.”

      She smiled and met his eyes. She’d made her decision before she’d approached him.

      Before he could stop her, she reached for the unwrapped sword with her bare hands, lifted it, and looked squarely at Grigory. “I feel it. It’s accepted me.” Then, her knees buckled, and she fell onto the ash-covered ground.
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* * *

      Chalcedony slowly became aware of Madoc and Grigory arguing. From the warmth of the blanket wrapped around her, she knew she was in her own bed instead of lying in the dirt at Grigory’s forge. Passing out had been embarrassing, but she’d done what she’d intended. Mayhem wanted to be wielded. She’d felt that when she’d touched it. She just needed to work around its binding. With a little practice, she knew she could do it. She sat up and yawned, amazed at how rested she felt.

      “Are you okay, Princess?” Grigory asked.

      “I’m fine. How long have I been asleep?”

      “You were not asleep. You were unconscious.” Madoc spoke as if he was accusing her of trying to commit suicide.

      “But your breathing was steady, unlike last time,” Grigory said. “You were only out for a few hours. When you were younger, you were out for two days.”

      “How could you have been so irresponsible to have let her use that weapon?” Madoc asked.

      “Where is the sword?” Chalcedony didn’t have the patience to listen to Madoc argue. She’d wasted too much time already.

      “What do you mean where is the sword? You couldn’t even touch it without passing out,” Madoc said.

      “I didn’t die. That’s a good sign.” She stepped out of the bed, feeling rested and invigorated. It was time to start the hunt and bring Coal back. “Bring me the sword, Grigory. Madoc, tell the guards to prepare the dragons. We’re leaving in twenty minutes.”
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* * *

      Coal finished eating and stepped into the dwarf’s living area. It was not much different from the room he’d woken in. An intricate web of tree and plant roots crisscrossed the ceiling and walls. Instead of dirt, wooden planks lined the floor. The planks squeaked as he walked on them.

      Directly across from him, Elizabeth and Haline were stabbing a hay-filled dummy with a dagger.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Haline is teaching me how to fight.” Elizabeth jabbed at the figure twice as fast.

      “You gave her a knife?”

      “So?” Haline asked.

      “She’s too young.”

      “No, I’m not.” Elizabeth stabbed the fake torso below its neck.

      “There is no such thing as too young to use a knife,” Haline said. “How are you feeling?”

      Coal rubbed the back of his neck. “Much better. Maybe you were right about the wandering spell.”

      “I know I was right. We’re leaving.”

      “How are we going to get past Chaley’s soldiers? By now, they’ll have noticed we’re gone.”

      “Let me worry about that.” She walked into the room he’d come from and returned with Mischief and a pair of black leather gloves.
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* * *

      “Something isn’t right, Madoc.” They had been flying over the forest for hours. There were on the ground now, letting the dragons rest. “There is no word from the prophets or truthsayers?”

      “No, they haven’t seen anything.”

      “Do you think it’s possible Coal and Lizzy were able to travel to the human realm?”

      “Impossible. The door closed days ago.”

      We’re at a disadvantage. We need to recover it.

      When she and Coal had played hide-and-seek as kids, she’d always beaten him. Always. Where was he now? You’re not above me, she thought, staring at the grazing dragons. You’re not in front of me.

      “Madoc.” Chalcedony stood and wiped the grass from her pants.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “Are there any gnomes or dwarves in these woods?”

      “No, the forests were cleared centuries ago.”

      “Bring me Ambassador Eli. I need to ask him some questions.”
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      Coal had always had a fascination with caves and secret passageways, so he’d been excited when he’d first stepped into the dimly lit underground tunnel, but his eagerness had dissipated a few miles ago. The deeper they traveled along the tunnel, the hotter it became. It felt as if he’d been walking for days instead of a few hours.

      Haline kept at least ten paces in front of Coal and Elizabeth. She looked as if she’d just begun the trek. Neither the heat nor the thin, dry air affected her.

      “Can we stop, please?” Coal asked. Elizabeth lay limply on his back. He’d wanted to ask Haline to stop a mile back, but he didn’t want the dwarf calling him weak. Haline could call him any name she liked as long as they stopped.

      “No. Give me Elizabeth,” Haline said. “We don’t have far to go. You can rest later.”

      “You can’t carry her,” he said, mostly out of guilt. He was bigger and taller than Haline. He should have been strong enough to carry Elizabeth. “She’s too heavy for you.”

      “Boy, if I can carry you from the forest to my home. I can carry this child for a few more miles.”

      Feeling guilty, he bent down and let Haline put Elizabeth on her back.

      “It’s hot.” Elizabeth murmured while her cheek lay against Haline. Sweat prickled her forehead.

      “It’ll cool down in a minute.” Haline quickened her pace.

      Coal stretched the tight muscles of his back and neck before he followed. Heat permeated the tunnel, but without Elizabeth on his back, it was easier to breathe.

      “Why aren’t you hot?” Even with Elizabeth straddled to her back, Haline gave no sign of fatigue.

      “I’m a dwarf.” She shuffled quickly along the tunnel. “I was raised to endure the heat of the forges. This is nothing.”

      Of course, the heat didn’t affect her. Grigory was the same way. The swordsmith would be at the forge for hours, sometimes days, making a sword. How could I have been a swordsmith if I couldn’t even work the forge for more than a few hours? He hadn’t wanted to admit it, but what Madoc and Chalcedony had said was true: Grigory had only offered him the apprenticeship out of pity.

      “Stop,” Haline said, interrupting Coal’s pity party.

      “Ah!” screamed a blur that appeared in front of them. It took a second for Coal to register it. The thing had risen out of the ground.

      “I scared ya.” It laughed hysterically. “I scared ya. I scared ya.”

      He—or at least Coal thought it was he—wagged his green gnarly finger at them and danced in a circle. Coal had thought the creature was nude, but when he looked closer, he saw that its green skin was covered with patches of leaves, which wrapped around its body. He smelled of fresh earth after a heavy spring shower. It was a walking and talking mix between a plant and a tree.

      “You didn’t scare me.” Haline knocked his stick-like hand away. He towered over Haline and Elizabeth, but only stood a head taller than Coal. “I knew you were there. You do this every time I come through.”

      He stopped laughing long enough to say, “Well, I scared your customers.”

      Coal exchanged a confused look with Elizabeth. Both of them had been surprised by the creature, but before any fear registered, the creature had already started snickering and dancing.

      Abruptly, it stopped and narrowed its bright green eyes towards Haline. “What are you doing here anyway?” He focused his eerily intense eyes on Coal and Elizabeth. “Who is this? Your door closed days ago. You should not have any customers.”

      He paused for a long moment. “These are human children,” he spat. The air in the tunnel became stifling with the smell of manure and rot. “Are these the children the queenling is looking for?”

      “Calm down,” Haline said.

      “Calm down, calm down.” The creature’s voice became deeper. It echoed through the tunnels, shaking the floor and the walls.

      “This is my cave. My cavern. I will not calm down.” The parts of his skin not covered with leaves changed from green to black.

      “You are supposed to transport humans from the queenling’s door, not steal her playthings. Turn around and take them back!” He faced Coal and Elizabeth. Coal pushed Elizabeth behind him and took out his sword. Before the creature could get much closer, Haline pushed him.

      “No, I will not take them back.”

      He stopped and directed his anger at Haline.

      “Calm down now, Cesaro!” Haline stomped her feet, unsettling a cloud of dirt. “Go get Geric.”

      Cesaro lifted his knotted hand. Before Cesaro could hit Haline, Coal swung his sword towards the beast. The sound of metal against Cesaro’s wooden skin vibrated through the cave. Coal stepped back, expecting some sort of damage, but Cesaro showed no sign that he had even been hit. Coal might as well have attacked the cave for the amount of damage he had done.

      A wicked, deadly smile crossed his face. Coal tried to strike again, but the creature grabbed his sword hand and lifted him from the ground.

      The pain in Coal’s wrist was immeasurable. Rage filled the sword because it could not fight. Hands immobile, Coal kicked at Cesaro, but Cesaro ignored the thrusts.

      Cesaro laughed. Unlike the joyful noise from earlier, it was deep, wicked, and made Coal’s stomach twist with fear. Despite his dread, he glared into the creature’s eyes. If he was going to die, he wanted to die fighting.

      “Little human,” Cesaro hissed. “This is my cave. Your people tried to kill my kind years ago, but I survived.” He grabbed Coal’s throat. Coal dropped his sword and clawed at the hand around his neck. “I was here before your kind, and I will be here after you are gone.”

      “Cesaro, you crazy bastard. Put the boy down!” Haline shouted.

      Coal struggled to see past the light show playing havoc with his vision. He tried to tell Haline and Elizabeth to run, but he couldn’t form the words.

      “Put him down!” Haline screamed, repeatedly shoving the creature.

      Through his blurry vision, Coal saw confusion and hesitation on the creature’s face.

      “ARRRRRR!” Cesaro screamed before he dropped Coal. “Stupid human,” Cesaro said as Coal writhed on the ground.

      Coal knew he was rolling in dirt and scratching his back on the jagged rocks, but the small stabs of pain were secondary to his need to breathe.

      As his breathing evened out, Coal saw Cesaro staring down at Haline with fire in his eyes. She stared up at the creature with an unwavering gaze. Cesaro was no match for her because the creature’s breathing slowed. Cesaro’s skin changed from brown to green, and the fresh scent of earth replaced the stench of fertilizer once again.

      “I like you, Haline,” he said. “But I’m still not letting you pass.”

      “Go get the boss. If he tells me I have to turn back, then I will.”

      “I’ll get him, dwarf, but if the queenling invades my cavern …”

      “If you keep wasting time, she’ll find us without a problem. It’s much harder to catch a moving target.”

      He locked eyes with Coal for a moment before he disappeared into the ground.

      Coal glanced back to check on Elizabeth. He’d expected to see her crouched in the corner, but she was only a few feet away with her dagger held tightly in her hand.

      Crouched on all fours, Coal grabbed his livid sword.

      You shouldn’t have dropped me.

      Well, he thought back at it, a lot of good you did. We couldn’t even leave a mark on him.

      Haline hung her head and sighed before she faced Coal and Elizabeth. “What are you looking so nervous for?”

      “What was that?” Elizabeth asked. Her eyes were wide and wary as if waiting for Cesaro to materialize in front of them again.

      Haline’s expression softened. “Cesaro is a sweetheart. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. He was just joking.”

      Elizabeth looked to Coal, waiting for confirmation, but he didn’t know Cesaro. The creature’s death-like grip on Coal’s throat hadn’t felt like a joke, but Coal grinned towards Elizabeth and said, trying to sound as if he was not in pain, “It didn’t hurt me.” Much.

      Elizabeth put away her knife and stood next to Coal. She’d been favoring Haline since they’d started the journey. Coal wondered what had made the girl come near him this time. Did she suspect that Haline had been lying about Cesaro not being able to hurt a fly; or was she scared of a dwarf that stared down a monster without flinching?

      “What was that?” Coal asked.

      Haline’s face hardened, and her eyes showed less sympathy.

      “Cesaro is a spriggin. They guard caves and burrows. They’ve been used by dwarves for centuries to guard secret entrances.”

      Coal remembered briefly reading about spriggins in books. From what he’d read, the creatures were a distant relative of trees, like Legacy. “Aren’t they supposed to be friendly?”

      “Don’t believe everything you read in a book. Spriggins were never friendly. They weren’t exactly fearsome either.”

      “But this is a tunnel, not a cave,” Coal said.

      Haline cocked an eyebrow. “Really?”

      Coal took a few steps forward. He was no longer in the tunnel, but a cavern.

      A rippling blue-black lake lay in the middle of the 200-foot-wide cavern. Stone archways preceded extravagant, withering gray marble structures. Green vines and flowers draped around the immense stone columns and clambered inside the deserted buildings. The plants seemed to be the cavern’s only inhabitants. Some of the buildings were so shrouded that they appeared to be carved from moss and dirt instead of stone.

      “Where are all the people?” Elizabeth asked in wonder.

      “There is no one here. It used to be a great dwarven city, but they ran out of gold, silver, and jewels, so the entire clan packed up everything and left,” Haline said, while she slid her hand along the side of a building, her fingers leaving small indentations in the moss. “All great cities eventually die.”

      Elizabeth’s wonder disappeared. She moved closer to Coal as if she believed the fate of the abandoned city was contagious.

      “Take a seat.” Haline sat next to the lake. “This is the rest you were so anxious for.”

      Elizabeth sat cross-legged on the ground, pulled out her knife, and carved into the dirt. He followed them onto the ground. Weariness seeped into his bones as the adrenaline from the fight wore off.

      Coal peered into the lake expecting to see fish, but, like the rest of the underground city, it was lifeless.

      “Why did he say that we were customers?” Coal asked. “I don’t have any money.” He needed to know what was going on. Haline had said she’d take them to the door. She had never mentioned spriggins, underground caverns, or having a boss.

      “I searched your pockets, boy. I know you don’t.”

      “What was Cesaro talking about? Why can’t we leave before he comes back?”

      “My customers are fey and human. I lead them from Chalcedony’s door to other parts of the fey realm.”

      Coal narrowed his eyes. “Isn’t that illegal?”

      “Yes, that’s why it’s called smuggling.”

      “Why do we have to wait for your boss? Cesaro is crazy. Can’t we go without him?” Elizabeth asked.

      Haline pointed towards the buildings. “You see the archways?”

      Coal and Elizabeth nodded.

      “There are ten of them. I have no idea how to get to Queen Isis’s door from here. I’m new to this job. My role is to take the client safely through Chalcedony’s forest, around the queenling’s traps and deliver them here. Someone else escorts them the rest of the way.”

      “The passageways were built to confuse outsiders that were not supposed to be here. Outsiders like you,” said a deep male voice from behind.

      Coal and Elizabeth jumped to their feet. Cesaro had returned. Standing next to him was a dark-haired, olive-skinned dwarf with hazel eyes. Haline snickered and slowly stood.

      “Hello, Geric,” she called.

      Elizabeth promptly took her place behind Coal’s leg. “Who is that?” she asked, whispering low enough for only Haline and Coal to hear.

      “Geric’s the boss,” Haline said. “Both of you stay silent, and let me do the talking.”

      Geric walked to Haline and frowned. “Why did you bring them here?”

      “I thought they were paying customers I’d missed somehow. Once I learned who they were, I couldn’t leave them. The boy was cursed, and the girl was scared. They had no idea the door had moved.”

      “Why is that your problem? They are nothing to you or us.”

      “What’s done is done.” Haline met his gaze. It was the same stare she’d used on Cesaro.

      Geric broke the silence. “I knew you would be trouble. You’re right. We can’t undo what has been done.”

      “But,” Cesaro said, “helping them will get us—”

      “Does Haline look like she’s going to take them back?” Geric asked.

      Cesaro rolled his eyes and glared at Coal. “No.” His jaw twitched.

      “I don’t think so either. Arguing is only wasting time. If we act quickly, we may be able to salvage our business.” Geric faced Haline. “What do you need me to do?”

      “We need to get them to Queen Isis’s door,” Haline said.

      “That should be easy enough.” Geric motioned to Cesaro. “Find out where the princess is in her search for her lost toys.”

      Cesaro scowled but mumbled, “Yes, sir,” before he disappeared.

      “Thanks, Geric,” Haline said.

      He closed the distance between the two of them. An uncomfortable silence filled the cavern. Both Geric and Haline stood still, waiting for the other to flinch. Coal wondered if there was about to be a fight, but Geric spoke. “As if I ever had a choice.” Then he leaned in and placed his lips on hers. Haline stood still for a moment, but then she smiled and returned the kiss.

      “Ewe, gross,” Elizabeth said.

      Coal looked around, wondering if he had missed something. After they separated, Haline smiled. “No, you never had a choice.”
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* * *

      Geric left them alone in the cavern while he went to get supplies and their transport. Elizabeth was sleeping with her head resting on Coal’s cloak. Coal, unable to sleep, watched Haline as she sharpened her dagger on a rock.

      “Is smuggling people through Princess Chalcedony’s door dangerous?” Coal asked.

      Haline shrugged as she stroked the metal edge against the rock. “Yes. If I get caught, I’ll probably be sent to the weavers. But Princess Chalcedony’s mother was worse. She’d kill anyone—human or fey— that she found in her forest.”

      “You lied to him. You didn’t think we were paying customers. The door was already closed.”

      She grinned. “Yeah. He knows I was lying. Relationships are built on lies.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      Chalcedony had never told him about the door moving or the wandering spell. She’d also lied about him having enough magic to travel through the portal. Elizabeth had more magic than him, and she was supposed to be magic null. Had he been naive to trust Chalcedony for so long?

      Haline placed her sharpened dagger in its hilt. “This isn’t about me and Geric. This is about you. Fey tell themselves lies every day. Have you ever paid attention to the tailor and his young wife? She’s too young for him, but she has nimble fingers and knows what the younger generation wants. She uses him for money and security. He uses her to increase his profits. He turns his back when she disappears for a couple of hours every other week. But I’ve seen them together. They love each other. They selfishly tell lies so that they can be happy together. The entire realm knows how much you love the princess, but you still chose to betray her. Does that mean you love her any less?”

      “But—”

      “But what?” Geric asked. The raven-haired dwarf stood in one of the grand archways next to a very large spider. No, it wasn’t a spider. It was a spidren. It stood as tall as one of Chalcedony’s royal horses, and it was three times as wide. Coal had heard horror stories about them. He’d always thought—hoped—they were a myth. From the stories, spidrens had mandibles that opened and stretched in four directions to swallow their victims whole.

      As if Elizabeth sensed Coal’s fear, she chose that moment to wake. Her eyes settled on the spidren. She shrieked, crawled up Coal as if she were a spider herself, and buried her head in his shoulders.

      “Don’t be scared,” Geric said gently. He and the spidren left the archway and walked further into the cavern. “This is Astra. She can deliver you to Queen Isis’s door faster than a horse or a flying dragon.”

      “I don’t bite. I promise,” the spidren said with a scratchy hiss. Astra’s voice made Elizabeth’s trembling increase tenfold.

      “Do you still want to go home?” Haline asked.

      After a long pause, Elizabeth lifted her head. “I’m scared of spiders.” Tears pooled in her eyes and fell onto the ground.

      “I am not a spider,” Astra hissed.

      Spooked by Astra’s voice, Elizabeth tried to bury her head in Coal’s shoulder again.

      “Astra is not a mindless spider,” Haline said. “She is a spidren. She is smarter and nicer than you and I. Do you understand?”

      Elizabeth dared a quick look at Astra before she jerked her head back towards Coal.

      Haline silently pleaded with Coal to say something. She’d stared down a seven-foot-tall angry spriggin and forced her boss to do something he didn’t want to, but convincing a child to overcome her fear of spiders was a power that Haline didn’t have.

      Coal didn’t want to have anything to do with the giant spider either, but he swallowed his fear. “Lizzy, I know you’re scared of …” He hesitated as he tried to remember the spidren’s name. “… Astra, but if you want to get home, you have to act like a soldier. Soldiers don’t cry, remember? A soldier wouldn’t let fear keep her from getting home.”

      After a long moment, she said, “Okay. I’ll try not to be scared.”

      With Elizabeth still in his arms, he walked towards Astra and then placed the little girl on the ground. He steeled himself before he faced the spidren. “We’re ready to go.”

      “Just think of me as a giant horse.” Astra smiled, showing four large, hairy, contracting pincers. Her breath smelled of rotten meat. A wisp of saliva dripped down her stubbly chin and fell onto the ground. “I am the fastest there is down here.”

      Coal swallowed his fear. “Okay, I’ll go first.” He fought the urge to flinch as he placed his hands on the side of Astra’s bulbous body. The tiny hairs covering her back stuck to him uncomfortably as he climbed on.

      “You need to place your feet right here.” Geric pointed to where Astra’s two front legs joined her abdomen. “It’ll give you support and stop you from falling. Lizzy, you’ll need to hold on to Coal.”

      Coal placed his feet between the joints. “What am I supposed to hold on to?” he asked after he noticed there were no reins.

      “If she keeps a steady pace, you won’t need any reins. Your legs should be all you need,” Geric said.

      “Come on, Lizzy, let’s go,” Coal said, once he felt as if he wouldn’t fall from Astra’s back. Astra kneeled, and Geric placed Elizabeth behind Coal. Elizabeth’s eyes were closed, but she didn’t cry as she held on to his chest.

      “Help me up, Geric,” Haline said.

      “No.” Geric faced Haline. “This isn’t your route.”

      Haline narrowed her eyes. “It won’t hurt if I know the way.”

      “Astra and I will take them the rest of the way.” Geric softened his voice. “I don’t think we can trust you with another route yet. It’s for everyone’s protection. We’ve already bypassed enough rules.”

      “I promise to take good care of them, Haline,” Astra hissed as gently as her scratchy voice would allow.

      “But, Geric—”

      “I’ll protect them with my life,” Geric said. “You know the rules. If you get caught knowing the entire route, we’re all out of business.”

      “Fine. Just make sure they make it safely.” Haline patted the spidren on the side. “Lizzy, you’re the soldier, watch over Coal. Don’t let anything happen to him. And you …” She scowled, looking towards Coal. “Stay alert. Don’t make Lizzy do all the work.”
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* * *

      “This is it.” Ambassador Eli held a withered map in his hands. “Centuries ago, this was used as a secret entrance.” He pointed to the only lifeless tree in the forest. The bark was completely stripped away, exposing the white and gray surface underneath. An eagle sat on her nest at the top, watching Chalcedony and the rest of her crew with a sharp, wary eye.

      “I don’t see a door. How do we get in?” Chalcedony asked.

      The dwarf bit his lip before he circled the large tree. He looked up and down as he went. Once he’d completed his inspection, he touched the tree. The eagle leaned over her nest and squawked. The dwarf flinched and hurried back to Chalcedony.

      “I suppose the map doesn’t say how to get in?” Chalcedony asked.

      “No, Princess.” Ambassador Eli stared nervously at the eagle.

      “Of course, it wouldn’t.”

      The eagle looked at Chalcedony through narrowed, suspicious eyes as she approached its home. She stared back at it, daring the mighty bird to attack her. It must have understood the threat because the eagle broke her gaze and began pruning her wings.

      There was no obvious door here, so it had to be hidden by magic. Chalcedony placed her hands on the decrepit tree and concentrated. It wasn’t dead. It was as old as the forest, but the roots still fed on the water from the soil and the branches still grabbed at sunlight for nourishment. Finally, the magic within the tree snagged on her own. She pushed it back through her fingertips, and an eight-foot-high opening appeared on the side of the tree.

      Not knowing what to expect, Chalcedony carefully leaned over. The tree was hollow with a staircase descending into the ground. “This is it.”

      “Princess, I should go before you.” Avonnah placed a hand on her shoulder. Chalcedony stopped and gave the hand a long, hard glare.

      “Get your hand off me.” Madoc had given both Djamel and Avonnah a verbal thrashing on their inability to protect her. But their job had never been to protect her. Their job was to fight alongside her. Chalcedony should have seen the kick coming. She should have protected herself.

      Avonnah removed her hand and shrunk away. “I apologize, Princess.”

      “Follow me,” Chalcedony commanded.

      The stairs took them to an underground home with four wooden columns holding up the ceiling. Candles aligned the walls. There was no one there, but she knew someone lived there. A female, Chalcedony sensed. Her energy touched everything. And mixed with it: the unmistakable smell of Coal and Elizabeth. The child had a scent she could only describe as human and young.

      Finally, they were getting somewhere. “Search this place. There should be a tunnel.”

      “In here,” Ambassador Eli said.

      She followed his voice to a dining room filled with pots, pans, and a dwarven table with four chairs. Ambassador Eli stared at a dirt wall. “It should be here.”

      Just as she’d done with the tree, she rubbed her hands along the wall, feeling for its magic. Small flakes of dirt fell onto the ground as she traced her hands against the barrier. But there was nothing except for a dirt wall.

      “Are you sure it’s here?” she asked.

      He looked nervously at the map. “Yes.”

      “How do you open?” she asked, remembering the hidden entrance on the tree.

      “I don’t know,” Ambassador Eli said.

      “I’m not talking to you.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Oh.”

      “How do you open?”

      Once more, she placed her hands on the wall, feeling for anything unusual. She grinned when her finger came against a small circular bulge. She pushed it, and a section of the wall moved upwards. Her smile disappeared when she saw an entrance barely big enough for a dwarf.
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      Chalcedony moved through the tunnel on her hands and knees, making a mental note to start carrying gloves as the grit and dirt cut into her hands. After half a mile of crawling, the tunnel’s ceiling was higher and they were able to stand. She stretched her achy back and looked around.

      “They couldn’t have passed through here more than a few hours ago, Princess.” Avonnah inspected the half-burned candles along the wall.

      “Good. If we run, we’ll catch up to them sooner.” Chalcedony sprinted away, not waiting for a response. They knew to follow.

      An hour later, they were still running. Chalcedony’s legs throbbed, but each time she thought of stopping she made herself move faster. She was close to catching them. She had to be. The thought of losing them because she wasn’t fast enough was all the fuel she needed to move quicker.

      Running into a wall as she turned the next bend jostled her out of her thoughts. Gasping from exhaustion and disbelief, she realized the ceiling had collapsed, completely blocking the rest of the tunnel. She placed her hand onto the barrier, hoping to push it away. A few clumps of dirt and stone fell, but more took its place. The rest of her soldiers turned the corner and stopped before they collided with the wall.

      “Dig.” She faced the wall and snatched clumps of dirt and rock from the obstruction.

      “Princess.” Ambassador Eli gasped for breath. “This could take hours or days to excavate.”

      Chalcedony dropped the clump of dirt she had in her hand. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. It’s a common defense mechanism. If they think they are being followed, they cave in the tunnels.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything before?” Avonnah asked, sweat dripping down her tired face.

      The dwarf cowered. Then he must’ve remembered who he was because he stuck out his chest and raised his chin. “I am an ambassador, not a soldier. Nor do I work in the mines. Dwarves have been doing this for centuries. It’s impossible to anticipate everything.”

      Chalcedony looked at the candles on the wall. All of the candles were still only halfway melted.

      She touched one of the candles, expecting to get burned, but it was cool to the touch. It radiated heat, but it didn’t burn her hand. When she tilted it, the wax didn’t drip onto the ground.

      “What’s wrong with this candle?” Chalcedony asked, handing it to Ambassador Eli. He inspected the candle, turning it over as Chalcedony had done.

      “It’s not like any candle I have ever seen,” he said.

      “It looks like a candle, but it doesn’t use wax,” Chalcedony pointed out.

      “But there’s wax dripping down the side.” Avonnah’s voice was full of curiosity.

      “It’s only decorative,” Ambassador Eli said, confirming what Chalcedony had guessed.

      “We were using the candle as an indicator of how much time they had on us. They could be one day ahead or an hour.” Avonnah threw up her hands in frustration.

      “Ambassador, why didn’t you know about this?” Chalcedony tried not to let disappointment show in her voice.

      “I’ve never seen a candle like this. It’s old magic, like the door hidden in the tree.”

      Dammit! Dammit! Dammit! She threw the candle onto the ground and then kicked it away. They’d come all this way for nothing. Why was tracking down two human children turning out to be so hard? She bit her lip, aware that her soldiers and Ambassador Eli were waiting for her to tell them what to do. She stifled a sigh of frustration and exhaustion. She should have been able to sense the magic in the candles. When this was over, she was going to study old magic; specifically, old dwarven magic.

      “We have to go back. The ambassador is right. It could take hours to dig through this. If Coal is still trying to get Lizzy home, then he can only be headed to one place.”
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* * *
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* * *

      Madoc eyed the dozens of green and tan tents as he rode through Chalcedony’s camp. What had started as a small search party for two humans had blossomed into preparation for full-out war. She’d requested most of her soldiers and taken the dragon riders away from their patrols.

      The scent of sweat, horse manure, dragon dung, and roasted pig permeated the air. Some of the soldiers were practicing drills, but most were sitting outside of their tents laughing and eating.

      Madoc nodded as he passed the two personal guards, Mahala and Jin, which he’d assigned to Chalcedony. Mahala’s pale skin refused to tan even in the sun. She was thin with an unhealthy yellow tinge to her skin, but he knew she was not only strong but quick, just like her partner. Jin may have been one of the oldest soldiers on active duty, but he was still stronger than most of the soldiers, and he had an eye for strategy. He couldn’t have picked two better soldiers to look over Chalcedony.

      She’d always refused personal guards. Her shadows were good enough, she’d said. Djamel and Avonnah were good shadows, but they were meant to track rogue fey in the human realm, and that was best with soldiers that were trained as she was trained. Unfortunately, it also made them just as young and inexperienced as her.

      This campaign of hers had given him an excuse to force Chalcedony to take personal guards, experienced fighters that could hold their own in either realm.

      In the tent, Chalcedony stood over a table studying maps of dwarven tunnel routes.

      She frowned. “Hello, Madoc. What brings you out in the field?” Her eyes were red and weary. He’d only seen her this tired after her mom had died, and she’d been unable to sleep for a week.

      “You mean, why am I here, instead of at Legacy taking care of your duties?”

      “I’ve been in the human realm longer than this with no complaints. Why are you complaining now?”

      “This is different. You and your shadows are the only ones with the skills and the authority who can patrol our region of the human realm, but your presence here is unnecessary. You should leave this search to one of your senior soldiers and return to Legacy.”

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Because you’ve dispatched most of your army to search for two human children as if you were going to war.”

      She leaned forward, placed her hands on the table, and glared at him. “You told me if I didn’t punish Lizzy I would look weak in front of the realm. At your request, I made plans to imprison a child. But my best friend appointed himself her protector and they escaped. You were wrong about disciplining the child. I should have let it go. Now a small thing has become a huge thing. I will not let Coal get away with betraying me.” She leaned back and put her hands behind her head. “No, I’ll take care of this myself.”

      He’d expected to find her demoralized and ready to return home, but she was still confident despite her failures.

      “How do you think it looks when you deploy an army to look for two human children?” When she didn’t speak, he answered his own question. “It looks foolish.”

      “It looks like I will do whatever it takes to get back what’s mine,” she answered coldly. Her eyes were steady and determined. So she wasn’t going to give up her search—good. But I still need to play my part.

      “Have you thought about what you’re going to do when you find them?” Madoc asked.

      “They’ll be punished.”

      “How?” he asked.

      She rolled her eyes and smirked.

      “I won’t complain anymore about the resources you’re using, but be prepared to finish what you’ve started,” Madoc said. “Once you find them, you cannot show them mercy, nor redemption, nor pity.”

      She glared at him. “I’ve done that before.”

      “You have never punished someone you have loved. But every queen has been betrayed by a loved one. You are not the first. You will not be the last. Prepare yourself for what you’ll have to do once you find them.”

      She stared down at the table, silent.

      “I’m leaving. Think hard about their punishment. The resources you are using are great so their punishment will have to be the same. If you are going to use everything you have, don’t hesitate to strike, and above all, don’t lose.”

      She looked up sternly. “I never lose.”

      That’s my girl, he thought as he left.
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* * *

      “This is fun,” Elizabeth said after they had been traveling for a while. When they had begun, Elizabeth had been a huddled, shivering mess, holding onto Coal with a death grip. After nothing happened, Elizabeth relaxed. Riding Astra wasn’t much different than riding a horse. Except Astra was faster, had a smoother ride, and she spoke.

      “When we get to my house you can meet my dad.” Elizabeth interrupted Coal’s thoughts. “He is always super busy, but sometimes we play video games together or watch kung fu movies.”

      Coal had no idea what she meant by video games or kung fu. “I’m just going to take you home. Then, I’m coming back.”

      “Is that wise?” Geric sat cross-legged on the spidren. He was both strong and experienced enough to stay on without having to use his legs to keep him upright. “If you return, the princess will send you to the weavers. What about your parents?”

      “I was homeless when Chalcedony found me.”

      “Maybe you can live with me,” Elizabeth said, just as Astra stopped abruptly.

      “What’s going on?” Geric asked. “Why are we stopping?”

      “I feel something.” Astra lowered her head.

      “Like what?” Coal asked.

      Astra moved sideways and placed one her front legs on the side of the tunnel. “The wall is vibrating.”

      Coal, Lizzy, and Geric put their hands on the wall. There was a steady, strong pulse, like a heartbeat emanating from it.

      “What’s that?” Elizabeth asked, her nervous voice breaking the silence.

      “Nothing.” Geric removed his hand from the wall. “It’s probably some farmers tilling their land. Keep moving, Astra.”

      She moved away from the wall and quickened her pace. Her body stiffened in a way that hadn’t been there before. A flake of dirt fell from above and landed in Elizabeth’s hair. As Coal watched, more flakes fell. The wizard lights along the wall flickered.

      “It’s snowing dirt.” Elizabeth caught some of the specks in her hand. Giant clumps of rock and clay dropped next to them.

      “It’s a cave-in,” Geric cried. “Run!”

      “Hold on.” Astra moved faster, trying to outrun the falling earth and rocks. A large boulder fell in front of her. She dodged it, but the quick change of direction sent Geric, Coal, and Elizabeth onto the ground. Before Coal thought to move, Geric leaped onto Astra’s nearest leg and climbed back onto the spidren.

      “Get up!” Geric screamed. “Hand me the girl!”

      Spurred into action, Coal picked up Elizabeth and handed her to Geric. He was about to follow when the entire ceiling collapsed, covering everything in a suffocating darkness. Instinctively, Coal used his arms to cover his head. Before he knew it, he was crouched in a ball, restricted on all sides by chunks of dirt and rock.

      Panicking, he tried to stand, hoping if he stood straight he’d be above the cave-in. But there was so much earth and rock that he didn’t know which way was up. Terrified, he dug through the rubble. His lungs burned from lack of air while he fought his way to the top.

      Someone grabbed his hand.

      He was so relieved that he forgot to hold his breath. Dirt filled his mouth, and he gagged on rocks and earth until he was mercifully pulled from the rubble and into the sunlight. On his hands and knees, he coughed up soil and rock, opening his dirt-covered eyes and expecting to see Geric and Elizabeth.

      His blood turned to ice and dread replaced his elation.

      “Hello, Coal,” Djamel said, with a dark, humorless smile.
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      Djamel grabbed the front of Coal’s shirt and lifted the boy onto his feet. “Don’t think about fighting me. Before you could try anything, I’d have both of your hands cut off. As pleasurable as that would be for me, the princess would be disappointed if she wasn’t allowed to dismember you herself.”

      “How did you find us?” Coal asked, his voice raspy and his throat sore from coughing.

      “You could only be headed to one place.” Chalcedony approached from behind Djamel. She beamed with triumph as if she’d just won another running race. If he’d been successful at getting Elizabeth home, he would have gladly faced her and accepted his punishment. Now, he couldn’t meet her eyes. He turned away, feeling like a failure.

      In all of the commotion, Coal had forgotten about everybody else. Astra had climbed out of the hole, and Elizabeth was clinging to her back. They were surrounded by twelve heavily armed soldiers pointing their swords nervously at the giant spider.

      “Give up the girl!” Avonnah shouted to Astra.

      “No,” Astra hissed. She opened and closed her pincers as a white viscous liquid dripped from her mouth and onto the ground. The docile spidren had been replaced by the nightmare everyone had been taught to fear.

      Chalcedony directed her attention from Astra and back towards Coal. “Djamel, take him to his tent. I’ll take care of this.”

      “Yes, Princess,” Djamel said.

      Coal tried to follow Chalcedony towards Elizabeth and Astra, but Djamel pulled him by the shoulder in the opposite direction. “Your part in this game is over. There’s nothing you can do for them.”

      Djamel dragged him past endless rows of tents. Only a fraction of Chalcedony’s soldiers were near the tunnel. Dozens more were still in the camp. When the soldiers saw Djamel pulling Coal through the tents, they stopped what they were doing and stared. Some smiled. All had the look of victory on their faces.

      They never had a chance, Coal thought, as he took in the hundreds of tents and supplies Chalcedony had brought with her. How could he have competed against all of this?

      Djamel stopped at a green tent and pushed Coal inside. “Sit.” He motioned towards an old, dingy cot.

      Coal did as ordered and faced Djamel. “I’m sorry about the sleeping powder.”

      “Sorry?” he repeated in an accusing tone that made Coal flinch. “That stunt got me demoted from number one to number two, and the princess took away my sword.”

      Coal chanced a quick glance at Djamel’s sword. The hilt was different than the one he had delivered to the soldier a few days ago. The position of a shadow was a revered position, and shadow number one was as good as it got. “I didn’t think it would get you in trouble.”

      “Did you think at all? How could you have possibly thought it was a good idea to run off with that girl?”

      “Someone had to do something.”

      “You are nothing. You have no power. What could you have possibly done for her?”

      “We got this far.”

      “With luck. Now your luck is over. Sit down. Don’t say another word or I will knock your teeth out.”

      Coal bit his lip and stayed silent. Guilt sat in his stomach like a heavy stone. Djamel had been one of the few fey who had shown him any respect. He’d lost Chalcedony and Djamel’s trust, and it had all been for nothing.
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* * *

      Before Chalcedony entered the tent, she ordered Mahala and Jin, the guards Madoc had assigned her, to stay outside. She expected a protest, but they nodded and stood on both sides of the entrance. Madoc couldn’t fool her. They were there to report every move she made. She would have done the same thing if she were him. Being spied on or not, she needed to understand why Coal had betrayed her.

      The urge to go back to her tent and change out of the dirty clothes she’d worn for the past two days had been intense. But she’d fought the vain impulse. She was going to meet a prisoner, not a date.

      A suffocating anxiety had been crushing her over the past few days, but now breathing came easily again. Coal had put up a good chase, but she’d won. She’d found him. He lay before her on a cot while Djamel stood motionless across from him.

      “You can leave,” she told Djamel.

      He nodded and walked out. She’d hesitated to assign him to guard Coal, thinking his anger might cause Djamel to hurt Coal. But she didn’t trust anyone but Djamel to be alone with her prisoner. The elf was the best fighter she had and never questioned her orders.

      Avonnah, on the other hand, always second-guessed Chalcedony and had a tendency to act first and apologize later. She was good in a fight, but Chalcedony didn’t trust the soldier with delicate matters.

      Chalcedony stood over Coal while he lay with his eyes closed. The tailored clothes he’d worn the night of the party were covered in dirt, mud, and blood. Grime filled his nails, and his fingers were bleeding. From what she saw, there was no serious damage. She should have been angry, but she’d won. He was back. Now what?

      “You miss me?” Coal finally asked, with a sarcastic grin, eyes still closed.

      “Why did you do it?” she asked, kicking the side of this cot.

      He sat up and stared at her with bloodshot eyes. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “There is always a choice.”

      “The same applies to you. You’re about to be queen. You have the power to forgive and forget, but you let Madoc condemn a child,” he bellowed.

      Chalcedony rolled her eyes. She had nothing to feel guilty about. He was the one who had betrayed her.

      “I listen to Madoc because he has served my family for centuries. He is always right, just like he was right about you. I should have left you in the human realm.

      “You should have trusted me,” Chalcedony continued. “Yes, I was going to send Lizzy to the weavers, but she would have had everything she asked for while she was there. When the door was back in my forest, I was going to send her home.”

      Coal eyed her sharply. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      She sat next to him on the hard cot. “You didn’t give me a chance.”

      “I thought—” Coal stuttered.

      “You thought I would send a child to the weavers to be tortured and worked to death.”

      He paused, the answer clearly on his face.

      “Do you think I’m evil?”

      “I-I—” he stuttered. “Well, Madoc—”

      “I’m going to be queen. I need to be respected and feared. But you know me. You should have trusted me not to hurt her.”

      He studied his hands while he thought of the right words. “The Chaley I know is different from Chalcedony-the-would-be-queen. I didn’t know what to do.” He paused. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I should have trusted you. What happens next?”

      “I wish I could say that we were headed back to Legacy, and Lizzy was going back to the human realm, but too much has happened.”

      “Take Lizzy home, Chaley. I’ll take the punishment for both of us.”

      Madoc had told her not to show mercy, but she hadn’t thought about Coal’s punishment. Not even after Madoc had told her to. “I need time to think.”

      He nodded. “Why didn’t you tell me the door to the human realm moves?”

      She chose her words carefully. “No one is supposed to know it exists. I’m used to being secretive about it, so I didn’t tell you. Madoc let us go because he thought I was going to leave you there.

      “Why did you choose her over me?” The question made her feel weak. She should be above jealousy, but she had to know.

      “I didn’t choose her over you. We promised to take her home.”

      “But you were leaving me.” Chalcedony concentrated on a stain on the tent’s wall while she listened to his answer.

      “As soon as she was back in the human realm, I was coming back.”

      She glanced at him through the corner of her eye. He was looking forward. They were both scared to face each other, to ask questions, and probably more frightened of the answers.

      “You were returning even though you knew you’d be punished?” Chalcedony asked.

      “Where else would I go? This is the only home I know.” He grinned, all teeth and dimples. “And maybe I was hoping that eventually you’d forgive me.”

      “Did you?” She smiled despite herself. Would I have forgiven him? Have I already forgiven him?

      “My turn now,” he said. “Why was there a wandering spell on me?”

      That was easy. “In case you wandered off or ran away. My mother put it on you the day you arrived.”

      “You didn’t trust me enough to tell me?”

      “It was a long time ago. I forgot. It obviously didn’t work, if you made it this far.”

      “It worked.” He looked away, eyes distant again.

      “Then how come you’re not sick?”

      “Luck.” He motioned towards the sword at her waist. “Why do you have your mother’s sword?”

      Chalcedony was more than a little curious to find out how he circumvented the wandering spell, but she didn’t press it. There would be plenty of time to ask questions later. She’d have a better spell put on him later. “You took my sword. So you gave me an excuse to use my mother’s.”

      “But isn’t it still enchanted? Can’t it kill you?” He sounded worried, almost like they were friends again.

      “I passed out at first, but now it’s getting used to me.” She’d been practicing with it over the past few days. In each session, she’d increased the amount of time she’d held it. It still fought her, but she hadn’t fainted again. Afterward, she’d had a headache for a few hours, but it was worth it. “Why did you take my sword anyway?”

      “I thought we might need some protection in the forest and—” Coal hesitated.

      “You’re in love with it,” Chalcedony finished for him. “The same way I’m in love with my mother’s sword.”

      He laughed as he eyed Mischief strapped to her back. Her mother’s sword was sheathed at her waist. It couldn’t hurt to have two swords. Was it even possible to train with two sentient swords? Would one be jealous of the other?

      “Yes, I’m in love with it,” Coal said. “Your mother’s sword is beautiful, but it doesn’t compare to yours.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll argue about it after I decide on your punishment for leaving me and taking my sword. Right now, I have to make sure everything and everyone is packed and ready to go.”

      For the past few days, she’d been working on nothing but adrenaline. Now that the search was over, she was ready to sleep for a week. She stood and stretched, once again, noticing Coal’s scratches. “I’ll have someone bring you food and see to your wounds.”

      “One more question,” he said as she was leaving. Chalcedony paused. “How are Astra, Lizzy, and Geric?”

      Chalcedony rolled her eyes. “The spidren refused to give up Lizzy, and the girl refused to let go. So I let them stay together on the promise that the spidren wouldn’t cause any trouble.” She had been more than willing to leave them alone. The damn spidren freaked her and the soldiers out. Besides, Elizabeth couldn’t stay attached to it forever. As soon as Elizabeth was free of it, Chalcedony had told Avonnah to grab her.

      “What about—” Coal began, but Chalcedony left before he could ask her any more questions. She always liked to have the last word.
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* * *

      True to her word, Chalcedony had a bucket of soapy water and a towel sent to him so he could wash his face and hands. Then a healer came to wrap his wounds and gave him a pungent tea that helped sooth his aching body. Afterward, he sat on a clean cot devouring roasted pork garnished with carrots and apples. The sweetness of the fruit perfectly complemented the succulent, salty meat. It would have felt like home except for Djamel standing near the entrance, grasping the hilt of his sword with the corner of his lip turned up in a sneer.

      Coal leaned back and licked his fingers. He should have been scared and nervous, but it was hard not to be optimistic about the future when he was eating so well.

      Djamel gritted his teeth. “Princess Chalcedony has done nothing but protect you since you’ve been in this realm. She has done nothing but …” He lifted a corner of his lip in disgust. “… love you. But you ran away with that child without a word. And now you sit here eating her food and smiling shamelessly. Tell me, human, what type of person does that make you?”

      His appetite suddenly gone, Coal sat back and took a long deep breath. “What else could I have done?” Coal asked. “Chalcedony had agreed to send Elizabeth to a torture camp. I had no other choice.”

      Just as Djamel opened his mouth to respond, something hit the top of the tent with a wet and sticky thud that made Coal’s skin crawl.

      “What’s going on?” Coal asked, jumping to his feet.

      “Shut up.” Djamel unsheathed his sword.

      Seconds later, a scream pierced the silence.

      “Aren’t you going to see what’s happening?” Coal asked, with a mixture of fear and curiosity.

      “You are more important than whatever’s happening outside. I’m staying right here.” Djamel’s eyes were wary as he stared at the entrance of the tent with his weapon ready. But no one entered. Instead, the tent disappeared, and the star-filled sky appeared above their heads.

      No, it hadn’t disappeared, Coal realized. A dragon had it in its claws while it flew away. The beast landed a few yards away, tearing and gnawing at the tent as if it was a chew toy.

      “What’s going on?” Djamel asked, his voice filled with dismay and shock.

      A quarter of the tents in the camp were being destroyed as dragons tore them apart. The beasts that were not chewing on tents were wrestling with other dragons or clashing with soldiers. Coal peered through the darkness towards the dragon on their tent. Raw bloody meat and entrails covered the tent.

      Just as the dragon snapped towards Coal, Djamel pulled him away.

      “What the hell are you doing? We’ve got to find cover. Come with me,” Djamel ordered, his grip digging into Coal’s elbow. They had almost made it to the forest when Coal saw Haline stalking towards them holding a bucket.

      “Haline!” Coal screamed, resisting Djamel’s pull. The dwarf wore battle armor that made her bosom ten times larger than Coal had remembered. Carved on each breast was a golden snake chasing and devouring its own tail. Despite the ongoing chaos, both Coal and Djamel stopped to stare. “Eyes up here,” Haline said. “It’s meant to distract the enemy, not you, Coal.”

      Coal shook his head and averted his eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      No longer enthralled with the enchanting breastplate, Djamel lifted his sword and moved between Coal and Haline. “Who are you? If you’ve come for the boy, you’re wasting your time.”

      “Really?” Haline lifted her bucket and threw it at Djamel. Blood and innards covered Djamel from the waist down. Gory pieces of raw flesh stuck to his clothes before dropping to the ground. Djamel looked down at himself before he glared hatefully at Haline.

      He swung his sword towards her, but Haline, the only person Coal knew that moved faster than Djamel, was already gone. A dragon, attracted by the carrion, charged Djamel before he could find Haline. He sliced the beast’s two front legs, and it fell in an awkward thud to the ground as it yelled and screeched in pain.

      Before Djamel caught his breath, one of the biggest dragons Coal had ever seen appeared from above. It dug its talons into Djamel’s shoulder and lifted him into the air.

      Taken by surprise, Djamel dropped his sword. Coal caught his leg, the extra weight preventing the dragon from carrying Djamel away.

      “Stupid, boy. Let him go!” Haline shouted from below.

      “No! Help me!” Coal pleaded.

      “He’s a damn soldier. Let him go.”

      Djamel yelled as the dragon’s talons pierced deeper into his flesh. The dragon flapped its wings, trying to gain more height.

      “Help me, Haline!” Coal pulled Djamel’s leg. “He’s a friend.” Or at least he had been. They weren’t friendly now, but Djamel didn’t deserve to be eaten by an out-of-control dragon. “I’m not leaving until I know he’s safe.”

      “Damn it.” Haline picked up Djamel’s sword, spun three times and then loosed it. It ripped through one of the dragon’s wings. The injured dragon gave a bone-rattling shriek before it fell to the ground with Djamel.

      Even as the dragon lay writhing in pain, it refused to release its prey. Coal pulled at Djamel’s arms, but the dragon snapped its bloodstained teeth at Coal, opening a gash on the back of his hand.

      “Damn stupid boy,” Haline muttered. “Leave it alone. I’ll take care of it.” She approached the dragon, stopping near the middle of its head, out of reach of the beast’s line of sight. Then she plunged her dagger into its forehead. The dragon seemed as if it was about to let out another angry howl, but no sound escaped. The dragon’s eyes closed, its breathing stopped, and Djamel fell from its grip. Coal took his uninjured hand and helped Djamel stand.

      “You okay?” Haline asked Djamel.

      “Yes.” He rubbed his injured shoulder.

      Haline cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t thank me yet.” She pulled back her small fist and punched him in the groin.

      Djamel doubled over in pain, and she hit him on the head with the butt of her dagger. The metal made a loud thump as it connected with Djamel’s head and sent the soldier falling onto the ground.

      “Why did you do that?” Coal asked, eyes wide and mouth wide open in dismay.

      “Wasn’t he guarding you?” Haline asked.

      “Yes, but he was hurt.” Coal leaned over and checked Djamel’s breathing. Djamel lay unconscious, but he still breathed.

      “Was he the type that would just let you walk away?” Haline asked, with her hands defiantly on her waist.

      “No,” Coal answered reluctantly. Djamel had already told Coal he’d rather die than let Coal escape again.

      “I didn’t think so.” Haline tore a piece of the cloak attached to the back of her breastplate. “Let me see your hand.”

      “Why?” Coal asked, suddenly wary.

      “You’re bleeding, dumbass. Let me wrap it.”

      “Oh.”

      Fresh waves of pain shot through his hand and up his arm as she wrapped it.

      When she had finished, Haline shoved his hand away. “We need to get everyone else.”

      “But we can’t leave Djamel here. We have to at least hide him so he doesn’t get hurt.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “I’m not protecting him. You go ahead. Waste our time and put this whole rescue mission at risk while you try to save your enemy.” She crossed her arms in front of her golden bosom. “I’ll wait here.”

      He tried not to look at her large chest. “It’ll go faster if you help.”

      “No. He’s your friend, not mine.” She tapped her foot.

      Ignoring the pain in his hand, Coal pulled Djamel into to the forest and covered his body with leaves and dirt. He was sure the dragons would smell him, but he hoped the beasts wouldn’t want to work that hard to sniff him out when there was easily available food at the camp.

      He stood and wiped the dirt from his hands onto his pants. A strong sense of déjà vu suddenly flooded over him.

      Djamel was going to really hate him now.
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      “Wear this. We need to find the others before the queenling can get her soldiers organized.” Haline threw Djamel’s bloody cloak at Coal.

      Behind the safety of the trees, Coal put on the cloak and surveyed the camp. The once orderly site had turned into a horrific dream. A few soldiers, most still in their nightclothes, were wrestling the tents from the dragons. Some tents were on fire, and a group of soldiers were trying to quench the blaze.

      “Where are they?” Coal asked.

      Haline shrugged. “I don’t know where they are. I’m lucky I found you.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know where they are? What if they’re already dragon food?”

      “If they’re as guarded as you were, then they’re okay,” Haline said.

      “Make sure you keep your head down. If we stay near the trees, we shouldn’t be seen.”

      Coal nodded and followed Haline as she crept along the tree line.

      What am I doing? Coal thought as he clambered over tree roots and fallen branches. A few minutes ago, he had been sitting in a tent, comfortable, warm, and safe. Why was he here now? Chalcedony had forgiven him. Hadn’t she? No. She had said she needed time to think. But what if he was making things worse?

      “Wait,” he said to Haline. Maybe they could trust Chalcedony. When Haline didn’t stop, he spoke louder. “Haline, wait. We don’t have to do this …”

      They both stopped when they saw Geric being chased by a dragon twice the dwarf’s size. While they watched, the dragon jumped onto Geric’s back and bit into the dwarf’s shoulder.

      “Distract the dragon, and I’ll do the rest,” Haline commanded.

      “How?” Coal asked, but Haline had already started creeping towards the beast.

      Gathering his courage, Coal moved towards the back of the dragon.

      Geric had managed to roll over onto his back, and now the dragon had Geric’s forearm in its mouth.

      Before he lost his nerve, Coal jumped onto the dragon’s back. He landed between its wings and wrapped his arms around its thick neck. In protest, the dragon stood on its hind legs, lifting Coal eight feet in the air.

      The beast clawed at Coal’s hands, aggravating the cut he’d already received. Despite the searing pain, Coal refused to let go. The dragon had released Geric and now he stared at Coal with surprise. Then understanding dawned in Coal’s eyes before he rolled away.

      With Geric gone, Haline ran towards the dragon, dagger in hand, and plunged it into the creature’s belly. After three deep, hard stabs, she withdrew her knife and stepped away.

      The dragon landed and snarled at Haline and Geric, forgetting about Coal. Its wings flapped incessantly as if it was trying to fly away, but then it seemed to lose all of its energy. Suddenly quiet, its anger dissipated, and it lay down on its tattered belly with ragged, wet breaths.

      Once he was sure it wasn’t going to move, Coal hopped off the dragon. It stared at Coal through one weary, tired eye before it stopped wheezing altogether. Coal studied the camp. No one had noticed their fight because there were countless other battles everywhere else.

      Coal walked back towards Haline. Geric sat on the ground cradling his arm while Haline stood over him.

      “Haline,” Geric said, “what are you doing here?”

      “I’m rescuing you.” Haline narrowed her eyes. “Why aren’t you guarded, and where are Astra and Elizabeth?”

      “Just look around. It’s chaos everywhere. I don’t know where my guard is.” Geric glanced nervously at the dilapidated camp.

      “This is why you should be guarded.” She stepped closer to him. “You snake. You turned them in, didn’t you?”

      “No, I was caught, just like they were.” He looked to Coal for confirmation.

      “I didn’t see you after Chalcedony found us. I only saw Astra and Elizabeth,” Coal said.

      Geric gave Coal a cold, hard stare before he softened and focused on Haline. “Just because he didn’t see me doesn’t mean I wasn’t captured.”

      “You’re lying.” She sniffed the air. “I can smell the lie on you.”

      He licked his lips and raised his hands. “I was only protecting you and everything we’ve worked for.”

      “By giving them up!” Haline accused.

      “They would have found them anyway. Princess Chalcedony isn’t stupid. There is no way two kids could have made it to the human realm.”

      A dragon advanced from above and tried to grab Haline. She stabbed it with her dagger as if she was batting away a fly. It shrieked and flew away. Haline faced Geric once again. Her eyes were hard with anger. “You betrayed me. You promised to get them home.”

      “I’m sorry.” He grabbed her arm. “I didn’t think this through.”

      She pushed him away, trembling.

      “Haline,” Coal eyed the camp. “We need to find Astra and Lizzy.”

      “This won’t take long.” She jumped towards Geric. He tried to move out of her way, but he was a second too slow. Haline ended up on top of him with her dagger to his throat, breathless and grinning. Geric held her wrist, trying to prevent the knife from making contact.

      “I’m sorry.” Geric’s voice shook.

      She moved the dagger upwards. Not expecting the change in direction, Geric lost his grip on the knife. With a glint of madness in her eyes, she plunged the knife towards Geric. Coal, reacting on instinct, grabbed her hand before the blade connected with flesh.

      Geric narrowed his eyes, in shock rather than in fear. “You would kill me for them?”

      She shook away Coal’s hand. “Stay out of this.”

      “I can’t let you kill him,” Coal said.

      Haline snickered. “I’m not going to kill him.” She turned to Geric. “I’ll let you live if you tell me where Astra and Lizzy are.”

      “You don’t have to threaten me for information. I would have told you regardless.” He motioned to a tent halfway across the camp. “They’re right there.”

      If Coal had thought a little harder, he would have been able to pick out Astra and Elizabeth’s tent. It was the only tent surrounded by five soldiers. Chalcedony obviously hadn’t trusted Astra.

      Before Coal could intervene, Haline took her dagger to the side of Geric’s face and sliced his ear off. She stood above the dwarf with it in her hand, chuckling.

      Geric screamed and scrambled to his feet, holding the spot where his ear should have been. Blood seeped through his fingers and down the side of his face. “You’re crazy!”

      “You knew that when you hired me, and you knew that before we started dating.” She put the ear underneath her breastplate. Even in the darkness Coal saw the smeared blood the ear had left on her breast. “Next time you cross me, I’ll kill you.”

      Geric grimaced before he ran away into the forest.

      “Why did you do that?” Coal asked. “He’d already told us where Astra and Lizzy were.”

      “I don’t take betrayal very well.” Haline smiled mischievously, and Coal wondered what he’d gotten himself into.
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* * *

      Chalcedony woke from a dreamless sleep wide awake, knowing something was wrong. Then, she heard the snarls.

      “What’s going on?” Chalcedony shouted at Mahala and Jin.

      “There is some disturbance coming from the dragon’s nest, Princess!” Jin yelled into the tent. Chalcedony jumped from her cot and dressed. She placed her mother’s sword at her back and strapped Mischief to her waist before she left her tent and headed towards the dragon’s makeshift nest with her guards at her side.

      “Is there something wrong, Princess?” Mahala asked, her gaunt skin glowing in the night.

      “That’s what I’m going to find out.” They stopped in their tracks when three dragons landed on a tent a few yards away. Screams and shouts of surprise came from the fallen tent. Soldiers still in their nightclothes ran out of the tent screaming. Chalcedony ran towards the dragons, her mother’s sword drawn.

      As she cut through the hide of the closest beast, Mayhem’s joy swept through her. She killed the other two before either realized they were being attacked.

      “Thank you, Princess,” one of the soldiers said.

      “Don’t thank me. Get your weapons and find out what the hell is going on.”

      The dragonkeeper had managed to get mostly dressed. Anton wore a halfway buttoned shirt and bed slippers while he barked orders to the few dragon riders that were there.

      “Anton, what the hell is going on?” Chalcedony asked.

      “Princess!” he exclaimed. “Somehow my dragons have gotten out.”

      “I can see that!” Chalcedony snapped. “How did this happen?”

      “Uh … Someone let them out and covered the tents with carrion.”

      She hated dragons. They were unpredictable and hostile. Separated, they were docile, but too many in one place and they took on a mob mentality if left unchecked.

      She turned to Madoc’s personal watchdogs. “Go look for any intruders. Pay special attention to anything that looks out of place.”

      “We have been assigned to you and you alone,” Jin said in a deep, flat voice.

      “I understand your dilemma,” Chalcedony began. “You fear Madoc’s wrath if anything happens to me. But you fail to see the danger in front of you. Disobey me and I will make your lives unbearable.”

      They were twin soldiers. They fought similarly to how she fought with Avonnah and Djamel—shadowing each other. One never did anything without the other knowing or sensing it. Right now, they were debating her order silently between each other.

      Chalcedony punched Mahala in the middle of her chest. The impact sent waves of pain through Chalcedony’s hand, but she bottled it up. Before Jin reacted, Chalcedony stepped behind him and had her sword at his neck. After a few uneven breaths, Mahala recovered. She reached for her sword, but when she saw her partner, she stopped.

      “You would move against me?” Chalcedony registered Mayhem’s pleasure as she held it at Jin’s throat. Normally, the thought of hurting her fey was sickening, but the sword had no such qualms. Besides, she resented having them around. They made her feel as if she couldn’t defend herself.

      “Of course not.” Mahala lowered her sword and bent on one knee.

      “Stand up,” Chalcedony ordered. When Mahala stood, Chalcedony continued. “Who do you follow, me or Madoc?”

      “You, Princess,” Mahala answered.

      “I need both of you to do as I say without hesitation. I won’t kill my own, but I will have you discharged and exiled. I won’t have anyone with me who will not obey me. Is that understood?”

      Jin, who had been rigid in Chalcedony’s arms, spoke, “Yes, Princess.”

      Chalcedony released Jin. “Now, go look for the intruders.”

      Respect finally registered in Jin and Mahala’s eyes. “Yes, Princess.”

      Madoc’s Rule Number Fifteen: Fear Breeds Respect.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a soldier fighting to corral one of the dragons. She walked towards the dragon and cut off its head.

      Anton gasped and ran towards the decapitated dragon. “Why did you kill it?” he asked incredulously.

      “It just attacked one of my soldiers—one of your riders.”

      “But … we need them.”

      “Then control them. If you don’t, I will kill every single one of them.”

      Then she saw it: Coal’s tent. It lay on the ground completely destroyed. “Damn.” Chalcedony faced Anton. “Get these dragons under control.”

      She tried to run towards his tent, but Mayhem chose that moment to reject Chalcedony. Hands and legs shaking, she returned Mayhem to its sheath on her back. The world spun around her. Frowning, she swallowed the bile rising from her stomach.
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* * *

      “How are we going to get in there?” Coal and Haline were hiding behind a tent a few yards away from Astra and Elizabeth’s tent. The image of Haline slicing Geric’s ear kept replaying in his head. He’d thought Haline might be crazy when he’d first met her, and she’d knocked him unconscious. He’d figured she was borderline crazy when she’d knocked Djamel out. He understood why she’d done both those things. But there was no reason for Haline to sever Geric’s ear. She was, without a doubt, crazy.

      “The two of us can easily take them,” Haline said, tearing Coal away from his thoughts.

      “How?”

      “We both have weapons. What more do we need?” Haline stalked towards the tent, and Coal followed, trying to tamp down his fear.

      Before they were halfway there, Astra bolted out of the tent with Elizabeth on her back. Three of the soldiers standing in front of the tent crashed to the ground, never getting a chance to draw their weapons. Coal stared in amazement as Astra sped past. His eyes locked onto Elizabeth as she clutched the spidren’s neck.

      “Astra!” Elizabeth shouted. “We just passed Coal.”

      Astra skidded to a stop, giving the remaining soldiers a chance to catch up to them. Astra shot webbing at them. The sticky, thin fabric hit three soldiers, sealing them together. Two more soldiers walked cautiously towards Astra.

      With Elizabeth still on her back, Astra jumped on the soldier in front of her. She clamped down on the side of his face. The soldier struggled, and then, abruptly, he stopped moving. His eyes were wide open, darting back and forth, but every other part of his body stayed unnaturally still.

      The other soldier made her move as soon as her partner was attacked, but she was too focused on the spidren to notice the other threat. Haline ran her down from behind, grabbed her hair, and hit her forehead on the ground until the soldier stopped moving.

      [image: ]
* * *

      With the moment of nausea gone, Chalcedony took in all of the chaos. Three of her soldiers lay on the ground wrapped in a spider’s web. Jin and Mahala were unconscious. And Coal … Coal was running into the forest.

      This is not possible. This is not happening.

      Chalcedony ran after him, using every bit of energy she had. He turned just as she tackled him to the ground.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she demanded.

      “I have to take her home, Chaley,” he answered, looking up at her, nearly breathless. “She needs her parents.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.” She stood and grabbed his arms to force him to his feet. Then, as if he were booby-trapped, she found herself immobile. The spidren stood a few feet from her, pieces of webbing dragging from its abdomen and Elizabeth clinging to its neck.

      “I knew I should have killed you when I had a chance!” Chalcedony screamed. “Coal, get me out of here.” She tried to wiggle her sword out of its sheath, but her arms were useless. “We had an agreement.”

      “What agreement?” asked a blonde female dwarf with a huge cleavage. Haline. This must be the dwarf Geric had told her about.

      Coal looked from Chalcedony to Haline. “Chaley said she’d take Lizzy home.”

      Haline concentrated on Chalcedony and narrowed her eyes. “Really, Princess? When were you planning on doing that?”

      Why was this dwarf helping them? What did she have to gain?

      “She told me we’d take Lizzy home when the door is back in Everleaf,” Coal answered.

      “Lizzy, do you want to stay here for three more months?” Haline asked.

      “No.” The child shook her head eagerly from atop the giant spider.

      “So what is it going to be, Coal? Are you going to turn Lizzy over to the bitchy princess or are we going to take her to Queen Isis’s land so she can be home in a couple of days?”

      “I can take her to another door,” Chalcedony said through gritted teeth.

      “No, she won’t. She will keep Lizzy here to save face. She’s been outsmarted and outmaneuvered by two human children. She has no choice but to punish both of you,” Haline said.

      “And a dwarf,” Chalcedony added, glaring at Haline. “I’ve been attacked by two human children, a dwarf, and a spidren, and you will all be punished.”

      The dwarf laughed. “You’ll have to find us first.”

      “Coal, who are you going to trust? Them, or your best friend?” Chalcedony yelled, her face red with rage. Coal glanced at Haline and Elizabeth and then back to Chalcedony.

      “I have to take her home, Chaley. We never should have taken her.”

      Chalcedony screamed, trying her best to escape from the web. But then Astra shot webbing at her mouth, and her screaming stopped, but it couldn’t stifle the hatred and anger in her eyes.

      “She’s mad,” Astra hissed.

      “She’s beyond mad. She’s livid,” Haline said, laughing.

      Chalcedony started a new thread of muffled screams as Haline approached. “Isn’t this your sword?” Haline unbuckled the hilt from Chalcedony’s waist, dodging all of Chalcedony’s kicks and thrusts.

      “It’s not really mine.” Coal felt guilty seeing Chalcedony lying powerless and frustrated on the ground. “I took it from Chalcedony.”

      “There is hope for you yet,” Haline said. “Take it. You’ve already stolen it once. You need a weapon, and you’re already familiar with this one.”

      He should have said no, placed it on the ground next to Chalcedony, and walked away. Things were bad enough without Coal taking her sword again, but she had her mother’s sword now.

      “I’m sorry, Chaley.” Coal bent and whispered in her ear. “I’ll bring it back. I promise.”

      She jerked her head towards Coal, barely missing him.

      “I promise.” He walked away from Chalcedony and back towards Astra and Elizabeth, knowing his words meant nothing to her.
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* * *

      Elizabeth had dismounted, and her arms were wrapped tightly around Astra when he reached them.

      “Thank you for letting me ride on your back,” Elizabeth said once they separated.

      “My pleasure, young warrior.” Astra turned to Haline and Coal. “Be careful. As soon as your princess is loose, she’ll come after you. I don’t think she’ll care anymore if either of you are hurt. She’ll be out for your blood.” The spidren was as docile as a sprite again.

      Haline rubbed Astra’s head. “Don’t worry about us. The queenling doesn’t scare me.”

      “Goodbye,” Astra said before she sped away, blending into the night.

      “Snap out of it, boy,” Haline said to Coal. “Let’s go.”

      Coal followed Haline and Elizabeth deeper into the forest. A few minutes later, they came upon two napping dragons tied to a tree. They were oblivious to their brethren who were causing chaos just a few yards away.

      “What are these here for?” Coal asked.

      “Our escape,” Haline said.

      “Why aren’t we taking the tunnels?”

      “Chalcedony and her crew know about the tunnels.” Haline untied the dragons from the tree. “Have you ridden on one of these before?”

      “Yes, a long time ago.” He had traveled a few times with Chalcedony. It had been scary and exhilarating, but they had maimed too many handlers in Legacy for him to trust them.

      “I used to tame dragons. They are nice once they trust you. Isn’t that right?” Haline stroked the back of one of the dragons. To Coal’s surprise, it leaned into her touch as if it were a dog.

      “Lizzy, do you want to ride with me or Coal?” Haline asked.

      “You.” Elizabeth released Coal’s hand and ran to Haline. He couldn’t blame Elizabeth. At least Haline knew what she was doing.

      “Coal, you have the smallest dragon.”

      Coal nodded, hoping the smallest meant the most docile. Haline petted the dragon and talked to it soothingly while Coal mounted.

      Haline hefted Elizabeth up onto their dragon and then climbed up front. Without any hesitation, she pulled her reins and they were in the air. Haline circled low and nodded to Coal. He lifted the reins, but the dragon didn’t move.

      “You have to do it with more balls than that if you want it to move,” Haline said from above.

      Finding his courage, he pulled the reins tighter, and the dragon took flight.
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      The clouds floated peacefully across the moon as Chalcedony lay immobile, restrained, and powerless, wrapped in the spidren’s webbing.

      “Princess?” A haggard face covered in with dried blood and dirt blocked her once mockingly serene view. He leaned closer. “Are you alright, Princess?”

      Through the moonlight, Chalcedony saw it was Djamel. He was covered in earth and blood. He looked as though he’d been tortured and then, buried alive, but he was asking her if she was alright. She laughed at the irony and then gagged on the web covering her mouth.

      Djamel unsheathed a knife from his boot and cut away the webbing from her mouth and torso.

      “Are you okay, Princess?” he asked again.

      Chalcedony sat up. “They escaped, Djamel. They outmaneuvered me. I’ve spent my entire life studying how to be a great leader, and look at us. Our own dragons destroyed our camp. I should just let Madoc rule,” Chalcedony said in one hysterical breath as she wiped tears away.

      “A male can’t rule,” he said automatically. Like every male, he’d been taught to stay in his place and never question the rules.

      “He has been,” Chalcedony whined. “I’m nothing but a child.”

      Djamel picked her up and pushed her towards the closest tree. She cried out in pain as the rough edges of the bark cut into her back.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, too surprised to continue crying.

      “If you believe you are a failure, then you are.”

      “They’re gone, Djamel.” She wanted to curl up in a ball, shut out the world, and forget about her responsibilities and her failures.

      “If anyone is to blame for the humans escaping, it’s us. There has been peace for so long that we don’t know how to fight as a unit.” He looked away, hurt by the memory. He let her go and lowered his head. “I have failed you. We have all failed you.”

      It was one thing for her to give up, but Djamel giving up felt wrong. “Be quiet, Djamel. We can’t both sit here and have a pity party.”
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* * *

      The sun peeked over the horizon as Coal’s dragon zigzagged through the air. Twice he’d thought they were going to fall, but the dragon would find some reserve energy and correct its course. To Coal’s relief, Haline’s dragon lost altitude and landed in a meadow full of wildflowers. Butterflies, bees, and other flying bugs hovered over the colorful foliage.

      Coal dismounted and stretched his back and legs. Although blood had completely soaked the makeshift bandage covering his hand, it had stopped bleeding a few miles back, and the painful throbbing had died down to a mild ache.

      His dragon sniffed the air and set its eyes on the bloody rag wrapped around his hand. It snapped at Coal. Barely avoiding the beast’s jaws, Coal fell backward.

      “Get back.” Haline stepped between Coal and the dragon and stomped her foot. She didn’t have a weapon, but the dragon cowered and backed away.

      “They’re hungry, and it smelled blood.” Haline returned to Elizabeth and their dragon. She took off its saddle and pushed the animal into the forest.

      “Are we in Queen Isis’s land?” Elizabeth asked. During the flight, she’d lost her hair tie, and she kept pushing strands of hair out of her face.

      “No, but the dragons are hungry and tired. If we keep riding, they’re going to throw us.”

      Leaving the dragons on their own, the trio set off continued on foot. While they trekked through the trees, Haline taught them which plants were safe to eat and which were dangerous. In the middle of her lesson, Haline fell to the ground with a muffled scream. The shaft of an arrow stuck out of her leg.

      Elizabeth screamed as if she had been the one impaled. Coal stepped towards them, but an arrow streaked past his face, stopping him where he stood.

      Chalcedony’s voice erupted from the forest. “Do not take another step, Coal, or you will be next.”

      When he saw the anguish on Haline’s face, he moved anyway, an arrow released from within the forest landed by his foot.

      Elizabeth sobbed as she knelt beside Haline. “Coal, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Lizzy. It didn’t touch me.” Coal turned in the direction of Chalcedony’s voice. “Haline needs a healer.”

      Chalcedony and three of her soldiers stepped from the trees directly in front of them. “She’ll get one.”

      “How did you find us so fast?” Haline asked jaw clenched in pain.

      “You didn’t scare away all of the dragons. Pick her up,” she told Avonnah. “Let’s go.”

      “Princess Chalcedony, you have entered my land without an invitation, and then you shoot one of my citizens. That is clearly an act of war.”

      Someone dropped out of the tree, blocking Avonnah’s path. A human, Coal realized when he saw the man’s ears.

      “Haline.” The man bowed as if he didn’t see the arrow in her leg. He faced Chalcedony. “Princess, why are you here?”

      Chalcedony straightened. “Royden, you have no power here.”

      “I am Queen Isis’s shadow, and I have been granted the power to patrol her land and enforce her laws.” The man had tanned, almost brown, skin with eyes the color of murky brown clay.

      Chalcedony pulled Avonnah back and confronted Royden. “You’re human, and have no power. You can’t be a shadow.”

      “I may not possess magic, but I do have power.” He cleared his throat, and approximately fifty human and elven soldiers stepped from the forest. From the surprise on her face, Coal knew Chalcedony had had no idea they’d been there any more than he had.

      Royden continued. “The dwarf and the humans are guests of Queen Isis. You are unjustly persecuting them.”

      Chalcedony stepped to him. “You would risk war with me over these humans?”

      “You would risk war with my queen?” Royden stepped closer, looking up at her. She towered over him, but he didn’t care about the difference in their height. “You are a child. Go home. When you are older, perhaps you can return and teach me a lesson.”

      Like a predator debating on whether to attack or retreat, her gaze darted to Royden before they settled once again on Coal and Elizabeth. “Coal, are you sure this is what you want?”

      “Chaley, Lizzy doesn’t belong here. I have to take her home.”

      Chalcedony clenched her fists. “I told you I would take her home!”

      “Leave, Princess. The boy refused your offer,” Royden said.

      She took a deep breath and then sighed noisily before she stalked back into the forest. Her soldiers hesitated for a moment and then followed.

      Haline’s low grunt drew Coal’s attention away from where Chalcedony had disappeared. He ran to her. The arrow had completely pierced her right leg, and the leaves underneath were stained red from blood.

      “Should we pull it out?” he asked Haline as he knelt beside her.

      She shook her head—no—eyes closed, face strained.

      “What do you want me to do?” Coal asked.

      Royden bent down. “That looks painful, Haline.”

      She opened her eyes. “What game are you playing, Royden?” Her brows were pinched in pain.

      “You’re lying on the ground in the middle of a forest with an arrow stuck in your leg. You were about to get thrown to the weavers. You can be damn sure that what I have planned is better than what princess-stick-in-the-mud had planned.”

      She squinted through her pain. “What do you want? I can take care of this myself.”

      “Stop being stupid, and let me help. I can get the arrow out, and I can help get these children home.”

      “Don’t go near those children!” she shouted.

      Royden cocked an eyebrow. “We are going to the same place, Haline.”

      “Why are you even here?” She breathed in rapid, uneven breaths.

      “Two human children defying fey royalty. How could I not come?”

      “You need help, Haline,” Coal interjected.

      “Please,” Elizabeth pleaded. “Let him help you.”

      She took a deep breath. “Fine.”

      “We’re going to have to cut the arrow to get it out of your leg. It’ll be better if we do it back in town. My doctor will give you something for the pain.”

      Haline nodded and didn’t argue when a man inserted a needle into her arm.

      “The convenience of human medicine is good for something, aye?” Royden ran a hand through his dark brown hair.

      “Shut up and get me out of here.”

      He faced his soldiers. “You heard the lady.”

      Four of Royden’s soldiers lifted Haline and walked into the forest. Coal and Elizabeth followed but stopped abruptly when Royden blocked their path. “By the way, I’m Royden, Queen Isis’s shadow. There’s a wagon waiting not far from here.”

      “I’m Coal, and this is Elizabeth.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” Royden grabbed Coal’s undamaged hand for a long, uncomfortable moment. “You’re a beautiful boy.”

      “Thank you.” Coal shook his hand free, feeling embarrassed.

      “Your hand’s hurt, Royden said, noticing the bandage on Coal’s wrapped palm. “I’ll have our doctor give you something for it.” He gave Coal a pat on the shoulder before he walked away.

      Coal stared at his bandaged hand and wondered why the man had acted as if he’d found a long-lost friend.

      

      The wagon bounced and shook over the bumpy road taking them to Queen Isis’s land. The jostling didn’t bother Elizabeth, she dozed silently with her head resting on Coal’s lap.

      “What you’re doing is brave,” Royden said, sitting across from Coal and Elizabeth while Haline slept on a cot in the middle of the wagon.

      Coal shrugged and tucked a strand of raven colored hair behind Elizabeth’s ear.

      Royden continued. “Two children escaping from the evil princess. It’s inspiring.”

      “Chalcedony isn’t evil. She’s just doing her job.” The man’s admiration made Coal uncomfortable.

      “You love her.” Royden leaned back. “Love makes bitches of us all. But it’s one thing to love and obey. It’s another to love and do what’s right. You’re doing what’s right, and you feel guilty about it. It’s admirable.”

      Coal wanted to insist that he and Chalcedony were just friends, but instead, he asked, “Why are you helping us?”

      “Like I said, you’re inspiring. But why is the girl in the fey realm? It’s forbidden to bring humans here against their will.”

      “Lizzy wanted to come.”

      “She wanted to come, huh? Then, she just changed her mind. Imagine that from a child. Don’t worry,” Royden said. “You’re doing what’s right. It’s a horrible thing to send a child to the weavers.” Royden grinned. “How do you think Chalcedony looks now that the two of you have escaped?”

      Choosing not to answer the question, Coal leaned back and closed his eyes, hoping Royden would take the hint and leave him alone.
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* * *

      Coal patted Elizabeth gently on the shoulder. “Wake up. We’re here.”

      Elizabeth sat up, wide-eyed and alert.

      Royden stood outside the wagon, with a hand extended, waiting to help them step down. Elizabeth looked from Coal to Royden and then back to Coal.

      “You go first,” Coal said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      Once Elizabeth was on the ground, he followed.

      “Are we in the human realm?” Elizabeth asked.

      “No. This is Selene, the most beautiful land in all of the Fey Realm, and right now, you are standing in front of Queen Isis’s home.” Royden’s face was lit up with pride.

      Queen Isis’s house was built of brick and concrete, and it was unlike anything Coal had ever seen in the fey realm. “This is your queen’s house?” Coal asked, unable to fathom a queen living in a human dwelling. No wonder Elizabeth had thought she was home.

      “Yes, I built it myself,” Royden said.

      “Why would you want this instead of a tree?” Coal asked. “Trees warn you if there are invaders.”

      “Humans have amazing ways of protecting their homes without the use of magical trees,” Royden retorted.

      Coal shrugged and followed Haline as Royden’s men carried her out of the wagon. The doctor, who had been walking beside the stretcher, put a hand on Coal’s chest to stop him. The doctor had icy blue eyes and patches of blonde hair above his ears. “We need to extract the arrow. You’ll only be a distraction.”

      Coal tried to step past the healer. “I need to make sure she’s okay.”

      Royden grabbed Coal’s shoulder and pulled him away from the stretcher. “You can trust Dr. Jold. He’s not out to hurt her.”

      “If we were,” Dr. Jold said, “do you really think you could do anything about it?”

      Coal shook himself free from Royden’s grip and shoved the doctor.

      Dr. Jold stepped back. Coal pushed the doctor again, and this time Coal saw fear in his eyes. Good. That’s what he was looking for. “If you hurt her, I’ll hunt you down and kill you.”

      He owed Haline. The dwarf was crazy, but she’d gone out of her way to help him and Elizabeth.

      Royden stepped between Coal and the doctor. “Jold is an ass, but he’s good. She’ll be fine. Apologize to our guest, Doctor.”

      “I apologize.” The doctor said, rubbing his chest. “I better go so I can take care of her.”

      “He is skilled and loyal. I promise you, Haline will be treated like royalty.”

      Coal watched the doctor walk away and fought the urge to follow. Elizabeth stepped next to him and grabbed his hand.

      “Relax,” Royden repeated, patting Coal on the back. “Let’s go meet my queen.”

      Royden entered the house, opened his arms wide, and said, “Honey, I’m home.”

      A short, curvy elf ran toward Royden, wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a deep, long kiss. Coal watched amazed. He had never seen a human and a fey together.

      “Coal and Lizzy, meet Queen Isis,” Royden said after they separated.

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” Queen Isis said. Her glossy black hair was streaked with red, and her teeth were even and straight. They weren’t sharp like Chalcedony’s and the other elves he knew. She wore jeans like Coal had worn to the human realm. If it weren’t for her pointy ears and red eyes, she’d look completely human.

      Coal stopped gaping and bowed. Elizabeth was about to bow, but Queen Isis stopped her. “You guys don’t have to bow to me. I’d be honored to shake your hand.”

      Elizabeth didn’t hide behind Coal like she’d done with Royden, but she didn’t take Queen Isis’s hand either.

      “She doesn’t like meeting new fey,” Coal said.

      “I wouldn’t either if the last time I’d met a fey I was taken away from my home.” Queen Isis bent on one knee and took Elizabeth’s hand. “I promise Royden and I will help get you back home.”

      Elizabeth nodded and gave Isis the first smile Coal had seen from her since Haline had been shot.

      “You have a beautiful smile, Lizzy,” Queen Isis said, making Lizzy grin wider. “Let me show you where your rooms are?”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said.

      “Wait. We need to make the rest of the journey to the door. It opens tomorrow night.”

      “I am not Chalcedony. I let my people travel freely from this realm to the other. Everyone here knows where it is.”

      “At every opening, there is a large party with travelers and their families. Believe me, you won’t miss it,” Royden said.

      “It’s against the treaty to let humans and fey travel between the realms,” Coal replied.

      Queen Isis and Royden exchanged a look before Queen Isis said, “I didn’t sign the treaty. As long as we behave ourselves, I don’t see why we can’t go there. For that matter, I don’t understand why the realms are separated.”

      “Humans and their technology don’t mix well with fey and our magic,” Coal said.

      Royden cocked an eyebrow. “Our magic?”

      Coal fidgeted. “Well … magic.”

      Elizabeth yawned.

      “Sleep tonight, Coal,” Queen Isis said. “I promise Royden will show you to the door tomorrow.”
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* * *

      Baby dolls with pale skin, blonde hair and blue eyes covered the bed the room designated for Elizabeth. Queen Isis beamed with. “As soon as I heard you were coming, I had it decorated for you. What do you think?”

      A large teddy bear sat in the corner of the room with half a dozen smaller bears surrounding it.

      Lizzy shrugged. “It’s okay.”

      Queen Isis frowned, but then it quickly disappeared as she turned to Coal. “Your room is right next door. I’ll show you.”

      “No. We’re not being separated,” Coal said.

      “Since you’re a boy, I thought it—”

      “We’re not separating,” Coal repeated. He was in charge of Elizabeth now. Like Haline, he wasn’t sure if he trusted Queen Isis and Royden.

      “I understand. I wasn’t thinking about it from your point of view,” Queen Isis said. “Okay, I’ll leave both of you alone to rest.”

      “She’s pretty, huh?” Elizabeth asked Coal once they were alone in the overwhelmingly pink room.

      “Yes,” Coal answered.

      “I’m glad she’s a queen and not a princess like Chalcedony. I don’t like princesses.”

      “They aren’t that bad, Lizzy.” He yawned and lay on the bed. “Go to sleep. We’ll go check on Haline tomorrow and then, you’re going home.”

      She snuggled next to him.

      “I wish I were home now,” she said in a low, sleepy voice.

      “Me, too,” Coal said, wondering if he’d ever be able to return to Legacy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Chalcedony sat cross-legged in the grass in front of a small pond. She imagined she looked patient and calm, but that was the opposite of how she felt. Madoc had used a dragon and flown to the edge of Queen Isis’s land as soon as he’d heard Coal and Elizabeth had escaped … again. He’d been lecturing her for the past fifteen minutes. Normally, they would be indoors so her soldiers could pretend not to hear her getting scolded, but she hadn’t bothered to set up camp since the dragons had destroyed most of the tents.

      “I think you’re failing on purpose,” Madoc accused. “You don’t want to succeed because when you do, you’ll have to punish them.”

      Chalcedony stood. She had been taking her reprimand calmly until then. He hadn’t said anything she hadn’t already berated herself for, but accusing her of letting Coal escape on purpose crossed the line.

      “I would never waste time and risk the lives of my soldiers on something I didn’t plan on winning and seeing through to the end. Listen up!” Chalcedony shouted although she knew everyone was already listening. “Does anyone feel like I have been too soft on Coal and Elizabeth?” After no one spoke, she said, “There will be no repercussions for being honest. In fact, I need the criticism. What am I doing wrong?”

      “Princess, you’ve worked hard to track down those children. The humans just seem to have luck on their side,” Jin said. He had been appointed by Madoc, but Chalcedony and the entire army knew he was really there to spy on her. It felt good to hear him speak on her behalf.

      “Is this how everyone feels?” Chalcedony asked. “We’ve been unlucky?

      “Luck. Is that what wins battles?” Chalcedony paced in front of the soldiers, raising her voice. “I refuse to believe that luck determines winners. What about skill and determination? Coal’s allies have all of these qualities. I refuse to admit defeat based on luck. I refuse to accept they are smarter, more skilled, or more determined than we are.”

      Chalcedony stopped pacing. “I should have told you this from the beginning. If I had, maybe everyone would have fought harder. Yes, Elizabeth broke a law. But it was never my intention to harm her. No one would have been permitted to touch her. Before I could prove that, Coal took Elizabeth. And he’s made her endure much worse than she would have if she’d stayed.”

      Chalcedony stalked back to Madoc. She stopped beside the expressionless advisor and said in a low voice, “If you ever accuse me of risking fey lives and failing on purpose, you’ll be spending the rest of your life in a dark, dank box underground.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As soon as rays of light peeked through the concrete-encased windows, Coal woke Elizabeth, they got dressed, and he ushered her out of the room with the promise of finding Haline.

      He expected the hallway to be empty, but Royden stood across from them wearing a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt. “Good morning,” he said.

      “How did you know we were awake?” Coal asked, feeling as if he were being watched.

      “I didn’t think you’d sleep long.” His tone was light and easy like he’d never had a bad day in his life. “I have made it my life’s mission to serve you until you and the girl make it home.”

      Elizabeth and Coal exchanged a look of apprehension. Then, Elizabeth said, “We want to see Haline.”

      “Of course. I’ll show you the way.”

      “Why is it so quiet here?” Coal asked. The halls of Legacy were always loud and bustling with ambassadors and their staff, but this place was immaculate and empty.

      Royden shrugged. “It’s not that it’s quiet here. It’s just crowded in Princess Chalcedony’s tree with diplomats, servants, birds, squirrels and all. Your princess and Madoc try their best to rule everyone. We trust them to rule themselves.”

      Coal noticed he said “we” as if they ruled together. How did he have so much power in a world that looked down on humans?

      “This is it.” Royden stopped at a door on the other side of the house. He tapped lightly on the door and entered without waiting for a response. Haline sat on the bed with her leg propped on pillows. Strips of brown cloth were wrapped around her injured leg and most of her foot.

      She’d been eating before they entered. She chewed, swallowed, said, “Good morning,” before she scowled at Royden.

      “Good morning to you also, Haline.” Royden turned to Coal. “I’ll give you some space.”

      Once he’d left, Haline said, “The less time you spend with him and that queen, the better.”

      “They’re nice.” Elizabeth climbed onto Haline’s bed and chewed on a piece of toast.

      “Trust me,” Haline said. “Something is wrong with them.”

      “But they let humans in their lands freely,” Coal said, “and they’re helping us.”

      “What’s in it for them? They’re breaking the treaty. Eventually, they’ll get bold and cross it completely. Then what?” Haline scooped some eggs onto her toast. “And Queen Isis is too nice. There’s a reason queens are bitches and have countless advisors and ambassadors. They need to know everything. But Royden is Isis’s only advisor. Humans can’t perform magic, my ass. He’s clearly put her under a spell.”

      Coal liked seeing a human and a fey together. It was impossible for him and Chalcedony, but at least someone had made it work.

      Haline peered at Coal with narrowed eyes as if she could read his thoughts. “Don’t let him enchant you, too.”

      “What’s in it for you?” Coal asked. “You’re helping us.”

      “You’re children. I may be crazy, but I’m not heartless.”

      “How do you know they aren’t trustworthy?” Coal asked.

      “Whenever I traveled here to see Geric, we’d visit Royden and Queen Isis. They are too damn happy. That much happiness is impossible.” Haline put her tray on the side of the bed and leaned back. “And you saw how trustworthy Geric was.”

      Haline eyed Coal. “Go eat. I’m sure they have a large breakfast waiting for you.”

      “When will you be able to walk?” Elizabeth asked.

      “The doctor said it shouldn’t take long.”

      “And then we can leave?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Then we can leave,” Haline answered. “Let me rest, and I’ll see you later.”
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* * *

      Queen Isis’s dining room was small and held no pictures or ornaments on the wall, but the food on the table was far from simple. Delicacies from the entire realm were laid out before them. There were indigo-colored felab berries that tasted like strawberries, but had the texture and shape of bananas. Pamici apples that only ripened once a year and were worth more than a soldier’s monthly wage, according to a soldier he’d overheard. Roasted lamb and pheasant with loaves of bread and glazed pastries rounded out the feast. With just the four of them, Coal wondered how they were going to eat all of it.

      “Have a seat, Coal.” Royden motioned to the seat beside him.

      “I’m not hungry. Can you show me where the door is?” As good as the food looked, he had a mission, and he didn’t want to get distracted.

      “Now?” Royden asked. “It doesn’t open until sunset.”

      “I’d feel better knowing where it was.”

      “I’m hungry. I want to stay and eat.” Elizabeth said, munching on a piece of fruit.

      “Go ahead, babe,” Queen Isis said. “I’ll keep Elizabeth busy.”

      “Lizzy, do you want to come?” Coal cocked an eyebrow and silently begged her to say yes. She shook her head and placed a pamici apple on her plate. Evidently, she had decided to trust Queen Isis and Royden despite Haline’s warning.
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* * *

      Royden stood in front of a miniature car with no doors or windows. “It’s called a golf cart. I don’t take it out often, but I’m in a mood to show off.”

      “Chalcedony would have a fit if she saw this.”

      “Hopefully, she’ll never know about it.” Royden’s tone and his wide grin made it obvious he was looking forward to Chalcedony seeing it. “It uses batteries that I bring over from the human realm every time the door opens.”

      “I miss cars,” Royden said once they were both inside. He pushed a button near the steering wheel, and the cart started to move. “Of course, this doesn’t go very fast, but it’s a nice reminder.”

      “If you like cars, why are you here instead of the human realm?” Coal asked.

      “This place calms me. Whenever I’m in the human realm, I get into trouble. The speed, the unending choices, the technology, the greed, it’s all intoxicating. Here, with Isis, it’s quiet and simple.” He gazed at Coal briefly and then turned back towards the road. “You are the most excitement I’ve had in a while.”

      “Are you helping us because it’s exciting?”

      Royden smiled, the corners of his eyes wrinkled, but he didn’t answer the question.

      When the cart stopped at the bottom of a large hill, Royden stepped out and said, “This is where the door will open.”

      Just as with Chalcedony’s door, nothing indicated that an entrance to an entirely different world lay ahead.

      “Why don’t you hide the existence of the door, like Princess Chalcedony?” Coal asked, looking up at the hill.

      “The treaty is old. Once, humans were violent and stupid, and they threatened fey, but they have matured. With the discovery of their modern medicine and technology, I know we can live together again.”

      Coal stared at the hill and thought about how contradictory everything and everyone here seemed compared to Everleaf. What would it have been like, Coal wondered, to live here where humans were accepted?

      Coal caught Royden watching him again. “Why do you keep staring at me?”

      “You noticed, huh?” The man inhaled deeply, stalling for time. “I had a son. It was just me and him, but my nature attracts trouble or trouble is attracted to me, maybe a lot of both. So, he was taken from me, and I was jailed. After my release, I tracked him down. But he seemed happy with the new family they’d placed him with. After my failure, I didn’t feel like I had the right to take him from his new home.

      “You remind me of him. Innocence and beauty. You have it, and my son had it.” Royden’s eyes were distant, but he stared directly at Coal. It was the same look Elizabeth’s mother had when she watched helplessly as Chalcedony walked away with Elizabeth.

      Royden’s eyes watered, and he turned away, coughing.

      “Sorry. That wasn’t very manly of me. This is it,” Royden said, his tone less serious and more humorous. “Tonight, this place will become a portal into the human realm, and it’ll stay open for three days. Most will leave at dusk when the door opens. But we’ll leave tomorrow morning. I’ve arranged for the vendor who sends my supplies over to meet us on the other side. He’ll take you wherever you need to go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      Coal stood on the edge of the festival in nervous awe. Fey and humans filled an entire field outside of town. Because of the cold, everyone wore jackets: reds, whites, blues, and countless other colors, which made it difficult to tell the difference between human and fey. It was as if they were all one multi-hued species, instead of two groups who were supposed to hate and fear each other.

      Elizabeth had refused the pink coat Queen Isis had given her. Instead, she wore a black coat that was too big. It had an inside pocket deep enough to hide her dagger. She’d said she wanted to be prepared if Chalcedony came for her. Coal hadn’t been as vocal, but he made sure he wore his sword over the back of his coat.

      They passed a group of wide-eyed fey and human children sitting in front of a stage. The children watched as human actors shot at each other with fake guns. Everyone greeted Queen Isis and Royden with warm smiles. The friendly greetings were a sharp contrast to Everleaf, where everyone regarded Chalcedony with apprehension and fear.

      Before they left the market, Royden stopped at a wooden booth where a giant looked out over bottles of powders and potions. When they approached, the elf behind the booth stopped talking to the giant and straightened up. “Queen Isis, how nice to see you.”

      “Oliver.” Queen Isis was wearing a red coat, and she held a wooden picnic basket on her arm as if it were a pocketbook. “What are you selling?”

      “Glamour. Just Glamour.” Oliver was a chubby, tall elf with dark circles under his eyes.

      Queen Isis stared at the vendor’s goods. “Royden.”

      Royden stepped beside Queen Isis and touched each bottle briefly before he moved to the next. Each time Royden touched one of the bottles, the vendor glanced nervously from it to Royden.

      “What is this?” Royden finally asked, picking up the blue vial.

      “Glamour.” The elf tried to sound impatient, but his voice cracked, ruining the effect.

      Royden opened it and sniffed. “What type?”

      “Uh …” Oliver cleared his throat. “Well … it’s transformation glamour.”

      “It smells like a transformation potion, not glamour,” Royden said.

      “That’s impossible.” With shaking hands, Oliver took the vial from Royden, smelled it, and then laughed nervously. “I have no idea how that got mixed in with the rest.” Oliver capped the bottle and was about to put it away when Royden grabbed it.

      “Oliver.” Queen Isis took the vial from Royden and put it in her coat pocket. “Are you going to make me regret giving you another chance?”

      The little bit of color that Oliver had disappeared from his face, although there was no sound of a threat in her voice. She was completely relaxed. “No, Queen Isis. It won’t happen again.”

      She smiled as if it was the best news she’d heard all day. “Good. Stop by and talk to me later. We can catch up.”

      Oliver didn’t relax. He stood completely still. “Yes, maybe once the festival is over.”

      “Good.” Queen Isis turned towards Coal and Elizabeth. “There is an empty spot over there.”

      “What was that about? Why was he so nervous?” Coal asked as they walked away.

      Queen Isis said, “We don’t have a night market here, which means we don’t have dark magic. Oliver likes to forget that sometimes.”

      “What’s a transformation potion?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Glamour is an illusory magic, but the transformation potion can physically change your appearance as if you were a shape shifter. Unfortunately, it kills and disfigures more of its users than it helps.”

      “Magic and potions don’t work on me,” Elizabeth said with pride.

      “We heard rumors,” Queen Isis said. “I didn’t think they were true. I’ve never met anyone that was impervious to magic.”

      “I am. Chalcedony tried to use magic to make me sleep, but none of it worked. That’s probably why Chalcedony’s advisors insisted she send you to the weavers. People will pay an incredible amount of money to become impervious to magic. They wanted to bottle you up and sell you.” Royden tickled her, and Elizabeth giggled as she tried to get away.

      “If Elizabeth is a magic null, how can she travel through portals?” Coal asked.

      Royden said, “Magic nulls can’t be manipulated by magic, but they can use magic.”

      “Here we are.” Queen Isis stopped at the last bit of empty grass at the base of the hill and laid out a red and black blanket before she rummaged through the picnic basket. “We can talk about magic nulls later. Right now, I’m starving.” She said, “We packed hamburgers for Elizabeth and lamb for you, Coal.”

      “Hamburgers, really?” Elizabeth asked. “Oh, wow! I’ve missed these sooo much.” She watched impatiently as Queen Isis pulled the food out of the basket. As soon as the food was in front of her, Elizabeth snatched it and took a massive bite.

      “And,” Queen Isis said, “we brought Butterfingers for dessert.”

      “What’s that?” Coal asked.

      “You don’t remember them from the human realm?” Royden asked.

      “No,” Coal said.

      Royden grinned and pulled a small yellow package from the picnic basket. “Try this. It’s a Butterfinger.”

      Coal unwrapped the bar and bit into it. It was hard, but with a little pressure, it gave way. The delicious sweetness coated his tongue. For a moment, he remembered his childhood in the human realm. Tall brick buildings loomed in the background as he ran in circles with a red ball while a woman with light brown skin watched him from afar.

      “I think … I think I remember these.” Coal had never had a memory of anyone he’d known from the human realm before. His throat tightened, and he longed for a woman he didn’t know.

      “Tastes and smells can awaken old memories,” Queen Isis said.

      Coal hesitated, mouth suddenly dry. “I saw a woman.”

      “Was she your mother?” Elizabeth asked, wide-eyed and expectant.

      “I don’t remember my mother. I was homeless when Chalcedony found me.”

      “Who told you that?” Royden asked.

      “Chalcedony.”

      “Considering the source, you may have cause to doubt her.”

      “She wouldn’t lie to me about my mother,” Coal said, knowing the truth in his bones. He didn’t have a mother. It was a fact he’d built his life on. Coal knew Royden wanted to say something more against Chalcedony. They didn’t understand why he defended her, but without her, he had no idea how his life would have turned out.

      “Oh, wow!” Elizabeth interjected, interrupting the uncomfortable silence. “They have a Gameboy.”

      “What?” Coal asked.

      “Video games,” Elizabeth mumbled with a mouth full of food. “Can I go play with them?” she asked after she swallowed.

      “Is it safe?” Coal asked.

      “Everyone knows the rules here. It’s safe,” Royden said. “The only thing she has to worry about is Chalcedony, and she isn’t here.”

      “Okay then. Bye!” Before Coal objected, Elizabeth ran away and joined a bunch of kids huddled in a circle a few yards away.

      “Royden,” chirped a device clipped onto Royden’s pants. Both he and Queen Isis carried them on their waist. Royden hesitated for a moment and then it chirped again. Finally, he pulled it from his hip. “What’s up?”

      “You’re not going to believe this,” a female voice crackled through the device. “The queenling and her army are heading this way.”

      Royden sat up, suddenly tense. “I thought she was headed back home.”

      “Apparently, she changed her mind.”

      “I’ll be right there.” Royden glanced nervously at Coal before he spoke. “Make sure they don’t make it past our borders.” He stood and placed it back on his hip. “I have to go.”

      Queen Isis stood. “You don’t think she will risk war over this, do you?”

      “No, she won’t, but I need to make sure she doesn’t cross our borders.” Royden turned to Coal, his eyes mostly hidden by the fur lining of his hooded coat. “I have to leave. If I’m not back in the morning, go without me. I promise she won’t get past our border.”

      “Do you want me to phase you there?” Queen Isis asked.

      “No, I need soldiers with me in case she’s stupid enough to start something. Besides, it won’t take long to get there with the horses. Stay here and make sure they make it home,” he said.

      “I can help.” Coal stood. “I’m good with a sword.”

      “No, your priority is Lizzy. Let me take care of this.”

      “But they’re here for Lizzy and I—”

      Royden placed his hand on Coal’s shoulder. “I have hundreds of soldiers at my call, but you’re the only one that little girl trusts. You need to stay here.”

      Coal nodded. Royden was right. He needed to get her home. She came first.

      “Good.” Royden patted Coal’s back. It seemed as if he was going to say something else, but he turned towards Queen Isis and gave her a quick kiss before he sprinted away, speaking orders into a device Coal knew to be a handheld radio, a piece of human technology Chalcedony’s mother had banned long ago. But it was the was one of the common human tech.

      Coal sat back onto the blanket, feeling useless. “I’m sorry that we’re putting you through so much trouble.”

      “You don’t need to be sorry.” Queen Isis sat next to him on the blanket. “Royden is more than capable of handling Princess Chalcedony. Did Royden tell you about his son?”

      Coal looked up, surprised by the question. “Yes.”

      “Don’t feel guilty. You are doing him a favor by allowing him to help. He believes that if he helps you, he’ll be atoning for abandoning his child.”

      “Why doesn’t he look for his son?”

      “He knows where he is, but Royden doesn’t think he’ll be forgiven. Would you forgive your parents if they suddenly showed up after they’d abandoned you?”

      “I don’t know.” He thought the longing to have a mother had died, but the desire had awakened when he saw the love and hurt in Deedee’s eyes when they left with Elizabeth. She’d diverted her gaze, but not before Coal saw the sadness in her eyes.

      “Royden told me you’re returning to Everleaf after you take Lizzy home. I know you feel like you have to pay for betraying Princess Chalcedony, but you don’t belong with the weavers or in Everleaf. After you take Lizzy home, you should come back here.”

      “No, I have to make things right with Chalcedony.”

      Queen Isis grabbed Coal’s hand and dug her nails into his palm. “You do not have anything to make up for. She should be apologizing to you and the girl she took.”

      “Ouch!” Coal pulled his hand away. “What was that for?”

      “I know that you care for her, but you need to wake up. Consider this: Royden and I can’t have children. We need an heir. Someone strong. Come back here and you can be a prince.”

      A prince? “That’s not possible. I’m human.”

      “Telling me I can’t do something will only make me want to do it more.” Queen Isis’s eyes sparkled. “Royden and I are going to change the fey realm. Return and help us.”

      Coal looked out towards the crowd of smiling and laughing fey and humans. Her offer was tempting. Very tempting. But just as he knew he had to take Elizabeth home, he knew he needed to come back and make things right with Chalcedony.

      Queen Isis leaned back and asked, “You love her that much?”

      “The Chalcedony tracking us is different than the Chalcedony I know.”

      She shrugged. “I used to be surrounded by advisors and ambassadors who constantly told me what I should do and how I should behave. But, at the end of the day, we all have to do what is right, not what others whisper into our ears.

      “I hope you are at least comforted by the fact that you are doing what is right.”

      “You sound like Royden.”

      “He’s right. Promise me that you will at least think about returning?” Queen Isis asked. “Please?”

      Did they really want him? Grigory had offered him a home and an apprenticeship out of pity. But he didn’t feel like anyone pitied him here. “I promise I’ll think about it.”
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* * *

      Chalcedony stood on the border of Queen Isis’s land, forcing herself to stay still. When she’d left Coal and Royden in the forest, she’d had every intention of admitting defeat and leaving. But just as she’d reached her destroyed camp, a plan emerged. It was risky and full of holes, but still viable.

      She had given her army a choice: stay and fight or go back home. All had eagerly agreed to stay, even though they’d be fighting against a queen.

      Her scouts had found a clear, flat piece of land not far from Queen Isis’s border, where she could see for miles, so it was no surprise when Royden appeared on the horizon. It looked like his entire army was with him. Good. They were taking her seriously. Her spy had told her that Queen Isis had stayed with Coal and Elizabeth, which worked out perfectly for her. Her army could take a human.

      Royden dismounted and walked towards Chalcedony as if he had no other place to be. She estimated that he had two dozen more soldiers than she had, but a quarter of his soldiers were human. That evened the numbers. The strength of numbers had been on his side the last time they’d met. Now, she had almost as many soldiers, and with their numbers being even, she could squash this arrogant human.

      Queen Isis had done what Chalcedony would never have had the courage to do: she’d taken on a human lover. And he was ruling beside her like he was as important as any fey. He wasn’t. His pride would lose him this battle.

      “Princess,” Royden said as he approached. “Did you leave something? I thought you were heading home.”

      “You took something from me. I want it back,” Chalcedony said.

      “You talk about them as if they were pieces of property.”

      Damn him. “Technically, they are my property. They are under my protection.”

      “They came with me willingly.” He didn’t have the cockiness in his voice like their last encounter when he’d outnumbered her. One-on-one, she knew without a doubt she could best him. By his change in attitude, he knew it too.

      “I have my full army with me now, so I ask you again: are you willing to go to war over them?” she asked.

      “If standing up for two children means that we go to war, then yes.”

      “I need to hear that from Queen Isis,” Chalcedony said as a formality. She didn’t want to see Queen Isis any more than Royden wanted to see Chalcedony.

      “I am her shadow,” Royden replied as if he’d said it a hundred times. “I speak on her behalf.”

      “Are you doing this because they are humans like you?” Chalcedony asked, lowering her voice, truly curious.

      “I am doing what’s right. Why have you brought an entire army to my border to fight for two children that aren’t supposed to be in this realm?”

      Last night, Chalcedony had asked herself the same question. The answer was simple: Coal. At first, she went after him because she couldn’t believe he would leave her. Now, it was vengeance. “He’s gotten to you, too, hasn’t he?” Chalcedony asked. “He pretends to be honest and loyal, but he will betray you just like he betrayed me.”

      Royden clicked his tongue at her as if she was a child. She fought the urge to pull out her sword and cut out his tongue.

      “He is a charming boy. I am proud to know him, but I’m here because good is worth fighting for. What you’re doing is wrong. And if your mother were here, she’d tell you the same.”

      She recoiled. His words felt like punches to her gut. “How the hell would you know what my mother would do?”

      “You have more than a little bit of her in you. She was also self-righteous and stubborn. She kicked me out of the realm more than a few times. I hated her for being so … exacting. I respected her because of her strength and intelligence. She would never have persecuted anyone that didn’t deserve it, and she would never risk the lives of her soldiers on selfish pursuits.”

      Fighting the urge to claw his eyes out, she took a few deep breaths and fought back tears of anger and frustration. She felt heat rising in her cheeks as if she were about to explode. Enough waiting. It was time. Without another word, she stalked back to her soldiers.

      Once she reached Djamel and Avonnah on the front line, she said, “Go ahead. Take him down.”

      The soldiers created a path for her and then closed it, allowing her to disappear within their ranks. She was only halfway through when the sounds of war began. Then she ran, the dead grass giving way beneath her feet. She hated leaving her soldiers to fight alone, but they had their job and she had hers. The sooner she completed her part, the sooner this would be over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      “I saw her!” Elizabeth breathed heavily. Coal had been so distracted by his conversation with Queen Isis that he’d forgotten to check on her.

      “You saw who?” Queen Isis stood and rubbed Elizabeth’s back in an attempt to calm her.

      “Chalcedony. She had a different skin color, but it was her. Queen Isis, please don’t let them take us back.”

      “How do you know it was her if she’d shape-shifted?” Coal asked.

      “Her eyes,” Elizabeth said, blinking rapidly. “They were still red. I was playing the video game, and when I looked up, I saw her.”

      Queen Isis took Elizabeth under her arm, embracing her. “I won’t let her touch you.” She took the device from her waist. “Royden, are you there?”

      Royden’s voice came through, but he was drowned out by shouting and the sound of fighting.

      “Royden!” Queen Isis held onto the device so tightly that her knuckles had gone white. “Royden, what is going on?”

      There was only silence as Queen Isis studied the device with exasperation. Elizabeth hung onto Queen Isis as tears fell from her closed eyes. Finally, Royden’s voice crackled through the device.

      “Babe, what’s up? I’m in the middle of something right now.”

      “They had the nerve to attack? I’ll be right there,” Queen Isis said.

      “No!” Royden shouted. “Make sure the kids make it home. I’ll take care of this. I have to go. Get them home, Isis.”

      Queen Isis glanced nervously at Coal before she spoke. “I’ll get them through the door, and then I’ll be there to help you.”

      “Fine, but get them home first!”

      Queen Isis placed the device back at her waist. She continued rubbing Elizabeth’s back. “Princess Chalcedony won’t take you. I promise.” Her voice was soft and reassuring, but her eyes were cold. They had changed from soft reddish-brown to a fiery red. “Change of plans, let’s get you two to the door now.”

      “What about Chalcedony?” Coal asked, looking out at the crowd. The sun was setting, and everyone had begun crowding around the hill where the door was supposed to be. “How is Chalcedony here when she is supposed to be fighting Royden?”

      “She’s probably using her army as a distraction,” Queen Isis said. “She has no idea who she is messing with.” Queen Isis flexed her hand open and closed. “Stupid girl. She would have been better off staying on the border. Royden is much more forgiving than I am.”

      “Where was she?” Queen Isis asked Elizabeth.

      “She was by the market. Where you were talking to that guy for selling bad potions.”

      “Did she see you?” Coal asked.

      “No, she wasn’t looking my way.” Elizabeth shook her head vigorously. “As soon as I saw her, I walked away so she wouldn’t see me.”

      “That was brave,” Queen Isis said. “The door should be opening soon. Let’s go. If she says anything to you, she’ll regret it.”

      Coal started to follow, but stopped and grasped Queen Isis’s arm. “Wait. We have to get Haline first.”

      “My priority is getting you two through the door. Haline will be fine.”

      “No,” Coal insisted. “We would never have gotten here without her.”

      Queen Isis’s eyes were hard and fierce. “I don’t have time for this. I have to help Royden.”

      “I’m not abandoning her,” Coal repeated.

      “Haline is our friend. I don’t want to leave her, either.” Elizabeth’s voice shook.

      Coal sighed, thankful that Elizabeth had backed him up. He understood Queen Isis was in a hurry to get them to the door so she could help Royden, but he couldn’t leave without Haline.

      Still grasping Elizabeth’s hand, Queen Isis stomped towards Coal. While she approached, she grew. Coal thought he was imagining things, but she was now a foot taller than him.

      “Fine.” Queen Isis touched his shoulder. Everything exploded into light. He closed his eyes to shut it out, but the brightness pierced his eyelids. Just as suddenly as it began, the light receded, and he felt the ground underneath his feet.

      “How the hell did you get here?”

      Coal opened his eyes. Haline was sitting in bed with a book on her lap, her injured leg propped on pillows. Queen Isis had just done what he’d seen Tetrick do to Chalcedony dozens of times: she’d phased with him.

      “Haline!” Elizabeth shouted, and ran towards the bed. “We came to get you.”

      “I see you’re finally showing your true self,” Haline said to Queen Isis.

      Queen Isis removed her hand from Coal’s shoulder and glared at Haline. The queen had shrunk a little, but she remained taller and wider than Coal.

      “I think you’re pretty,” Elizabeth said, “and strong. I bet you can beat up Chalcedony’s entire army.”

      Queen Isis’s tight-lipped expression cracked into a thin smile. “I get excited and shift uncontrollably. Anyway,” she said to Haline, “Chalcedony is here. We need to get them through the door, but they wanted to come and get you first.”

      “How do you propose to get out of here with me?” Haline pointed to her injured leg.

      Coal licked his lips. “I can carry you.”

      “You can’t carry me and watch after Lizzy.”

      “We have to do something.” Coal panicked at the thought of having to do it alone.

      “I’m not going. Besides, I never said I was going to the human realm. I only planned to take you to the door. Now, Queen Isis has that job covered. I’m perfectly content with eating Isis’s food and abusing her staff until my leg gets better. ”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I can’t go,” Haline said with a finality Coal knew he couldn’t argue with. “Besides, I didn’t bring Lizzy here. You did.”

      Elizabeth rubbed her eyes and said softly, “But you’re supposed to show me how to be a warrior.”

      “Coal knows how to be a soldier. Just do what he tells you.”

      Elizabeth nodded and gave Haline a hug.

      “Alright. Get out of here before Isis explodes.” Haline’s voice cracked, and her eyes were glistening.

      “Let’s go.” Queen Isis’s body shrank while she extended her hand to Elizabeth and Coal.
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* * *

      Chalcedony stood next to Tetrick in the heart of Queen Isis’s land. She’d reluctantly put aside her pride and asked Tetrick for help. She’d told him her plan, and he’d silently listened without interrupting. After a long pause where she thought he’d say no, he’d agreed to help by phasing away from Queen Isis’s border and into the human realm to get Coal and Elizabeth.

      She felt like a coward for leaving her soldiers to fight alone, but they knew the plan. As soon as she had Coal and Elizabeth, she’d signal for her army to retreat.

      “What is going on, Tetrick?” Chalcedony asked.

      “I brought you here instead of straight to the human realm because I wanted to show you this.” Tetrick looked out at the large crowd of humans and fey. There were hundreds of humans and fey at the base of the hill of Queen Isis’s door, as well as vendors and musicians. “I believe most everyone here is preparing to go through the door. “I have heard Queen Isis was partial to humans,” Tetrick said, “but I hadn’t heard anything about this.”

      She inwardly cringed when Tetrick compared her to Queen Isis, but she kept her voice steady. “This must be why patrolling the human realm has become so difficult. She is letting everyone through her door.”

      Why didn’t I know about this? Does Madoc know? She had been so focused on removing the fey from the human realm that she hadn’t given much thought to how they were getting there.

      They watched as a group of trolls directly in front of them used glamour to appear as humans. Tetrick stepped towards them with a hand on his sword.

      Chalcedony grabbed his arm. “Not now. This isn’t why we came. And,” she stressed, “you’re not supposed to be here.”

      There was a spark of anger in his eyes.

      “Why are you helping me, Tetrick?” Chalcedony asked, out of curiosity and to distract him. She had been training with him for two years, but she barely knew him. He never talked about himself.

      “My mother thinks that you are not fit to be a queen. But I’ve trained you. I know that’s not true. I want her to eat her words for once, but if anyone finds out I’ve helped you, even if you succeed, you will lose. The victory would not be considered yours.”

      Chalcedony didn’t know he disliked his mother so much. But how could she? He never talked about anything but patrolling the human realm. If anyone found out that Tetrick had helped bring Coal and Elizabeth back to Legacy, Tetrick would get all of the credit, and she’d still be thought of as weak. Weak. Just the thought of the word made her sick to her stomach. Yes, she was cheating, but if Coal could ask for help, why couldn’t she?

      “When we do find them, it will be almost impossible for me to phase all four of us at once if they don’t come willingly,” Tetrick said.

      “That shouldn’t be a problem.,” Chalcedony said, “I’ll knock them out if I have to.”
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      “Where do you think Chalcedony is?” Coal asked after Queen Isis had phased them back to the festival.

      “I don’t have to think.” While Coal and Elizabeth watched, Queen Isis’s nose grew into the shape of a canine’s muzzle. Her eyes turned from blazing red to deep yellow.

      With a toothy grin, she sniffed the air. “I can smell her maliciousness from here.”

      “Wow!” Elizabeth’s stared wide-eyed and amazed.

      Queen Isis grinned and wiped a bit of saliva from her chin before she transformed her nose and eyes back into their elven shape. “I know exactly where she is.”

      She motioned towards the back of someone wearing a green coat standing in the middle of the crowd. Unlike Queen Isis, Chalcedony couldn’t change her girth or height, so Coal knew her tall, lanky frame the instant he saw it.

      “The door should be opening soon. I’m going to take Chalcedony out of the game while you take Elizabeth home. The crowd is large enough. It should be easy for the two of you to blend in.” Queen Isis spoke rapidly, her words coming out rushed and almost indecipherable. Her hands shook, and Coal didn’t know if it was from apprehension or excitement.

      Coal nodded, too nervous to speak.

      Queen Isis towered over him. Her fine, shiny black hair, along with her red stripe, lost its gloss and became shaggy like dog hair. Coal realized Queen Isis wasn’t apprehensive at all. She was excited, like a wolf anxious for its next kill.

      He grasped Queen Isis before she stalked away.

      “Don’t kill her,” Coal said without thinking. His mouth suddenly dry, he felt like he was in the presence of something malicious.

      Her eyes sparkled mischievously. “I don’t make promises I won’t keep.”

      Coal tightened his grip on Queen Isis’s arm. “Please, don’t kill her.”

      She looked at his hand. “You make lots of demands, don’t you? I was trying to make you feel comfortable here, but when Royden is in danger, my claws come out.” She paused, looking a bit saner. “I can’t promise I won’t hurt her. But I will promise not to kill her.”

      Queen Isis shrunk and bent down to Elizabeth.

      “It’s okay,” Elizabeth said. “I’m not scared of you like that.”

      Queen Isis changed back. “Good. You’re a brave soldier.” She kissed Elizabeth on the cheek with her muzzle and stood up.

      “When I start talking to her,” Queen Isis said to Coal, “that’s your chance to go through the door, and don’t look back. I think she left most of her soldiers on the border, but be prepared in case she brought someone with her.”

      Coal touched his sword and nodded.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I’ve seen enough,” Chalcedony said to Tetrick. “Let’s go.”

      “Get your soldiers off my land now,” a seething voice said.

      Chalcedony turned, her heart pounding. She had met the small and quiet queen at her mother’s funeral. Unlike Queen Tasla, she didn’t wield her power around like a hammer. But the person Chalcedony had met at the funeral was not the same person standing before her. The power—and anger—emanating from this fey was unimaginable. This was not an elf, but a monster almost as tall as a giant, with the mouth and eyes of a rabid dog. If it was not for Queen Isis’s famous red streak in the beast’s hair, Chalcedony would not have known who it was.

      Chalcedony looked to Tetrick, but he’d already disappeared. He’d told her he wouldn’t do anything except phase her here, and true to his word, he was gone. She was in this alone.

      “Why are you here instead of helping your soldiers?” Chalcedony asked.

      “Did you really think you could sneak into my land and take Coal and the child while no one was looking?”

      “Maybe.” Chalcedony stepped back. If Queen Isis touched her, she would transport Chalcedony to the border. She needed to keep her distance while she thought of a way out of this.

      “You’re only a queenling. You can’t defeat me.” Queen Isis’s yellow eyes narrowed. “Call off this stupid, childish war.”

      “I don’t want to fight you,” Chalcedony said. “I’m only here for Coal and Lizzy.”

      “That’s not happening,” Queen Isis growled.

      Chalcedony was about to argue to buy herself more time, but Queen Isis reached for her right shoulder. She leaned back and punched the queen in her jaw. The impact sent a sharp pain up Chalcedony’s arm. She hoped the pain was twice as bad for Queen Isis. If it was, Queen Isis didn’t register it because a moment later, Queen Isis’s foot connected with the side of Chalcedony’s head. Lights danced behind her eyelids as she fell to the ground.

      Chalcedony’s ears rang, and she couldn’t tell up from down, but she did know she needed to move. She wrapped her arms around her body and rolled twice, ending up on her hands and knees. The group that had surrounded them scampered away before Chalcedony rolled into them.

      She looked up just as Queen Isis’s foot landed in the spot Chalcedony had just left.

      Damn, that would have hurt. Compelling herself to remain steady, Chalcedony stood and pulled her sword from her waist, hoping the battle would be over before it started rejecting her.

      “There is no weapon in existence that will help you against me.”

      “Go ahead. Pull yours out. I’ll wait,” Chalcedony lied. This was not an even fight. She needed every advantage she could get.

      “I don’t need a sword.” Queen Isis lifted her arms. In an instant, her long, slender fingers changed into ten sharp talons. “I prefer to kill with my hands.”

      Chalcedony could change shape, but not instantly, and when she did it took hours of practice for her to resemble anything normal and not misshapen. Queen Isis made it seem as natural as breathing.

      “You look scared,” Queen Isis said.

      I am. Chalcedony tightened the grip on her sword and embraced her fear. She may not be as powerful as Queen Isis, but she wielded a sword like no other. Talons? Hmph … what were talons compared to steel?
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* * *

      Queen Isis had disappeared and reappeared so quickly that Chalcedony hadn’t known she was gone. One moment Queen Isis was in front of her and the next, she was behind.

      Then, in a flash of light, they were no longer at the festival, but at the battlefield on the border of Queen Isis’s land.

      Chalcedony had grossly underestimated Queen Isis. She was now both fearful and envious of the queen. Had her mother possessed such power, speed, and strength? Will I be this powerful after my coronation?

      Queen Isis hissed. “Tell your soldiers to retreat.”

      Chalcedony examined the battleground. It reeked of sweat, dirt, fear, and exhilaration. She heard the clamor of feet against the ground and the sharp clang of metal against metal. Her soldiers were told not to be heroes. But there were more than a few of them bloodied and motionless on the ground.

      Queen Isis had reason to be concerned. She’d outnumbered Chalcedony’s soldiers, but Chalcedony’s soldiers were all fey and twice as deadly as a human. To make up for their lack of strength, the humans fought in pairs. But that hadn’t been enough. There were more humans lying on the ground than fey. Chalcedony’s army was winning.

      Queen Isis’s talons moved from Chalcedony’s wrist to her bare neck. “Call them off.”

      “You’re losing. Why should we retreat now?” Chalcedony’s mood had lifted. She’d lost so many times over the past few days that she hadn’t expected her army to be victorious. Queen Isis tightened her grip, cutting off Chalcedony’s joy—and her air.

      Just as she began to lose consciousness, Queen Isis loosened her grip just enough to let Chalcedony gasp for breath.

      “I promised Coal that I wouldn’t kill you,” Queen Isis whispered, her breath hot on Chalcedony’s ear. “But I will kill every one of your soldiers while you watch.”

      Chalcedony surveyed the organized chaos of the battlefield and understood the truth. Queen Isis could, and would, kill as many as necessary to get her way. Chalcedony nodded, and Queen Isis released her grip.

      Chalcedony put her mother’s sword back in its sheath. For a moment, she thought that Queen Isis would make her drop it. Instead, the queen stayed silent and followed Chalcedony as if she had no fear in the world.

      One by one, the fighting stopped as the soldiers saw the queen and the princess together. They were bloodied, tired, and relieved. Royden jogged to the front of the struggle. The bastard doesn’t have a scratch on him. How is that possible?

      “Princess, is there something you want to say?” Royden asked with a wry smile, his hands resting on his sword. She scowled at him. Then something—someone—appeared beyond the fighting near her soldiers’ tents. Tetrick. She suppressed a grin. There was a way out of this after all.

      Chalcedony stood in front of her soldiers while she tried to think of something encouraging to say about their retreat, but she couldn’t think of anything. They knew the plan. There was no point in making a big show of losing in front of Queen Isis.

      She called to her fey. “Let’s go home.”

      She stalked through the crowd, ignoring the look of confusion from Queen Isis’s soldiers and the smug sense of triumph emanating from Royden. As she neared her tent, she felt a pleasurable sense of déjà vu.
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      Now you have reached your final chapter. If your book has a cliffhanger, that should be moved to your epilogue. Wrap your story up nicely here in the meantime.

      Queen Isis’s land had been cold, but it was beyond freezing in the human realm. Snow covered the ground, and the wind felt like ice against his skin.

      “Where are we?” Lizzy asked, shivering. “Is my house near here?”

      Coal turned in a circle, looking for something familiar. They were no longer on a treeless hill but in a forest full of evergreen trees. It was getting dark. The receding sun reflected off the surface of the snow, providing enough light to see.

      “I don’t think so. I don’t know where we are,” Coal admitted. When he’d come through the human realm with Chalcedony, there hadn’t been any evergreen trees. The air didn’t smell as clean as the fey realm, but it was better than the first time he’d gone to the human realm.

      He wanted to ask for help, but he didn’t know whom to trust. Queen Isis had warned him to be wary of Chalcedony’s soldiers, but if anyone here were working for her, he couldn’t tell who they were. He repositioned his coat, made sure Elizabeth was covered and left the door.

      “Where are we going?” Elizabeth asked. The snow was deep and soft. With every step, her foot sank into the powder. She grunted—from effort or annoyance Coal couldn’t tell—whenever she pulled her foot out.

      He stopped. “Let me carry you.”

      “No.” She pulled away. “I’m not a baby. I can do it myself.”

      The fey that had come through the door with them were quickly dispersing. “We need to hurry. Everyone is leaving.”

      “I am,” Elizabeth said with a sharp tone. “Do you even know how to get to my house?”

      No. “Let’s follow everyone else. Maybe we’ll see something familiar.”

      She pulled her feet through the snow and grunted. Slowly, they trekked through the white forest. After half a mile, the forest ended, and they were standing near a wet, glistening road with a dozen different cars parked along it.

      As they watched, two dwarves embraced before they stepped into a red car and drove away.

      “We need a ride.” Coal watched as more cars departed. A human stood against a truck. In the back sat two giants, an elf, and three dwarves. It looked crowded, but with a little bit of maneuvering, he and Elizabeth should be able to fit. And, more importantly, the driver was human, so the chances that he was helping Chalcedony were remote. As they approached, the man put something into his pocket and started to walk away.

      “Excuse me,” Coal said.

      “I’m full,” he said without looking in their direction.

      “Where are we?” Coal asked.

      Ignoring them, the man kept walking.

      “Are we in Boston?” Elizabeth asked loudly. “I live in Boston, 777 Oakwood St, Boston, Massachusetts.”

      That got the man’s attention. He stopped and eyed Elizabeth for a long moment. “You’re in Ireland, lass.”

      So the door didn’t only move, it also opened in different places. No one had bothered to tell him that.

      “Can you help us get to Boston?” Coal asked.

      “You human?” His face was red from the cold, and wrinkles branched out from the corners of his eyes.

      “Yes,” Coal and Elizabeth answered together. “We’re human.”

      “And I’m trying to get home,” Elizabeth continued.

      “Take your hoods off and let me see.”

      They removed their hoods.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.” He rubbed his thick brown beard. “What are two human kids doing in the middle of this mess?”

      “We’re trying to get to Boston,” Coal said.

      “I can’t get you to Boston, but I can get you out of here and to the city. I’m sure someone in the government can help get you to America from there.”

      Elizabeth smiled and bounced from foot to foot.

      “The back of my truck is full,” the man continued, “but you can sit up front with me if you can pay for it.”

      “Uh …” Coal made a show of searching his pockets, knowing they were empty.

      “Crossed over into the human realm without money, eh?” The way the man studied Coal made his stomach tighten. “Well,” he said, “how about giving me that sword you have strapped to your back and I’ll consider it even.”

      “No. This isn’t mine,” Coal said.

      He walked away. “Nothing I can do for you then.”

      “Please don’t leave us.” Elizabeth ran after him. “I have a dagger.”

      He stopped, and Elizabeth showed him the weapon that Haline had given her.

      “I can get a dozen of these for a dollar in the city. I want the sword.” He motioned to Coal.

      Coal looked up and down the road. More than half of the cars had left.

      “It’s cold. When are we getting out of here?” an elf from the back of the truck shouted.

      “You heard ’em. I can’t stand here bartering with you all night. If you want a ride, give me the sword.”

      “Please, Coal.” Elizabeth clasped her hands together as if she were praying. “Please. My daddy will buy you a new one. I promise.”

      He’d promised himself that he’d bring Mischief back when he returned to the fey realm. What more would he have to give up? Slowly, Coal lifted the sword and its sheath from his back and gave it to the man. He smiled so brightly it seemed to light up the entire road.

      “My name is Michael. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.” He took the sword from its sheath before he grunted and dropped the weapon into its casing. “It burned me.” Michael shook his hand.

      “It’s sentient, but it hasn’t been bonded yet. So it chooses who wields it.”

      “Really?” Michael said with amazement. “I’ve heard stories about swords like this. I thought they were myths.”

      “I don’t think it will let you use it. Perhaps you should give it back before it hurts you.” Coal reached for Mischief, but Michael pulled it back.

      “Don’t worry. I’m going to put this darling above my fireplace. I won’t need to use it.”

      The sword is meant to be used, not displayed, Coal thought.

      Elizabeth climbed into the truck first. With a weariness that was more than physical, Coal followed. The seat squeaked as he sat, and the truck smelled of overly ripe strawberries. Michael opened the driver’s side door and put the sword on the dashboard behind a small female figurine that shook its hips when Michael climbed in.

      Michael lowered his window and shouted. “Welcome to the Fairyland Express. Is everybody ready to get the hell out of here?”

      “Yes!” bellowed the voices from the back of the truck.

      “Good. Let’s go.” Michael raised the window and started the truck. He drove a few yards before he turned the truck sharply. Elizabeth fell towards Coal, smashing him into the door. By the time they were upright again, the truck was facing the opposite direction.

      “Oops, sorry about that!” Michael yelled. There were some grunts and a few nervous laughs from the back.

      “We’ll be in Dublin in no time. Two, three hours at the most,” Michael said.

      As they rode, snippets of conversation from the back leaked to the front. The fey were discussing what they were going to do when they got to the city. Some were going to stay in Dublin. Others were traveling to America, France, Johannesburg, Brazil—places Coal had only read about.

      Coal closed his eyes and let the slight rocking of the truck relax him. Just as he was about to drift to sleep, he felt the truck slow before it stopped altogether.

      “Are we there already?” Elizabeth asked.

      “No, there’s something in the road,” Michael said.

      Coal opened his eyes. Someone was standing in the middle of the road.

      “What the hell?” Michael muttered before he lowered his window and shouted, “Get out of the damn road!”

      The truck squeaked as the fey in the back moved.

      “I am Princess Chalcedony,” said a voice outside the truck.

      “It’s a damn fairy,” Michael said under his breath. “There are no princesses in this country!” he yelled.

      Of course, she wasn’t going to make this easy. “I need my sword,” Coal told Michael. “She’s here for us.”

      “Well, this isn’t fairyland. Princess or not, this is a democratic society. She can’t come here and order people around.” Michael reached underneath his seat and took out a long, cylindrical metallic object.

      “Is that a gun?” Coal asked. Guns were not allowed in the fey realm, but there was a gun encased in the library at Legacy. Coal had always thought it seemed too little to do much damage, but what Michael held looked ominous.

      “No, this is a rifle, but they both work the same.” Michael stepped out of the truck. He approached Chalcedony with an arrogant swagger.

      Coal didn’t hear what they were saying, but it could not have been pleasant because Michael lifted his rifle. Before he was able to get the gun level, Chalcedony grabbed it and kicked his legs from underneath him. With her foot on his chest, she threw his weapon into the forest.

      Elizabeth gasped just as Chalcedony glanced towards the truck.

      “Come out, Coal and Elizabeth!” she shouted.

      Coal sighed deeply, trying to control his anxiety. “Stay here,” he told Elizabeth.

      “Coal, can you drive? Maybe we can drive away,” Elizabeth said.

      “No, Lizzy. It’s okay. I’ll think of something.”

      She nodded while he grabbed Mischief from the dashboard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      Coal stepped out of the truck and walked slowly towards Chalcedony and Michael. With Mischief strapped to his back, he hoped he appeared more confident than he felt. The snow was falling faster, and it was starting to blanket the road. His hands were both sweaty and cold. Sooner than he’d expected, he stood across from Chalcedony. Michael struggled with renewed urgency.

      Her new pale skin revealed large purple and blue bruises on her neck. Her right eye was bloodshot. She looked terrible, but none of that registered in her stance. How had she escaped Queen Isis? Had she defeated a full queen?

      Chalcedony kept her foot on Michael’s chest.

      “You can let him go now. I’m here,” Coal said.

      Chalcedony removed her foot, and Michael stood up. He was about to run towards his truck, but Chalcedony grabbed his wrist and pulled him back. “Go get the girl and bring her to me,” she told him.

      “She isn’t an elf. You have no business here,” Michael said.

      Chalcedony tightened her grip on his wrist.

      “Okay. Okay,” he said through his pain. “I’ll get her. I’ll get her.”

      She released him, and he walked away, cursing.

      “How did you get here so quickly? I just saw you and Queen Isis disappear,” Coal asked, trying to keep his voice from shaking.

      “I asked for help.” Chalcedony motioned towards the dark forest.

      Who, Coal wondered, could get her here so quickly? Tetrick. Only queens and sometimes their children had the ability to phase through the two realms. “You’ve always hated asking for help.”

      “Well, I’ve learned a lot over the past few days.” Chalcedony stepped towards Coal. “I let Queen Isis and Royden think they’d defeated me and that I was on my way home. She may be stronger than me, but she isn’t smarter. Are you ready to go?”

      He couldn’t let it end this way. “I’m not going back with you. Not yet. Not until I get Lizzy home.”

      “You don’t have a choice. This time there is no one here to rescue you. There are no crazy dwarves, no rogue human shadows, no wild dragons, and no insane queens. You cannot defeat me on your own.”

      “How about I fight you for it? If I win, you let me take Lizzy home. If you win, we’ll come back with you without a fight.”

      “You’ve already lost,” Chalcedony said.

      “What do you have to lose? I’ve never been able to beat you.”

      Before Chalcedony answered, Michael returned with Elizabeth. He met Coal’s gaze and shifted his shoulders in an apology. With a nod, Coal tried to tell the man he understood.
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* * *

      Chalcedony needed to hurry, get Coal and Elizabeth, and get out of this realm, but phasing was hard enough with just one person. Tetrick needed Coal and Elizabeth to come willingly, or they wouldn’t make it to where they needed to be. “Again, why would I accept a challenge from you?” Chalcedony didn’t want Coal to know she needed him to come without a fight.

      Coal bit his lip. The hood of his coat covered most of his face, but his large eyes and thick eyelashes were hard to hide. Through them, she saw his mind racing for a way out of this. She reached for his arm.

      “Let’s go, Coal.”

      “No.” He stepped back, almost falling onto the ground. “Queen Isis and Royden offered to make me a prince. If you win, I’ll return to Legacy and accept my punishment. When they come for me, I’ll tell Queen Isis that Elizabeth and I are with you willingly.”

      “Queen Isis can’t make you a prince.” Chalcedony stepped towards Coal once again. “You’re a human.”

      Coal pulled out Mischief and pointed it at her. “Queen Isis has a human lover, and she lets fey and humans travel through her door freely. She does whatever she wants.”

      Chalcedony’s face and neck ached as she recalled the beating the queen had given her. Queen Isis would probably come for them, especially if Coal had told the truth about the offer to become a prince. Chalcedony looked forward to fighting Queen Isis when she was more experienced. Until then, she needed time to train and prepare.

      “You know you can’t win, Coal.”

      “I just need to try.” Coal removed his hood and lifted her stolen sword higher.

      Coal was right. The longer she delayed, the more likely Queen Isis or Royden would notice and come looking for Coal. “Both of you need to promise you’ll come with me after I win.”

      He regarded Elizabeth and then Chalcedony. “If you win, I promise.”

      “Lizzy needs to promise also,” Chalcedony said.

      “Elizabeth, promise Chalcedony you’ll come.”

      “But Coal—” Elizabeth began.

      “Just promise.”

      “I promise,” Elizabeth mumbled and averted her eyes.

      Chalcedony glanced from the girl and then to the trees where Tetrick waited. She couldn’t see him, but she knew he was watching. She felt as if she was in a training session in the human realm and this was her final test.

      She pulled out Mayhem. It hadn’t fully accepted her yet, but Chalcedony was wielding it as well as she believed her mother would have. Defeating him would be quick and easy, and she knew she could do it before Mayhem turned on her.
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* * *

      Elizabeth, Michael, and the fey from the back of the truck watched a few feet away. But as Coal stood with his weapon ready across from Chalcedony, it felt like they were the only living things left in the world. Despite the lack of sunlight, Mayhem’s steel gleamed, emitting a light all its own.

      “Let’s get this over with,” she said. “The first to draw blood wins.”

      His hand ached from the dragon fight, and he needed to warm up. However, Chalcedony didn’t need time to prepare. She rushed towards him, her sword aiming for Coal’s neck. He didn’t have enough time to meet the blow, so he jumped back and out of the way, tripping over a rock and landing hard on his ass.

      Coal jumped to his feet, gripping his sword and thankful that he hadn’t dropped it.

      Chalcedony grinned while she stood across from him. She could have ended it while he was on his back, but she hadn’t. It should have been a relief; instead it made him feel like he was being toyed with.

      Controlling his growing fear and shaking away the snow that clung to his back, he stepped forward and took the offensive. The ringing sound of metal against metal reverberated down the road and the surrounding forest as they fought.

      After Coal’s strongest attack, Chalcedony clenched her jaw, and with three consecutive overhand strikes, she forced Coal to lose the little bit of ground he had gained.

      In spite of the cold, he perspired. His hand throbbed, and he feared he’d drop his weapon. It was as if he’d forgotten everything he’d learned from Grigory.

      His sword knew they were losing, and it pulsed with displeasure. He didn’t know how he was going to beat Chalcedony, but if he panicked, he’d never be able to figure it out.

      Chalcedony attacked so fast he barely registered her movements until they ended. Out of instinct more than any defensive strategy, he was able to avoid her blows.

      “What’s wrong, Coal?” Her lips were twisted into a cocky grin.

      “You’ve been toying with me all these years, pretending you were weaker than you were,” he said, realizing the truth; he was no match for her.

      She shrugged. “If I’m not the strongest person in my land, I will be once I am coroneted. Did you really think you had a chance?”

      “Why did you make me believe I almost beat you the last time we fought?” Coal asked.

      “Madoc Rule Number Seven: Never Let Anyone Know Your True Strength Until You Absolutely Have To.” Her face glistened from melted snow. “Not even your best friend.”

      Three days ago, that would have hurt, a week ago it would have kept him up at night, but she’d just repeated something she’d already taught him. She had never trusted him, and he had been naive to have trusted her. Burying his hurt feelings and broken heart, his mind raced as he tried to think of a way out of this before Chalcedony decided to attack again. He didn’t have Djamel’s speed or Cesaro’s strength. He couldn’t change his fingers into talons like Queen Isis. But Haline didn’t have any exceptional powers. She wasn’t exceptionally strong, and she hardly used a sword. When he first met her, she had used speed and force to take him down.

      Knowing he couldn’t win with his sword, he threw it with all the strength left in his arms. His hunch paid off, Chalcedony’s gaze followed Mischief as it disappeared in the darkness of the forest. While she was distracted, he sprinted towards her as fast as he could. She looked back just as Coal collided into her. He grabbed on to her waist and her sword fell from her hand as they both hit the ground. From the sound of Chalcedony’s head hitting the pavement, Coal knew she must be in pain, but she didn’t skip a beat. As soon as she hit the ground, she tried to roll over, but he held her waist with all of his strength. The awkward position prevented her from moving easily. He didn’t know what he was going to do next, but at least she didn’t have a sword anymore.

      Coal was so intent on holding on to her and thinking of his next move that he didn’t notice when she stopped moving. Chalcedony’s sword moved towards her. She was using magic. Damn, he had forgotten she could do that. Before he could grab her, she already had the sword in her hand.

      He released her and jumped away.

      She stood, her chest heaving from exertion. “That was a dirty trick, Coal.” She removed a hand from her sword and touched the back of her head. She pulled it away covered in blood.

      “You’re bleeding,” Coal said.

      With disbelief in her eyes, she quickly gripped the sword again as if she were trying to hide the blood.

      “You’re bleeding. You lose.” The realization that he had drawn first blood occurred to him and ignited a fountain of hope.

      “No,” Chalcedony scowled. “This is a sword fight. You didn’t use a sword.” The snow fell heavier, and her hair was quickly covered with it. Already some of it had melted and dripped onto the ground.

      “You’re bleeding. I won,” Coal declared.

      “You didn’t win. You cheated.”

      “That wasn’t cheating,” Coal said, with more confidence than he felt. “You told me no good fighter only uses a sword. I won. Now, keep your word and let us leave.”

      She sneered. “You are going to have to kill me first, and we both know you don’t have the strength or the courage for that.”

      She stepped towards Coal, but one of the male giants who had been sitting in the back of the truck stepped between the two of them. “It’s over. You lost.” The giant towered over Chalcedony by two and a half feet.

      Chalcedony reared back and raised her sword. “I’ll cut you both down if I have to.”

      “It’s over, Princess.” A dwarf spoke this time, his voice deep and threatening. “You can’t take us all out.” Then others from the back of the truck stepped up.

      Her sword stayed steady as she pointed the sword down the row. “Do you understand what you are doing? I will be queen.”

      “If you were a queen you’d be able to take us all out, but you’re not,” the giant said. “So leave.”

      “You think you won, don’t you?” She laughed so hard she bent over and held her belly, her sword still held awkwardly in her hand. The sound was an odd mixture of insanity and joy. “You’re returning to a world that threw you away. The human realm is filthy. Yes, congratulations. You won. You’ll never see me or the fey realm again.” She sheathed her sword and strolled confidently into the forest.

      She only said those things to shake his confidence and make losing easier for her. He’d done the right thing, and now Elizabeth was headed home to her parents. But maybe she had been right. What had he won?
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* * *

      “Are you okay?” Elizabeth asked, drawing Coal’s attention. Was he?

      He forced a smile as he placed the sword back into its sheath. “Yeah, I’m fine. Are you ready to go home?”

      Elizabeth nodded. She’d taken off her hood, and her dark hair spilled onto the back of her coat, her cheeks red from the cold.

      “You showed her,” said the female giant with light skin and straight short hair. “That bitch got what she deserved.”

      “I wouldn’t be so happy if I was you,” the giant’s male companion said. “The queenling, unlike Queen Isis, patrols the human realm for rogue fey. Now we’re going to have to watch our back for the entire time we’re here.”

      “Ireland is under Queen Isis’s protection, not Princess Chalcedony’s,” the dwarf said. He had a heart-shaped face with long wavy black hair. He didn’t wear a coat, and his jaw shivered as he spoke.

      “Tell that to the weavers once she captures you.”

      “Regardless, standing here waiting for her to come back isn’t going to do any good. Let’s get the hell out of here,” Michael said.

      “Do you really think she’ll come back for us?” Elizabeth asked once they were in the truck.

      “No,” Coal said. “She never wants to see me again, and I’m sure that includes you, too.”
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* * *

      
        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!
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        Book 2 of the Everleaf Series

      

      “Wake up, boy.”

      Coal opened his eyes. A short, heavily muscled human with a gold tooth and a tight gray uniform stood above him. His badge read: D. Abraham.

      “Get up. Someone wants to meet you.”

      Coal stood, put on his slippers that were only slightly less hard than the floor, and let the guard restrain his hands and feet. He knew not to ask questions.

      He’d grown half a foot in the past three months, and he towered above the guards and most people here.

      When he’d first arrived at what he learned were detention centers, people were scared of him. Well, they were scared of him until he talked and they realized he was young and naive, and his accent told people he was different, and different was not good in this place.

      After a few fights, he’d learned to stay quiet. The less people knew about you, the more they were scared.

      D. Abraham led him past another guard standing outside of the cell. They were always in pairs. As they escorted him down the gray hall, he felt the gaze of the other inmates. If he’d learned anything over the past three months, it was to never show fear. He stood straighter and sneered as he passed the boy he’d fought with yesterday.

      The guards stopped at a room a few floors beneath his cell.

      A man with a blue suit stood as Coal entered the room. “I’m Agent Ellis.” He extended his hand for Coal to shake.

      Coal nodded and sat down. Don’t shake someone’s hand if you don’t trust them. Since he’d been in the human realm, he’d learned not to trust anyone, especially the people he met in these small rooms.

      Mr. Ellis continued to stand. “Coal, right?”

      He stayed silent.

      “Ah.” The man sat down. “I get it. You’re all jaded now. You’re not talking anymore.” He paused, looking expectantly towards Coal, and then he began again. “You’re mad because you’ve been thrown in jail, and you feel like you’ve been mistreated. Well, answer this. How should you be treated? You were an accessory to kidnapping. The mother felt so guilty over the abduction of her child that she killed herself. So, I repeat, how should you be treated?”

      “I brought her back.” Coal bit back guilt and regret. He’d done all he could to get Elizabeth home. In the end, he’d succeeded. It just hadn’t been soon enough
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* * *

      
        Continue the Everleaf Series in Chalcedony, book two,

        http://amzn.to/1Y1MisT

        www.constanceburris.com
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* * *

      
        Dear Reader, subscribe to my Newsletter and you’ll get Black Beauty (the prequel to Coal) For FREE!

        http://eepurl.com/colNSn
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      Their planet is dying... or so they thought.

      After the human race has depleted most of the Earth’s natural resources, Alexandra (Alex) Logan and her little brother, Jimmy, join their parents, both planetary astronomers, in a mission to try and save what is left of mankind.

      

      The Mission?

      Bring back conclusive evidence that Planet "Z" is the miracle they've been searching for - a planet that can sustain human life. Unfortunately, they soon learn that the wonders of this new place are overshadowed by the terrifying secrets revealed on their way to the planet.
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        Lunar Bay

        Earth

        

        Ejournal Entry # 1

      

      Hello.

      I stared down at the tablet on my lap, watching as the word “Hello” appeared on the screen.

      Huh. I guess this thing really works.

      It repeated my thoughts once again – “Huh, I guess this thing really works.”

      There was a tingling inside of my head; I knew it had to be from the tiny probes in the headset that were scanning my brainwaves.

      I don’t like this feeling. Not at all. It feels weird and I’m not sure that I like the fact that it’s typing everything that I’m thinking. Everything.

      I frowned.

      There it goes again.

      No. It’s just too weird. Too creepy. Even for me.

      Yeah, I think it’s time to shut down the Mind-Reading Mode and switch to Voice-Recorder.

      I pulled off the headset and switched the journal to audio. Then I cleared my throat and began talking.

      “Okay, I’m back,” I said out loud, thankful that the prickly sensation in my head had vanished. “So, this is my first ‘real’ entry into the tablet and the heck if I know what I’m supposed to be saying...”

      The truth was that my parents were forcing me into it. They’d given me the tablet, last night, after dropping their first big surprise, which I’ve dubbed “The Z Bomb.”  My parents are both Planetary Astronomers, and they have been assigned a six-month research mission in the Andromeda Galaxy, which is about two-and-a-half million light years from Earth. I was told that we’d be shipping out as early as next week and heading toward some uninhabited planet they’re calling ‘Z’.

      I began talking again. “Planet Z. I wonder if ‘Z’ actually stands for zilch? Because that’s exactly what it feels like to me. Zilch things to do, except maybe explore; I guess that wouldn’t be so bad if we were visiting for a weekend, not one-hundred-and-eighty days. Yes, that’s what I said. One-hundred-and-eighty long… miserable… days…”

      Sighing, I rubbed a tender place above my ear where the headset had sat, and continued. “Anyway, back to this Ejournal. They’ve explained that it’s mandatory. That I need to jot a bunch of crap down about my day, every day. Or, if I didn’t have anything I wanted to share, just talk about whatever came to mind. So… that’s what I’m doing right now, I guess. Anyway, when I asked them why, they explained that it could be a great therapeutic outlet for me. So, in other words – this tablet is a place to vent my anger without complaining directly to them. My parents. Fair, huh?” I rolled my eyes. “Well, when they saw my reaction, they explained that the mission wasn’t exactly their choice either, but extremely necessary. Necessary for the survival of all mankind. What little there is left of it.”

      I walked over to my bedroom window and peered outside, into the darkness. Since we were on the ninth floor of our building, there really wasn’t much to see. Not even any stars twinkling above. Just the lights from the other buildings and the sky-bus, which was dropping off a couple in a neighboring pod station. I watched as it departed, now without a single passenger, and realized that it had to be much later than I thought.

      I looked down at my watch. It was almost nine-o’clock and that meant that the Street-Curfew Alarm would soon be ringing. Not that anyone would be wandering below, anyway. The air quality was getting so bad that none of us could go outside without wearing our oxygen masks. We could, but within a matter of minutes, our lungs would begin to burn. Then would come the wheezing and coughing, making it feel as if one was about to shoot out a lung any moment. In other words, it was a very uncomfortable experience. Eventually, a person would just pass out. Coincidentally, this happened to one of my older teachers, Mrs. Bigelow, just last week. Fortunately for her, there were people around who’d managed to help her. She is still recovering in the infirmary, I guess.

      Sighing, I turned off the tablet, pressed my face against the cool glass, and looked down into the street to see if I could catch anyone running between buildings. Once in a while, I’d see shadows of people trying to make it home before they were identified by one of the security cameras. If someone was discovered out there past curfew, they were usually issued a verbal or written warning. If it happened more than once, they were fined or, depending on the circumstances, sent to the Isolation Precinct for a few days. I’d only heard of one person who’d ventured out more than once and had gotten caught. He went to my school. Of course, they’d sent him to the Isolation Precinct.

      Blayze Watkins.

      Needless to say, he is now a legend. But, it’s not because of the risks he took or the fact that he’d spent time in the Isolation Precinct. It’s because of the way it had changed him. Where he used to be outgoing and friendly, Blayze is now sullen and withdrawn. He even stopped hanging out with his friends, including his longtime girlfriend, Emily. They’d been inseparable, but now, from what I hear, he’s cold and distant, even to her. He’s like a totally different person.

      The other day when I noticed him standing in the hallway at school, our eyes met briefly and there was a fierceness there that chilled me to the bone. I don’t know him personally, but it’s obvious he’s going through some kind of inner turmoil. It’s sad because he used to be so sociable, but now he’s just… totally unapproachable. Of course, there are plenty of rumors about what might have happened to him. Some say that they forced him to watch movies, ones that sent subliminal messages to his brain. Others say that he was tortured and given drugs, making him angry and hostile. My parents said that the rumors were all nonsense. That Blayze had only been kept in a cell for a few hours, to reflect on his bad choices and personal defiance of the law. I wasn’t sure what to believe, but wished that he would get the courage to open up and talk about what happened.

      To someone.

      To anyone.

      Even now, just thinking about it makes me angry. Although we’re basically strangers, it frustrates me to see him like this. Whatever the heck they did to him… it wasn’t right. Not at all. He’s definitely not the same person I remember, strutting around in school, his head held high, and a confident smile on his face. It’s all gone. He’s lost his happiness. His light.

      All because of the Curfew Law.

      My parents told me that the law was created to keep some type of reign on the city, so that there would be less chance of anyone committing a crime, or, as my mother liked to put it – acting out some kind of “unsavory behavior.”  Personally, I’d rather not step foot outside anymore. The air is so hazardous to everyone’s health. It’s depressing. There are no trees, or grass, or even weeds. The only flowers I’ve seen are the ones in old library books.

      There is no life outside of these walls.

      Nothing…

      Not even a stray dog or cat. No birds or squirrels. They’d never survive. I think I may have once seen a worm when I was very little. But then again, it might have just been a dream.

      There are animals, somewhere. They aren’t wandering the streets and they certainly aren’t anyone’s pets. They are raised specifically for food. Pigs, cows, lambs, and chickens, for the most part. They’re kept in secret animal compounds, somewhere away from the Lunar Bay. Nobody, except for the city council members and the highest levels of security, have any idea where the animals are being raised. It’s very “top secret.” My parents say that it’s the only way to keep things fair for our remaining population, which is below fifteen hundred. Because of the last world war, nineteen years ago, the city of Lunar Bay, which is located in northern Canada, is currently the only inhabited place left on the planet. Everything else was pretty much wiped out by militant groups and so-called freedom fighters, whose greed cost millions of people their lives. Fortunately, my parents had both been working in the scientific community of Lunar Bay, when the war had broken out. They’d taken refuge in specially designed underground bunkers, which had been built at the turn-of-the-century. Because my parents were both scientists, they’d been allowed access to the bunkers, along with special government officials, and those who’d helped fund the secret buildings to begin with. Almost everyone else was killed during the war or died from nuclear radiation. Regardless of them surviving, it was a horrible time and my parents still felt guilty for being part of the chosen few allowed to live.

      My stomach began to growl. I wondered if we’d get any meat for the trip; I’d had a craving for roast-beef since last week, and I knew it would be awhile until the next shipment. Normally, we only received meat rations on the first Saturday of the month. Each family was allowed two pounds of beef, one pound of pork, and two whole chickens. Obviously, they’d have to send food and water. Bottled water, that is. The piped-in water was so contaminated that the purifying systems were having difficulties keeping up with consumer demands. We had to use it sparingly. I was lucky to get a seventy-five second shower every day. It was like running a marathon, trying to get all of the soap out of my hair.

      “Alex?”

      I turned to find my mother standing in the bedroom doorway. Like me, she was tall with auburn hair that fell just past her shoulders. “Yeah?”

      She walked in and stood next to me at the window. “What are you looking at?  Do you see someone out there?”

      I looked back out the window. “No.”

      “Good.” She frowned. “I don’t know why anyone would want to, anyway. It’s so… dreary.”

      “You can say that again.”

      She was silent for a few seconds and then asked if I was still upset about the trip.

      I sighed. “What do you think?”

      “It’s for the greater good. Deep down, you know that, too.”

      I didn’t say anything because, deep down, I knew she was right. I just didn’t want to leave my friends.

      “It’s only six months.”

      “That’s a long time, Mom. Especially for someone who’s supposed to be graduating this year.”

      “Unfortunately, we don’t have a long time left. Not on this planet.”

      Her words gave me goose-bumps. “How long do you think we actually have?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe a year, if we’re even that lucky.”

      “Do you seriously think that this new planet is going to be some kind of miracle?”

      “It has to be,” she said, looking back outside. “It’s the closest thing we’ve found to a match with Earth. I don’t know if I mentioned this, but Tom Davis and Jeremy Reynolds sent us samples of the water and some of the vegetation.” She smiled. “The test results have been pretty conclusive. It’s appears to be a thriving and habitable planet.”

      Those were two of the scientists already stationed on Planet Z. “So, we could all live there without any problems?”

      “That’s what we’re hoping for. They also said that the oxygen levels are very good, which means that you’ll be able to walk outdoors without a mask.”

      I had to admit, that was something to look forward to. “I still don’t understand why we have to stay there for the entire six months if these guys are saying that it’s a great match. What are we going to be doing there anyway?”

      “Honey, we can’t go by the early test results. We have study the planet a little more before uprooting everyone. It’s like leaping off of a cliff into a lake without knowing how deep the water is.”

      My eyes widened. “Are you saying that this trip could kill us?”

      She chuckled. “Goodness, that’s not what I meant. Not exactly.” She reached down and grabbed my hand. “Listen, we will be taking every cautionary measure to ensure all of our safety.”

      “But you said –”

      “I know what it sounded like.” She stared into my eyes. “Listen, we would never risk your lives for anything, Alexandra. Your father and I love you and Jimmy so much. You know that, don’t you?”

      I relaxed. I knew that. They were so overly-protective of us now as it was. “Yes.”

      Her eyes softened. “Honestly, I really think you’re going to enjoy this trip, once we get moving.”

      “That’s what you keep saying.”

      She smiled. “Just trust us, okay?”

      “I do,” I said with a sigh.

      She kissed my forehead and then turned to leave. “You should probably get ready for bed,” she said, looking back at me over her shoulder. “Oh, and I want you to start packing some of your things tomorrow. After school.”

      “Seriously, you want me to go to bed? It’s early,” I said, looking at my watch again. “It’s not even nine-thirty.”

      She looked around my room, a melancholy look on her face. “I suppose. You’re not a child anymore, are you?”

      “Glad you finally noticed.”

      She grinned. “Did you make any entries into your Ejournal yet?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Your homework is all done?”

      “I didn’t have any.”

      “Why don’t you read for a while?”

      I sighed. I only had a handful of books, and I’d read all of them dozens of times. “Fine.”

      “I’m going to take a shower. Let me know when you’re going to bed.”

      “Sure. Where’s Dad?”

      “He’s on a conference call right now. I imagine he’ll be popping in to say goodnight.”

      “Okay.”

      After she left, I switched the Ejournal back on and began talking again. “I guess I understand the point of the mission we’re about to take. To Planet ‘Z’. Our own planet basically… sucks. I just wish that we could wait until after I graduated to try save all of mankind. Or…” I smiled grimly, “at least let me experience prom.”
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      “I’m back, E.J! Can I call you E.J.? You don’t mind, do you? I didn’t think so.” I sighed. “I guess I’d rather pretend that I’m talking to someone and not just rambling into a machine. Feels a little less weird. Anyway, it’s Tuesday, day two of our new budding relationship. Are you excited? I know I am,” I said dryly. “So… I overheard my parents talking about their own Ejournals last night, and how the hard-drives could be ‘recoverable’ if something were to happen on the trip. When I asked them what they thought could happen, they told me not to worry. It was just part of the cautionary procedures for a research missions like ours. Now, I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t sound very convincing to me. In fact, I’m starting to get this funny feeling of… I don’t know… doom? It’s making me nervous, Eej. Hey, you don’t mind if I call you Eej, instead of E.J.?” I smiled. “Yeah, I didn’t think so.”

      My tele-communicator went off, startling me, and I shut down the Ejournal. When I saw who was trying to contact me, my eyes widened.

      Blayze Watkins?

      Why would he be trying to contact me?

      I sat down at my desk and accepted his transmission.

      “Hi, Alex,” he said, looking tense.

      “Hi, Blayze, what’s up?” I asked, trying to hide my surprise. His light brown hair looked as if he’d forgotten how to use a comb, and there were dark circles under his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept for a very long time.

      “Are you alone?” he asked, his blue eyes darting around my room.

      “Yes,” I replied, glancing over my shoulder. I was suddenly aware of what he was seeing – like the stacks of clothing on my bed, including my under-things. I stood up and backed toward my mattress, trying to block his view. “I’m alone.”

      He scratched his chin. “Looks like you’re packing. Are your parents part of the research team going to Planet ‘Z’?”

      “How did you know that I was packing?”

      He smiled slowly. “Usually a suitcase is a good indicator.”

      I laughed nervously. Of course he’d seen it. “Uh, yes. So, you’ve heard about the trip?”

      “I overheard my uncle talking about it last night. He’s one of the city council members.”

      “Oh. What was he saying?”

      “Some interesting stuff. He mentioned your parents. Can you meet me somewhere?”

      “You want to meet up? With me?” I asked, totally blown away. Part of me wanted to squeal with joy. I mean I’m not going to lie… he’s very cute. Another part of me was wondering if he was going to include me in something diabolical. Something that would get us both in trouble.

      Blayze leaned closer to the monitor and lowered his voice. “I need to talk to you about something. It’s important. Very important.”

      “Oh. Okay. Where do you want to meet?”

      He looked at his watch. “Get on the next sky-bus leaving your building. Number Eight.”

      I was going to ask him how he knew what number I’d be on when I remembered that his ex-girlfriend, Emily, used to live in the same building as me. At least I think she had. “Okay.”

      “My stop is the second one after yours. If I’m right, the bus should be pulling up to your building in… about fifteen minutes.”

      “I think you’re right,” I said. “I’d better get over there before I miss it. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Wait… Alex, whatever you do, don’t tell anyone that you’re meeting me. Not even your parents. Promise me?”

      I wasn’t sure why he was acting so Cloak & Dagger, but it gave me the chills. “Okay. No problem. See you soon.”

      He nodded and ended the transmission.

      Excited, I pulled on my running shoes and grabbed my backpack, which had my portable oxygen tank and mask. The sky-bus boarding stations were all indoors, but my parents always insisted that I never go anywhere without the tank. Just in case the sky-bus broke down, or there was some other kind of emergency.

      “I heard voices. Who were you talking to?” asked my mom, who was standing in doorway.

      “Just a friend from school.” I smirked. “What, are you spying on me now?”

      Her eyes widened. “No, of course not.  I just overheard you talking to a guy in your bedroom. I was just curious. Have you met someone special?”

      I laughed. “No. It was just someone from school,” I said, walking toward her. “No biggie. Where’s Jimmy? It’s been way too quiet around here.”

      My younger brother, Jimmy, was nine and usually the one spying on me. He liked to pretend that he was some kind of space-ranger and I was an alien life-form that that he was stalking. I once caught him planting a small microphone in my room and chewed him out, making sure that he understood how much I needed my privacy. It didn’t stop him from using his invisible ray-guns on me whenever he felt the urge. It was usually pretty annoying, but he hadn’t been bugging me for the last couple of days, which wasn’t like him.

      “He’s playing with Steven again. He’s supposed to be back for dinner.”

      Steven lived in the pod below ours and they’d been friends for years.

      “You know, Jimmy is going to be lost without Steven,” I said. “And vice-versa.”

      “Unlike you, your brother is excited about the trip. He’s driving me crazy with questions about the planet.”

      “I bet. He’s a space-ranger, right?”

      “Exactly. So, where are you going?” she asked, nodding toward my backpack as I stepped around her and headed toward the doorway.

      “Just out. I’ll be back later.”

      “Just out?” she repeated, following me. “Out where?”

      “Probably to the mall. Since there aren’t going to be any of them on Planet Z. I thought I’d do some shopping. Is that okay?”

      “Of course. When are you going to be home?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make it back before curfew.”

      “What about dinner?”

      “I’ll just grab a bite to eat there.”

      She sighed. “Okay, just be careful. Your tank is full, right?”

      I laughed. “Of course. Mom, I’m eighteen. I can take care of myself. You’re acting like I’ve never went anywhere alone before.”

      “I just get worried about you,” she said, smiling.

      “Well, don’t,” I answered, opening the door. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Contact me if you need anything!” she called as I hurried down the hallway.

      I waved my hand and turned the corner to the elevators. Fortunately, someone was just getting off on my floor, so I slipped inside and pushed the button to head down to the Mezzanine. When it closed, I stared at my eyes in the mirror and sighed. I’d forgotten to put my dark blue contacts back in. The ones that made me look halfway normal.

      My real eyes had a purplish hue, unlike anyone else’s. I wasn’t born with that way, however. Apparently, when I was a baby, I’d developed some kind of virus that had left me nearly blind. Fortunately, one of the surviving scientists had been able to repair my sight, but something had happened during surgery. Something that permanently changed my irises. My mother had said that it had been because of some new laser they’d used. The latest and greatest in technology for correcting vision and blindness at that time. The machine was also capable of giving the patient any color eye they wanted. Any at all. Although my parents had wanted my real color to stay blue, a different color code had been programmed into the machine in error. When the operation was over, I had eyes like no other, and there wasn’t really anything they could do about it. Apparently, a second surgery would have been too risky and my parents didn’t want to take any more chances with my eyes.

      When I was growing up, I didn’t know any better and my parents never made a big deal about my eyes. I assumed that there were others who had the same color and had actually thought my eyes were pretty. It wasn’t until I started going to school that I found out how different my irises were compared to everyone else’s, and became self-conscious. Especially when other kids pointed them out and made a big deal out of them.  Then, one day, a couple of boys had teased me so much that I couldn’t take it anymore. They’d called me weird, even telling me that I was an alien from another planet. I hid my tears, but that night, I begged my parents to do something about them so I no longer felt like such a freak. My mother had protested, telling me they were beautiful and to not be ashamed, but… she eventually relented. The next week, they brought me to a lab where I was fitted with colored contacts. I began wearing them right away and even made up a story about waking up with blue eyes whenever someone asked what happened. I’d been wearing them for seven years, and this would be the first time since I’d gotten the contacts that I’d be out in public without them. Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough time to do anything about it.

      When the elevators opened up, I walked quickly to the sky-bus station. There were two other people waiting for it – an old man and a woman close to my mother’s age. I quickly averted my eyes when the old man glanced at me, and walked over to the large window of glass. He was nice and I’d talked to him before, but I was in no mood to socialize. In fact, I found myself getting more and more anxious about my meeting with Blayze.

      Don’t tell anyone that you’re meeting me…

      I wondered what that was all about and if it had to do with the Isolation Precinct. Maybe he wanted to finally confide in someone?

      But why me?
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      The sky-bus pulled up two minutes later, and I took a seat in the back. After setting my backpack on the seat next to mine, I ran my fingers through my hair, wondering if I looked like a total wreck. Then I thought about my makeup. I’d taken out my contacts, but hadn’t removed any eyeliner or mascara. I wondered if it was smeared under my lashes. It wasn’t like we were meeting for a date or anything, but I didn’t want him to think I was a slob. I rubbed my index finger under both eyes, but didn’t see any traces of black. Satisfied, I sat back and watched as we stopped at the next building and more passengers boarded. I recognized one of the guys, Dave Blanchet, who was a year younger than me, and our eyes met. I quickly looked out the window, ignoring him. Thankfully, he sat down a few seats in front of me and didn’t make any comments about my purple eyes.

      The sky-bus took off again and I knew the next stop would be Blayze’s. I sat up straighter as we drew closer to his building, my stomach feeling jittery. I wasn’t exactly sure why I was getting so nervous, but I found myself tapping my foot as the bus came to complete stop. I watched as the passengers began to board, expecting to see Blayze’s familiar face. When he didn’t get on, I stood up and rushed to the front of the sky-bus.

      “Did you want to get off?” asked the driver.

      I searched for Blayze in the terminal, but couldn’t find him.

      “Miss?” asked the driver. “Are you staying or going?”

      I bit my lower lip and made a quick decision. “I’m getting off,” I said, feeling as if it was the right thing to do.

      He opened up the door again. “Watch your step.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, getting off.

      The door closed and as the bus started leaving the terminal, I realized that I’d forgotten my backpack.

      “Oh, no,” I groaned, closing my eyes. “Crap, crap, crap.”

      “What’s wrong, dear?” asked the voice of an elderly woman.

      I opened my eyes and looked at her. She was sitting in one of the chairs and knitting something a pale blue color. “I forgot something on the bus.”

      Her mouth opened up as she stared at my face. “My goodness, what’s going on with your eyes?”

      I quickly looked away. “Nothing.”

      “I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” said the woman. “I think they’re lovely.”

      I looked back at her. She had kind eyes and a warm smile. I could tell that she was being sincere. “Thanks,” I replied softly.

      “Extraordinary,” she said, squinting. “Are those contact lenses? They really stand out.”

      “Uh, yeah,” I lied, relieved that she’d given me the idea. I laughed nervously. “Everyone thinks they’re real, but they aren’t.”

      She began to knit again. “I’m sure they do. They do look very exotic, I must say.”

      I nodded and sighed as I thought about the oxygen tank. They weren’t cheap and I knew my mother was going to kill me when she found out I’d lost it.

      As if reading my mind, the old woman began talking again. “If you’ve forgotten something on that last bus, it will be around again in about an hour. If you have time to wait for it?”

      “I guess I’m going to have to,” I said, looking around and then down the hallway. There was still no sign of Blayze. I wondered if he’d gotten on the last bus instead.

      “You don’t live in this building, do you?” she asked, looking up at me again.

      “No. I was supposed to meet a friend.”

      “Oh? Someone from here?”

      Blayze’s warning flashed through my head. I wasn’t to mention his name to anyone. “No,” I lied once again. “Actually, I think I may have gotten off on the wrong stop.”

      “Who were you supposed to meet?” she asked. “Maybe I know the person?”

      She was asking a lot of questions, but something told me that she was just lonely and looking for company.  The fact that she was sitting in the sky-bus terminal, knitting and drinking something out of a mug, made me believe that she spent a lot of time here.

      “Dear?”

      “Oh,” I laughed nervously, my mind racing. I decided to just continue with the lies. “It was a girl from school. Shelly Wong.”

      “Hmm… I guess I don’t know anyone by that name and I really do know quite a few people living in this building.”

      Shelly Wong was in my Economics class. I wasn’t sure which pod building she lived in, however.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll just see her in school tomorrow.”

      “Would you like to come upstairs and use my tele-communicator?”

      “No,” I replied quickly. “It’s okay.”

      “Are you sure? It’s no trouble.”

      “I’m sure, but thank you,” I said, watching as a couple got off the elevator nearby. They were both wearing shorts and carrying tennis rackets, obviously heading to the indoor fitness center. “She’s probably not home anyway. I’m sure we just missed each other.”

      “Don’t you have a cell phone?”

      Of course I did. In my backpack. I smiled weakly. “It’s on the bus, too.”

      She chuckled and shook her head. “My, it’s not your day, is it?”

      “Not so much.”

      “You know, I have a cell phone that you can use,” she said, opening up her purse. She pulled it out. “Would you like to use it?”

      “I don’t have her phone number memorized,” I replied. “It’s just programmed in there, you know?”

      “I understand. Well, if you change your mind, I live just down the hallway and you can try her on the tele-communicator. I may be a stranger, but I don’t bite.”

      I laughed.

      She stared at me for a few seconds and smiled again. “My name is Ellie, by the way.”

      “Thanks, Ellie,” I answered, not giving her my name. I turned and looked down the Mezzanine hallway. “You know, I think I’m going to use the restroom.”

      “Go ahead. You know where it is,” she said, going back to her knitting. “They’re all the same.”

      All of the buildings were identical. Each had a fitness center, a small library, and public restrooms.

      “I’ll be back,” I said, walking away. I turned the corner, but instead of going into the restroom, I headed to the main part of the building where I knew that there would be a tenant list. When I saw the Watkins’ pod number listed, number forty-six, I sighed in relief. I was definitely in the right building.

      So, where was Blayze?

      I chewed on my lower lip, wondering if I should dial up his pod. I could pretend I was someone else if one of his parents answered.

      Sighing, I picked up the telephone, punched in the number to his pod, and waited. After a few seconds, a woman’s voice answered.

      I cleared my throat and found myself talking in a strange voice. Almost shrill. “Uh, yes… is Blayze home?”

      “No,” answered the woman. She paused. “Who is this?”

      “A friend from school. I’ll just talk to him tomorrow.”

      “He won’t be in school tomorrow, I’m afraid.” she said in a troubled voice. “Maybe I can relay a message to him?”

      “Why isn’t he going to be in school?” I asked, thinking out loud.

      She didn’t say anything.

      “Is he sick?”

      A man got on the phone. “You’re calling for Blayze? Why don’t you come on up here and we’ll talk about it?”

      Talk about it?

      Something didn’t feel right. Couldn’t they just give me a straight answer without inviting me upstairs to talk about it? “I’m sorry. I really have to get going,” I said quickly and then noticed the camera pointed at me. I groaned inwardly, wondering how I could be so stupid. I’d forgotten all about the security system and they probably knew who I really was now.

      “We weren’t aware that you and Blayze were friends,” the man said. “You’re Alexandra Logan, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, I am, but we’re not really close friends,” I stammered. “I… we… we’re lab partners and I couldn’t find my notes for a test we’re taking next week. I was in the neighborhood and just thought I’d stop by to see if he could share his with me.”

      “You can come up and look through his school things,” said the man brightly. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

      Something deep in my gut told me not to go to their pod. I wasn’t even sure why. “It’s okay,” I said, forcing a smile. “In fact, I think I remember where mine are now. I’m almost positive, actually. Wow, what a relief.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I looked at my watch. “Yes. It’s getting late, anyway and I have to catch the sky-bus. Let him know that I stopped by?”

      “Of course,” he replied. “Are you sure you don’t want to just come up and copy his notes? In case you don’t find yours? Why make a wasted trip?”

      “No, I’m pretty sure I know where I left them. Anyway,” I laughed nervously, “I really need to get going. My mom’s going to be angry if I don’t make it home for dinner.”

      “I understand,” he said, sounding a little distracted. “Maybe, another time?”

      “Yes. Of course. Well, goodbye,” I said, hanging up before he tried getting me to come upstairs again.

      Ellie was gone when I returned to the terminal, although her knitting items were still lying on the chair. I walked over to the large glass panel and noticed that another sky-bus was headed toward us. I decided to just go home and worry about my oxygen tank later. I knew that I could call the lost-and-found in the morning.

      “Oh, you’re back,” said Ellie.

      I turned around and noticed that she was limping slightly. She was a small woman, definitely under five-feet, and walked with a cane. “Yes.”

      “We must have missed each other near the bathrooms,” she said, settling back into the chair.

      I smiled sheepishly. “Actually, I took a wrong turn on the way back. Silly me.”

      She laughed. “You sound like me. I’m always forgetting things or getting lost. In fact, what did you say your name was?”

      “Alex.”

      Her dark watery eyes widened. “Alex? Your parents gave you a boy’s name? You’re too pretty to be named after a boy.”

      I laughed. “Thanks, Ellie. Actually, it’s short for Alexandra. Everyone calls me Alex, though.”

      She tilted her head, studying me. “I’m sorry, but I like your full name better. I’m Ellie,” she repeated.

      I chuckled. “Nice to meet you, Ellie.”

      “You too, dear. Oh, here comes your bus,” she said, waving her needle. “You’d better get moving.”

      “I’d better. Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye,” she replied as the bus stopped in front of the terminal.

      I waited for a couple of passengers to get off and then I hurried onto the bus, taking a seat in the middle. I sat back and stared out the window toward the building. I could see that Ellie was now talking to a man. I watched as she motioned toward the sky-bus and the stranger turned to look. The windows were tinted but I almost felt as if he could see me as clearly as I could see him. As he stared, it dawned on me that he had the same facial features as Blayze, and that it had to be his father. I sunk deeper into the seat, feeling my heart beat faster as he turned around and headed toward the bus entrance.

      What in the heck is he doing?

      Fortunately, we pulled away from the building before he caught the attention of the driver. As the sky-bus sped away, I let out a sigh of relief, feeling as if I’d just avoided something… bad.
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      When I arrived home, both of my parents were sitting in the kitchen, eating and talking. When they noticed me, they both stopped their conversation.

      “You’re back earlier than I thought you’d be,” said my mother. She was dressed in her usual workout attire, which consisted of a dark orange T-shirt and shorts.

      I shrugged. “Our plans fell through. Sorry, but, I… I lost my backpack on the bus.”

      “We know,” replied mom. “The sky-bus company called us. They’re having someone drop it off here before curfew.”

      “That’s nice of them,” I said, relieved.

      “They know how important the oxygen tank is,” she said in a stern voice. “As do you.”

      I laughed nervously. “Yeah. I know. I’m sorry. It really was an accident.”

      She sighed. “I’m sure it was. Just be happy that nobody stole it. We don’t have time to get you a new one.”

      “She wouldn’t have needed a new one, anyway” replied my dad, grinning. “Planet Z is brimming with oxygen.”

      “So they say,” she said and then looked at my dad. “We’d better tell her.”

      “Tell me what? What’s going on?” I asked.

      His smile widened. “We have exciting news. We’re leaving tomorrow instead of next week.”

      I stared at him in shock. “For Planet ‘Z’?”

      Nodding, he took a sip of coffee and set the cup back down. “Yes. Isn’t it great news?”

      “How can you say that? And how can you expect me to be ready by tomorrow?” I cried, my eyes filling with tears. “I mean, seriously?”

      “It’s short notice,” admitted my mother. “We know… but they want us to move quickly. Apparently, the team that’s out there now is in need of supplies. They can’t wait until next week.”

      My eyes widened. “And so we have to leave tomorrow? Can’t they send another ship out there?”

      “Calm down, young lady. Look, it would cost us valuable resources to make an extra trip,” replied my father. “They won’t send another ship just for supplies.”

      I stared at him through frustrated tears. He just didn’t get it. “Calm down? It’s easy for you to say. You’re not leaving all of your friends. That was bad enough, but now I don’t even get a chance to say ‘goodbye’ to them properly.”

      “We’re sorry, honey,” said Mom softly. “I know it’s hard. I wish there was something we could do to make things easier, but we have no choice in the matter either.”

      I brushed the tears away from my eyes.

      “Are you going to be okay?” asked Dad.

      “I have no choice. I have to be, don’t I?” I said stiffly.

      They both looked at each other and I knew what they were thinking. That I was being selfish. I guess I was, but I couldn’t help it. I had been looking forward to spending time with my friends over the weekend. Now, I’d be lucky to ever see them again. I felt sick to my stomach. “What time are we leaving?”

      “They’re sending a shuttle for us around six a.m.,” he said, standing up. “Which reminds me, I’m going to find out where Jimmy is. We need to gather his things and pack them, too. Lord knows if we forget one of his Martian toys, we’ll never hear the end of it. Where is he?”

      “He’s at Steven’s,” said my mother. “I told you that twice already.”

      “Oh, you did? Sorry, my mind has been on the trip.”

      “Of course,” answered Mom as he squeezed her shoulder and headed toward the sink. “We all know how excited you are.” She turned to me. “Your father has been talking nonstop about the planet. I’m pretty sure he’s going to kiss the ground the moment he steps onto it.”

      He laughed. “Maybe. If it’s everything they’re saying it is, I might strip and run through the woods like a wild dog being set free.”

      “You’re so weird,” I said, now grinning despite my frustration. It was no use taking it out on them, I decided. It wouldn’t change anything and they were also at the mercy of the council members. I looked at my mom. “And please, if you see him do that, don’t tell me about it. I’ll never be able to sleep at night again.”

      She chuckled. “Believe me, if he does that, I don’t think I want to know about it either.”

      “Oh, you’ll know about it because you’ll be running right beside me,” he said, washing out his coffee cup. “Breathing in fresh, clean air. Heck, we might even be able to do some swimming. I heard that the water is so clean that you can almost see your feet, even when you’re chin-deep. ”

      “Is it drinkable?” I asked, intrigued. I’d never been in a lake or river before, and from what I heard, the ocean was hundreds of miles away.

      “Absolutely,” he said, grinning.

      “Are there fish?” I asked, as he walked back to the table.

      “Plenty, and many of them edible, they say. Can you imagine?” he said, looking at my mom, a wistful look on his face. “Cooking fresh fish? I can remember my mother frying some in a pan a few times, when we were little. I think it was salmon or trout.”

      “How did your parents manage to get fish?” she asked. “Even back then it was terribly hard to come by.”

      “My father knew someone, who knew someone. Once in a while, he’d bring us home some fillets after work.” He sighed. “It was incredible. So tender and delicious, the meat would just melt in your mouth. These days I wouldn’t touch a fish on this planet without steel gloves.”

      “There are no fish anymore, period,” I said, sighing.

      “Which is just one more reason to study this new planet and hope for the best,” said my mom. “I have a really good feeling about this trip, Paul,” she said, beaming up at him. “I think our findings are going to be conclusive with the other teams and we’ll finally get the miracle we’ve been hoping for.”

      “I think you’re right. It’s why I don’t mind leaving earlier. I doubt I’ll even be able to sleep tonight,” he answered, sounding giddy again.

      “Good. Maybe I won’t have to hear you snore,” she replied.

      His face drooped. “Is it really that bad?”

      “Only when it makes me move to the couch.”

      “Why don’t you wake me when I’m snoring too loudly?”

      “I’ve tried, but you fall right back asleep and start sawing wood again,” she said. “Listen, honey, don’t worry about it. I know you can’t help it.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “It must be my allergies again.”

      “Maybe you’ll be able to breathe better on Planet Z?” said my mother.

      He smiled. “I would imagine so. Well, I’ll be back in a jiffy. I’ll bring Jimmy home and give him the good news. I have a feeling he’s going to be even more excited than anyone.”

      “He’s already packed most of his things,” she said. “So, he’s going to be thrilled when he hears the news.”

      “A chip off the old block,” he replied.

      She stood up as he left us alone in the kitchen. “I’m going downstairs to run on the treadmill. Do you want to join me?”

      Normally, I enjoyed running. She and I were both kind of weird like that. Dad worked out too, but he forced himself to do it, grumbling the entire time.

      “I’m hungry,” I said. “I’ll probably get my run in after I grab a bite to eat.”

      She walked to the sink and scraped what was left on her plate into the garbage disposal. “Sounds good,” she said, turning on the water. “Don’t take too long. We have to pack.”

      I frowned. “Yes, yes. I know.”

      “Cheer up,” she said, smiling over at me. “It’s not like we’re leaving your friends forever. You’ll see them soon and they’re going to applaud you for finding them a much more desirable place to live.”

      “Right. I can hear the applause already,” I replied dryly.

      “No. They will. Believe me,” she said, grabbing a bottle of water. “This mission is a game-changer, sweetie. For all of us. And, you’re lucky enough to be involved with a plan to benefit all of our futures. Someday, your name will be in history books. And the new planet will provide us with the trees to create them.”

      “Right,” I answered as she left the kitchen. I didn’t care if my name was going to be in history books. All I really wanted was to see it listed on the graduation roster before accepting my diploma, like everyone else in my class. Not only would I miss the graduation ceremony, I’d also miss all of the festivities that went along after it. From what I heard, it was one of the best nights in a graduate’s life. The school threw a huge party and went all out, even providing live entertainment. This year, we were supposed to have a real band, not just recorded music. Today, at school, my friend Becca had mentioned that she’d heard a rumor that Raven Blackwood, who had graduated two years before, was going to be the one singing. Raven Blackwood! Not only did he have an awesome voice, but he was totally hot. And I was going to miss his performance. It just didn’t seem fair.

      Feeling more miserable than ever, I ate and then went into my room to see if there were any messages from Blayze on the tele-communicator. Not seeing anything, I decided to forget about him. He obviously had more demons to conquer and I didn’t have the time to get involved.
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      “It’s me again, Eej.” I yawned. “It’s about seven-forty-five in the morning, and we’ve just boarded the ship, the U.S. Eagle. My brother and I are sharing quarters, which is kind of lame, but from what I’ve been told, there are nine other families staying on the ship with us, so we have no choice. Most of the others are part of the research team and the rest are crew members. Anyway, I don’t have much to say other than that I really wish I was back at home, asleep in my own bed…”

      I paused as Jimmy walked into the room with my dad. His face was flushed and his eyes sparkled with excitement.

      “Alex, I just got a tour of the ship. I even got to meet the captain. He said that we could check out the flight-deck later and he might let me push one of the buttons! Do you want to see the cafeteria? They have real bacon and eggs in the buffet line!”

      “A buffet line, huh? That’s pretty cool,” I replied, turning off the Ejournal. I yawned again. “I’m tired. Maybe later.”

      “Our quarters are right next to yours,” said Dad. “Let me know when you want to have a look around.”

      “I can show her around, Dad,” said Jimmy.

      “I don’t want either of you wandering around the ship by yourselves,” he replied.

      “Why?” I asked. “It’s not like we’re going to get lost.”

      The ship was close to seven hundred meters long and five hundred meters wide. Although it was impressively big, only a moron could get lost with all of the directories and personnel wandering around.

      “That’s not the point. Some of the laboratories on the ship are off-limits, and I don’t want you getting into any trouble.”

      “Why?” I said. “I thought all of the testing was going to be done on the planet.”

      “Yes, but the lab equipment is very expensive. They don’t want anyone breaking anything or wandering off with something from one of the labs.”

      “Dad, it will be fine,” replied my brother. “The labs are all locked up and there are warning signs all over the place. I just want to show her where the cafeteria is Oh, and the entertainment area.” He turned to me. “They have a movie room with a huge screen. We can watch almost any of the old movies that we want! Isn’t that cool?”

      That sounded interesting. I hadn’t seen a movie in such a long time. In fact, they were no longer made.  From what I understood, before the war, people were so obsessed with movies and what was on television, that they would plan activities around their favorite shows, sometimes even throwing parties. If they missed anything, they would tape the shows or rent videos, so as not to miss out on anything. Although some families still had viewed old movies or sitcoms from the earlier part of the century, my parents didn’t allow us to. They said that television made your mind weak and if we wanted to escape from reality for a couple of hours, that reading was our only option. I had to admit, the idea of seeing a movie was exciting. Reading was okay, but there was nothing like catching a glimpse of the past in a movie.

      “Yeah, that is cool. We’ll have to check it out later.”

      Dad looked around. “So, what do you think of your cabin?”

      “It’s okay.” There wasn’t much to it. A metal bunk-bed, a desk with a chair, two chests, and a bathroom that Jimmy and I would have to share.

      He sighed and looked at his watch. “We’re going to be leaving Earth in exactly forty minutes. I’m going to check on your mother and then we’ll find our seats for take-off in the Departure Station. I don’t want either of you leaving this room beforehand.”

      “Awesome!” said Jimmy.  “I can’t believe it. I’ve never left any planet before.”

      I had once, I guess. It was when I was six. It had been a short mission, and the only thing I really remembered was getting sick to my stomach during the flight because I’d been so nervous. This time I wasn’t nervous, only depressed. My friends and I had said our ‘goodbyes’ last night over the tele-communicator, and by the time I was done contacting each of them, I’d been bawling my eyes out. Each one of them had been excited for me, but it didn’t change the fact that I still wanted nothing more than to stay and finish up the school year.

      Dad smiled. “You’re going to love the take-off. It’s exhilarating. Isn’t it, pumpkin?”

      He hadn’t called me that for so long, it made me smile. “Uh, I don’t know about exhilarating.”

      His smile fell. “Oh, that’s right. You get motion sickness, don’t you?”

      “Something like that. Mom gave me something to help, though. I suppose I’d better take it.”

      “Yeah, you’d better. Okay, I’ll see you two soon,” he said, walking toward the doorway. “Make sure all your luggage is fastened down.”

      “It already is,” said Jimmy, climbing above me to the top bunk. “We’re all set, I think.”

      “Good. I’ll be back shortly,” he said, leaving us.

      “So, the ship is great, huh?” I asked Jimmy, standing up.

      “It’s awesome! I can’t wait until we lift off.”

      “You’re not even a little bit nervous?”

      He looked at me like I was crazy. “No. Are you?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      He sighed and bit the side of his lip. “Actually, don’t say anything, but I’m a little freaked out, too.”

      I bit back a smile. He’d been acting so courageous and matter-of-fact about the entire mission that it had seemed a little strange. Jimmy usually was timid about trying new things and this was something that over-shadowed every new thing he’d ever tried. “It’s okay. You’re supposed to be a little nervous. I’m sure Mom and Dad are even a little anxious about the mission.”

      “No way. Not Dad. I’ve never seen him so happy.”

      I smirked. “True. He was even singing this morning when he was shaving. I could hear him all the way down the hallway. Normally he’s complaining about the razor being too dull.”

      “Do you remember much about the last mission?” he asked, resting his cheek against his hand.

      I shoved the Ejournal into my suitcase and zipped it up. “Not really. Just bits and pieces. It obviously didn’t work out.”

      “The planet was a dud?”

      “I guess so. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be on our way to Planet Z, right?”

      He nodded. “I guess. Why do they call it Planet Z? I keep forgetting to ask Dad.”

      I walked over to one of the chests and opened the top drawer, just to see if there was anything inside. There was nothing but a small, black Bible. I closed the drawer and checked the ones underneath. Empty. “I’m thinking because it’s the last letter of the alphabet, it’s our last option.”

      “What do you mean by last option?”

      I sighed. “There is no other planet that comes close to the kind that we need to live on. This is it, basically.”

      “So, if this planet doesn’t work, we’re all doomed?” he asked, looking more amused than frightened. Like most kids, Jimmy didn’t worry about the far-off future. Just tomorrow or next week.

      “I’m not sure. You’ll have to ask our parents about it,” I said softly, suddenly feeling a little freaked out by the idea. Even though my parents felt pretty confident about the planet, the truth was, even they didn’t know for sure. It was one of the reasons we were on the mission.

      The door opened and Dad stuck his head in. “Ready? We need to prepare for lift-off.”

      Jimmy climbed down from the bunk-bed and we followed Dad out into the hallway, where our mother was also waiting.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked her, noticing that her face was pale and her eyes were shiny.

      She laughed. “Nothing. Just nerves.”

      “You aren’t the only one with a weak stomach,” said Dad, putting his arm around her shoulders. “She got sick and we haven’t even left the ground yet.”

      “You puked, Mom?” said Jimmy.

      Yes. I’m feeling much better, though.”

      “Good,” replied Dad, “because you’ll be in orbit for the next few days. You brought enough motion-sickness medicine?”

      “I hope so,” she said.

      As we began walking toward the Departure Station, other people joined us in the hallway.

      “Hello, Mary. Paul,” said an older man dressed in a white lab uniform. He was bald with a gray goatee and a cast on his arm.

      Jimmy and I moved aside so he could walk closer to our parents.

      “George,” said Dad, slowing down. “Good to see you.”

      “Hey, George. How’s your arm?” asked our mother.

      “Almost fully healed,” he replied, moving it around. “The bone has already fused back together. Should be back to normal by tomorrow.”

      “Glad to hear,” said Dad. “How did it happen again?”

      “I don’t rightly recall. Hit my head, too, I guess. Seems like I keep losing my memory.”

      “Tell me about it,” said Dad. “It’s because we’re getting old.”

      “I’m getting old, not you,” replied George.

      “Nonsense,” said Mom. “We all are. Hopefully this new planet will help to make us feel younger, though.”

      “I hear that,” said George, laughing.

      They talked more about Planet Z and I tuned them out, wondering if there was a way we’d be able to return earlier than six months.

      “Jimmy!” hollered a boy from behind us.

      My brother turned around and winced. “Great,” he mumbled. “Bruce Conway.”

      I looked over my shoulder and saw a burly-looking blonde kid wearing a smirk. “Who’s Bruce Conway?”

      “A jerk,” replied Jimmy, looking cross.

      Bruce caught up with us and wrapped his arm around Jimmy’s neck in a playful head-lock. He rubbed his knuckle against the top of his head. “What’s up, Logan?”

      “Knock it off, Bruce,” he said, trying to untangle him. “That hurts.”

      Clenching my teeth, I fought back an urge to separate them myself, but I knew it would be bad for Jimmy. He didn’t need his sister defending him.

      “Chill out,” laughed Bruce, dropping his arm. “I’m just messing with you. Don’t be a pansy.”

      “Whatever,” he muttered back, rubbing his skull.

      “I didn’t know your family was part of this mission,” said Bruce.

      Jimmy didn’t say anything. I could tell from his expression that there was a reason he hadn’t told Bruce.

      “You two in the same class?” I asked as we continued down the corridor, Jimmy ignoring the other boy and making it a little awkward.

      “Yeah,” said Bruce. “Who are you?”

      “I’m his sister,” I replied, noting that Bruce, who was picking his nose, was even more annoying than I initially thought.

      He stared at the booger and when he noticed that I was watching him, flicked it away. “That’s right.” He rubbed his hand on his pants, making me grimace. “I think I heard that before. What’s your name? Al or something? Why’d your parents give you a boy’s name, anyway?”

      “It’s Alex,” I corrected.

      “Which is short for Alexandra,” said Jimmy in a tight voice.

      “Whatever. Anyway, this is cool. Now I have someone to hang out with on this lame mission,” he answered, looking at Jimmy. “Seems like there aren’t many other kids around.”

      “Let me get this straight, you want to hang out with me?” he replied, looking horrified.

      He shrugged. “Yeah, I mean… I know we didn’t get along back in school, but this is different. What do you say, Logan? Let bygones-be-bygones?”

      “Sure. I guess,” he answered, forcing a smile. “I mean, if you really want to hang out, we can.”

      “Sweet,” said Bruce, holding out his knuckles. “To new starts, bro.”

      Jimmy tapped them with his. “Yeah. New starts,” he repeated.

      I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say anything. It was obvious that whatever crap Bruce put my brother through in school had been pretty bad, but Jimmy was willing to let it go. Or maybe he just didn’t want Bruce to terrorize him in space. Whatever the case, I decided to keep any eye on their newfound relationship. I really had nothing better to do anyway.

      When we entered the Departure Station, Dad led us over to our containment chairs, seats fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine, and sixty, which was in section “B.” There were four sections, and ours faced section “D.”

      “Sixteen minutes until lift-off,” said a pleasant sounding female voice. “Prepare for ascent.”

      “Who is that?” asked Jimmy.

      “It’s the ship’s computer,” said Dad.

      “She’s not real?” he asked.

      “Believe me… she’s real. Just not human,” he said in a low voice.

      “Good morning, Doctor Logan,” said the computer, sounding almost amused. This time the voice was right next to us.

      “Good morning, Gwen,” he replied with a half-smile. “How are things going?”

      “From the information I’ve gathered, everything is going as coordinated. Please prepare for lift-off, Logan family.”

      “We most certainly will,” he said.

      We began to strap ourselves in as “Gwen” reminded everyone that we had only fifteen minutes before lift-off.

      Dad checked Jimmy’s chair. “Your seatbelt needs to be tighter than this,” he said, adjusting it. “We don’t need you falling out and getting hurt.”

      “I thought you could hardly feel any G-force acceleration on the ship,” he replied.

      “You do when we first lift off and that’s why you need to be strapped down securely, son. The rest of the flight will be a breeze, however,” he said with a reassuring smile.

      “Yeah, why do you think I got sick to my stomach?” I said, lying back against the cushioned seat after securing my own lock. I closed my eyes and sighed. “These are a lot more comfortable than what I remember, though.”

      “Seat sixty, secure,” said the computer, its voice now near my ear.

      Dad stepped back from Jimmy’s chair. “They made a lot of upgrades in the past decade. You’re good to go, too.”

      “Seat fifty-eight, secure,” verified the computer, through Jimmy’s console.

      “You okay, Mom?” I asked, noticing that she was unusually quiet. She was sitting between me and Jimmy, in seat fifty-nine.

      She looked at me and smiled. “Yes. Just tired.”

      “Your mom didn’t get a lot of sleep last night,” said Dad, now securing his own chair. “She was so worried we’d forget something.”

      “Let’s hope we didn’t,” she said, closing her eyes. “We can’t just turn around and go back for it.”

      There was a slight edge to her voice and I began to wonder if this trip wasn’t exactly a joyride for her, either. Of course, she believed it was our last hope to save the planet, so whatever she felt was overshadowed by the need to go through with it.

      “Hey… check it out,” said Jimmy.

      “What?” I asked, following his gaze to section D. When I saw who he was staring at, my eyes widened in shock.
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      “Isn’t that Blayze Watkins?” said Jimmy. “The guy who got busted breaking curfew a while back?”

      “Yes,” I replied, unable to stop gawking.

      Blayze, who faced us, was being assisted into one of the chairs by two of the ship’s officers. He seemed barely lucid. In fact, his head bobbed slowly up and then back down, as if he was trying to stay awake.

      “What’s wrong with him?” asked Jimmy. “He’s acting weird.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, biting my lower lip.

      “He’s probably been given some kind of relaxant,” said Mom, also staring at him.

      Jimmy frowned. “Why?”

      “Because flying freaks some people out,” she said, closing her eyes again. “Some, much more than others.”

      “I didn’t know Blayze’s family was even involved with this trip,” I said, watching as a man and woman sat down next to him and began buckling him up in the harness. Recognizing the man from Blayze’s building, I felt my stomach go sour. “Are those his parents?”

      “That’s actually Blayze’s uncle, Hamilton Watkins, and his assistant, Mara,” said Dad.

      “That’s weird,” I said.

      “Not really,” replied Dad, thinking that I was talking about Hamilton. “He’s on the council board. He probably wants to see Planet Z for himself. That tells you how important this mission is. Especially if he’s willing to stay there for six months.”

      “I heard Hamilton still has severe bouts of asthma,” said Mom. “He takes medication for it, but I’m sure the fresh air on the planet will do wonders for his lungs.”

      “I guess that I don’t get why Blayze is here,” I said, watching him sleep. “Why wouldn’t he stay with his parents?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Dad. “Maybe he has health issues, too?”

      “Do you know him?” asked Mom, staring at me.

      “Blayze? Not really,” I said.

      “I heard Blayze went nuts after they put him in one of those Isolation Cells,” said Jimmy.

      “Who told you that?” I asked, turning to him.

      “I think it was Bruce, actually,” he said. “In fact, I think he told the entire school.”

      I grunted. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “So, it’s not true?” he asked.

      “How should I know?” I replied quickly. “I barely know the guy.”

      “You don’t have him any classes?” asked Jimmy.

      “Yeah, but we don’t talk. We’re all there to learn,” I said, trying to keep a straight face.

      Mom snorted.

      Hamilton secured himself into the seat and then began looking around. When his eyes rested on me, he smiled slowly, and it gave me the chills. His expression said it all. I found you, and this time, you can’t get away.

      I looked away quickly.

      The computer spoke again, this time to let us know that everyone was secure and the flight crew was now preparing for lift-off.

      “Please remain seated until we are safely in orbit, and the seatbelt sign goes off,” reminded the computer in that pleasant voice of hers.

      Mom blew out a long breath.

      “Are you okay, honey?” asked Dad, looking at her with concern.

      “I’ll be fine. Once we’re in orbit.”

      I stole another glance at Blayze, who appeared to be out cold. I wasn’t sure why, but something about him being on the ship felt… off. He certainly hadn’t mentioned anything about it yesterday. Then there was that thing about having something urgent to tell me, but then not even showing up. My gut was definitely telling me that something wasn’t right.

      “Initializing launch protocols,” said the computer, as all of our chairs shifted until we were all facing the same way and staring up at the ceiling.

      “Cool,” said Jimmy as the white wall seemed to evaporate into glass and we were staring at the clouds above. “What happened to the ceiling?”

      “It’s a hologram,” replied Dad. “Of what the flight crew is seeing at the moment.”

      “So, the steel wall is still there?” said Jimmy.

      “Yeah. It’s not a window, but with projection, we can all experience the wonder of space travel, even though we’re not in the front of the ship. They say it helps with travel sickness, too. If not, there should be a throw-up bag in your chair.”

      Mom pulled a light blue bag out. “You should probably grab one just in case, Alex. You puked your guts out last time.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said tightly, wishing she wouldn’t have announced it to everyone on board.

      “Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she said.

      “What about that pill you gave me?” I said. “It should help, right?”

      “They don’t always work one-hundred percent,” said Dad. “Your mom took one and it’s obviously not helping her.”

      “Great,” I replied, grabbing a puke bag.

      The engines fired up and the computer rattled off a bunch of instructions, basically telling us to stay seated and to press the red button on the chair to get her attention if needed.

      “Holy cow, this is awesome,” squealed Jimmy, who was all smiles. He looked over at me. “Don’t you think this is cool?”

      “Sure,” I lied as the engine noises grew louder. “Good times. Good times.”

      He laughed. “Don’t worry. We’re going to be having a blast in a minute. A real blast, right dad?”

      “That’s right, son,” he replied, raising his thumb. “Good one.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You okay, Mom?” I asked, noticing the sweat near her temples.

      She smiled weakly. “Good times. Good times.”

      I laughed.

      “Ten seconds until launch,” said the computer. She began the countdown and I let out a ragged breath.
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      I thought I’d been prepared for take-off, but my stomach felt like it had stayed on the ground.

      “You okay?” asked Dad, obviously noticing my dismay.

      I nodded, even though I could feel a hint of stomach acid already tickling my tonsils. I was already queasy and we’d barely begun our trip.

      “Mary? You okay?” he asked, now looking over at her.

      Mom, who was gripping the armrests firmly, nodded quickly. She looked even worse than me.

      “Get ready, we’re leaving our planet’s atmosphere,” said Dad, staring at the screen in front of us with excitement.

      “Woo hoo!” laughed Jimmy as our ship propelled itself away from the Earth, gaining more speed. “This is the best thing ever!”

      “This isn’t even the half of it,” said Dad, smiling. “Wait until we go through the Wormhole to the Andromeda Galaxy. It’s truly a magnificent sight to behold. The lights and colors…. Hey, check that out!”

      My heart skipped a beat as I stared at what appeared to be an asteroid field, directly ahead of us.

      Dad bit his lower lip and smiled. “This should be interesting.”

      “Interesting?” I gasped as our ship moved toward it. “Don’t you mean crazy?”

      He looked over at me. “Don’t worry, honey. Our shields will protect us. I mean, in theory, we should come out of it fairly unscathed. If they’ve installed all of the upgrades, that is. I guess we’ll soon find out.”

      “You don’t know if they installed the upgrades?” I cried shrilly, now feeling like my heart was about to leap out of my chest.

      His eyes were wide. “I imagine they did. Although, we left earlier than originally scheduled. They might not have had the time.”

      “You’re kidding,” I snapped. “Shouldn’t they have made time?”

      “Seriously, Paul,” muttered Mom, rubbing her forehead. “Cut it out.”

      His face broke into a smile. “Okay, fine. I’m just messing with you. Of course they did! That’s why we’re heading straight for the asteroids. The crew knows what they’re doing. Now calm down. Everyone is looking at us.”

      I didn’t care. This was my life we were talking about. If they weren’t freaked out, that was their problem. “Wouldn’t it be safer to just go around them?” I asked, not amused.

      “You worry too much, Alex. Like I said, we’re protected by the shields and going through it will save time and fuel. It certainly is a massive one, isn’t it?” he replied, staring in wonder as we made our approach. The asteroid field seemed to go on for miles and miles. “Good thing we’re strapped in ‘cause this will certainly be one wild ride.”

      “This is totally awesome!” hollered Jimmy as the ship began dodging the giant boulders of destruction.

      “Oh, no,” moaned Mom, shoving the plastic puke bag to her face as we lurched to the left and then the right.

      I closed my eyes as she began to throw up, trying to block out the sounds that were threatening to make me join in. I could also hear other people around us, groaning and complaining. It wasn’t just me anymore.

      “This feels like we’re in the middle of a video game!” cried Jimmy as we continued to maneuver around the asteroids at unbelievable speeds.

      I opened my eyes and looked at him in disbelief. How in the world could he be enjoying this?

      “It sure does,” said Dad, also smiling from ear-to-ear. “We’re making good time, too. I’m pretty sure the end is near.”

      “I won’t disagree with that,” I muttered as we came inches from hitting an asteroid ten times the size of the ship. “The end of this life.”

      Mom snorted into her vomit bag.

      “Oh, my God!” I wailed as we clipped the side of an asteroid, and then another. Some of the other passengers also cried out in fright as the ship rocked back and forth from the impact. Fortunately, the flight crew regained control of the situation, and we leveled off.

      “This is Captain Blake,” said a man’s voice over the intercom system. “Sorry for the turbulence, folks. We should be nearing the end of the asteroid field in less than three minutes. Rest assured that we are in control of the situation and there is nothing to be alarmed of. The ship is equipped to handle much worse than this…”

      We hit another asteroid, causing the ship to rock even harder.

      There was a double-clicking noise on the intercom. “Good God, get control of this thing, Andrews,” ordered the voice, who evidently thought he’d turned off the speaker system. “We don’t need to cause pandemonium among the passengers. And don’t forget, Doranti is on board. She’s going to think we don’t know what we’re doing.”

      “Who’s Doranti?” I whispered.

      “Not sure,” said Dad quickly.

      “Idiots,” mumbled Mom, looking up.

      “Sir, the intercom light is still on,” replied a woman’s voice through the speaker.

      Captain Blake swore under his breath and then the intercom shut off.

      “Paul… is it really almost over?” mumbled Mom, her eyes shiny. “Can you tell?”

      “I think so. We had to slow down, but it can’t be too much longer,” he said as we dodged another close call.

      “Um, didn’t you say that this was an easier route?” I said, staring at the screen in horror as another menacing piece of debris tumbled toward us. “Really?”

      “I didn’t say easier,” he replied, as the ship jerked sharply to the left. “It’s more economical. But, we’re totally safe, sweetheart. Even if we hit a few asteroids along the way, we’ll be just fine. You heard the Captain. They have everything under control.”

      “Except for the intercom system,” I said dryly.

      “I don’t mind going through the asteroid field. It’s cool,” said Jimmy.

      “You’re demented,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “That’s not nice,” replied Dad. “He’s just having fun. Heck, this is fun. It’s like a carnival ride in space.”

      “Okay, I take that back. You’re both demented,” I said, scrunching down in my seat as we avoided another close collision.

      “Is it almost over?” asked Mom, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “My stomach can’t handle much more of this.”

      “Almost. Are you feeling any better?” asked Dad with a sympathetic smile.

      Instead of answering, she groaned and then began throwing up again.

      Her violent retches made the bile rise to the back of my throat, but luckily, I still didn’t puke. “Neither of us feel better, Dad,” I said, scowling at him.

      “Don’t look at me like this is my fault,” he said defensively. “I’m just along for the ride, too.”

      “Right,” I said dryly.

      He frowned.

      “Nobody is accusing you,” said Mom wearily.

      “I don’t know. Somebody needs to be blamed,” I muttered. “May as well be him.”

      He pursed his lips. “Alex, seriously, you must have woken up on the wrong side of the bed this morning. You’re being overly dramatic.”

      I stared at him incredulously. “You think that I’m freaking out about the asteroid storm because I’m crabby?”

      “Quit overreacting.” His eyes softened and he gave me a knowing smile. “Are you on your period? I know it can sometimes rule your emotions, which I realize isn’t your fault, honey.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “Oh, my God, Dad,” I whispered angrily. “Seriously?”

      “It would explain why you’re overly agitated at the moment,” he said. “Right, Mary?”

      Mom turned and glared at him, too. “Don’t pull the Period Card, Paul. She’s frightened, which is a normal reaction. Don’t blame it on female hormones.”

      “Sorry,” he said, looking defeated. “I just wanted everyone to enjoy this once-in-a-lifetime experience.”

      “There is nothing enjoyable about a deadly asteroid field,” I said.

      “Don’t worry, Dad,” said Jimmy. “I’m still enjoying it with you.”

      He smiled. “That-a-boy,” he said, holding up his fist.

      Jimmy knocked his knuckles against Dad’s.

      I shook my head and looked away.

      We rode out the rest of the asteroid field in silence. Fortunately, we didn’t clip anything else.

      “It’s over,” I told Mom.

      “Good,” she said, her voice shaky.

      “How fast do you think we’re going now?” asked Jimmy as the ship gained speed.

      “Pretty darn fast,” he said. “Now that they’ve finally gotten that new warp-drive installed, the journey shouldn’t take too long at all. In fact, if my calculations are correct, we should be hitting the wormhole in less than forty-eight hours.”

      “So, how long after that will we be in space?” I asked, feeling uneasy. I realized that now, I wanted nothing more than to plant my feet on Planet Z.

      “Just a couple,” he said. “Which is good because we need to get those supplies to the other scientists. From what I hear, they’re getting pretty desperate.”

      “What kind of supplies?” asked Jimmy.

      “Research equipment and some other things,” he said.

      “Like what?” asked Jimmy, always intrigued with science exploration. “Weapons? Did they meet any hostile beings on the planet, Dad?”

      Dad laughed. “Goodness, no.”

      “You did mention there were animals on the planet,” I asked.

      “Yes, there are. Many very similar to what we have had on Earth,” he replied. “Mammals, amphibians, reptiles, birds…”

      “Lions and tigers and bears?” I asked with a smirk.

      He grinned. “I believe they mentioned something about cat-like creatures, similar to the lynx.”

      “The lynx has been extinct for decades,” I said. “Along with almost every other wild animal.”

      “True and now you’ll get a chance to study real, living animals similar to the ones you’ve read about in school. They’re still wild and dangerous, however. So, you’re going to have to keep your distance,” he said.

      “You don’t have to warn me,” I replied. “I’m not going near anything without something to defend myself. You did mention we’d get phasers, right?”

      “Yep,” he said. “Just be careful with them. Especially you, Jimmy. They’re not toys.”

      “I know,” Jimmy said.

      “I’ll show you how they work again, after we land.”

      “Okay. What about bugs?” asked Jimmy. “Do they have any of them on the planet?”

      “Please say ‘no’,” I said.

      “Arthropods and other creepy-crawlies are a necessary part of the planet,” replied Dad. “And part of the food chain for the other animals. So expect to see a few of them.”

      “Cool. I love bugs,” said Jimmy. “Maybe we can catch some to study?”

      “Maybe. I’m with you, kiddo. I think they are pretty fascinating,” said Dad.

      I shuddered. “I beg to differ.”

      “I think it will be neat to see some alien bugs,” said Jimmy.

      As far as I was concerned, any bug was alien.

      I looked over at Dad. “Uh, I suppose some of them bite?”

      He shrugged. “I’m sure many of them do. Most of the researchers have been wearing protective suits, but from what I hear, they haven’t been a problem.”

      “That’s good,” I said, studying a small dark freckle on the top of my hand. It was shaped almost like a tiny ladybug “I’m not going anywhere without one of those suits, though.”

      “They’re mandatory,” he said. “Each of you will get your own.”

      “Cool. So, besides a few animals and some bugs, there is no real intelligent life?” asked Jimmy. “I mean, like us.”

      “No,” he said with a small smile. “No intelligent life. Not like us.”

      “No cavepeople?” said Jimmy.

      “Nope, no Cro-Magnons or Neanderthals spotted so far,” said Dad.

      “Oh… oh… oh… are there any dinosaurs?” Jimmy asked excitedly.

      Dad laughed. “No, thank goodness. Those would be a little harder to work around.”

      “So, no dinosaurs or anything remotely close to humans?” said Jimmy.

      “The planet is a relatively new one,” he replied. “It’s possible that it just hasn’t reached that point in evolution yet.”

      “Or, it’s possible that they haven’t located anyone yet,” said Jimmy with a gleam in his eyes. “They could be hiding out. Studying the scientists. Maybe even…. preparing for an attack.”

      “You and your wild imagination,” he said, smiling.

      “It could happen,” said Jimmy.

      “They’ve scoured the planet, searching for other forms of life, and haven’t found anything but the animals and insects,” he replied. “Anyway, it’s just like we told your sister, if there was any real danger to you kids, we wouldn’t have agreed to this mission.”

      “I thought it was mandatory,” I said.

      “What is mandatory is that we find a planet to replace ours,” he said evenly. “And this planet looks like a very good candidate. What’s bothering you, Jimmy?”

      I looked at my brother, who was obviously still thinking about an alien strike.

      “What if they’re cloaked behind some kind of invisible shield?” asked Jimmy. “Something we know nothing about. I mean, think about it. They could be hiding and waiting for the right opportunity to attack. Kind of like those Big Foots did, all those years ago.”

      “They never attacked,” I replied. “And, they never did find any proof that they even existed.”

      He raised his index finger. “Because they were smarter than we thought and never got caught.”

      “What do you know of Big Foot?” asked Dad, with an amused expression.

      “We’ve been learning about the old sightings in Biology class,” said Jimmy. “Some believe that they were actually aliens who were studying us.”

      Dad nodded. “Yes, I’ve read about the Sasquatches. They never found any conclusive evidence supporting that theory, or any other one linked to them.”

      “In other words, you don’t believe that they even existed?” he said.

      “I’m very skeptical, I must admit. Anyway, those sightings were before the war. None of them would be around, even if they had existed. And, if they were aliens, they’re long gone.”

      “Maybe they’ve returned to Planet Z,” I joked, wiggling my eyebrows at Jimmy.

      My brother’s eyes opened wide. “Maybe,” he agreed, the wheels turning in his head.
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      A short time later, we were allowed to get up and go back to our cabins. As Dad helped Jimmy get out of his chair, I watched as Blayze was led out of the room by his uncle, still looking disoriented.

      “When do we get to go through the Wormhole?” asked Jimmy, as we followed the others out into the hallway.

      “Like I said, another couple of days,” said Dad, who was walking in front of us.

      “Cool. I can’t wait!” he said.

      “Do we need to be strapped in again?” I asked.

      “Yes,” said Mom, who was also in front of us. “Although, I might stay in our cabin, for my dignity’s sake.”

      “You of all people should know that it’s not as safe or stable,” replied Dad. “And who cares if everyone saw you throwing up? You were not the only one.”

      I didn’t recall seeing anyone else throwing up, so I figured my dad was just being nice. “Yeah, mom. The sound of you puking made a lot of people nauseous.”

      She winced. “Really?”

      I smiled. “No, I’m joking. Nobody was even paying attention.”

      “Good. Anyway, I’m sure I’ll be fine in the room. It should be pretty smooth flying in the Wormhole.”

      He put his arm around her shoulders. “Yeah, but… don’t you want to see it again? Remember how extraordinary it was the last time?”

      “All I remember is trying not to be sick and comforting Alex,” she replied.

      “One more reason you should experience the beauty of it,” he said. “We’ll talk about it later, hon.”

      “I’m sure we will,” she replied.

      When Jimmy and I were back in our rooms, Dad made sure to remind me to log everything we’d encountered during liftoff into the Ejournal.

      “I’m hungry,” said Jimmy. “When do we eat?”

      “It’s almost lunchtime,” he replied. “I’m going to make sure your mother is doing okay, and then we’ll go to the cafeteria. It should be open now.”

      “Good,” I said, yawning. “I’m getting pretty hungry now, too.”

      “I think we all are. I’ll be back soon,” he said, closing the door behind him as he left.

      Jimmy opened up one of his suitcases and pulled out a couple of action figures. “That was pretty cool, huh?” he asked me.

      “Take-off?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I think your definition of ‘cool’ isn’t anywhere near my definition,” I replied, crawling into the lower bunk. I turned onto my back and closed my eyes. “I just hope that’s the last asteroid field I ever have to experience.”

      He didn’t say anything, instead, began playing with his toys. I yawned again and decided to take a nap. As I was drifting to sleep, Jimmy started talking to me again.

      “What do you think was going on with Blayze?”

      Sighing, I opened my eyes. “I don’t have any idea.”

      “We should go and find him.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. See if he’s okay.”

      “Why do you care if he’s okay or not?” I asked.

      “You’re mean,” accused my brother.

      “I’m just curious as to why you’re so interested in him.”

      He sighed. “I guess I just want to ask him about the Isolation Cell. I want to know what they did to him.”

      “I’m sure they didn’t do anything,” I said. “Just gave him a long ‘time-out’.”

      “Bruce said –”

      “I don’t care what Bruce said,” I said, raising my voice. “He should keep his mouth shut and quit making up lies about things he knows nothing about.”

      Jimmy started talking again, but was interrupted by someone knocking on our door.

      “Who’s that?” he asked, as I crawled out of the bunk.

      “I’m sure it’s Dad,” I said, walking toward the door.

      “Why would he knock?”

      I shrugged and opened up the door. When I saw Blayze standing on the other side, not only did it surprise the heck out of me, but I felt a weird urge to throw my arms around him in relief.

      “Can I come in?” he asked, looking alert and nothing like the guy sitting across from us during take-off.

      “Uh, sure,” I said, moving out of the way so he could come in.

      “Wow!” cried Jimmy. “We were just talking about you.”

      Blayze’s eyes widened. “Oh yeah?”

      I laughed nervously. “Yeah, uh, we saw you earlier, during lift-off. You seemed pretty… I don’t know… disoriented?”

      “Flying does that to me,” he answered, avoiding my eyes. “I’m fine now. Listen, Alex, I need to talk to you. In private.”

      “About what?” I asked, feeling both giddy and anxious.

      “Yeah, about what?” repeated Jimmy, looking up at him.

      Blayze ruffled his hair. “Stuff that wouldn’t interest you, big guy,” he said. “Boring, grown-up stuff.”

      Jimmy suddenly got this knowing look on his face. “Do you want to be alone with my sister so you can… kiss her?”

      My jaw dropped in horror and my cheeks felt like they were on fire. “Jimmy, oh, my God, shut up!”

      He grinned. “And you said you didn’t even know him.” He rubbed one index finger over the other. “Shame, shame, shame. Liar… liar… pants on fire.”

      “I am not lying,” I snapped, glaring at him. “Tell him, Blayze. We barely even know each other.”

      Blayze chuckled. “She’s right. She and I are basically… strangers.”

      Jimmy looked at him. “Well, I’m not leaving the room. If you want to talk, or whatever… you’re going to have to find someplace else,” he said, laying his head back against his pillow.  “But, need I remind you that Dad’s coming back to get us soon. For lunch.”

      “I know,” I said, trying to sort out what I was feeling at the moment. For some reason, there were butterflies in my stomach and I was suddenly noticing how blue Blayze’s eyes were. I wondered if he noticed how oddly purple my own were, and if they freaked him out. “Tell Dad that I’ll be back in a minute, if he gets here before I return. I doubt this will take long,” I said, moving to the doorway.

      “Fine, but only if you promise to explore the ship with me later,” said Jimmy.

      “Sure,” I said, looking up at Blayze, who was now standing next to me. He seemed much taller than I’d remembered, too, making me feel like an elf. “Ready?”

      “Yeah. See you… Jimmy. Right?” asked Blayze, turning back to him.

      “Yep,” he replied. “Jimmy Logan. See you around.”

      We left the cabin and Blayze grabbed my hand before I had a chance to react. “Come on. We need to hurry, before someone sees us together.”

      “Uh, okay,” I said as he pulled me down the hallway.

      “Where are your parents?”

      “In their cabin.”

      “Good,” he said, walking faster.

      Great, more Cloak & Dagger stuff. “Where are we going?”

      He stopped abruptly. “Wait.”

      There were voices coming toward us.

      “Let’s go in here,” he whispered, pulling me around the corner to the next hallway. I watched as he tried several doors until he got one that opened. It was some kind of supply room.

      “What’s going on?” I asked when we were both inside. “And what was going on with you during lift-off?”

      “That was an act,” he said, smiling.

      “An act? Why?”

      His face seemed to crumble before my eyes. “You really don’t remember anything?”

      “Remember anything? You mean like how you stood me up yesterday?”

      Blayze frowned. “No. That’s not what I mean.”

      “Then I have no idea what you’re talking about. The only thing I do know is that you never showed up on the bus. I ended up getting off at your building and waiting around…”

      Looking frustrated, he interrupted me. “Yes, I know. I heard them talking about it. But, that’s not what I mean, Alex. Do you remember getting thrown into the Isolation Room?”

      Shocked, I took a step back. “What? What are you talking about?”

      He swore under his breath. “They obviously did a better job on you than they did on me.”

      “I… I don’t have a clue as to what you’re talking about.”

      “Of course you don’t.” He chewed on his lower lip. “Okay, what I’m going to tell you is going to sound completely crazy, but just hear me out, okay?”

      I nodded, wondering if my brother was right and that Blayze Watkins had really flipped his lid.

      He reached over and grabbed my hand in his. It was warm and oddly comforting, which was weird. We were strangers but for some reason, it felt… natural.

      “Four weeks ago, you and I broke curfew together. We snuck out to try and locate my parents. They’ve both been missing. But, they caught us and…” He sighed. “They erased our memories.”

      I stared at him in horror. “What?”

      He grabbed my other hand, holding them both. “You’re living a lie. Both of us are.”

      The walls felt like they were closing in on me; I could barely breathe. “No,” I said hoarsely.  “Stop messing around.”

      “It’s true. Listen to me,” he said, not letting my hands go as I tried pulling away. His eyes burned into mine and something… I’m not sure what… niggled at the back of my mind. Although what he was saying was absurd, the hair stood up on the back of my neck.

      “Why are you saying this to me?” I said, clenching my teeth. “I mean, we barely know each other and now you’re acting like there’s some kind of conspiracy going on and I’m somehow involved. Do you know how crazy that sounds?”

      “Yes, I do. But, Alex, you have to try and remember what happened. They can’t win. It will be the end of… everything.”

      The end of everything? “Who can’t win?” I asked, wondering if he would hurt me if I tried to run. He was insane. He had to be.

      “The scientists.”

      A disturbing image flashed through my head. It was of me viciously struggling to get away from a man holding a long needle. My heart began to beat faster. “Scientists? Who exactly are you talking about?”

      That’s when he dropped the next bomb.
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      I laughed coldly. “Okay, not funny.”

      “I’m not joking,” he said evenly. “The people you are living with are not really your parents. Their bodies have been taken over by aliens.”

      I stared at him in anger and disbelief. How could he say such a thing? “You really are crazy. Let me go,” I said, pulling away from him.

      “Listen to me,” he begged, finally releasing my hands. “You have to remember….”

      “Stop it, Blayze,” I ordered, backing away from him until my back hit the doorway leading out. “You’re not making any sense and I’m sorry, but come on! My parents are aliens? Do you have any idea how messed up that sounds?”

      “I know it sounds ridiculous, but I swear to you… it’s the truth.”

      “You seriously need help,” I said, grasping the doorknob, too scared to turn my back on him.

      He took a step toward me. “Alex, I’m not lying to you. It’s the honest to God truth,” he pleaded, desperation in his eyes. “You just don’t remember any of this because of what they did to you.”

      “And what is it that my ‘alien’ parents did to me?” I sneered. “Used some kind of laser beam to wipe out my memory?”

      “Close. They strapped us into these machines and connected a bunch of wires to both of our skulls.”

      “Oh, of course. How could I forget about that?”

      He ignored my sarcasm. “You were hysterical, Alex, and I felt horrible. There was nothing I could do to help you, even though I promised to keep you safe.  Don’t you remember screaming my name?”

      A flash of something else went through my head. It was of me lying on some kind of metal table and crying. Obviously, all of his crazy talk was now messing with my own mind. It made me furious. “You were either dreaming or hallucinating.”

      He smiled grimly. “It wasn’t a dream. You punched Hamilton in the nose beforehand, and there was blood everywhere. Come on, you’ve got to remember that. It was the only thing good about that day.”

      I closed my fist and opened it. My knuckles had been sore a couple of weeks ago. But, it was from using the punching bag in the workout room. “Right… I smacked your uncle,” I said dryly. “Yep. That sounds like me.”

      “You’re a force to be reckoned with, Alex. I should know, I taught you everything you know.”

      I laughed. “Is that right?”

      “Let’s just say that you can fight. Really fight. For the last six months, I’ve taught you invasive self-defense moves along with hand-to-hand combat skills. You can almost kick my butt now. I certainly wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of one of your strikes.”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, but that’s impossible. I’m no fighter and I’ve never punched anyone, including your uncle.”

      His eyes hardened. “He’s not my uncle. He’s also an alien. He’s in charge of their entire mission.”

      “Oh, they have a mission? And what exactly is that?”

      “Taking over our bodies.”

      I should have known the conversation would turn even crazier. I wondered why I was still even listening to him. “What?”

      “Once our bodies are fully mature, the aliens steal them from us. They become the new hosts, leaving us unable to resist. Basically, they move in. That’s what’s happened to your parents.”

      “Is that right?” I sneered.

      He pursed his lips, frustrated. “It’s true. You knew about this too, before you were brainwashed.”

      “That’s quite a tale. Tell me, why exactly do they need our bodies?” I asked, playing along.

      “To survive. To live forever, I suppose. When their current host’s body gives out, they need to replace them every few years. Human hosts, in particular. I guess their life-force is pretty hard on our nervous systems.”

      “Why would they choose us if our bodies gave out so quickly?”

      “Because, we’re all they’ve got at the moment.”

      “And they told you all of this?”

      “Not exactly. I overheard them discussing it and have seen some video footage.”

      “Wow, good thing you got your memory back,” I said, impressed with his story. It was obviously rubbish, but pretty inventive.

      He nodded. “Now, you see why they haven’t just killed us off. We’re very important to them, Alex. Every human body is. Especially the young, healthy ones.”

      I stared at him, wondering what he’d do if I bolted. Would he believe that I was also an alien that needed to be kept quiet?

      “Remember what they told you about the last World War?”

      “Of course. We all learned about it in school and from our parents,” I said, wondering where he was going to go with this.

      “Right. It was a lie. All of it. The last war was an invasion. By them. It wasn’t a war amongst ourselves.”

      “Oh, makes sense to me,” I said, nodding. “The aliens arrived. Of course.”

      He went on. “I know you don’t believe me, but I’m going to lay it all out for you. Hopefully, it will trigger something in your blocked memory.”

      “Okay. Go for it,” I said, forcing a smile.

      “When they invaded, most of humanity was wiped out by the aliens. Inevitably, they took over what was left of the human race and are still very much in control.”

      “And they’re living among us?”

      He nodded vehemently. “Yes, there are aliens everywhere, all of them living amongst us. Neighbors, teachers, doctors… But, there are also many humans still in control of their own bodies and unaware that the aliens even exist.”

      “Why wouldn’t the survivors remember the attack and the aliens?”

      “Just like how you don’t remember anything. They erased everyone’s memories right after they gained control of us.”

      “So, they’ve stayed hidden. But, isn’t it a huge hassle for them? Why don’t they just lock us up, like farm animals? Why keep their existence a secret and hide behind lies and conspiracies?”

      “I don’t know for sure but I have a theory. I mean, think about it – a happy and well-adjusted human is much healthier than one that’s been imprisoned. If you knew that your sole purpose of living was to someday host an alien, what kind of horrible existence, for anyone, would that be?”

      I just stared at him in awe. He was wasting his imagination by being crazy. He could have been a great writer or teacher.

      He grinned, thinking that I was buying it, obviously. “So, you see, they are farming and cultivating us, but in secret. If we knew of their existence, there would be pandemonium and uprisings. This is much easier and less stressful for the aliens, as well as us.”

      I sighed. “So, tell me, why haven’t they taken over our bodies yet? Or Jimmy’s? You say my parents are aliens, why aren’t we?”

      “From what I’ve heard, if they enter us too early, there is some kind of adverse effect on the pituitary gland. So, they wait until we are at full maturity before doing it. Then the countdown begins. The human body can only sustain the aliens for a limited number of years. Personally, I think that your parents are raising you to be their donors when their bodies finally give out.”

      I didn’t even know how to respond to that. It was making me sick to my stomach. I had to leave and if he tried to stop me, I decided to scream my bloody head off. This was too much. “Blayze, I’m leaving. That was, uh, quite the story. Unfortunately, you’re going to have to take on the aliens alone.”

      “You’re making a mistake,” he replied, looking alarmed. “There isn’t much time. Once we get to Planet Z, they won’t have to hide who they are.”

      “Oh, yeah? Why is that?”

      “Because that’s their home planet, Alex. They’re taking us there because we know too much. We’re a threat. It has nothing to do with finding a more suitable planet.”

      Shaking my head, I stepped out of the supply room.  He was delusional. Our planet was obviously dying and the mission was real, unlike his wild story. “Okay. Well, I’ll see you around.”

      “You can’t go back to your cabin,” he said, walking around me as I started down the hallway. He blocked my path. “They’ll know that we spoke. Your parents. My uncle.”

      “Good. Maybe one of them will get you some help,” I muttered, pushing past him. Thankfully, he didn’t come after me.

      “Alex, whatever you do, don’t say anything to them. About our conversation. Please. Just think about everything that I said and try to remember. We need each other. Now more than ever.”

      Fruitcake, I thought, rolling my eyes.
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      When I got back to the room, my brother was kneeling on the floor, playing with his alien action figures. I laughed at the irony.

      “What’s so funny?’ asked Jimmy.

      “Nothing. Where are Mom and Dad?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. They’d better come and get us soon, though. I’m starving.”

      “So, they didn’t even notice that I’d left?”

      Jimmy shook his head.

      I sat down on the lower bunk and rubbed a hand over my face. After the crazy conversation with Blayze, I’d lost most of my appetite.

      “What happened between you and lover boy?” he said, looking over his shoulder at me.

      I grabbed a pillow and threw it at him. “He’s not my lover boy. He’s far from it.”

      “What did he want to talk to you about?” he asked, twisting his body around to face me.

      I grunted. “Let’s just say that I hope he never comes near me again.”

      He grinned slyly. “Did he try and make out with you?”

      “No,” I said, thinking that if he’d done that, at least it wouldn’t have freaked me out as much. He was a good looking guy; it was such a waste that he was also crazier than anyone I’d ever met before. I began to wonder if maybe the Isolation Precinct experience had made him that way, or if he’d always been nuts.

      “So… what did he want?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, not wanting Jimmy blabbing about it to our parents or to tell Bruce. I decided not to tell them either. Then I’d have to explain how I’d lied to them the day before about where I’d gone. It seemed best to just put it behind me and keep my distance from Blayze.

      There was laughter at the door and then it opened. Both Mom and Dad stepped into the cabin; they’d changed into gray T-shirts and black sweatpants. The thought of them being aliens was laughable.

      “You ready to fill your bellies?” asked Dad, clapping his hands together.

      “I feel like I’m starving,” said Jimmy, standing up. “I bet you I can eat more than you right now, Dad.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. In fact, I’m hungry enough to eat one of you,” teased Dad, grabbing him. He made silly noises and pretended to bite Jimmy’s arm; it made me smile. This was definitely no alien. He was simply our Dad, who’d been this goofy for as long as I could remember.

      “Are you feeling better?” I asked Mom, who was watching with amusement.

      “A lot better. I’m pretty hungry now, too.”

      “I’m sure. You basically got rid of everything in your stomach.”

      “And then some,” she said, laughing as Jimmy crawled on top of Dad’s back and began riding him like a pony. “Those lift-offs really do a number on me. I don’t know what it is.”

      “I think we both hate flying,” I said.

      “I guess you’re right,” she said.

      “Okay, no more horsing around. Let’s go and see what they have in the cafeteria,” said Dad, getting up off of the floor. “Before one of us faints.”

      “First, fix your hair,” said Mom, pointing at her own head. “You look like a mad scientist.”

      He laughed and ran a hand through his messy hair, which looked like it needed a trim. Like Jimmy, Dad had wavy, blonde hair that tended to curl at the neck.

      There was a knock at the door and my stomach knotted up. Had Blayze decided to try talking to me again?

      Dad opened the door. “Hamilton. What an unexpected surprise. What’s up?”

      Seeing Blayze’s uncle in our doorway wasn’t much better. He made me feel like I’d committed some horrible crime, the way he looked at me.

      “I’m looking for my nephew, Blayze,” he said, his eyes boring into mine. “I know he’s had some contact with your daughter, Paul. Have you seen him around here?”

      “No,” replied Dad, taking a step back. He looked at me, confused. “Honey, have you seen Blayze, other than during take-off?”

      I opened my mouth to lie when my brother foiled my plans by being noble and honest.

      “He was here earlier,” said Jimmy. “But, he left.”

      I sighed.

      “Did he say anything to you about where he was going?” asked Hamilton, smiling warmly at my brother.  He stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.

      Jimmy hesitated and then surprised the heck out of me. “No. He just came to the door and then left right away. He seemed lost and confused, though. It was kind of weird.”

      Hamilton’s eyes narrowed. “Really? He just came to the door and left?”

      My brother nodded.

      Hamilton’s gaze shifted to me. “He didn’t say anything to you? Anything that sounded crazy?”

      I almost laughed at that. “Uh, no. Nothing to me.”

      “Hmm… That is a little strange, isn’t it? Well, if you run into him, let him know I’m looking for him.”

      I nodded. “No problem.”

      Hamilton looked at my dad. “I don’t think that I need to tell you to keep an eye on your kids, Paul. And whatever you do, don’t let them wander around the ship alone. They might get into some kind of trouble. There’s a lot of expensive equipment on board.”

      “We’ll keep an eye on them,” said Mom, putting her arm around Jimmy. Her smile was brittle. “They’re good kids, though. I can’t foresee them causing any problems on the ship.”

      “One can’t usually foresee problems and that’s why they typically occur in the first place,” he said, looking at me again. “Remember, Alexandra, if you see Blayze, make sure you report him.”

      The way he said my name made me cringe. There was something so irritating about him that I could almost imagine myself punching him in the nose. “Report him?” I repeated. “Why? Did he do something wrong?”

      He looked at me like I was stupid. “Sorry. Let me rephrase that. Tell him that I’m very concerned about him. That he needs to return to his room.”

      “Sure. What’s going on with him, anyway?” I asked, folding my arms under my chest. His rudeness made me want to keep digging.

      He looked surprised that I had the nerve to ask him a question. “What’s going on with him?” He laughed. “Other than having a wild imagination and not following orders? Who really knows?”

      “Where are his parents?” I asked.

      “Honey, it’s impolite to ask so many questions,” said Dad, looking cross.

      “It’s okay,” replied Hamilton, brushing some lint from his suit jacket. “His parents are back home. Safe and sound.”

      That was a weird way to explain their whereabouts. Safe and sound? “Why is Blayze on the ship and not with them?”

      “Alex,” warned Dad. “Quit badgering the man. I’m sorry, Hamilton. She has a mind of her own.”

      “I see that. Well, it’s quite all right. She can ask me anything she wants. I have nothing to hide.”

      Oh, he is definitely hiding something, I thought. I wasn’t sure what, but his eye had twitched when he’d said it.

      Hamilton went on. “His parents didn’t want to join us on the trip, but they thought it would be a good experience for Blayze. He’s been having some… problems adjusting, lately.”

      “To what?” asked Jimmy.

      “To everything,” he said, smiling at Jimmy. For some reason, he seemed to like my younger brother. “That happens when you’re growing up sometimes.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not exactly sure,” said Hamilton. “In Blayze’s case, he lost his girlfriend a while back. I’m sure it hasn’t been easy for him.”

      “Emily?” I said.

      He stared at me hard again. “No. Someone else. Someone he’s kept quiet about.”

      “Huh, that’s odd,” I said, only remembering Emily and Blayze together. Before he’d started acting crazy, they’d been the ideal couple. Popular, nice-looking, always cheerful.

      Dad chuckled. “Teenagers, right? They can be very mysterious about their social life.”

      “Yes. If they’d just open up and talk about what’s going on in their lives, they’d realize that we’re here to help. That we’re on their side,” said Hamilton, sounding about as sincere as a robot. “What about you, Alex? Is there anyone special in your life?”

      “No,” I said quickly, annoyed that he was prying into my life now. Maybe he was getting me back for grilling him now?

      “She’s not seeing anyone,” said Mom. “Which is good, because long distance relationships are very difficult.”

      “Unless the distance is much closer than one thinks,” said Hamilton, a shrewd look on his face.

      He was as odd as his nephew was crazy. “I’m not seeing anyone,” I said, not that it was any of his business.  “I’ve been too busy with school.”

      “I suppose you have. Anyway, enough about Blayze,” said Hamilton, scratching his head. “I’ve scheduled a meeting tonight, after dinner. Seven o’clock in my office. I’d like you both to attend.”

      “We’ll be there,” said Dad.

      “Of course,” said Mom.

      “Alexandra, please, do yourself a favor,” said Hamilton, looking at me again. “Stay away from Blayze, especially if he seeks you out. Like I said before, he’s going through some stuff and is… very confused. No need to have him confusing anyone else on this ship.”

      “I plan on it,” I said, wanting to stay away from the both of them.

      “Good.” He cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing.”

      “We were just going to get lunch. Did you want to join us?” asked Dad.

      “No. I’ve eaten,” he replied, opening the door. He looked at Jimmy. “The food there is pretty good. I recommend the vegetable soup. It’s healthy and will help you to build strong muscles, young man. Which is very important.”

      “Uh, sure,” said Jimmy.

      “We’ll definitely keep the soup in mind,” said Mom, who I could tell was about as relieved as I was that he was leaving. “Goodbye.”

      He nodded and smiled. “Goodbye.”

      After he shut the door behind him, my parents looked at each other and something unspoken passed between them.

      “What?” I asked, feeling uneasy.

      They looked at me and both of their faces relaxed.

      “Nothing,” said Mom. She smiled. “Let’s go eat.”
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      The cafeteria reminded me of the school’s – a variety of menu items available at the press of a button, but most bland and boring. Even the soup, with all of its colorful vegetables and broth, was pretty much tasteless.

      “Why aren’t there many kids on this mission?” I asked after we sat down at a metal round table and began to eat.

      “What do you mean? Bruce is here, somewhere. So is Blayze, but we’re not supposed to associate with him,” replied my brother, dipping his spoon into the red vegetable soup. He shoved it into his mouth and frowned.

      I looked around at the other tables. “Yeah, but other than that, it’s just us.”

      “This is a research mission,” explained Dad, dipping a piece of brown bread into his broth. “Not exactly a family trip.”

      “Then why did we have to go?” I asked. “We’re a family.”

      “Because it’s what we do,” said Mom. “We’re Planetary Astronomers. You already know that.”

      Still, I would have thought that there’d have been more children on board, considering the amount of adults on this mission. “It’s just weird, though.”

      Dad shrugged. “Not really. I’m sure that some of the other parents simply decided not to bring their children. Not everyone is as well-behaved as you two and, well, your mother and I are one of the only married teams. If it was just one of us going to Planet Z, you’d have probably stayed behind with the other parent.”

      “Lucky us,” I muttered under my breath. Not that I would have wanted to be separated from either of them for that length of time. It would have been nice to have been offered the choice, however.

      “Hey, Jimmy,” said Bruce, stopping next to him with a tray of food. “You want to hang out after lunch?”

      Jimmy looked at Dad. “Can I?”

      “As long as I know where you are,” he replied. “I don’t see why not.”

      “Cool, what do you want to do?” asked Bruce.

      “Something in your room,” said Mom, stirring extra cream into her cup of coffee. “I’m sure Alex won’t mind.”

      I scowled. “I think she might.”

      “You can hang out with me in our cabin. We can read or something,” she said to me.

      “Fine,” I said, still irritated. I wasn’t sure if leaving Jimmy alone with Bruce was a good idea, but I didn’t feel like following them around all day. “As long as they stay out of my stuff.”

      “Mom, we don’t want to stay in the room. That’s boring,” he pouted. “We’d rather go and explore the ship. Right, Bruce?”

      “Yeah,” said Bruce. “I think we should do that.”

      “Not going to happen,” replied Dad smiling politely at Bruce. “I’m sure your parents will take you on a tour later.”

      “They already did, but I didn’t get to see everything,” he said.

      “I’m sure you will, in time. You guys can find something to do in Jimmy’s room. We brought some games; that should give you two something to do.”

      “That works for me. Well, I have to go. My dad is motioning me to the table,” said Bruce, looking away. “I’ll catch you after we eat, Jimmy.”

      “Okay,” he replied, still looking glum.

      I watched Bruce walk away. “I thought you didn’t even like him, Jimmy.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t really. But, it’s so boring playing by myself. And those games are old and babyish, Dad. It will be embarrassing if I have to pull them out. What if I go and play at Bruce’s instead?”

      “That would be okay, too,” he said. “As long as you’re in one room or the other. You heard Hamilton. They don’t want kids running rampant on the ship. Too much precious cargo. You’ll have plenty of time to spread your wings when we arrive on Planet Z, anyway.”

      “Fine,” he said, still frowning into his soup. “As long as I can go and play in his cabin.”

      “Don’t mope,” said Mom, smiling. “You’ll give yourself premature wrinkles.”

      “Like I care about that,” he said, looking up. “I’m just a kid.”

      “It’s important to care for your body,” said Dad. “You’re only given one, so treat it special.”

      I wouldn’t have thought twice about that statement earlier. But after talking with Blayze, it seemed a little… creepy.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Dad, looking at me.

      “Nothing,” I replied, feeling foolishly paranoid.

      He smiled. “Don’t worry, honey, like I’ve been telling you all along – this trip is going to be the thrill of a lifetime. I mean, seriously, look how much fun we had during lift-off. Think how cool the Wormhole is going to be!”

      “God, don’t remind me,” said Mom, turning pale.

      Yeah, I was pretty certain that if Mom was an alien, she wouldn’t have gotten motion sickness on the ship. And, she certainly wasn’t pretending. “I don’t think Mom can take too much more of that kind of fun.”

      “Your mom is a wimp,” whispered Dad, covering the side of his mouth. “She gets dizzy turning around too fast.”

      She reached over and swatted him. As they continued their playful banter, I smiled. If either of my parents were now possessed by aliens, they were totally oblivious to it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      When we finished eating, Dad asked me if I’d like a tour of the ship. “Since you didn’t get to see much of it.”

      “Sure,” I replied.

      “I’m coming with,” said Jimmy. “I want to see the fight-deck again.”

      “I doubt they’ll let us pop in whenever we want, Jimmy,” he answered.

      “We can at least try,” said Jimmy. “Can’t we? Please?”

      Dad sighed. “We’ll see. But, what about Bruce? Didn’t you just promise that you’d meet up with him after lunch?”

      “Yeah, but he’s still eating with his parents,” said Jimmy, motioning toward their table.

      I turned and looked, meeting Jimmy’s mom’s gaze. She was skinny with short, black hair and thin lips. She smiled at me, but for some reason, it seemed forced.  Smiling back at her, I glanced over at Bruce, and noticed that he was getting chewed out by his dad.

      “I think Bruce is in trouble,” I said, turning back to Dad. “He doesn’t look too happy right now.”

      He turned to look. “I see that. I’ll go over there and see if he can go with us anyway. I also need to ask Phil something about work.”

      “You know Bruce’s parents?” asked Jimmy.

      “Of course, they’re also on the planetary research program,” he said. “Thus the reason they’re on board.”

      Jimmy’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? You’ve never mentioned them before.”

      “Not really a reason to,” he answered, standing up. “Come on, Jimmy. Let’s go and see if Bruce can join us. After we clear our trays. Grab yours.”

      “What about me?” I asked, not exactly thrilled about Bruce possibly tagging along.

      “You, too,” he said and then turned to look at Mom. “Do you want to join us?”

      “No,” she replied, smiling up at him. “I’ll meet you back at the room. I want to go over some of my lab notes. Organize them before we meet with Hamilton later.”

      “Okay. We shouldn’t be too long,” he said.

      Mom got up and grabbed her tray. She winked at me. “Have fun.”

      “Right,” I said dryly before following Dad and Jimmy over to Bruce’s table.

      Bruce’s dad wiped his mouth with a napkin and smiled as we approached. “Paul, how’s it going?”

      “Great, Phil,” he answered, as the other man stood. They shook hands and then he introduced us to Phil’s wife, who smiled again, but didn’t say anything.

      “We were wondering if Bruce would like to join us on quick tour of the ship?”

      “Sure,” answered Phil, turning to Bruce. “As long as he stays out of trouble. That’s not always an easy task, is it, son?”

      Bruce’s lips pursed. “I’m not going to get into trouble.”

      “Promises, promises,” he answered, looking back at Dad with a smirk. “Well, if you really want to keep an eye on him. He can be quite the handful at times. Don’t say that I didn’t warn you.”

      Bruce’s cheeks turned red and he glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. I almost felt bad for him.

      “I’m sure we can handle him,” chuckled Dad. “By the way, you’re going to the meeting tonight, right?”

      Phil looked puzzled. “What meeting?”

      Dad’s eyes widened. “Hamilton said there was a meeting. Didn’t you hear about it?”

      Phil shrugged. “No, I guess not. Huh. I’ll have to ask him about it.”

      Dad was silent for a few seconds and then smiled. “You know, thinking back, he may have mentioned it was just to go over our most recent findings. I guess you wouldn’t need to be there.”

      “We’re meeting with him tomorrow morning. Around eight o’clock. He must have mentioned that to you?” replied Phil’s wife, Sue, staring up at him curiously.

      Dad nodded. “Yes. Of course.”

      “Empty your tray before you go with the Logans,” said Phil, as Bruce stood up.

      “I know,” he said, picking up the tray.

      “Did you drink all of your almond milk?” asked his mother.

      He nodded.

      “Good, because we don’t need you snacking between meals. You’re putting on a little too much weight, Bruce. It’s not healthy.”

      Bruce’s cheeks turned scarlet again. He mumbled something and then headed toward the trash bin.

      Sue looked at Dad. “Watch him closely. He’s been driving us crazy lately. I don’t know, maybe you can handle him better than us.”

      “Uh, sure,” he replied.

      “Relax, Sue. The boy will be fine. Don’t embarrass him,” said Phil.

      “I’m not embarrassing him,” she protested.

      “Would it be okay if Bruce stops back at Jimmy’s room after we’re finished?” asked Dad. “The boys were talking about playing together.”

      Sue nodded. “As long as Bruce stays there, and doesn’t go wandering around in the halls. Like I said, he’s been getting into a lot of trouble. Not following orders and sneaking off whenever we turn our backs.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” said Dad, rocking on his heels.

      “Good,” she said and turned to look at me. “So, are you enjoying the flight?”

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      She looked at Jimmy. “What about you?”

      “It’s cool,” he said, looking nervous. “I loved it when we took off.”

      “Wait until we reach the Wormhole,” said Phil, as Bruce returned. “You’re going to enjoy it even more.”

      “That’s what Dad keeps saying,” he said. “I’m excited to see it.”

      “See what?” asked Bruce.

      “The Wormhole,” said Jimmy.

      “Oh. Yeah, that should be cool,” he replied.

      “If you behave yourself and stay out of trouble, you just might get to see it,” said Sue. “Remember our little talk earlier.”

      “Yes. Uh, are we ready?” said Bruce, looking like he wanted to be anyplace but near them.

      “Yeah, let’s go,” said Dad. “I’ll bring him back to your room in a couple of hours, if that’s okay?”

      “He’s all yours,” said Sue, waving her hand. “In fact, keep him longer if you’d like. We could use the break.”

      I looked at Bruce and could see the pain in his eyes. He obviously wasn’t the only bully in the family.

      “Let the boys have fun,” said Phil. “Bring him back when they grow bored.”

      “Sounds good,” replied Dad, smiling at Bruce. “I’m sure they’ll have lots of fun together.”

      We left the table and began walking out of the cafeteria. Right before we turned the corner, I looked back and noticed that Sue and Phil were watching us, both of their expressions… intense. They both quickly looked away and I followed my dad out of the cafeteria, thinking they were a very odd couple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      The tour of the ship was rather boring, I thought. Just long corridors and rooms that we weren’t even allowed to enter. The only thing remotely interesting was the workout room, where two people were riding Ellipticals. Both of them smiled when they noticed us.

      “This place is cool. Better than the one in our building. Can we work out in here?” asked Jimmy as we stood near the treadmills. The mirrored room was large, nearly one thousand square feet and filled with various workout apparatuses.

      “Sure,” replied Dad. “Maybe tomorrow.”

      “My parents have already been in here,” said Bruce. “They’re always working out and trying to get me to.”

      “You don’t like to exercise?” asked Dad.

      “No, it’s boring,” he said.

      “I don’t like it either,” said Jimmy. “Alex does, though. Don’t you?”

      “I like to run on the treadmill. I wish we had one of these in our gym back home, though. It looks interesting,” I answered, walking over to the long punching bag. I touched the leather and an image of me wearing thick gloves and pounding away at it flashed through my head. I looked over at Dad, who was watching me. “Have we ever owned one of these?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Huh,” I said, staring at it in confusion. It felt familiar to me. Like I’d used one before. Vigorously. “Weird.”

      “What is?” asked Dad.

      “Nothing,” I said, turning away from it.

      “We should go,” said Dad, looking around the gym. “Leave those two to work out in peace.”

      “Can we go and see the Flight-deck again?” asked Jimmy. “Please?”

      “Let’s go and find out,” he replied, walking toward the exit.

      I took one final glance at the bag and then followed them out of the gym. When we stepped into the hallway, Hamilton was there with two security guards, looking flustered.

      “Is Blayze in there?” he asked, as the two men in uniform went around us and into the gym.

      “No,” replied Dad. “What’s wrong?”

      “He’s not cooperating, that’s what’s wrong.” He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “His parents never did have a handle on him. Now I’m left to deal with his insubordination.”

      “Do you need help finding him?” asked Dad.

      He sighed. “Yes, actually. You might actually have better luck. He sees me and he’ll probably duck away again.”

      “Okay. Did you check the cafeteria?” he asked.

      “Earlier. There are a lot of hiding places in that quadrant, however. If you could head back in that direction… we’ll continue searching in this area and then loop around. Don’t forget to check the supply rooms and even a couple of the labs. He may have broken into one.”

      “Okay, will do. You kids head directly back to the room,” said Dad, already on the move. “Let your mother know where I am.”

      “Okay,” I replied, watching him walk away.

      “Why is Blayze trying to avoid you?” asked Jimmy, itching his eye.

      Hamilton smiled grimly. “He’s not himself, Jimmy. In fact, I think he may be having some kind of nervous breakdown.”

      “Why do you think that?” I asked, although I had to agree with him myself.

      He waved his hand in disgust. “Oh… he’s been peddling a bunch of garbage to others. Talking about an alien invasion or something. Can you imagine?” He laughed. “He believes that some of us have been possessed by aliens.”

      “That’s pretty crazy,” agreed Jimmy. He smiled. “Although… it would be kind of cool.”

      “No it wouldn’t,” I said. “It’s fun to pretend but it would be scary in real life.”

      “Maybe it’s not so crazy,” said Bruce. “People have been acting very, very weird, lately. Maybe Blayze is right.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Hamilton, his smile fading. “Who’s been acting very, very weird?”

      “Uh, I…” He lowered his eyes. “I don’t know. I didn’t mean anything, I guess.”

      “You boys and your wild imaginations,” said Hamilton, putting his hand on Bruce’s shoulder. He squeezed it so hard that the boy winced. “You’re going to freak people out if you don’t quit with such outlandish stories.”

      “Sorry,” he said, pulling away from him. “But, it’s Blayze who’s freaking out obviously.”

      Hamilton’s eyes hardened. He turned to me. “Tell me, has anyone else been spreading silly rumors?”

      I shook my head quickly. “No. I haven’t heard anything.”

      “If you do hear anyone making ridiculous accusations, report them to me immediately.”

      My eyes widened. “Report tales of aliens? Isn’t that a little extreme?”

      “Actually, nothing is too extreme when it comes to the security of this ship. Rumors can create more havoc than you could imagine,” he said as the security officers stepped back into the hallway.

      “All clear,” said the taller one. Both of them had phasers holstered to their waists. I wondered if they’d ever used them on anyone.

      Hamilton chewed on his lower lip. “Hmm… well, he can’t get too far. Alexandra, you’d better make sure these boys get back to their cabins – and remember what I told you.”

      “Yeah. No problem,” I said, walking away. I looked over my shoulder at Jimmy and Bruce, who were still standing there. “Hello? Come on, you guys.”

      “There goes our chance at seeing the flight-deck,” mumbled my brother, walking toward me.

      “We have plenty of time for that,” I reminded him. “This is just our first day on the ship.”

      “I guess,” he replied, looking down as he walked.

      “Bruce, do you still want to hang out with Jimmy in his room?” I asked as we turned down the next hallway and headed back to our wing of the ship.

      “Heck yeah. No way am I going back to mine right now. My parents are acting crazy,” he said, lowering his voice. “They’re actually beginning to scare me.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, stopping abruptly.

      “My mom,” he said, folding his arms under his chest. He looked sad. “She acts like she hates me.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked, feeling sorry for him. Nobody should feel that way about their parents.

      “You heard her in the cafeteria,” he answered. “She doesn’t even care if I come back to the room or not. And then earlier today, she… she…”

      I waited but he didn’t continue. “She what?”

      “She grabbed me by the neck,” he said so quietly that I could barely hear him.

      “She grabbed you by the neck?” I repeated, my eyes wide.

      He tilted his head back and I could see red marks just below his chin.

      “Whoa, does that hurt?” asked Jimmy.

      He nodded. “Man, I never saw her get so angry. Thank goodness Dad stopped her.”

      I tried not to look too upset, but I felt horrible for him. His mother was a monster. “What exactly happened?”

      He shrugged. “I accidently fell back to sleep this morning, after she woke me up. I didn’t mean to.” He swallowed. “She got really angry and pulled me out of bed. Then she slammed me against the wall. The next thing I know, she was squeezing my neck so hard, I could barely breathe.”

      I covered my mouth in horror. “Oh, my God.”

      He looked at me, blinking away the tears. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have told you. Don’t say anything. She’ll kill me if she finds out.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Jimmy, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Your secret is safe with us.”

      I wanted to agree but it felt wrong to keep that information hidden. It was clearly child abuse. “Has your mother done stuff like that before to you?”

      “No,” he said, wiping a couple of tears from under his lashes. “In fact, I think there’s something wrong with her.”

      “Why do you say that?” I asked.

      “She just isn’t herself. Either is my dad, but at least he hasn’t hurt me. He just ignores me.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked as we started walking again.

      “He used to allow me into his lab and I’d get to help him with some of his experiments and even some of his research. Other times, we’d just hang out or play checkers together. But, now, he’s always too busy.”

      “So, he doesn’t spend any time with you, anymore?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No and the last time I asked if we could play a game, he nearly bit my head off. He said that the lab was now off limits and I had to stay out of his office, too.”

      “That’s cold, man,” said Jimmy. “Sorry your dad is being such a choad.”

      “And your mom, too,” I said, not knowing exactly what that was. But, his dad definitely sounded like one.

      “Especially my mom,” he said, frowning. “She’s really acting crazy. I still can’t believe she almost choked me to death.”

      “Did she apologize?” I asked.

      “No. In fact, she warned me that if I disobeyed her again, I’d regret it even more so the next time.”

      “Maybe she has her period?” asked Jimmy.

      My jaw dropped. “Oh, come on. Don’t blame everything on that like Dad does.”

      “She doesn’t have that,” said Bruce, looking grossed out. “I overheard her saying that she doesn’t get it anymore. Ever.”

      “Maybe Blayze is right,” said Jimmy, his eyes wide. “Maybe your parents have been taken over by aliens?”

      “Dude, I could only wish. At least then I’d feel better, knowing that my parents weren’t the ones being total jerks. That the aliens were making them do it.”

      “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for the way that they’ve been acting,” I said as we stopped outside of our cabin.

      “What’s reasonable about doing a choke-hold on your son?” asked Jimmy. “I think even Mom and Dad would have a problem with this if they knew about it.”

      “Probably. But, it has nothing to do with being an alien,” I replied, pushing the door open. I stepped into the room and they followed me inside. I turned around and faced Bruce. He really wasn’t as bad of a kid as I’d thought. “They’re both probably very stressed out. Although, that doesn’t excuse what your mom did. That was definitely messed up. She should be held accountable for it.”

      Instead of answering, both boys froze and stared behind me in shock.

      “What did she do?” asked Blayze Watkins.
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      Gasping, I turned around and quickly got into a fighting stance position. “What are you doing in here?”

      “We need to continue our earlier conversation,” he said, stepping toward me, his hands up in the air. “And this time, you’ve really need to listen to me…”

      I grabbed his arm and the next thing I knew, he was on his knees and I was subduing him in some kind of wristlock hold.

      “Whoa! Did you see that?” gasped Jimmy. He jumped up and down and laughed. “My sister is one bad –”

      “Jimmy!” I shouted, tightening my grip on Blayze’s wrist as my kneecap pressed firmly into his back. He groaned in pain. “Go and tell Mom he’s in here. Make sure she calls Security.”

      “No, please don’t,” pleaded Blayze. “Or we’re all going to regret it later!”

      “What do you mean?” asked Jimmy, frowning.

      “He means nothing,” I said, angry. “Now, go and get Mom!”

      “Bruce, isn’t it? Your parents are acting like that because they aren’t in control of their bodies anymore! They’ve been possessed by aliens and I can prove it,” he said, clenching his jaw as I added more pressure to his back.

      “I knew it!” said Jimmy. “That explains why they’re treating you like crap, Bruce.”

      Bruce’s eyes widened. “You seriously think they are aliens?”

      “Oh, come on. He’s crazy,” I snapped. “Don’t listen to him. Just, go and get help, you guys!”

      “No, wait… please… hear me out!” gasped Blayze as I twisted harder.

      “Let him go, Alex. You’re going to break his wrist,” said Jimmy, looking worried.

      “No, I’m not. I wouldn’t even know how to break someone’s wrist.”

      “Yes,” hissed Blayze, clearly in a lot of pain, “you do, and I should know because I showed you how to do it. Before they… brainwashed you. How else do you think you learned these moves?”

      The air rushed to my head as I suddenly became aware that I had just subdued a two-hundred pound man effortlessly.

      Me.

      Someone who had never gotten into a fight before, let alone taken any self-defense classes.

      He closed his eyes. “I won’t hurt you. I swear to God, I just need your help. Please, Alex.”

      Feeling overwhelmed and confused myself, I released Blayze’s arm and backed away from him.

      He stood up slowly, watching me like a hawk. “Believe it or not, I’m quite impressed,” he said, rubbing his wrist.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, trying not to let him see my hands trembling. I didn’t know what was going on and it was really starting to scare me. Even I couldn’t argue that I’d taken him down with skills I wasn’t aware of.

      “You said that you could prove my parents have been taken over by aliens. How?” asked Bruce.

      Blayze’s eyes shifted to him. “They erased my memory, after I’d discovered their secrets the first time. But, it’s all been coming back to me. And now I have this.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small flash drive.

      I sucked in my breath. I’d seen that storage device before. It was unique because of the symbol etched on the side.

      “I was hoping you’d recognize this,” he said, holding it up. “Since you’re the one who found it in the first place.”

      Our eyes met and an image flashed into my head. It was of me, handing him that very same flash drive. My stomach tightened as I tried to force the memory closer to the surface. What did it all mean? Was I as crazy as Blayze?

      “Uh, what in the heck is that?” asked Bruce.

      “I’ll show you. Do you have a computer we can use?” asked Blayze.

      “I have my Ejournal. It’s also a universal tablet, so we should be able to access what’s on the flash drive,” I said, walking over to where I’d left it earlier. My heart was pounding in my chest as I struggled to remember what was on the disk. I’d seen it before. I was certain of it.

      “Lock the door,” said Blayze.

      Jimmy ran over and pushed the security buttons. “Okay. It’s locked.”

      We all gathered around the tablet as Blayze turned it on and then slid the flash drive into the side. After a few seconds, an image of a man in a military uniform appeared on the tablet. He was holding a flashlight and it looked like he was in some kind of dark cave. There was blood under the side of his nose and his face was covered in dust.

      “Jenny, it’s me, honey,” he said quietly. He looked over his shoulder and then back at the camera he was recording himself with. “I just… I just wanted to try and send you this message… before it’s too late.” There was a loud explosion somewhere behind him, and he flinched.

      “What’s going on?” whispered Jimmy. “Who’s Jenny?”

      “His girlfriend or wife, I think,” said Blayze as the soldier began talking again.

      “My entire platoon is gone, Jenny. Mark, Dave, Samuel… all of them.” He brushed a few tears from his face and looked over his shoulder again, obviously terrified. “The aliens… they disintegrated them with these high-tech lasers before we could find out if they were friend or foe.” He laughed grimly. “Guess we didn’t have to ask, huh?”

      Another explosion and the man swore. He grabbed the camera and began running through the darkness. After a few seconds, he sat down, adjusted the camera, and began talking once again, this time slightly out of breath. He leaned closer and the longing in his eyes made my heart break for him and his girl, Jenny. “I… I just want to say that I love you, babe. No matter what happens, I will never stop. And make sure Gemma knows about me. That I loved her so much. I wish I could have been a better father,” he voice broke. “I’ll never get the chance to see her walk for the first time… or ride a bike…”

      “Look out!” hollered Jimmy as something moved behind the soldier.

      Bruce leaned closer. “What is it?”

      A silvery light wrapped itself around the man. He stiffened up and then cried out in agony.

      “The light… I’m pretty sure it’s the alien,” said Blayze somberly.

      We all watched in horror as the man’s eyes rolled back into his head and he began to have some kind of seizure. The camera fell to the ground and then we couldn’t see what was happening. But, we could hear his screams.

      Sighing, Blayze turned the sound down on the tablet.

      “That’s… that’s horrible,” said Jimmy, who was as white as a ghost. He turned to me. “That poor guy.”

      I looked at Blayze, wanting him to turn it off, but he motioned toward the screen.

      “I know it’s bad, but we need to keep watching,” he said. “It’s important.”

      “Okay,” I said, just as the man stopped screaming.

      “Watch,” said Blayze.

      The camera began to move again.

      “Check it out,” said Bruce, as the soldier’s face appeared briefly on the screen. He grinned. “He’s okay.”

      “No, actually, he’s not,” said Blayze.

      We all watched as the soldier began monkeying around with the camera. After a few seconds, his dirt-stained face reappeared; there was a calmness there that wasn’t before. Then I noticed that his irises were now infused with a silvery light. My heart stopped. I looked at Blayze in shock and he nodded.

      “Wow, look at his eyes,” said Bruce. “That’s not normal.”

      “No, he’s been possessed,” said Jimmy, frowning. “Wait a second. He looks kind of like your Uncle Hamilton, only a lot younger.”

      “That’s because it is,” said Blayze. “Or rather, it was.”
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      Jimmy turned to him. “How many years ago was that video shot?”

      “Almost twenty,” he replied.

      “During the war,” I said breathlessly. I still couldn’t believe what we’d just witnessed. But, deep down, I knew that it was one-hundred percent real. I also knew that I’d been the one who had discovered that video, initially.

      Blayze looked at me. “Is it coming back to you now?”

      I nodded slowly.  Some things were. Enough that I felt like throwing up. “I remember finding the flash drive under Dad’s desk.”

      “Apparently, he’d lost it,” said Blayze.

      Jimmy’s eyes widened. “Wait, are you saying that Dad knows about the aliens?”

      Blayze put a hand on his shoulder. “Yes. In fact, we’re pretty sure that he’s being controlled by an alien, too. Same with your mom.”

      Jimmy shook off his hand. “No,” he snapped, backing away. His eyes filled with angry tears. “No! Our parents are not possessed by aliens. That’s a lie.”

      “I wish it was,” he answered somberly. “Believe me, I really do.”

      “But, their eyes aren’t silver,” I said, not wanting to believe it either. I had doubts myself. Their love seemed so real. Not an act.

      “The aliens are obviously good actors, and as far as the eyes go, well, that’s an easy fix,” he said, looking into my eyes. “You of all people should know that.”

      I’d forgotten that I hadn’t been wearing the contacts.

      Bruce stared at my eyes and his jaw dropped. “Wait a minute… they’re kind of a silvery-violet. Are you an alien, Al?!”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, Bruce, I’m not an alien. And my name is Alex, not Al.”“She had surgery on them when she was a baby,” said Jimmy. “They accidently changed the color of her eyes to that light purple. I think it’s pretty cool, but she doesn’t like it.”

      “They’re beautiful,” said Blayze, looking into them. “I’ve always said that.”

      He did?  “Um, thanks,” I said, feeling my cheeks turn pink. “I guess they’re okay.”

      “Are you sure that it was an accident?” asked Bruce. “Maybe you really are an alien and they told you that story so that you wouldn’t find out.”

      “Oh, come on. If she was an alien, she’d know, right?” said Jimmy.

      “She would but you wouldn’t,” said Bruce, glaring at me now. “Maybe she’s not who she appears, either.”

      Jimmy’s eyes widened. He turned to me. “Crap, you’re not an alien, are you Alex?”

      I wasn’t sure of much anymore, but I knew I wasn’t a stupid alien. “No, Jimmy. And like I said, I’m pretty sure that our parents aren’t either.”

      “You believed that they were aliens before your mind was erased. By your parents, might I remind you,” said Blayze.

      “Her parents erased her mind?” gasped Bruce.

      He nodded. “Maybe even yours, too. It’s why we’re going back to their home planet. We’re all liabilities.”

      “Wait a second, wait a second… are you saying that Planet Z is actually their planet?” said Bruce.

      “Yes. That’s what this mission is really about. Going home. Most of the people on this ship are aliens.”

      “Why aren’t we aliens yet?” asked Bruce, looking confused.

      “I don’t know for sure, but I think it’s because your bodies aren’t mature enough to handle the alien’s life force,” Blayze looked over at me. “Ours are, though.”

      “So, why haven’t they changed you two into aliens?” asked Jimmy.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe our hosts don’t need us yet.”

      “This is crazy,” said Jimmy. “I know what we saw, but our parents aren’t aliens. I’d bet my life on it.”

      “Face it, Jimmy, they have to be,” he argued. “It’s why they erased our memories. Why else would they help them?”

      “Is there a way to tell?” asked Jimmy.

      “Nobody has to tell me,” said Bruce quickly. “My parents are not acting normal. I guess it’s kind of a relief to know that they don’t really hate me. My real parents, that is.”

      “No, I’m sure they don’t. Also, I think they’re aware of what’s going on, but can’t do anything about it,” said Blayze.

      “How do you know?” asked Bruce.

      “It was something I heard, after we were captured. Hamilton was talking to one of the other scientists about it.”

      “Are all of the scientists controlled by the aliens?” asked Jimmy.

      “I’m pretty sure they are,” he said.

      “I still don’t get why they lied about this mission. Why not just contain us?’ I asked.

      “I think they intend to move all of us back to their planet within the next year,” said Blayze. “Earth is a very unhealthy environment and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the aliens are very health conscious.”

      “I suppose that makes sense. Our bodies are their temples, right?” I said dryly.

      “So, what do we do now?” asked Jimmy.

      “Nothing,” said Blayze. “In fact, you need to pretend that you know anything about this.”

      “I don’t want to go back to those… aliens,” said Bruce, scowling. “I can’t stand them.”

      “You have to,” said Blayze. “Act normal and hopefully, once we get to their planet, we’ll figure out a way to escape. Obviously, there’s nothing we can do in space. There’s nowhere to run.”

      “What about you?” I said. “Everyone’s after you.”

      “I know and that’s why I needed to get to you before they erased my memory again. I also wanted to make sure that you saw this.” He removed the flash drive and handed it to me. “Keep it safe. If they catch me, they’ll confiscate it.”

      I took it from him. “I’ll hide it.”

      “Hide it well,” he said, looking toward the doorway. He rubbed his jaw, which was now covered in stubble. “I’ve got to go before they find me here.”

      “Where are you going to go?” asked Jimmy.

      “I’m going to try and hide near the engine room. It’s pretty vast, with lots of nooks-and-crannies.”

      “Do you want us to bring you any food or water?” I asked, slipping the flash drive into the inner pocket of my jacket. I zipped it up and hung it in the closet.

      “That would be great, but I don’t want you meeting me there. They’ll catch one of us.”

      “Where should we leave it?” I asked.

      Before he could answer, Jimmy spoke up. “Hey, why don’t you come back here at night, when everyone is asleep? You could hide out in our bathroom.”

      “Yeah, you could even sleep in the tub,” I added, walking over to one of the closets. I opened the door and pulled out a pillow and blue flannel blanket. “In fact, you shouldn’t leave this room right now. Hamilton is probably still searching everywhere for you. He’s already been here, so I doubt he’ll be back.”

      He smiled. “Actually, that is a much better plan. At least, for now. I don’t want to put any of you at risk. You get caught with me and we’re all in trouble. We won’t remember this conversation.”

      “What if your dad finds Blayze here?” asked Bruce, looking worried. “He’ll give him up.”

      “We’ll keep the door locked and tell Dad that we were scared. After all, you’ve lost your mind,” said Jimmy, looking at Blayze. He smiled grimly. “Right?”

      “I haven’t lost it yet,” he replied. “But if we don’t figure something out on Planet Z, we’re all going to lose more than that.”

      I shuddered, thinking about it. I’d rather die than become some alien’s host. This was my body and I would fight for it. No matter what. “I wonder how many of them are on that planet now? What we’re up against?”

      “I have no idea,” he answered.

      Someone tried opening the door and we jumped.

      “Crap,” I whispered.

      “Alex? Jimmy? Why is your door locked?” called Mom.

      “Just a second,” yelled Jimmy as Blayze scrambled into the bathroom. We heard the shower door open and close. He looked at me and nodded.

      Taking a deep breath, I walked over to the security pad and punched in the code. When the door opened, Mom stood there looking bewildered.

      “What’s going on in here?” she asked. “Oh, hello, Bruce.”

      He laughed nervously and waved at her. “Hi.”

      “Didn’t you hear the news, Mom?” said Jimmy, rushing toward her. “Hamilton’s nephew has gone crazy and is missing. It’s why we have the door locked. You know, just in case he shows up here.”

      “Oh, good idea. I doubt he’ll be showing up at your room, however,” she said, patting his back gently. “So, you can relax.”

      “He might,” said Bruce, playing along. “So, from now on we should all keep our doors locked. I’m going to tell my parents to do it as well.”

      “I doubt your parents will feel threatened by a teenaged boy,” she replied, smiling. “Anyway, I don’t think that Blayze is dangerous. Just very confused right about now.”

      “What do you think is going on with him?” I asked, wanting to see her reaction.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because of the breakup he recently had with his girlfriend? He’s obviously suffering inside, for whatever reason.  Personally, I think that he needs to be evaluated by a doctor. I hope that Hamilton realizes that as well.”

      The concern in her eyes gave me hope that she wasn’t acting. That she was still just Mom and hadn’t been taken over by the aliens.

      “I’m sure you’re right,” I said.

      “Now, I was going to check out the gym, Alex. Would you like to join me?” she asked.

      “Uh, sure,” I replied, thinking that it would be a good idea. I could keep her busy and find out what was happening. “Let me change my clothes first.”

      She nodded and then looked at Jimmy and Bruce. “So, what kind of mischief are you two boys thinking about doing?”

      “What do you mean?” asked Bruce, looking worried. “We aren’t trying to do anything. Really.”

      I groaned inwardly. So much for playing it cool. “They’re just goofing around,” I said. “Weren’t you two going to make a fort, or something?”

      “Yeah,” said Jimmy loudly. “We were. Come on, Bruce, let’s get started.”

      “Okay.”

      “Would you like help?” she asked as I went into my suitcase and grabbed a pair of shorts and a short-sleeved top.

      “Crap,” I mumbled under my breath. I wasn’t about to undress in the bathroom. Not with Blayze hiding inside. “Actually, I’ll just wear this,” I said loudly, shoving the other clothes back into the suitcase.

      “Are you sure?” she asked, looking at my dark velour flight suit. “You’re going to sweat like crazy in that outfit.”

      “Isn’t that the point?” I asked, walking toward the door. “Sweat. Burn oodles of calories.”

      “Yes,” she said, frowning. “But, it’s your flight suit. If you rip it or something, I don’t know if we can get you another one.”

      “I’m not going to rip it. It’s durable and very comfortable. I can move around easily. I don’t see what the problem is.”

      She shrugged. “Okay. If you really want to wear that.”

      “I’m wearing it.”

      Boys,” she turned to them. “Lock the door behind us.”

      “Sure, Mom,” said Jimmy, following us to there.

      “Don’t open it for anyone but your father or me. I mean it,” she said, turning to him. “Especially since they don’t know where Blayze is. Not that I think he’d hurt you, but one never knows.”

      “What about my parents? They might… they might come for me,” said Bruce, looking pensive.

      “Well, obviously, that would be fine,” she said, giving him a funny smile. She studied his face for a few seconds. “Are you okay, Bruce?”

      He nodded quickly. “Yes, never been better. Why?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It almost sounded like the idea of your parents coming for you was making you nervous.”

      “No, ma’am. I just want to spend time playing with Jimmy. Right, Jimmy?”

      Jimmy nodded. “Yeah, Mom. Sheesh, don’t make him uncomfortable. Why would his parents make him nervous? I mean, seriously?”

      She looked at me and shook her head. “Boys.”

      “I know,” I said, rolling my eyes. “They’re so weird, aren’t they?”

      “We are,” said Jimmy. “So, don’t listen to anything that we say. It’ll only confuse you.”

      I wanted more than anything to tell him to shut-up. That he was trying way too hard to act natural. “Come on, Mom. Let’s go and work out.”

      “Okay. Secure the door and if you need anything, you can access the workout room with the tele-communicator. I’ll keep an eye on it, in case you send us a signal.”

      “Okay,” said Jimmy.

      “Goodbye, Mrs. Logan,” said Bruce.

      “Goodbye,” she said. “You boys have fun.”

      “We will,” they said in unison.

      We left them and began walking down the hallway in silence.

      “You must feel a lot better,” I said after we turned down the next hallway. “I mean, you were puking your guts out this morning and now you actually want to work out.”

      “Oh, that was because of my nerves and the G-force,” she said. “I feel one-hundred percent better.”

      “That’s good,” I said.

      “So, what do you think of the ship?”

      I shrugged. “It’s okay.”

      “Still not impressed, huh?” she asked, smiling in amusement.

      “I didn’t want to be here. I told you that.”

      “I know. But, like I said before, it’s for the better of all –”

      “Mankind,” I interrupted, my voice tight. After what I’d learned, going to Planet Z wasn’t better for any of mankind. “Yeah, I got that part.”

      Mom grabbed my arm, stopping me. Her eyes bore into mine, but I saw nothing reflected there but concern. “What’s wrong? I can tell it’s more than just the trip.”

      I licked my lips and forced a smile. “No. It’s really nothing. I’m just tired, I guess.”

      She continued staring at my face for a few more seconds and then let go of me. “I know this hasn’t been easy for you, and I’m sorry. We made you drop everything for this trip…”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I know you had no choice.”

      She sighed as we started walking again. “You know, your father and I are an important factor in this mission, but above all, we’re still your parents. We only want what’s best for you and Jimmy and... well… this is going to hopefully secure a better future for you. For everyone. That’s why we have no regrets about leaving Earth.”

      “And by that, you mean, leaving Earth, temporarily.”

      “To be honest, the chances are that we won’t be going back there.”

      I stopped abruptly. “What do you mean?”

      “Why would we want to?”

      “Because it’s our home,” I said, staring at her in shock. “I mean, you said this was just a mission. You never once mentioned that this was permanent.”

      “Face it, Alex. Planet Z will be our new home. It’s filled with fresh air, water, and all of the resources that we need to rebuild our lives. Everything that we left behind can be duplicated there. Heck, made better. One-hundred percent better.” Her eyes glittered as she stared into off space, a dreamy smile on her face. “Believe me, once you get there, you won’t want to leave. You’ll never want to leave.”

      Her idolization of the planet gave me the chills. “You sound like you’ve already been there.”

      She looked at me again. “No, of course not.”

      “Then how can you honestly say that it’s the best thing for us? It might not be as marvelous as you think.”

      “It is,” she said, smiling again. “You’ll see. It’s going to be our utopia.”

      I felt the hair stand up on the back of my neck. She said she’d never been there, but from the look in her eyes, the planet meant everything to her, which could only mean one thing – she really was being controlled by an alien. One who was highly anticipating its return home.

      I blinked back tears and began walking. “Let’s just go work out,” I said, trying not to cry.

      “Good idea. It’s important to keep our bodies fit and healthy.”

      “So they say.”
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      I hopped onto the treadmill and ran at a steady pace for thirty minutes, staring at the hologram in front of me. It was one of the reasons I enjoyed running. The holograms gave the illusion that you were actually running outdoors while enjoying the scenery all around you. Each treadmill had a program which allowed the runner to select some kind of nature scene. One that looked like something out of the old history books. Blue skies, green grass, colorful flowers. This particular one showed a dirt path set between a beautiful snow-capped mountainside and a slow-moving river. Deer drank from a stream and once in a while, I’d pass by a rabbit or other furry animal that would scurry away as I got closer. Normally, I let myself get taken away by the hologram, enjoying the journey through the scenery. Today, however, all that I could think about were my parents being aliens, Blayze hiding in our bathroom, and the video of Hamilton. Unfortunately, I still couldn’t remember most the events leading up to the time that my memory was erased. They’d obviously done a good job on me, but I was curious as to how Blayze’s memory had resurfaced so quickly. I decided to ask him about that when I got back, which would have to be soon. I was worried that they’d spill something to Dad when he checked in on them. If that happened and he really was an alien, we were all screwed.

      Mom ran next to me, listening to her headphones as she stared at her own personal nature scene. Besides us, there were five other people working out. None of them spoke to each other and something told me that they were all controlled by aliens and were very much aware that I wasn’t. Especially from the way they watched me in the mirrored walls when they thought I wasn’t looking.

      “Phew. I’m done,” I said loudly, after I finished my ‘cool-down’. “I think I’m going back to the room now.”

      “That was quick,” she said, pulling off her headphones. “Aren’t you going to do any resistance training?”

      “No. I’m still a little tired from this morning. Besides, I should go back and check on the boys. Make sure they aren’t going through my things.”

      “Okay. I’ll be back in another hour or so. If you see your father, tell him I’m still here.”

      “Okay,” I said, wiping some of the perspiration from my forehead with the back of my hand.

      “Oh, and,” she lowered her voice, “remember, if you see Blayze, don’t interact with him.”

      “I know, Mom. See you later,” I replied, walking toward the exit. As I reached out to open the door, it swung open and there stood my father.

      “Hey, honey. I heard that you were both here,” he said, smiling over my head at Mom.

      “Hi,” I said. “Did you find Blayze yet?”

      He sighed and scratched his head. “No. To be honest, I don’t know what the big deal is. I think Hamilton is overreacting.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “He’s just a boy. One who obviously needs someone to talk to, not a bunch of security guards scaring the poor kid. Hamilton is acting like he’s some kind of terrorist. It’s ridiculous.”

      I would have agreed with him under normal circumstances.

      He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it. “Tell you what, if you see Blayze, tell him to come and see me. I’ll straighten things out between the two of them. Okay?”

      “Uh, sure,” I said. “I mean, if I see him. I doubt he’d seek me out. We never really hung out in school.”

      “Maybe not, but if you do end up bumping into him, let him know that he has a friend in me.”

      I chuckled. “Okay.”

      He dropped his hand and looked over at Mom. “I’m going to get in a little workout. It’s important to keep active on the ship, now that we’re confined here for the next few days.”

      “Yeah, because God only knows if you miss out on a week of exercise, what it will do to your body,” I said dryly.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Wow, what’s that all about?”

      “Nothing. I’m just tired. It’s been a long day.”

      “I understand. Go back to your room and get some rest.”

      “I doubt that will be easy with Bruce and Jimmy around.”

      “Oh, Bruce’s dad came and got the both of them. They went back to their cabin to play for a while. So, the room is all yours for the next couple of hours. Hopefully.”

      “Uh, cool,” I said, feeling a little anxious about that fact. Now that I knew Bruce’s folks were aliens, I didn’t really want Jimmy around them, especially Sue. “Oh. Well, I guess that will be nice.”

      “Yeah, enjoy the peace and quiet,” he replied, walking around me toward Mom. “Hey, Mary. Ready to race?”

      I could still hear her laughing as I left the work-out room. When I finally made it back to our cabin, I found Blayze still hiding out in the bathroom.

      “Hey,” I said, knocking on the bathroom door.

      He looked relieved when he saw me. “Your brother left with Bruce and his father. I thought maybe your dad was stopping back to check on things when I heard you come in.”

      “Don’t worry. I ran into him already. He’s working out with my mother.” I went over and sat down on the lower bunk. “I hope Jimmy is going to be all right with Bruce’s parents. The woman is horrible and I don’t know if we should let them stay there.”

      He shrugged. “As long as they don’t say anything out of the ordinary, they should both be fine.”

      “That’s the problem. They were trying a little too hard earlier.” I bit my lower lip. “I wonder if I should check on them?”

      “They seemed to be acting pretty convincing when Bruce’s dad showed up. Nothing too weird. At least from what I can tell.”

      “Still…”

      “You’re going to have to trust him to act normal around your parents, too, you know.”

      I let out a ragged sigh. “I guess. How long do you think they’ve been aliens?”

      “I don’t really know.”

      “What about your parents? Where are they?”

      “I don’t know that either,” he said, quietly. “I haven’t seen them for a few weeks.”

      “Seriously?” I asked, surprised.

      “They left for work, early one morning, and never came home.”

      “What exactly do they do?” I asked, feeling horrible for him. At least I knew where my parents were, aliens or not. It was better than not knowing anything.

      “They both work for Hamilton. They’re part of the council.”

      “Did you ask Hamilton about them?”

      “Yes. He said that he didn’t have any idea. I could tell that he was lying, though. He knows exactly where they are.”

      “Were your parents also controlled by aliens?”

      “No. I’m sure they weren’t. In fact, I walked in on them talking about conspiracy theories one night. When I asked them about it, they quickly changed the subject.”

      “That sucks,” I said.

      “Tell me about it. I wish they would have confided in me. I might have been able to help them.”

      “Do you think they’re alive?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know. They’re not on the ship. I know that.”

      We sat there in silence for a minute and then I looked at him. “You know, my parents are not acting any differently than usual and they certainly don’t act like they’re just… tolerating us. Like Bruce’s parents.”

      He shrugged. “I guess I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe they’re just really good actors.”

      “Or maybe they’re just really not aliens,” I said, thinking back to how she’d been acting earlier. Talking about Planet Z. It was certainly a little weird, but not enough to convince me fully that she was being controlled by an alien.

      “Then why would they have erased both of our memories?” he said, his eyebrows furrowing. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t them? You could have been confused.”

      He shook his head. “No. It happened and it was definitely them, Alex. We were both there; you just don’t remember it yet.”

      I tried picturing them doing something like that, strapping us down by force, but it didn’t make sense. Both of my parents were peaceful and very good-natured people. They hadn’t changed. “How long ago did your memory return?”

      “The following morning. When I woke, things started coming back to me.”

      “Do you have any idea why you regained your memory so quickly and I’m still having problems?”

      “No. Maybe the machine was faulty. I really have no idea, I’m just happy that it did. What about you, are you remembering anything else?”

      “No.”

      He rubbed the wrist I’d twisted earlier, smiling. “Your subconscious apparently remembers our defense training.”

      I smiled sheepishly. “I guess so. Sorry about that.”

      “No, I’m glad it happened,” he replied. “For your sake. Now you know that you can protect yourself if you need to. At least when it comes to hand-to-hand combat.”

      “I guess,” I said, pulling my legs up onto the bed and crossing them. “You said we were training for six months. Is that how long we knew of them?”

      He nodded.

      “It’s weird because I can remember the last six months so vividly. Going to school and hanging out with my friends. Celebrating Jimmy’s birthday. I don’t get why I can’t remember anything about the aliens.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they planted some memories, too? Took away the ones they didn’t want you to have and replaced them with the others?”

      “Maybe,” I said softly. “It’s so twisted, isn’t it?”

      He nodded.

      I sighed. “What are we going to do?”

      “Just like I said before, nothing. Not until we get to the planet. Then, I guess we’ll try and escape.”

      I shivered. Everything felt so surreal and hopeless. I couldn’t imagine running off with him on a planet we knew nothing about. It had to be a dangerous move. But what other choice did we have? “That doesn’t sound very reassuring.”

      “I know. It’s all I have right now. I guess we just need to come up with some kind of plan. Maybe I can get my hands on some of their weapons? The security guards have phasers. Maybe we can confiscate some of them.”

      “It would definitely help.”

      “I’ve come up with something, at least.” He pointed to a large vent on the wall, next to the bunk-bed. “If I can get into the air-ducts, I should be able to move freely without getting caught.”

      I got to my feet and looked up at it. It didn’t look very promising to me. “Do you think that you can even fit in there?”

      He climbed to the top of the bunk-bed, leaned over the edge, and studied the vent. “Actually, yeah. It’s definitely wide enough. I just need to get the cover off. Do you think you can you get your hands on a screwdriver?”

      “There has to be one somewhere,” I said. “In fact, I’ll go check my parents’ room.”

      “If they don’t have one, I’m sure you can ask one of the maintenance workers.”

      “Oh, yeah. Good idea.”

      “One more thing, could you bring back something to eat, too?” he asked with a crooked smile.  “I work better when I’m not ready to pass out.”

      “I’ll try. When was the last time you ate anything?”

      He shrugged. “Early this morning.”

      “Wow. What would you like?”

      “Anything you can get your hands on.”

      “I’ll check and see if the cafeteria is still open.”

      “Thanks,” Blayze said, now standing next to me.

      “No problem,” I replied.

      Before I could do anything, he pulled me into an embrace. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I thought maybe they’d already gotten to you.”

      “Uh, no,” I said, laughing nervously. “I mean, I’m pretty sure that when I talk to myself, it’s still just me listening.”

      He chuckled and let me go. “That’s good. You haven’t been invited to host any alien house-warming parties?”

      “Not yet,” I said, wishing he’d hug me again. His arms had made me feel safe and I so desperately needed that right now. “Well, I, uh, I’ll be back.”

      “I’ll be waiting,” said Blayze, who was looking at me like he had more to say.

      I took a deep breath. Something had been niggling at me. “About you and Emily,” I blurted out. “Was that real or a memory?”

      His eyebrows shot up. “Emily?”

      “Yeah, your girlfriend?”

      He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

      “What is unbelievable?”

      Blayze opened his eyes and smiled slowly. “You were my girlfriend, Alex. I don’t know exactly what crazy memories they implanted in that beautiful head of yours, but it was always just you and me.”

      I stared at him in shock. “You and me?”

      He walked over and looked down into my face. “I wasn’t going to say anything. I was just going to wait. You’ve already been through so much today, but,” he touched my cheek, “since you’re the one who asked…”

      My eyes widened as he pressed his lips to mine. The kiss was soft and then… familiar. Euphoria and heart-pounding joy washed over me as I realized we’d done it before, but it was quickly followed by anger. Anger that someone had taken such a sacred and intimate memory from me.

      “There is one good thing,” he whispered, pulling away.

      “What?”

      His eyes twinkled. “We’ve now had two first kisses.”

      “You mean I have,” I said, trying not to ruin the moment even though I was so furious.

      “Believe me, it felt like a first kiss for me, too.”

      But, it wasn’t. And I couldn’t shake my resentment. The aliens were taking everything away from us. I wasn’t even sure who I was anymore.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his smile slipping way.

      “I hate them,” I said, blinking back tears.

      “Who? Your parents?”

      “Whoever it was that did this to us. Playing with our lives like this. Using us. Deceiving us.”

      He nodded. “I know. Just remember, Alex, they may have taken those memories from you, but we can always make new ones. Better ones.”

      “Unless they steal those away as well,” I said, angrily.

      “I won’t let that happen to us again,” he said firmly. “And I’m going to do everything in my power to stop them. I hope you know that.”

      “I know, Blayze,” I said, wishing that I had more faith in those words. The truth was that we were in way over our heads, without the power to do much of anything. The aliens had already conquered our planet, killing most of the population and using the rest for their own survival. I couldn’t imagine that two eighteen-year-olds would be able to find the power to take that kind of enemy on and in the end, win. But, I also wasn’t willing to give up without a fight. It was the human thing to do. “We’ll stop them.”

      Or at least die trying…
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      A few seconds later, I left the cabin and walked next door to my parents’ room, which was locked. Sighing, I decided to go in search of food and worry about the screwdriver afterward. As I made my way to the cafeteria, I ran into the jerk, Hamilton, again. I couldn’t believe my luck. This time he was with his assistant.

      “Hello, Alexandra,” he said.

      “Hi,” I said, trying to keep my cool.

      “I’m Mara,” said his assistant, holding out her hand. She had blonde hair and brown eyes that were very warm, which was surprising. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “We haven’t.” I shook her hand. “I’m Alex.”

      “Nice to meet you.” She smiled. “My, you have beautiful eyes. The color is extraordinary.”

      “Thanks,” I said, lowering them. The way she was staring made me uncomfortable. Almost like she was being sincere. I wondered if they were going to play “Good Cop, Bad Cop” with me now, to try and get information.

      “You haven’t seen Blayze yet, have you?” asked Hamilton, staring down at me with that haughty expression he always wore.

      Yep. Good Cop, Bad Cop. Butter me up and then go in for the kill. “No.”

      His eyes bore into mine and I thought about the video, when they’d been infused with silver. They were currently a dark blue, obviously hiding his true nature. “That’s unfortunate. We’ve checked everywhere and there’s been absolutely no sign of him. The ship is big, but not that big. I’m beginning to think that someone is helping him hide.”

      “Why would someone do that?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” he said, smiling coldly. “He’s very confused and needs help. Anyone who doesn’t see that is probably also very confused.”

      “Probably. I wouldn’t know.”

      “I’m sure if you did know, you’d tell us,” he said.

      “Of course.”

      “So, where are you off to?” asked Mara.

      I waved my hand. “Oh, I was going to grab a snack from the cafeteria. I just finished working out and now I’m starving.”

      “I believe it’s closed until dinnertime,” said Hamilton. “But, if you need something to tide you over until then, I happen to know the access code.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “No bother at all,” he said and looked at Mara. “I’ll meet you back at my office. Now would be a good time to check on that thing we discussed earlier.”

      She looked at me and then back at him. “Of course. Definitely.”

      “Let’s go and get you something to eat, Alexandra,” said Hamilton as Mara left us.

      “Uh, sure,” I said, trying to hide my frustration. The last thing I wanted was to be around Hamilton, let along be alone with him.

      We began walking toward the cafeteria, passing by several people who greeted him. He was very friendly with all of them, which surprised me because he didn’t seem like a very amicable guy.

      It’s because they’re probably all aliens, I reminded myself.

      “So, are you excited about visiting a new planet?” he asked, after a short time.

      “Yes,” I lied. “Definitely. It’s all my parents have been talking about.”

      “I can understand why.” He smiled. “You’re going to love it. It’s everything that Earth isn’t.”

      Ah, he’s trying to be my friend now. Probably thinks I’m naïve enough to think he likes me. “So, you’ve been there before?”

      “No, but I’ve seen pictures and videos.”

      “Oh, that’s cool.”

      He stopped suddenly. “Would you like to see some of them? I can show you what all of the fuss is about.”

      “No, that’s okay,” I replied, not wanting to be with him any longer than I had to. “I’m kind of tired. I’m going to probably take a nap after I eat.”

      “Are you sure? You could have your snack while I show them to you in my office.”

      I laughed nervously. He was practically begging me to come back with him. “Maybe another time.”

      “Suit yourself. If you change your mind, though…”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll let you know.”

      “Okay. My door is always open. If you want to look at pictures or need someone to talk to…”

      Oh, puke, I thought. Like I would turn to him for anything. “Thanks,” I repeated, as we began walking again. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “So,” he said, as we turned the corner, “what’s your brother up to?”

      “He’s hanging out with Bruce.”

      “I’m glad they’re getting along. I’m a little surprised, though. I’ve heard that Bruce can be a bully at times. Even his parents have said that he is quite the handful.”

      “That’s what I heard, too. But, they seem to be doing fine together.”

      “Good,” he said as we approached the cafeteria. Hamilton entered some numbers on the keypad and both of the doors opened. We walked in and the lights turned on automatically. He looked at me. “Let’s go and see what they have in the kitchen.”

      “Okay.”

      “What would you like, young lady?” he asked, as we stopped at the cafeteria’s food processor.

      “A sandwich?”

      He began pushing buttons. “What kind?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t care. Whatever.”

      “How about a soy and onion sandwich?” he asked, smirking.

      I grimaced. “No, thanks.”

      “Obviously, you do care. How about an almond-butter sandwich on whole wheat?”

      “Okay. Could I have two of them?”

      His eyes widened. “Two? You planning on stuffing yourself and hibernating for the rest of the trip?”

      “No, I just thought that maybe Jimmy might want one when he gets back from Bruce’s. He’s growing like a weed and is always hungry.”

      “Okay,” he said, pressing more buttons on the food-processor. “You want them ‘To Go’, right?”

      “Yes.”

      A minute later, he reached into the food-processor and handed me two sandwiches wrapped in plastic.

      “Thanks,” I answered, reaching for them.

      “See, I’m not such a bad guy.”

      “I never thought you were,” I said, forcing a smile.

      His lip curled up and I could tell that he didn’t really believe me. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Uh, yeah. That would be great. Maybe some water?”

      “There’s a cooler over there, help yourself.”

      “Okay, well, thanks again,” I said, going over to the cooler. I opened it up and grabbed two small bottles.

      “You’re welcome. I’ll walk you back to your room,” he said, walking toward the exit.

      “That’s not necessary,” I said, catching up to him. “But, thanks.”

      He held the door open. “It’s okay. I need to talk to your father anyway.”

      “He’s gone,” I said, walking into the hallway.

      “He is? Where is he?”

      “Probably still in the gym. With my mom. I’m sure you can catch him there.”

      “Oh. Well, I guess I’ll head over that way.”

      “Good luck with Blayze.”

      “Thanks. It’s just a matter of time before we find him.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Hey, if you run into your dad, let him know that I need to speak to him.”

      “I will. Like I said, check the gym,” I said, walking away quickly.

      He said something, but I couldn’t hear him, nor did I care. I needed to get back to the room. When I finally made it back and stepped inside, I almost had a heart attack.

      “Mara,” I said, staring at her in horror. She was standing in the middle of the room with Blayze, whose eyes were shiny.

      “Relax,” she said, holding up her hands. “I’m on your side, believe it or not.”

      Blayze cleared his throat. “She is. I just found out myself.”

      “I don’t understand. What’s going on?” I said putting down the sandwiches and water.

      Mara shoved a loose piece of hair behind her ear. “I don’t have a lot of time to explain. Hamilton sent me here to see if you were hiding Blayze.”

      “Are you going to tell him?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “Like I said, I’m on your side.”

      “I don’t get it. Why are you helping us?” I asked.

      “I’m part of The Resistance,” she replied.

      “Aren’t you being controlled by them?” I asked. “The aliens?”

      “No,” she said firmly, like the thought repelled her.

      “You mentioned The Resistance?” I asked, feeling much better. “What is that?”

      She looked at Blayze. “You’re going to have to explain. I need to hurry back to Hamilton before he comes looking for me.”

      “I will. You’d better go and find him. He goes crazy when he’s missing someone,” said Blayze, smirking.

      “You’ve got that right. I’m sorry about your parents,” she said, her eyes softening. “I thought that you should find out the truth. I know Hamilton lied.”

      He nodded. “He did, but I guess part of me already knew.”

      Mara walked over and put her hand on my shoulder. “And you. I know things might seem overwhelming right now, but just remember that you’re not alone.”

      “Thank goodness for that,” I said, feeling so much better.

      Her cell phone began to ring.

      She pulled it out of her pocket and frowned. “Yep. It’s him,” she said, staring at the screen. “I have to get out of here.”

      “Thanks, Mara,” said Blayze. “Thanks for everything. You don’t know how much this means to us. We’ve been going crazy.”

      “You’re welcome. Just so you know, this will be the last time we communicate for a while. I can’t risk getting caught, obviously. Just remember what I told you.”

      “I will.” He nodded toward me. “And I’ll fill her in.”

      Nodding, she left us alone.

      I turned to him. “Okay, what happened to your parents and what’s The Resistance?”

      “They’re basically Freedom Fighters,” he said, grabbing one of the sandwiches. He tore off the plastic. “So, we aren’t the only ones who know about the invasion.”

      I sighed in relief. “Thank goodness. Are they going to save us?”

      “They’re trying to,” he said, taking a bite out of the sandwich.

      “What about your parents?”

      As he swallowed, I noticed the pain in his eyes. “They’re dead.”

      My breath caught in my throat. I wasn’t expecting that. I’d thought they’d been captured and turned into hosts. “Oh, my God, Blayze, I’m so sorry. What happened?”

      He sighed. “They died trying to expose the aliens. Hamilton had them killed.”

      “I don’t understand? Why wouldn’t he just erase their memories or use them to host other aliens?”

      “Because of the implants.”

      “What?”

      “The Resistance has found a way to destroy the aliens with some kind of toxic element. Apparently, it’s toxic to them, but not to us. My parents both had the implants.”

      “What is this toxic element?”

      “I’m not really sure. It’s not from our planet,” he said, talking with his mouth full.

      “Really? How did your parents get their hands on it?”

      He grabbed a bottle of water and removed the cap. “I guess not all of the aliens agree with hostile takeovers.”

      My eyes widened. “Some of them are on our side?”

      He took a drink of water. “At least one of them,” replied Blayze, wiping the side of his mouth. “Lucky for us, huh?”

      “Yes. I guess. Wow.”

      “Yeah, ‘wow’ is right. Even crazier is that Mara told me that the alien is working with its host to put an end to all of this.”

      An alien and a human working together? I wondered how in the heck that worked. “Are they on the ship?”

      “Yes, but I don’t know who it is. Mara said it’s too dangerous to give up the woman’s identity.”

      “A woman, huh?”

      “Yes. It’s not your mother. I already asked.”

      I smiled sadly.

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. This is good news, right?”

      He nodded.

      Well, the part about his parents dying wasn’t. I told him that.

      “Like I said before, I had a feeling,” he answered somberly.

      “Still. I’m really sorry.”

      “Thanks. Me too. But, at least they were working to stop all of this before they were killed. It must have given them hope. Now, if we can just help The Resistance finish what they started…”

      “Exactly. Speaking of that, why hasn’t anyone used this toxin on Hamilton yet? Especially with Mara being so close to him?”

      “They’ve tried a couple of times, but for some reason, it doesn’t work on him.”

      I grunted. “Figures.”

      “Mara thinks it’s because the alien has been inside of Hamilton for so long, that the element doesn’t have any kind of effect on him anymore.”

      “Like he’s built up some kind of immunity toward it?”

      “Maybe. Once we get to Planet Z, she said they’ll be able to gather more of the toxin to create a much stronger dosage. She thinks it might work on him.”

      “Let’s hope so. How many people are in The Resistance?”

      “I don’t know. She didn’t say.”

      “Do you think that my parents are part of it?” I asked, feeling hopeful.

      “I don’t know that either. We really didn’t get a lot of time to talk.”

      I sighed. “I wish I knew.”

      “I know. Think about it this way, though – if they are possessed by aliens, we might be able to do something about it. We just need to get our hands on the toxin.”

      “If we knew exactly who was on The Resistance, we could talk to them... see if they’ll –”

      The door suddenly opened and my father walked into the room with Hamilton before Blayze had a chance to hide.

      “I told you,” said Hamilton, looking triumphant. “Your daughter was hiding him. You didn’t believe me and now we have another mess on our hands to clean up.”

      The look on my dad’s face was of defeat and then anger. “Alex, how could you lie to us?”

      I opened my mouth to return the question, when Blayze jumped in. “She didn’t lie to you,” he said, glaring at them. “I just got here. She wasn’t hiding me.”

      “That’s a lie,” said Hamilton. “The sandwiches pretty much give it away.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Dad.

      He told him about the cafeteria. “She said they were for her and Jimmy.”

      “They probably were but I asked her if I could have one,” said Blayze, smiling coldly. “And she was nice enough to let me have it.”

      “Sorry, but I don’t believe your lies. So, Blayze, what kind of crazy tales did you tell her?” snapped Hamilton. “More outlandish stories about aliens?”

      I made myself laugh. “Aliens? What about them? Are we going to see some on Planet Z?”

      “Of course not,” said my dad, his eyes softening. “Blayze is just a very confused young man.”

      Blayze rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that’s what it is.”

      Hamilton pulled out a phaser. “Let’s go, Blayze.”

      I gasped. “Isn’t that a little extreme?”

      “I’m not taking any more chances with this boy,” said Hamilton. “You have no idea what kind of hysteria he could cause on this ship and we certainly don’t need that.”

      “But, he’s your nephew,” I said. “And you’re threatening him with that?”

      Hamilton smirked. “It wouldn’t kill him. It might hurt a little. It’s a stun-phaser. Let’s go, Blayze.”

      Furious, I turned to my dad. “You know this isn’t right!” I cried. “He’s being forced against his will and Blayze is eighteen. He’s an adult, one who hasn’t hurt anyone.”

      “Not yet. He’s dangerous to himself and others,” replied my father. “Now he can get the help he needs.”

      I clenched my fists. “That’s definitely not the kind of help he needs.”

      “Logan, are we having a bigger problem here?” asked Hamilton, looking angry.

      “No. Now, calm down, sweetheart,” said Dad. “Everything will be fine.”

      “No, it won’t,” I snapped. “He can’t leave with Hamilton.”

      “It’s okay, Alex,” said Blayze, warning me with his eyes. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Exactly. Now, let’s go,” ordered Hamilton. “And if you give me any more trouble, you’re going to make this much harder for everyone, if you know what I mean.”

      Blayze walked toward the doorway, his jaw clenched.

      “Paul, make sure you explain to Alex everything that I told you. It will make it easier for her to understand,” said Hamilton.

      My eyes widened.

      “I will,” he replied. “She’s old enough to handle the truth.”

      “Good. I’ll see you in my office at seven. We have much to discuss.”

      Dad nodded and we both watched as Blayze left with Hamilton. When the door closed, he let out a ragged sigh.

      “It’s not right, Dad.”

      “He’ll be fine. He’s going to get help. He obviously needs it. I mean, he’s talking about aliens and crazy invasion stuff.” He leaned against one of the chests. “He’s definitely lost it.”

      “Wouldn’t you lose it if you lost your parents?” I asked snidely.

      “What do you mean?”

      “He thinks they’re dead. They’ve been missing for months.”

      “They’re fine,” he replied. “See, that’s another lie he’s come up with. Don’t believe a word he says.”

      “How do you know they’re fine?”

      He hesitated. “Because we’re having a conference call with them in Hamilton’s office at seven.”

      “What a coincidence,” I said dryly. Even I could tell that my Dad was lying this time. “Why is that?”

      “They’re concerned, for obvious reasons, and Hamilton wants me to evaluate him.”

      “You? You’re not a psychiatrist.”

      “No, but I’m probably more qualified than most of the other passengers on this ship.”

      “You’re a Planetary Astronomer.”

      He frowned. “I know that. But, I’m all he has at the moment.”

      I sighed. “So, what did Hamilton mean about telling me everything?”

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “This isn’t the first time that Blayze has pulled this kind of thing,” he said. “That’s why his parents left him with his uncle. His mother is pregnant and can’t handle the stress.”

      I stared at my father in disbelief. The lies kept piling up. Did he think I was that naive? Or, was he brainwashed himself? “Really?”

      “It’s the truth,” he said, frowning. “You look like you don’t believe me.”

      I laughed grimly. “I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

      He was about to answer when the door opened and Mom walked in, looking flustered. “Paul, Jimmy is having some kind of tantrum over at Bruce’s.”

      He rubbed a hand over his face and sighed. “I’ll go and get him.”

      “Actually, I think we should both go,” she said, her eyes darting to me and then back to him. “Just in case it… escalates.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, feeling the blood rush to my ears. Was Jimmy’s life in danger? “Escalates?”

      He walked toward the door. “She doesn’t mean anything. Look, I’ll go and get him. Stay with Alex, Mary. She needs you at the moment.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said as he closed the door behind him. “What’s wrong, honey?”

      “I’m fine. What’s going on with Jimmy?”

      “Nothing that your father can’t handle. Come on, tell me what’s wrong. I can see that you’re upset about something,” she said, her eyes softening. “I want to help if I can.”

      “Don’t worry about me. Look, I’m going to take a shower,” I said, needing time away from her to think. “I feel yucky all of a sudden.”

      “Of course.” She stood up. “You know, I think I will, too. I built up a pretty good sweat back in the gym.”

      “Are you sure you want to leave me alone? Dad probably wants you to babysit me,” I said dryly.

      She waved her hand. “I’m not worried about you. It’s Blayze Watkins that is causing such a stir on the ship.” She smiled. “I just saw him with Hamilton, though. So I guess we can all breathe better.”

      “I still don’t understand why he’s causing such uproar,” I muttered, grabbing some clothes out of my suitcase. “It makes no sense.”

      “I know. Just forget about him.”

      “Fine. Already forgotten,” I lied.

      She asked me some more questions about what I’d been up to after leaving the gym when her phone began to ring. “It’s your father,” she said and then answered it. Her eyes widened as she listened to him. “Okay, I’ll be right there,” she said quickly.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as she put her phone away.

      “Nothing for you to worry about. Take your shower and we’ll be back with your brother,” she replied, walking toward the door.

      “Mom, is everything okay?”

      “Of course,” she said. “Don’t worry, Alex. I’ve got everything under control.”
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      I took a shower and got dressed. When I walked out of the bathroom, I noticed that the lights were dim and Jimmy was back. He was lying on the top bunk, staring up at the ceiling.

      “Hey, what happened?” I asked, relieved that our parents weren’t around and he was back.

      He didn’t even look at me. “What do you mean?” he asked.

      I frowned.  “Jimmy? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, his voice just as hollow.

      “Why are you staring up at the ceiling?”

      He closed his eyes. “I’m not feeling very well. The room is spinning. I thought it would help if I focused on the hole above me. But, it’s not.”

      I climbed up the ladder and stared down at him. He was pasty looking. I felt his forehead, and noticed it was damp. “You don’t have a fever but you look ill. What happened at Bruce’s?”

      He opened his eyes and looked at me. “I… I don’t remember. Was I at Bruce’s?”

      Warning bells went off in my head. “Yes. Don’t you remember?”

      “No.”

      “Where do you think you’ve been for the last couple of hours?”

      “I was in the lab. With Dad.”

      “What? What were you doing in there?”

      “I don’t know. I think I was sleeping. I woke up and he was carrying me out of there.”

      “He must have erased your memory,” I whispered.

      Jimmy didn’t reply. Instead, he yawned and closed his eyes. “I’m so tired. I need to sleep.”

      I patted his arm. “Okay. Do you need anything to drink? I went and got some water.”

      He turned over onto his side, his back to me. “Not right now. I just want to sleep.”

      Sighing, I looked up at the hole he’d mentioned and frowned. I couldn’t recall seeing it before. In fact, I was almost positive that it was new. I peered closer, squinting at the small object. There was a tiny black glass ball sticking out of the hole and a red light glowing from the inside. It was so faint that one could barely see it.

      A camera? What else could it be?

      Crap.

      The door opened, startling me, and Dad walked in. “What’s going on?” he asked, looking up at me.

      My heart was pounding as I stepped down from the ladder. I felt like I’d just gotten caught doing something wrong, which was stupid, considering I was just looking out for my little brother. “Jimmy told me that he wasn’t feeling very good. I was just checking on him.”

      “Don’t worry. He’s fine. Jimmy is probably just tired,” he said.

      “It looks that way. So, what happened at Bruce’s?”

      “Oh, nothing. They were just getting concerned because he had a slight fever and started to get dizzy. I gave him some medicine and that’s why he’s tired and a little disoriented.”

      “Oh,” I replied. “I thought Mom said he had a tantrum or something.”

      “No. She misunderstood. He wasn’t feeling well. Must have been something he ate.”

      “You really think so?” I said, trying not to sound anxious.

      “Yes. He’ll be fine. Don’t worry about him. How are you feeling?”

      “Okay.”

      “Good.” He smiled. “So, how would you like to take a walk with me? I have something great to show you.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Right now?”

      “Yes.  I want to show you our new lab before the meeting with Hamilton. It’s really something.”

      Oh, my God, was he going to erase my memory? Is that what he did to Jimmy’s?

      “Maybe later?” I yawned. “I’m pretty wiped out. It’s been a long day and I think I’d like to take a nap, too.”

      “Later? To be honest, our meeting might drag on for a few hours,” he said. “There won’t be a lot of time to show you the lab if we get back too late.”

      “How about tomorrow? Seriously, Dad, I’m exhausted and… all of that craziness with Blayze really wore me out. You know the more I think about it, the more I realize that you were absolutely right. He definitely needs help and the best thing was for Hamilton to find him. Maybe you guys can figure out a way to finally help him get over his wild ideas.”

      He stared at me for a minute and then sighed. “I’m glad you’ve come to your senses.”

      “It wasn’t difficult. We’re not even friends. I know nothing about him and he doesn’t know anything about me.”

      “Really? I guess that I’m surprised he came to you, then.”

      I shrugged. “I’m the only person on this ship close to his age. He must have thought I’d be easy to talk to.”

      “I guess. Well, I’ll leave you alone so you can take a nap. Remember, we’ll be at that meeting around seven. I’ll drop by beforehand with some dinner for the both of you.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Dad.”

      His smile looked so sincere. “I love you, kiddo. Don’t ever forget that.”

      “I love you, too.”

      He pulled me into his arms and held me. “Whatever happens, you have to trust me,” he whispered quickly.

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      “Shh…” he said so softly that I could barely hear him. “They’re… watching all of us.”
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      My heart filled with joy. He was okay! “Thank God,” I whispered back.

      “We’ll talk later.”

      “Okay.”

      He released me and patted me on the back. “Get some rest,” he said much louder. “You’ve had a long day.”

      I turned my back toward the camera and brushed at a couple of tears. A long day? That was an understatement. “I will, Dad,” I said, smiling through more of them.

      Smiling sadly, he left the room.

      I turned around and walked over to the bunk. Now that I knew we were being monitored, it made me self-conscious, but I couldn’t have been happier. My dad was fine. He was on our side. That meant Mom had to be too, right? The next time I spoke to him, I’d have to ask and find out also if he was also part of The Resistance. Feeling an overwhelming sense of relief. I closed my eyes and within minutes, was sleeping peacefully.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke up to the sound of Jimmy walking out of the bathroom.

      I cleared my throat. “Jimmy. How are you feeling?”

      “Fine. Why?” he said, turning on the lights.

      “Because you were complaining about being dizzy about two hours ago,” I replied, squinting at the bright lights.

      He shrugged. “I’m fine.”

      I got out of the bunk and glanced at the camera. The light was still on.

      “Where’s Mom and Dad?”

      I turned to him. “I don’t know.”

      “I’m hungry. Should we go to the cafeteria and get something?”

      “Dad said that he’d bring us some food before the meeting with Hamilton.”

      “Who’s Hamilton?” he asked, brushing some of the hair out of his eyes.

      “What do you mean, who’s Hamilton? Don’t you remember? He’s Blayze’s uncle and head of the Council.”

      “Blayze Watkins?” he asked, still confused.

      “Yes,” I replied, stunned.

      “Huh. Isn’t he the guy who got in trouble a few weeks ago, breaking the Curfew Law?”

      I decided to let it drop. Obviously, he was having some kind of a lapse of memory. I wondered if Bruce’s parents were actually the ones responsible for it. “Yes. I’m going to see if Mom and Dad are next door,” I said, grabbing my shoes.

      “I’m coming with,” he replied.

      “Suit yourself.”

      When we knocked on their door, nobody answered.

      “They must be in the lab or getting us something to eat from the cafeteria. It’s almost six-thirty.”

      “Do you know where their lab is?” he asked.

      “No. Do you? You were there earlier.”

      “I was?” he said, looking puzzled again

      “Yes.”

      “That’s weird. I don’t remember.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Let’s go and see if they’re getting us food.”

      “Okay.”

      They weren’t in their room so we headed toward the cafeteria. It was now open again, but there was no sign of our parents.

      “They must be in the lab then,” I said, as a group of people walked by us. “Are you sure you don’t remember anything about it?”

      “No.”

      I sighed.

      “Can we just get some food?” he asked, staring hungrily at one of the tables where three people were eating salads.

      “I can’t see why not.”

      We got in line and selected our food. Jimmy took potatoes, green beans, and some kind of tofu that was supposed to taste like chicken. I made myself a salad and also took some potatoes.

      “Let’s eat here so we can watch for them,” I said, nodding toward a table in the corner, by the entrance.

      “Okay.”

      We sat down and ate in silence. When we were finished, it was after seven.

      “Good thing we grabbed our own food,” I said, leaning back in the chair. “Since they’re supposed to be at a meeting.”

      “With who?”

      I sighed. “With Hamilton. Seriously, Jimmy, don’t you remember anything about earlier?”

      He shook his head. “No. That’s kind of weird, isn’t it?”

      “Not really, I guess. Look, I have something to tell you,” I said, lowering my voice. I looked around and noticed a couple of larger cameras. Two of them were focused on our table.

      “What?”

      “Actually, I’ll tell you later.”

      “Fine,” he said, drinking the last of his water.

      I stood up and looked around. The cafeteria was filled now and it felt like almost everyone was watching us. It gave me the chills. “Let’s go back to our room.”

      Jimmy didn’t even argue. I wondered if he noticed everyone’s interest in us, too.

      We emptied our trays and started heading back to our room. Before we reached the last hallway, I took a detour and pulled him into the same supply room that Blayze had dragged me into earlier.

      “What are we doing in here?” he asked, his eyes wide.

      “Shh…” I said, looking around for one of the cameras. Not seeing any, I grabbed him by the shoulders and stared at him. “I have something to tell you but I don’t want you to freak out. Okay?”

      His eyes grew wide. “Uh, okay.”

      I took a deep breath. “Okay. Earlier today we learned that some of the people on this ship are possessed by aliens.”

      His eyes widened. “What?”

      “I know it’s hard to believe, but that’s what’s going on. Fortunately, Dad and Mom aren’t and there is a group of freedom fighters who call themselves The Resistance. I guess they’re on our side.”

      “The Resistance? What’s that?”

      I told him most of what I knew, leaving out Mara’s name.

      “That’s a crazy story,” he said. “Do our parents know about The Resistance?”

      “I don’t know. All I know for certain is that Dad isn’t possessed by an alien and he said that we needed to trust him.”

      “Hamilton isn’t aware of The Resistance?”

      “I don’t believe so. I could be wrong, however.”

      “And there is someone from their home planet who’s helping this group of individuals? A traitor?”

      His words startled me. They weren’t usually part of Jimmy’s vocabulary, and the realization made my throat dry. Swallowing I stared into his eyes and almost threw up when I saw that one of his irises had a silvery thread of color in the lower corner. It was barely noticeable.

      I forced a smile. “Got you.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      I laughed. “It was a joke, goofball. A story.”

      He didn’t look like he bought it. “A story? You mean to say that you were lying?”

      “Come on, Jimmy. Lighten up. It’s just one of our games. Don’t you remember?” I said, squeezing his shoulder. “I just thought that since you were forgetting so much stuff that I could tell you such a wild tale, it would make you remember our favorite game, at the very least.”

      “Our game?”

      “Freak-out. We try and see who can freak each other out the most and I have to say… you fell for that hook, line, and sinker.”

      “Yeah,” he smiled. “You had me pretty good.”

      “Of course I did. I’ve had a lot more practice than you.”

      “Freak-out, huh?” he said, staring at me.

      “Yup.”  I held my smile, even though I just wanted to cry. My brother was being controlled by an alien. Blayze had said they wouldn’t do that to someone so young, but there was no doubt in my mind that he wasn’t the same kid. I wondered if Jimmy was aware of what was happening. If he was trying to fight the alien’s control.

      “Interesting,” he said, turning toward the door. “We should go back to our room. They might be looking for us.”

      “You mean Mom and Dad?”

      “Of course,” he answered, glancing over his shoulder. “Come on, Alexandra.”

      Something told me that he still didn’t believe my story and the blood rushed to my ears as I realized what I’d just done. I’d given up our parents and had almost given away Mara, too. I had to somehow make Jimmy believe it was really our game.

      “You always did believe in crazy tales,” I said, walking next to him. “I just thought this would be fun. Since you’re so bored.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “I bet you can’t beat that last one,” I taunted him.

      He looked up at me. “It was pretty outlandish. You might be right.”

      Outlandish. Another word Jimmy wouldn’t ever say. “You’d better start coming up with something if you want to come out ahead,” I said. “Remember, we’re keeping score.”

      He smirked. “I guess I’d better.”

      As we continued on our way, we passed by several people neither of us knew, but I noticed that many of them stared at my brother. I wondered if they were all aliens and sharing some kind of unspoken message. It gave me the chills. When we finally made it back to our cabin, I started entering the access code to get inside, when someone spoke behind us.

      “Well, hello. I didn’t know you were on this ship, dear.”

      I turned and stared at her in surprise. It was the old woman from Blayze’s building. “Ellie?”

      She hobbled over with her cane, smiling. “Yes. It’s Alex, isn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      She looked at my brother. “And who is this nice looking young man?”

      “My name is Jimmy Logan.”

      Ellie’s smile faltered for second but then it grew wider. “How are you two enjoying the flight?”

      “It’s okay,” I said, not really in the mood for chit-chat. She was always catching me at a bad time. I almost felt bad because she seemed lonely. “What a small world, huh? Are you part of the research team?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m just here because my asthma has been acting up and my doctor was able to get me special permission to join you. They think the clean air will be wonderful for my lungs.”

      “Hopefully, it will be,” I said. One good thing was that she probably wouldn’t have to worry about an alien going after her as a host. The woman seemed so frail.

      She smiled again. “Do you know where the cafeteria is?”

      “Yes. Haven’t you been there yet?” I asked.

      “No, unfortunately. I’ve been in my room for most of the day. I’m quite hungry now, though. Would you mind showing me where it is? If it’s not a bother?”

      “No. Not at all,” I said and turned to Jimmy. “Why don’t you go inside and wait for me. I’ll show her where it is and head back. Meanwhile, you can come up with a story to freak me out.”

      “Okay,” he said, walking into the room.

      I closed the door and turned to Ellie. “Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      I grinned.

      “My, what a nice boy, your brother. He certainly follows orders very well.”

      “I guess,” I said as we began walking back toward the cafeteria, side-by-side.

      She grabbed my hand with the one not holding her can. “You know that you’re being watched very closely.”

      I swallowed. “Yes.”

      Ellie smiled gently. “Don’t be frightened of me. I’m on your side. I’m with The Resistance.”

      My eyes widened. “You are?”

      “Yes. You realize what’s happened to Jimmy, don’t you?” she whispered.

      I nodded.

      “We can fix that,” she said, slipping something into my hand. “This needs to be inserted somewhere into his body. It’s very tiny, but will do the job.”

      “What exactly will it do?”

      “It will destroy the invader. It’s like getting a vaccine for a bacterial infection. The invader is defenseless against Bargonite.”

      “Bargonite? That’s what’s in it?” I said, as if I’d heard of it before.

      “Yes. All you have to do is open up the encasement and poke him with the end. The needle is so small that he’ll barely feel it. When the invader figures out what’s happened, it will be too late.”

      “Is this the implant that Mara told Blayze about?”

      “I’ve created a serum now. It’s much easier to use.”

      “Will it hurt Jimmy?”

      “I’m not going to lie. It’s uncomfortable. But, it’s the only way to help your brother regain control of his body.”

      “What happens to the alien?”

      “The invader will die,” she said softly.

      “How many others have received the serum?”

      “A few. We’ve already managed to get to a sizeable number of invaders on this ship, believe it or not.  Unfortunately, it’s not enough and our supply is dwindling. Once we get back to Planet Z, we should have access to more of the Bargonite.”

      “So, this stuff really works and it won’t hurt the human?”

      “Most of the time, they pull through without any problems.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, stopping.

      She sighed. “Well, there was one instance where the host was allergic to the implant and didn’t make it.”

      “What do you mean, didn’t make it?”

      “They both died.”

      My eyes widened. “What about Jimmy? What if he’s allergic to the Bargonite? He could die?”

      “There is a very slim chance of that. So slim that I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

      “But, what if he’s allergic to it?”

      “Your brother is already dead with the invader taking over his body. And he’s physically not strong enough to sustain it for too long. Basically, your brother is a prisoner in his own body, and he’s on Death Row.”

      “But, he’s still alive in there.”

      “Yes. He might even be conscious as to what’s going on. Just unable to do anything about it.”

      “Then I don’t know if I want to risk it. There has to be another way.”

      “Believe me, there is no other way,” she said, smiling sadly.

      “How do you know? Maybe we can find something else on Planet Z that will work better than the Bargonite?”

      “Believe me, it’s his only chance. I know this because I created the toxin using materials from my home planet. It’s the only thing strong enough to destroy us.”

      I stared at her in awe. “Us? You’re the alien helping in The Resistance?”
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      “So, you’ve already heard about me. Yes, I am.”

      I stared into her eyes, but they didn’t hint of an alien. Not even a sliver of silver.

      She grinned. “The irises were colored a long time ago. They turn silver once we’ve entered your system. Obviously, we’ve needed to hide them to hide ourselves.”

      “What about the human soul still living inside of you? How can you be working together?”

      “She has allowed me to share her body, in hopes that we can put a stop to what’s been going on.”

      “How can the both of you share it? I just don’t understand.”

      She shrugged. “We just do. We are very amicable. In fact, we make decisions together and have long discussions inside of our head. It’s almost like we’re an old married couple now,” she said, chuckling. “I guess that one might say we’ve grown quite fond of each other over the past few years.”

      I could tell from the look in her eyes that she was telling the truth. In fact, everything about her seemed genuine. At least when it came to her emotions.

      “How long have you been inside of Ellie?”

      She paused. “Six-and-a-half years.”

      “And she just let you step inside and take command?”

      “It wasn’t like that. We communicated before I entered her. Through other members of The Resistance. When she found out that I wanted to help, she agreed to it fairly quickly.”

      “Why would she let you in so freely?”

      “To save Humanity. Ellie is truly a gem. A wonderful human being.”

      “I agree, there. Why did you decide to help us, though?”

      Her eyes hardened. “Because what our species does is wrong. Immoral. I know it. Maelshuck, who controls Hamilton, knows it. So do the others. The difference is that I have a conscience while most of the others only care about their own immortality.”

      “Maelshuck? That’s his real name?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about you? What’s your real name?”

      “Dorey.”

      “What about my parents? Do you know what’s going on with them? I’m almost positive that my dad is fine, but I don’t know about her yet.”

      “As far as I know, your parents are not controlled on the inside. They are, however, still very much controlled by Hamilton on a different level.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “They made a deal with Maelshuck, long ago, to protect your family from becoming hosts. Obviously, something has happened since then, if your brother has since become one.”

      “What kind of deal?”

      “He needs their intelligence and knowledge to pull off all of his schemes. I’m sure they are still very valuable to him as humans. At least, for now.”

      “Oh.”

      She frowned. “I think something has changed, though. Mara told me that Maelshuck has grown impatient with everyone. Even your parents. Now that thing with Blayze has angered him even further. I think he’s grown so frustrated that he might not care about any of the agreements he’s made. Especially now that we are no longer on your planet.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That things might get even uglier by the time that we reach Planet Z.”

      “Somehow I knew you were going to say that. Do you know what happened to Blayze? Why did Hamilton, I mean Maelshuck, bring him on this mission anyway?”

      “Actually, I do.” She sighed. “He’s going to be Maelshuck’s new host.”

      My heart stopped. “What?”

      “He’s young and healthy. An ideal candidate. It won’t happen until we get to the planet, though. Which is good, because we can still save him.”

      “How?”

      “That’s for us to worry about,” she replied as we entered the cafeteria. “You just worry about getting that implant into your brother.”

      “Can I tell my parents about all of this?”

      “I prefer that you didn’t. We don’t know what kind of hold Maelshuck still has on them. As far as I can tell, they don’t even know about The Resistance.”

      “Do you think they are aware of Jimmy being a host, now?”

      Her expression was grave. “Your father has to know, honey. He is usually the one who performs the surgery on our host’s eyes once we’ve entered them. Someone has obviously performed it on Jimmy already.”

      My stomach dropped. “So, he allowed it?”

      “Maybe. Maybe he had no say in the matter. Regardless, don’t tell him anything right now. Even if he confides in you, don’t tell him about me or The Resistance. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I won’t. I promise,” I said, still confused with everything. How could Dad allow Jimmy to be invaded? And if he was on Hamilton’s side, why did he warn me?

      “The best advice that I can give you is to try and ride out the rest of the trip as if you know nothing. Don’t start pointing fingers or making accusations. Keep what you’ve learned to yourself and let us handle it.”

      “I’ll try, but… what about Jimmy? They’re going to know he’s no longer being controlled by an alien once I give him the Bargonite.”

      “Not necessarily. He can pretend. As far as I know, Maelshuck still doesn’t know about the implant. If Jimmy can keep up the ruse that he’s still being controlled by someone else….”

      “I don’t know. He’s not a very good actor.”

      She was quiet for a few seconds. “Then wait until we are about to reach Planet Z. It takes about an hour for the implant to destroy the alien. That gives you time to do what you have to do and then fill him in on the details once he’s no longer possessed by it.”

      My heart stopped as I remembered what Blayze had said. “You and Blayze have mentioned that the alien’s life-force is too strong for a child’s body. Won’t he die if I wait too long?”

      “Don’t worry. There’s time. The invader wouldn’t do too much damage in such a short period of time. If you had to wait a month, now that would be a different story.”

      “Okay. I guess wait,” I said. “Although, I’m going to have to sleep in the same room as him and something tells me he’ll report anything weird that I do.”

      “Don’t do anything weird and you won’t have to worry about it.”

      She looked amused and it made me wonder how she could be so nonchalant about all of this. “Aren’t you saddened by the fact that you’re helping to kill your own race?”

      “What they are doing is far worse,” she replied. “They take selfishly and don’t care who gets hurt, as long as they are allowed to live. I refuse to be part of that.”

      “Too bad you’re alone in that.”

      She smiled. “Actually, I’m not. There are others like me.”

      “Are they here on the ship?”

      “No. They’re on our home planet, watching our progress.”

      “Oh. Do you have a name for your… species?”

      “Cylf.”

      “Cylf?”

      She smiled. “Not what you’d expected?”

      “I don’t know what I’d expected.”

      She patted my shoulder as we entered the cafeteria. “Well, thank you for directing me to the cafeteria, young lady,” she said loudly. “I must say it’s quite the coincidence that we’ve met again.”

      “It’s definitely a small world.”

      “Well, enjoy the rest of our journey. I’m going to grab a bite to eat and let you get back to whatever it is that you teenagers do.”

      “Okay. Goodbye, Ellie.”

      “Goodbye… I’m sorry, what was your name again?” she asked, her eyes twinkling.

      “Alex.”

      “Alex. Yes. Have a very good evening, Alex. I’m going to try and catch up with my friend over there, Margie.”

      I looked over at the woman she was referring to and smiled. It was another older woman with bright red hair and a walker. She was standing in line for the buffet.

      “Uh, is she a Cylf host?” I murmured under my breath.

      “No,” said Ellie. “Just a dear friend. Goodbye Alex.”

      “Goodbye.”

      I watched as she hobbled away with her cane, greeting people everywhere as she passed by. She looked like a kind, frumpy old lady who was about as intimidating as a ball of yarn. In reality, she was probably mankind’s biggest hope.
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      I hurried back to our cabin and found Jimmy staring off into space.

      “Hey,” I said, closing the door.

      He looked down at me from the bunk-bed. “Hey.”

      “Did Mom and Dad stop back here?”

      “No. I’m sure they’re at their meeting.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How is Ellie?”

      “Fine,” I said.

      He climbed down the ladder. “I’m going for a walk.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked, slipping off my shoes.

      He shrugged. “Just out.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Duh, because Mom and Dad wouldn’t approve.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said, walking toward the door.

      “Jimmy, I really think that you should stay here.”

      “Goodbye,” he said, ignoring my warnings.

      Sighing, I watched him leave the room. Normally, I would have stopped him, but I wasn’t quite sure what he’d do and it made me more than a little nervous. I decided to leave him be.

      Overwhelmed by everything, I began to pace as I thought about my conversation with Ellie and what it all meant. After a while, I found myself thinking about the air ducts and Blayze’s idea of moving freely through them unseen. I looked at the entrance near the bunk bed and then to the camera. There was no way that I could even try here. But, there was the supply room… I remembered seeing a vent there, too.

      I put my shoes back on and snuck back over to it, closing the door behind me. I spotted the opening right away, but just like the other air duct, I knew I would need a screwdriver to gain access to it. Determined to gain access, I left and began walking through the ship, looking for someone with tools. When I found an entrance to the engine room, I smiled in relief. There had to be tools there. I opened the door and stepped inside but was immediately approached by one of the ship’s crew.

      “This area is off limits,” said the man. He was about my dad’s age, but had a long beard and tiny spectacles.

      “I’m sorry. I’m looking for a screwdriver. You wouldn’t happen to have one that I could borrow?”

      He scratched his chin. “For what?”

      Does it matter?

      I smiled. “For one of my brother’s toys. One of the small screws came out and we don’t seem to have any tools on us.”

      Sighing, he reached into his tool belt and held up a screwdriver. “Is this the kind you need?”

      “There are other kinds?” I asked.

      He smirked. “Yes.”

      I looked at the end of the screwdriver. It would work. “Okay, this is definitely the one I need. Thanks. I will bring it back when we’re finished.”

      “My shift is over. Just bring it back tomorrow, before eight p.m. I have no use for it tonight.”

      “Okay,” I said, relieved.

      “You’re Paul Logan’s daughter, aren’t you?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “I thought so. I’m Hershel Flannigan.”

      “Hi.”

      “Okay, well, you should get out of here. The engine room is a dangerous place to be.”

      “I’ll get this back to you tomorrow,” I said, walking away.

      “I’m sure you will. See you then.”

      I left and headed straight for the supply room. Fortunately there was a metal ladder tucked away in the corner. I opened it up and climbed above to the vent. After removing eight screws, I was able to pull the metal cover off and look inside.

      “It looks safe enough,” I told myself, although I was feeling quite apprehensive. I wasn’t worried about rats or spiders, as they’d been extinct on our planet for decades and I doubted they’d survived on the ship either. I was more worried about whether or not the air ducts could hold my weight. An image of me crashing through the ceiling and onto Hamilton’s desk flashed through my head, but I shook it off. I was being paranoid. I knew that if I proceeded slowly, I’d be able to tell right away if something was going to give. At least, I hoped.

      I exhaled and crawled into the entrance, telling myself that everything would be okay. That I needed to try and find Blayze, to at least tell him what I’d learned. To give him hope. Also, I wanted to let him know that I would do anything to save him, even if I had to find myself a weapon to do it. Ellie told me to hold tight, but Hamilton had already killed Blayze’s parents and I didn’t trust him. What if he suddenly decided that Blayze was too much trouble? I needed to know that he was okay.

      Fortunately, there was plenty of room to move and the metal containment seemed to be sturdier than I’d originally thought. As I began crawling forward, I could feel my heart pounding faster and faster and I considered where I was and what I was doing. Obviously, it was dangerous, and if I was caught, my memory would be tampered with again. I wouldn’t be able to help anyone and they might even find out about The Resistance. But something in my gut told me that if I kept moving, I’d find Blayze and right now, he needed my help more than anyone.
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      Crawling through the air ducts proved to be a lot more interesting than I could have imagined. I snuck by people in compromising conversations as well as situations. One thing I learned was that aliens obviously enjoyed their intimate moments just as much as humans. After scurrying by the second couple enjoying their moments alone, I began to wonder how many on board were actually aliens and how many were still just human. I also wondered what the aliens were planning on doing once they’d used up all of their human hosts. As I thought about this, I heard a familiar voice in one of the new rooms I was approaching.

      “I’m not helping you anymore, Hamilton. You deceived both of us,” said a familiar voice. My dad.

      “It was out of my hands,” answered Hamilton, sounding frustrated. “We couldn’t have Jimmy running his mouth. You know that not everyone on this ship is hosting a Cylf.”

      “You promised me that you’d leave our children out of it. You swore they’d never be hosts,” he replied.

      “And you both promised me that you’d keep them in line. I already gave you a chance with Alexandra. You supposedly wiped her memory clean but obviously, it didn’t work. You failed. In fact, you failed with Blayze, too. It’s been a nightmare trying to keep him from escaping again.”

      “There is something wrong with the machine,” he said. “Someone’s been tampering with it.”

      Hamilton raised his voice. “Then you need to find out who’s been tampering with it!”

      Dad grunted. “I need to? I’m not responsible for security. Heck, I don’t even have access to all of the labs. Don’t pawn that off on me.”

      Hamilton was silent for a few seconds. “I guess we need to interview everyone on this ship, then. Hopefully we can find the culprit.”

      “I want my son back,” said Dad. “Otherwise, I won’t help you anymore.”

      “Tell you what – fix the machine and you’ll get him back,” replied Hamilton.

      “No. Give him back to us, first,” he said gruffly.

      “You are not the one making the decisions around here. It’s me. Now, may I remind you that your son will die if you don’t do something soon. His young body won’t be able to sustain the new life-force inside of him for long.”

      “Paul, is that so?” asked my mother.

      “He has time,” he said in a calmer voice. “Don’t worry. We should have the machine fixed well before we have to worry about him dying.”

      “That being said, you’d better get to work. Oh, and don’t forget… we have an early meeting tomorrow.”

      Neither of them said anything.

      “One more thing. Let me know if you can find out anything on The Resistance.”

      “What’s The Resistance?” asked Dad.

      He laughed. “Apparently there is a group of vigilantes who believe that they can stop my species from inhabiting humans.”

      “I’ve never heard of them,” said Mom.

      “There are rumors that we have some on board this ship. Believe me, we’ll catch them. It’s only a matter of time,” said Hamilton.

      “I’m sure you’ll figure out who they are,” said Dad.

      “I plan to. But, if you can give me their leader’s name, I’ll free your boy even if you can’t fix the machine, and make sure that Alexandra is off limits on the planet.”

      “You already promised that she would be off limits,” replied my dad.

      “That was before everything started running amuck.”

      “Hamilton, our daughter will not be a host,” Dad said firmly. “I won’t allow it.”

      “Well then you’d better make sure we capture these vigilantes and their leader,” he snapped. “Now, I advise you to get back to work and fix that machine. If you continue to argue this with me, I’ll forget about our initial agreement and recruit someone else to aid me in my mission. I imagine you realize what that would mean to you and your entire family if you’re no longer needed?”

      They both murmured ‘yes’.

      “Very good. Now, go and fix that machine and then let me know if you hear anything about The Resistance.”

      My parents left the office and I sat there quietly for a few seconds, waiting for him to leave, too. Instead, he called Mara into his office.

      “Keep an eye on the Logan family. Especially the daughter, Alexandra. Something tells me she’s going to be causing us more trouble now that her memory is returning.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Also, have security bring Blayze to my quarters. I’m going to make the transfer earlier than planned.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      He sighed. “All of this stress has affected my host’s body. I need the new one before this one gives out completely.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to wait until we land on Planet Z? It will confuse the scientists and other members of council.”

      “Obviously, most of them already know what’s going on.” He rubbed his forehead. “I’m going ahead with the transfer. Just tell everyone that I’ve caught some kind of virus. Tell them that I’m bedridden.”

      “Okay.”

      “Believe me, if I could wait, I would. But, I’ve exhausted this body and I’m ready to move on,” he said, sounding weary.

      “I understand. I’ll have Blayze brought to your room immediately.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “I can always count on you, Mara.”

      Smiling, she turned around and left.

      Two things went through my mind. The first being that Blayze was about to be invaded by Maelshuck. The second – I had the toxin in my pocket that might finally destroy him. Ellie had said that the poison wouldn’t work on Hamilton’s body because he’d been in there far too long. She never mentioned what would happen if Maelshuck changed hosts.
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      I was about to crawl away when another visitor entered Hamilton’s office. When I saw who it was, my heart stopped.

      “Jimmy. Come on in,” said Hamilton smiling.

      “I prefer Hartkish when we’re alone,” replied my brother.

      “Very well. Hartkish. How are things coming along? Are you enjoying your new body?”

      “Very funny.”

      Hamilton laughed. “What? You don’t like being a young human boy?”

      “Fortunately, I won’t have to be one for long. Have you found another host for me? This one obviously won’t sustain me.”

      “How would you feel about entering Jimmy’s sister, Alexandra’s body?”

      “I’d prefer a human male.”

      Hamilton sighed. “I’ll see what I can do. It might have to wait until we get the other humans shipped to the planet.”

      “How long will that be?”

      “Six months, tops.”

      “Six months as a boy. I don’t know.”

      “Make an adventure out of it, Hartkish. You just transferred from a middle-aged man. This should be much more enjoyable.”

      “Right,” he said dryly. “Speaking of Alexandra, she mentioned something about The Resistance.”

      Hamilton’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that right?”

      “She played it off like a joke.” Jimmy smirked. “You should have seen her backtrack when I started asking her about it.”

      “She obviously knows there is something wrong with her little brother.”

      “I agree.”

      “We found her with Blayze Watkins. Obviously, he told her everything.”

      “Weren’t both of their memories erased?”

      “The machine is apparently broken. No telling how long it’s been since they’ve regained their memories.”

      “Didn’t the girl break your nose?” asked Jimmy, smiling again.

      Hamilton scowled. “She got lucky flailing her fist around when we were trying to strap her down.”

      “I heard it told a different way.”

      “You heard wrong.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “Back in the room.”

      “I doubt it. She’s probably getting into trouble,” said Hamilton. “Do me a favor and keep an eye on her.”

      “I told you I would.”

      “You’re here.”

      “Yes, but I thought it was important that you knew about our conversation.”

      “Did she give up any information to help us locate the members of The Resistance?”

      “No.”

      “You need to try harder with her.”

      “She knows I’m not her brother. I can feel it.”

      “Then make her believe that you are.”

      Jimmy sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “It’s important that we find out who they are.”

      “I understand that. How many plain humans are on this ship?”

      “Twenty-four.”

      “Most of them are unaware of what’s happening?”

      “Correct.”

      “Well, then it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out who’s part of The Resistance.”

      “We still have to proceed with caution.”

      “Yes. I understand.”

      “Meanwhile, you need to gain Alexandra’s trust. Make her believe that her little brother hasn’t changed. That he’s still just Jimmy. Nothing more.”

      “I’ll do that. Don’t forget to find me a new host. Out of those twenty-four humans, you shouldn’t have a problem finding one more suitable than Jimmy or his sister.”

      He nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. Just so you know, I’m going to be switching bodies myself.”

      “I thought you were waiting until we reached the planet.”

      Hamilton explained how his current host was deteriorating. “It’s time. I can barely put my shoes on in the morning. I’m living on shots of adrenaline and those are running out.”

      “Understandable.”

      “It’s getting late. You need to go back to your room and I need to change hosts.”

      Jimmy nodded and walked toward the door. He turned around. “What about their parents?”

      “I soon won’t have any use for them. In fact, now that I think about it, Paul would make a suitable host for you. Don’t you agree?”

      He nodded. “He would work.”

      “There you go. Problem solved.”

      “That’s one problem solved. Hopefully we’ll solve the vigilante problem, too.”

      “Something tells me that Alexandra will lead you right to them. Make her trust you and she’ll give them up. Once she does, let Mara know.”

      “Do you trust Mara?”

      “Of course. She’s one of us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Hamilton was silent for a few seconds. “I was there when Cherlote took over her body.”

      “And she never left it?”

      “Why would Cherlote leave her host?”

      “I don’t know. It was just a question.”

      “Interesting question. Rest assured, Mara is controlled by Cherlote. She is like my right-hand, too. I count on her for everything.”

      “I understand. Well, I’d better get back to my room and get some bonding time with Alexandra.”

      “You do that.”

      “Good luck with your switch.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Life is a beautiful thing, is it not?”

      “It’s the only thing,” replied Hamilton.
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      I crawled out of the vent and back into the storage room, unsure of what to do. I knew that Jimmy was on his way back to our room and would probably look for me. But, Hamilton was about to take over Blayze’s body, and desperately needed my help.

      I decided that what I needed was to find Mara or Ellie.

      I snuck out and headed toward the cafeteria again, hoping that Ellie was still there eating with her friend. Unfortunately, she was nowhere to be found. Frustrated, I changed course to try and find Mara. Instead, I ran into my parents.

      “What are you doing wandering the hallways?” asked Dad, looking nervous.

      “Hamilton is about to take over Blayze’s body,” I whispered. “Now.”

      Dad looked around and then asked quietly, “Now how is it that you know that?”

      I smiled grimly. “I know everything, Dad. In fact, I know the agreement you made with Hamilton, or should I say Maelshuck?”

      “How?” asked Mom. “How in the world did you learn about that?”

      “I was in the air-duct when you were talking to him in his office. Just a little while ago.”

      “You were spying on us?” he whispered in shock.

      “Yes, I was. You should also know that after you left, Hartkish, who is the alien that has taken over Jimmy, stopped by his office. Hamilton offered your body as his next host, Dad. Your body.”

      He blinked and looked at Mom.

      “He wouldn’t do that,” she whispered. “Would he?”

      “Of course he would,” I said, frustrated. “Why would you trust him? How could you trust him?”

      “We had no choice,” he replied. “We did it to protect you and your brother.”

      “Obviously, it’s no longer working,” I snapped.

      He ran a hand through his hair and scowled. “Obviously, it’s not.”

      “What are we going to do?” asked Mom, her voice shaky.

      “We have to stop him from getting inside of Blayze,” I said. “He’s weak right now and plans on switching bodies. He’s probably doing it right at this very moment. Where are his quarters?”

      “We can’t stop him,” said Dad.

      “We could try and kill him,” whispered Mom. “Before he leaves Hamilton’s body.”

      “That won’t work. He’ll just jump into one of ours.”

      “I have something that will kill him,” I whispered. “Once he’s inside of Blayze.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “It’s called Bargonite. It was created by The Resistance.”

      Mom’s eyes widened. “What do you know of that group?”

      “More than I can tell you. Listen to me,” I pulled out the small encasement with the toxin, “this is filled with Bargonite. It will kill the alien living in the host.”

      They looked at each other and then back to me.

      “Where did you get it?” he asked.

      “From them. The Resistance. I can’t tell you any more. I promised to keep it a secret. Even from you. I’m probably saying too much as it is.”

      “You have to trust us. We’re your parents,” he said.

      “Hey, you’re the ones who have lied to me,” I protested. “About everything. Even this mission. I mean, seriously, I almost feel like my entire life is a lie.”

      “We did it to protect you,” said Mom, her eyes filling with tears. “We had no choice.”

      “She’s right,” said Dad. “We wanted to tell you, but if Hamilton knew that you knew… it would have put your lives in so much more danger.”

      “Apparently, I found out about everything, didn’t I? Before you erased my memory,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “How could you do that?”

      “Hamilton demanded that we do it. We had no choice,” he said. “It was that, or –”

      “He said he’d make you a host if we didn’t follow his orders. We were frightened, honey,” she said quickly. “We couldn’t allow that.”

      I grunted. “Well, now Jimmy is a host. So, I guess following his orders doesn’t mean any of us is safe. He’s just using you.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” she whispered, pulling me into her arms. “We know that now. I’m so sorry, honey. We never meant to hurt you. You have to know that.”

      I sighed. I knew they both loved us. I never doubted that. “Is there anything else that I should know?”

      She released me. “I guess I’m not sure. We’ll need to talk about this. Find out what you’re missing. What we’re missing.”

      “There’s no time right now, obviously,” I said. “Things are going down as we speak.”

      “Is there any more of this toxin?” asked Dad, taking it from my hand. He removed the cover and stared at the tiny needle.

      “Not much. I guess there is more on Planet Z,” I replied as he put the cover back on.

      “We should use it on Jimmy then,” she whispered. “We have to save him.”

      “Your mother’s right,” he said. “I’m sorry, even though I like your friend, Blayze, I think we can agree that we all love your brother and he should come first. Every hour that he’s host to that alien is detrimental to his health. That thing inside of him is literally sucking up his life-force.”

      He was right. My brother was dying and if I couldn’t get my hands on any more of the toxin, I would never forgive myself. “Okay. Okay. I agree. What about Maelshuck?”

      “You said there would be more of this toxin on the planet?” he said.

      “Yes. I mean, that’s what I was told.”

      “Then, we’ll worry about it when we get there. Right now, we take care of Jimmy,” said Mom. “And let Maelshuck switch hosts.”

      “After that, we’ll play along and pretend that we don’t know anything,” he added. “In the meantime, hopefully The Resistance will solve the rest of our problems by the time we reach Planet Z.”

      I let out a shaky breath. “Okay.”

      “Where is Jimmy?” asked Dad. “Back in your room?”

      “I think so,” I said. “Or else, he’s wandering around and looking for me.”

      “Let’s go and find him,” said Dad, his face determined. “We need to save our son, Mary.”

      “We do.” Mom put her arm around my shoulders as we headed toward our corridor. “Don’t worry. Everything will be okay.”

      “I hope so,” I replied, although my gut feeling was telling me otherwise.
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      Fortunately, Jimmy was back in our room.

      “What are you doing?” I asked him. He had all of the toy aliens on the ground and was pretending to play with them. He looked so young and innocent. It gave me the chills.

      “Playing,” he said, smiling at all of us. “Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad.”

      Dad went over and sat next to him on the floor. “Hey, son. Can I play?”

      “Uh, sure,” he said, eyeing him suspiciously. “If you really want to.”

      “Of course I do. You remember how much fun this is. Mary? Alex? You want to join us?”

      “Sure,” I said, sitting on the other side of my brother.

      “I’ll just watch,” said Mom, nonchalantly locking the door. “I don’t like playing with alien toys. They’re vile creatures.”

      I hid my smile.

      Dad’s cell phone began to ring. He pulled it out of his lab coat and then shoved it back in, ignoring the caller.

      “Who is it?” asked Mom.

      “Someone who can wait,” he answered.

      I wondered if it was Maelshuck.

      Dad looked at me over Jimmy’s head and nodded to get ready. We weren’t exactly sure what was going to happen and so I’d agreed to try and keep him still while he injected him with the toxin.

      “Where were you, Alexandra?” asked Jimmy, looking at me with his big eyes. He looked so cute that it was hard to believe that an alien lived inside. “I was worried about you.”

      “I was searching for Mom and Dad. Hey, kiddo, what’s wrong with your arm?”

      Jimmy lifted it to look and that’s when Dad stuck his other arm with the needle, injecting the serum.

      “Ouch! What is that?!” cried Jimmy, struggling to get away.

      “It’s okay,” I said, grabbing his free hand as he tried to push Dad away. “You’re going to be fine, Jimmy.”

      “It hurts,” he moaned.

      “I’m sorry,” said Dad, looking distraught. “It’s the only way.”

      Mom got down on her knees and pulled him toward her. “Honey, you’re going to be okay. Come here.”

      “Get away from me!” he shouted, glaring at her. He began kicking her. “Don’t touch me!”

      “Settle down, Jimmy,” said Dad, grabbing his legs.

      Jimmy screamed and then his eyes began to roll into the back of his head.

      “He’s passing out,” said Dad as Jimmy went limp.

      “It must be working,” I said.

      Jimmy’s mouth began to foam and we turned his head to the side. Then his legs began to stiffen up.

      “Is that right?” asked Mom, covering her mouth in horror as Jimmy began to convulse. “Oh, my God, he’s having some kind of a seizure!”

      Dad looked at me and then back to Jimmy. “He’ll be fine. Alex said that it’s only toxic to the aliens.”

      I sucked in my breath, remembering what Ellie had said about the possibility of a human having an allergic reaction. She’d said it was very slim but…

      “Could he be having some kind an allergic reaction?” I said, my eyes filling with tears.

      “I don’t know,” he said, his face turning as white as one of his lab coats. “Heck, I don’t even know what’s in the serum.”

      “Oh, my God! What have we done?” sobbed Mom, covering her face.

      “Maybe this is just a normal reaction to the toxin?” I said, brushing away at the tears now running down my cheeks. “I mean, it could be, right?”

      “I have no idea,” replied Dad, looking at me. “Didn’t anyone explain to you what would happen?”

      “They just said it would be uncomfortable.”

      “That was obviously an understatement!” snapped Mom.

      Jimmy’s body was shaking so much that it was frightening to watch. I wanted to help him so badly, but I didn’t even know how to start. After a few more seconds, however, his convulsions began to subside.

      “Is he okay?” I squeaked.

      Dad felt his pulse. “I think so. His breathing is labored. His heart rate is fast, but… I think it’s slowing.”

      Mom pulled Jimmy’s head onto her lap and smoothed his hair away from his eyes, which were closed. “Baby? Are you okay?”

      He didn’t answer. He just lay there like he was in some kind of a coma.

      “Let’s put him in the bed,” said Dad after a few minutes. He picked him up in his arms. “So, he’s comfortable.”

      “He’s going to be okay, right?” she asked, looking at me. “Alex?”

      “I… I think so,” I said, my hands trembling.

      “He’s going to be just fine,” said Dad, carrying Jimmy over to the bunk-bed. “If he was having an allergic reaction, he wouldn’t be breathing at all by now.”

      “Why isn’t he waking up?” she asked, following him to the bunk-bed.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe his body just needs to rest.”

      Mom folded her arms under her chest. “Should we bring him to the lab?”

      “No. We don’t want anyone to know,” he said. “If Hamilton finds out, we’ll all be in trouble.”

      “But… shouldn’t we do something? What if he doesn’t recover from this? What if the serum has harmed our son, Paul?” she asked, looking terrified.

      “We’ll just have to wait and see,” he said, looking away.

      I couldn’t wait. I needed to know if his reaction was normal. If there was something we could do to help him recover. I got up and moved toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” asked Mom.

      “I need to find out if he’s having a normal reaction,” I said, unlocking it.

      “Who are you going to ask?” said Dad. “The Resistance?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who exactly are they?”

      “I’m not too sure myself. I only know a couple of people.”

      “Where are they?” asked Mom.

      “I can’t tell you,” I replied. “I made a promise.”

      “Alex…” said Dad, sounding irritated.

      “I’ll be back. The less you know, the better. Doesn’t that sound familiar?”

      Before he could answer, I bolted out of the door and went in search of Ellie.
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      I wasn’t exactly sure where to go, so I headed toward the supply room, determined to try and locate her by crawling through the vents. As I turned the corner, I ran smack into Bruce’s parents, Sue and Phil.

      “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” asked Phil, smiling at me like we were old friends.

      “Uh, I was just looking for my parents,” I said quickly.

      “Interestingly enough, so were we,” he replied. “They’re not answering their phone right now.”

      “Huh.”

      “Why don’t we look for them together?” said Sue, giving me one of her chilly smiles.

      “Actually, now that I think about it, they might be with Hamilton still. At their meeting. They wouldn’t want to be disturbed, I imagine.”

      “No, I think that was over a while ago,” said Phil.

      “Then I guess I’m not sure where they are at the moment. You know, I’m starving. I’m going to the cafeteria. See if they’re still open. I didn’t get enough to eat during dinner and I know I won’t be able to sleep until I do something about it,” I rambled.

      Phil sighed and pulled out a phaser. “Actually, we were really looking for you.”

      “Yes, you’re coming with us,” said Sue, reaching for me.

      Instead of obeying, my body reacted in a way that shocked all of us. I kicked the phaser out of Phil’s hand and then slammed my fist into Sue’s face. She screamed in rage as blood shot out of her nose and all over her hand as she tried to cover it.

      Phil grabbed the outside of my arms, trying to subdue me from behind. I slammed my head backwards, hitting him in the chin so hard, that he gasped. He let go and I quickly elbowed him in the stomach and then kicked backwards, the back of my foot connecting with his kneecap. There was a crunching noise followed by him screaming in agony.

      “Stop right there,” said Sue, now pointing the phaser at me while she held her nose with the other hand. “Or die.”

      “You’re pointing that at the wrong person,” I said, looking past her with a smile.

      Her eyes filled with uncertainty. She turned around.

      Shocked at her gullibility, I slammed my body against hers, knocking her down to the ground. She let go of the phaser. I grabbed it just as Phil tried reaching for my ankle, to trip me. I turned around and pointed the weapon at him.

      “Do it,” he said, with a chilling smile. “Kill me because if you don’t, I’ll kill you.”

      An image of the alien leaving Phil’s body and heading straight for mine stopped me from committing both murder and the mistake of a lifetime.

      “In your dreams,” I said, moving away from him.

      He scowled at me. “You’re a dead girl.”

      “And you’re nothing but a spineless thief,” I said, running away from them. My head was racing as I considered what to do next. It was obvious that I was in trouble. That my entire family was in trouble. I had to find Ellie. Or Marla. Or try and stop Maelshuck on my own, somehow.

      “Alex,” called a voice behind me.

      I turned around and there he was. Blayze. I went from feeling an overwhelming sense of relief to gripping fear.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, walking tentatively toward me.

      I pointed the phaser at him. “How did you escape?”

      “Relax, Alex. Marla helped me,” he said, smiling in amusement. “Where did you get that?”

      Of course! I lowered the weapon, also now smiling. I was so relieved I wanted to throw my arms around him and plant kisses all over his face, but I was also still very shy in that department. “I got it from Bruce’s parents. Thank God you’re okay. I was so worried about you.”

      He walked toward me and pulled me into his arms. “I’ve been so worried about you, too.”

      I closed my eyes and felt myself go limp with liberation. Things were going to be okay. I just knew it. “I’m fine.”

      We held each other for a few minutes and then I asked. “Where’s Hamilton? I mean Maelshuck.”

      He ran his hand over the back of my hair soothingly. “Hamilton is dead,” he whispered. “Who’s Maelshuck?”

      “That’s the alien who took over his body.”

      “Oh.”

      “Where’s Marla?”

      “Around. I think she’s looking for the alien who helped with the toxin. Do you know who she is yet?”

      I pulled away. “The alien?’

      He looked down at me and my heart stopped. His eyes were not the same color. They were still blue, but darker. Much darker.

      “Yeah. We need to get more of that toxin made. So we can save the others. Marla told you all about this, didn’t she?”

      “No,” I said, backing away from him.

      He smiled. “What’s wrong?”

      “Uh, nothing.”

      His smile fell. “I thought I had you fooled. Obviously, you’re a lot smarter than I thought.”

      I pointed the phaser at him. “Where’s Marla?”

      “She is dead, unfortunately.”

      “Unfortunately?” I repeated dryly.

      “Actually, it is unfortunate. If she were alive, I could have tortured the name of our traitor out of her.”

      “But, you killed her, Maelshuck.”

      “Actually, I think she may have killed herself,” he said with a scowl. “To protect The Resistance.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Never mind. Just know that she’s no longer with us.”

      “How did you know about Marla, anyway?”

      “I know a lot about my new host, including his secrets. One of them being his feelings toward you.” He smiled coldly. “He cares about you deeply.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Very much. Because of this, I’m willing to put our differences aside and offer you, along with your family, total amnesty when we reach Planet Z.”

      “What exactly are you saying?”

      “Help me put a stop to The Resistance and your family will be given anything you want. Basically, you’ll be given free reign of our planet and will never, ever be forced into hosting one of our kind. A Cylf.”

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “I’m sure you don’t. But, truthfully, do you really have a choice?”

      I didn’t say anything.

      He grunted. “What are you going to do? Shoot Blayze? End his life? I’ll just jump into your body.”

      “Maybe, I have the toxin in my bloodstream. Did you ever think of that?”

      “Right,” he sneered.

      “Ask Hartkish. Oh, wait, you can’t. You see, he’s dead. Why is he dead? Because he tried jumping out of Jimmy’s body and into mine. Bad move.”

      He scowled. “You’re lying. He didn’t want to be female.”

      “What he didn’t want to do was die. We tricked him, you see. I stuck Jimmy with a needle, pretending to insert the toxin that would destroy Hartkish. He panicked and left Jimmy’s body. Once he entered mine, he died a very painful death.”

      We stared at each other for several seconds.

      “What do you want from me?” he asked, hatred burning in his eyes.

      “I want you to leave Blayze’s body,” relieved that he believed me.

      He laughed coldly. “No.”

      “It was never yours to have. You’ve outlived your own body, many times over, I imagine. Now give him back his own!”

      “You may as well just give yourself up now. You can’t win,” he said with a sneer. “There are too many of us on this ship.”

      “And there are others who want nothing more than to destroy you, Maelshuck. And, they will. In time.”

      “I don’t think so,” he said as someone reached around and grabbed the phaser from me.

      I turned around and stared in horror at my mother. “Mom! What are you doing?”

      “Stand back Alex,” she said, pointing the weapon at me.

      My heart felt like someone had taken a sledgehammer to it. She was threatening me? “Mom?”

      “My name is Doranti,” she replied and then sighed. “You’ve really made a mess out of everything, Alex.”

      “Doranti?” I repeated in shock.

      “Yes,” said Maelshuck, moving to her side. He grinned. “That’s Queen Doranti to you.”

      “Queen?” I whispered hoarsely.

      “Yes, Alex. I’m their queen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

      

    
    
      “How long have you been inside of my mother?!” I screamed.

      Blayze grabbed my arm. “Be careful how you speak to her,” he hissed.

      “It’s okay,” said Doranti. “Her anguish is quite understandable.”

      “Still, she shouldn’t be allowed to talk to you in that way.”

      Tears streamed down my face as I stared at her. “How long?” I asked, sobbing.

      “Six months,” she said.

      “Is she really alive in there?” I asked, searching her eyes. “My mother?”

      “She is,” she smiled and moved in front of me. “And if you agree to help us find the traitor, you can have her back. For good.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      “Haven’t I kept you safe all of this time?” she said, touching my cheek gently.

      I jerked away from her. “Only for your own benefit.”

      “What benefit is that?” she said.

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “If you give up the person responsible for creating the toxin, you can have your family back. And, you can live without us. Without fear. If you don’t, you’re all going to die.”

      I stared at her.

      She walked back over to stand next to Blayze. “I overheard you lying to Maelshuck. We both know that you don’t have any of the toxin inside of you.”

      “She doesn’t?” said Blayze, his face darkening. “It was a lie?”

      The queen nodded. “Yes, she lied. It was quite impressive under such pressure, I have to admit.”

      “Then forget about staying inside of your current body. Take hers. Then we can be together, my queen,” said Blayze, staring at her adoringly. “In every way.”

      Seeing Blayze, even though I knew he was really Maelshuck, talk to my mother in that way, made my stomach convulse. “So, you two have something going?” I said in disgust.

      “Yes and we always will,” she replied, smiling at him. “For eternity.”

      “Does my father know any of this?”

      She chuckled. “No. He’s very intelligent but easily fooled.”

      I felt sad for him now, too. He’d been living with an alien for six months. Someone who had only pretended to love him. Someone he’d shared everything with. I hated Queen Doranti even more than Maelshuck.

      She studied my face as I glared at her with revulsion and hatred. She smiled. “You know, I could just do what he says. It would be so easy and you are an ideal host. Young, but mature enough. Beautiful. Strong.”

      “Then why don’t you?” I snapped, feeling repulsed by everything happening. I felt like my world was crashing down around me.

      “Because I value loyalty more than vanity,” she replied, smiling. “Don’t I, Maelshuck?”

      He sighed wearily. “Yes, you do.”

      “I do.” Her smile fell and she looked me in the eye. “On my honor, I say to you – give up the traitor and I will give you back your family. I will also guarantee that all of your lives will be spared.”

      “And I ask you, again, why should I trust you?” I asked sarcastically. “Why?”

      “Because, I give you my word,” she said. “And, really… think about your current position. Right here. Right now. What other choice do you have, Alex?”

      “I –”

      “The answer is simple,” she said. “Your family’s life for the name of one Cylf. One individual who is probably lying to you anyway. Did you ever think of that? Their real motive?”

      My eyes widened.

      “Alex, it’s in a Cylf’s nature to want to live forever. It’s in our genetics. This one does have an agenda. I can guarantee, and it’s not to save you from us. It’s to save you for them.”

      I stared at her, now more confused than ever.

      She smiled at me gently. Lovingly. It was my mother’s smile. “I’m going to ask you one last time, you give me their name and I’ll give you what you want. Your mother, your father, your entire family. All of your freedom. My word is gold, isn’t it, Maelshuck?”

      “It is,” he replied a little stiffly.

      “So, what’s it going to be?” she asked.

      I closed my eyes and told her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      
        Four Days Later

        

        Planet Z

        

        Ejournal Entry #3

      

      “Well, here I am again, EeJ. Talking to you. Did you miss me?”

      I laughed out loud and rolled my eyes. Was this really the closest thing I’d have to a friend for the next few months? Well, besides my brother?

      “Funny, I’d forgotten all about doing this until Mom took you out of my suitcase and insisted that I resume our daily recordings.” I stared around the room, thankful it would be one of our last days on the ship. I was going stir-crazy.

      I continued. “To be honest, the last few days have been kind of a blur. I guess Jimmy and I caught some kind of virus that made us so sick, we both ended up in comas. Weird, huh?” I closed my eyes. “We’re both okay now though. I mean, I guess we are. Everything is still a little fuzzy. I remember leaving Earth and then… well, that’s about it.” I sneezed three times, covering my face with my sleeve. “Excuse me. I guess I’m still a little under the weather. Anyway, yesterday, I woke up in the infirmary, with Jimmy lying next to me. That’s when we first found out that we’d been asleep for almost five days. Five days! Can you believe it? Anyway, it’s not all bad. We’ve actually landed and are about to take our first step onto Planet Z. Surprisingly enough, I can’t wait. Like I said, I’m going stir-crazy and although I’ve been asleep for most of the journey, I’m ready to check out this new planet. I’m so over being in this ship. It actually gives me the creeps.”

      There was a knock on the door and then Dad walked in with Jimmy.

      “You ready to go?” asked Jimmy, his face lit up with excitement. “They’re letting us off the ship.”

      “Yes!” I said, turning off the Ejournal. “Finally.”

      “Guess what?” said Dad. “We don’t have to wear our space-suits either. They’ve approved it.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Really? Is it safe?”

      “Yes. The scientists who’ve been staying here stopped wearing theirs about three weeks ago, I guess. They say it’s safe. Very safe. Safer than our planet.”

      “Cool,” I said, getting up.

      “It’s a little chilly, though. So, you might want to put on a jacket. You too, kiddo,” he said to Jimmy.

      “Okay,” he replied.

      I grabbed my jacket from the closet. “Where’s Mom?”

      “She’s coming. She’s trying to find her camera. She wants to take both of your pictures the moment you step off of the ship. She’s on this new kick about photographing everything for her scrap ebook collection.”

      “Well, it’s a good idea,” I said slipping on my shoes. “Plus, it might end up in history books someday.”

      “That’s what she said,” he replied.

      We walked out of the cabin and found her in the hallway, fiddling with the camera.

      “There you are. Are you having problems with it?” he asked.

      “No,” she said, frowning. “But, the disk is almost full. I might be able to get a couple of good pictures, though.”

      “That’s all we need,” he said. “Right?”

      “Yeah. How are you doing, kiddo?” she asked, putting her arm around my shoulders as we walked down the hallway. “Getting your strength back?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I’m still a little dizzy but other than that, I feel pretty good.”

      She kissed my cheek. “You can’t imagine how worried we were about you both. It was such a nightmare. We didn’t know what was going on.”

      I smiled. “At least you two didn’t get sick.”

      “No. We were very lucky.”

      “No kidding, we were,” said Dad, over his shoulder. He turned back to Jimmy, who was walking beside him. “How about you? You doing okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, smiling up at him.

      “Good.”

      We walked through the ship and met up with several other people getting ready to explore the planet. Everyone was excited.

      “I feel like we’re on some kind of a vacation,” said an older woman walking in front of us. “The only thing missing is my camera.”

      “I have a camera,” said Mom, holding it up. She smiled sheepishly. “Just not much memory to hold pictures.”

      The older woman laughed. “Well, I’m sure there’s plenty of it in the labs. Maybe you can borrow some.”

      Mom snorted. “Are you kidding? They’re being very stingy with the research equipment. I’m sure if I used some of their film, they’d have me arrested.”

      “You’re probably right,” said the woman, her eyes sparkling. “You have to really be careful. They watch everyone like hawks, too. Sometimes I feel like we’re the ones being studied.”

      “I know what you mean,” said Mom.

      “You’re moving pretty good with that walker,” said Dad, as we followed behind her. “Don’t wear yourself out before we get off the ship, though.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about me. In fact, there’s a wheelchair with my name on it at the exit,” she replied, smiling.

      “Good for you,” said Dad. “What was your name again? Margie?”

      “My closest friends call me Dorey,” she said.

      Something about that name struck a chord.

      “Did you say Dorey?” I said, moving next to her.

      “Yes,” she said. “Have we met?”

      “Um, I don’t think so,” I said.

      “Dad, can we go faster?” whispered Jimmy, loudly.

      “Jimmy,” said Dad in a stern voice.

      “Oh, my… you can go around me,” said Dorey. “I don’t want to hold any of you up.”

      “It’s okay,” replied Mom. “We can wait. This isn’t a race.”

      Jimmy sighed.

      “No. I insist. Then I won’t feel like I have to rush,” replied Dorey.

      “I’m terribly sorry for our son’s rudeness,” said Dad. “He’s usually not so bad.”

      “Oh, it’s quite all right. I know how kids are and I’m sure he’s excited to go exploring,” she said.

      “They’re opening the door!” shouted Jimmy, sneaking around people so he could have a better look.

      “Jimmy!” called Dad, following him. “Wait a minute.”

      I pointed toward them. “You’d better get a picture of his expression, Mom. I have a feeling he’ll never have another one like it.”

      She frowned. “Yeah, I’d better. That boy. I tell you… so impatient,” she said, rushing after them.

      I was excited, too, but something compelled me to stay with Dorey.

      She looked at me and smiled. “Alex, isn’t it?”

      My eyes widened. “Yes. How did you know my name? I don’t think we’ve ever met.”

      “We have met and I know a lot about you. In fact, I know more about you than you probably know about yourself.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      She stopped walking and people stepped around us, eager to leave the ship. She grabbed onto my sleeve. “Thanks for being so sweet and waiting for an old woman, Alex,” she said loudly as more people moved by us.

      “Of course.”

      “I wanted to talk to you alone,” she said when we were out of earshot of everyone else.

      “Why?”

      “To let you know that everything is going to be okay.” I stared at her in confusion, but she just smiled. “They did a good job on your memory. Obviously, the machine is fixed.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that.

      They did a good job on my memory?

      “Let’s start walking again before we cause any suspicion.”

      “Okay,” I said, still confused. Part of me wanted to get away from the crazy old woman. Another part of me knew that she had something important to say. Something I’d want to hear.

      She smiled at me again. “We’ve met before, only I looked different. You knew me as Ellie.”

      “Ellie?”

      “Yes. Ellie. I’m part of The Resistance.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We are a group of individuals fighting for all of mankind.”

      I bit back a smile. I didn’t even know we were at war with anyone. She was obviously a little kooky. “I don’t get it. Is there some kind of war going on?”

      She laughed. “Well, there was. But, it’s coming to an end. In fact, I’m pretty sure that we’re in the clear now.”

      “I’m sorry. I guess I haven’t been filled in on any of this,” I said, playing along.

      “It’s probably better that you don’t remember anything. I just want you to know that Maelshuck has received the toxin and so has the queen’s newest host.”

      I laughed. “Excuse me?”

      She sighed wearily. “I’m sorry. I’m probably confusing the heck out of you. I just need to get this off of my chest because very soon, I will be giving Margie back her body in full. She was so lovely to let me borrow it.”

      I just stared at her. Who was Margie?

      “Oh, before I forget, I have something for you,” she said, handing me a flash-drive.

      I looked down at it. “What is this?”

      “All of the information that you’ll need to ensure the continuous survival of mankind. Oh, and there’s a list of names of all the people you’ll need to deliver the toxin to. The ones still hosting aliens.”

      I frowned. She was obviously mad, but I felt like I’d had a similar conversation before. “What?”

      She spoke quickly. “There is also a map of where you will find more of the Bargonite. It’s the element used in the toxin. You should have enough.”

      “I don’t understand any of this,” I said, although I didn’t fully believe my own words. Bargonite sounded familiar. So did her reference to ‘host’.

      “Simply put – we’ve taken out the queen and Maelshuck, but there are dozens of people on this mission who still need the toxin. The information is on the flash-drive. Promise me you’ll look at it?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      “I know you’re confused, but this isn’t a joke. Does the term Cylf sound familiar?”

      I felt as if my legs were about to give out. It did sound familiar. I stared at her in horror as flashbacks of what appeared to be me, fighting Bruce’s parents, popped into my head. They’d been Cylf. “Yes.”

      She nodded in approval. “Good. I can see that it’s all starting to make a little more sense to you.”

      “Yes and no. What about my parents? Can I show them what is on the flash-drive?” I asked, wondering what they would say to all of this.

      Her eyes softened. “Yes. It’s time to trust them. The queen has no control on them anymore. Especially, your mother. Once they see what is on this flash-drive, they’ll start to remember, too.”

      “Are you saying that we all knew about this before?” I asked, shocked.

      “Yes. Your memories were erased. All of yours. Blayze will know, though. His memory should be intact. Find him.”

      “Blayze Watkins?” I said, my heart skipping a beat.

      Her eyes twinkled. “You are starting to remember that young man, too, aren’t you? He’s very special.”

      My cheeks grew warm. “I… he is?”

      She nodded. “Indeed. Seek him out. Trust him. Together, you will all know what to do.”

      “Hey!” called Dad, standing by the ship’s exit. “Aren’t you coming, Alex?”

      “I’ll be right there!” I called.

      “Hurry up. It’s beautiful!” he hollered, his voice breaking, almost as if he was on the verge of crying. “It’s… unbelievable!”

      “Go,” she whispered. “Don’t wait for me.”

      “I can wait. It’s okay.”

      “Nonsense. In fact, this is as far as I’m going, I think.”

      “What? Aren’t you coming?”

      She shook her head. “Actually, no. I don’t deserve to be here. None of my kind do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Honey, this place… Planet Z, as you call it… was never meant for the Cylf.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me,” I said, feeling suddenly very anxious.

      She chose her words carefully. “Almost twenty years ago, your home planet was invaded by… by my species. The Cylf. They killed most of you and the remaining survivors were whisked away to our planet. To become… hosts. Basically, so that our kind could live forever.”

      My mouth dropped in horror. What she was saying sounded preposterous, but insanely, I believed every word of it.

      “What exactly do you mean by ‘hosts’?”

      “When our bodies wear out, we can discard them. Like an old pair of shoes. You were brought to our planet to replace our bodies when needed.”

      “Wait a second. We were brought to your planet?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yours,” I repeated, unable to believe it.

      “It’s called Celtophor and is located in the Andromeda Galaxy.”

      My eyes widened. “I thought that we were headed to the Andromeda Galaxy.”

      “Another lie.”

      “That’s crazy in itself but, honestly, wouldn’t my parents know that they’ve been living on the wrong planet?”

      “When they first left the planet, they both knew. Your parents were being controlled by the Cylf, in one way or another. Your mom actually hosted the queen.”

      “What?” I gasped.

      Dorey smiled grimly. “She did, but you made a deal with her, and the queen found a new host.”

      “I made a deal with the queen of the Cylf?” I grunted. “I guess I don’t recall that.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, her eyes shining. “And I don’t blame you.”

      “What kind of a deal did I make?” I asked, searching her face. She looked like she was about to cry.

      “You saved your family. That’s all you need to know.”

      “I wish I could remember,” I said, rubbing my forehead.

      “Nobody remembers. In fact, both of your parents had their memories erased after you made the deal with the queen. Just like everyone else, their memories were scrubbed and re-wired to believe that you’d left Earth to save all of mankind.”

      “Why didn’t the queen just keep us on Earth to begin with? Wouldn’t that have been so much easier?”

      “She wasn’t ready to give up her planet, even though, as you’ve probably noticed, it’s not an ideal place for human beings to thrive.”

      I frowned. “But, the history books? The pictures in the archives? Everything looks so similar as to what we’ve read and learned about. ”

      “It’s true, some of it is similar.”  She touched my arm. “But, believe me, when you step off of this ship, things will become so much clearer. You’ll know what I’m talking about.”

      I waved my thumb toward the doorway. “Why are we even back here then? If the queen wanted to stay on her planet why would she drag all of us back to Earth?”

      “Because she finally conceded to the fact that our planet is toxic to you. She had no choice.”

      I didn’t know what to think about this. It seemed way too over-the-top. It all did. And yet, my gut told me that she was right. “Why all of the lies about this mission?”

      “She thought it would be easier to control humanity this way. She didn’t want a revolution, but, in the end, she got one anyway.”

      “Alex!” hollered my Dad once more.

      “Go,” said Dorey, smiling. “This is your home, Alex. Your real home.  Go and enjoy it.”

      I felt like I was in a cloud as I shoved the flash-drive into my pocket. It was then that I found a second one inside of the liner and more images flashed through my mind. Hamilton, Maelshuck, Dorey, the queen. Blayze. Everything was beginning to fall into place.

      “Isn’t she coming?” asked Dad as I stopped next to him.

      “No,” I whispered, staring in awe at the view before me. It was breathtaking.

      “What do you think?”

      “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” I replied, drinking it all in. “It’s… stunning.”

      “Take a deep breath,” he said as the wind blew my hair across my face.

      I inhaled, filling my lungs with fresh, clean air and smiled.

      “Come on,” he laughed, grabbing my hand.

      Our ship had landed in a field of tall, green grass, and wildflowers so vibrant, that they made my eyes water. There were mountains in the distance and trees so colossal, that they seemed to touch the clouds. I’d never seen anything so magical.

      “Are we dreaming?” I said, smiling in wonder as two black and yellow butterflies fluttered near my dad’s knees.

      “No. This is real, Alex. I have to admit, though, this has exceeded even my expectations.  Wow, would you look at how blue the sky is,” he said, raising his face toward it. He closed his eyes and smiled. “You can feel the warmth from that giant star shining down on us. Doesn’t it feel amazing?”

      “It’s the sun,” I said, bending down. I plucked a flower with yellow petals and brought it to my face.

      “The sun?” repeated Dad. “Maybe we should come up with something more original.”

      “Alex!”

      I turned toward the ship and standing at the entrance was Blayze Watkins. I raised my hand and waved.

      “I didn’t know that you knew him,” said Dad, as Blayze began walking toward me. “That’s Hamilton’s nephew.”

      My heart felt like it was about to burst out of my chest as Blayze began walking toward us, his smile almost as bright as the sun itself. “So, I’ve heard. Apparently,” I smiled, “we’ve met more than once.”

      And have had more than one first kiss…

      

      
        The End
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        For five hundred years the Gods have united the Three Nations in harmony.

        

        Now that balance has been shattered, and chaos threatens.

      

      A town burns and flames light the night sky. Hunted and alone, seventeen year old Eric flees through the wreckage. The mob grows closer, baying for the blood of their tormentor. Guilt weighs on his soul, but he cannot stop, cannot turn back.

      If he stops, they die.

      For two years he has carried this curse, bringing death and destruction wherever he goes. But now there is another searching for him – one who offers salvation. His name is Alastair and he knows the true nature of the curse.

      Magic.
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      Alastair stared into the fire, letting its heat wash through his damp cloak. The autumn storm had caught him in the open, drenching him before he could reach the shelter of a band of trees. The sudden violence of the storm was a grim warning of winter’s fast approach.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance. Alastair shifted position, groaning as his old joints cracked in the cold. He added another stick to the fire. A greedy tongue of flame licked up the tender wood. Wind rustled the dark branches above. The fire flickered in the breeze and blew smoke into his face. Its feeble light cast dancing shadows across the clearing.

      A head appeared in the trees nearby, its long face staring at him. Alastair gripped his sword and fought to control the pain in his chest. His horse snickered at his fear and retreated into the shadows. It was only Elcano, his constant companion for almost a decade. Shivering, he released his sword hilt. He knew all too well the dangers of the night. Once he had been one to stand against such things. Now, though...

      He shook his head to clear the morbid thoughts. He was still a warrior, and creatures of the dark still feared his name. Yet lately doubt had crept into his mind. It had been a long time since he’d fought the good fight, long before the ravages of time stripped away his strength. The old man shivering at autumn shadows was but a spectre of the Alastair who had once battled the demons of winter.

      “If only...” he whispered to himself. The words haunted him, carrying with them the weight of wasted decades. If only he had known, if only he had prepared himself. Instead the great Alastair had settled down and put the dark days behind him.

      Then two years ago, Antonia had come. She shattered the peaceful world he had built for himself and dragged him back into a life he had thought long buried.

      “Find them,” she ordered, and he had obeyed.

      If only it were so simple. Things were never as they seemed when she was involved. Two years of searching and he was now farther from the truth than when he started. The trail was ancient, his quarry adept at disappearing without trace. He himself had taught them the skills, but for generations they had perfected them. Alastair had tracked them as far as Peakill but there all trace vanished. For all he knew they were dead. He prayed to Antonia it was not so.

      The wind died away and the chirp of crickets rose above the whisper of the trees. The fire popped as a log collapsed, scattering sparks across the ground. He watched them slowly dwindle to nothing and then looked up at the dark canopy. Through the branches he glimpsed the brilliance of the full moon.

      Alastair gritted his teeth. She would come tonight. His hands began to shake; he had dreaded this moment for weeks. The sickly taste of despair rose in his throat. The world would feel the consequences of his failure.

      “Not yet, there is still time,” the soft whisper of a female’s voice came from the shadows.

      Antonia walked from the trees. A veil of mist clung to her small frame, obscuring her features. Her violet eyes shone through the darkness, making the firelight seem pale by comparison. Those eyes held such power and resolve that he shrank before them. The scent of roses filled the grove and cleansed the smoky air. Her footsteps made the slightest crunch as she glided towards him.

      “It doesn’t matter. They’re gone and I don’t have the strength to continue. Find someone else to fight this battle, I’m done!” he lowered his gaze, unable to meet her eyes.

      “There is no one else like you. You know that,” there was anger in the girl’s voice. “Look at me and tell me you would abandon everything we have worked for!”

      Alastair glanced up. “I abandoned my family for your cause,” he forced the words out, struggling to hold back tears. “I have given everything for you, and it has all been in vain. It’s over, they’re gone.”

      He stared at Antonia, expecting anger, scorn, disappointment. She smiled. “It has not been in vain, there is still hope. Elynbrigge has found them.”

      A rush of strength surged through Alastair. “Where?”

      Antonia laughed. Absently she flicked a strand of hair from her face. “The trail was years old, but they are alive and well in Chole. Look for them there. He will watch over them until you arrive.”

      Alastair jumped to his feet, scattering firewood into the flames. The blaze roared and leapt to devour the fresh meal. He ignored it. The fire be damned, they were alive!

      “Wait,” the tone of Antonia’s voice gave him pause. “First you must go to Oaksville. There is someone there who needs you. When you find him, take him with you. Be quick; Archon won’t be far behind.”

      “Who is in Oaksville?” the town was close, but the detour would cost precious time.

      “Eric.”

      Before he could reply, she was gone.

      For a long time Alastair stood staring at the space where she had vanished. Her words spun through his head. His anguish was gone, replaced by a fragile spark of hope. Despair still prowled at the back of his mind, but for now the spark was all that mattered.

      He did not sleep that night and the sun was approaching noon as he neared the town. As he cleared the last of the trees he saw the sickly pillars of smoke curling up from the city. He kicked Elcano into a gallop.
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      A pillar of smoke rose from the burning house. The roar of the flames was deafening. Heat scorched his eyes but he could not look away. The blaze lit the night, chasing the stars from the sky. Amidst the fire the silhouette of a boy appeared. He stumbled from the wreckage, clothes falling to ashes around him. Sparks of lightning leapt from his fingertips, leaving scorch marks on the tiled street. Soot covered his slim face, marred only by the trail of tears running down his cheeks. The wind caught his mop of dark brown hair and revealed the deep blue glow of his eyes. He wore an expression of absolute terror.

      “Help me!”

      Eric sat bolt upright, the nightmare tearing him from his sleep. He gasped for breath, eyes darting around in search of escape. A wall of vegetation loomed above him. The dark fingers of branches clawed at his clothing. He scrambled for his dagger but it tumbled through his hands. He dove for the falling blade.

      His knees hit the dirt and with a sudden rush he remembered where he was. Eric took a deep breath; slowing his racing heart as he rose to his feet. The clearing had not changed while he slept. The trees still stood in a silent ring, their leaves speckled with the red and gold of early autumn. Where the canopy thinned above he could make out the blue sky, but below the dark of night still clung.

      Eric shivered and wished he had more than a holey blanket and worn leather jacket to ward off the cold. Reaching down he stuffed the blanket into his bag with the rest of his measly possessions – dried meat, a water skin, and the steel bracelet his parents had given to him as a child. The familiar dream clung to him, the boy’s face lurking in the shadows of his memory. He knew that face. It was his own.

      A tremor ran through his body. He flung the bag over his shoulder with a little too much energy, determined to forget the bad omen. Just through the trees was the Gods Road and about a mile west was the town of Oaksville. There he planned to make a fresh start for himself.

      Eric paused long enough to pull on his travel worn boots and brush the leaves from his hair, then he was away through the trees. Excitement quickened his pace – this was it. Today he would end his exile. In the two years since his fifteenth birthday he had wandered alone through the forests and plains of Plorsea. In that time he had kept his own company. It had very nearly driven him insane.

      The trees either side of the Gods Road soon began to thin, giving way to the grassy steeps of a valley. Eric squinted into the rising sun, straining for his first glimpse of Oaksville. A layer of fog clung to the slopes, but it was quickly fading in the rising sun. Buildings began to take shape – wooden houses with tall smoking chimneys, the three-pronged spire of the temple, an old castle set in the centre that towered above the town walls.

      Eric’s spirit leapt at the sight. Then the first gust of wind reached him on the hilltop, carrying with it the clang of hammers and clip clop of hooves. His nose twitched at the tang of smoke and humanity hanging in the air. The image of a burning house flickered into his mind.

      He paused mid-stride. A voice whispered in his mind. Go back – it’s too dangerous!

      Fear gripped him. What if I’m not ready? His knees shook. His heart pounded like a runaway wagon on a cobbled street. His vision swam and he felt the warmth of tears on his cheeks.

      Eric turned his head and looked back up the hill. The long grass rippled in the wind, the trees beyond shadowing the movement. The forest could offer him nothing more. He drew a breath of air and faced the town.  He took a step forward. The terror returned. His chest constricted until he could hardly breathe, but this time his nerve held. Eric walked down the valley towards the gates.

      Soon the outer wall loomed over him, its great stone blocks casting the path in shadow. Ahead a gaping hole in the stonework swallowed the road whole. A guard stood to either side of the gates, dressed in the chainmail and crimson tunic marking the Plorsean reserve army. Each held a steel tipped spear loosely at their side and a sword on their belt. The one to the right spared Eric a glance as he passed by, then returned his eyes to the road. Until recently Plorsea had enjoyed decades of peace. But now bandits had moved down from the mountains and were plaguing the countryside. At first they had only targeted travellers, but lately raids had been launched against some of the smaller settlements.

      Eric passed between the open gates and into the darkness of the tunnel. Moss covered the giant slabs of rock on either side of him. Iron grates peeked from the ceiling, once used to pour burning oil on invaders who breached the outer gates. These walls dated back to darker times, before peace had come to the Three Nations.

      With a deep breath Eric stepped from the tunnel and back into sunlight. A bustling marketplace spread out around him. The air was heavy with dust and the stink of human bodies. The buzz of a hundred voices assaulted Eric’s ears. To his left bakers stood at their booths waving loaves of bread in the faces of passers-by. Elsewhere he could see others plying their wares; butchers and jewellers, fishermen and carpenters, all chaotically crammed into the small square before the city gates. Each was doing their best to draw the early morning crowds to their stalls.

      A jeweller caught Eric’s eye and began motioning for him to look at his array of golden necklaces laid out on the table. Eric smiled and shook his head, but suddenly the jeweller was out of his stall and moving through the crowd towards him shouting, “Sir! Sir!”

      Eric shrank back towards the cool comfort of the tunnel. His feet stumbled on the uneven surface and sent him tumbling to the ground. His head struck the cobbled pavement. His ears rung. Groaning he looked up, straining to see while his vision spun.

      A face appeared overhead. “Careful there, mate,” the man offered a hand. Eric immediately recognised the western twang of a Trolan accent.

      Eric took the hand and the man hauled him to his feet. He stumbled for a second, trying to regain his balance.

      “That looked like a nasty fall,” the Trolan offered. “You okay?”

      The man wore a dark brown cloak and towered over Eric’s own five feet and seven. A poorly trimmed beard and moustache matted his face, while a broad smile detracted somewhat from the twisted lump serving him for a nose. His hazel eyes looked down from beneath bushy eyebrows. Silver streaked his black hair.

      Eric nodded.  “It was my fault,” he stuttered. “Everything is so… overwhelming.”

      “A country boy then?” the man gave a booming laugh. “I remember my first time in a town like this. They stole every penny I had, not the pickpockets, those crooked merchants! Bought a dagger that snapped the first time I dropped it. These townsmen prey on the weak. Well don’t you worry mate, us country folk look after our own. The name’s Pyrros Gray, what can I do for ya?”

      Eric grinned. The man reminded him of the warm manner of people in his old village. “I’m Eric. Is there some place quiet I could sit for a while? My head is spinning.”

      “My pleasure, Eric. There’s a tavern not far from here, it’s usually quiet at this hour. I know the owner; he won’t mind you sitting down for a bit. Just follow me and we’ll have you there in no time. Only try not to catch the eye of any of these vultures, or they’ll soon convince you to trade everything you own for one of ‘em statues that grants luck with woman.”

      Pyrros set off through the crowd. Eric followed close behind, afraid to lose him in the press of bodies. His legs felt unsteady and his head throbbed with each step.

      A big woman stepped between them and thrust a wet trout in his face. “Cheapest fish in town! You buy!” she demanded.

      Eric shook his head and side stepped the merchant, trying to avoid any further contact.  She shouted after him but he ignored her words. He scanned the crowd, searching for Pyrros.

      “Didn’t think I’d leave you behind, did you?” Pyrros’ voice came from behind him.

      Eric spun around, relieved to see the bulky man right beside him.

      Pyrros laughed. “So what brought you to Oaksville, mate?”

      Eric shrugged. “I wanted a fresh start.”

      “Well we’ll have to see what we can do about that. Now come on, we’re almost there.”

      They slipped into a narrow alleyway which twisted away from the marketplace. Tall brick walls hemmed them in on either side, casting the alley in shadow. The drone of the markets died off as they rounded the first corner. Dead wood and discarded garbage lay in piles along the alley, but someone had maintained a trail through the mess, leading deeper into the town.

      Eric wrinkled his nose as they passed a pile of decomposing fish heads. He stepped around it and hesitated. “Are you sure this is the way?”

      Pyrros turned and grinned. “It’s a short cut. The streets surrounding the marketplace tend to get so crowded you can hardly move. This way goes around.”

      A chill breeze blew through the alley. The hairs on Eric’s neck stood up. He did not like the way Pyrros was grinning. The man no longer seemed so friendly; suddenly the way he towered over Eric was threatening and a strange glint had appeared in his eyes. Eric’s gut churned in warning.

      “I think I’d prefer the crowd to this mess, thanks,” Eric turned to leave.

      Two men blocked his path. One spun a wooden baton in his hand and the other held a heavy club. Each stood a head above Eric. They were dressed in plain clothes, but the smiles they wore lacked any trace of warmth. A coil of rope was slung over the baton wielder’s shoulder. They spread out to block Eric’s escape.

      “Don’t bother running, mate,” Pyrros’ voice was menacing now. “You’ll make this easier on everyone if you come willingly.”

      Eric half turned, keeping the other men in sight. “What do you want?”

      Pyrros shrugged. “Fair trade’s not the only business that’s booming. Slaves have grown popular in southern Trola. So long as we’re discrete, take the ones no one misses, people turn a blind eye. You’re one of those, aren’t you mate?”

      He shook his head. “No, my parents are waiting–” he was interrupted by a harsh cackle.

      Pyrros scratched at his beard. “So you were lying earlier? About starting a new life?”

      Eric clenched his fists, tense as coiled wire. He glanced at the men behind him, gauging the distance between them. Fear made his breath come in short, ragged gasps.

      “No, I think you’re lying now, mate. I don’t think anyone is out there waiting for you. I don’t think there’s anyone in the world who will miss you.”

      This cannot be happening!

      Pain pounded at Eric’s head, but he fought it down. He glanced at Pyrros, and then leapt at the man with the club. Grinning, the thug lifted his weapon. A moment before he swung Eric dived sideways, twisting for the gap between the men. He almost made it.

      A club to his chest stopped him cold. For the second time that day he found himself flat on his back. Winded, he choked for air, the faces of the two men spinning above him. He could feel his anger taking hold. Overhead, thunder clapped. Drops of rain began to fall.

      Footsteps came from nearby. Pyrros appeared above him, a frown on his face. “The first thing a slave must learn is obedience. You disappoint me, Eric. I took you for a quick learner.”

      The man’s boot came up and crashed down on Eric’s stomach. The breath exploded from his lungs. Pain constricted his chest and he gasped, eyes watering, desperate for air. Inside, Eric felt the embers of his fury take light.

      “Stupid boy,” by now the rain was bucketing down, soaking through the clothes of his attackers. Pyrros’ foot lashed out again, smashing into his ribs and head.

      Eric curled into a ball as the assault rained down. He choked back his tears, fear and rage battling for control. There was a sudden roar as something within snapped, giving way to the chaos of his emotions. A terrible power exploded through his mind, slipping from the darkest recesses of his conscious. He no longer felt the blows, or the rain, or the dirt beneath him. All that remained was an all-consuming hate; a need to lash out. A scream of torment echoed through the alleyway. The last barrier in his mind shattered.

      Eric opened his eyes. Blue light lit the stone walls of the passageway, freezing the men in a sudden blue glare. He saw the hate in Pyrros’ eyes turn to terror, saw the men beside him glance up, heard the crackling and smelt the burning as it came. Then the lightning struck.

      The men vanished into the blue light, their screams cut short by the roar of thunder. There was no chance for escape. One second the three were there, the next the lightning had consumed them. But it did not stop there.

      With a deafening crack the sky tore asunder, unleashing a hail of lightning. The screams of the villagers rose above the crash of thunder, as destruction rained down on the defenceless village. Splinters of wood and stone flew through the air as the blue fire tore buildings apart.

      Eric struggled to his feet. His anger had vanished, his hatred spent. He stumbled towards the marketplace, mouth agape. Horror clutched his soul.

      No, no, no, this cannot be happening – not again!

      Eric watched the lightning burn a deadly trail through the marketplace. Booths exploded before its wrath, filling the air with smoke and debris. Dozens had already fallen, their clothes blackened and crumbling, their bodies broken. Gusts of wind swirled through the square, picking up tiles and rubble and flinging them into the air. The rain poured down, but even that could not wash away the smell of burning. Eric stumbled amid the chaos, powerless to save his hapless victims.

      There was no escape from the storm’s fury. It tore through the market, an unstoppable force of nature. Eric fell to his knees, his tears mingling with the torrent of rain. Lightning struck his frail body but he felt nothing. Bolts of energy danced along his skin, raising goose bumps wherever they touched. Yet he remained unharmed. He buried his head in his arms.

      Why?

      The thunder died away, leaving a devastating silence in its wake. Eric could hardly summon the courage to look. At last he opened his eyes. His gaze swept the wreckage with growing shock. There was not a stall left standing. Burnt beams and canvas covered the square and flames were already beginning to spread. Bodies lay scattered amid the ruin, at times half-buried by the rubble. Eric choked at the sight, his mind rebelling against the truth.

      This is my doing.

      Movement came from his right. He looked across as a man struggled to his feet. Their eyes met. Eric saw the horror grow in the stranger’s eyes. He looked down and saw that lightning still played across his chest and arms. Noise came from elsewhere now as more survivors rose to view the shattered remains – and to see the boy with lightning dancing on his skin.

      Eric watched them, heart filled with despair. The faces of those around him wore only hatred. He had to say something, but could not find the words. His body ached and his muscles burned but he struggled to his feet. A surge of blood rushed to his head. He swayed. Then, determined, he opened his mouth to speak.

      An angry buzz of voices assailed him. To his left a man drew a dagger from his belt. He started towards Eric. Another quickly followed suit, ripping a makeshift club from a pile of rubble as he approached. The broken ground crunched beneath their booted feet. Each wore a grim mask of determination. When they were a few feet away they hesitated, eyeing him with caution.

      Eric struggled to find some words of explanation. He wanted to tell them it had not been him, that he could not control this curse. Yet he knew in his heart it would be a lie. He had known his presence brought a terrible danger to all around him. A heavy weight settled on his shoulders. There was nothing he could offer these souls but his life.

      More survivors joined the first two men, arming themselves with whatever makeshift weapons were within reach. Each sported burns across their arms and clothing, and dark bruises on their faces. A fire burned in their eyes, fuelled by the horror they had just witnessed.

      Eric trembled, staring at the blades and cudgels held by men and women alike. His heart pounded in his chest. He clenched his fists, struggling to ignore the hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach. His rib cage ached where the club had struck him earlier. Bruises from the beating were already starting to swell on his arms and legs. His mind shuddered at the thought of the pain still to come.

      Cautiously the survivors edged towards him, numbers fuelling their courage.

      Eric backed away, his own courage fading with each step. The villagers moved faster, sensing his fear. He stumbled backwards over the rubble, unable to tear his gaze from the madness in the eyes of the crowd. He stumbled over a pile of rubble and crashed to the ground. The shock lifted the spell. Eric scrabbled to his feet and ran for his life.
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      Eric sprinted down the burning streets. The roar of angry voices and pounding footsteps from behind drove him through the downpour. He dodged past the wreckage of shattered homes, squinting through the rain, searching for a path. The whistling wind whipped across his face and sliced through his waterlogged jacket.

      His eyes watered as he ran through clouds of acrid smoke. Lifeless bodies lay scattered across the flooded streets. Thick droplets of rain splattered around them.

      Eric ran on. Soot clung to his skin, mixing with the torrents of water washing over him. He passed a hand through his filthy hair, struggling to think, gasping for air. His muscles burned and great shivers ran through his body. He was at the end of his endurance.

      The light of approaching torches flickered in the lengthening shadows. The day was dying and Eric could only pray the darkness would come soon. He drove himself on; the freezing autumn wind buffeted him, his footsteps splattering in the flooded streets. Water filled his boots. His leggings squelched with every stride.

      A shout came from behind, followed by the clang of steel-tipped arrows as they struck the wall a few feet to his right. Eric ducked, glancing back to see a crowd of people sprinting towards him. He slid into a nearby passageway before the bowman could fire again.

      Why? The thought chased itself around his head. He scrambled through the alley, scarcely able to make out a path through the shadows. A jagged piece of tile tore a slice of skin from his arm. Blood gushed from the wound and ran down his side. Eric winced, fighting down the pain.

      He burst from the alley into a broad avenue. The sun had finally set, leaving only dying tongues of flame to light his way. They cast the world into a realm of shadows. Curses came from the alley behind him. Eric did not stop to wait for them.

      Voices chased after him. He glanced back to see the first of the townsfolk emerging from the alley. Flaming torches lit the murky gloom and exposed the gaunt faces of his hunters.

      Eric weaved through the rubble strewn street, listening for the telltale whistle of arrows. Water flicked up in his wake and mingled with the drifting smoke. An arrow shot past his shoulder. The shriek of its passage raised goose bumps down his neck. He looked back without breaking stride and saw two bowmen hurriedly nocking new arrows. Then the smoke closed in, the wind driving it down into the street, and they vanished.

      He ran on through a world twisted by his destruction.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The darkness was finally complete, the last flames snuffed out by the blanket of night. The rain had ceased and the clouds parted to reveal the star-studded sky above. The moon had yet to show its face, yet to cast its pale glow on the devastation below.

      Eric huddled among the ruins of an old building, listening carefully as the footsteps of his pursuers passed him by. A chill breath of air sent a violent shiver through his body. His clothes were soaked, ruined. His teeth began to chatter. He clamped a hand over his mouth, terrified of being overheard. The stench of his own body filled the small space, an overwhelming mixture of soot, sweat, and death.

      At last Eric allowed himself a deep breath, satisfied for the moment he was safe. He sat back, his hand pressing against something soft and cold. A shiver ran through him and his eyes slid down to where his hand rested. The glassy eyes of a dead man stared up at him. Terrible burns blackened the man’s shoulders and face. His skin had turned a pale grey.

      Eric threw himself back from the body. He scrambled to his feet as his stomach swirled. With a gut wrenching heave, he emptied the pitiful contents of his stomach onto the cracked floor.

      He fell back, holding his face in his hands, fighting back tears. Choking, he turned away and returned to his spy hole to check if anyone had noticed the noise. All was silent. How he wished he’d had the courage to give himself up. By now the torment would be over. He deserved what they had in store. No torture could match what he had wrought on these people.

      Through the broken roof he watched a full moon rise into the sky. Its cool light offered no warmth, yet the sight gave him comfort. Eric glimpsed his soot streaked face in a nearby puddle. Leaning down, he cupped a handful of water and tried to wash the dirt from his face. It clung to him, rasping along his skin. Finally he fell back on his haunches, defeated even by this simple task.

      The soft sound of a footstep on gravel carried to him from outside. Another followed, barely audible over the thudding of his heart. Eric swallowed hard, struggling to dislodge the lump in his throat, and peered out into the street. His keen eyes searched the darkness. The silhouette of a man shifted in the shadows, coming closer.

      A pale brown cloak billowed out in a gust of wind, revealing the gold embossed hilt of a short sword strapped to the man’s waist. The man moved faster, emerging from the shadows and making straight for Eric’s hiding place. Lines of silver embroidering wove an intangible pattern across the arms of the man’s cloak. The same designs had been worked into the black leather of his boots. A grey hood obscured his face but Eric could feel the man’s eyes as they searched the wreckage.

      Eric crouched in his hiding place, muscles tensed, ready to spring. He fought to control his breathing, told himself he was hidden, concealed by the shadows. Fists clenched, he watched as the man made straight for him.

      “Come out,” the man whispered in an old, crackling voice. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      The man pulled back his hood to reveal long grey hair and a clean-shaven face. His lips curled into a frown that sent a shiver down to Eric’s stomach. Piercing green eyes stared straight at where Eric hid. The man continued to advance.

      Eric found his gaze trapped in the heat of the old man’s glare. For a moment it seemed time stood still. Eric felt as though his mind was an open book; that this man could stare into his very soul and read his every thought. Staring into those awful eyes, Eric felt the shame well up within, felt the crushing weight of guilt crash down on him. Suddenly he wanted nothing more than to curl up and die.

      The old man blinked and Eric shuddered as the spell broke. He sank to his knees, staring at the muddy ground. Fresh tears welled in his eyes and streamed down his face. Sobs racked his body. The man stood over him, sword in hand.

      It took a long time for Eric to regain his composure. Finally he stood. Taking a deep breath, he met the old man’s eyes. The moon lit the space between them, turning the world to black and white. Eric spoke in a whisper. “What do you want?”

      “To help you,” came the reply.

      Eric could have laughed. “Why? Who do you think I am? Look around you,” Eric threw out his arms. “This is what I create. This is my existence – chaos and destruction. Are you some demon, come for an apprentice in murder?”

      The man’s eyes hardened. “I am no demon, boy. I am a man who understands what you are, a man who sees the good within you. And I am perhaps the only chance you have to control that power inside you. If you want to live, I suggest you come with me.”

      Eric stood rigidly in front of the old man. His mind was spinning, trying to make sense of what he had heard. “Who are you?” he whispered.

      “My name is Alastair. Now come, before the others find us.”

      Alastair. The name had a familiar ring. Regardless, he was not prepared to trust so easily; not after what had happened in the marketplace. Who knew what this man planned. Then again, what had he to lose? If he wished him harm, he need only to swing his sword.

      Still he hesitated. “I don’t trust you, Alastair.”

      Alastair frowned down at him, a hint of anger in his eyes. Then with a heavy sigh and shrug of his shoulders, he offered a small smile. “Fair enough,” he flicked his sword into the air and caught it by the blade. He handed it hilt first to Eric. “You hold onto this for now, if it makes you feel safer. You can give it back once I’ve earned your trust.”

      Surprised, Eric took the sword. Still hesitant, he gave Alastair a quick nod. Alastair nodded back and took off down the road. Eric followed, moving as silently as he could through the debris strewn across the ground. His senses probed the gloom, but the streets were deserted. The mob had moved on.

      Ahead Alastair slipped off the road and into another alley. Eric followed close on his heels. He held the sword close to his body with the tip pointed down. He had never used a sword before. It felt strange and awkward in his hands.

      The old man moved on, drawing Eric deeper into the gloom. The alleyway grew narrower as they went, and with a shiver Eric realised the buildings on either side of them had collapsed. The walls of each building now leaned out into the alley, forming an unstable tepee above their heads. Streams of moonlight flooded through the cracks above them.

      Eric swallowed hard at the thought of the unstable stone and wood perched above him. Swallowing his fear, he picked his way further into the alley, following the silver streaks of Alastair’s cloak. The man moved with a confident stride, seemingly indifferent to the danger looming above.

      The scuff of leather on stone echoed off the walls. They froze. The shuffling sound of someone moving down the tunnel followed. Then a dark figure stepped forward into a column of moonlight. Brown eyes locked on Eric.

      “You,” it hissed.
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      Gabriel knelt in the mud, head bowed, and let the grief wash over him. Pain wrapped around his heart, its thorny tendrils robbing him of strength. Sharp stones cut through the fabric of his pants. He no longer cared. Agony twisted through his mind, burning away all other sensation.

      The night’s chill seeped through his rain-soaked clothes and sucked the warmth from his body. He could almost feel his life fading away, but he could not muster the strength to care. At least in death he might finally be free from this all-consuming grief.

      Until this morning he had lived a simple life, toiling alongside his father in the family forge, surrounded by the love of his parents and soon-to-be wife. Their faces flew through his mind, smiling and full, and then as he had last seen them – twisted in death.

      There had been no warning, just a flash of light and clap of thunder. Then death had rained from the skies. There was no defence, nowhere to run. Lightning danced through the streets, its fiery touch tearing through flesh and mortar. The wind had followed, ripping up roofing tiles and flinging them down on the streets below. Debris hurtled through the air to smash the fragile bodies of those caught in the open. Death was indiscriminate, claiming young and old alike, leaving the few survivors to stare in shock at the tattered remnants of their lives.

      Somehow Gabriel had survived with only minor burns and bruises. He had stumbled through the shattered streets towards his home, each step bringing a growing sense of dread. By the time he rounded the final corner he had already known what he would find.

      Everything looked the same through the howling wind and rain, and at first he was unable to process the sight that greeted him. Then with sudden realisation, he recognised the remains of his home. The two-storey villa was gone; all that remained were broken walls and scattered roofing. Flames flickered amid the wreckage, already growing.

      Gabriel plunged into the ruins, ignorant to the danger. He called out for his family, desperate for a response, for any sign of life. His father, mother, fiancé, they had all been home when he left.

      He found them in the back of the house where they must have gathered to wait out the storm. Tears ran down Gabriel’s cheeks. He collapsed to his knees, fingers reaching for the bloody beam impaling his father. Empty eyes stared up at him, frozen in terror. Partly sheltered by his father’s body lay Gabriel’s mother. The same beam had stolen her life. Blood still seeped from the gashes in her arms and face.

      The final blow came as Gabriel found his fiancé. She lay behind his parents, buried beneath heavy tiles, only her loving face left untouched.

      A sharp moan escaped Gabriel. At the noise, his fiancé’s eyes fluttered open. He was at her side in an instant, heart racing with sudden hope.

      “Gabriel,” she whispered. Blood ran from her mouth.

      “I’m here, it’ll be okay,” as he knelt beside her, he started to sob. So close he could not ignore the horror. The collapsing wall had crushed her chest. It would not be long.

      He stroked her hair, whispering soft comforts. He didn’t know whether they were for her sake or his own. He had cherished this girl, and to watch helpless as her life faded away… Her breath came in rugged gasps, until slowly her eyes closed and with a long sigh, she was gone.

      Gabriel stood, fists clenched.  He looked around the room one final time, gathering himself. Scrunching his eyes closed, he left the ruin. His mind was in shock. It begged him to run, to escape, to hide where the pain could not find him.

      He walked out into the pouring rain, searching for some sense or reason for this nightmare. He cursed his luck, cursed the Goddess for sparing him.

      Then he heard the whispers of the other survivors. He listened as they told of the boy who danced with lightning, of the demon who had wrought this madness. So he had joined the mob in their hunt, driven by hate, by the need to escape his pain. He no longer feared the powers such a demon might unleash. His own life meant little to him now.

      The gates were sealed, but their prey had vanished. Exhaustion soon quenched his anger and, without it, grief returned to overwhelm him. Soon the day was coming to an end and Gabriel felt the last of his energy slipping away. Despair took hold of his heart and with the last of his strength he dragged himself into an alley. Cracks riddled its walls. It would not be long before they crumbled.

      Gabriel stumbled through the growing darkness, moving deeper into the alleyway. In the dark he sank to his knees, closed his eyes, and waited for death.

      Yet death did not come. Hours passed and at some stage he had fallen asleep. Still the alley stood strong. Every so often the bricks would groan and Gabriel would brace himself for the end. It never came.

      Others had come instead. It began with the scrape of boots in the distance. He lifted his head, eyes struggling to pierce the darkness. He stilled his breath and listened. Someone was in the alley, coming closer.

      Two figures shifted in the shadows and then stepped into a patch of moonlight. Gabriel glimpsed a tall man with greying hair before the boy beside him drew his eyes. A mop of dark brown hair hung across his face, but beneath he could see the bright blue of the demon’s eyes. Thick eyebrows and a small nose appeared when the boy looked around. His gaze passed over where Gabriel sat hidden in the shadows.

      The boy held a short sword gripped tightly in one hand. Mud and ash covered his clothes and his tunic was dotted with holes that revealed the pale flesh beneath. Cuts and grazes marked his arms and blood ran from a gash on his cheek. Yet there were no burn marks.

      Gabriel stepped into the light. “You!”
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      Eric froze as the voice hissed from the shadows. A young man stepped into a shaft of moonlight sparing from the fractured roof. He towered over Alastair, shoulders heaving, eyes ablaze with rage. Soot covered his clean-shaven cheeks, and tears and burns marked his cloak. Deep lines of exhaustion crisscrossed his face. “You!” he repeated.

      Alastair stepped towards him. “Step aside, boy.”

      “They’re all dead!” the stranger sobbed. “My parents, my fiancé. Gone!” He screamed the last word. Eric could hear the accusation in his voice. “Why?”

      The old man did not reply. Silence fell. Eric found his eyes locked with those of his accuser. His chest grew tight with guilt. He licked his cracked lips, his mouth dry as sand, and felt the terror inside him grow.

      The man snarled and took a step forward.

      Alastair threw out his arm, blocking his path. Eric shrank from the man’s rage, his feet betraying him to take an involuntary step backwards.

      “Stop,” Alastair ordered, his voice laced with authority.

      “You protect him?” the villager challenged. “He is a murderer, a demon. You must know this!”

      Alastair ignored the question. “What is your name?”

      “Gabriel,” he swallowed. “I will not let him escape. Now out of my way, old man. He must die!” he made to push Alastair from his path.

      “No,” Alastair’s voice rang with command.

      Gabriel clenched his fists, for a second frozen with indecision, and then with a snarl launched himself at Alastair.

      The alleyway echoed with the thump of fists on flesh. Alastair moved with shocking speed, spinning on his heel to sidestep Gabriel’s charge. Then as his heavily built attacker stumbled past, Alastair struck. Reaching out he grasped the young man by his coat and with casual ease threw Gabriel headlong into the brick wall.

      There was a harsh crunch and a second later Gabriel lay slumped on the ground, unconscious.

      “Come, Eric, we are running out of time,” Alastair said over his shoulder.

      Eric nodded, struggling to peel his eyes from Gabriel. How had the old man moved so quickly?

      “He’ll be fine. Come!” he moved off. Eric followed, his not-so-silent shadow.

      They emerged into an empty street. Above them towered the bulk of the city’s outer walls, the brick and stone forming a silent shadow on the night sky. Beyond, the stars glittered and the cold moon had taken its place above.

      Alastair took the lead again, crossing the road and picking his way through the rubble of an old building until they reached the foot of the city walls. Eric stared at the giant blocks of stone that made up the thirty-foot wall. Each rock had been worn smooth by the passage of time, their surface slick with rain. He placed a hand to the cold stone. The ramparts of this wall had overlooked Oaksville for centuries. In all that time they had stood as protection against the dangers without. Today they had witnessed the fall of Oaksville.

      A knotted rope trailed down from high above, flapping in the night’s breeze. Alastair took the rope in one hand. Eric’s legs trembled and fear rose in his chest. His heart began to race. He was terrified of heights; the thought of clambering up that rope was horrifying.

      Alastair held out the rope. “They had already barred the gates when I reached the city, so I had to make my own way in. I left this here in case I needed to leave the same way. You’ll need to climb first and wait at the top for me. There is another rope on the other side, but I’ve hidden it well. If you hear a guard while you’re up there, whistle. But I imagine most are busy elsewhere.”

      Eric struggled to keep his fear to himself. His breath came in quick, short gasps and a cold sweat trickled down his brow. Hands shaking, he slipped Alastair’s short sword into his belt, walked forward and took the rope.

      You can do this, he repeated the mantra to himself.

      He looked up. The wall towered thirty feet above his head. Gritting his teeth, he began to pull himself up hand over hand. With each lunge he planted the tips of his feet firmly in the shallow cracks of the wall before moving on.

      At first the going was relatively easy; the knots gave him something to grip so he rarely slipped. Yet as he moved upwards the stones became more worn, the cracks between them finer. His old boots struggled to find grip.

      Twenty feet above the town his feet slipped on the slick surface. He grasped desperately at the rope and slammed into the cold wall. His muscles ached from the strain and his hands burned where the coarse rope had slipped between his fingers. He scrambled to find purchase with his feet, the desperate seconds seemingly like hours. Finally the tips of his boots found a crack and he was able to relieve his arms of some weight.

      Eric took a deep breath, struggling to regain his composure, acutely aware of the open air beneath him. His arms shook with the effort.

      It took another five minutes to reach the top. With the last of his strength he threw himself over the battlements. In that moment he did not care whether a guard waited for him or not. All that mattered was escaping the yawning chasm beneath him.

      Head spinning, chest heaving, Eric peered over the side. He could hardly believe he had made it. After a few seconds he drew back again. He shook his head, trying to free himself of the fear lodged there. He finally thought to look for guards. The bright moonlight illuminated the empty ramparts.

      Eric managed a grim smile. Boot scuffled on stone and then Alastair was settling himself beside him. A hint of sweat shone on his forehead but otherwise he showed no sign of exertion.

      He nodded to Eric. “I’ll go down first, you look exhausted.” He crossed to the other side, reached between two crenulations and pulled up a rope. He vanished over the edge.

      Eric gazed back at the town. He had dreaded this moment, knew he shouldn’t look, but the pull of his conscience overwhelmed him. He needed to know, had to see what he had wrought.

      Oaksville stretched out beneath him, the dim remnants cast in grey by the light of the moon. In places the flames still burned but the rain had tamed the worst. From the wreckage rose the distant cries of the desperate and dying. A cloud of smoke hung low over the town, an embodiment of the evil that had cursed the place.

      With misty eyes he turned away. This was far worse than he could ever have imagined. Oaksville would never recover. He had been its doom; if evil had come to this place it was Eric who had brought it. He thought of the thousands of lives that had been shattered and swore he would somehow make things right.

      The rope went slack beside him. It was time.

      Eric grasped the rope tight in both hands and leaned back over the side. He closed his eyes, the fear rising up inside him and threatening to overwhelm him. His head throbbed. A dull wind brushed against him.

      He began to make his slow way down. His hands clung to the rope while his feet sought tiny cracks to support his weight. His arms burned already, not used to the strain and still exhausted from the climb up. Every movement seemed to knock another bruise or scrape. Inch by inch, he descended towards the ground.

      A sudden gust of wind knocked his feet from beneath him. He slammed face first into the hard stone, arms struggling to hold him. The metallic taste of blood ran across his tongue. He spat it out and looked down.

      The rope trailed away beneath him, curling towards the ground far, far below. His vision swam, blurring and fading until it seemed his head must explode. The fear froze in his chest. He could not draw a single breath. The ice in his chest slowly spread to his arms and legs, freezing his entire body with fear.

      The wind came from nowhere, a sudden gale kissed with the deathly chill of the far north. It ripped at his wet clothing, sucking the little warmth remaining from his body. The temperature plummeted. Eric shivered and clung desperately to the rope. His teeth began to chatter.

      He sucked in a breath, using a hand to wipe the cold sweat from his forehead. Ice cracked and fell away into the darkness below. Eric stared at the bare stone of the wall, struggling to control himself. As he watched, the rain-soaked surface began to glisten, the freezing wind turning the water to ice.

      “No,” Eric whispered, fighting to control his terror.

      He closed his eyes and struggled to slow his panicked breath, to calm his rampant fear. It was no use. He watched, helpless, as the creeping ice reached his feet first, then the rope. His boots slipped from the wall, leaving only his tenuous hold to keep him aloft.

      The rope grew colder in his hands. He clung tighter, gritting his teeth as the cold burned his skin. His eyes watered, tears freezing on his cheeks. Eric choked on the frozen air and pulled himself closer to the rope, bracing himself on the icy threads. He fought to hold on. He could not give up now, not when he was so close.

      It was impossible. Bit by bit the feeling in his fingers faded away, until, as if by a will of their own, they released his last hold on life. He fell away into the darkness.
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* * *

      Gabriel hauled himself to his feet. His sight blurred and began to spin. He placed a hand against a wall to hold himself steady. The stone groaned, the sound an agony to his aching head. At least it would be over soon.

      He stood motionless, eyes closed, ready to embrace his death. His heart called for his family, for the comfort of their loving embrace. The makeshift roof gave another groan. Dust filled the air. A crash came from nearby as the first piece of wall gave way.

      Soon.

      His thoughts returned to the boy and the old man. Damn them! If only he could have reached the boy, he would have been able to rest in peace. But the demon had escaped.

      Gabriel reached up and touched the gash on his forehead. He felt the sticky moisture of his own blood. He grimaced. Soon the pain would be gone.

      But was he ready to die? Did he not have something more to do now, something more important than this lonely death?

      Revenge.

      A twisted smile crossed his face. He walked slowly towards the street. As he emerged from the alleyway there came the strangely muted crunch of falling rock, followed by a whoosh of air.

      Gabriel did not care. There was only one single, tangible thought left in his mind. The demon would die. He would die for Oaksville. He would die for his fiancé and his parents. And most of all, he would die so Gabriel could watch the horror in his eyes as life fled from his broken body.
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      “Come closer, let me see your face,” the voice whispered, snaking its way deep into the cracks of his shattered conscious.

      Something deep within him shrank from the voice, fought against the darkness creeping through his mind.

      “Do not be afraid. You have a gift, one that could offer you the world.”

      He could feel the defences of his mind beginning to crumble. The dark silhouette of a face began to take shape.

      “Ahhhh,” the voice let out a long sigh. “I can almost see you now. Almost....” the voice was eager now, filled with hunger and greed.

      His instincts screamed danger. With a wrench of effort he tore himself free.

      An ungodly wail echoed through the confines of his mind. There came a flash of light, and the dream ended.

      “Wake, Eric! We have to move. They have found us,” a rough hand clasped his shoulder and shook him. Pain jolted down Eric’s back.

      He jerked awake, instinctively reaching for his knife. For a moment the world was cast in red and he saw only a tall figure towering over him.  He lashed out with a fist, his other hand drawing the dagger from his belt.

      Calloused hands caught his wrists. “Stop. Remember where you are, Eric. I have carried you as far as I can, but my strength is running out.”

      The red faded from Eric’s vision and he began to remember the night. The storm, the destruction, the climb, the fall! He ceased to struggle, searching his memory for the man’s name. “Alastair,” the old man nodded. “Who are you?”

      Alastair shook his head. “There’s no time. We must move, now!”

      Eric could hear the urgency in his voice but was not eager to leap at a strangers command. He glanced around, noticing now the dense wall of trees surrounding them. He lay in a small clearing, the ground all churned mud and scattered leaves. Above the light of the morning sun shone through the branches. He heard the first calls of the dawn chorus over the dripping of water on fallen leaves. Eric sat on the cold earth, the damp seeping through his thin clothes. The scent of fresh rain toyed with his nostrils.

      Alastair stared at the trees on the far side of the clearing. He glanced back at Eric. “We need to move, they can’t be far behind by now. Can you walk?”

      Seeing the panic in the old man’s eyes Eric gave in and nodded. He took Alastair’s hand and the old man pulled him to his feet.

      A crash came from the forest behind them. A streak of emerald flashed past Eric’s head; a Parakeet fleeing the coming danger. Others followed and the clearing filled with the thumping of wings and the screech of panicked birds. A breath of wind touched his cheek, carrying with it the stench of smoke.

      “Run!” Alastair hissed, making for the trees.

      Eric sucked in a breath and followed. A whirlwind of questions raced through his mind. Where were they? How had the hunters found them? What had happened after the fall?

      He chose one and shouted it at Alastair’s back. “How did they find us?”

      He thought the question had been lost in the wind. Another crash came from behind, closer this time.

      Then Alastair answered. “They’ve been on our trail since the wall. A couple of guards heard your scream as you fell. At first I managed to outpace them, but there was no time to disguise my trail.”

      They were moving downhill now and Eric struggled to keep his feet on the muddy ground. He grasped at seedlings and low hanging branches as he ran, struggling to control his descent on the slippery slope. Ahead Alastair slid between the trees with ease.

      Suddenly the old man slammed to a halt and shouted a warning. He spun, cloak whirling around him. His arm slammed into Eric's chest and knocked him flat on his back. Air exploded from his mouth at the impact. Eric fought for air, unable to draw breath. But his keen eyes did not miss the black shaft that flashed through the space he had just occupied. A sharp cracked followed as the bolt smashed into a nearby tree.

      Now the forest filled with the shouts of men. Still gasping in pain, Eric watched from the ground as three armoured guards appeared between the trees. Twigs and stones littered the ground beneath him. They stabbed through his clothing and scratched at his skin. Two inches to his left lay a fallen branch. Wincing, he reached out and wrapped his fingers around it. The rough bark stung the cuts on his palm but its weight felt reassuring in his hands.

      Alastair stepped across him. Reaching down he drew his sword. Its cold metal shone in the streaks of sun which speared through the canopy above. Silver streaks of hair hung across his face, masking his expression. Eric could sense his anger; he saw it in the hunch of the old man’s shoulders as he marched towards the guards.

      Pulling himself to his feet, Eric took stock of the men who faced them. The foremost was a small man, clean-shaven with short black hair. He was edging backwards with one eye on Alastair as he frantically wound his crossbow. The other two stepped past him, their eyes locked on Alastair. Both were larger than the first with bulging arms and necks as thick as tree trunks. One held a long sword in an easy grip. The other raised his own crossbow and took aim. Each wore the blackened burns of the storm.

      The crossbow twanged. This time Alastair had no time to react. The metal bolt flashed through the space between them and buried itself in his left shoulder. Alastair stumbled back, face twisted with pain. Then with a roar he straightened, arm swinging out at his attacker.

      Eric watched with shock as some invisible force caught the archer and flung him through the air. There came a sickening crunch as the man plunged headfirst into a tree. Alastair had not moved a step, had not come within ten feet of him.

      Magic! The word spun through Eric’s head.

      The swordsman charged. He moved with shocking speed for such a giant, his footsteps making muffled thuds on the leaf litter. Before Alastair could raise his arm again the man had closed the distance between them. With a scream of defiance, he swung his sword at the old man’s head.

      The clash of steel on steel rang through the trees. Alastair pulled back his sword and stepped sideways as the man charged past. He spun to stab at his foe’s exposed back but the soldier had already righted himself. Sparks flew as their swords clashed again.

      An overhanded blow forced Alastair back a step. The old man’s face clenched with pain, his movements disjointed. Yet still he managed to fend off his foe’s unrelenting attack. Eric clutched his club at his side, unable to see an opening in the deadly dance of steel.

      Colour was slowly draining from Alastair’s face, turning his skin a paled grey. The bolt remained imbedded in his shoulder. Blood stained his cloak.

      The guard pressed his attack, eyes narrowed with determination. His strength seemed to grow with every swing of his sword. His blade struck like a snake, tip darting out, only to be narrowly blocked. Each attack drew closer to the killing blow.

      Beyond them, Eric saw the first bowman raise his reloaded weapon and then lower it again. Alastair was at least succeeding at keeping the swordsman between them, denying the archer a clean shot.

      The man’s eyes slid to where Eric stood in indecision. He raised his crossbow again.

      Eric threw himself to the side as a bolt flashed towards him. He felt the blood flee his face and his heart stop. Fists clenched, he silently swore to himself. Too close!

      Shaking his head he scrambled to his feet. The bowman had vanished. He raised his club before him, eyes searching the trees for the dark-haired man. The clashing of swords seemed to die away against the harsh clanking of the rewinding crossbow. Eric felt a sliver of ice trickle down his neck.

      Eric’s back began to itch as he imagined the hidden archer taking aim. He spun left, then right, eyes searching for any flicker of movement. His gaze took in Alastair and the swordsman, lingering on the old man's limp left arm. With every blow the wrinkles on his face deepened. It seemed as though whatever trick or magic he had used earlier had run out.

      The cranking click of the crossbow ceased. Then something sharp pressed into Eric's back. He froze.

      "Drop the club," the archer growled into his ear.

      Eric’s legs began to shake. He tossed away his feeble weapon.

      “On your knees, slowly now! Hands behind your head.”

      Eric obeyed, kneeling in the mud and placing his hands over his head. The crossbow point followed him down. He could almost feel the man's finger on the trigger and knew he might be only seconds from death.

      “Stay where you are.” The pressure on his back vanished as the man walked round in front of him. The crossbow point never wavered from Eric's chest.

      A bead of sweat trickled down Eric’s forehead. The huntsman’s clothes were charred and streaked with mud, and the air around him reeked of soot and smoke. Raw hate twisted his face.

      “Do you know how many died last night, demon?” his voice shook with emotion. “I should kill you now. But no, that would be too good for you. You deserve the same suffering my people have felt. Your death will be slow and painful.”

      Eric could feel his eyes begin to water, hopeless guilt welling up inside him. He deserved this, deserved this hate, and whatever terrible punishment they devised. Yet still he shook with terror.

      “But your friend, he’ll die quick, magic or no. Sammy’s no amateur. The old man doesn’t stand a chance.”
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* * *

      Alastair's arm shook with the weight of his short sword. His muscles screamed but he drove on through the pain. He struck out with a short stab, but too slow, his foe blocking with ease. Pain shot down his arm as their swords met, the power in the guard’s swing almost knocking the weapon from his hand.

      The man twisted his sword away and came again, forcing Alastair backwards. His blade slid beneath Alastair's guard, followed by the tearing of fabric as the tip sliced his cloak.

      Alastair forced his weary body forwards, stabbing upwards as his foe closed. The guard blocked but Alastair was expecting it and lashed out with his foot. He struck the man a heavy blow to the chest.

      His opponent stumbled back and if Alastair had possessed the strength, he might have finished the fight then and there. As it was he barely stayed on his feet. His muscles burned and his heart raced. Pain radiated from where the bolt was buried in his shoulder. He felt as though he had aged ten years in the last five minutes.

      The man he faced recovered, sneering as he saw his opponent had not moved.

      Alastair cursed his hesitation when the men had first appeared. He should have used his magic then but he had held back, knowing he faced only mortal men. How arrogant he had been.

      “Stupid old man. You will regret helping the demon by the time I'm done with you. You may have destroyed our town, but I will not let your evil prevail."

      Alastair sighed, summoning the last of his strength as the man made to renew his attack. They both knew the fight was drawing to an end. One way or another, one of them would soon be dead.

      Alastair drew on the last of his energy, preparing himself for one final, underhand move. He watched his opponent closely, saw his boots shift slightly in the litter of the forest floor. It was all the warning he needed.

      The man leapt towards him, sword raised high to deliver a mighty blow to Alastair’s head. He surged across the six feet separating them, a battle cry on his lips.

      Just as it seemed the blow would land, Alastair flicked the near limp fingers of his left hand. A surge of energy rushed through his mind and along his arm as he summoned the last dredges of his magic.

      With a cry of shock the guard toppled forwards, his feet tripped by some unseen force. His arms windmilled as he tried to right himself.

      But it was too late. Alastair stepped forward and drove his short sword through the guard’s chest. An explosive gasp escaped the man as his weight drove the sword deep into his body. His eyes widened in shock and a gurgling noise began deep in his throat. Convulsing, he sank to his knees and toppled to the ground. The sword slid free with a horrifying sucking sound.

      Alastair stared at the lifeless body. A hot tear ran down his cheek. He had not wanted this. What was Antonia playing at here? A good man lay at his feet, just one more to add to the ruin of Oaksville, to the curse of runaway magic.
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* * *

      There was silence as they stared at the dead man. Then a scream of rage pierced the air. Eric looked at the bowman in horror. The crossbow was no longer pointing at him.

      The man's voice was shrill. “Die, damn you!”

      Eric did not hesitate. He drove himself forwards, tackling the man from behind. The two of them went down in a heap, rolling across the muddy ground. The crossbow twanged as they hit. Eric prayed it had not still been pointed at Alastair.

      The larger man quickly recovered from his attack and surged back against him. An elbow slammed into Eric’s stomach, winding him for the second time in ten minutes. The villager regained his feet, a knife appearing in his hand.

      “Move and you die,” Alastair's voice was as cold as frost.

      The old man walked into view, his sword never wavering from the man’s throat. His face twitched with pain but his eyes were determined.

      “Drop it,” Alastair nodded at the knife.

      The man threw his weapon into the bushes and raised his hands, mouth clamped shut. A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead.

      “What is your name?” Alastair demanded.

      “Tacus,” the guard spat the word.

      “Well, Tacus, you can return to Oaksville. The city needs every man it can get. The boy is in my custody now.”

      “And who are you?”

      “Alastair,” as he spoke the word he slammed the pommel of his sword into the man’s head. The archer’s eyes rolled up and he crumpled without a sound.

      Shaking, Eric pulled himself to his feet. He brushed the mud and leaves from his face and clothes with trembling hands. He could not remember a worse day in his life. In the past twenty four hours he had almost died a dozen times. Closing his eyes he tried to dismiss the determination in the archer’s eyes as he had raised the knife. Another few seconds and he would have driven it through Eric’s heart. Slowly the image faded and the trembling slowed, until at last he opened his eyes.

      Eric looked around for any new surprises. The silence of the forest was profound. The local creatures had fled the sounds of the fight long ago. The only movement now was the waving of the leaves in the wind. They were alone in the forest.

      Eric’s gaze slid to the dead and unconscious men.

      He tore his gaze away from their fallen foes, turning his concern to Alastair. “Are you okay?”

      Alastair shook his head. “No, but there’s no time to worry about that now. We have to move. There may be more yet. We don’t have too much further to go though.”

      Alastair turned away before Eric could question his last statement, leaving him no choice but to follow. He did so without complaint. Now Alastair’s pace was slower, his exhaustion obvious in the heavy tread of his feet and slump of his shoulders. He would not make it far without help.

      A surge of despair threatened to overwhelm Eric. There was no one out here to help them, and without treatment Alastair would surely die of blood loss – or worse. Eric barely knew the man, but in the last few hours Alastair had risked his life, and more for him. It was a gesture unlike any Eric had experienced and one he doubted he would ever understand.

      “Alastair, are you sure we shouldn’t take a look at your shoulder? How much farther–”

      Alastair raised a hand. “We’re here,” there was relief in his voice. He gave a short, sharp whistle.

      Two horses appeared from the trees and walked over to join them. The first stood sixteen hands tall and wore a glistening black coat and a brown leather saddle. It watched them with intelligent hazel eyes. It was a horse fit for a king. It wandered across and nuzzled at Alastair’s shoulder.

      The second was a similar build to the other, although its chestnut coat did not glisten with the same magic. It stood slightly smaller at fifteen hands and stared at Eric with glistening blue eyes. Four saddlebags and a water skin hung from its saddle.

      Alastair tightened the straps of each saddle and turned to Eric. “The black is Elcano; he has been my horse for a long time. You can ride Briar. He’s a packhorse, but a good gelding. I hope you’ve ridden before.”

      Eric hesitated, his tongue tied in embarrassment. He had not been near a horse since his banishment, and even then his family had never been rich enough to own one. He had certainly never ridden a horse. He gave a short shake of his head.

      A slight smile added colour to Alastair’s face. “Very well then, a quick lesson will have to do for now. There’s no time for more than that. Come here”

      Eric moved cautiously to where Alastair stood with the horses.

      “Quickly now, stand on Briar’s left side.”

      Eric hurried to comply, though the horse seemed to tower over him. Shivering, he placed a hand on Briar’s silky coat. He felt the warmth of the horse beneath the thick hair and drew some comfort from it. The cold of the forest had long since seeped into his bones. He breathed in the scent of mud and straw and horse, the rustic smells bringing memories of his former life. Pain rose in his chest and he quenched the thoughts from his mind.

      Looking up at Alastair, he caught the old man’s emerald gaze. Alastair nodded and began to instruct him. “Place the toes of your left boot into the stirrup and grab the saddle horn.”

      Eric complied, listening as Alastair continued to speak. “Now push off with your right leg. As you push, straighten your left leg and swing your right over the saddle and into the other stirrup.”

      In one smooth movement Alastair demonstrated with Elcano.

      Eric tried to copy the movement. He made it halfway before he lost his grip and fell to the ground. He rose with a groan, mentally adding another strike to his tally of bruises. But he refused to quit. Stabbing his foot into the stirrup he half climbed, half scrambled onto the horses back; inhaling a mouthful of horsehair in the process.

      For a few seconds he sat doubled over in the saddle, his body racked by a coughing fit. When he finally recovered, he looked up to see an amused grin on Alastair’s face.

      The old man gave a weak chuckle. “There’s no time to adjust the stirrups properly, they’ll have to do for now.”

      Eric nodded, feeling awkward in the saddle.

      “Now, horses are generally trained to obey a few simple commands. To make him move forward, give a small kick with your heels. If you want to stop, pull back on the reins. Gently mind, you don’t want to hurt his mouth. To change directions, give a small tug in the direction you want him to turn. Got all that?”

      Eric nodded silently. The instructions sounded simple enough but he had doubts as to whether that would transfer into reality.

      “Alright, let’s get out of here then,” as Alastair spoke Elcano spun beneath him and started into the forest.

      Eric gave Briar a short kick. The horse bent its head back to look at him, snorted, and followed the black stallion. The heavy footsteps of the animal beneath him immediately sent jolts up his spine. He grimaced and tried his best to ignore the fresh waves of pain. Gritting his teeth, he focused on keeping himself in the saddle.

      After a few minutes he found himself growing used the heavy trot of Briar’s hooves. His body slowly settled into the rhythm of the ride and the pain in his spine began to fade. A wave of weariness swept over him, his body finally giving way to exhaustion. His eyelids felt unbearably heavy.

      Eric closed his eyes and breathed in the sweet smell of horse and forest. He listened to the snort of the horse’s breath and the thump of Briar’s footsteps. Within minutes he found himself slipping into a deep sleep.
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* * *

      Eric snapped awake, suddenly aware that something had changed. He no longer felt the constant thud of Briar’s footsteps beneath him. They had stopped. Sitting up in the saddle, he looked around in astonishment.

      They had left the tiny animal track in the depths of the forest. Instead, they now found themselves on a wide road cutting a straight path through the thick forest either side of them. The hard packed earth beneath them was free of roots and potholes. There was no mistaking it; the horses had found the Gods Road.

      “What are we doing here? They’ll be patrolling the road for sure!”

      There was no reply from Alastair. Eric glanced across and saw the old man slumped on Elcano’s back. He nudged Briar towards the other horse and was pleased to feel the horse respond immediately.

      Eric gulped as he came alongside Elcano. Alastair was unconscious, his breathing weak and rasping. His face was grey and paled, and seemed to have added a hundred extra wrinkles in the last hour. He reached out to shake Alastair – and froze.

      From the distance came the thunder of galloping hooves.
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      It had not taken long to sift through the shattered remains of his family home. There was little left worth keeping – an old cloak and dagger of his father’s, his fiancé’s silver necklace, a few gold coins that were his family’s life savings. And in the ruins of the forge, a short sword an old soldier had once given his father in payment for repairing his wagon wheel.

      Gabriel smiled as he lifted the sword from the rubble, its weight satisfying in his hand. He gave a few practice swings, the blade hissing as it cut the air. He had never used a sword before but hoped his strength would suffice.

      Pleased with the small collection, Gabriel clipped the sword sheath to his belt and left the house. He had studiously avoided the room in which his family lay. No force on earth could compel him to face what waited there.

      He made his way out into the broken streets of Oaksville, glancing around at the other homeless souls wandering in the darkness. It was time someone gave them purpose. Gabriel had found his in the grim determination to bring justice to his family’s killer. He knew there would be others who felt the same.

      His first recruit was a large man who wore the tattered cloak and chainmail of the city guard. From the slump of his shoulders and blank expression there looked to be little fight left in him. He did not look up as Gabriel walked over, did not even register his presence until Gabriel reached out and grabbed his arm.

      “What’s the matter with you man?” he asked.

      The guard blinked as though waking from a deep sleep. Finally he looked down at Gabriel. “What’s the matter with me? They’re all dead. Everyone I ever knew – gone!”

      “Ay, they are,” Gabriel held his gaze. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Do about it? This was the work of a demon, haven’t you heard? There’s nothing us mortal men can do to fight the likes of that. No one but the Goddess could stand against such darkness. And she isn’t exactly easy to reach these days.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “The Goddess be damned, if she cared she would have stopped this. No, it’s up to us mortal men,” he stared hard at the guard. “We may not have magic, but I have a sword and last I heard a demon still dies when you stab it.”

      The guard looked down at Gabriel, a strange look on his face. “You’re just one man.”

      “Join me and there will be two.”

      The silence stretched out but Gabriel held the man’s gaze.

      With a grim smile, the guard nodded. “You’re a tough little bugger. Ay, but you’re right, someone’s got to stand against this evil,” he held out his hand. “The name’s Tom.”

      After that, two quickly turned to twenty, and then fifty, then a hundred. All across Oaksville the word went out of the young man gathering fighters to hunt the demon. Many brought horses and weapons to spare. Gabriel soon found himself surrounded by a small army – an army of desperate men with nothing left to lose.

      Word came at dawn the old man and boy had been spotted fleeing east through the forest. Several soldiers had followed but so far none had returned. That had been hours ago; there was no telling how far they could have travelled in that time. But sooner or later the forest to the east would run out and they would be forced to return to the Gods Road or risk crossing the Wasteland.

      By sunrise Gabriel had sixty mounted men and almost two hundred footmen. He gathered his cavalry at the eastern gate, himself riding a horse one of the recruits had provided. He left orders for the rest to follow down the Gods Road while the cavalry rode ahead to cut off their quarry.

      Gabriel waved to his foot soldiers at the eastern gate, then turned his horse and led the horsemen through the tunnel beneath the wall. His mind was already preoccupied with the chase, obsessed with bringing death to the two they hunted.

      The clatter of hooves on the cobbles were deafening in the darkness of the tunnel. Ahead the bright light of the world outside Oaksville beckoned. Gabriel kicked his horse into a trot, eager to return to the light and begin the chase in earnest.

      As they emerged he kicked his horse again, forcing the beast to a canter. The wind picked up around him and pulled at his clothes and hair. Within minutes they had reached the forest, and Oaksville had disappeared behind them. Trees towered either side of the road, their branches stretching overhead to blot out the sky. The rising sun flashed through gaps in the canopy as they raced onwards.

      The iron-shod shoes of their horses tore the damp ground, the fury of their passage sending leaves whirling into the air behind them. Gone was the stench of the burning city. Gabriel found himself enveloped by the earthly scent of the forest. His horse snorted beneath him, not used to the hard pace he set.

      Gabriel was not concerned about the health of their horses. There was only one thought on his mind now. To get ahead of the two they hunted. If they could do that, their quarry would be trapped between his cavalry and the men who followed. They would have them – and if it cost a few horses, so be it.

      Gabriel smiled at the thought of victory. He could almost see the fear on the demon boy’s face as he plunged his sword into that black heart, almost smell the blood, taste the thrill of revenge in his mouth.

      Yet the memory of their previous encounter still gave him pause. Tom had been right about one thing; the two they faced were no mortal men. He had no doubt it would cost lives to bring an end to them. He prayed the sixty men at his back would be enough.

      Ahead the bend in the road straightened. Gabriel felt his heart stop and then start to race. There, not thirty feet away, two horses stood in the middle of the road. Each bore a rider, one lying slumped over his saddle horn. On the second sat the boy – the demon. His face was stark with terror, his eyes widening in shock.

      Gabriel licked his cracked lips, rethinking his comments to Tom about the Goddess. Antonia had sent them a blessing after all. We have them!

      He kicked his horse into a gallop. Their prey sat frozen as they raced towards them.
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* * *

      Eric could only stare as the horses charged towards them. They had come so close, were almost in the clear, only to be undone by one stupid mistake. The crash of hooves had silenced the forest. He glanced at Alastair, amazed the old man was still unconscious despite the roar of the approaching men.

      Eric found himself glued to his saddle, unable to summon the strength to flee. Surely this was his destiny, surely this meant his death was the will of the Gods. He could only watch now as fate raced towards him, chasing all hope from his mind.

      A gust of wind rustled the branches above and a light rain began to fall. It was only the remnants of yesterday’s storm. There was no welling of energy within him now. He would sooner die than allow his curse to run rampant again. He shivered as the water began to trickle down his back.

      The horses slowed as they approached, the men realising their quarry had given up all thought of escape. Eric saw many had drawn their weapons and held a collection of swords, spears, and crossbows pointed in their direction. He saw the odd uniform of the city guard sprinkled through the crowd but most seemed to wear the plain clothing of the townsfolk.

      The reek of smoke reached his nostrils. With it came images of the burning city he had left behind. He stared at the men who had come to avenge their city, whose lives he had forever changed. Each now carried a darkness in their heart, a sadness and hate that would never leave them.

      Briar shifted beneath him, slowly turning to face the oncoming horses. His ears lay flat against his skull. He began to snort, tremors rippling through his muscles. Eric could feel the strength in the horse beneath him but they could not flee now. Not with the condition Alastair was in.

      Now the hunters were close enough to make out men’s faces. A tingle of shock ran through Eric as he recognised their leader. It was the man from the alley, his face tight with hate, his eyes touched by insanity. Their eyes met and a slight smile appeared on the man’s lips. He kicked at his foam-flecked horse, eager to close the distance.

      Then they were there, weapons drawn, crossbows pointed, surrounding them in a circle of death. Their leader – Gabriel, he remembered – lay a short sword across his saddle horn and stared at him.

      “I didn’t think it would be so easy.”

      The rest of the men did not speak but Eric could feel their silent hate. The air was thick with unvoiced tension.  Eric gripped Briar’s mane, struggling to control his fear. A tremor ran through his body. He squashed it quickly, determined to stay strong.

      The silence stretched out, punctuated only by the heavy puffing of the horses.

      Gabriel spoke again, his voice rough but calm. “Don’t you have anything to say, demon? Some last trick to play?” He gestured at the circle of men. A few held crossbows carefully trained on the two of them. “Go ahead, see which is faster. An arrow, or magic.”

      Eric swallowed, mouth dry. Magic? He had considered the idea before. Yet Magickers were discovered at a young age and born to the noble families. Magic for commoners was the cheap parlour tricks of the circus, never anything of note.

      He shook his head. Either way it did not matter. He measured his life now in hours, if not minutes.

      Gabriel’s lips twisted into a cruel smile. Suddenly his fist lashed out across the space between them and slammed into Eric’s ear. Eric rolled back in the saddle, teeth rattling, and only the saddle horn stopped him from tumbling to the ground. His ears rang and tears leapt to his eyes.

      “There will be far more where that came from, demon,” Gabriel spat. “You will be granted no mercy from us!”

      Eric looked around the circle of men and knew Gabriel spoke the truth. It was pointless, but he spoke anyway. “I cannot bring back the ones you have lost. But I swear to you, I did not mean to bring this destruction down on you. And if I have the chance, I swear I will dedicate the rest my life making up for this terrible –”

      Eric broke off as Gabriel’s fist smashed into his face again. He made no effort to deflect the blow – he knew any sudden movement would leave him dotted with arrows.

      “Do not speak any more lies, demon. You would have us believe that that,” he gestured in the direction of the unseen town, “Was an accident? No, you must be some servant of Archon himself to wield such horror.”

      Eric trembled at the mention of the evil name. Archon was the ancient foe of the Gods, who had brought war and darkness to the Three Nations over a century before. A spell had banished him before his conquest was complete, though the legends still debated over whom had cast it.

      Eric’s anger ate away his fear. “How dare you–?”

      A horse’s scream tore the air. Gabriel’s mount reared up, a black shafted arrow materialising in its chest. With a dying cry it tumbled backwards, throwing Gabriel into the midst of his men. Then the air filled with arrows. The shrieks of dying men and horses rang out and madness descended on the hunters.

      Eric could only stare in shock.

      War cries came from behind him. He turned and saw armed men rushing from the treeline. Most sported thick, matted beards and long, unkempt hair. All wore a terrifying scowl on their faces and the black leather armour of roving bandits.

      The host emerging from the trees seemed beyond count. A black tide of death engulfed Gabriel’s men. They caved before its onslaught.

      A horse crashed into Briar and drove him from the centre of the road. Eric pulled on the reins, struggling to control the horse’s sudden movements. With his free hand he reached for his dagger and swung to face the horseman.

      “Come on!” Alastair’s gruff voice shouted over the clashing swords.

      The old man now sat straight in the saddle. Colour had returned to his face, although his left arm still hung limp at his side.  He nodded his head towards the forest on the side of the road opposite from which the bandits had appeared. Eric nodded back. He kicked his heels and felt Briar leap beneath him. The horse was just as desperate to escape the scene of battle.

      Briar charged through the scattered men and horses, Elcano racing beside him. Bodies bounced off his shoulders but he did not slow. A wall of greenery loomed ahead. Eric ducked his head against Briar’s broad neck, terrified a stray branch would knock him from the saddle. He caught a glimpse of Alastair’s face and swallowed hard – his eyes had lost focus and his skin shone with sweat. He looked ready to pass out again.

      Then they were charging through the trees, unwilling to slow down yet coming horrifyingly close to the tree trunks. Branches struck at Eric’s face and arms, tore at him, threatening to throw him from the saddle. His ears throbbed with the erratic beat of his heart. Nothing mattered now but keeping low in his saddle.

      The forest briefly opened out and Eric risked a glance back. He glimpsed a single pursuer through the tree trunks. He thought it looked like one of the townsmen. The man rode like a maniac, his eyes locked on their fleeing horses. He raised a crossbow, somehow managing to hold it steady as his horse crashed through the forest. Eric barely caught the telltale twang as it fired. The bolt whistled as it flew, but the shot went wide and struck a tree off to their left. The man tossed the crossbow aside and bent low over his saddle. He spurred his beast faster, eating up the short distance between them.

      Grimacing Eric did the same and urged Briar to draw alongside Alastair. He wobbled in the saddle as they drew opposite, then recovered and looked over at the old man.

      Alastair had his good arm raised above his head, his fist clenched hard. The veins on his forehead seemed to leap from his skin as he strained to attempt some fresh feat of magic. A brilliant flash of light burst from his fist, forcing Eric to look away.

      A cry came from behind them and Eric looked back in time to see their pursuer knocked from his saddle. Timber crunched as the man dropped into the dense undergrowth while his horse galloped on without him, Then Briar carried him out of sight.

      A few minutes later Eric drew in a breath of relief and pulled back on the reins. Alastair did the same and they drew to a stop. Still gasping for air, Eric slid from the saddle. His feet crumpled when they touched the soft earth. A swarm of insects rose up to meet him. He ignored them, his mind still reeling with the shock of the attack, of their escape.

      The damp ground felt reassuring beneath his hands, an anchor to reality.

      Finally, he looked up at Alastair. “Who were those people?”

      There was a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He already knew the answer but could not bring himself to believe it.

      “A raiding party – Baronian bandits I’d guess from the black leather. A lot of them too. Gabriel and those men didn’t stand a chance, not after being taken by surprise.”

      “And Oaksville?” Eric croaked.

      Alastair shook his head. “That’s no doubt what drew them here – the smoke from the town. I don’t know. The town’s walls are high, but if the gates are open…”

      A shiver went through Eric. For a pack of bandits to descend on Oaksville after the disaster last night – the chances were small the town would survive. Baronians were not known for their mercy. They were more than just outlaws; they were a godless, landless people. Some groups were peaceful, but most were ruthless killers who made their living from the misfortune of others. Patrols kept them from the main roads and cities but lately they had grown bold. Still, it was unheard of for them to attack a town the size of Oaksville.

      “Is there anything we can do to help them?”

      Alastair grabbed the bolt in his shoulder, grimaced, and tore it out. He groaned, wavering on his feet, then opened his eyes and stared at the bloody thing. The puckered skin of his shoulder was bruised and swollen, stained by the blood that had scabbed around the wound. Fresh blood began to flow from the tear the bolt had left. Alastair grunted and threw the piece of metal away.

      His gaze returned to Eric. “No. I’m sorry, Eric, but their fate lies in their own hands now. There is nothing either of us in this state can do.”

      Eric stared up from the ground, eyes locked on the blood oozing from Alastair’s shoulder.

      “You should do something about that,” he snapped.

      Alastair glared back. Eric let the silence stretch out, unable to put words to the pain and horror he felt at this final blow to Oaksville.

      Muffled by the forest around them, the dying sounds of the battle being fought on the road was an all too vivid reminder of Oaksville’s fate.
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* * *

      The air exploded from Gabriel’s lungs as he struck the ground. Pain shot through his chest and he struggled to draw breath. Beside him his horse kicked and screamed in agony, the black shafted arrow still sticking from its chest. His men stampeded around him, their formation turned to chaos. Leaderless and taken by surprise they were unable to fight back against whoever, or whatever, had attacked.

      Gabriel scrambled in the mud for his sword. The press of horses threatened to crush him but he finally managed to scramble to his feet. Body aching, heart racing with fear, he looked around at the cacophony of men and horses. The rain of arrows had ceased but now men streamed from the trees, launching themselves at the panicked townsfolk. Each wore the black leather armour of the Baronians.

      A shiver ran down Gabriel’s spine. There were too many. Already half his horsemen had fallen to arrows and the rest were quickly being dispatched.

      Gabriel swore. How could this be happening? They had been so close, had the boy within their grasp. Now their quarry had disappeared in the chaos and his followers were dead, dying, or fleeing for their lives. At least the footmen they had left behind would be warned of the coming raid. They could retreat back to the town and close the gates. Oaksville may still survive – if there were enough men left to man the walls.

      The scream of a dying horse interrupted Gabriel’s thoughts. He turned in time to dive from the path of a battle-axe. He slammed into the ground and rolled, springing back to his feet with his sword at the ready.

      The axeman grinned, his face black with soot to match his armour. He raised his axe and with a scream of rage, charged. Gabriel leapt backwards as the axe carved an arc through the space where he had stood. There would be no blocking such a blow with his short -sword.

      As the axe swept past, Gabriel rushed forward, sword stabbing out to disembowel his opponent. The axeman met him with a fist to the face that knocked Gabriel flat on his back. His vision swam. Instinctively he rolled and heard the thunk of the axe blade as it embedded itself in the soft ground. He kicked out at his foe’s legs and heard a satisfying grunt as the man fell.

      Ignoring the pain throbbing from his nose, Gabriel threw himself atop his attacker. His sword had been lost when he fell so he smashed his fist into the axeman’s face. The man surged against him, but he was no match for the strength Gabriel had built as a blacksmith.

      Grimacing, Gabriel gripped his black -garbed foe by the throat and began to squeeze. He saw panic flash across the man’s coal speckled eyes. Arms flailed at him, struggling to break his iron grip. Veins bulged on the man’s forehead and his eyes began to turn red.

      Gabriel clung on, determined to destroy this man who had thwarted his revenge. His vision swept with red and his ears filled with a wild cackling. A madness swept over Gabriel, and he was suddenly sure it was the laughter of the demon boy, taunting him with his freedom.

      When the laughter finally died away, Gabriel found himself strangling a dead man. Tears streamed down his face. He swallowed hard and stood, running his hands through his thick hair. What is happening to me?

      He looked up at the crunch of nearby footsteps. Another axeman approached, a grim look on his face. Rust speckled the blade but it looked as sharp as any he had seen.

      Gabriel swept up his sword and regained his feet. He sidestepped the man’s first blow but this time was more cautious with the counter attack. Their weapons clashed, sparks leaping between them. The sounds of the battle faded away until there was only the ring of their weapons, the crunch of their boots, and his opponent’s laboured breath.

      The axeman raised his weapon again and Gabriel caught the flash of blue eyes staring out from beneath bushy eyebrows. He ducked forwards without thought and the decapitating swing passed over him. His shoulder struck the ground but he rolled forward and regained his feet.

      His opponent’s eyes widened in surprise. He struggled to bring his weapon about to defend himself, but Gabriel’s blade was already in motion. It plunged through the man’s leather armour and deep into his chest. A rattling sound grew in the man’s throat. The axe slipped from his fingers as he fumbled at the blade impaling him. His legs gave way beneath him and he slumped to the ground.

      Grabbing the hilt of his sword with both hands, Gabriel tore the blade free. He stumbled as his vision swam again. Now, the dark ghost of a man seemed to hover over him, hands reaching out for him. The spectral mouth opened and the soft whisper of words touched the air. The language was strange and foreign to him. The figure leaned closer, and then vanished.

      Gabriel shook his head, trying to shake the apparition. The battle had moved on without him. The Baronians had forced his remaining men farther down the road towards town. There were only a dozen or so left standing. They fought hard but they were on foot now, their horses long dead. It would not be long before the Baronians trampled the last of them into the ground. As he watched, another villager died, a sword spearing through his chest.

      The dead and dying covered the road, most his own men. Far too few of their black cloaked enemy lay amid the fallen. Riderless horses wandered aimlessly amid the corpses. There was no trace of the boy or old man. They had vanished and so must he if he wanted to live, If he wanted to catch them.

      Gabriel slipped away into the forest, casting one last glance behind him. Through the press of bodies, the raised blades and falling leaves, he saw his last man fighting against the tide. Across the distance their gazes caught.

      Gabriel choked and looked away. He had not missed the accusation, the question. Why are you alive, while we are dead?

      When he looked again there was only the black and bloodied Baronians. Other than the few who had fled, his men were all slain.

      He moved further into the forest. For now he would hide. Later he would return to the road. There was only one direction his quarry could run now. And he would be waiting there for them.
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* * *

      Gabriel sat on a cool stone pedestal amongst the trees, the rain falling around him. It had long since soaked through his coat and filled his boots. Yet still he sat here. The strength and determination that had driven him this far had fled, leaving a dull emptiness within him.

      The patter of rain on leaves grew stronger. Water had begun to gather in the small dips of the pedestal on which he sat. With each drip ripples raced across the puddle, reflecting and multiplying in on each other.

      Gabriel watched the ripples with detached curiosity. His hands were pale with cold and every few seconds an involuntary shiver would shake his body. His sword stuck from the ground a foot away, in reach if the need arose.

      Gabriel shivered again, but not from the cold. There was a voice in his mind. Beautiful, aren’t they? So complex, yet so predictable. Each path can be tracked, followed, foreseen.

      Gabriel groaned. He shut his eyes and put his head between his hands. The voice hissed through his mind, slivered into his every thought. It had started as a whisper as he fled from the road – now it filled every recess of his conscious.

      His head ached, throbbing with each new word. What would make it stop? What did it want?

      “To help you.”

      His eyes shot open. This time the voice had not come from within. It was real!

      Gabriel reeled back as he took in the shadowy figure towering above him, tumbling from the pedestal in his panic. He opened his mouth to cry out but no sound escaped. Shaking with fear, he looked up, praying he had imagined the apparition.

      The thing loomed – not just over him but the whole clearing. The great trees of the forest shrank before it, the dark presence withering their ancient strength. The rustling of leaves, the shrieking wind, the sound of the rain – all seemed to flee before this being’s presence. Dark silhouettes raced about the spectre’s body, clothing it in a cloak of living death.

      It’s not there, he insisted to himself.

      “You are correct, but that does not mean I am not real,” its voice was a roar now, deafening.

      Gabriel’s mouth opened and closed. Finally he found his voice. “What do you want with me then, evil one? Out with it!”

      A shrieking laugh filled the clearing. “Evil? Who are you to judge me of that? You know not who or what I am.”

      Gabriel swallowed hard but did not reply. He knew what he felt, what he saw.

      “What do you want?” he demanded once more.

      “To help you on your quest.”

      “Why? Why would you want death for your fellow demons?”

      “My reasons matter not. Why do you care? Is not the death of these demons all that matters to you now? I ask nothing in return, nor will I take anything from you.”

      “And why would I need your help?” Gabriel found courage in his anger.

      It laughed again, now a soft, crackling sound that reached through the air and clawed at his sanity. There was a creeping corruption in the laugh that sent tendrils through his very soul. It called to him, begged him to join the rancid laughter. He had never been so glad as when it stopped.

      “Look around you. Your men are dead. Your town a ruin. And here you sit, freezing in the rain while your quarry draws ever farther away.”

      Gabriel shook his head. How could this creature help him? And even if it could, he was not so naïve as to believe there would be no cost.

      “What help could you possibly offer me?”

      “Immunity from their magic, and the means to track them down.”

      Uncertainty gripped him then, for what it offered would guarantee his success. Without their magic they were only mortal men, And he had already proven he could handle them. They would not escape justice this time.

      He looked again at the source of this gift, at the demon towering amidst the clearing. What would it gain from their deaths?

      Their deaths! The words rung in his head. Suddenly his choices were clear; If he accepted this offer he would at least be able to rid the world of one evil. If he declined, both evils would continue unchecked.

      It was a simple decision.

      “I accept your gift,” he whispered.

      Darkness descended around him.
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      Eric stared across the empty fire pit. A cool autumn breeze had picked up as the sun began to set, encouraging him to prepare a fire before realising it would be a beacon to their hunters. Now he sat shivering in the lengthening shadows with nothing but Alastair’s snoring for company. When they had finally stopped Alastair had dismounted, propped himself up against a tree, and promptly went to sleep.

      Wincing, Eric shifted into a more comfortable position on his log. The day’s ride had left his body hurting in places he had never dreamed. Even his knees hurt – Gods only knew how that had happened.

      To his left Alastair slept on. He half wondered if the old man would succumb to his injuries and never wake again. Yet after what he had witnessed in the last twenty-four hours, it would not have surprised him if Alastair were to wake fully recovered.

      The birds had fallen silent and twilight had now settled over the forest. The last glow of the setting sun lit the sky red, reminding him of the savage flames from the night before. Only now the world seemed at peace.

      They were not far from the God’s Road now. Alastair wanted to be away before the sun rose, which would be almost impossible without the road to follow. He reasoned the Baronian threat meant there was little chance the hunters could continue the pursuit. The silence from the road seemed to confirm the old man’s suspicions.

      Eric’s mind was alight with an endless loop of questions. Alastair had promised answers when he woke. Until then Eric was left to stew in his thoughts.

      A chill gust of wind swept through the tiny clearing. Eric shivered, looking up in time to see a last flash of sunlight through the branches above. His breath steamed in front of his face. It looked like a cold autumn was on its way.

      “Good evening, Eric.”

      Eric jumped, almost tumbling from the log. He looked across to see Alastair awake and raising an eyebrow in his direction. The spark of life had returned to his eyes.

      “Anything happen on the road while I slept?”

      Eric shook his head, watching as Alastair stood and stretched his arms. His bones creaked with the movement and Eric again found himself wondering how old the man truly was.

      Alastair took a moment to inspect the wound in his shoulder. The bleeding had stopped beneath the makeshift bandage he had applied.

      “How is it?”

      “Better. There shouldn’t be any infection. It’ll heal, eventually.”

      Standing himself, Eric walked across to where they had tied the horses. “Hope you don’t mind, but I explored Briar’s saddle bags. I got hungry.”

      Reaching into the bag strapped to Briar’s side, he retrieved a strip of beef jerky. He tossed the lump of dried meat across to Alastair and fished out another for himself.

      “There wasn’t much in there but beef jerky and dried fruits.”

      Alastair smiled. “I was planning on buying supplies in Oaksville. Although I don’t generally carry much anyway.”

      Eric hesitated. “Is that why you were in Oaksville, for supplies?”

      The old man looked up at him. “Starting with the questions already? Can’t you let an injured old man finish his meal?”

      Eric scowled. “Not after listening to him snore all afternoon.”

      Alastair laughed. “I was in Oaksville for you, Eric. And before you bother asking, no, I cannot tell you how I knew you were there.

      Eric stared at the other man, slowly chewing the salty strip of meat. Eric had guessed some things had been left unsaid in Oaksville. Someone, or something, had sent Alastair to find him. The question of who was burning on his tongue, but Alastair’s expression made it clear there would be no headway there.

      He asked the other question consuming him. “Why?” he tried to keep his tone neutral, but his desperation still seeped into the question.

      “Because you have magic.”

      Eric heard the words Alastair spoke but his mind refused to process them. Suddenly he was struggling for breath. His head throbbed. He felt a sharp pain in his palms and realised he was clenching his fists so hard his nails had punctured the skin.

      Finally, he shook his head. “That’s impossible. Only nobles have magic…”

      “No. While it’s true most of those with magic are powerful people, the gift is not limited to royal families or the rich. It is passed down bloodlines from generation to generation.”

      “But neither of my… parents… had magic.”

      “Magic can lie dormant for generations, until it is all but forgotten, before reasserting itself,” Alastair paused for a long moment. “Such situations often have horrifying results.”

      Eric closed his eyes, unable to face the truth. No, it’s not possible! A trembling began in his arms and slowly spread until his whole body shook.

      “I… I thought it was a curse,” a curse was beyond his control, but magic? People could control magic.

      “I’m sorry, no. The power you possess is far too great for a curse. No one has such power they could waste so much on a curse.”

      Eric sank to his knees and felt the mud begin to seep through his trousers. A gurgling, growling sob rumbled up from his chest. His fingers dug into the soft earth, grasping for something solid to cling too. His eyes never left Alastair’s.

      “Could I have stopped it? Could I have saved those people?”

      He regretted the question as soon as the words left his mouth. He was not strong enough to face the answer.

      It’s all your fault, a voice whispered in his mind.

      Strong hands clasped his shoulders and shook him. “Look at me, Eric!”

      Eric stared at the old man. “Tell me, Alastair.”

      “You could not have saved them, Eric. You could not have stopped the magic. Without training, magic responds to emotions like an extension of yourself, but once released there was no way to stop it. Only proper training would have allowed you to do so.”

      “It was still me though.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Eric. Magic is a wondrous thing, when properly controlled. Yet it also has a mind of its own. It will do what it wants, when it can – especially to preserve itself. And a threat to you threatens it.”

      “It is a part of me though, and I could not control it,” he paused. “I need to learn how.”

      Silently he prayed Alastair could teach him. He had pledged to make amends for the deaths in Oaksville. If he could control his magic, perhaps he could take his first step on that journey.

      Alastair’s eyes bored into his own. At last, he nodded. “Very well, I will teach you.”

      Eric felt a rush of elation. He sat back against his log, a smile tugging at his lips. For the first time in years he felt a touch of hope. “Do you think it’s safe to light a fire, before we get started?” The night had closed in; he could barely make out Alastair’s silhouette in the faint light. Somewhere in the darkness an owl began to hoot. Soon other creatures would begin to prowl the night.

      “I think that’s a good idea,” he shrugged his wounded shoulder. “I’m still too weak for an encounter with some of the animals that stalk these woods and a fire will keep them at bay. I think both the Baronian’s and villagers will be occupied with each other tonight,” he moved over to the horses. “It’s a good thing you collected the firewood before night fell.”

      A few minutes later they had a merry fire crackling. Eric stretched out his hands towards the blaze, feeling the chill flee before its heat. The fire cast the tiny clearing in a warm glow.

      “How old are you, Eric?”

      “Seventeen. A man for two years. Why?”

      Alastair chuckled. “Just curious. So young, but yes, you are by rights a man.”

      They fell into silence. Eric stared into the fire, deep in thought. When he finally spoke his voice was soft. “What is magic? It’s not the cheap potions and gimmicks of the street venders. So what is it?” he flicked another stick into the flames. Sparks rose up, drifting for a moment on a gentle breeze before fading.

      “No, magic is not a human creation. It is a part of nature. It comes from the forces that move us, the energy that drives the weather, the light of the sun. It is the harnessing of the energy stored in everything on this planet. Only a lucky few have the power to tap into this energy, and even then, there are limitations. For starters a person can only be connected to one of the Elements.”

      “What do you mean by the Elements?”

      Alastair frowned. “Sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself. The forces of magic are divided into three Elements – the Light, the Earth, and the Sky. Most people control just a small part of an Element. For instance, I am able to manipulate the forces of attraction between objects. That comes from the Light Element. But I cannot control fire, or light itself, which are other aspects of the Light.”

      “And mine?”

      “Your magic is different. From what I have seen, it seems you may control all facets of the Sky. And while it is the weakest of the Elements, that is no laughing matter.”

      “It didn’t seem weak when I created that storm,” Eric replied bitterly.

      “No. But you should also understand, our magic cannot create. Only the Gods can create something out of nothing.”

      Eric tilted his head. “What do you mean? That storm certainly seemed to come from nowhere!”

      “Yes, but that is because it came from somewhere else! Your magic manipulates the weather, Eric, but it does not conjure it from nothing. The magic within you drew that storm to Oaksville and made it larger by pulling in other weather systems. But it was not created.”

      Eric ran his hands through his hair, trying to process the new information. The magic was a part of him, a part of everything, but only certain people could control it. Magic could manipulate the world but could not create new forces.  His head still ached from the beating Gabriel had given him.

      “…night,” lost in thought, Eric only caught Alastair’s last word.

      “Sorry?”

      “I think that it would be best if we stop for the night. A good night’s rest will do you good. As I said, magic comes from within you – and when you use it, it draws on your life force. That can be exhausting, in fact I’m surprised you’ve lasted this long. I’ll keep watch, since I slept all day. We’ll leave before first light.”

      Eric nodded, struggling to contain a yawn. His questions had kept him alert through the day but now a wave of exhaustion swept over him. His eyes were drooping and his thoughts had grown fuzzy and confused. It would be useless to continue their discussion now.

      He grabbed a blanket he had taken from Briar’s saddlebags and curled up in front of the fire. Closing his eyes, he sought sleep. Thoughts drifted through his consciousness. Images appeared, some as clear as day, others just a blur, as if viewed through a cloud of smoke. Then as it so often did, his mind turned to his parents and his fifteenth birthday.

      The day was still clear in his memory. Clearer, in fact, than much of the two years that had followed since. The time he had spent on the road seemed a dream compared to the clarity of that fateful day – and the horror the night had brought.

      It haunted him still.

      “Eric, catch!” the nectarine tumbled towards him.

      Eric reached up and plucked the fruit from the air. He wiped it clean on his shirt before sinking his teeth into the soft flesh. His friend sat in the branches of the tree above him, munching on a second nectarine. Juice ran down his young face. Behind him, an autumn sunset lit the sky blood red.

      “So how does it feel to be old, Eric?” Mathew asked.

      Eric shrugged. “No different really, only I think it could mean a lot more work from here on out. My father’s already talking about getting me in the fields!”

      Mathew laughed. “That’s too bad. Maybe you should just forget about this birthday thing. Stay young forever.”

      Eric grinned back. “I don’t think it works that way.”

      “Eric” a voice shouted from down the hill. “Come help set the tables. Just because you’re a man now doesn’t get you out of your chores!” he swore sometimes his mother’s voice could carry across mountains.

      “It begins,” Mathew mocked in an ominous voice.

      “At least I get presents,” Eric retorted as he started down the hill.

      Eric heard his mother’s voice again and began to run. The ground was muddy from rain, but his sturdy boots carried him easily along the slippery trail.

      Covered by uncut grass and scraggly trees, the hill led down to his parents’ house on the edge of town. Half a dozen other houses also neighboured the hill but his family’s was easily the smallest. Over its thatched roof and smoking chimney he could just make out the rest of the farming village. It spread across the rolling plains, around fifty houses in all. In the distance green mountains towered over the valley, hedging them in to the west.

      Puffing, he ran up to his back door and pulled it open. Leaning down, he was sure to scrape the mud from his shoes before entering. His mother’s fury would be something to behold if he trekked mud into the house again.

      “There’s the birthday boy – or should I say man!” His father greeted him with his booming laugh and welcoming grin.

      He moved across the room and scooped Eric up into a bear hug. His strong arms crushed the air from Eric’s lungs before releasing him.

      Eric looked up into his father’s dark amber eyes. They were edged by wrinkles, with grey hairs streaked through his jet-black hair. They reminded Eric his father was no longer a young man.

      His mother’s voice echoed from the corridor. “Sounds like it’s dinner time, we’d better not keep your mother waiting,” his father said, still grinning.

      “Better late than never I guess,” his mother greeted them as they entered the dining room.

      Her hazel eyes locked on Eric from across the room. Despite her grey hair, his mother had lost none of her strength or will. She wore a dark blue dress and a smile, despite her scolding tone.

      Eric bowed his head. “Sorry mum, I came as soon as I heard you!”

      His mother shook her head, laughing softly. “Oh don’t worry you; it’s your day after all. Come here!” She too drew him into a long hug.

      They sat down at the small table then. The sweet aroma of roast lamb filled the room. Its source, a haunch of lamb, sat centrepiece on the table surrounded by potatoes, broccoli, and an assortment of other vegetables. It was a feast unlike any Eric had seen in his youth.

      They spent the evening talking of his childhood and dreams for the future. The past and future intermingled freely, both bright and full of life. Finally his exhaustion overcame him. Yawning, he bid his parents good night and headed to his room.

      There, the darkness entered his dreams. He watched as an army of demons marched across the valley of his hometown. The villagers fled before them but were over run, dying by the hundreds. His village burned, but the destruction did not stop there.

      The demons spread across the land, entire cities burning in the night. People ran screaming from their homes, clothes ablaze, human torches lighting up the darkness. Rivers turned red with blood and then overtopped their banks to drown the land. Through it all Eric could hear the soft cackling of laughter.

      With a scream of terror Eric wrenched himself from the dream, awakening in his house, his bed. But the dream had followed him. His room was burning. Flames clung to the walls and lightning leapt across the ceiling above, leaving scorched timber in its wake.

      Eric screamed again, throwing off his blankets and leaping from the bed. The lightning caught the covers and suddenly the wooden floor was alight as well. Eric fled the bedroom, heat swamping him. The house was already ablaze and smoke filled the corridor. He held his breath and sprinted for his parents’ bedroom.

      He yanked open the door and was met by a blast of heat that forced him back a step. His eyes burned but he pushed forward again until he could see what lay within. Through the heat and smoke he made out the burning bed and its occupants. Nothing living remained in that room.

      Eric stumbled backwards, tears boiling from his face. Shrieking in horror he turned and ran from the nightmare. His heart hammered in his chest as he ran through the falling rubble, the house collapsing around him.

      When he burst through the front door a crowd had already gathered outside. He staggered a few steps towards them, and then collapsed to his knees. His hands clawed at the ground, seeking something solid at which to cling. He swayed, felt the hot tears streaming down his face.

      The crowd surrounded him, staring. No one spoke, no one approached to help him. Their eyes were wide; their mouths open in shock and fear. Some sported burns and ash covered faces, as if they had tried and failed to enter the house.

      The whispers of the watchers began to race around their circle. Eric looked around at them, reaching out, unable to form words but silently begging for their help. The crowd drew back as one.

      It was then he noticed the lightning. It crawled along his skin, jumping between the raised hairs on his arms. Sparks leapt from his arm as he moved. Yet he felt nothing.

      Eric fell backwards, scrambling to brush the horrible stuff from him. Lightning burst from his arm and struck the ground. Thunder cracked and the crowd screamed. Eric looked up at them, terror in his eyes.

      “Help me,” somehow his burnt throat managed to croak the words. It felt as though he had inhaled the flames.

      The crowd stared back at him. No one spoke a word.

      Then he saw Mathew in the crowd and turned to him. “Help me, Mathew!”

      Mathew stared at him. His face was a mask of terror but still he took a step forward. He had always been brave, always been the one to leap from high cliffs into the river where Eric had been too scared. As he walked towards Eric the crowd shifted. The inferno lit the expressions on their faces – anger, fear, agony, sorrow.

      Eric reached out to his friend. “Help me, Matthew.”

      Mathew ignored his outstretched hand. Instead he drew his dagger. Eric had seen it many times. His own parents had given it to the boy last year, as a birthday gift. It was a good blade, although nothing expensive. Now it glowed red in the light of the flames.

      “Leave now, Eric, or I swear by Antonia I will plunge this blade through your heart.”

      Beside the campfire, in the forests near Oaksville, Eric found himself once again crying at his friend’s words, at the death of his parents. If only he had known.

      Finally, he slept.
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* * *

      Gabriel sat up. His head burned and his muscles ached. Yet somehow he felt rejuvenated, filled with a strange energy that throbbed just beneath his skin. Already the pain was fading. Closing his eyes he searched his body, looking for a change.

      Nothing, and yet something felt different.

      He looked around for the demon but the clearing was empty now, the trees silent. Standing, he walked across and pulled his sword from the soft earth.

      As he turned in the direction of the road, movement came from the bushes. He watched as a wolf walked from the forest. Eyes bright as a full moon locked on his. It bared its yellowed teeth, jet-black fur bristling. A growl rattled deep in its throat. It took a step towards him.

      Gabriel stepped back as the huge beast approached. He held his sword out, ready to strike, silently cursing the demon for his useless gift.

      Sudden laughter echoed in his mind and the wolf halted.

      Relax, Gabriel. I am here to track the two you seek.
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      They were a long way from Oaksville by the time the first rays of sunlight announced the start of a new day. As the light grew, Eric turned in his saddle to check the road behind them, searching for the first signs of pursuit. The trail remained empty, but in the distance smoke from the hidden city still stained the horizon.

      Alastair was confident the hunters would have returned to protect the city, leaving them in the clear. Eric was not so sure. Gabriel was obsessed with revenge and if he had survived the battle, nothing would stop him from following them. Alastair had proven in Oaksville that, alone, the man was little threat, but they still needed to be wary.

      They rode hard down the well-kept road. Eric bounced along in the leather saddle for most of the morning, unable to find the rhythm of his horse’s trot. By lunchtime, his backside felt as though it had been beaten black and blue.

      Beneath the canopy of branches the air was still, but the wind whistled through the upper treetops. The higher branches swayed in the breeze and a rain of copper leaves drifted slowly in the air. The cool grip of autumn seemed to have arrived overnight.

      The two had barely spoken since they had risen in darkness. Eric’s mind was racing; terrified Alastair might have reconsidered his teaching. At last, he summoned his courage and turned to the old man. “Do you still want to teach me?”

      “Of course, why should I not?”

      “The reason of daylight?”

      Alastair laughed. “No, daylight will not change my mind. A cowardly man might leave you, but I have never been a coward. Besides, without training, you would remain a danger to all you encounter.”

      Eric smiled. “Then tell me about the Elements. I thought they sounded familiar, and this morning I realised where I had heard of them before. They are the same powers the Gods possess, right?

      “Exactly. Each of the three Gods is a master of one of the Elements. In fact, they are the embodiment of those forces. That is why, unlike us mortals, they have the power to create. It is also why, together, there is no force on earth capable of defeating them.”

      Noticing Briar beginning to pull ahead, Eric gave a short tug on his reins. The horse snorted before slowing. “And what exactly does each Element control?”

      “A good question,” Alastair scratched his chin. “Well, let me think. The Light is the simplest to explain, although it is the most powerful. The Light allows wielders to control raw energy, although usually only one particular type. For instance, a Magicker might be able to control fire, or light, or even another person’s magic. As I said last night, it gives me the ability to manipulate the forces of attraction between objects.”

      “Then there is the Earth, which controls nature – animals, plants, even the earth itself. Humans too, in rare cases. Healers also fall under the Earth Element.”

      “Finally, there is your Element. The Sky is a wild and unwieldy force, Eric. It is the most uncanny and tricky of the three Elements.”

      “I see,” Eric paused a moment to digest the new information. “Where does that leave dark magic?”

      “Dark magic is the opposite of all that magic comes from. As I said last night, magic is a part of the natural world. Dark magic is wholly unnatural. To wield it, one must ignore the Elements and give themselves to their magic. It takes someone whose thirst for power defies all reason to walk that path, for it will change you in ways you cannot imagine. Magic is a perilous force, and when given free will, it incites only ruin. Allow it free rein and you may become a puppet to the very force you would control.”

      Eric shivered in horror. The more he heard the more perilous magic seemed to become. Before, he had feared the unknown. Now that he knew its name, his terror was only growing.

      As morning progressed to afternoon the trees around them began to thin. Light streamed through the canopy above, the tree trunks on either side of the path shrinking to pale mimics of those near Oaksville. Dust rose from the road with each thump of their horses’ hooves and hung in a cloud behind them. A dry, stifling heat set in with the afternoon sun.

      “We are close to the edge of the Wasteland now. It rarely rains here. The trees that survive have deep roots to tap the groundwater deep below the surface,” Alastair explained.

      They pressed on. Eric wiped sweat from his brow, sweltering in the beating sun. The forest dwindled, turning to scraggly bushes and outcrops of rock. Sweat left his clothes sticking to his skin. The carcasses of ancient trees littered the forest around them.

      Eric could hardly believe the change he was witnessing. He had heard of the Wasteland during his two years on the road, but he had steered well clear of it.

      “Why are we heading towards the Wasteland?”

      “The hunters did not give us much choice of direction, but fortunately I had already planned to head for Chole.”

      “The Dying City? Why?”

      “There is someone there I must meet.”

      “Who?”

      “I cannot say, but there is little time to waste. We’ll have to travel through the Wasteland itself.”

      Eric’s chest constricted in fear. “I thought the road went around the outskirts of the desert.”

      “It does. But there is an old road that crosses the desert, it leads straight to Chole.”

      “That’s insane. If even half the tales I’ve heard are true…”

      “Relax,” Alastair shrugged his injured shoulder again. “Most of the tales are exaggerated. Plus, I heal quickly; my shoulder will be greatly improved by tomorrow. And of course, you are forgetting you now travel with a Magicker. I have crossed the Wasteland many times without incident.”

      Eric fell silent, only partly reassured. He realised something else was still weighing on his mind. “What about the city? What if I lose control of my magic again?”

      “We will work on that. I cannot make you a master overnight, but I can help you to at least gain some control over it by the time we arrive.”

      Eric fell silent. Alastair had not allayed his fears. So far he had learned nothing to help him control the horrific force inside of him. To enter another city seemed like madness, especially so soon after Oaksville.

      They reached the end of the treeline as the sun dipped towards the horizon, lighting the sky on fire. The trees either side of them gave way to cracked brown earth, as if sliced away by the axes of men. The Wasteland stretched into the distance, where three volcanic peaks rose from the skyline. The plain was devoid of life; only the petrified corpses of the old forest remained. Dust coated their lifeless trunks. The air smelt of baked earth and old rock, and the only sounds were the whistling of the wind and the snort of their horses.

      The road veered away to their left, but a thin gravel path continued into the arid land.

      Alastair spurred his horse onto the path. He turned back as Eric directed Briar to follow. “Keep your eyes open. We’re in a different world now; these are not safe lands. Tell me if you see anything. Dark things hide within these crevasses.”

      Eric nodded, an involuntary shiver running down his spine. It did not take much imagination to fear a place like this. Suddenly the hunters from Oaksville almost seemed preferable to whatever nightmares stalked here. He prayed Alastair knew what he was doing.

      He stared at the three volcanoes stabbing up into the red sky. The middle one, he knew, was Mount Chole; the others remained nameless. They had erupted from the earth a hundred years ago, at the apex of the war with Archon. The great Magickers of the time saved the city from the lava flows, but the mountains still stood not a mile from the city, And the magic had not stopped the shadow the three peaks cast across the land. The drought that followed had all but destroyed the once great city of Chole.

      Eric hoped his magic would not be the final nail in the city’s coffin.
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* * *

      Flames crackled in the darkness. Eric and Alastair sat huddled close to the fire, its warmth warding off the chill that had fallen over them with nightfall. Above, a tapestry of stars crowded the sky.

      Eric shifted uncomfortably on his log, body aching from the long day’s ride. They were a long way from Oaksville now. He felt almost relaxed. Almost. His neck tingled. He could feel the unseen eyes of unknown creatures peering at him from the darkness.

      Alastair was not doing much to allay his fears. He sat staring into the night, as if his eyes could pierce the veil of darkness surrounding them. The silence ate at Eric. In his head, thoughts and worries vied for attention until he found himself jumping at every pop of the fire.

      “Do you think Gabriel could still be out there?” he asked, remembering the insanity in the man’s eyes. It was not something he wished to face again.

      “I do not know. It seems unlikely he could have survived the attack on the highway, but the man was driven. He has been pushed past the brink; there is not much that could bring him back now.”

      “I think he is still alive. I think it would take more than a few bandits to stop him. He terrifies me.”

      Alastair nodded. “With good reason. There is much to fear from someone with nothing to lose. But there is more to it than that, isn’t there?”

      Eric stared into the fire. “I can’t defend myself against him. Whatever he has become, my actions created him. To hurt him would be the greatest hypocrisy.”

      He fell silent, waiting for the old man’s reply. It was a long time coming. “There is nothing you can do to change the past. All you can do is your best to make a difference now, to balance the scale against what happened in that city.”

      Eric opened his mouth to reply, but suddenly Alastair was leaping to his feet. “Get up – now!”

      “What?”

      “Up, quickly, get your back to the fire. Now!” Alastair hissed.

      Eric rose, spinning to face the surrounding darkness. He clenched his fist around the knife in his belt. The flames had robbed him of his night vision, but his eyes were quickly adjusting. His ears seemed to be playing tricks on him. Stones scattered away to their left. Then crunching footsteps from the right, or was that his imagination? His eyes flicked back and forth, but there was nothing to see. The only living things in sight were the horses, tied to a dead tree a few feet from the fire.

      A roar erupted from the darkness, shattering the silence. Eric’s body shook with fear; he had not imagined that. His nose caught the scent of rotting meat. He gagged and held a hand over his nose.

      Alastair drew his sword and dropped into a crouch. Despite his wound, he looked strong and steady. The firelight flickered on his coat, catching the silver lines that threaded the fabric.

      Elcano and Briar began to shriek and tug at their tethering. Their feet shifted on the hardened earth, ears flicking back against their skulls. Ripples ran through their muscles as they shivered, bodies taught and ready to flee. Eric wondered if they should be doing the same.

      Eric stood with his back to the fire. The roar came again. Fingers trembling, he bent and picked up a burning branch with his spare hand. He shuddered, fear chewing at his mind. Whatever was out there sounded big – and fast. He did not know if Alastair could face it alone, especially with his wounded shoulder.

      A chill wind swept through the camp. Eric felt it and fought to calm himself. Was that me?

      Then the beast appeared. One moment there was nothing. The next the creature stood in the circle of light, ten feet tall on its hind legs. Corded muscle bulged from its limbs, its muscular tail stretching out behind it. Sleek, black scales flickered in the firelight, coating its body like armour. Scars crisscrossed its chest, pale streaks on the reptilian skin.

      It took a step towards them. Gravel crunched beneath its feet. Arms longer than any man’s reached for them, its claws like daggers. Blood red eyes locked on his, as the whisper of its husky breath began to race. Saliva dripped from its giant, gaping maw. Rows of razor sharp teeth grinned at them. The smell of rot was strong enough to taste. It roared and the horses screamed.

      Eric hardly noticed the thunder of hooves as their mounts broke free and fled. All his energy went into keeping himself upright. All he could see was the monster not three steps from him, about to hurl itself at his feeble body. The impact would shatter every bone he had. He looked into the depths of its bloody eyes, frozen in its dreadful gaze.

      The beast leapt. Eric flinched backwards a step, only to see the monster hurled sideways by an invisible force. Alastair rushed after it, sword in hand, the other waved high as he worked his magic. The creature smashed against an outcrop of rocks, shattering them on impact. Alastair lunged with his blade, but it was already on its feet. With a bound of its powerful legs, it cleared Alastair’s head.

      The old man spun, but not fast enough. The massive tail whipped out, crashing into his chest. Alastair cried as the blow sent him tumbling through the air.

      Eric winced as his mentor vanished into the darkness. He clenched his burning branch tighter and raised his knife. He crouched as the monster turned towards him. This time he was ready. Before it could charge, he hurled the flaming branch at the creature’s eyes. Sparks erupted into the night air as it struck.

      The creature reared back. Its high-pitched screech forced Eric to his knees, hands against his ears. It felt like shards of glass were driving deep into the recesses of his mind. He closed his eyes and endured.

      When it ceased, he threw himself at the fire, gathering up another stick. He turned, slipping in his haste, and braced himself for the worst. His breath came in rapid gasps, adrenaline pumping through his veins.

      A few feet away, Alastair and the beast circled each other warily. Alastair’s face was cut and bruised, already beginning to swell. His coat was in tatters and all his weight was on his right leg.

      The monster, on the other hand, looked ready to kill. Their attacks had done nothing to pierce its scaly armour. Eric shuddered again as he stared at the long, yellowed teeth, already imagining them tearing at his body. A low growl echoed from its throat, sending shivers down his spine.

      Alastair’s sword spun, orange firelight sparkling along the steel edge. It lanced out, tearing through the brute’s forearm. The monster roared, its claws slicing at Alastair. The old man danced backwards and they cut thin air. His movements were steady despite his injured leg. The tendons in his neck strained and there was a tightness to his face. It was taking everything he had to stay in the fight. Just one mistake with this beast would be the end of them both.

      Snarling, the creature bent its legs and threw itself at Alastair. A rock the size of a man’s head flew from nowhere, smashing into the monsters jaw and knocking it to the ground. Alastair lowered his arm to release the magic and drove forward, sword striking at his foe.

      This time the beast was waiting for him. The sword plunged into its arm, but the other was already moving, tearing into the calf of Alastair’s good leg. Ligament and muscle tore from bone, and the metallic tang of human blood sprayed through the night.

      Alastair screamed and fell. Somehow, he kept a hold of his sword, tearing it from the creature. Thick black blood ran down its arm, dripping to the ground to mix with Alastair’s. The beast loomed over him, neck outstretched, jaws open to bite through his skull.

      Eric could hesitate no longer. He let out a shriek that was half rage, half despair, and threw himself at the giant.

      It twisted its head and watched him approach, waiting until he came within reach. With graceful ease it lashed out with its tail, knocking him to the ground and pinning him there. Eric strained to lift the muscled tail from his bruised body, but could not find the strength. Stars flicked across his eyes as it began to crush down. Suddenly he found himself unable to draw breath. The edges of his vision began to go black.

      It turned back to Alastair.

      “No!” the word was crushed from Eric’s chest.

      He felt the familiar power within him stir. For once he did not try to resist. It was their only hope now. He surrendered to it; let its power boil through his blood. Strength flooded his body and his vision cleared. Faint sounds whispered to him on the edge of his hearing.

      Above the monster’s growls, the wind whistled with a violent voice. Gales formed above, driving down towards them. They rushed around the campsite, picking up dust, sticks and stones. The firelight flickered, threatening to die.

      The winds gathered around Eric, tearing at his clothes and hair. He closed his eyes, trying to direct it, willing it to obey. He had no idea whether it would work, but it was all he could do. A surge of power rushed from him and the winds roared.

      They struck the monster, hurling it from Alastair and pinning it to the ground.

      Before the gale could dissipate, Alastair was somehow back on his feet. He bared his teeth, his face stretched tight. Blood dripped from his nose and soaked his leggings. He swayed, a groan escaping him.

      It did not stop him. He stumbled to where his foe had fallen, where even now it was struggling to regain its feet. Alastair did not give it the chance. He drove his sword through its chest, straight into its black heart.

      Screaming, the monster lurched up and smashed Alastair from his feet. It turned and reeled towards Eric, the sword still sticking from its chest. The creature’s breathe came in a whistling wheeze. Claws reached for him.

      Eric scrambled backwards, eyes wide, mouth open in horror. He could not believe it. How could this thing suffer such a mortal wound and survive.

      The beast gave a horrible cry, a gurgle rattling from its chest. It cried again, fainter this time. It took another step towards him.

      Then it fell, slowly toppling forward and crashing to the ground. A cloud of dust whooshed out around it, blinding him. When he looked again, the creature’s glassy eyes stared up at him. But it breathed no more.

      Eric sucked in a great, shuddering breath of air.
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* * *

      Gabriel stood at the edge of the desert. Night had fallen less than an hour ago and they could go no further. He stared out into the darkness, impatience gnawing at him. He did not want to stop, not when they were so close. I won’t let them slip through my fingers again!

      We must wait, the wolf’s voice spoke in the sanctity of his mind.

      “Why, beast? Why should we be afraid of the desert creatures?” Gabriel spoke aloud.

      Because they will kill you, fool. My master’s magic will not protect you from teeth or claw. It will be safer in the woods tonight. One less night spent wandering the cursed desert.

      Gabriel gritted his teeth. “Very well,” he snapped, storming into the trees.

      He could see the wolf shadowing him as he looked for a place to camp. He had already grown to hate it; a constant reminder of the deal he had struck. Regret was never far from his thoughts. What was I thinking?

      You needed help. You took it from the only option left to you, the wolf supplied.

      “Stay out of my head! If I wanted your opinion, I’d ask for it”

      The creature lifted its shaggy head and howled. The noise cut through the night, raising goose bumps on his neck. The hoot of an owl and the chirping of crickets vanished.

      Gabriel glared at the wolf and drew his sword.

      The howling ceased. The black beast lowered its head, teeth bared. Its growl sent a shiver down Gabriel’s spine.

      “Just keep quiet, mutt,” he snapped, sheathing his sword.

      Gabriel closed his eyes and put his head in his hands. How had his life crumbled so quickly? He tried to picture his parents, his fiancé. Their images floated through his mind and he felt his chest constrict with love and pain. Yet their faces were blurred and indistinct. Then flames burst within his mind, consuming his family once more.

      He opened his eyes and smashed his fist into a tree. They had taken everything from him, even his memory, it seemed. He could no longer even grieve – the tears would not come. All he found was his hatred. He could not stand the thought of their freedom. They would be punished, he would see to that.

      Perhaps then he would find peace.
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      Silence settled like a blanket over the night. The fire burned low, leaving nothing but mere embers to light the camp. The shadows it cast were long and haunting. The air reeked of blood, rot and ash. The stars stared down from above, uncaring witnesses to the slaughter of the night.

      Sharp stones ground beneath Eric’s knees, tearing into his pants, stabbing at his skin. He didn’t care. He crouched beside Alastair, his trembling fingers searching frantically for a pulse. The old man’s eyes were closed and he did not respond to Eric’s touch. His body lay crumpled on the ground, his clothes soaked with blood.

      “No, no, no, no!” Eric whispered.

      He could not bring himself to believe the mighty Magicker who had spirited him out of Oaksville could lie dying. An iron fist wrapped around his heart and began to squeeze. His breath could not come fast enough. This couldn’t be happening.

      “Come on, Alastair. You can’t do this, you can’t die. You have to live!” he shook him. Tears ran down his face and dripped onto Alastair’s.

      It did not take a doctor to see the wounds were beyond any mortal man’s will to live. Alastair’s right leg was a tangled mess; muscles torn from bone, threads of tendons dangling in the dirt. His left foot twisted at an awful angle. The final blow had shattered his ribcage, leaving a deep indentation in his chest. His face was torn and bruised, and a cold sweat beaded his brow. A thin red trickle ran from his mouth.

      Eric finally found the vein in his neck and felt a weak pulse. It was already growing fainter as the life fled from his friend. He would not survive the next few hours, let alone until morning. Even if he did, they were still stranded in this cursed desert, miles from help.

      He sat back on his haunches, defeated. “Please wake up,” he begged.

      “Don’t cry, Eric,” a voice spoke from the darkness.

      Eric’s heart skipped a beat. He leapt to his feet, swinging around to face the new threat. It was almost beyond him to care, but he was determined not to go down without a fight. Pitiful as that might be. his body was shaking from pain and exhaustion. It would take little more than a child to defeat him.

      “Don’t be afraid, Eric,” the voice was soft and feminine.

      Eric was not about to let his guard down. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”

      Stones rattled as a young girl stepped forward into the light. Her features were faint, as if glimpsed through a misty veil. All he could see of her face was the violet glow of her eyes. An elegant sky-blue dress wrapped about her slight figure, spotted by the blurred green images of what might have been flowers or leaves. A faint glow seeped from her pale skin. The scent of lilies and roses fluttered on the air, bringing with it images of a summer meadow. Her bare feet carried her closer.

      “I am Antonia, Goddess of Plorsea,” she said.

      Eric gaped, eyes wide, his mouth unable to form a response. It was not possible. Antonia was a Goddess. This girl could not be older than twelve.

      “Ho– how?” he stuttered. His mind was reeling. This cannot be possible.

      “How did I come to be here? How could I be the Goddess? How, how, how…” Antonia’s tone sounded amused, as though she were holding back laughter. Eric could not make out her expression, but he imagined she was smiling.

      The Goddess came closer. “We can ‘how’ all night, Eric. First, though, I need to save the wily old man. Step aside.”

      Eric stood, speechless, as she moved past him. Her movements were smooth and graceful, as though she glided over the ground. Only the soft crunch of her footsteps gave her away. The night around them had suddenly lost its terror, touched by the gentle light of the Goddess. It was as though sunrise approached, banishing the evil of the wasteland back to the shadows.

      His eyes followed Antonia as she crouched beside Alastair. His heart pounded like a galloping horse, his breath coming in rapid gasps. He still could not believe what his eyes were telling him.

      Antonia looked up at him. “Would you stop staring?”

      Eric’s mouth opened and closed, but no sound emerged. His stomach clenched in knots.

      “Honestly, you look as though you’ve seen a–,” her eyes widened. She placed a hand over her mouth and groaned. “Oh damnit, I’m so sorry, Eric. Sometimes I forget!”

      She snapped her fingers. The mist faded away and the radiance of her skin softened. Her features finally came into focus.

      Curls of silky brown hair hung across her face and cascaded down her back. A button nose sat between her violet eyes and there was a faint sprinkling of freckles on her cheeks. Strands of hair caught above her left ear, until she shook her head to free it. The wisps of hair fell to the side of her face. Staring into her eyes, Eric was struck by their depth. They spoke of an ancient wisdom held only by the immortal. Her mouth twisted in a wry grin.

      Antonia laughed, the sound bubbling like music. “You look more stunned than before. Not what you expected?”

      Eric found himself grinning in spite of himself. The tightness in his chest relaxed and he found his voice again. “Not exactly,” he paused, his chest swelling with hope. “Can you really help him?”

      “Just watch and see,” she turned away and placed her hands on Alastair’s chest.

      Antonia closed her eyes. A slight frown creased her forehead and a shadow passed across her face. She hunched her shoulders, her little fingers digging into the torn cloth of Alastair’s shirt. Blue veins appeared against the creamy skin of her arms.

      A faint green light bathed the two of them. Eric felt its warmth on his cheeks, as though he stood before a great fire. The light settled around Alastair, soaking into his skin and wounds.

      Eric watched wide eyed, as the muscles of Alastair’s leg reattached themselves to the bone. The angry red of the skin surrounding Alastair’s wounds faded, while colour rapidly returned to his face.

      All over Alastair’s body cuts closed and bruises vanish. His broken limbs straightened with sharp cracks. Within minutes the only sign remaining of the battle Alastair had endured were his torn clothes and bloody sword.

      Antonia gasped and sat back on her haunches. A trickle of sweat ran down her forehead. The invincible aura had vanished; now the Goddess looked tired and strained. Her hands shook when she stood.

      She looked over to Eric. “He’ll sleep for the rest of the night. That should give us some time to talk, Eric.”

      His head shot up when she spoke his name, his heart racing with sudden fear. Antonia was the Goddess of Plorsea; was she here to punish him for the disaster he had brought to one of her cities?

      Antonia smiled, the weariness falling from her face. “I am not a vengeful person, Eric. But I know you desire redemption, and I would like to offer you that chance,” she paused, her grin turning mischievous. “And I can answer a few of those burning questions dancing around your head.”

      “What do you mean by redemption?”

      Antonia laughed. “Always so serious. Why don’t we save that for later? Ask your other questions.”

      Eric sighed, frustrated. Then he smiled and asked the question that had burned since she first appeared. “Why do you appear as a child?”

      Antonia giggled. “Blunt too, aren’t you? Most people take a few hours to gather the courage to ask that.”

      “And do you answer them?” Eric felt unusually bold around the young Goddess, as though some spell had been cast to dismiss his usual caution. Her cheerful personality was catching, her smile infectious.

      “Of course – people should know the history of those with power. Even their Gods,” she paused, her voice taking on a serious tone. “Five hundred years ago, the three of us were just spirits. We were still the eternal embodiments of magic, but powerless. A few lonely priests recognised us in their rituals, but we were unable to touch the physical realm.”

      “There were just two nations then, Lonia and Trola, and they were constantly at war. Death besieged the land. The Magickers cast horrible spells and entire armies were lost in the chaos. It seemed the two nations were destined to wipe one another from existence.”

      “Eventually the destruction became so great, the priests of Trola decided to embark on a great gambit – to summon the spirits of magic to physical form. Knowing us to be creatures of balance, they hoped we might bring peace. Joining their powers, they worked a grand magic – one unlike any that had been or has come after. The spell condensed our spirits, allowing us to assume the bodies we still wear today. It was then I chose this appearance.”

      “Did the plan work?”

      Antonia smiled. “In a way. Darius, my oldest brother, remained in Trola, while Jurrien went east to Lonia. Together they returned the surviving soldiers to their homes. I gathered the refuges, those disillusioned with their home nations, and led them to the wastelands left behind by the war. Together we created Plorsea from the wreckage, to be a buffer between the two nations who had hated each other for so long. The people loved us, for we were gentle and kind where their rulers had always been hateful and selfish. And the new kings and queens we brought them were loved as well.”

      “Yet our summoning also inadvertently created Archon, and the seeds for a fresh conflict that almost destroyed all the good we had created.”

      A breeze carried the stench of the dead beast to where they sat. Eric wrinkled his nose, stomach roiling. Antonia must have smelt it too, as she stood and walked over to the corpse. Eric joined her.

      “The two of you did well to slay it. Few survive the wrath of such a beast.”

      “What are they called? How can they survive in such a wasteland?”

      “They are Raptors. And not by my will, I assure you,” she raised a hand.

      Light spilt from her hand to bathe the beast. Tendrils shot from the ground to wrap around the corpse, small, green and strong. They twisted and turned, growing tighter and thicker as leaves sprouted. The body shook as though it had returned to life, then shoots erupted from its flesh, weaving together with the others to engulf the corpse.

      Within minutes, a bush stood where the body had lain. Pink flowers began to bloom. A beautiful azalea plant now stood amidst the stark desert plain.

      “There, that’s better.”

      Eric sat down, hard. He recognised the significance of what he had witnessed. Antonia had created the bush from nothing. He stared at her, seeing what his ancestors must have seen all that time ago when they followed her to Plorsea.

      Yet he could also see the strain on her face. Her skin had paled and she was panting softly. A sheen of sweat beaded her forehead.

      “Are you all right?” he asked in concern.

      Antonia nodded. “It’s hard to work my magic in this place. The curse that lies over the Wasteland is not one I can break alone. The land itself is ingrained with Archon’s taint; it fights the magic of the Earth. Within a few days the bush will die, as does everything good in this desert.”

      “That is why you cannot restore the forest?”

      “Alone, I do not have the strength. It is Archon’s last mockery; that my nation be cursed with such a place of death,” Antonia’s voice was laced with bitterness.

      Silence fell. It seemed war was the incurable blight of the Three Nations. Eric had only heard legends of the Great Wars from the time before the Gods, but all knew the details of Archon’s war. It had been over a century since those dark times, yet mention of his name could still cast a shadow over the brightest of days.

      Eric breathed in the sweet scent of the flowers, drawing strength from the plant’s beauty amidst the wasteland surrounding them. His mind toyed with another question, one he felt Antonia might be able to answer.

      “Who is Alastair? What is his purpose?” the words slipped from his mouth in a whisper.

      Antonia turned the glow of her violet eyes on him. Her smile faded. “Ah, so we have come to the crux of the night.”

      Eric turned his head in confusion. “What?”

      “Alastair is a complicated man and his purpose is one of great secrecy. Can you be trusted with such a secret, Eric?” she flicked a strand of hair away from her face.

      Eric felt a rush of fear, but it fled before his rising excitement. He owed Alastair his life. The least he could offer in return was his aid in whatever undertaking had driven him through the Wasteland.

      Eric stared into the Goddess’ eyes. “I swear by… err, Antonia, that you can trust me,” blood rushed to his head as he spoke. The purple of Antonia’s irises seemed to swirl.

      Then his vision cleared and he found the Goddess smiling. “Good, I’ll hold you to it,” she cleared her throat. “I’d better start at the beginning, although you will know parts of the story. Two hundred years ago, my brother Darius vanished. He abandoned Trola and the Three Nations, and no one has heard from him since. He did not care to tell even his siblings where he went, or what he was doing.”

      “I hope this isn’t your big secret, because I hate to disappoint you – everyone knows that. And what does it have to do with Alastair?”

      Antonia grimaced. “I said I’d start from the beginning, Eric. So try not to interrupt. When Darius left, he at least had the foresight to leave behind a sword infused with his power over the element of Light.”

      “Which became the Sword of Light?”

      “Yes. Now, is this my tale, or yours?” Antonia’s eyes glittered dangerously.

      Eric blushed and shut his mouth.

      “Unfortunately, the sword was useless. Worse than useless, in fact – it was deadly to any mortal who touched it – or so it seemed. Even Jurrien and I were repelled when we tried to wield it. For a time, we allowed Magickers from across the Three Nations to test the Sword. It burned them all to ash. Eventually we had to stop; the price had grown too high.”

      “So for the next hundred years, Trola was Godless. Worse – without Darius’ power over the Light to aid us, Jurrien and I were stretched thin. The land weakened and the dark things crept from the holes we had banished them to. The hearts of the people grew hard. Even in Plorsea and Lonia they suffered, for our power is infinitely weaker without the Three.”

      “Then there came a day when the dark things vanished. No one could explain it, but somehow there was peace again. The people began to speak of Darius’ return, that the God of Light was in hiding and would soon reveal himself. Jurrien and I knew better; we would have sensed if our brother was near.”

      “At the end of that year, the dark things returned. Ghouls and Raptors and countless unnamed beasts flooded from the Northern Badlands, marching beneath the banner of Archon.”

      “That was the beginning of Archon’s war, wasn’t it?” Eric had never heard this part of the tale before – the legends spoke only of the war itself, not how it had begun.

      He looked up when she did not continue. Fire burned in Antonia’s eyes, but he found himself grinning. It seemed even the patience of the Gods was limited. Perhaps they were more human than he realised.

      Eric managed to look contrite. “Sorry, won’t happen again.”

      Antonia rolled her eyes and he ruined his act with a soft chuckle.

      The Goddess smirked; a sly twist to her lips that spoke of drastic consequences if he disturbed her again. Eric’s laughter died in his throat.

      “Okay, where was I? Archon. He was a Trolan man once, one who fought against the appearance of the Gods. He wielded a powerful magic, but it was not enough for him. He gave himself to its dark side. With the power it gave him, he killed the Master of the priests who had summoned us. For that, they banished him to the badlands in the North.”

      “It wasn’t until he reappeared leading his army that we realised our mistake. His mastery of the dark magic had given him immortal life, and he had spent the centuries building his powers. I have never seen a more potent human, nor one with so little humanity remaining to them. The darkness he wielded could not be matched.”

      “Even by you?” this had always confused him. How could Archon have wreaked so much havoc when two Gods still opposed him?

      Antonia sighed. “With Jurrien at my side, we stood against Archon’s madness. We attacked him with every ounce of the Earth and Sky we could muster. The darkness consumed it all and threw it back in our faces.”

      “The dark magic tore into us, ripped at our skin and stole into our very souls. For a second I thought it would consume us. I felt myself teeter on the brink of madness; and then a blast of lightning shattered its grip. My senses returned and I threw up a wall of vegetation between Archon and ourselves. Before he could burn his way through, we fled. We barely escaped with our lives.”

      Antonia’s tiny body shook and a glitter of tears were gathering in her eyes. Eric hesitated, and then reached out a hand. Antonia took it with a small smile. It seemed a futile gesture, considering who and what she was, but he made it all the same.

      Antonia shifted so they sat side by side. “You’re a sweet soul, Eric,” she hugged him before continuing with her tale. “With our magic defeated, the Three Nations were left with no choice but battle. Archon was powerful, but his army still had to cross The Gap. So we mustered fighters from every town and city of the Three Nations and, for the first time in four hundred years, the people marched to war. Together the armies of Trola, Plorsea and Lonia manned Fort Fall and prepared to defend The Gap. It was the first time in history Trola and Lonia stood side by side against a common foe.”

      Eric was silent now. He had heard this part of the tale before, but the way Antonia told it was personal. She had been there, witnessed and mourned the deaths of her people. They were not just historical figures from an old book or legend to her. She had felt the fear that plagued the land, the hate that had taken seed in human hearts.

      “We did not have to wait long. They came like hell itself unleashed – demons, beasts and men. A thousand Raptors like the one you fought tonight, and many creatures more horrible. The men who fought alongside them were the scum of society, those who had been banished to the north in punishment for their crimes.”

      “Against them stood the men and woman of the Three Nations. Flames seared holes in our ranks and the earth opened to swallow men whole. The claws and swords of the enemy seemed endless. Yet whenever one brave soul fell, another stepped forward to take their place. And damn it, we were winning.”

      “Then Archon took his place on the battlefield. He flew overhead, morphed beyond all recognition, darkening the heavens with his magic. Clouds gathered around him and my heart clenched in terror. I felt Jurrien release his magic, trying one last time to tear the monster from the sky. It was only seconds before he collapsed to the ground coughing blood.”

      “But Archon did not care about our feeble attempts to stop him. Until then he had only toyed with us. I felt his whisper in my mind. Feeble, powerless beings; can you do this?"

      "Then the sky opened up, and it was not rain or lightning that fell, but fire. Flames engulfed The Gap. Thousands upon thousands of our people fell in the minutes that followed, consumed by Archon’s dark firestorm. Brave souls, all.”

      “I watched in horror, powerless to save them. My heart broke as I felt the lives of my people erased from existence, as those who had loved me were cast burning into the abyss.”

      Now tears spilt down Antonia’s face and ran down her freckled cheeks. Eric hugged her again, unable to imagine the horror. All those people. Their bravery and strength meant nothing against Archon’s magic. They had never stood a chance.

      Antonia sniffed and in a half-choked voice, continued her story. “We fled with the shattered remnants of our armies. I used what feeble magic I could still summon to stall the dark host that chased us, but we lost many more as we retreated. Jurrien’s defiance had cost him dearly, leaving me alone to stand against Archon’s might.”

      “Only one king survived the catastrophe at The Gap. His name was Thomas, the king of Trola, and he led the retreat. At his side was his champion and bodyguard – Alastair.”

      Eric blinked. It took a full second to process what he had just heard. He broke away from Antonia, staring at her in shock. “That’s not possible – that would make Alastair over a hundred years old!”

      Antonia nodded. “Alastair has enjoyed an unusually long life. One in a thousand Magickers will age far slower than a normal human. Alastair is one of these lucky few.”

      Eric’s mouth hung open.

      Choosing to ignore Eric’s disbelief, Antonia continued with her story. “Thomas and Alastair led the remnants of the army south as far as Chole, but there they were ensnared and forced to make a final stand. The enemy had spread out across the land, wreaking havoc as they went, until we were completely encircled.”

      Eric remembered what came next. “Isn’t this where you give–”

      “Eric!” Antonia shrieked.

      He winced, glancing across at her meekly. “Sorry?”

      Antonia shook her head. The sly grin returned and her eyes sparkled with humour. Eric had a feeling the laugh would be at his expense.

      “Eric, you really are impossible. I think we’ll try doing this a little differently.”

      She leaned across and placed her hands either side of his head. Her grip was light and her skin soft to the touch. The smell of roses grew sharper. Slowly, she began to apply pressure. Eric looked straight into her eyes, fascinated by the intense concentration on her youthful face.

      “This won’t hurt – much.”

      Pain exploded through his skull and everything went black.
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      “These are Alastair’s memories, enjoy,” Antonia’s voice was soft and distant.

      Eric's vision returned, but he no longer sat by the fire in darkness, was no longer even himself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alastair looked out over the forest of campfires encircling the city like a giant claw. The specks of light stretched north as far as the eye could see; more enemies yet to reach the battlefield. The night tasted of ash and above the stars hid behind clouds of smoke.

      Plorsea was burning, and Chole was all that remained to stand against the dark tide. It would not be long before they swept this city away as well. Archon’s armies would attack before the dawn; he could feel it in his blood.

      The walls of Chole stretched away to either side of him. Men and women packed the battlements. The light of the enemy campfires lit their faces, revealing their masks of courage. Alastair’s chest swelled with pride. These were ordinary people: farmers and merchants, fishermen and foresters. Yet he knew they would not break. They would stand to the last against the hosts of evil, hopeless as it may be.

      Alastair took a deep breath and moved back from the ramparts. They were sixty feet high and just over fifteen foot wide. No siege engine would breach them, but the massive forest surrounding Chole would supply plenty of wood for scaling-ladders.

      Taking another breath, he began to stretch, loosening his muscles in preparation for the coming fight. His chainmail rattled with each movement. Its weight did not bother him, but he knew it would grow heavier as the battle stretched on.

      He closed his eyes, allowing fear and thought to drift away. It would be a long night, and a longer day. He needed to focus.

      The men stared as he moved through a sequence of a blows and parries. He ignored them, concentrating on the host of ghostly soldiers surrounding him. His movements grew faster as his muscles warmed. His frosty gaze revealed nothing of his inner turmoil; there was no need to add his fears to their own.

      Unsheathing his sword, he began a new string of attacks. His blade hissed as it sliced the air, each cut deflecting imaginary blades, each thrust piercing a phantom heart. The soldiers nearest backed away to give him space. He stepped up the tempo again, his sword becoming a blur, his feet stepping from stance to stance without hesitation.

      There was a slight sheen of sweat on his forehead when he finished. Warmth flowed through his muscles and the steady beat of his heart told him he was ready. His worries had fallen away, replaced by a cool determination to survive.

      A trumpet sounded from out on the plain. Alastair sighed. Soon real enemies would replace the phantoms, and chaos would embrace the night.

      “Are we ready, Alastair?” Thomas made his way through the soldiers packing the fortifications.

      Alastair nodded to the king. “We’ll show them a thing or two, old friend.”

      Thomas gave a grim smile and took his place beside Alastair. He too sported chainmail armour, its strong steel links glowing in the light cast by their enemy’s torches. He wore an open-faced war helm over his short auburn hair, but no gold or gems to mark him as king. His hazel eyes stared out over the battlefield, his mouth set in a stubborn frown.

      Alastair reached out and gripped his friend’s shoulder. “Smile, man. The men need to see our confidence. You’ll terrify them with that scowl.”

      Thomas gave a toothy grin. “This better?”

      Alastair laughed. “You look like a lunatic, but it’ll do.”

      Beneath the great walls, the enemy began to form up. It was difficult to make out details in the dim light, but the glint of metal from below suggested human warriors would make up the first wave.

      The thump of ten thousand marching feet echoed off the walls. Alastair glimpsed the massive ladders held at the ready. Soon they would come crashing down against the ramparts and a flood of men would rush up the walls towards them.

      The enemy’s horns sounded again. The men below surged forward, their battle cries washing over the defenders like a wave. Blades quivered in the hands of wide-eyed men – as fear sank deep into their hearts. Below the enemy rushed towards the walls, weapons raised, wooden shields held above their heads.

      “Archers, ready!” Thomas’ voice carried no fear. Others carried the call along the line.

      The men nearest them straightened and held their weapons higher. Thomas’ bravery was legend among the men, his deeds at The Gap almost gospel. His courage inspired them; they would follow him to the end.

      Alastair watched their enemies charge across the open ground. He counted slowly, knowing they would be within range in seconds. One, two, three…

      “Fire!” Thomas shouted.

      A volley of arrows rose into the air, steel tips reaching for the dark sky. The shriek as they flew sounded through the night. Below the enemy charged on, ignorant to the death that hovered overhead.

      High above, gravity took hold, and the host of missiles fell. The deadly rain smashed into the ranks below. The enemy’s charge faltered, their war cries turning to shrieks of agony. Hundreds fell – yet the men behind pressed on, trampling their dead and injured beneath iron shod feet. There was no mercy for the injured in Archon’s army.

      A second volley struck the enemy’s ranks – and a third. Fewer fell now, and Alastair saw the following ranks were better armoured than those who had led the charge. Their progress slowed, but still the dark mass drew ever closer to the wall.

      Then the enemy archers began to fire back. A flight of arrows flew over the defenders’ heads. The men ducked for cover, but a swordsman nearby was too slow to react. He toppled backwards, an arrow jutting from his throat. He clawed at the black feathered shaft as blood spurted across the bricks.

      The bang of wood on stone drew Alastair’s attention back to the enemy. He looked across as another ladder rose out of the darkness to crash against the stone. Men were already racing to the ladders, struggling in vain to push them away. But the weight of the enemy had already pinned them to the wall.

      Another ladder struck close to where they stood. Thomas leapt to meet the threat, Alastair close behind. They crouched beneath the stone battlements, weapons at the ready. Alastair licked his lips, tasting the salt of his sweat.

      A man’s face appeared above the battlements, dagger gripped between his teeth. Alastair’s blade flicked out, crunching into the man’s face. He fell away without a sound. Blood stained the tip of Alastair’s sword.

      The sound of battle engulfed the wall. Men and women, fears forgotten, launched themselves at their assailants. Countless enemy fell beneath the defenders’ blades. Yet their deaths still came at a heavy price for the defenders, and they could not spare a single soldier. Not while the endless thousands of Archon’s army stretched out around them.

      Another man sprang to the ramparts. He came up fast, axe already swinging as he crested the stone battlements. Alastair ducked beneath the blade, while beside him Thomas’ sword lanced into the axeman’s chest.

      Blood sprayed through the air and the man disappeared over the side. Another clambered to take his place. Alastair thanked the Gods they only faced humans. When the beasts came, they would have no need for ladders.

      He could not have said how long they fought. At one point, a lunatic with a mace had exploded over the parapet, mace swinging about his head. A blow smashed Thomas from his feet, but Alastair had cut him down before he could gain a foothold. Thomas now sported a gash across his forehead and his helmet was lost to the night. Yet still the king fought like a man possessed.

      Alastair’s body ached with exertion, but adrenaline fed strength to his limbs and stole the worst of his pain. Blood soaked the sleeves of his coat, none of it his own. His exercises had served him well. So far he had not needed to exert his magic; he would need that for the beasts.

      Finally the enemy horns sounded and their foes began to retreat. A ragged cheer went up from the defenders. Alastair smiled. They had earned their reprieve, brief as it might be. Fresh men would soon replace those of the enemy who had fallen. Or worse, Archon might send his beasts to sweep away all resistance.

      Thomas sat heavily beside him. He had found his helmet, but the dent left by the mace left it unwearable.

      “Not much use to me anymore,” Thomas tossed it over the side. “Saved my life though. For a minute I thought the bastard had me.”

      Alastair smiled. Thomas was an inspirational fighter, but his recklessness was not a great trait for a king. It amazed Alastair that he was the last king standing in the Three Nations. It certainly made protecting him a difficult affair.

      Silence fell. When Thomas finally spoke, it was in a whisper. “Where is she, Alastair?”

      Alastair wiped sweat from his brow. His hands were sticky with blood and shaking from exertion. Exhaustion had settled in, and Antonia’s continued absence was not helping.

      “I don’t know. Helping, I hope.”

      “Or I’m right here,” Antonia’s youthful voice was out of place amidst the carnage on the battlements.

      Alastair spun. The girl enjoyed catching them by surprise. There was no amusement now though. Antonia looked beaten. Her leaf green dress was scorched black. In places the silky material had melted to her skin, while in others it still bubbled, as if it had come straight from the furnace. Her sooty hands were scratched and bleeding and her face was haggard. Dark shadows hung beneath her eyes, but power still shone from their violet depths. Her hair was dry and tangled. Tears ran down her face, carving through the dirt and soot.

      Alastair stepped forward, wrapping the girl in his arms. When he pulled back, he whispered the question they had been dreading the answer too. “Is there a way out, a way to save our people?”

      “No,” Antonia’s voice shook and he could see the grief in her eyes. The screams of her people burning haunted her still.

      His shoulders slumped. Burying his face in his hands, Alastair turned away. Tears leaked from his eyes. He quickly wiped them away, furious with himself. They could not afford to show weakness in front of the soldiers. They relied on his strength – and Thomas’s.

      “I’m so sorry, Alastair,” he felt the Goddesses hand on his shoulder.

      His despair turned to anger. “Damn your sorries, Antonia. Where is your brother?”

      Antonia’s face darkened and a dangerous flicker appeared in her eyes. Her tiny fists clenched. Alastair thought he glimpsed a faint light seeping between her fingers. It was easy to forget how dangerous Antonia could be. He remembered it now.

      “Leave my brother out of this, Alastair,” she spoke each word in a carefully measured tone.

      Thomas stepped between them. He attempted a smile, and failed. “Stop this, the two of you. It solves nothing,” his voice was soft, but commanding.

      Alastair drew a deep breath and allowed himself to relax. He nodded.  “You’re right,” he turned to Antonia. “You must leave, Antonia, so you can live to defy Archon. Gather a new army. Perhaps we can take enough of Archon’s forces with us that you will be able to defeat them.”

      Antonia shook her head. “There is no hope there. Archon is too strong to be defeated by mortal powers. We’ve seen that. He has been toying with us. There is only one hope now, one path to salvation. The Way.”

      Alastair’s stomach clenched in fear. “You cannot be serious?”

      “It is the only choice we have.”

      “Then there is no choice at all. The curse is too strong. Far better men than I have tried to break it. None returned. The Way is certain death.”

      “Still, it is our only chance. I can collect Jurrien and wait for you in Kalgan. We cannot take you ourselves, but The Way can get you there. If you make it through, perhaps we will have a chance,” the amethyst of her eyes stared straight into his.

      Alastair’s hands shook. He clasped them together, mind racing. Antonia was right. The Sword was in Kalgan. If they could get to it, there might be one last chance for victory. If they stayed, they faced certain defeat. He gave a sharp nod, lips tight with worry.

      “I’ll see you in Kalgan,” she stepped close and hugged Alastair tight. “Thomas has the better chance,” she whispered. “Protect him with your life.”

      With that, Antonia stepped back, already fading from sight. For a moment, the scent of flowers and the forest hung in the air. Alastair stood still for a long time, gathering himself. Her last words rang in his ears.

      “Come, Thomas,” he said at last, speaking quietly so the men would not hear. “We must go as well.”

      Thomas nodded. “One moment.”

      He signalled one of his officers over. Blood stained the man’s uniform, but he seemed uninjured. Alastair could not recall his name.

      “Captain, I need you to take over the command here. Antonia has a plan, but you need to hold out long enough for it to work. We’ll be back soon, I promise you. Hold the wall for as long as you can. Should it fall, sound the retreat and regroup in the town keep. Good luck.”

      “You too, sir,” the captain turned away, already shouting commands.

      Alastair led the king from the wall. They raced down the stone steps, sheathed swords slapping at their sides. Their breath whispered in the cool night air. Above, Alastair glimpsed a star shoot across the night sky. He prayed it was a good omen.

      He turned right as they reached the ground, following the base of the wall. Long grass grew from the packed earth, giving way beneath their booted feet. Alastair’s eyes swept the granite blocks of the wall. It had been years since he’d contemplated the mystery of The Way and he did not want to miss the entrance. He trailed his fingers along the cool stone as he walked.

      They moved faster, the buildings nearest pressing in. Each house was packed with families, refugees from the surrounding towns and villages. They had come here to escape Archon’s roving armies; now they were trapped like rabbits. If the city fell, it would be a massacre.

      A war horn sounded from above, followed by the muffled cries of enemy warriors. Alastair’s keen ears picked up the twang of bowstrings as the defenders unleashed their first volley. Time was running short.

      Alastair cursed as his hand caught on a thorny vine. Drawing to a halt, he held up his hand to inspect the damage. Blood dripped from his fingers. Rubbing it on his cloak, he stared up at the dark surface. Thick vines hung like snakes from above, swaying gently in the breeze. Their bright green leaves hid the stone beneath them. Tiny white flowers blossomed between the thorns, adding their rosy tint to the air.

      Sword blades rung out overhead. The enemy had made it to the top of the ladders. The screams of dying men quickly followed.

      “Hurry, Alastair, Chole does not have much time. The wall will not last the night if this continues.”

      Alastair nodded. “I know. It would fall within minutes if Archon unleashed his beasts. It’s a good thing he enjoys toying with his food. But I am afraid we have arrived, and my knowledge cannot take us any further. Your magic is needed now. These vines are a part of an ancient magic the founders of Lonia put into the walls of Chole, before it became a part of Plorsea. Only those with power over the Earth can command them to reveal our path.”

      Thomas nodded. His magic gave him control over living things; he would have little trouble with the vines. They both knew the real test would come later.

      The king stepped up to the wall and took hold of the nearest vine. His face revealed nothing as the thorns pierced his skin. Thomas closed his eyes, his breath softening. The vines began to ripple and a faint green glow lit the dark alley. Slowly they curled back on themselves, slivering upwards, retreating from Thomas’ touch.

      Beneath was not solid stone, but an empty abyss stretching away into oblivion. A strange light shone from within, bathing them in its power. Alastair felt the dark pull of the shadows in his soul. The world around them began to fade until only the abyss remained.

      Beware, Alastair, he heard Antonia’s voice in his mind. He shook himself and shouted a warning. “Beware, Thomas. The ancient magic is corrupted. Keep your soul closed or it will destroy you.”

      Thomas nodded grimly. “Where does it lead?”

      “Follow and you will see,” Alastair’s voice was bleak. There was little chance they would see the other side of the portal.

      Taking a deep breath, Alastair stepped forward into the abyss. His doubts did not matter now. All his energy must go to seeing Thomas safely to Kalgan. It was their last hope.

      As he crossed the threshold a twisted rainbow streaked across his vision. The world spun and his mind burned. Gravity vanished and then suddenly pulled him skyward. He spun, a terrible screeching tearing at his ears. Blood ran from his nose and his stomach churned. Gritting his teeth, he endured.

      Thunder clapped and all sensation vanished. An instant later, he struck the ground.

      Alastair groaned, struggling to keep himself from throwing up. Slowly his senses returned. He opened his eyes, looking around for Thomas. His eyes returned only blurred images, before the world around him clicked into sharp clarity.

      Around him lay the bones of long dead men and women. The empty eye sockets of human skulls stared at him, toothy grins fixed to their stark, white faces. No trace of flesh or cloth remained. Thomas sat nearby, his eyes wide with shock.

      Alastair shook his head, pulling his wits together. A blood red sky stretched overhead, its infinite expanse unmarked by cloud, sun or stars. Sheer peaks rose all around, their bleached white cliffs hemming them in, in all but one direction. A path led through the piles of dead. The bones grew thinner as it wound its way down the hill. Obviously most did not survive their first step into this strange world. There was not a living thing in sight. The air was deathly still.

      “What is this place?” Thomas’ voice shook. Alastair glimpsed fear on his friend’s face.

      “The Way,” he said, standing. “And we had better move quickly. Time passes differently here and there’s none to waste.”

      Thomas stood, brushing off the dust of the dead. His hands trembled, but there was determination in his eyes.

      “This way,” Alastair waved at the path. “Stay alert, who knows what lurks in this realm.”

      Alastair began to pick his way amidst the bones, Thomas following close behind. His boots crunched on sharp gravel and shards of bones. The sound echoed off the surrounding cliffs.

      “What happened here, Alastair?” Thomas’ voice had regained its composure.

      Alastair sighed. “The Way is ancient, predating the Gods themselves. It served as neutral ground for negotiations between Lonia and Trola when the two nations were at war. Only a few souls can enter at one time, so there was no way one nation could ambush the embassy of another. It was obviously a much safer place then.”

      “How-,” Thomas broke off, staring around at the red waste. “How did it become like this?”

      “It was cursed. At first, no one understood who would have the power to achieve such a feat, but we know now it was Archon. Dark magic has corrupted everything in this small land, sucking the life from it. Your magic is useless here; the raw energy of the Light is the only Element to still hold sway against the darkness.”

      Thomas loosened his sword. “Then we must rely on your powers – and our steel.”

      Alastair nodded. “Something waits out here. No one has passed this way in four hundred years and lived to talk about it.”

      Thomas fell silent. They plodded on, their passage witnessed only by the glares of long dead souls.
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* * *

      A granite arch stood guard at the end of the canyon. Flowers were etched across the stone, entwined one over another. A dull fog hung in the air beyond the arch, concealing what lay beyond. It could only be the exit.

      Alastair’s blood was cold. Beneath the archway stood the embodiment of the curse. It grinned at them across the short distance, yellowed teeth jutting from milky bone. Empty eye sockets glared at them from the naked skull, held aloft by a crooked spine. Bone rattled as skeletal arms drew a rusty scimitar. The blade grated as it slid from its sheath. The skeleton’s bony toes gripped the rocky ground.

      Alastair felt as though the canyon walls were closing in on him. He shivered, a cold darkness sweeping across his soul. A weight settled in his chest, freezing him in place. This creature had killed those hundreds who had come before him. Now it sought their lives and Alastair doubted there was much chance of survival.

      “Whatever you do, stay behind me, Thomas,” he whispered the words from the corner of his mouth. His eyes never left the undead skeleton.

      Alastair walked forward, his short sword sliding into his hand. “Out of my way, damned hell spawn,” his voice echoed back and forth off crumbling stone. Slowly the words died away, until it seemed they had been spoken by some feeble old man. Alastair felt his confidence wither.

      The skeleton laughed, the soft whispering cackle of the dead. It raised its blade in mock salute.

      Alastair braced himself, fear gnawing at his courage. The creature would not die easy. Best not to go charging in.

      Instead, he turned his mind inwards, seeking out his magic. It leapt at his touch, an old companion eager to aid him. Power flowed through his veins, giving strength to weary limbs. Time passed slowly here and it seemed as though they had trudged for hours through this grim land.

      The magic focused his mind. With it, he reached out to the land around him. Rocks groaned. Small stones rattled and rolled as man-sized boulders took to the air. Soon a host of boulders hovered around him.

      Pressure throbbed in Alastair’s head. He clenched his teeth and threw out his arm. The boulders leapt to obey, accelerating towards his dark foe.

      The skull’s grin widened. It too raised its hand. Alastair’s projectiles hurtled onwards. Twenty feet, ten, five. Alastair grinned and gave one final push with his magic.

      An earth-shattering crack ripped the air. The boulders exploded, turned suddenly to splinters that flew in all directions, burying themselves in the valley walls. The stench of burning stone filled the air.

      Alastair staggered back, the aftershock of his failed magic tearing through him. His mind reeled from the force of the creatures counterattack. He started to fall. Strong arms reached out and caught him. Through the pain he could hear the creature’s mocking laughter.

      Alastair struggled to regain his feet. Footsteps crunched as the monster walked towards them. He cursed and pushed Thomas behind him. Bracing himself, he summoned his magic again. It came faster now. He screamed his anger, arms swinging out. The magic surged through his mind.

      The skeleton rose ponderously into the air. Alastair gave a violent gesture, hurling it into the canyon walls. Dust exploded outwards, the crash deafening in the narrow canyon. The skeleton vanished into the dust cloud.

      When the air cleared, it was still coming.

      Alastair gritted his teeth in frustration. His attacks had not even phased it. He saw now the hardened blood that coated the scimitar. Now he knew how his fellow Magickers had meet their end. He realised with dreadful certainty this creature would not be defeated.

      He took a firmer grip of his short sword. “We cannot win here, Thomas. I do not have the power. I will keep it distracted. You must make a break for the gate.”

      Thomas frowned. He opened his mouth to speak, but Alastair cut him off. “It is our only chance. At least one of us must reach Kalgan.”

      Thomas scowled. He edged away to the right, and Alastair could only pray he had listened.

      The skeleton halted a few steps away. “Yield, and your deaths shall be quick,” its rusty voice grated like nails on a chalkboard.

      Alastair answered with steel.

      Their blades rang as they met, sparks flying in the dry air. Alastair jumped back as the scimitar reversed its cut. The tip tore through his shirt, narrowly missing skin. He swore and slashed out. The rusty blade spun to block. The shock of the collision rattled Alastair’s sword arm.

      The creature pressed forward, but Alastair dove to the side. Its blade whistled over his head. Rocks ground through his cloak as he rolled to his feet. His foe turned to follow him and Thomas darted past.

      Alastair allowed himself a smile and almost lost an arm for it. Time disappeared, as he found himself locked in desperate battle with the monster, all thought driven from his mind. His sword became a blur, each movement made through sheer instinct. Even so, it was not enough. The scimitar came closer and closer, tearing shallow slices down his arm and chest.

      Another attack slipped past his guard. The rusted blade flashed out. The blunt tip lanced into his side, tearing through chainmail and driving into flesh. The shock forced him back a step. Pain struck, forcing a scream from his lips that he quickly cut short.

      The blade began to twist in his side, and this time he could not bite back his cry. The blade burned and the strength fled from his muscles. His sword fell from limp hands. He collapsed to the ground. The skeleton jerked back its bloodied sword and raised it over his head.

      The rattle of gravel was all that gave Thomas away. With a hiss the skeleton spun, parrying Thomas’ desperate attack. Its blade flashed out at Thomas once, twice, three times. On the third blow, Thomas’ blade shattered. The creature was angry now. Its scimitar rose, aimed now at Thomas’ head.

      “No!” Alastair flung what little strength he had left at the skeleton. A last, desperate attack.

      The magic swelled and rushed at his foe. It struck the skeleton, sweeping it backwards into the canyon wall. The blade slipped from its hand, tearing a gash down Thomas’ cheek as it spun through the air.

      Thomas ignored the wound. He rushed to Alastair’s side and hauled him to his feet. With his spare hand he swept up Alastair’s fallen sword. Alastair hung one arm over Thomas’ shoulder and the two of them stumbled for the exit. The distance seemed to grow with each step; the skeleton would be on them at any moment.

      Alastair felt Thomas’ strength fading beneath his weight. “Leave me, you fool!”

      Thomas took no notice, staggering on towards the great archway.

      From behind them came the grinding of bone on rock. Their deathly foe stepped back into the light. Air hissed between its teeth. Alastair closed his eyes and hobbled faster.

      “For that, your deaths will take an eon,” the ground shook with the creature’s rage.

      Above, the rocks began to creak. Dust seeped into the air. Alastair glanced up and saw cracks racing along the weakened cliff face. The rattle of stones as they shook loose came from overhead.

      For every step they took, the skeleton took two. The click of its bony joints echoed amid the sound of creaking rocks. Then, with a mighty roar, half the cliff face broke away. The cursed skeleton had only a second to turn and roar its defiance – before a tonne of rock smashed down on it. It disappeared beneath the rubble.

      Thomas and Alastair stumbled for the exit, the landslide rumbling its way towards them. They passed beneath the arch and the mist rose up to meet them. At its soft touch, the sound behind vanished.

      Safe, the word echoed through Alastair’s mind.

      Blazing light lit the world, banishing all sight. When it faded, the citadel of Kalgan had materialised before them.

      Alastair looked around, taking in the great grass lawns within the walls of the keep. The night sky was clear overhead, revealing a full moon that lit the world beneath. The seamless granite walls of the inner citadel stood before them, the only entrance a pair of massive steel doors.

      Somewhere in the darkness, an owl began to hoot. The chirping of crickets soon joined in. A cool sea breeze touched Alastair’s face, bringing with it the tang of the ocean. The scent of freshly baked bread hung in the air, its source somewhere in the city outside the walls. They had returned to the real world; it was almost enough to wash away the debilitating pain of his wound.

      Almost.

      The citadel was dark, its doors barred shut. The building stood empty, the people long gone north to the battle for The Gap.

      It did not matter. What mattered was the crystal case that stood centre stage of the lawn. Within, throbbing with a dull white glow, was The Sword of Light. It stood tip down, its three-foot blade silver in the moonlight. He knew that with the coming of dawn, the blade would turn the softest gold. Leather wrapped around a two-handed grip below the hilt, although the blade was lighter than any short sword. A smooth diamond decorated the pommel of the blade, shining like a tiny sun.

      A shriek pierced the night’s silence. “You made it!”

      Antonia came sprinting across the lawn towards them. For a second it looked like she would make a running leap at the two men. He braced himself for the impact, angling himself to protect his wound.

      At the last moment Antonia skidded to a stop. She eyed Alastair, concern replacing joy. “Are you okay?”

      Alastair grunted, fighting to stay conscious. His legs buckled, but Thomas kept him upright.

      The king answered for him. “He’s been stabbed.”

      Antonia nodded and moved to stand with them. She laid a hand on Alastair’s wound. Warmth flooded his side. He watched the concentration etched on the young girl’s face and kept his eyes averted from his wound. The sight of his own flesh knitting itself back together tended to make him retch.

      When Antonia finally removed her hand, Alastair allowed himself to look down. The jagged hole in his side was gone, and the pain had vanished. He sighed and took his weight off Thomas.

      “Thank you, Antonia,” he looked across at The Sword of Light. “What now?”

      “Now...” the Goddess hesitated.

      “Now Thomas must take up The Sword. If Darius meant anyone to use it, it would be the kings of Trola. I know your father tried, Thomas. But age had stripped him of his strength and I believe you are strong enough to succeed where he failed. If you can wield its power, together we will have the strength to stop Archon,” a man’s voice spoke.

      Alastair glanced up as Jurrien strode into view. The Storm God had seen better days, but looked more alive than the last time they had met. Exhaustion still lined his face, but determination shone from his ice blue eyes. There was a spring to his step now and some black had returned to his greying hair. His clothes were blood stained, although he did not seem to notice. The musty scent of fresh rain clung to the air around him.

      He drew up beside Antonia. “You must do it now, Thomas. The two of you have been gone for over an hour. Chole won’t last much longer.”

      Thomas nodded, eyes locked on the Sword of Light. There was a determined set to his jaw. He knew the risks. If Jurrien was wrong, the Sword would burn the king to dust.

      Alastair turned back to the Gods, his chest tight with fear for his friend. “Is there anything you can do to protect him?”

      Antonia shook her head. There were tears in her eyes.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Thomas walked towards the case. “If we cannot use the Sword, we all die.”

      Thomas carried Alastair’s sword in a tight grip as he walked. A powerful spell had been cast on the crystal to protect the Sword of Light, but Alastair’s blade was infused with spells of its own. Thomas lifted the weapon above his head and brought it down on the case. Light flashed, and then came the tinkling of a thousand tiny crystals falling to the ground.

      Thomas let Alastair’s sword fall as well. Slowly he reached out a hand. His fingers wrapped around the leather hilt of the Sword of Light. He lifted it from the case, hands shaking with reverence. He stood for a moment, eyes closed and brow furrowed as if he fought some great battle within his mind.

      When his eyes finally opened, he wore a smile on his face.

      The tension fled from Alastair’s muscles. He grinned back at the young king.

      Antonia broke the silence. “Okay, we must be quick,” her voice was all business. “Thomas, all we need is for you to link the power of the Sword to ours. We will do the rest.”

      “How?”

      “Spread out,” Antonia and Jurrien stepped back, so that the three of them made a triangle. Alastair backed away.

      “You should be able to call on the Sword’s magic the same way you do your own, Thomas. When you feel the Sword’s magic respond, focus it into the centre of the triangle. Like this.”

      Her face closed over, her lips drawn into a grimace. Alastair shivered, feeling the power emanating from her tiny body.

      Antonia raised an arm and green light flowed into the centre of the triangle. The pure embodiment of the Earth flowed like water, rolling across the grass. As he stared into its depths, Alastair glimpsed images of great forests and rolling hills.

      Jurrien did not bother raising an arm. Blue light seeped from his body, joining with the Earth magic. It swirled between them, mixing, but never becoming one. The image of a stormy sky over a raging sea appeared in Alastair’s mind.

      He watched Thomas close his eyes, his breath slowing. For a long while there was nothing, though his face shone with sweat. Bathed in the glow of the God magic, Alastair held his breath and waited.

      The glow from the Sword of Light flickered and grew brighter. Thomas opened his eyes. Arm shaking, he pointed the blade towards the centre of the triangle. The air crackled with energy and a beam of pure white light poured from the Sword. It joined the whirling tide of magic.

      The conflagration flickered, colours changing now – white, then green, then blue. The magic began to bubble and steam, leaping and pushing against invisible barriers, seeking escape. It grew higher, towering above them, a column of pure, unimaginable energy.

      “Now!” yelled Antonia.

      The column burst. Light shot upwards. A thousand feet above there came another explosion, and a million colours flooded the sky. The magic spilled outwards in all directions, burying the stars.

      In that instant, Alastair thought he glimpsed a shadow sliding towards the trio. He took a step towards them, but it vanished before the flickering glow of the magic above. Shaking his head, he dismissed it as a trick of the light.

      He looked up at the sky, feeling a weight lift from his shoulders. This was the end of Archon. With the Gods’ power over the three elements restored, they were invincible. It was time to stop jumping at shadows.

      The dream ended and Eric woke.

      Antonia sat at his side. The fire had died, leaving the night in almost perfect darkness. “Did you see?”

      Eric nodded. “I did. You saved us all. But how does that explain Alastair’s purpose today?”

      “Ask him. For now, you have seen what you needed to. Don’t worry, the answers will come soon. Now sleep.”

      She stood. Eric made to follow, but his legs refused to obey. A great weariness settled over him and he fell from the log. His eyelids felt like lead.

      “Good night, Eric,” Antonia whispered.

      Eric was already asleep as she vanished. This time, there were no dreams.
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      Eric woke to a long wet tongue dragging across his face. Choking in disgust, he rolled away from the unknown assailant. Opening his eyes, he saw the long snouts and friendly eyes of the two horses staring down at him. They shook their heads and snorted, the sound almost like laughter.

      Eric found himself laughing as well, glad to see they had returned in the night.

      “Good morning, Eric,” Alastair called. “How was your night?”

      Eric’s smile widened when he spotted Alastair standing over a fresh fire, a rack of sausages hanging over the flames. Eric’s mouth began to water as he smelt the cooking meat. His stomach rumbled with hunger. The sun hung low on the horizon behind him, colouring the sky bright orange. The morning was still young, but he could already feel the heat of the desert searing his skin.

      Walking across to the old man, Eric drew him into an embrace. His eyes stung, but he did not cry; there had been enough tears the night before. Pulling away, he grinned at Alastair.

      Alastair smiled back. “Glad to see you too, Eric. I take it we had an unexpected visitor last night?”

      Eric nodded. “Unexpected doesn’t begin to describe it. You didn’t tell me you were on a first name basis with the Goddess of Plorsea!”

      Alastair laughed. “We have a complicated past.”

      Eric stilled. “I know,” he hesitated. “She showed me Archon’s war. Who knew you were so old!”

      Alastair scowled. “Old and a great deal wiser than you, boy. How much did she show you?”

      “Until Thomas and the Gods cast the spell to banish Archon.”

      “I see. Did you see what happened after Archon had been banished?”

      Eric shook his head.

      “Typical Antonia, always forgetting the finer details. It was the clash between Archon and the God magic that created those,” his hand swept out to encompass the trio of volcanoes marring the horizon. “The collision of magic tore the crust of the earth, releasing the pent up forces beneath. The three cursed peaks were what resulted.”

      Eric shivered, remembering the power the Gods had unleashed. “I see.”

      “Do you see the greater lesson there, though?” Alastair probed. A gust of wind toyed with his thin grey hair.

      Confused, Eric shook his head.

      “Even pure magic, cast with the best of intentions, can have disastrous results. Nature is an infinitely complex force, and magic is only a small part of that complexity. The smallest act can set in motion a chain of events not even the wisest of Magickers could predict.”

      “Was that how this desert formed?”

      “That is a part of it. The peaks created a rain shadow over Chole, cutting it off from the moisture laden air blown from the ocean. But the severity of the desert was Archon’s last curse. The God magic was enough to banish him and shatter his armies, but without complete control of the Light, it was not enough to remove all trace of his presence. Here was where his army made camp and where he cast his magic. Their evil still lingers here, cursing the land and everything in it. Maybe if Darius were to return it would be different. But without his true mastery of the Light, here it remains.”

      Eric shivered, glad the light of day had returned to the desert. His thoughts turned to the young king who had risked everything to wield the Sword of Light. “What happened to Thomas?”

      “He lived a good life and then he died,” Alastair said softly.

      “But what about his life?”

      The tales spoke little about the king after the war had been won.

      Alastair sighed. “He was a good king and a good friend. He travelled the Three Nations for many years, visiting the new kings and helping the lands to rebuild after the war. He led several hunting parties after the last of Archon’s creatures. And he visited the wildlands of each nation, even Dragon Country for a time.”

      Eric sat up at that. “Why?”

      “With his Earth magic, Thomas could befriend most creatures.”

      “Was it the dragons who killed him?”

      “No, though it was there that he died. I was not with him at the time, but I had left him well protected. Yet when his party reached Malevolent Cove, where they were to meet one of the great dragon tribes, something went wrong. When they did not return as expected, I set out at once. I found them there on the shoreline. Some had died by the blade, others had fallen without a mark on them. Thomas was not among them. I searched for weeks for a trace of my friend, but to no avail.”

      Eric swallowed. “And the Sword of Light?”

      “It passed to his children, and grandchildren after that, and so on until today.”

      There was a sense of finality in Alastair’s words. Eric fell silent, his mind conjuring images of events long since passed. At last he rose to his feet and wandered over to the horses. Reaching out to stroke Briar’s long snout, he pondered again over the question he had asked the night before. Antonia’s story had not given an answer.

      Across the camp, Alastair began to pack the last of their food into the saddlebags.

      Eric took a deep breath and asked the question before his courage deserted him. “What is your purpose, Alastair?”

      Alastair grew still. His head turned slowly to lock Eric in his steely gaze. “Antonia did not tell you?”

      Eric shook his head. “No.”

      For the briefest of seconds, confusion swept across Alastair’s face, and Eric wondered if he would answer.

      “I am looking for a family.”

      “Who? Why?”

      “You don’t need to know just yet. Now let’s get moving. We still have one more night in this hellish desert, let’s not make it two,” he finished strapping the last of the saddlebags to Elcano and swung himself into the saddle.

      Eric sighed. Scrambling onto Briar’s back, he glared at Alastair. “Any idea when I will need to know?”

      The old man laughed. “When you’re ready. Now, let’s ride!”

      He gave his horse a quick kick. Elcano leapt forward in response, steel shoes slashing into the scorched earth. Splinters of rock flicked up behind him as he galloped away.

      Briar pranced about in the dust cloud Elcano left behind. Eric coughed, hacking up the mouthful of dust he’d swallowed. He struggled to point Briar out of the dust cloud and then turned the horse to follow. Ahead Alastair had already checked his speed, and as Eric bounced in the saddle the distance between them quickly evaporated.

      Eric groaned as his bruises began to throb. Resigning himself to another nightmarish ride, he locked his eyes on the volcanic peaks and prayed for them to grow.
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* * *

      Gabriel jogged across the barren plain, buoyed by a newfound energy. He carried his sword in one hand, his waterskin in the other. It was easier than having them slapping at his side and catching between his legs. The skin was already half empty, but the wolf had promised it could find more water.

      The burning sun engulfed the horizon, stained only by the dark peaks far to the east. He squinted into the distance, although he knew his quarry was still at least a half day ahead. If only he had not lost his horse. The wolf loped effortlessly alongside him, tongue panting in the boiling air. It was never far from his side now.

      They had started out an hour before sunrise, Gabriel’s impatience eventually winning out over caution. The night had been a long one, his sleep racked by nightmares. Faces flew through his mind, the ghosts of people he had once known, spirits demanding revenge. One by one they had faded away, leaving only a burning hatred to fill his heart.

      They came across the campsite around midday, but Gabriel could make little sense of what he saw there. Three distinct sets of footsteps were evident in the loose gravel. From the size of the third step, they could only come from by a bare footed child.

      What was a child doing here, of all places?

      Gabriel pondered the question a moment before casting it aside. There were more important things to consider.

      There were also obvious signs the camp had come under attack during the night. Blood splattered the ground and congealed in a pool in one place. Gabriel wondered if anyone could lose so much blood and survive, but there was no sign of a body or grave.

      Strangest of all was the bush that stood in the centre of the campsite. Pink flowers were sprinkled amidst the green leaves, glowing in the midday sun. Breathing in the sweet scent, Gabriel felt a fluttering in his chest. For a fleeting second the hate that gripped his heart melted away and he felt the pain of all he had lost seep through.

      Beside him, the wolf began to growl. They have already left, hours ago on horseback. We must move if we are to catch them.

      The tendrils of hate snapped closed. Gabriel nodded grimly, fingers running across the hilt of his sword.

      They set off once more, picking their way through the rocky desert. The path threaded its way among the boulders and petrified trees, often splitting in two or disappearing altogether. The wolf led the way without hesitation, leaving Gabriel no choice but to follow in frustration.

      The wolf whispered as they walked, always in this mind. Yes, they came this way. Just a few hours ago now. Keep moving. We’re close.

      Yet even Gabriel’s newfound strength was fading beneath the heat of the sun. As the day wore on, he found himself slowing, his sword growing heavy. By mid-afternoon his legs burned and his calves were beginning to cramp, making every step an agony. Still he pushed on, determined to claim a few more miles before the sun set.

      In his mind, an image flickered into life. He found himself in a tiny room before a great fire, his arms up to their elbows in a pair of thick leather gloves. In his hands he clutched a heavy pair of tongs, a horseshoe glowing in their iron grip. A man larger than life stood beside him, his giant grin hidden beneath a woolly beard. The roar of the furnace rang in his ears and the smell of burning metal touched his nose. His chest swelled.

      The image vanished. Gabriel groaned, finding himself on his knees, the wolf growling at his side.

      He closed his eyes, searching for the picture, for whatever he had felt when it had come to life. Was it a memory?

      They are escaping.

      Gabriel swore, remembering his prey. He leapt to his feet, exhaustion forgotten. He still remembered one thing. He could see their faces with crystal clarity.

      Kill the ones who hurt you!
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* * *

      Inken lay on the hard desert ground. The jagged rocks stabbed through her clothes and dug into her skin. The pounding in the back of her head was growing worse, leaving her thoughts jumbled and confused. Her mouth was as dry as the parched desert soil. A groan came rumbling from deep in her throat at the thought of water. Her muscles ached and her skin burned beneath the hot sun. She could no longer muster the strength to stand.

      The shortcut across the desert had been a foolish move. No one came this way anymore, and certainly not alone. Yet the reward had been too tempting. Just three nights ago, the messenger pigeons had flown into Chole. Within hours the city’s underground was alive with the news – of the reward offered for the head of the demon boy said to have burned Oaksville to the ground.

      At first most had scoffed at the news. The letters must be a hoax; there was no demon, no boy, no attack on Oaksville. But other birds soon followed and the news spread that Oaksville had been attacked; first by magic, then by Baronian raiders. No one could say whether the city still stood, but the bounty stood regardless.

      Inken had wasted a day dithering before she finally decided to pursue the bounty. Unfortunately, by then half the bounty hunters in the city were already out to find the ‘demon boy,’ leaving her far behind the pack.

      She knew most would not dare the ride through the desert. The short cut would take at least a day off the ride, allowing her to comfortably overtake the other hunters. She scoffed at the superstitious fear which blinded the others, confident that with her longsword and bow she could fend off any trouble.

      How arrogant she had been, how foolish. The childhood tales of the monsters that lurked in the desert should have warned her. The people of Chole made no secret of the dangers lurking outside their city walls.

      It had not taken long for her to discover the truth behind those tales. She had never even seen the beast. The first she knew of the danger was when her gelding suddenly reared up on its hind legs, its steel-capped hooves flailing. With a terrified scream the horse bolted, leaving her clinging desperately to the saddle horn. Even then, the beast almost had them.

      Just a few feet from the path, the beast exploded from the earth. It ran on all fours, short yellow fur bristling over its catlike body. Powerful muscles propelled it after them, its claws digging deep into the hard ground. On four legs, it was almost as large as her horse, with a mouth large enough to crush her skull. Giant teeth glinted as it roared, sending ripples of terror down her spine.

      The chase seemed to last hours, with only inches separating the two beasts. Hungry jaws snapped at her gelding’s tail. She spurred her horse on, although it hardly needed the encouragement.

      Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the beast vanished.

      Her horse ran on. Desperately she tugged at the reins, eager to slow their pace in the treacherous terrain. Here the ground was a perilous tapestry of rocks, scree and petrified trees. The gelding plunged onwards, oblivious to everything but its terror.

      Suddenly, the horse collapsed beneath her and Inken was flying from the saddle. The earth rushed up to meet her. She raised her arms to protect herself, and then came the jarring thud of impact. She heard something go crack, followed by searing pain as rocks slashed and stabbed through the flesh of her stomach and chest. She tumbled head over heels, the rocky ground scraping skin from bone.

      The horse screamed again, struggling to rise behind her. Inken shuddered with pain, a moan growing in her chest. She glimpsed the terrified animal from the corner of her eye. Its leg bent at a sickening angle.

      Inken felt herself slipping away and gladly gave way to the abrupt relief of unconsciousness.

      When she woke, the horse’s screaming had ceased. She looked across to see its still body lying next to her, its glassy eyes staring into nothing.

      Inken closed her eyes, willing strength into her shattered body. Summoning every ounce of her courage, she struggled to regain her feet. Agony lanced through her right arm and leg and she knew they were broken. The rest of her was a red and purple mess, as though the skin had been flayed from her body. Her nose throbbed and she reached up to twist it back into place. The cartilage gave a sickening crack, but the relief was almost immediate.

      Somehow, she had pulled herself to her feet. Somehow, she had hobbled on her left leg back towards the road, evading the beasts for Gods only knew how long. Somehow, she had survived.

      But now she was finished. She could no longer muster the strength to stand. The pain was unbearable, her energy long since melted away by the heat of the sun.

      Her body still found the water for tears. Fool, she cursed herself. How could you have been so arrogant?

      Lying helpless in the cooking sun, Inken waited for death. It didn’t seem right for it to end like this. She had yet to reach her twentieth birthday. Of course, life was never fair. She knew that better than most. Fair would have been two loving parents, rather than a mother who abandoned her to an abusive father. The evil old man would be laughing now; he had always said she was nothing without him.

      The clatter of hooves on rock came from off to her left. Her eyes shot open. She turned her head and squinted into the painful light. Two horses were riding past not five yards away, their riders talking softly in the dying light.

      “Help!” Inken tried to shout, but her throat cracked and the word came out as a whisper. She swore silently to herself.

      “Help me!” the call was louder this time. “Please!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Alastair, why did my magic only... awaken... when I turned fifteen?” the question had plagued Eric for a while now.

      “So late?” Alastair asked. He sat on a rock opposite Eric where they had stopped to rest the horses.

      Eric nodded.

      “Most develop earlier, but then that is in families with a long lineage of magic,” he closed his eyes, his brow furrowed in thought. “Magic always awakens on the anniversary of our births, but which birthday depends on each individual and the environment they’re exposed too. The more magic you come into contact with in your childhood, the faster your own will develop.”

      Eric shook his head, still coming to grasps with the intricacies of the mysterious force. “Okay.”

      Alastair stood, brushing crumbs from his cloak. “We’re running short of water and supplies, but there is a spring ahead. If we make good time, we should be able to reach it by nightfall.”

      Eric rolled his shoulders and groaned. The riding was slowly growing easier, but his body still ached from the long hours in the saddle. “Alright then, well we’re not getting any closer sitting here I guess.”

      They mounted up and rode on, pushing their horses to a fast trot. The rocky miles wore away beneath pounding hooves, as the sun slowly dropped towards the distant horizon. The land around them was silent and still. The burning sun stung their eyes, leaving them squinting into the distance in search of danger.

      At last, the sun touched the horizon behind them, and Alastair slowed their pace to a walk. It would be easy in the lengthening shadows to make a mistake on the rough terrain.

      “It won’t be far now,” Alastair reassured him.

      Eric did not reply, drawing his horse to a stop. He listened to the whisper of the wind through the rocks around them. He thought he had heard a cry. The leather reins scrunched in his hands. His eyes roamed the landscape, searching for movement. The creature’s attack the night before was still fresh in his mind.

      “Help me!” the call was so soft Eric would have missed it had he not stopped his horse.

      “Help!” it came again.

      He turned his head, trying to identify the source. Hairs prickled on the back of his neck as he considered the possibility of a trap. The voice was distinctly human though, and female. Yet he could see nothing amidst the tumbled rocks and petrified wood adjacent to the trail.

      Eric shook his head, wondering if his mind was playing tricks. Then one of the rocks seemed to move and he realised he had been looking straight at her. The dull brown of her leather jacket and leggings blended in with the dirt and baked stone, camouflaging her into the desert.

      “Alastair, wait!” he pulled on Briar’s reins, sending the horse off the trail.

      The young woman’s hazel eyes followed him as he approached. Eric shuddered as he took in her injuries. He could not imagine the pain she must be suffering. Her bright red hair was thick with dirt and dried blood ran down her forehead and neck. Tears in her jacket revealed bloody wounds and purple bruises and her leg was twisted at a horrific angle. The relentless sun had burned the skin of her face bright red. Her eyes were swollen with exhaustion and her whole body shook as though she were outside on a winter’s day.

      Eric watched her struggle to sit up as he approached. He was shocked by the courage the feat must have taken. It was not enough though, and as Eric leapt from his horse she slid back to the ground. Her eyes closed as she slipped into unconsciousness.

      Alastair dismounted behind him and the two crouched beside her. Alastair pulled his water skin from his belt and held it to her lips. Cradling her head, he trickled a small amount into her mouth.

      After a few swallows she started to cough and Alastair pulled the skin back. “Don’t speak, girl. Save your strength.”

      Eric pulled a blanket from his saddle and covered her, hoping it might help protect her from the sun. He wondered what horrific accident had befallen her. She carried no food or water and her only weapon was a knife strapped to her side.

      Alastair gave her another gulp of water before capping the water skin. “That’s enough for now. Anymore and you’ll be sick.”

      “Thank you,” somehow she managed a smile, her dried lips cracked and bleeding. “I’m Inken.” Her eyes closed again.

      “Eric, help me with her. We will have to be very careful, who knows what injuries she may have. I’ll ride with her on my horse. We need to get her to the spring. She needs water and broth to replace the salts she’s lost in the sun.”

      “Will she make it?”

      “I don’t know. Her best chance is if we can get her to the spring. It’s not far now,” they knelt either side of her and placed her arms over their shoulders. “Careful, this arm is broken. We’ll need to do this very gently.”

      “What do you think happened to her?”

      “We’ll have to ask her when she wakes again. Now help me get her to Elcano.”

      Eric carefully took her weight on his shoulder. For a small woman she was heavy. He wondered again who she was, what she had been doing in the desert alone.

      Together they managed to get her slung over Alastair’s saddle. Alastair climbed up behind her, while Eric helped rearrange the limp woman so she would not fall. She did not stir throughout the ordeal.

      Alastair took up his reins while Eric mounted Briar. He patted the horse’s mane before they set off, knowing the horses needed the water as much as they did. They rode into the night, the horizon behind them stained red with the dying sun.
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      Eric poked restlessly at the fire with a stray piece of wood. Dust and sand had worked its way into every seam of his clothing and the rocky ground dug into his backside whichever way he sat. He was relieved to be free of Briar’s bouncing saddle, but now he found himself on edge, his eyes constantly searching the darkness around them.  He could only imagine what dread beasts might be staring back.

      At least they had found the spring. A trickle of water ran down a nearby rock face and slowly gathered in a bowl of loose soil at its base. They had almost emptied the pool filling their water skins, and now Briar and Elcano stood patiently waiting for their turn to drink.

      A rocky escarpment hemmed them in on three sides, hiding their campfire from prying eyes. The sun had set long ago, stealing away the world beyond the firelight. An eerie silence settled on the campsite, disturbed only by the crunching of their footsteps on the rocky ground. Eric’s dread grew with each passing minute.

      At least Alastair said they would arrive in Chole by noon the next day. He would not be sorry to see the last of the arid wasteland. Although the thought of entering the city was worrying in an entirely different way. Alastair had taught him the basics of magic, but he still knew nothing about controlling it.

      The girl, Inken, lay opposite him, shivering by the fire. They had covered her with blankets and managed to feed her more water, but she had not stirred since they arrived. Her hair blazed red in the firelight, its glow intoxicating. The hard lines in her young face had softened with sleep.

      They had cleaned the sand from the worst of her wounds and bound her broken limbs to branches they had scavenged from the long dead trees which scattered the desert. There was little more they could do until they reached Chole and found a healer.

      Alastair sat stirring the pot of stew he had just taken from the fire. Earlier he had added the last of their food, a sprinkling of hard vegetables and salted pork. If Inken woke, she would need whatever they could get into her to restore what had been lost to the unforgiving sun.

      Alastair placed the pot back over the fire. “It still needs some more time. I’m going to check our fire is properly hidden. I don’t want any surprises this time; we might not get so lucky twice.”

      Eric chuckled softly. “Okay, I’ll keep an eye on her. Be careful.”

      He watched Alastair disappear into the night and then returned his gaze to the young woman beside the fire. A thousand questions were bouncing around in his mind.

      What was she doing out here?

      While a few inches taller than him, she could not be much older than his own seventeen years. He looked closely at the burns marking her skin and shuddered. The only part of her left untouched was the fiery red hair, and even that was tangled and filthy.

      With luck though, they would find a healer among Antonia’s priests in Chole. The temples of the Earth were renowned for their healers; although whether the temple in Chole still survived was another matter. The Earth element held little sway in the Wasteland.

      Eric added their last stick to the fire. Alastair had hacked the branches from one of the fallen trees. The heat and dust of the desert had turned the ancient logs the colour of rock, but beneath they were still wood, desiccated by time and heat into the perfect firewood.

      “Who are you?”

      Eric jumped, his reaction prompting a giggle from the pile of blankets. The laugh was rich and good-natured, but ended with a groan of pain. “Oh, I shouldn’t have done that!”

      Eric stood and walked around the fire to sit beside her. By the firelight, he saw one of the gashes on her face had split and was bleeding again. He offered her the water skin and then gently pressed a damp cloth to her face to stem the bleeding.

      She grasped the skin and took a long swig. She sighed as she finished. “Water never tasted so good.”

      Eric removed the cloth as she took another mouthful. Then she handed it back, her eyes now sharp and alert. Eric could almost see the questions ticking over in her mind.

      “Thank you, kind stranger,” her big hazel eyes stared up at him. “May I ask who you are?”

      Eric grinned. “My name is Eric and my old friend is Alastair. We’re travelling to Chole. You’re lucky we saw you as we passed.”

      Inken offered him her good hand, although it was still scratched and torn. Eric took it gently.

      “Thank you, Eric. I owe you and Alastair my life. I’m Inken. I made a foolish mistake deciding to travel to Oaksville by the desert path. I was lucky my mare was able to outrun the beast that attacked us. Sadly, before I could stop her she tripped on the uneven ground, nearly killing the both of us.”

      Eric stilled at the mention of Oaksville. He scarcely heard the rest of the story, his heart sinking at the thought of breaking the news to her. He could already see the grief and tears on her face, and wondered who it was she had risked so much to visit.

      Everything seemed to come back to that single, horrific mistake.

      “I’m sorry, Inken. I don’t know how to say this, but we came through Oaksville. There wasn’t much left of the town,” he spoke the words softly.

      Inken nodded and her eyes closed tight with pain. “Argh, everything hurts. I know what happened to Oaksville. The town’s Magistrate sent a letter. He offered a lot of gold for the head of the one who did it. I was planning on claiming it.”

      Eric’s blood ran cold. He gaped, the muscles of his neck growing taught. He shivered, suddenly seeing Inken in another light. The lines of her face seemed to harden, a dark glint appearing in her eyes. He saw now the thick muscles of her arms and shoulders as those of a warrior, of a hunter.

      His eyes flickered to the dagger at her side. Her fingers lingered near its hilt. He wished now they had disarmed her while she lay unconscious. An icy hand seized his heart. What if she finds out who I am?

      He realised she was staring and that he had not said anything for some time. He gave himself a mental shake. “You are a brave woman. The wreckage that was left in Oaksville,” he shook his head.

      Inken chuckled. “I’m no longer sure if I was brave – or stupid. Trying to tackle the desert alone was certainly a bad move. I had given up hope when you appeared. I certainly don’t have a chance in hell of claiming the reward now.”

      “Perhaps it’s for the best. How could you have killed such a powerful demon?”

      Inken absently flicked a strand of hair from her face. “Demon, Magicker, or mortal, an arrow from the shadows will kill most things.”

      Eric gulped, his voice deserting him.

      Alastair’s return saved him. He reappeared without warning, his footsteps somehow silent as he walked across the gravel. He sat down opposite them, letting a pile of firewood tumble to the ground.

      “Hello, you must be Alastair,” Inken greeted him.

      Alastair smiled. “I am, and you are Inken.”

      She nodded. “So why are the two of you travelling to Chole?”

      When Alastair did not answer, Eric spoke. “You’ll have to weasel that out of Alastair, I’m just tagging along,” he hesitated. “Perhaps you should get some sleep for now though,” Eric no longer felt much like talking. Being around someone looking to kill him had robbed all the enjoyment from the conversation.

      Moving away, he lay down on the hard ground and closed his eyes. The world seemed to rock beneath him. He struggled to ignore the queasy feeling in his stomach. Alastair had mentioned the motion of the horses could linger sometimes after a long ride. It would pass though – he only had to endure.

      He heard Alastair move over to the fire and stir the pot of stew. The flames crackled as he added more wood to the fire. Eric licked his lips, stomach growling. He hoped the food would be ready soon.

      His thoughts returned to the enigmatic Inken. Just thinking of her made his heart race. Beneath the burns and bruises, it was obvious she was a beautiful girl. And a very dangerous foe. Despite her seemingly agreeable nature, bounty hunters were notoriously ruthless. If she discovered who they really were, Eric had little doubt she would turn on them.

      He found himself wondering whether they should just leave her in the desert. Then he shook his head, angry at the selfish thought. He could not leave an innocent girl to die, whether she wished to kill him or not. That would only make him as bad as the demon they thought him to be.

      “It’s ready,” Alastair announced.

      Eric opened his eyes and took the wooden bowl Alastair offered him. The thick stew gave off a rich aroma of meat and herbs, although there was little substance to it.

      “Give it to Inken,” he said.

      Eric gave a reluctant nod and moved across to the injured woman. From the slow rise and fall of her chest she appeared to be asleep, but her eyes snapped open as he approached. She offered a smile when she saw him. “Ah, my hero returns. And with food. The two of you are resourceful, aren’t you?”

      Eric found his smile as he offered the bowl.

      Inken reached out a hand to take it, then hesitated. Her cheeks flushed. “I’m not sure I can hold it,” she opened her hands to show the raw flesh of her palms. She hesitated. “Do you… do you think you could help me?” her face turned crimson. This was a girl used to taking care of herself.

      Eric felt his own face grow hot. Just sitting near the young woman made him nervous. Sweat trickled down his neck. A confusing string of emotions ran through his head. “I, I…” he stuttered.

      “Please, Eric?”

      Eric looked at her, lying there helpless, begging for his help. She had come so close to death in the desert and she was not out of the woods yet. Her broken arm lay limp at her side and he could see the muscles in her neck twitching with pain. The grazes on her hands were so deep you could almost see the bone.

      He nodded at last, casting aside his doubts. “Okay.”

      Digging into the bowl, he offered her a spoonful of broth. It disappeared into her mouth. She closed her eyes and chewed, making even that simple task look to be an effort. However, it did not take long for her to finish, so he offered another mouthful.

      Eric found himself smiling. The whole situation was surreal. Here he was, spoon-feeding a woman hired to kill him.

      Her burns were almost invisible in the dim firelight. Eric studied her as she ate, finding himself torn. He searched for a hint of the killer in the glint of her eyes, or the sharp curve of her cheekbones. Yet all he could see was her injured beauty. He could not connect the girl before him with the image of a ruthless bounty hunter.

      When she had finished the stew, Eric stood and returned to his own patch of gravel. Alastair offered him another bowl and Eric happily gulped it down. His stomach rumbled as he ate, grateful for the meal.

      “Eat quickly, Eric. You’ll need your strength. We have time for one more lesson before we reach Chole and I think we had better make good use of it.”

      “Ssh,” Eric glimpsed at Inken to see if she had heard, but saw her eyes had closed.

      Alastair waved a hand. “Don’t worry about her. I waited a while outside the firelight and heard you talking. I slipped a pinch of sleeping herb into her bowl. She’ll sleep through the night now.”

      Eric took a deep breath to calm his frayed nerves. “What do we do with her?”

      Alastair shook his head. “Nothing. I don’t believe she has made any connection between us and her quarry. So long as we’re careful, there shouldn’t be any danger. Now finish that stew. We have some real magic to learn now.”

      Eric swallowed the last morsel and placed the bowl beside him. The meat had been tough and the vegetables tasteless, but even so he could feel the energy returning to his arms and legs. He hoped it would keep him going until they reached Chole.

      Alastair walked from the firelight and into the night. Eric followed, eyes drawn to the deep shadows of the canyon. If any beasts were lurking, they had just moved into their territory.

      Alastair stopped and faced him. “Okay. As you know, magic at its most basic level is controlled by the emotions. Fear, anger, love, hate; it will respond to each if not properly managed. To harness the power and bend it to our own will, you must discover how your magic and your emotions are linked. We achieve this through meditation.”

      “Meditation?”

      “Meditation is a technique apprentices usually learn at a young age, which allows them to develop control of the mind and body. Eventually, it allows a Magicker to find the link between their emotions and magic, and summon their powers at will,” he paused, his eyes growing unfocused. Around them pieces of gravel gently lifted into the air. “In other words, it will allow you to manipulate the weather, rather than your emotions.”

      “Right now I’d be happy just to stop myself losing control,” Eric sighed.

      Alastair smiled. “That will be a start. I hope with time you will be capable of far more than that. There are certain dangers to consider before then, but they are some way down the road. Now, let us begin. Sit down and cross your legs, laying your hands gently at your side,” Alastair moved into the posture as he spoke.

      Eric copied the old man, the hard desert gravel digging into his backside. Grimacing, he shifted until he felt more comfortable, then looked back to Alastair.

      “Close your eyes and try to clear the thoughts from your mind. Take a deep breath and exhale slowly, until all the air has been emptied from your chest.”

      Eric closed his eyes and sucked in a mouthful of air. The muscles of his chest stretched and then compressed as he released the breath in a drawn out sigh. He repeated the exercise, smiling. This was easy. He wondered whether the old man was playing a joke.

      “You’re thinking, Eric,” Alastair’s voice broke across his thoughts.

      Eric’s eyes snapped open. “What?” he glared.

      “Your eyes were flickering beneath your eyelids. Think of nothing, Eric. It’s okay, most take a long time to master the practice. Try again.”

      Eric nodded, slightly shaken by Alastair’s interruption.

      Alastair stopped him again after another minute. “You’re still thinking too much.”

      Eric sighed. His mind kept flickering from one thought to the next, unable to turn off. So much had happened in the last few days; it was all too much for him to simply set it aside.

      “It can help to repeat a word each time you exhale.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, when I was an apprentice we were told to breath out ‘ing’.”

      “I don’t think that’s even a word, Alastair.”

      The old man scowled. “Just try it. By focusing on something benign, you will find it easier to allow your other thoughts to fall away.”

      Eric grimaced. “Okay, I’ll give it a go.”

      He closed his eyes again and breathed out, whispering ‘ing’ as he did so. In, out. In, out. In, out. His heart slowed and the tension began to fade from his shoulders. The word vibrated through his consciousness, his worries fading away before it. All sensation seemed to be drifting away on a sea of black.

      I’m doing it, he exulted.

      The thought shattered his concentration. He opened his eyes and grinned at Alastair. “I think I had it for a second there.”

      Alastair grinned and stood. “Good, keep practising then,” he stretched his arms. “Call me if you need a hand, I won’t be far away. I’m going to go keep watch.”

      The old man disappeared. Eric sat back and started again, convinced there would be no more surprise attacks. Alastair looked stronger than ever now, his injuries from both the city guards and the beast fully healed. Antonia’s magic had done wonders.

      Gradually he sank again into the calm centre of his mind, beyond the distractions of the world outside. It came faster this time. Now even the slow thump of his heart and stretch of his chest was disappearing into the vast ocean. He was left alone, cut off from sensation, from all sense of time. He drifted, separate from himself, a ghost within his own mind.

      After a time, a memory surfaced once more. It was here amidst the tranquillity of his inner mind that he would find his magic. The thought infused him with purpose and he turned his inner eyes to the search.

      A speck of blue light appeared in the distance. The radiance drew him towards it, slowly at first and then growing faster, until he became a blazing arrow. The speck grew to a lake of blue, stretching out before him, immense and overwhelming.

      Instantly, he knew what it was. This was the source of his magic.

      Its glow washed over him, its warmth intoxicating. Thin threads of light rose from the waters and drifted towards him. Tentative tendrils stroked his consciousness, gently wrapping about him. Eric felt a surge of power at each new connection. He could hear it calling to him, hungry. He sensed its need and felt his own desire flooding him. This force, this power, it could give him whatever he desired. He had only to use it.

      He floated closer, the threads weaving around him, tiny hooks burying themselves in his mind. He no longer noticed, swallowed by the magic’s call.

      He toppled towards the lake below.

      The light rose up to meet him, changing, becoming not a lake but the jaws of a great wolf. Teeth crashed shut as it swallowed him and the blue light crawled inside.

      A rush of fear rose in Eric. Drowning, panicking, he tried to wake. Instead, the tendrils of magic wrapped more tightly about him, drawing him deeper into recesses of his mind.

      Freed of its prison, the wolf blazed brighter, teeth glittering, hair bristling. It grew, even as Eric shrank in terror. He could feel it merging with him, its hunger eating away his resistance until they became one.

      Eric opened his body’s eyes, but they were no longer his own to control. The force within was master now, flowing through his veins and muscles, flooding them with power. His body tensed and he lifted to his feet.

      His body looked around. Invisible wisps of magic stretched out around him, searching, seeking out power, seeking the storm. Over the rainforests to the west, they found it.

      The storm clouds had been building through the day, growing strong off the moist air. Their energy grew with each minute, water and air and dust smashing to create friction, igniting the lightning within. It waited to be unleashed.

      The magic tore great chunks from the clouds, drawing it across the miles to where his body waited. It arrived with a crash of thunder and blast of light, as the lightning struck the ground. It rushed towards Eric, the crackling electricity scorching wherever it touched. Roaring, it gathered around him. Thunder boomed again and again, new bolts tumbling from the sky to join the conflagration.

      Eric lifted his fists in exaltation, while deep within his mind a voice screamed. But the magic, the power, was everything now. Exhilarating, intoxicating, indestructible.

      “Eric, stop!” a voice shouted over the thunder.

      Eric raised an arm towards the speaker. No enemy would rob him of this power now. Blue lightning crawled along his arm, tingling where it touched. As it reached his fingertips, it leapt. A bolt of lightning shrieked through the night. He watched the shadowy figure dive from its path. Light flashed as it struck the cliff behind him, leaving only molten rock.

      “Eric, listen to me. I am Alastair, your teacher!”

      The name was familiar, but he shook his head. He needed no teacher now.

      Another bolt chased Alastair into the darkness. The world was burning again, but now Eric breathed it in with relish, revelling in the smell. Yet still the man escaped him.

      “Die!” he screamed into the night. Flashes of lightning shot from him, leaving tracks in his vision long after they passed.

      “Eric, you must stop this. The magic will destroy you. Remember Oaksville!”

      Eric broke off his attack. The word reverberated in his mind, cutting a track right to his soul. Some small, forgotten part of him grabbed for it like a lifeline in the open sea. Sanity clawed its way back from the deepest recesses of his mind. Horror struck him as he took in the world around him. Bile rose in his throat.

      Oaksville, Oaksville, Oaksville. The word rung out again and again, drawing him back.

      Yet the magic rose again, burning away thought and reason. Eric gritted his teeth, determined to force it down, guilt eating away at fear. He would not let it consume him – he must tame this monster inside him.

      The lightning around him flickered, but he could not let it go. Its heat radiated on his skin, stinging now where it touched, as his magic receded. If he released it now, it would destroy everything around him. Alastair and Inken would be helpless before it.

      Eric sucked in a breath and with it drew the lightning to him. It danced over his skin, closer and closer, until it seemed his flesh itself was alive with electricity. Then, to his astonishment, it began to sink beneath. He did not stop to think.

      He could not afford to hesitate, or the lightning might escape. Within he could still feel the lightning’s sting. He gripped it and forced it deeper. He sank again into his inner mind, determined this time not to lose control and drew the lightning and magic with him. The power fought against him, the electric blue lightning merging with the magic. He drove them deeper, driven by instinct.

      The lake appeared again. He directed the writhing ball of energy towards it and hurled it into the depths. Not a ripple broke as it disappeared beneath the calm surface.

      Eric opened his eyes and collapsed. Footsteps crunched on gravel. He fought to move but found his muscles locked in paralysis. Not even his eyes would obey his weary mind. He stared up at the stars in terror.

      Alastair stood over him, his face grim. “Too close,” he shook his head. “I am sorry, Eric. That was my fault. I have never seen anyone go so far, so fast. Magic is both friend and foe. Most do not discover this for years. But tonight you met the beast that lives within you and survived. Next time it will be easier. Rest now,” reaching down, he closed Eric’s eyes with a gentle hand.
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      Inken squinted into the noonday sun, blinded by its light, the heat searing into her burnt skin. Her face was the worst, the gashes and sunburn still fresh from exposure to the desert. Her cheeks throbbed, the ache of her broken bones dull by comparison. Sweat ran down her back. The air was suffocating.

      A granite bridge stretched out before them, half a mile long. The old brick pavement was wide enough for five horses to ride abreast. Stone railings in the form of vines stood either side, worn smooth by the passage of time. Wind whistled between the bars.

      Beneath the bridge stretched a crater almost two hundred feet deep and half a mile long. Around the edges, landslides had taken bites from the smooth crater walls. The bridge had stood strong through the years, but each year it cost more and more to maintain the old structure. The crater was all that remained of the great Lake Chole.

      Inken glanced across at Eric and Alastair. Alastair had walked for the entire day, leading their horses across the perilous countryside seemingly without fear. He still looked fresh, almost excited, as they stood now so close to the city. For that she was thankful – neither herself nor Eric were well enough to walk. Between her injuries and Eric’s sickness, they had been lucky to have the two horses.

      They stopped at the foot of the bridge. No one spoke; in fact, no one had spoken all morning. The tension was unsettling – but she was not eager to break the silence. She had woken to a throbbing headache, her vision coming in and out of focus. Her thoughts had been sluggish, but she knew enough to realise she had been drugged. It took almost an hour for the symptoms to wear off.

      Then there were the signs she had noticed around the campsite. The air reeked of smoke – and not from the regular campfire. Conspicuous scorch marks dotted the cliffs around the camp, even turning the rock molten in places. Something had happened during the night and she would put gold on it having something to do with Eric’s illness.

      The young man had barely stirred all morning. Alastair had not bothered to wake him as he packed up the camp or as he helped lift Inken into his saddle. Eric’s eyes flickered as Alastair lifted him onto the other horse, but he had hardly made a noise. Inken had rarely seen such exhaustion, but a chilling suspicion had taken root. She’d heard Magickers sometimes experienced extreme exhaustion after performing great works of magic.

      She almost dismissed the thought out of hand. The young man had been so kind, so innocent. Yet something had happened while she slept – and the signs around their campsite seemed all too similar to the description given of Oaksville. Their story did not add up and Inken could not ignore the signs.

      Was Eric the boy she hunted, the demon of Oaksville?

      Yet he had been the one who’d seen her in the desert, the one who had helped her, saved her.

      Inken thrust the thoughts to the back of her mind, focusing on the present. No longer able to stand the silence, she spoke. “This bridge is a reminder of our folly.”

      Eric stirred, twisting in the saddle to look at her. He seemed more alert now. “What do you mean?”

      “The original bridge was destroyed when Archon laid siege to Chole. Afterwards, it took years for Chole to recover enough to rebuild. Almost a decade had passed before construction started. By then the rains had retreated behind the volcanoes and the lake had started to shrink.”

      “And they still built it?”

      Inken nodded. “The change was so gradual; people were convinced it would be temporary. So they built the bridge, and here it stands traversing barren rock, testament to their ignorance.”

      The silence resumed and Inken looked away. She already missed the easy conversation of the night before. Something had changed.

      Alastair tugged on the reins and led them out onto the bridge. Inken snuck a glance at Eric as they drew side by side. He sat straighter in his saddle now, although there were dark rings circling his eyes.

      “What will you do in Chole, Eric?” she asked.

      Eric was staring over the rails, at what by now would be at least a hundred foot drop. He shivered and looked away from the edge. “I’m not sure. I guess we’ll take you to the temple first. Hopefully there are still healers there who can help you. That and find some food. I’m starving.”

      Inken’s stomach growled in agreement. She could feel her injured strength shrinking with hunger. She prayed to Antonia that those at the temple would be able to heal her injuries. The two of them had done their best patching her up, but without a healer it would take months to recover. Even then, she would be marked by horrible scars for the rest of her life. She trembled at the thought. She had never been vain, but even so…

      “What about you, Inken?” Eric ventured a question. “What will you do?”

      What will I do? She asked herself. Claim the bounty? Aloud, she said. “When I am healed there are some friends I must visit, to let them know I am back and alive. I expect they will all enjoy a good laugh when they hear about my folly. At least it will make a good story.”

      Eric chuckled. “I’m sure they will be happy to see you.”

      Inken nodded. “Perhaps. How long will you be staying in the city?”

      Eric glanced at Alastair. “I’m not sure. Alastair hasn’t said.”

      Inken had quickly realised it was the old man who made the decisions but was surprised at how little Eric knew. Perhaps Eric is his unwitting pawn, she thought. Or perhaps they are just two weary travellers, she argued with herself.

      “What are the people here like, Inken?” Eric ventured.

      “They mostly keep to themselves. The desert has made them hard; they do not tolerate any weakness from their own. But they do like outsiders – the city would not survive without them. The only resource we have are a few gold and sulphur deposits in the hot springs around the mountains; everything else we buy from the trade caravans that come through every month.”

      The city walls loomed above them as they reached the end of the bridge. The wind had worn the stones smooth and cracks riddled the mortar holding them in place. Elsewhere the rocks had worked their way free, leaving pitted holes across the smooth surface.

      The bridge finished at a gaping abyss in the wall where the gates had once stood. Now the tunnel stood open, the great wooden doors long gone. No one had cared to replace them. Timber was expensive here and the desert protected Chole now.

      A man stood within the shadow of the tunnel, garbed in the blue and black of the city guard. Despite the shade, he was sweating through his chainmail and half helm. He held a spear loosely in one hand, an iron shield in the other. A sword was strapped to his waist.

      The steel rings of his mail chimed as he moved to bar their way. He held his spear defensively before him. “Stop. What is your business in Chole?” he did not seem too interested in the answer.

      Inken grimaced. As much as they tried, that was the way of things in Chole. Order was slowly evaporating in the Dying City. As the population shrank, more and more turned to crime to make a living. Meanwhile, the city guard dwindled. The city’s underworld no longer had much to fear from the Magistrate.

      “My name is Alastair, and this is Eric. We found this woman, Inken, in the desert. She’s been badly injured, so we’re taking her to Antonia’s temple to be healed.”

      The guard glanced at Inken. She didn’t recognise him, thankfully. It would be bad enough telling the tale herself without word of her folly spreading ahead of her.

      One look at her face was enough to convince the guard. He waved them through without another glance.

      Inken sighed as the shadow slid across her face. The relief from the sun was instant, soothing her burning skin. Unfortunately the stifling heat remained.

      On the other side of the wall the tunnel opened out into a short street. Buildings hemmed them in on all sides, each in a state of disrepair. Those who lived closest to the walls were generally the poorest and here the houses were little better than flea ridden hovels. Open sewers ran along the roadway, carrying with them the stench of human waste. Garbage littered the streets. A pack of dogs looked up from a pile as they approached, then retreated down the street. The rats ignored them.

      They rode deeper into the impoverished city, seeing little of its human inhabitants. The few they did glimpse moved about their business quickly, ignoring the strangers. Others sat hopeless against the grimy walls, their hands stretched out in silent entreat.

      As they passed a homeless man who had lost both of his arms, Inken caught a glimpse of Eric’s face. His eyes were wet with tears, his gaze lingering on the desperate man as they passed. His mouth opened, but no words emerged.

      His reaction only added to her confusion.

      They moved on, leaving the poorest districts behind. Dried out fountains appeared, although Inken had never seen them run. They stood as another silent reminder of Chole’s past. The muddy road turned to brick, but even here the passage of time and people had worn deep grooves into the ground. The piles of garbage shrank. Unfortunately, the stench remained.

      Alastair led them confidently through the maze of streets. Inken watched him closely. It was clear he had been here before, probably many times. Chole’s streets were a rabbit warren at best and few other than locals could find their way confidently. Landmarks were rare – one dead garden looked much the same as another.

      The city seemed empty and they made good time. Inken was thankful it did not take them long to reach the temple of Antonia. Here at last was a building that had resisted the erosion of time. Marble columns as thick as the giant redwoods to the west towered over them, bordering the stone steps which lead up to an outdoor patio. Overhead stone eaves rested atop the pillars.

      Priests garbed in light green robes sat in quiet meditation in the shade of the courtyard, while behind them the pillars gave way to the walls of the inner temple. The quiet chanting of a hymn drifted on the breeze. A priest waved to them from his seat at the bottom of the stairs and said he would take care of their horses.

      Inken stared up the steps, heart sinking. They were only two dozen in number, but even so, they were well beyond her strength. It took a shoulder from Alastair and her own grim determination to make the climb.

      Her heart warmed a little when she noticed Eric following them up. It made her feel slightly better to see he also needed a hand from a monk to reach the top. She had enjoyed his quiet company, whoever he really was.

      They made their way through the meditating monks, drawing the eyes of a few curious watchers. Inken’s shoulders were tense with anticipation. If there was no healer here, she would have to make do with the services of a doctor. One would probably be among the priests, but she knew which option she preferred.

      Another monk stood waiting for them in the doorway to the inner temple. His robes were edged with gold, with white bands adorning the sleeves and collar. A purple diamond patch on his right breast marked him as a doctor. He offered a friendly smile as they approached, wrinkles appearing around his amber eyes. His hair was jet black streaked with grey.

      His smile faded as they reached him, a concerned frown taking its place. “Welcome, travellers. My name is Michael. Please, come this way,” he spoke in a warm voice. His eyes lingered on Inken before he added, “Quickly.”

      They followed him through the doorway. Inside was dark, lit only by a scattering of candles, and the air was thick with incense. The scent carried the whisperings of fruit and flowers, a rare offering in the desert city. The floor was covered by a worn green carpet, which led to a simple wooden alter at the end of the room. Citizens and priests knelt on the ground around the room, offering their silent prayers to the Goddess Antonia. In the far corner a young man played the piano, the gentle music welcoming them into the sanctuary.

      Michael led them to a small door beside the alter and through into a corridor. Doors lined the hallway on the left, while on the right windows opened up onto a central courtyard. Inken shrugged off Alastair’s hand and hobbled across. She peered through the panes in astonishment.

      The building encompassed a courtyard at its centre. In the courtyard was a garden, filled with the green of life. Plants grew from soft, moist earth, defying the fierce heat of the sun. They thrived amidst the brick walls, trees and vines thrusting from the earth, ignorant to the desert without.

      Inken stared, feeling a new respect for the priests who lived here. To be able to grow anything in Chole was an accomplishment, and they had achieved far more than that.

      Michael coughed, drawing her attention away from the miracle beyond the glass. They continued along the corridor, Inken snatching glimpses of the garden as they moved. She wished she had visited this place earlier. She had never paid much attention to the religions of the Three Nations, but perhaps she needed to reconsider.

      She was thankful it did not take long for Michael to find the room he sought. He pulled open a plain door and beckoned them inside.

      Within was a simple room without any decoration or furniture. A man sat alone on the tiled ground, watching them with pure white eyes. Skin hung in folds from his face and long locks of grey hair tumbled down his back. A narrow scar stretched across his face. His arms were frail and marked by old battles. He wore robes similar to Michael’s, except where a pink diamond had replaced the purple.

      Inken sighed in relief, recognising the mark of a healer.

      “Welcome, Alastair. It has been a long time,” the healer’s voice rasped like gravel.

      Alastair grinned. “So it has, Elynbrigge. I fear my time has been rather occupied lately. She has had me dancing to the old tunes.”

      “Ay, and without luck I have heard.”

      Alastair nodded. “But I hear you might help me with that.”

      Elynbrigge smiled. “Ay, I can.”

      Inken looked from one old man to the other, a dozen questions jostling for her attention. How do these two know each other?

      Michael was clearly just as confused. His frown had grown as the two greeted one another like old friends, and it took him a moment to regain his composure. “Elynbrigge has only been here a few weeks, but he is a great healer. You are very lucky, young lady. Our temple is not usually so fortunate to host someone of Elynbrigge’s talents.”

      “Nor will it for much longer, I am afraid,” Elynbrigge added.

      Michael nodded, an edge of sadness in his eyes. Inken could understand his disappointment. It was clear the priests were dedicated to preserving the Goddess’ temple. It must sting their pride to lack anyone with healing magic.

      “Now, Alastair, I am afraid you will have to wait just a while longer. First, I shall attend to this young lady. I can feel her pain from here. Please, miss, sit down.”

      Michael helped Inken to sit before the ancient man. Her broken leg made even this simple act a struggle. She tried to sit with her good leg beneath her in support and the broken one stretched out in front of her. She used her good arm to hold herself straight, cradling the other close to her body.

      Elynbrigge laughed. “Michael, her discomfort is screaming in my ears. Please, young lady, you may lie down. The others can clear out if there is not enough room.”

      Inken sighed in relief, stretching out on the cool tiles. “Thank you. My name is Inken,” she added.

      “My pleasure, Inken,” Elynbrigge replied. “Now, to business. Your injuries are quite severe, but they are within my ability to heal. It will be painful, however, and time consuming. You will need to be brave, and patient.”

      “It’s okay, I can take it,” she glanced over at Eric and Alastair. “Thank you for saving me. I owe both of you my life. If you ever need my help, you need only ask.”

      She closed her eyes then, wondering where the words had come from and unable to look them in the face. Yet she had meant them. Whoever they were, they had saved her life, and one should always pay their debts.

      “It was our pleasure, Inken. Perhaps we will see each other again. We shall leave you to your healing,” Alastair turned to Elynbrigge. “We will talk soon, old friend. I will return after we have made ourselves comfortable.”

      Elynbrigge nodded in return.

      Alastair waved goodbye and left the room. Eric moved to follow but turned back at the doorway. “I hope we do meet again, Inken. In better times though. Take care,” he flashed a gentle smile as he slipped out the door.

      Then he was gone and Inken felt suddenly, unexpectedly alone.

      “Brace yourself, Inken. We begin.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eric stared up at the pale ceiling, wondering at the feel of a bed beneath him. He could not remember how long it had been since he had slept in a real bed. It wasn’t a very soft bed, but compared to hay, hammocks and the rocky ground, it felt like heaven.

      He closed his eyes, wanting the peace of sleep but knowing it would not come. A restlessness had come over him as they left the temple, one he could not shake.

      Outside the sun was setting on the Dying City. There was no mystery as to where that nickname had come from. Their second storey room looked out over empty streets. Most merchants had already packed away their wares, surrendering the city to the unscrupulous night. A scattering of guards still patrolled, but Eric suspected they could do little to control the city’s denizens once darkness descended.

      He hoped the inn would prove a safe haven, standing proud as it did amidst the abandoned buildings and hovels. The bar downstairs was well lit and decorated with old wooden chairs and tables, giving it a homely feel. The keeper had unlocked the door cautiously, but welcomed them with a smile when he recognised Alastair. He offered them their pick of the rooms, with Alastair finally settling on one that suited him.

      The room held two single beds and a small table and chairs, which sat before the large double window. The tiled floor offered some cool relief from the heat outside. The room smelt of dust and old cloth, but the thick wooden door ensured little noise could be heard from downstairs. They had draped their saddlebags over the foot of their beds, leaving the horses to the inn’s stable hand.

      Eric’s thoughts turned to Inken. He had been unable to shake her from his head since they left the temple. Images flashed through his head: the moonlight reflecting off her soft curves, her gentle smile as she looked at him, the cool glint of the killer in her eyes. He pictured her slipping through the night, bringing the soft kiss of death to her foes.

      He groaned, hands running through his hair. None of this mattered any longer. Despite its poverty, the city was huge and Alastair had not told her where they would be staying. And she still did not know who he was. At least, he hoped she didn’t.

      The noise from downstairs was gradually growing louder as the dining room and bar filled. His stomach rumbled and he guessed it was probably almost time for dinner. Alastair would be waiting for him.

      He rolled off the bed and pulled himself to his feet. Stretching, he fought down a groan. His exhaustion that morning had shocked him. His muscles felt as though he had run ten miles, gotten to the end, then turned around and ran it again. The ache had begun to fade, but Alastair still had not told him what had happened. The old man was reluctant to give answers where others could overhear.

      He pulled open the heavy door and turned left down the hallway, searching for the stairs. Their room was the last in the corridor and he did not appreciate the extra distance. No doubt Alastair had his reasons. He grabbed the railings as he descended, staggering his way down to the first landing. Each step sent a jolt up his shaking legs, his knees threatening to give way.

      At the bottom he pushed through the double doors into the diner. The room was already half full and the last of the tables were going quickly. Waitresses threaded their way between the tables, balancing plates of food and great mugs of beer in outstretched hands. The floor was old oak, worn smooth by the passing of patrons and scratched by moving chairs. Behind the bar, three men stood serving those customers looking to quench their thirst after a long day’s work. The rich aroma of stewed meat and spilled ale filled the air.

      The roar of voices throbbed in his ears, but the prospect of food drew him deeper into the crowd. He moved among the tables, his gaze sweeping the room for Alastair. He had promised to meet him here for dinner. Eric found the old man near the back, sitting at a small table by the windows. Eric sank into the opposite chair with a sigh of relief.

      Alastair grinned across at him. “About time you showed up. I was afraid I’d have to eat yours for you,” he gestured at the large bowls of stew sitting on the table. Eric glimpsed chunks of beef and potato mixed with carrots and green vegetables of some sort. His stomach growled again.

      He licked his lips, not needing any further encouragement. He took a spoon and started gulping down the hot food. It had been a long time since they’d enjoyed a proper meal. The spices in the stew were unfamiliar and after a few mouthfuls his tongue began to burn. He stopped to swallow some water, his eyes watering. By the time he’d emptied the bowl he was sweating heavily. Eric glared across the table as the old man chuckled in amusement.

      Eventually a waitress came to clear the table and Alastair slid a few silvers across in payment. Eric swallowed hard when he saw the price. Apparently, food did not come cheap in the Dying City.

      Together they stood and made their way back up the stairs. When they reached their room Alastair unlocked the door, then stood aside as Eric stumbled inside and collapsed onto his bed.

      Eric gathered his strength and asked the question that had been eating at him all day. “Okay, I think I’ve waited long enough. What the hell happened last night?”

      Alastair stood still, staring out the window. “You tell me.”

      Eric sighed, thinking again of the insanity in the desert. “It was as though my magic was alive, like some whole other consciousness. Its power was… irresistible.”

      Alastair sat down on the opposite bed, nodding. “What you achieved last night usually takes months. I seriously underestimated you,” he paused. “Perhaps the way you’ve tapped into it in the past helped. Either way, it is a dangerous thing, a Magicker’s first conscious contact with their magic. I am sorry, I should have warned you.”

      Eric shivered, remembering the icy grip of the magic encasing his consciousness, of something else taking control of his body. He recalled the power, the terrible craving to unleash it.

      “What makes it so dangerous?” it did not seem fair, that he finally had a way to control the curse within, yet still it sought to destroy him.

      “Magic is not an inert force. It lives to escape, desperate to break free from its prison and take control of its host. Last night you touched it, unprotected, and it struck back. Without the right preparation, you never stood a chance.”

      “I could have killed you,” the thought terrified him.

      Alastair nodded. “That was my fault.”

      Eric looked up to see the old man smiling. “How do I control it?”

      “You master your fear. That is its only weapon against you. If you do not fear it, your magic cannot harm you.”

      Eric stared. He had never experienced such terror as when the wolf appeared. It was as though his fear had turned to pure energy, fed by his magic. How could he conquer such a beast?

      “Eric,” Alastair interrupted his thoughts. “Do you know what you did there, at the end?”

      He shook his head.

      “You drew the lightning into yourself,” Alastair whispered.

      Eric shrugged. “I didn’t know what else to do. If I released it, it would have killed you.”

      “Such an ability is incredibly rare. I have only heard tales of those who could draw aspects of their element into themselves. Many believe it to be only legend. It is an extraordinary ability. You should be able to summon that lightning from within, whenever you might need it.”

      Eric allowed himself a smile. He doubted he would ever find such a skill useful, but Alastair’s enthusiasm was amusing. The room fell into a comfortable silence. He closed his eyes, feeling the gentle pull of sleep. A final thought came to him. “Alastair, what would have happened, if I hadn’t come back?”

      “Your magic would have sucked your life force dry. Your powers are limited and your magic was converting massive amounts of energy into magic. That is why you could barely move afterwards. A few minutes more and you would have died – or at least your soul would have. Your body would have lived on, controlled by your magic. That is how true demons are made, Eric.”

      Eric drew a deep, shuddering breath. He tried to control the quivering of his body and failed. His heart hammered in his chest and his stomach clenched tight as iron. Horror rippled through him.

      Alastair lay down on his own bed. “Good night, Eric.”

      It was a long time before Eric slept.
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      The room was sweltering. Eric threw off his sheets and looked around, spying the telltale glow of daylight seeping beneath the curtains. Through fuzzy eyes he saw Alastair’s bed was empty. He groaned, his body still stiff and sore. But if Alastair was gone, the morning must be growing late.

      He crawled out of the bed and stumbled across to the window. Sunlight flooded into the room as he threw open the curtains. He groaned again, his sleepy eyes blinded by the light. The sun was high in the sky, almost noon. Eric was not surprised. He’d lain awake half the night, willing himself to sleep. And when he finally had, blue flames and demons stalked his dreams.

      At least he felt better than the morning before. His arms still felt like lead weights, but the sting in his muscles was fading. Cramp threatened his legs as he stood, but receded after a few moments.

      Stretching his arms, he pulled on a fresh shirt. His stomach grumbled. Looking around he saw a handful of silver coins on his bedside table. Presuming Alastair had left them for him, he swept them up and headed for the door. It still took an effort to reach the bottom of the stairs, but he made it safely through the big wooden doors at the bottom and into the diner.

      Lunch was still an hour away, but the aroma of roasting meat filled the inn. The scent set his stomach rumbling. The few other occupants ignored Eric as he made his way to the bar. He hoped he would be able to get an early meal, before the place became too crowded.

      Seating himself on one of the barstools, he waved to the bartender. As the man approached he realised it was the inn’s owner. He smiled when he saw Eric, showing his yellowed teeth.

      “You look like you’re feeling better today, young man,” he observed.

      Eric smiled back. “A little. I’ll feel better still with a bit of food though,” he slid the coins onto the counter. Alastair had not mentioned the price of the dinner last night, but Eric guessed lunch would be no cheaper.

      The innkeeper laughed. “No doubt. I’ll see if I can find you some lunch then,” he took two of the coins and handed the others back. He disappeared into the back room.

      Eric slumped against the counter as he waited. Through the windows he could see the street outside, baked dry by the harsh sun. The reflection off the pale bricks was so bright it hurt his eyes. The air was still, heat radiating through the air like a sickness. A trickle of sweat ran down Eric’s back, leaving his clothes sticking to his skin.

      A few minutes later a waitress placed a plate of hot food in front of him. Eric picked up his fork and knife and attacked the tender steak. Gravy ran off the meat into the mashed potatoes and boiled vegetables. Eric shovelled his way through the food, eager to ease the ache in his stomach. He felt a pang of disappointment when he scrapped the last crumbs from his plate.

      Eric licked his lips, thoughts drifting over the last few days. He was surprised to find himself smiling. The guilt of Oaksville still weighed on him, but despite the twists and danger, there had actually been good moments. The old man might be quiet company, but it was better than the exile Eric had suffered for so long. Then there was the enigma of Inken and the confusion which swept over him whenever he thought of her.

      His life was changing so quickly he could scarcely believe it. In less than a week he had gone from fugitive to apprentice Magicker. He had met a man over a hundred years old, a bounty hunter hired to kill him, and the Goddess Antonia herself.

      Yet Alastair’s purpose remained a mystery. Where was the old man now?

      I should be helping him, the thought leapt into his head. Alastair had saved him, lifted him up instead of leaving him for dead. He had put a name to his curse, taught him about magic. Eric owed him is life. He just hoped he could find some way to repay him.

      The noise at the bar was beginning to grow as people filled the room for lunch. Deciding it was time to leave, Eric rose from his seat and left through the oaken doors.

      Upstairs he quickly found himself with nothing to do but wait for Alastair’s return. Outside the air shimmered with heat and only a trickle of human traffic still flowed through the streets. Eric fanned himself with his hand, wondering how the people here could cope with such temperatures. Why did they stay, knowing their city was coming apart at the seams. Eric felt a deep respect for their courage, to toil on against such adversity.

      He thought again about his magic. Goosebumps shivered down his neck as he remembered the night in the desert. It had left a terror in him, one that lurked just beneath the surface. He could not ignore it.

      Alastair had promised his magic would be a gift. The old man had lied. Every day it appeared more and more the curse he had always believed it to be. Magic it might be, but it was no less perilous for the name. His dread grew as he imagined what could have happened if he had not regained control, if it had swallowed him.

      He remembered the ruins of Oaksville. Shuddering, he closed his eyes as the guilt came rushing back. The dead still came to him when he slept, their eyes accusing, demanding vengeance. He must redeem himself – must take the opportunity Antonia offered. Yet how could he help anyone, unless he could master his magic.

      A tremor ran through his body. The notion would not go away. He could not change the past, but he might still change his future. Without magic, he could spend an eternity righting wrongs and it would never be enough. With it, he might just be able to make a difference. If only he could overcome his fear.

      A memory leapt unbidden from the depths of his mind. He had been swimming in the river near his house when a strong current dragged him under. It took all of his energy to pull himself back to the surface. The undercurrent threatened to drag him back down and with water filling his mouth he had made one final lunge for the bank. His hand had found an overhanging root. With the last of his strength he had pulled himself onto the bank.

      When he finally made it home he had found his father and sobbed the story to him.

      “I was so scared, dad. I’ll never go swimming in the river again,” he had finished.

      “Why, Eric? You have always loved the water. Why let one bad experience ruin that? Next time, you’ll be more careful.”

      Eric remembered the terror then, sapping away his courage. “I can’t dad, I’m afraid.”

      His father had sensed his shame at his admission. He crouched down and took him by the shoulders. “There is no shame in fear, Eric. Fear is natural. We are all afraid at times. But you must not run from fear. If you do, it becomes a beast that will devour you. Real men take their fear and learn from it. Do not feed the beast, Eric, instead you must make it your own,” he stood. “Come.”

      “Where?”

      “To the river.”

      Eric smiled at the memory. He had swum again that day, and many times since. The fear had still been there, but each time it grew less. His father would tell him to face it now too, not run from it. He knew what he had to do. Today would be his first step towards redemption. He only hoped he was strong enough for the task.

      Closing his eyes, he sat back and began to meditate. It took a long time for the chaos within to clear. He persisted, determined to put the last few days behind him, for a while at least. One by one, the worries he had brooded over fell away as his thoughts flowed inwards. The darkness of his inner consciousness rose all around him.

      He flinched as the first tendrils of magic touched him. Its voice whispered in his mind, its lure sinking into the recesses of his conscious. Terror rose in his throat, but he crushed it down. Eric summoned his courage.

      Light flooded his consciousness. The pool of magic filled his vision, banishing the dark. Yet here he did not fear the darkness – the light was far more treacherous. When he touched it, the wolf would come. Could he tame it?

      Eric gritted his teeth. He had come too far for second thoughts. He had to do this. If he ran now, he might never stop. He braced himself, then stepped off the ledge into the pool.

      For the longest time, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the light began to shimmer and change, drawing in upon itself. Legs clawed their way into existence, lightning rippling along each limb. Gradually the wolf took shape. The beast snarled, teeth snapping, its monstrous image filling his mind.

      Eric shivered. The wolf took a step forward, towering over him. His courage began to crack, his fear shining through. His defences were crumbling. Eric tensed, preparing to flee.

      You must not run from fear, Eric, his father’s words echoed in his mind. They shot through him and his heart surged in response. He relaxed and looked back at the wolf, his fear slipping away like water between his fingers.

      The wolf growled, yet as Eric watched it seemed to shrink. His soul swelled, feeling its power fall away. He approached it, seeing through the wolf to the magic at its heart. His magic. The magic he needed to save Chole.

      He towered over the wolf now. It nipped at his heels, no more threatening than a fly to a giant. He smiled to himself and reached down to catch it.

      Power flooded him, but this time it rose at his command. He was master now. Gone was the lust, replaced by his determination to use it for good.

      If only he knew how. Sensing the magic building within him, he thought back to when his magic had taken control. It had reached outside of him to summon the storm. Could he do the same?

      Eric looked to the sky, imagining himself amidst the cloudless heavens. His mind spun and he felt the weight of his body vanish. He opened his eyes and watched the rooftops of Chole fall away beneath him. His soul soared upwards, the magic branching out around him in search of his Element.

      For a while he drifted, his purpose forgotten. He had never felt anything like this, never seen the world in such a way. All physical sensation was left behind – hunger, pain, and exhaustion were gone, left below with his body.

      Eric felt the arid air blowing around him, its heat sucking life from the land. It sapped at his strength as well. Death lingered with its touch. It was time to put an end to it.

      Gathering up his magic, he raced east, sensing the gathering of storm clouds in the distance. Their power called to him, guiding him over desert and volcanic peaks. A ripple passed through him as he flew across the last of the mountains and the sickness vanished from the air. He pushed on.

      The ocean was close now, the storm clouds waiting. They raged over the dark waters, wind driving great waves to batter the rocky coast. Trees bent beneath its onslaught, the air filled with torn branches and flying leaves. Precious rain fell on salty seas.

      Again Eric drew on his memory of the night in the desert. His magic had formed hooks to draw the storm to him. He would do the same.

      The clouds beneath him glowed blue with his magic. Claws formed, sinking into the hurricane, while lines wrapped their way around the dark clouds. Wisps of cloud slipped from his grasp and seeped away, and the storm railed against him. Eric tightened his grip, determined.

      With a surge of energy, he started to pull. The storm began to move, slowly at first, then picking up speed. Leaving behind the ocean that had born it, Eric drove it across the forests and rivers. He had no sense of time, but felt his strength beginning to fade.

      Finally, the storm reached the mountains. There they stalled and he felt an invisible barrier pushing back against him. The rain would go no further.

      Eric would not give in. Gritting his teeth, he drew on more magic. Power poured through his spirit and into the storm. He pulled harder, the air crackling with pure energy, the magic giving him strength.

      The air screeched, sparks flying within the clouds. Lightning flashed through the barrier. The storm shot forwards, wheeling across the volcanoes of Chole. Eric heard a faint tinkling of glass, as if something had shattered, but there was no more time to pause. The storm had passed the mountains and was rushing now towards Chole.  Rain was on its way.

      Back in his room, Eric’s soul crashed back into his body. He opened his eyes. Agony lanced through his head. He lay back on the bed, embracing the pain, as a grin spread across his face. He had faced the beast and conquered his fear. Nothing was beyond him now.

      Sleep beckoned. This time, there were no dreams.
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* * *

      The door slammed. “Thank Gods,” a voice shouted.

      Eric jerked awake. He looked around wildly as Alastair stalked into the room. The old man towered over him, his face dark with anger. Veins popped in his neck and his eye twitched. He reached down and grasped Eric by the front of his shirt, hauling him from the bed.

      “What were you thinking?”

      Eric gasped for words, fighting for breath as his collar bit into his neck. His mind was still foggy with sleep and he struggled to understand Alastair. “Wh… What?”

      “What? What? You damn well know what! You summoned your magic!” he added an expletive at the end.

      A strange calm descended on Eric. He had no idea how the old Magicker had found him out, but it did not matter now. He had cast the dice and, against all odds, had succeeded. “I had to do it, Alastair. Otherwise, the fear would have only grown. How did you even know?”

      Alastair shook his head, his expression unreadable. Gently, he set Eric back on the bed. “Every Magicker in the city would have felt such a massive expenditure of power. When I felt it, I thought… I thought the worst had happened.”

      Eric looked up at the old man, seeing the red in his eyes and the dark rings beneath them. His mouth was a tight line and the lines of his face had deepened. Alastair was exhausted, and the fright Eric had given him had only added to his burden.

      Neither spoke. Eric glanced out the window, surprised to see night had fallen. Then, to his pleasure, he noticed a trickle of water running down the glass and heard for the first time the pattering of raindrops on the roof. Light from the inn reflected off falling raindrops.

      Eric smiled in satisfaction, taking heart from the sight. It was raining in Chole and he had faced his fear. That was well worth the fresh pain sweeping through his body.

      “You need to understand, Eric, just how dangerous magic is when used recklessly. You have no idea the destruction you could have caused were things to go wrong.”

      Eric turned to meet Alastair’s gaze. “You’re wrong, Alastair. I know the risks better than anyone. I have lived with them for years.”

      “Then why did you do it?”

      “Because I had too. My fear had mastered me, unmanned me. If I allowed it to fester, it would have destroyed me. And I knew I could make a difference here, if only I had the courage. And I did, just look!” he pointed out the window.

      Alastair closed his eyes and sighed. Eric waited for him to argue. The old man shook his head and then smiled. “Yes, you did. Chole will celebrate this day for many years to come. I hope that it lasts. Jurrien tried and failed to do the same a century ago. Perhaps Archon’s curse has weakened over time.”

      “Perhaps. I felt something break when I drew the storm over the mountains.”

      “I am glad you proved to yourself you could be master to your magic, Eric. But this isn’t the end to your learning. Your magic can still be treacherous, even when you intend to use it for good. Please, please, refrain from using it when I am not around. And I would leave it for the next few days too,” he waved at the rain falling outside. “Such a feat will have emptied your pool of magic and anything more will be drawing on your own life force.”

      Eric laughed. “Deal,” he paused. “But I want you to take me with you tomorrow.”

      Alastair frowned. “Why?”

      “Whoever you’re looking for, I want to help you.”

      Alastair fell silent and for a moment Eric thought he would refuse. “Okay. But you will need your strength. Let’s get something to eat,” he stood and pulled Eric to his feet.

      Eric stumbled, his legs refusing to take his weight. He grasped Alastair’s arm to keep from falling. “I don’t suppose you could bring a plate back here for me?” hungry as he was, he knew how painful the trip downstairs would be.

      Alastair laughed. “Not a chance. You did something foolish and now you have to pay for it. Besides, there’s a party downstairs, and after the fright you gave me I could use a glass of ale.”

      The trip from the room to the bar downstairs seemed to take an age. For Eric, every movement was an agony. The ground no longer seemed a solid object, but one that shook and shifted with each step. By the time they pushed open the doors to the dining room, Eric almost wished he’d gone hungry.

      Noise washed over them as they entered. A band played in the far corner, its two guitars, cello and drums setting the bar alive. Someone had pushed the tables into the corners, making room for the city’s revellers. People packed the room, dancing and hugging and laughing while water dripped from shirts and coats. There was not a sober soul present.

      The few tables still standing had been abandoned by the merry townsfolk. Eric slid onto the seat of a spare table, then watched as Alastair vanished into the throng. He prayed he’d gone for food. Sitting back, he tried to comprehend the chaos. Men and woman danced in open joy, bodies pressed close with hardly the space to breathe, their voices raised above the music, arms over their heads.

      Eric grinned at the sight.

      It took quarter of an hour for Alastair to return, a plate of steaming food in each hand. He placed them on the table and disappeared again, returning with two flagons of ale. The room was too loud for speech, so together they dug into the food. Roast pork and potatoes vanished in minutes, golden liquor washing down each mouthful.

      When his plate was empty, Eric sat back and belched. “Thank you, Alastair, I needed that,” he shouted over the din.

      Alastair chuckled, wiping gravy from his beard. “My pleasure.”

      The double doors to the street opened with a bang. Rain spilled into the room, whipping about the revellers on the swirling wind. People stumbled away from the door, although many were laughing.

      Lightning thundered outside, silhouetting the two men standing in the doorway. They stepped inside and swung the doors shut behind them. Each wore a sword at their hip and a steely glare, suggesting they were not here for the celebration. Their eyes swept the crowd, falling on the table at which they sat. They moved across the room, parting the crowd before them.

      The two said nothing as they pulled up chairs and sat down opposite Eric and Alastair. The four of them sat in silence, staring at each other across the thick slab of wood. Despite the revelry around them, Eric felt a sinking feeling in his gut. Had the bounty hunters found them?

      “Was it you, Alastair?” the older of the two asked.

      He wore a purple robe pulled tight around him. Eric glimpsed chainmail beneath the faded fabric. His bald head shone in the firelight and a wiry moustache hung beneath his long nose. He regarded Alastair with a cool stare, his eyes seemingly unaware of Eric’s presence.

      Alastair returned the frosty glare. “Who are you?”

      The speaker turned out his hands. “Forgive me. My name is Balistor. I am a Magicker of the Plorsean army. I have seen you once before, though I doubt you would remember me.”

      Alastair turned to the other man. “And you?”

      The man straightened his shoulders. He too wore chainmail, its links clearly visible beneath his scarlet tunic. He was not a large man, but his arms were finely muscled and he had moved with the subtle confidence of a fighter. There was the faintest trace of stubble on his chin and his hazel hair was soaked with rain.

      “Sergeant Caelin, at your service. It’s an honour to meet you, sir,” he offered his hand to Alastair.

      Eric was impressed. Unlike some of the higher ranks to which young nobles were appointed, sergeants worked their way up from the infantry on the back of their accomplishments. Caelin could not be much older than twenty. He must be very skilled to have advanced so quickly.

      His tawny green eyes flickered towards Eric. He held out his hand. “And who are you?”

      Eric blinked, taken by surprise. He reached out and took Caelin’s hand. “I’m Eric, Alastair’s apprentice.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “So, was it you, Alastair?” Balistor interrupted.

      Eric turned his attention back to the Magicker. The man’s eyes sparked, his forehead creased with impatience. Eric wondered what two members of the Plorsean army wanted with Alastair.

      “The rain, you mean?” Alastair smiled. “No, that was Eric.”

      Both men turned their heads to stare at him. Eric felt his cheeks turning red. Dropping his eyes, he studied the tabletop in embarrassment.

      Alastair saved him from answering their questioning looks. “How can I help the two of you?”

      “Why, it is us that would like to help you, Alastair,” Balistor replied.

      “What makes you think I need your help?”

      “King Fraser himself sent us,” Caelin spoke over Balistor. “He told me who you are searching for, and why. I was sent to offer whatever aid I could. Balistor caught up with me on the road, with the same instructions. When Balistor sensed the release of magic earlier, we guessed it might be you. It took a while to find the right place…” Caelin trailed off as he noticed the look on Alastair’s face.

      There was fire in the old Magicker’s eyes. His fists tightened around his cutlery. Eric watched the steel knife slowly begin to bend. “How, pray, did the king of Plorsea find out about my purpose?”

      Caelin swallowed. “A… a dream, sir. He said Antonia came to him in a dream.”

      Alastair cursed. “That girl needs to learn when to keep her nose out of my business. So why do I need the two of you?”

      Eric glanced from Alastair to the two soldiers, his confusion mounting. What was so important about the family Alastair was searching for?

      Caelin bowed his head. “All I can offer you is my sword. I was chosen because I won the king’s Tourney of the Blades last year.”

      Balistor snorted. “Of course, that counts for little when you are surrounded by Magickers. The king chose me for my magic. I am a master of fire and I am at your service, Alastair,” his tone was rich with pride, bordering on arrogance.

      Eric wondered how much truth there was in their tale. He found it strange the king would send only two men to help Alastair, if his quest was so important. But then, Eric still had little idea about what was going on. He closed his eyes, swallowing his irritation. It seemed everyone but himself knew Alastair’s purpose. He was tired of being kept in the dark.

      The conversation between the three men continued for some time. Eric laid his head on the table, too tired to care. He had heard their story. Alastair would judge the truth of it. After all, he was the one with all the answers.

      Finally, Alastair seemed to accept their tale. He sent them away to restock their supplies. Eric was surprised. It was a menial task to give a Sergeant and Magicker of the Plorsean army.

      They watched the two leave and then headed for their rooms. Eric fell onto his bed before the door had even closed. His eyes were already drooping, his mind close to sleep. He rolled over, glancing out the window. Outside the rain poured down, flooding Chole’s parched soils. Lightning flashed across the sky, but it was far from the city and no danger to anyone.

      Eric closed his eyes and slept, a smile on his lips.
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* * *

      Gabriel stared at the ancient walls. Rain poured down around him. It ran down his face and into his teary eyes. His clothes were soaked to the skin. He held out his hands, watched the water wash the blood from his fingers.

      He looked down at the body again. The guard lay sprawled across the ground, Gabriel’s dagger embedded in his throat. His blood still pumped from the wound, staining the ground red.

      The guard had stopped struggling. His eyes were open, but there was no longer anyone behind them. He was just a corpse now. His soul had fled.

      Why did I do that?

      He was in your way, came the voice of the wolf.

      Gabriel shivered. In my way? The man was only doing his job.

      He looked at his hands again. The blood was gone, but the guilt could not be washed away so easily. He was a murderer.

      What have I become?

      What you must. Now come, before anyone sees us, the wolf padded through the gates. Gabriel walked after the beast, the guard forgotten. His purpose came crashing back. They must die. They must suffer for... for...

      He paused midstride. “What did they do?” he whispered into the night.

      It doesn’t matter. The old man must die.

      Gabriel nodded. His wolf was right. The old man must die.

      He followed it into the dark city.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Outside the rain poured down. It gushed in torrents from the rooftops, pooling in the streets below. Eric and Alastair strode through the puddles, water filling their boots. Everything was wet. In any other city such weather would have driven everyone inside. Not for Chole, however. Revellers filled the streets. The night’s party refused to cease with the new day, though the sun had yet to appear from behind the heavy clouds.

      Eric shivered, glad for the cloak Alastair had given him. The rain had banished the desert’s heat and the chill of autumn was closing in. The city folk could not get enough of the rain and cool air, but Eric preferred his clothes dry. Of course, that did not stop him from smiling at the childlike antics of the people dancing in the morning rain.

      Alastair strode confidently through the flooded streets, casting occasional glances back over his shoulder. At first Eric thought the old man was checking he was keeping up, but he soon realised there was more to it. Alastair was searching for anyone who might be following. The thought gave Eric the chills.

      Alastair had not mentioned where they were going – in fact he had ignored all of Eric’s questions. Eventually he had given up. Now silence stretched between them. But he could sense Alastair’s tension. Wherever they were going, it was important.

      It took half an hour to reach the house. Rain ran down its white washed walls, bubbling over the cracks in the bricks. With its solid tile roof it looked like any other house they had passed in the central city, although in better condition than most.

      Alastair walked past the old picket fence and through the empty garden. The ground was muddy with rain and churned up by the recent passage of heavy boots. Looking at the footprints, Eric guessed the owners to be large men.

      They stood together beneath the slight overhang of the roof and knocked on the heavy wooden door. Eric huddled closer, making the most of the poor shelter. The rain had already started to seep through his thick outer cloak to his clothes beneath. The wind sent gusts of rain swirling against the door. Eric shuddered, hunkering down against the cold.

      No sound came from within. Eric glanced through the windows beside the door. It was dark inside; all he could make out was the empty entranceway. There was no movement.

      Alastair knocked again.

      “Maybe they’re out?” Eric ventured.

      Alastair shook his head. He squinted through the windows. Eric waited, unsure what to say or do. The old man stepped back into the rain, ushering Eric out with him.

      Eric groaned, already dreading the long wet walk back to the inn. As he moved away from the door, Alastair flicked out his hand. Wood cracked behind him. Eric spun in time to see the door cave inwards. Splinters exploded through the air, leaving a gaping hole where the door had stood.

      His mentor strode through the wreckage, sword drawn. Eric stood, gaping. The wind tore away his hood and the rain ran down his face. Water soaked his hair, but he was too shocked to care.

      A crash from inside snapped him from the trance. He glanced around, realising how exposed he was out there in the open, and moved quickly after Alastair. He stepped over the remains of the door, leaving the rain behind him. Fear tightened his chest. Inside, there was no sign of movement. He walked further into the house, head twisting in search of danger. His hands clenched into fists.

      Another crash came from down the hallway, from the far room. It took all his courage to move towards it. It’s just Alastair, he repeated to himself.

      Eric moved through the doorway, eyes taking in the room with a single sweep. A large woven mat covered the wooden floors and a table and chairs were set in one corner. The cutlery and food were set on the table, untouched. A cactus sat in a pot on the windowsill, tangled with the sun-bleached curtains. Flecks of blood stained the white washed wall.

      His stomach churned. He tasted bile in the back of his throat and struggled to keep it down. Blood had soaked the mat, surrounding the bodies of the man and woman who were sprawled in the centre of the room. They lay face down on the rug. Their clothes were slashed and tattered, exposing the hideous wounds beneath. The tang of blood carried to his nose.

      Eric shuddered when he saw their hands. Their fingers were missing and long shallow slices ran down their arms. Theirs had not been an easy death.

      He dropped to his knees and lost the fight with his stomach. His breakfast came hurling up. Tears stung his eyes as he sucked for breath. He scrunched them shut, blotting out the gruesome sight. He could not believe what he was seeing. Who could have done such a thing?

      Footsteps echoed on the wooden floors. He jumped to his feet, heart racing, and spun. Fear clogged his throat, but it was only Alastair. His face was grim and he seemed to have aged a decade. Tears ran from his bloodshot eyes. He held his blade in shaking hands, veins standing out along his wrist. There was blood on his hands, but Eric had not heard any sound of fighting.

      “Who’s blood is that?” he demanded. “What happened to them? What are we doing here? Why… why, why, why!” he scrambled to find the right question.

      Alastair sheathed his sword and walked past Eric. He knelt beside the woman. “The blood is theirs. I had to check... to check to see if they were still alive,” his voice was cracking.

      “Who were they? Who did this to them?” Eric could not breathe. He had seen death before, but never like this.

      “They were the family I was looking for. How did they find them? How?” his fists clawed at the rug.

      “Who?”

      “Archon’s minions. Vile, scheming men willing to sell their souls for a little reward,” Alastair’s voice was acid.

      The blood in Eric’s veins froze at Alastair’s words. He blinked, opened his mouth, but no sound came out. A shadow fell across the room, one no flame could cast off. What do you mean? Eric screamed in his head.

      A crash came from the back of the house. Eric gaped, feet frozen in place. Alastair’s sword whispered from its scabbard. The hairs on Eric’s neck stood up.

      Voices echoed through the house. “Spread out. We had better find the little one, or there’ll be hell to pay. Who knows where she’s hiding.”

      Alastair raised a finger to his lips. His sword hand ceased to shake. He gestured Eric to stay and moved for the doorway. The grief had vanished, replaced by a burning rage, tightly controlled.

      Eric felt his own anger stir. Who were these people, who could commit such terrors on an innocent family? He glanced at the fallen couple and felt a red-hot rage twist in his chest. Turning, he moved to follow Alastair.

      Just as Alastair reached the open door, a man appeared in front of him. The man’s eyes widened in shock at the sight of the two strangers. He held a crossbow in his hand and a sword at his waist, but in his confusion did not raise either. Blood covered his pants and tunic.

      He opened his mouth to yell. Alastair’s sword crunched into his face and he fell without a word. Blood sprayed the air. He crumpled backwards into the corridor with a thump. The voices from deeper in the house fell silent.

      Alastair strode across to the man and yanked the sword free from where his magic had buried it. He walked over the corpse and disappeared through the door.

      Eric followed, orders forgotten. He stared at the fallen killer as he passed, anger mounting. He felt his magic stirring within, but it was weak and drained. He prayed Alastair knew what he was doing. They raced down the corridor, bursting through into the next room.

      Crossbows bristled and pointed in their direction. A dozen men stood in the tiny space, each armed with the deadly bows. They wore the blue uniform of the city guard, though the clothing was old and tattered. The reek of their unwashed bodies was overpowering. Eric wondered how Chole’s city guard had fallen so low.

      He swallowed hard, glancing at Alastair. The old man dropped his sword and raised his hands. Eric raised his own, his rage evaporating before his fear.

      A bulky, black bearded man stepped forward. His uniform was newer than those around him, although it sported a hole in one shoulder. A scar ran from his right eye to chin, turning the iris blood red.

      “Where’s the girl?” he asked in a cold voice.

      “Which girl?” Alastair replied smoothly.

      “Enala, the daughter of the two in there,” the man growled, face to face with Alastair. Spittle landed on the old man’s cheek.

      “Yeah! Where is she!” another of the men shouted, brandishing his weapon.

      Eric’s heart stopped in terror.  The man held his bow in trembling fingers, tight around the trigger. He could not tear his eyes away.

      “Where is she?” the first speaker repeated.

      Eric took a shaky step backwards and tripped on an unseen stool. The chair toppled to the ground and crashed on the wooden floor.

      Every bow in the room turned on Eric. He dived to the floor, instinct guiding him. Air exploded from his lungs, as crossbow bolts shrieked over his head. They smashed into the wall behind him, slashing it to pieces.

      Above them, the roof groaned. Eric looked up in time to see Alastair’s arms come sweeping down. The room exploded. Wood and bricks flew from the ceiling, dust filling the air. The men crumbled beneath the falling timber, disappearing beneath the rubble.

      Coughing dirt from his lungs, Eric sat up and began patting himself down. Somehow he had come out unharmed, and through the dust he saw Alastair still stood. No one else remained. No movement came from the pile of debris that lay where the men had been. Rain began to fall through the hole in the ceiling.

      “What the hell is going on?” Eric shrieked.

      Alastair bent and picked up his sword. He turned to look at Eric, his face grim. “Those were the men who murdered that couple. There is someone in this city working against me, someone who wants to ruin everything and usher in a new age for Archon. The girl they talked about, Enala; she is our last hope now,” he turned to leave.

      “Whose last hope?”

      Alastair glanced back. “Everyone’s.”
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* * *

      Gabriel stood in the middle of the road and watched the house. People walked past, giving him a wide berth when they saw the beast at his side. He ignored them – let them stare. He no longer cared. Not about the rain, nor the mud, nor the cold wind.

      “They went in there?” he asked.

      Yes, its voice was inseparable from his own thoughts now.

      “Are they still there?”

      The wolf lifted its rain soaked muzzle. No, but they have not been gone long. You must see inside.

      Gabriel nodded and crossed the street. Approaching the house, he could see something had gone wrong inside. The door was in ruins. Rain swept through the jagged hole where it had stood, pooling on the floor inside. He walked over the splintered remains and moved into the house.

      It did not take long to find what he needed to see. They lay in a pool of their own blood, faces to the ground. He felt a pang of grief. A picture flashed through his mind – a house in ruins and three familiar faces lying dead amidst the rubble.

      They did this, he realised.

      There is something else, the wolf raced around the room, nose to the ground. Someone else.

      The beast bared its teeth, sniffing at the edges of the rug. It sank its great fangs into the fabric and dragged it sideways. The bodies came with it, leaving a smear of blood on the wooden floorboards. He walked over as the floor beneath appeared. The blood had soaked through the rug and congealed in the gaps between the wooden boards.

      Gabriel crouched down and inspected the floor. The blood made it difficult to make out the trapdoor the rug had hidden. It was well fitted and tightly shut, but his fingers quickly found the groove with which to prise it loose. The hinges groaned as it opened, revealing a ladder leading into the darkness.

      “Stay here,” he told the wolf.

      He levered himself over the hole and began his descent. The ladder went down less than ten feet before he reached solid ground. The only light came from the hatch above and the cracks between the floorboards.

      Something shrieked from the dark. Gabriel hardly had time to look around before a body hurtled from the shadows. A fist struck him across the face, knocking him backwards. He scrambled for purchase, but unseen objects littered the ground. His feet slipped from under him and he fell.

      The creature landed on top of him, crying like a banshee. Tiny fists pummelled his chest and face. Nails scratched at his skin, aiming for his eyes. Gabriel lifted his hands in time to stop them being clawed from his face. He rolled, sending his assailant toppling.

      “Die!” the girl screamed. The sound echoed in the tiny space, so loud Gabriel had to cover his ears.

      She lunged forward, sinking her teeth into his shoulder.

      Gabriel, still on the ground, cried out and threw her off. She fell heavily, rolled, and came at him again. “Die, die, die!” she bawled.

      This time he was halfway to his feet when she launched herself into his stomach. The wind exploded from his lungs, but he managed to keep his feet. “Stop,” he coughed. “It wasn’t me. Please, let me help you!”

      To his surprise, she obeyed. Sobs began to rack her body. She slid to the ground and buried her face in her arms. The light caught on the golden locks of her hair.

      “Go on. Just kill me,” she sobbed.

      Gabriel crouched down and wrapped his arms around the girl. They sat in the darkness for a long while. He breathed in the musty scent of her hair. Memories flickered to life in his mind, of another woman he had once held and comforted. My fiancé, he remembered. Tears of his own sprang from his eyes. I couldn’t save her! He wept.

      After a few minutes, the tears began to slow. He realised the girl had stopped crying. He looked over to see her staring at him, eyes wide in shock. Gabriel shrugged. “Come on, we’d best get out of here.”

      The girl nodded, silent now, and followed him up the ladder. When they reached the top, Gabriel helped her over the lip of the trapdoor. In the daylight, he realised she was not as young as he had first thought.

      She stood silent and still, sapphire eyes brimming with tears. The sunlight played across her hair, the blond curls hanging down to her shoulders. A single copper lock hung across her face, standing out like black sheep in a herd of white. She blew it from her eyes, thin lips tight with grief. She stood as high as his shoulders, her plain clothes torn and tattered. Despite her small frame, she displayed the curves and figure of a young woman. Gabriel guessed she might be sixteen or seventeen.

      A growl came from across the room. He spun, remembering the wolf. It padded forward, teeth bared. The hair bristled along its back. The reek of wet fur overpowered the bloody stench of the room. It crouched, muscles tensed to spring. Snarling, it slunk closer.

      Gabriel held out a hand. “Easy, it’s okay.”

      She must die!

      Gabriel drew his sword. The wolf was right. The girl had to die. He turned to face her – and fell into her sapphire eyes. They had gone wide with shock, tears spilling over to wash down her dirty face. Yet there was no fear in them. Instead, she tensed, prepared to fight.

      He lowered his blade. His fiancé was dead. He clung to his one, irrevocable memory. He blinked and looked around. What am I doing? How could he consider murdering a helpless girl?

      The wolf, he realised.

      He turned again, holding his sword point out at the beast. The demon had tricked him, stolen away his humanity in return for… for what? Gabriel could not even remember now.

      An image of the guard at the city gates flashed through his memory. Guilt ate at him. He had given in to evil, he realised. He had become a monster. It was time to put an end to it.

      “No more, demon spawn. Our deal is done.”

      So be it. You will soon wish otherwise, the wolf whispered in his mind, and leapt.

      Gabriel had no time to bring up his sword. The wolf struck him in the chest, flinging him from his feet. Its teeth snapped inches from his face before its momentum carried it past. The girl flung herself out of the way as it hurtled at her. Its claws screeched, digging grooves into the wood. It turned to charge him again.

      He hauled himself to his feet and moved to stand between wolf and girl. From the corner of his eye, he saw her grab a chair. She held it out before her, ready for the next attack.

      The wolf howled and began to circle. Its bright yellow eyes studied him, searching for a way past. He kept his sword low, pointed at its throat. It would not knock him down so easily a second time.

      Gabriel lunged forward with his blade. The beast dodged backwards, but its claws could not find purchase on the hard floor and it moved slowly. His first sweep missed before he wrenched the tip around and brought it down on the wolf’s head.

      The blade bit deep, scraping against bone. He gagged as a rotten stench ran from the wound. The wolf yelped and retreated further. Gabriel let it go. If he followed, it might slip around him and attack the girl. Black blood dripped from his sword tip. The beast only had eyes for him now. When it rushed him, Gabriel was ready.

      He crouched low, sword point out before him. At the last moment, he lunged forward, meeting the charge with his sword. The wolf ran right onto the blade, the tip tearing through its hide to sink to the hilt. There it lodged, ripping from his grip. The beast’s weight carried it forward, driving him backwards. Gabriel fell. The wolf growled, stumbling forward. He struggled to climb to his feet. It leapt.

      Air exploded from Gabriel’s lungs as the sharp claws landed on his chest. He collapsed back to the ground, pinned beneath the weight of the wolf. It towered over him. Bloody saliva dripped from its jaws. The sword still stuck from its chest, close to where its heart should be. Not close enough, it seemed.

      Goodbye, Gabriel, its voice whispered in his mind. Its mouth opened to rip out his throat.

      Neither of them saw the girl. The chair lashed out, smashing the wolf from Gabriel. She bounded over him, weapon in hand and heartbroken fury on her face.

      The wolf thrashed about, fighting to reclaim its feet. The chair crashed down on its back. The girl lifted it and swung again, screaming with each blow. Gabriel saw one smash its head, another its chest, a third the sword. Again and again she struck, long after the creature had ceased to move.

      Gabriel pulled himself to his feet. His chest ached where the wolf had landed. Bloody patches marked his jerkin where its claws had torn skin. They were nothing to the suffering of this girl. The couple could only have been her parents. To have them murdered while she hid helpless below…

      He shook his head and moved to her side. He reached for the chair, though there was not much left of it now. She threw herself into his arms when he took it. “They’re gone,” she sobbed.

      Gabriel suddenly felt old. What could he say to this girl? He was lost, but the words slipped out before he could think. “I know. I’ll look after you.”

      She stopped crying and pulled away from him. “We should go,” her voice was steady. “There are people out there, looking for me,” she closed her eyes. “I wish I knew why.”

      Gabriel nodded. He reached down and pulled his blade from the wolf. Wiping the blood away on the beast’s coat, he made a silent vow to himself. Never again would it be used for evil.

      He moved towards the door and paused. Turning back, he asked. “What is your name?”

      “Enala,” she said.

      “I’m Gabriel.”

      They walked out the front door and disappeared into the heavy rain.
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      Three days had passed. Three long, endless days of searching, questions, and danger. Yet still there was no sign of the missing girl, not even a whisper. Instead, they found themselves leaping at shadows, worn down by the ever-present threat of Archon’s hunters.

      Eric sat at the table in their room, staring into his hands. His clothes were still damp from the search. The endless rain hampered their efforts and now another night was closing in. Another day was over and still Enala remained an enigma. Alastair sat across from him, exhausted. Each day sucked a little more life from the man. His eyes were downcast and ringed by shadows.

      The rain lashed at the misty glass of their window. Balistor and Caelin would return soon. They had enlisted the men in the search, although Eric was unsure whether Alastair now trusted them, or was just desperate. Either way, even with the four, the task had proven impossible. They didn’t even know what Enala looked like, and there were hundreds of empty buildings in which she could hide. It was like searching blindfolded for a needle in a burning haystack.

      Eric glared at the old man, his irritation growing. He had kept his silence until now, sure that Alastair would finally tell him why the girl was so important. It was galling, knowing the two strangers knew, while he searched in ignorance. Tired and hungry, he now found his anger bubbling just below the surface.

      “Where are they?” frustration strained Alastair’s voice. “We need a new plan. The longer she is out there, the more likely the other hunters will find her first.”

      Eric’s anger finally snapped. “Who is she, Alastair? Why is she so important?” he all but shouted.

      Alastair sat back in his chair, fixing Eric with a cool stare. There was no anger in his eyes, just a look of resignation. Then the old man leaned forward, resting his palms on the table. “Very well, Eric. You have been patient. But you should know, if I tell you the truth, you may never be safe again.”

      Eric sucked in a breath of air and exhaled. “So be it. At least I won’t be blind to it.”

      Alastair leaned closer. “Do you recall, Eric, the memories Antonia showed you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good,” Alastair responded. “Think back to the end, when the Gods and Thomas summoned their magic. Did you notice anything?”

      Eric frowned, thinking back to the scene. As the magic erupted into the sky he had seen a shadow in the grass, but dismissed it as nothing. “The shadow?”

      “Yes, the shadow. I saw it at the time, but Thomas was surrounded by power, protected by the Gods of Earth and Sky. And it vanished so quickly, I thought I had imagined it.”

      “What was it?”

      “A fail safe cast by Archon. It was triggered as the God magic took hold and cast him from the Three Nations. It was aimed at the ones who wielded the God magic.”

      Eric stared, a cold dread seeping into his heart. He remembered the shadow clearly now, creeping across the green lawns of the Trolan palace, drawing closer to the unsuspecting king. “But they were fine. Thomas was fine. You told me he lived for decades after that, long enough to have children to carry the Sword after him. They were the only ones who could wield it.”

      Alastair nodded. “You’re right. Archon’s spell was not strong enough to touch Antonia or Jurrien over such a distance, so instead it sought out the weak link in the circle. The wielder of the Sword of Light – Thomas.”

      “But Thomas survived.”

      “Yes, but it was never meant to kill him. Archon knew it would take something more subtle to escape our notice.”

      “Then what did the shadow do?”

      Outside thunder crashed. “The curse was a slow sickness, one targeted at Thomas’ own magic rather than the Sword’s. By the time it took hold, its roots were too deep for even Antonia to heal. Worse, it did not stop there. The curse affected his children and every descendent since, slowly weakening the powers of the Sword wielders. A decade ago, it was all but gone. Now the Trolan King has lost the last of his magic and the bloodline is at an end. There is no one left to hold the Sword of Light. Archon is already mustering his forces.”

      Eric’s mouth went dry. Fear clawed at his throat. He remembered Antonia’s terror when she spoke of Archon. He swallowed, struggling to suck in a breath. If even the Gods feared Archon, what chance did they have?

      “Calm yourself, Eric. There is still hope.”

      “What?” Eric croaked.

      “Thomas’s line has ended, but he had a sister. A sweet girl called Aria. Aria had Thomas’ blood, but the curse did not affect her. When we discovered what had happened, I took Aria into hiding. Only her descendants have the power to wield the Sword now.”

      “The family?”

      Alastair nodded. “Antonia came to me a long time ago and asked me to track them down. But her descendants had vanished and everywhere I looked they had died out or moved on,” he took a deep breath. “I failed. If it were not for Elynbrigge, I would never have found them. That couple and their daughter are the last of Aria’s line. Enala is now the only person left who can wield the Sword of Light. If she is lost, so are the Three Nations.”

      Eric stared, speechless. How could this have happened? How could the Gods have let the lives of every man, woman, and child in the Three Nations come down to the life of one girl. And Archon was already one step ahead of them, his hunters ready to murder the girl on sight.

      I know you desire redemption, and I would like to offer you that chance, Antonia had said. He knew what she meant now, the secret the Goddess had emitted. This was his quest. Help Alastair save this girl and maybe, just maybe, he could put his ghosts to rest.

      Can I do it? Eric asked himself, and then shook his head. It didn’t matter. He could not run from this. If they failed, everyone died.

      The door to their room burst open. Eric looked up in shock. Lightning flashed outside, showing Caelin standing in the doorway. He took a step inside, the door swinging shut behind him. Thunder roared, whisking away his words. Eric heard the five that mattered.

      “I think I’ve found her.”
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* * *

      Inken sipped at her ale. The cool drink ran down her throat. The alcohol slowed her thoughts, but did nothing for her worries. The tavern was alive with the laughter of her fellow bounty hunters. It was a sight to see the grizzled men and battle-hardened women dancing as if they were children again.

      Her friend Kaiden sat beside her, one hand on a jug of ale, the other grasping a greasy haunch of lamb. Words ran from his mouth, something about the rain and the water import market, but Inken’s thoughts were elsewhere. Her spirits were low, weighed down by debt.

      She had spent much of the last week resupplying, but even with the fresh rain, equipment in Chole was expensive. She had gone through several lenders to garner the funds she needed and it would take years to pay back the loans.

      Maybe her spirits would be higher if it weren’t for the horse. That particular decision irritated her beyond measure. The gelding was a nice animal and the only decent horse she could afford. But the colour! What was she going to do with a white horse? A bounty hunter had to remain inconspicuous and even the thickest criminal would soon hear about a warrior on a white horse riding into town.

      The rest of her equipment was sound, if expensive. The sabre she wore was light and well balanced, and would be useful in a fight on horseback. It would serve well, as would the short recurve bow she had leaned against the bar. The maker had carved the black stained bow with great care and the oak would give extra distance to her arrows.

      A man brushed passed Inken as he made his way through the tavern. She smelt a wisp of ash as he passed. He wore a black cloak with the hood pulled up, casting a shadow across his face. All she could see was the glow of his eyes. He wore a sword at his side, but that was common in this bar. Even so, something about him made her gaze linger. She watched as he walked up to one of the larger tables.

      Several men looked up as he stopped before their table. Their conversation broke off as they stared at the man in confusion. Suddenly, he leapt. His feet easily cleared the tables top and his muddy boots slammed down on the wood. Plates crashed and food went flying. The men cursed as ale spilt in their laps and glasses smashed on the floor.

      The room fell silent. Even Kaiden was staring, open mouthed. The stranger spun, sweeping the room with his dark gaze. His cloak swept out behind him, but the hood remained, hiding his face.

      “Bounty hunters!” his voice boomed to the stunned room. “I have a message for you. Some days ago, a letter came from the Magistrate of Oaksville, offering a lifetime’s gold in reward for the death of a demon. Some of your companions rode to claim it.”

      Inken saw that many of her fellow hunters were glaring in anger at the stranger. The men he’d knocked from their chairs scrambled to their feet.

      “They failed!” the man’s announcement halted any pending violence. “The demon is here, in this proud city, and Oaksville’s Magistrate is slain. His word no longer counts for dust.”

      There were angry mutters from around the room. Inken’s eyes widened. Her pulse quickened at his words. Had she been right? No, he must be wrong.

      “However, my word is gold,” he spoke over his audience. The man reached into his cloak and drew out a cloth bag. He tossed it to the ground where it split. Gold coins spilled across the floor, the chime they made silencing the tavern. “And I will reward a bag just like that to each and every bounty hunter who comes with me, now. We will bring this demon, and all his accomplices, to justice. Who’s with me?”

      The room erupted around Inken. She stood to join in, although her heart was sinking. She stared at the gold, thoughts racing. The reward would more than cover her debt. And if the hunt was for a demon, why should she hesitate?

      Yet what if it was Eric?

      Inken shivered. The man had leapt from the table and was leading the crowd out the doors and into the rain.

      Inken rose, picking up her bow. She toyed with the carved wood, staring at the smooth workmanship.

      “Are you coming?” Kaiden stood beside her, open greed in his eyes.

      She pictured the gold coins spilling across the ground. This was too great an opportunity to pass up.

      It can’t be Eric. The boy is no demon, she told herself.

      Inken smiled. “Of course. Let’s go.”
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* * *

      The man in the black cloak strode down the street. He did not look back. The fools would follow, they always did.

      His anger flared. It had been a mistake to underestimate Alastair and now he was paying for it. These hunters were only loyal to gold. They were no replacement for the followers he had lost. They had known what they fought for and were dedicated to the cause. They truly wished to be free.

      He cursed to himself. He should not have waited so long to set his plan into action, but it had been worth the risk. If Alastair had found the girl for him, the battle would have been won. But after three days, time was up. The plan would still work. They would finally be rid of the vexatious old Magicker. It would be a heavy blow to the cursed Goddess.

      They strode through the muddy streets, the inn looming ahead. He reached out with his mind, searching for the aftertaste of magic. It clung to the boy like mud, seeping from his pores. Such power, misplaced in one so young and naïve. But it was missing now. They were not in the inn.

      He left his hunters outside and went in to investigate. The innkeeper told him they had left an hour before, heading towards the eastern wall.

      Outside again, he signalled for several of the men to follow. The rest he left to take up stations around the inn. He would take no chances this time. If Alastair and the others returned by a different path, they would not escape his net.

      He moved down the street with his followers. They came to a crossroads. He stationed them there, ready to ambush the fools when they returned. In the meantime, there was one more thing to do this night, one last chess piece to eliminate. He allowed himself a smile. The game was at an end. The timer was almost empty and there would be no escape.

      Alastair would finally die tonight.
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* * *

      Eric took another step up the worn stone staircase. He heard the footsteps of Caelin and Alastair from above, but he dared not look anywhere but his feet. To his left, the staircase ended in an abrupt thirty-foot drop to the city below. Silently, he willed himself on. The top of the wall could not be far now.

      The wind grew stronger as they ascended, tearing through their rain soaked clothes and threatening to hurl them to the cobbles below. Eric shivered, wishing for the cloak he had left behind. They’d left with such haste he had not thought to grab it from his chair.

      The crunching of footsteps above him ceased and Eric froze, gaze still locked to the steps. He blinked the rain from his eyes, cursing his fear. He could feel his weakened magic stirring and up on the city walls that could prove fatal. He took a deep breath to calm himself.

      Laughter came from above. “What are you doing, Eric?” Caelin called down

      “Why have we stopped?” Eric shouted back.

      Alastair answered with a humour in his voice he had not heard for days. “We’ve reached the top. You’re just a few steps away.”

      Eric’s cheeks grew warm. He walked up the last few steps and scowled at the two men. Then, ignoring them, he walked out onto the battlements. The path along the top of the wall was neatly bricked and slick with rain. The ramparts stood up past his waist on either side, providing scant shelter from the wind.

      Caelin moved past, leading the way along the parapet. Eric followed, looking back out over the ramparts. To the west, the city spread out beneath them, fires burning to ward off the chill of the coming night. He found himself longing for the warm embrace of the inn’s fireplace. Gritting his teeth, he looked to the east where the three peaks of Chole towered over them. The slope of the nearest volcano stretched right to the base of the wall.

      Lightning flashed above, a long way up. Thunder rung out and the wind howled. The air smelt of rain and wood smoke. The storm had continued nonstop for three days now. Eric could feel its energies whipping about him, charging the atmosphere with its power. It taunted him, daring him to reach out with his magic. He resisted. Turning his thoughts to the missing Enala, he followed Caelin’s broad back through the hissing rain.

      The night closed around them, until it seemed they were the only ones left in the world. Nevertheless, someone else was up here. A guard who claimed to have seen a young girl leaving the city. Caelin had gotten that much from him, but he was sure there was more to his story.

      A figure loomed through the gloom. He wore a heavy trench coat pulled tight around him and his back was hunched against the rain. Neither looked to be doing him much good. The rain blew almost horizontal in the strong winds atop the wall.

      A spark of lightning lit the mountainside behind him. Eric squinted and thought he saw movement on the slopes. Before he could make anything out, the rain closed in again.

      Caelin moved towards the guard. Words passed between them, shouted over the storm’s rage. Caelin nodded and moved back. “He won’t talk,” he ran his hands through his soaking hair. “This is the man I spoke to though.”

      Alastair scowled and elbowed past. As he approached the guard, he slipped one hand into his pocket. The guard flinched backwards, reaching for his sword. Alastair drew a small bag from his cloak and tossed it to him. The surprised guard fumbled the parcel and Eric heard the chink of coins from within.

      The man’s eyes widened when he looked inside. “Thank you, sir. I remember now. There was a girl. She left by the north gate a few hours ago. Pretty little thing. I was on gate duty then. Shouldn’ta been complaining. Commander put me up here when he heard.”

      Alastair nodded impatiently. “Yes, things can always get worse, can’t they? Now, the girl. What did she look like? Did she follow the road?”

      “Afraid I can’t tell you much. Rain’s great an’ all, but makes keeping watch a right chore. Her hair was soaked and hooded, but it was blond I guess. Small face, small nose, small girl. Her cloak hid everything else. They kept north, as far as I could tell.”

      “They?” Alastair interrupted.

      “Yeah. She was with some guy. Didn’t get a good look at him either. He had a sword though. Can’t have been much older than her I’d say. Strange business, two young folk venturing out in this.”

      “Yes, quite. Well, thank you, sir. I’d appreciate it even more if you told no one else about the girl.”

      The man clutched his money to his chest and grinned. “Don’t think I need to, sir. A good day to you.”

      Alastair led them a few steps down the wall. They huddled close to hear his whispers. “This girl may or may not be Enala; the rogues at the house said nothing about a boy. But it’s the only lead we have. Eric and I will go after them. Caelin, you find Balistor and head back to the inn. Bring the horses and catch up with us. Eric, are you listening?”

      Eric was not. He stared into the distance, eyes searching the darkness. The movement had come again with the last flash of lightning. It was closer now and seemed to be moving faster. He sucked in a breath. There’s nothing there. It’s not what you think. It can’t be.

      Lightning tore across the sky. Its glow fell across the mountain slopes, revealing stark rock and stone. And mud – mud rushing down the slope towards them. A wall of earth snapped free from the mountain. As he watched, its dim rumble finally struck them.

      “Landslide!” he screamed.

      They all turned. The sky lit up with his voice and they all saw it. Tumbling earth, an entire mountainside rushing towards them. The wall shook beneath their feet.

      “Run for your lives!” the guard sprinted past them.

      “Gods,” Caelin cursed. “It’ll bury half the city.”

      No, no, no! Not again! Eric sank to his knees, hands tearing at his hair. He watched the destruction approach, all his hopes disintegrating. He felt no fear or anger, only resignation. A sick sense of inevitability gripped him. “It’s over,” he whispered.

      Alastair stepped up to the ramparts. The wind ripped around him, trying to cast him to the rocks below. He stood against the storm’s fury, watching the landslide come with cool eyes. With slow determination, he raised his arms over his head.

      “What are you doing?” Eric shouted above the roaring earth.

      “What I must,” Alastair faced the mountain.

      Eric’s head pounded. The rush as Alastair unleashed his power was like nothing he had felt before. Red burned across his vision, blinding him for a moment. The earth shook harder, knocking him from his feet. On hands and knees, he crawled to the ramparts and looked out on a nightmare.

      The mudslide rushed on, but now the ground before the wall was rising into the air. Boulders and stones and soil and water hovered before them. The air shimmered with magic.

      Alastair’s arms began to shake, the tendons on his neck strained to breaking point. His lips drew back in a manic grin, his teeth grinding as though he held the city on his shoulders. The tremors quickly spread to the rest of the old man’s body. Alastair dropped to one knee, arms still stretched out before him. His fingers bent to claws. Still more debris rose to join the conflagration before them. The landslide drew ever closer.

      Eric closed his eyes, still on his knees. This task must be beyond even Alastair’s power. He could not imagine how the old man could draw on such energy. Surely he had spent his strength by now, yet still the air burned with magic. The old Magicker would never give up. He would die first.

      Alastair’s back bent, the pressure forcing him down. It could not be long now. The old man’s lips moved. His teeth glinted in the storms light. If Alastair spoke, Eric did not hear.

      Then Alastair threw down his hands. Eric felt another surge of energy and suddenly there was a second landslide, racing uphill to meet the first.

      Mud sprayed forty feet in the air as the two mammoths of earth met. A high pitch screech split the air. Rock exploded on rock as boulders clashed with the force of galloping horses. Eric and Caelin ducked for cover while rock rained down around them. The grumbling of moving earth echoed off the walls. Mud swirled on the plain before the wall and began to settle.

      Alastair crumpled to the ramparts. Eric crawled to where he lay. The old man’s face was deathly pale. His eyes were closed and he did not respond when Eric shook him. He felt his wrist for a pulse and found the faintest beat. Cold sweat beaded Alastair’s pale skin.

      “Is he alive?” Caelin whispered.

      “Barely,” Eric responded.

      Caelin shook his head. “I don’t believe it. He did it.”

      Eric nodded, looking out at the mess below them. He couldn’t believe it either.
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      Elynbrigge opened his eyes. A cool breeze blew through the open window. Every breath was an effort now, each exhalation leaving him gasping. The blood flowed sluggishly through his veins and his chest ached with the pain of his labouring heart. With each beat, he drew closer to death.

      Summoning his strength, he called out. “Michael! Michael, I need you.”

      It did not take long for the priest to appear. He frowned when he saw Elynbrigge and knelt beside him. “Are you okay? You’re pale as a ghost.”

      Guilt bored a hole in Elynbrigge’s chest. What he was about to ask would change the doctor forever. He closed his eyes and thought of the sacrifices he had made over the centuries. Now he must ask another soul to take his place.

      “I am old, Michael, that is all. But my health is not your concern now. There are others who need your help.”

      Michael frowned. He rocked back on his haunches, studying the old priest. “Why do they need me? I’m only a doctor – surely you would serve them better.”

      “Perhaps, but I am weak and cannot travel. These folk will not be coming here. You must go to them.”

      He described the path Michael must take to the inn. As he spoke the doctor watched him with his amber eyes. Behind them Elynbrigge could sense the courage Michael had hid beneath the years of prayer and study. This man would not falter when he looked into the face of evil. His old friend would need such a man.

      “Why do these people need me? Who are they?”

      Your doom, Elynbrigge thought. He could not say it though. But he could at least offer a choice. “They are the ones who brought the girl to us. They will need a doctor before the night is done, and they will not be staying in Chole much longer. If you go to them, you must leave with them.”

      “Why?”

      “If you return here their enemies will seek you out. They will take you and torture you until they break you. And they will burn this temple to the ground.”

      Michael’s expression did not change, but Elynbrigge could taste his anger on the air. He had offered an impossible choice. To follow his calling and aid those in need, he would have to give up everything he knew and loved.

      Time was trickling away though and death was fast approaching. He gave Michael a final push. “You should know, these people are servants of Antonia. And I believe if you go to them, you will meet her.”

      Michael exhaled sharply. “The Goddess herself?”

      Elynbrigge almost wished he could take back the words. Who would turn up the opportunity to meet the Goddess, face to face? Instead, he only nodded.

      Michael smiled. Elynbrigge felt the joy flooding Michael’s soul. It made him sick to his stomach. “I would give my life to serve the Goddess. I will go to them.”

      You might yet, Elynbrigge thought. “Then go to them, there is no time to spare. Good luck, my friend. May Antonia watch over you.”

      Michael fled the room. The old priest gathered his thoughts and sent a prayer for Michael’s soul. If he survived this quest, he would be a priest no longer. The darkness would change him forever. He was strong though and the challenge would only make him stronger.

      It did not take long for his second visitor to arrive. The dark cloaked man stepped into the room, sword in hand. Elynbrigge sat up, preparing himself for this final confrontation.

      “Elynbrigge, it is a pleasure to finally meet you,” the voice was soft, mocking. “I’ve heard so much about you, though I am afraid you don’t seem to live up to the stories. Age does not become you.”

      “Time claims all of us.”

      The man laughed. “Not me, nor my master. The dark arts offer all manner of riches. When he comes, I will live forever.”

      “And yet you do not live at all. What is left of the man you once were? Where is your soul? What is immortality without joy?” Elynbrigge’s voice was touched with sadness.

      “It is immortality. I would not expect you to understand,” he waved a hand. “Now, do you have any final words? I have other matters to attend to.”

      Elynbrigge sighed. “There is no need to kill me. I will play no part in this fight. I am an old man, my days of power long past. My only desire now is to spend my final years healing the sick. Will you not give me that?”

      His visitor cackled. “You are the only mortal left who remembers the birth of the Gods. That alone is a death sentence. And I will take no chances in this game. The last shackles of the past fall tonight and neither you nor Alastair will be here to see the dawn of the new age.”

      “Alastair will not die so easily,” at this moment he knew how false those words were. His old friend had nothing left to give. “And I would rather die than see your new age.”

      “Death I can grant you,” the man raised his hands.

      Elynbrigge stared into the man’s dead eyes and let the void claim him.
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* * *

      Alastair’s breathing was growing more shallow with each gasp. Rain had soaked through his clothes and he was starting to shake. He needed shelter, and help, fast.

      Eric looked up at Caelin. “We need to get him back to the inn, now.”

      Caelin crouched opposite him. “I’ll carry him,” he wrapped his arms around Alastair and lifted him from the muddy stone. The old man seemed to have shrunk, as though the magic had drained away muscle and bone, leaving only a skeletal husk in his place. Caelin hauled him over his shoulders and marched for the stairs.

      Eric ducked past him and took the lead. He glanced back, checking to see how the young sergeant was coping with his burden, but Caelin showed no signs of weakness. His stride was firm and confident, as though he carried nothing but air. They reached the staircase and started down. This time Eric scarcely noticed the height, his mind preoccupied on Alastair’s fate.

      The rain had begun to clear. Wind gusted around them, but it grew weaker as they walked. The flashes of lightning now came from far away, the thunder a distant rumble. The storm was finally ending, leaving silence in its wake. Loose stones clattered on the staircase, dislodged by their passage. Eric continued down, Caelin a step behind him.

      Eric did not hesitate when they reached the ground. There was no time to waste. Alastair’s head bounced with each step Caelin took, his wispy grey hair hanging across his pale face.

      The rain had ceased, but its smell lingered in the air. The shadows cast by the buildings closed in around them. The clouds still hid the moon and stars, leaving only a sparse scattering of street lanterns to light the way. Eric let Caelin take the lead. Even in daylight he could not have navigated the jumbled streets.

      The young soldier led them through the night. Eric glanced into the shadows, breath coming in short gasps. He had not forgotten Archon’s men, nor the underworld who ruled the night here in Chole. The image of the murdered couple was fresh in his head. The stench of blood came with it, so convincing he paused to search for its source. But it was just a memory, a nightmare. He moved on.

      His eyes slid through the dark surrounding them. Anything could be hiding in the gloom. He searched for movement, strained to catch the faintest sound. He shivered. There was nothing. He hurried after Caelin.

      Finally, they came to a crossroads Eric recognised. A single lantern hung on the corner, a frail beacon lighting the way. They were close, only a few blocks from the inn. Thankfully, as Caelin was lagging now beneath his burden. His breath came in ragged bursts, steaming in the cool night air. He would not make it much further.

      Eric’s ears caught the slight rustle of clothing from behind them. He spun, glimpsing the sheen of light on steel. A blade hurtled at him from the shadows. He dived aside, but not fast enough. The dagger tore through his clothes and plunged into his side. He struck the ground, white fire dancing across his vision.

      Caelin dropped Alastair and leapt across Eric. His sword hissed from its sheath, a dagger appearing in his other hand. The soldier placed himself between the shadows and his fallen comrades, crouched in anticipation. His movements were smooth and practiced, his face unreadable.

      Eric groaned, agony lancing from his side. He glanced down and saw the daggers hilt still buried in his flesh. Hot blood ran down his leg. He tried to move and winced as the cool steel cut further. Lying back, he saw three men emerging into the light. Their dark clothing clung to the shadows at their back. Big, muscular men, they held greatswords at the ready. They towered over Caelin. Eric prayed his ally’s skill was enough to take them.

      The men spread out as they approached, attempting to encircle their prey. They moved quickly, eager to end the last opposition standing between them and their reward. Once surrounded, Caelin would have no way of defending against all three. The fight would be over before it began.

      But Caelin was no fool. He didn’t wait for the snare to close. He sprang at the man to his left, sword snaking out. His enemy made a clumsy jab to turn aside the blow, surprise written on his meaty face. Caelin drew back his blade and attacked again. The man blocked, but there was no avoiding the dagger. Caelin buried it in his stomach and tore it loose.

      Caelin bounded backwards, bringing his sword to the ready. The wounded man staggered a few paces after him and pitched face first to the ground. He groaned, fingers clawing at the hole in his stomach. A dark puddle began to form around him.

      Caelin grinned at the remaining thugs, beckoning them forward. They drew closer together; approaching warily now, fear making them hesitate. Caelin stood frozen in place, sword raised high in his right hand, bloody dagger low in his left. He stood like a statue, daring his opponents to break him.

      The night rang with the clash of steel. These men were no novices and the death of their comrade did not move them. Their swords buzzed like wasps, stingers seeking out flesh. It was not enough. Wherever they struck, Caelin’s blades were there to meet them.

      For a while the young soldier seemed untouchable. Then Caelin grunted and staggered backwards, and Eric saw a trail of blood streaming from a cut across his forehead, dripping in his eyes. His foes closed on him, swords poised to strike.

      The first man drew ahead, crossing the other’s path. His sword lanced for Caelin’s throat. Caelin straightened to brush the blow aside. The man came on, intent on the kill. He grasped his greatsword in both hands and swung it at his Caelin’s head.

      Sparks flew as their blades met. Caelin stepped back, bending beneath the force of the two handed blow. The thug swung again and again, forcing him back. He gasped for air, fighting for the strength to brave the onslaught. The second man struggled to join the fight, but Caelin was retreating too fast.

      Suddenly, the two-handed attacker froze, sword raised above his head. Then he toppled backwards, his comrade leaping from his path. Eric’s eyes widened as he saw Caelin’s dagger buried in the man’s throat.

      Caelin strode over the corpse, his face grim. He held only his sword, its tip streaked with blood. The final man backed away, dropping his blade in surrender. Caelin continued towards him until the man fled.

      He turned to Eric, exhaustion washing across his face. He smiled anyway. “Are you telling me I have to carry both of you now?”

      Eric would have laughed, if it weren’t for the pain. He felt dizzy and could not seem to get enough air. His stomach roiled. They were lucky the inn was not far. Gritting his teeth, he reached down to grasp the hilt of the dagger.

      “I’d leave that, if I were you. You’ll do more damage if you pull it out. And you’d likely bleed to death before we got two blocks. Best leave it for a professional.”

      “What do we do?”

      “We get to the inn. When we’re safe, I’ll send for someone. Then we go after the girl.”
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* * *

      The cloaked man watched from the shadows. The men’s failure angered him, but he was not surprised at the outcome. They were a probe, a test of their strength before he revealed his hand. Now two were wounded, the third exhausted. He could hardly contain his glee. He crept closer. These three he could finish himself. He imagined the pleasure it would bring to drive his blade through Alastair’s damned heart.

      “Then we go after the girl,” the soldier said.

      He froze. What had they discovered? Had Enala emerged from hiding? If so, it would not take long to track her down himself. Yet, his master would not be forgiving if she slipped through his fingers a second time.

      He retreated into the shadows and slunk away. If he beat them back to the inn, he could delay the ambush for an hour. He needed time to listen for what they knew about the girl.

      Then he would wipe the board clean.
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* * *

      Eric groaned as Caelin kicked his way through the inn’s double doors. A wave of warm air spilled over them and every eye in the dining room turned to stare. Caelin stumbled inside, Eric slung over one shoulder, Alastair the other. His body shook beneath their weight, overwhelmed by the cold and exhaustion.

      A voice called from the back of the busy room. “Are you okay?”

      “A doctor,” Caelin croaked, sinking to the floor.

      “Here!” a man shouted, threading his way through the crowd.

      Eric looked up at the voice. “That’s Michael, the priest from the temple. What is he doing here?”

      Michael overheard. “Elynbrigge sent me. What’s happened?”

      “Explanations will have to wait,” Caelin snapped. “Michael, take Alastair for God’s sake, before I drop him.”

      Michael bent and took Alastair over his shoulder. The old man was still unconscious and Eric doubted the doctor would get very far beneath the burden. He was not a heavily built man and his hair was already streaked with grey.

      “I’ll take him,” Balistor appeared beside the doctor.

      “Where have you been?” Caelin grunted. Michael handed Alastair’s limp body over to the Magicker.

      “Looking for the girl. What the hell happened to you three? No one was here when I returned,” he turned as he spoke, leading them towards the stairwell.

      Eric looked around through a haze of pain. People were staring. It was not safe. Their enemies were closing in and word of their entrance would spread quickly. They needed to get out of the city and after Enala, if she still lived. He tried to speak, but each footstep sent a fresh wave of agony from his side. He had to bite his lip to stop from crying out. Blood ran down his leg, his strength slowly trickling away. Tears in his eyes, he fought to stay conscious.

      People moved aside as they pushed their way through the room. They made their way into the corridor and climbed the stairs. Eric focused on the thud of Caelin’s heavy boots, the sound anchoring him in reality. At the top, Balistor led them to their room and unlocked the door with Alastair’s key. Caelin and Michael followed him inside.

      Balistor laid Alastair on one of the beds as Caelin did the same for Eric. He sank back onto the soft cushion, the feeling unreal, as though he were floating on a cloud. His head spun as he stared at the ceiling. He closed his eyes, willing it to stop.

      “What happened?” Balistor asked grimly.

      The bed sank beneath Eric’s feet as Caelin sat on the end. The soldier put his face in his hands, exhausted. Michael lent over Alastair, prodding his face and chest with steel instruments.

      “We were attacked,” Caelin offered. “Ambushed on our way back to the inn. I stopped them, just.”

      Balistor nodded, his face clouded. His eyes slid from the dagger in Eric’s side to Alastair’s pale face. Michael rummaged in his shoulder bag, glass clinking from inside. His hand finally emerged holding a small vial filled with a bright green liquid.

      He glanced at Caelin. “This is a restorative potion. It’s the strongest I have, but looking at his condition, it will not be strong enough. It might give him a few more hours, but ultimately, he is dying.”

      “No!” Eric struggled to sit up.

      Caelin placed a firm hand on his chest, holding him down. “Stay calm, you need to save your strength. I’ll take care of this,” he turned to the doctor. “Is there anything else you can do?”

      Michael shook his head. “I’m only a doctor, and he’s too far gone for that. There may be something else, but I will tend to the young man first. He at least I can help.”

      Eric could almost feel himself shrink as Michael moved to his side. His eyes were grim and, though not unkind, they sent a chill down his spine. His heartbeat fluttered and a new fear gripped him. Am I going to die? He dared not voice the question.

      Michael lent to examine the wound, his frown deepening. Eric struggled to calm himself, while the doctor reached down and gave the skin around the dagger a tender push.

      Eric shrieked as fire ripped through his side. He swore, flinching away from the doctor’s touch. His hand snaked out, grabbing Michael by his tunic, fury swamping him. He bared his teeth, a silent threat in his lightning blue eyes.

      Michael tisked, brushing off Eric’s hand. He dived into his bag again, coming up with a bottle of clear liquid. He removed the cap, releasing the harsh scent of alcohol. The hairs on Eric’s neck stood up.

      “Hold him down. This is going to hurt,” Michael said.

      Eric tensed as Caelin and Balistor took a hold of him but did not fight. The alcohol would burn away any infection in the wound, but it would also burn like nothing else. A cold sweat dripped from his brow.

      Michael took a cloth and soaked it in the alcohol. Leaning over him he grasped the dagger’s handle. Slowly, he began to draw the blade from his side.

      Eric screamed, back arching against the pain. The wound was fire, the agony of a red-hot poker jabbed into his skin. Waves of shock ran through his body. His mind whirled. The bitter taste of bile rose in his throat as the world spun. Tears coursed down his face. He fought against his comrades, fought to free himself from their iron grip. Words tumbled from his mouth – senseless, nonsensical profanities that shattered on the walls of the room.

      At last the darkness rose up to claim him, the pain falling away into oblivion.
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* * *

      Eric awoke to chaos. Distant screams came from the open door, where Michael stood staring into the corridor. Alastair lay in the bed opposite, unmoved, but Caelin and Balistor had vanished.

      His hand went to his side, fingers finding the jagged edges of his wound. Stitches held together the angry red flaps of skin. It was painful to the touch, but his head seemed clearer now.

      Michael looked back and saw he was awake. He moved to his side. “I washed it out as best I could and then stitched you up. I gave you a small concoction to help with the pain. You were lucky – I don’t believe the blade hit any major organs. We’ll put a poultice on it later, if there’s time.”

      “Thank you. What’s happening out there?”

      “I am not sure. Your friends have gone to investigate.”

      At that moment Caelin strode back into the room. “We have to go,” a scream from below emphasised his statement.

      Caelin moved to the window and levered it open. The cold night air swept into the room. He leaned out to see what was below. “There are men downstairs – hunters, I think. They’re looking for us. Balistor is holding them at the stairs. You three are going out the window.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Michael ventured.

      “What about you, Caelin?” Eric demanded.

      “Balistor and I will provide a rear guard. Pick up Alastair, doctor.”

      Michael hesitated. Caelin took a step towards him and the doctor raised his hands in surrender. He looped his bag over one shoulder, then reach down and picked up Alastair in both hands. Arms straining beneath the weight, he moved to the window. The frame was wide, allowing him to balance on the sill without difficulty.

      “You don’t expect me to jump, do you?” Michael asked, head hanging out the window.

      Caelin gave him a kick to the back. Michael and Alastair vanished through the opening.

      Eric gasped, turning on Caelin. “What did you do that for?”

      Caelin smiled. “Alastair chose your room well. There’s a big bale of hay beneath the window. They’ll be fine, and it’s your turn. Careful with the landing, you’re probably going to burst a few stitches,” he lifted Eric as he spoke.

      “Wait!” Eric resisted.

      Caelin didn’t bother to stop. He stepped across and dropped him out the window.

      Panic flooded Eric’s foggy mind. His limbs flailed in every direction, scrambling for a hold that was not there. The stitches at his side pulled tight. Below, the haystack rushed up to meet him. He closed his eyes, hands out to break his fall. The air whistled through his hair. Eric surrendered to his terror. His magic leapt in response.

      Eric stopped falling, so suddenly he gasped in pain. He opened his eyes and found himself hovering several feet above the haystack. Wind flowed around his body in massive gusts, holding him aloft. Straws of hay flew with it, dancing through the maelstrom of air.

      Eric stared in shocked bemusement, the terror fleeing him. The winds went with it, dumping him into the damp hay.

      Shouts came from overhead. Eric looked up in time to see Caelin tumbling through the air, angling his body away from him. The soldier yelled in defiance and disappeared into the haystack.

      Balistor appeared in the window above. Fire leapt from his hands, burning up the window frame. Then the Magicker went stiff, his eyes widening in shock. His hands slid from the windowsill and he toppled awkwardly through the window. The fire in his hands died. An arrow protruded from his back. Flames engulfed the room behind him.

      Then Michael was hauling Eric up. They stumbled from the haystack, Caelin a step behind them, Balistor leaning on his shoulder. He’ll have carried all of us by the end of the night, Eric thought to himself.

      They stopped in the alleyway, their breath steaming in the icy air. The doctor had already dragged Alastair clear, but there was no way Caelin and Michael could carry them all to safety. Eric looked around, searching for the rear door to the stables. His heart soared as he spotted it nearby.

      The unmistakable whisper of steel on leather came from the shadows. Men began to emerge into the moonlight – five, ten, a dozen. Weapons held at the ready, they spread out to encircle the five companions.

      Eric swallowed. Backs to the wall, surrounded by enemies, there was no escape.

      Caelin stepped forward, sword sliding from its scabbard.

      “Come on then, who dies first?”
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      The wet roofing tiles slipped beneath Inken’s feet. She swore and took a quick step back. Too late – a tile broke free and tumbled down, shattering on the street below. The crash echoed in the empty alleyway. She winced, imagining the angry glares of the hunters below. Shaking her head in silent apology, she sat back at a safer angle and eyed the inn’s dark windows.

      The trap was a good one. The man with the gold had a dozen men set to storm the building when the conspirers returned. He’d also set men in the alleyway out back, in case anyone escaped that way. Inken had volunteered to scale the building out back, intuition telling her their prey would allude the frontal assault. There would be extra gold for each kill and she intended to collect it.

      A shout pierced the night. Inken strung her bow and nocked an arrow, eyes narrowed in search of movement. It would not be long now. She doubted their prey had the numbers to withstand the hunters attacking from the front. Their only option would be retreat.

      Two people hurtled from a second storey window. Inken gasped, expecting them to smash to the bricks below. What the –? Then the duo disappeared into a haystack. She smiled at their ingenuity. Another fell, but this one did not reach the ground. His plunge halted a few feet from the hay, gusts of straw whirling around him.

      “Magic,” Inken whispered to herself. She drew back her bowstring and took aim down the black shafted arrow.

      Her target was completely exposed, without so much as a feather of shelter to protect him. Inken drew a deep breath, preparing to loose on the exhale. Then the figure spun in the air and Inken caught a glimpse of his pained face, the unkempt black hair and shocking blue eyes. Her jaw dropped, heartbeat fluttering. Eric.

      Inken hesitated. Her arm began to tremble with the force of her bowstring, but she could not release. Then the forces suspending Eric in the air disappeared and he vanished into the haystack. She eased her bowstring back, struggling for breath. What could she do?

      Footsteps clattered in the alleyway. The bounty hunters closed in, swords drawn. They would be on them in seconds. Two more tumbled from the window, taking Eric’s group to a party of five.

      They piled out of the haystack. Inken squinted, noticing a green robed man carry Eric free. Worry touched her heart. Has he been injured? She frowned at the thought, burying her compassion at the back of her mind. It was her job to put an end to these men, before someone else claimed the reward.

      She nocked her arrow again. The hunters below had arrived now, spreading out to surround their quarry. The group had been backed against the alley wall. She imagined their despair. There would be no escaping this trap.

      A shiver ran through her body. She took sight, drawing in a breath to steady her aim. Her heart was racing.

      Can I do it? Inken asked herself.

      The hunter exhaled, and loosed her arrow.
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* * *

      The largest of the men raised his sword and grinned. Michael stepped back, arms shaking. Eric struggled to summon his magic, but felt it slip from his grasp. Caelin braced himself, sheltering his defenceless comrades. The hulking hunter stepped towards them.

      A black fletched arrow sprouted from the man’s head, halting him midstride. His sword slipped from limp fingers, clattering on the bricked road. He slumped to his knees, then crumpled to the ground.

      The others whipped around, scanning the skyline for the hidden archer. A couple turned and fled, but one leapt at them with a snarl. A second arrow took him in the shoulder, spinning him to the ground. Pandemonium broke out amongst the hunters as the black shafted missiles rained down amongst them.

      Caelin did not hesitate to press the advantage. He charged into their foes, screaming with fury, his sword cutting a jagged hole through their ranks. Before the ferocity of his attack the last vestiges of the hunters’ courage dissolved. They turned and fled down the narrow alley.

      Caelin dared not chase after them. He turned back to his companions, sword still at the ready. His eyes squinted against the dark skyline, searching the rooftops for their hidden ally. They waited, frozen beneath the burning window. Time ticked away, each second giving the hunters more time to regroup.

      Horse hooves clattered on bricks. Caelin spun, sword raised.

      “Put that away,” Inken ordered as she rode from the shadows. “And get your horses. We’re going to need them.”

      Eric inhaled sharply as he recognised her. She rode up on a silver horse, aglow by the light of the fire. The curls of her scarlet hair tumbled down across her sun kissed face. The marks of the desert had vanished, revealing the smooth curves of her cheekbones and soft red lips. She wore a tight fitting leather jerkin and pants that hugged the curves of her body. She sat tall in her saddle, injuries forgotten and sabre at the ready.

      Inken smiled in his direction. “It’s good to see you again, Eric. I couldn’t help but notice you were in a bit of trouble.”

      Michael’s grip on Eric slipped, forcing him to take his own weight. He groaned, his head swimming with pain.

      Inken dismounted and moved to his side, concern etched on her face. He attempted a grin. “You’re a welcome sight. Although sadly we seem to have switched roles now.”

      Inken gave a quick nod and a wink in reply, then turned to Caelin. “The horses, quickly. They won’t take long to regroup. And I don’t know what’s happened to the others in the inn.”

      “Fire,” Balistor groaned.

      Eric glanced up and saw Balistor was right. Half the inn was ablaze. A crash came from deep inside the building and a blast of hot air swept from the lower windows. He felt a pang of sadness. The little inn was the closest thing to a home he’d had for a long time.

      Caelin ran into the stables, Inken close at his heels. Eric leaned on Michael, watching the alleyway for their enemies, tensed in expectation. For once, luck went their way and no one appeared.

      A few minutes later the two emerged leading the horses. Michael had a light brown mare of his own, although she was blind in one eye. He boosted Eric into his saddle and then helped to strap Alastair and Balistor to theirs. Both were unconscious now. Inken mounted up and took the lead.

      Eric urged Briar alongside her, fighting to ignore the pain of his wound. It felt good to have the horse beneath him again. The others trotted behind, the echoes of horseshoes on stone loud in the tight space.

      They emerged from the network of alleyways several blocks from the inn. Inken said nothing and Eric did not press her. Her rescue still shocked him. She was a bounty hunter, after all. Those had been her comrades back there. He could not imagine what had driven her to make such a decision.

      Caelin rode up beside them. “We need to take the north or south gate. The east is blocked,” he ventured.

      “We’d better move quickly then. There’s a man spending gold like its nothing to stop you. Half the city could be looking for you by now. They won’t be far behind.”

      “I’ll take the rear then,” Caelin turned his horse and dropped back.

      “What happened to you?” Inken asked, urging her horse round a sharp turn.

      Eric shook his head to clear his thoughts. Whatever Michael had given him had left his mind lethargic and his thoughts were distracted by the sight of Inken. “It’s a long story,” he hesitated. “But I was stabbed. I’ll tell you the rest when we’re clear of the city.”

      “You have magic,” Inken pressed. “I saw it. Does that mean...?” she couldn’t finish.

      Eric closed his eyes, knowing the question and unwilling to answer. If he did, would she turn on him? But he knew he could not hold back the truth. Not now.

      “Yes, it was me. It was there Alastair found me, and saved me. He’s a Magicker as well. I’m his student. He is teaching me to control my magic. So… so no one else dies,” he finished with a whisper.

      He risked a glance at Inken. There were tears in her eyes, sparkling in the moonlight. Her expression was unreadable. Eric looked up. The clouds had disappeared, leaving a thousand stars to light the night’s sky.

      “Did you bring the rain?” Inken asked softly.

      Eric nodded, though he shuddered at what that deed had almost caused.

      “Thank you,” Inken’s voice was barely a whisper.

      Michael drew alongside them, rummaging in his bag. “The medicine for your pain will fade soon. Take this before it becomes too much.”

      Eric accepted the small vial and removed the cap. A sour scent came from the purple liquid, but he threw back his head and downed it in one gulp. His eyes watered as the potion burned its way down his throat. Making a face, he handed the vial back to Michael.

      Inken was smiling at him again. Eric fought to suppress a smile of his own, wiping his eyes with the back of his sleeve. His clothes were slowly drying out from the rain.

      It was not long before the northern gates appeared. Inken turned to him. “Are you up for a race?"

      Eric winced, but he could see what she meant. A guard was waiting by the gates, arms crossed as he watched them. Their passage this late at night with so many injured was bound to draw attention. Even the laziest guard would insist they wait for the sergeant to question them. They could not afford to be delayed so long.

      He nodded, though a gallop was sure to burst his stitches. Inken whispered a hurried instruction to the others and then rode towards the guard. They followed close behind her, legs tensed in their stirrups. The guard stepped out to block the way as they approached.

      A few feet from the gate, Inken shouted and kicked her horse hard in the sides. The gelding leapt in response, bowling the guard from his feet. Eric dashed after her, Briar pounding beneath him, his side shrieking with each stride. They raced beneath the wall, filling the tunnel with the clattering of hooves. They rode through the darkness, drawn on by the light at the end.

      Then they were free, racing onto the plains outside the city. The road stretched out in front of them, straight and smooth beneath their horses’ pounding feet. This was the main road to Chole, where most of the traffic into and out of the city passed. Further north the desert gave way to fields of grass and eventually the farmlands of Lonia.

      The companions did not slow until they were well away from the city. Finally, Inken drew rein, looked around to check they were all still with her and then pushed on at an easier pace.

      Eric took a deep, shuddering breath. His side was sticky with blood. He lifted his shirt to check his wound. Most of the stitches had burst, the flaps of skin pulled apart by the wild ride. It made him dizzy just to look at it, but the potion had taken hold and he felt almost no pain.

      Michael rode alongside him, drawing Alastair’s horse with him. Eric’s eyes slid to his mentors face. The slight flutter of his eyelids was the only hint of life.

      “He doesn’t have long, Eric,” Michael spoke gently.

      Eric shook his head. “He can’t die, we need him,” he hesitated. “What was the something else you mentioned before?”

      Michael slapped his arm, chasing an insect of the night. “I’m afraid I don’t know much about magic, Eric. However, I have heard tales of Magickers transferring energies between themselves. Alastair has expended too much of his own life force to recover naturally, but a jolt of energy may just bring him back from the brink,” he glanced at the unconscious Balistor. “But it seems we are running short of those with power.”

      Eric took a deep breath. “I’m a Magicker.”

      The doctor gave him a long look before he replied. “No. You’re injured as well. We would risk losing the both of you.”

      “I can’t just watch him die, Michael. I have to try it.”

      Michael sighed. “I can’t stop you, Eric. But we don’t even know how such a feat is accomplished.”

      “I know.”

      Eric closed his eyes and shut out the world. He sank into the trance, physical sensation falling away easily with the aid of Michael’s medicine. The magic rose in response, setting alight the darkness of his inner mind with its soft glow. It seemed weaker now, already spent and drained away with his life’s blood. He hoped there was enough.

      He reached out, summoning the fickle energies to the surface. Opening his eyes, he looked at Alastair’s still form. He hesitated, the hairs on his arms prickling with power. What did he do now? How could he give this strength to Alastair?

      Eric swallowed. He would not be here if not for Alastair. The old man had risked everything to throw him a lifeline. Now he was dying because of a mistake Eric had made. Whatever the danger, he had to find a way.

      Taking hold of his magic, Eric let his soul take flight. The aches of his body fled behind him as the heavens drew him skyward. Opening his spirit eyes, he looked around. His conscious shivered. His comrades rode on, oblivious to his ghostly presence. Each glowed with an inner light, their auras lighting the night around them.

      Their life force, Eric wondered, or magic? He thought as he looked at the bright beacon within Balistor.

      He stole a glance at Inken. Her fiery red aura matched the ember glow of her hair, though there was no menace to the light.

      Bracing himself, Eric left thoughts of her behind and turned to Alastair. The old man’s aura was all but gone, reduced to a wan grey spark deep within his chest; a mere candle against the darkness.

      Eric drifted closer, worry clouding his thoughts. His magic began to slip. Grimly he forced his emotion down and turned his mind to the problem. He grasped his magic in ethereal fingers. Slowly, it began to spin, thinning and stretching into a long cord. It stretched out into the night, a thin blue tendril reaching for Alastair. Eric concentrated, forcing it on towards his mentor. The thread leapt forward, sinking into Alastair and wrapping about the dying grey spark.

      As they met, a flash of light erupted across Eric’s vision. With a violent jerk, his soul hurtled back into the physical realm. He whimpered as the pain returned and exhaustion swept through his body. A dull ache began in his head.

      Beside him, Alastair sat up on his horse. Michael jumped in shock and almost fell from his saddle. He recovered on the brink of tumbling to the ground. He opened his mouth but could not find the words to speak.

      Alastair gave him a curious look. “What are you doing here, priest?” he asked in a gravelly voice.

      “I… I… Elynbrigge sent me,” Michael stammered.

      Alastair nodded, eyes sweeping their other companions. “Inken, happy to see you have recovered. Did my old friend send you as well?”

      Inken stared at him. She brushed a strand of scarlet hair from her face before answering. “No, I’m not sure why I am here. Maybe I will leave you in the morning,” she looked at Eric. “Maybe not.”

      Alastair nodded. “Good enough,” he drew back on Elcano’s reins and dropped back beside Eric.

      Eric smiled in greeting, warmth flooding his chest. Alastair looked like living death, his skin grey and eyes bloodshot, but the spark of life had returned.

      “Thank you, Eric, for saving my life,” his face darkened. He leaned across his saddle. His hand struck out and slapped Eric hard across the face.

      Eric lurched back and toppled from his horse. Agony lanced through his side as he struck the ground. He screamed, looking up at Alastair through blurry eyes, mind reeling.

      “Why?” He yelled from the dusty ground.

      “Never do that again, Eric,” his voice shook with fear. “What you just did is forbidden to all but the greatest adepts. A little more energy and you would have burnt me to a crisp. Or worse, you could have spent too much of your own power and died yourself.”

      Eric gaped, speechless. His head ached and not even Michael’s medicine could stop the pain from his wound. I was just trying to help! He wanted to say, but the words would not come.

      Alastair closed his eyes. “I am sorry I hit you,” he turned his horse and rode past their stunned companions. “We’ll make camp here. Morning’s not far off and we must be gone by the time the sun rises. Michael, it looks like Balistor needs your attention.”

      The others dismounted and began to set up camp. Eric remained where he had fallen, too shocked to move. The blow had robbed him of his senses. He closed his eyes, fighting off tears.

      Stones crunched as Inken sat down next to him. She carried a bag from which she drew a needle and thread. Eric’s sluggish mind quickly realised what it was for.

      “I think your wound needs attention, Eric,” Inken offered in a kind voice. “I’m sorry about the gallop, it couldn’t have been easy.”

      By the moonlight, Eric saw his shirt was damp with blood. He wondered what Inken was thinking, whether she was laughing at his embarrassment. Gritting his teeth, he pushed the thought down. “Michael’s potions must be strong; I didn’t even feel them tear.”

      “Then I guess you won’t mind this,” Inken teased, lifting up his shirt to look at his side.

      Eric scowled, not wanting to watch the procedure but drawn by a morbid curiosity. Inken’s hands moved with practiced ease, taking a gentle grip of the inflamed skin. The thread trailed over her wrist, keeping it from the dirt. Carefully she pushed the needle through.

      Eric blinked, realising he felt no pain. He watched as Inken weaved the needle through his skin, drawing the black thread tight with each stitch. Yet he felt nothing. It was the strangest sensation.

      “He shouldn’t have hit you,” Inken ventured as she worked. “You were only trying to help him. And it worked, too.”

      Eric did not offer a reply. He didn’t want to think about it.

      It was another ten minutes before Inken finished the last of the stitches. She looked up, offering Eric a smile. “All done,” she whispered.

      Eric smiled back, noticing now how close her lips were. Strands of her hair stirred as he exhaled sharply. The scent of her filled his nostrils. Her eyes caught his stare, trapping him in their hazel depths. He was suddenly very aware of the hard pounding in his chest, the surge of excitement in his blood. It was intoxicating, though he could no longer tell whether that was the potion or the closeness of her body.

      “Why did you save us, Inken?” he whispered, so close his lips grazed her cheek.

      “For you, Eric.”

      And she kissed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      Enala crouched in the damp grass, staring into the shadows of the forest. The first rays of the morning sun peeked above the treetops, casting the undergrowth in green silhouettes. Puffs of steam rose from the rain soaked earth. The stark slopes of the volcanic peaks towered above, the treeline beginning where the earth began to flatten out.

      A shiver ran through Enala – not of cold, but exhaustion. They had walked for two nights and a day, putting as many miles as they could between themselves and Chole. They had crossed the mountains last night, the desert turning to forest as they marched in darkness. Her legs burned from the effort and her shoulders ached from the heavy pack. Gabriel had filled their bags with enough supplies for a week’s travel. If all went well, it would be all they needed.

      She took a swig from her water skin, glad they had made it into the forest before sunrise. With the sun shining, the mountain walk would have become unbearably hot. They had crossed the northern slopes during the night; that had been hard enough.

      Enala breathed in the crisp mountain air, savouring the scent. It had been years since her parents last brought her this way, though it had once been an annual trip. The trail was nearly indiscernible now, but she remembered it well. It was a treacherous path, edging along cliffs and loose boulders. She hoped it would prove fatal to any who followed them.

      The way would be slightly easier now they had reached the trees. They were thin here at the base of the mountains, but would soon change to dense rainforest on the floodplains of the Onyx River. She doubted anyone would follow them once they crossed the river. It didn’t matter how determined they were, few had the courage to brave Dragon Country.

      A shadow fell across her heart when she thought of the monsters who chased her. Shaking her head, Enala turned her attention to Gabriel. They had said little in the three days spent hidden in the abandoned house. They had listened to the pounding rain, occasionally making clumsy attempts at conversation.

      Enala had slowly risen from her chasm of grief – enough to think again, enough to plan. Yet a terrible distance still stood between the two of them, one she could not bring herself to cross. The wounds were too raw, the pain so strong her eyes watered.

      His presence was welcome though. Better than being alone, when her thoughts would turn inwards, drawn down by an unending cycle of self-interrogation and blame. The darkness of the basement clung to her still and at night she would wake screaming and thrashing, desperate to escape her sweat soaked blanket. Faceless men stalked her dreams, until she was terrified to close her eyes.

      She flicked the copper lock from her eyes, forcing the black thoughts away. Gabriel was an enigma. He had appeared from nowhere – with a wolf – and plucked her from the darkness. Then he had saved her from his own beast. And she still had no idea who he was. That alone unnerved her.

      “How are your legs?” Gabriel asked, breaking across her trail of thought.

      “Fine,” she replied.

      An awkward silence followed. Enala frowned, unable to find the words. Thoughts of Gabriel inevitably summoned pictures of the wolf, or the blank horror of her parents’ faces.

      “Enala, it’s been five days. I’ve had enough of silence. Listen, I know what you’ve gone through –”

      “You know nothing of what I’ve been through,” Enala cut him off.

      Tears sprang to her eyes. Terrible images rose from the depths of her mind. Bile rose in her throat, but it was too late to banish the thoughts now.

      She turned on Gabriel. “How dare you tell me you know what this is like,” the words tumbled from her in a torrent. “My parents were murdered right above my head!”

      Enala broke off, refusing to look at the man. She ran her hands through her filthy hair, gasping for air between half-choked sobs.

      “I listened to them for hours,” she continued softly, her voice cracking. “For hours as their tormentors made them scream. I listened to their voices, the endless questions about children, about relatives. In the end, I prayed for their deaths, just so the nightmare might cease,” the words were out before she could take them back. She had not even admitted those last thoughts to herself.

      Gabriel reeled back before the fury of her words. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry? What does that do for me?” her words dripped with acid. “My parents are gone, dead. I wished them gone, yet still they kept me a secret. That didn’t last long though and now there are people hunting me. I can never go back to my life. What does one, or a hundred, or a thousand ‘sorries’ matter to me?”

      “I have no life to go back to either,” Gabriel ventured.

      Enala blinked, thrown off track by his words. “What?”

      Gabriel’s eyes never left the ground. “My home was destroyed by a storm. My parents, my fiancé, they didn’t survive,” he looked up, steel in his voice. “I may not have lost them as you lost your parents, but don’t you dare tell me I have no idea of loss.”

      Enala watched a tear run down Gabriel’s cheek. Burdened by her own grief, she had not stopped to think of him. She remembered the basement, remembered Gabriel’s tears as they held each other. For the first time she felt a connection to him, a slender bridge spanning the chasm between them.

      “I’m sorry,” the words came out without thought.

      Gabriel laughed. “Ay, sorries we both seem to have in plenty. I guess in the end we’re both just two sorry orphans. Friends?” he offered his hand.

      Enala found herself smiling. Gabriel had a personality after all. For a brief moment the day seemed a little brighter. She took his hand. “Friends,” she agreed. “It seems a long time since I’ve had one.”

      “It is a lonely life without them.”

      “Yes, but not quite so lonely with my parents.”

      “Ay. We will have to make do with each other now though. Shall we press on?”

      Enala glanced at the sun, her anxiety returning. They had been sitting there for close to an hour. Her body ached from the march, but her inner voice reminded her of the danger. The hunters were coming. They would catch them if they stayed still.

      “Yes. I lost track of the time. We still have a long way to go,” she stood as she spoke, swinging her pack onto her shoulders.

      “Where are we going?” Gabriel asked as they moved off.

      “Somewhere safe.”

      They made their way deeper into the trees, leaving the morning sun behind. The stunted canopy hung low over their heads, prickly leaves brushing against their clothing. They caught in Enala’s hair, forcing her to pull up her hood to protect herself. It was worse for Gabriel; the low branches meant he had to walk in a half-crouch.

      Gabriel’s fitness did not measure up to her own and he was soon puffing along behind her. He was also no forester, his heavy footsteps announcing their presence to the forest creatures long before they appeared. The trees rustled in the morning breeze and they heard the soft call of monkeys in the distance. Tiny insects flew at their faces and bit wherever their clothes did not cover.

      “You know, ‘somewhere safe’ doesn’t really tell me much. I thought we were friends now.”

      “We are.”

      “Aren’t friends meant to trust each other?”

      Enala grinned, although Gabriel could not see it. “Trust me when I say, it’s better you don’t know.”

      Gabriel fell silent. Enala could almost picture his frustration. She wondered how long it would take for him to try again.

      He broke the silence a few hours later. “Can you at least tell me how far off we are? This is not an easy trek!”

      Enala laughed. The canopy had risen high above their heads now, making passage through the undergrowth far easier. They had reached the floodplains, though they stretched for miles in every direction. “It’s a good day’s walk through this forest, and it will grow denser again towards the river. We should get there late tomorrow morning, I think,” she brushed a leafy branch away from her face and ducked beneath it.

      When she released it, the branch swung back and struck Gabriel square in the face. He fell backwards in surprise.

      Enala looked back and chuckled. “Sorry, my fault. But you shouldn’t walk so close.”

      Gabriel brushed the dirt and water from his clothing. Standing, he shot her a cheeky grin. “I’ll get you back for that one. And I don’t want to lose you in this forest. I’m a smith, not a woodsman. I’m not used to all these trees, I prefer roads.”

      “Just wait until tomorrow. The trees by the river are younger and the seedlings grow thick beneath them. I doubt the path still exists either, so we’ll be fighting our way through.”

      Gabriel groaned. As they continued deeper into the forest, Enala felt the tension falling from her shoulders. She embraced the music of the bush, feeling its magic all around her. This was her home. Let them follow her here if they dared.

      Soon the light began to fade and Enala found herself battling to keep her eyes open. They had hardly slept in the last two days, nor during their time spent hiding in the city. In her dreams she found herself running, fleeing pale faced demons with knives dripping blood. Each time she slept, they gained more substance.

      Even so, Enala refused to stop until night had fallen. By then the forest was thick around them. There was no way to see the mountains through the canopy, but Enala knew they would be far behind them now. They were closing in on their goal. It would only take a few more hours in the morning to reach the river.

      They could not risk a fire, so they sat in the darkness and feasted on cold beef jerky. The air had grown humid as they dropped into the river lands, leaving them sticky with sweat and their clothes clinging to their skin. Enala almost found herself wishing for the dry heat of the desert. Tomorrow she would savour the chance to bath in the river.

      “Enala, I want to thank you. You saved me, back there in the city.”

      Enala looked up with a frown. “What do you mean? You saved me. The wolf would have killed me if you hadn’t injured it.”

      “I wasn’t talking about that, but I will add my thanks for the chair as well. No, you saved my soul.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The wolf, it was given to me by a demon.”

      Enala’s breath hissed between her teeth. Her nightmares leapt into reality. She saw again Gabriel drawing his sword on her. She reached for her knife.

      “Easy!” Gabriel raised his hands in surrender. “Let me explain. I think I’ve earned that much?”

      Enala hesitated, before offering a short nod.

      Gabriel sighed. “The demon corrupted me. It placed me under some kind of spell, made me something else. My memories were stolen. I’m only just starting to remember.”

      “That’s horrible,” Enala could not relax, but the story called to her. This has something to do with me, she realised.

      “It was my own fault. The demon offered me aid and I was foolish enough to take it. It gave me the wolf, I cannot remember why. It wanted you dead though, ordered me to kill you. But I couldn’t do it; something about you broke its spell. You saved me.”

      Enala frowned. “Who was this demon?”

      “I don’t know,” Gabriel shivered, though the air was still thick with heat. “I have never felt such an evil. I cannot think why I was so blind to accept its offer. It was not long after I lost my family. That time is all still a haze.”

      Enala watched the shadows. Who am I to these demons? In a whisper, she asked. “What did it want? Why did it want me dead?”

      “I don’t know. I think you were an unexpected opportunity though. I was meant to kill an old man – and a young one. Their faces are the clearest images I have left.”

      “I wonder who they are.”

      “They are in mortal peril.”

      Like me, Enala thought. Maybe they are just as terrified, as confused, as I am. There was nothing they could do for them now though.

      “Your parents were incredibly brave,” Gabriel changed the subject.

      Enala sighed. “Yes. They gave their lives to save me, hid me seconds before the assassins found them. Somehow they withstood torture to protect me. I doubt I could have done the same.”

      The leaf litter crunched. Gabriel eased himself down beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. “You were brave too.”

      “No, I wasn’t. All I wanted to do was race up the ladder and save them. But I was frozen, too scared to move.”

      “It would have broken their hearts if you had. They died in the knowledge they had protected their daughter, that you were safe. There was nothing you could have done for them.”

      The night pressed in on them. Enala closed her eyes, leaning into Gabriel’s shoulder. She found some comfort in his words, though doubts still plagued her. Her parents had raised her to be strong, to never run from an enemy. Yet here she was, fleeing for her life.

      You have no choice, she reasoned, your enemies are ghosts, their motives a mystery. They are stronger and have the advantage of knowledge. There is no choice but to run.

      Still, she wondered what her parents would have done. Their murder screamed out for justice, but she did not have the strength or courage to give it.

      Enala could feel the steady beat of Gabriel’s heart beneath her head. The earthly scent of his clothes was soothing. She thought of sleep and no longer found it so frightening. She felt safe in Gabriel’s arms, his heartbeat a lullaby in her ear.

      She slept.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Enala woke to sunlight shining in her face. She opened one sleepy eye and looked around. Nearby, a bright red and green parrot hopped along the ground, pecking at the crumbs of their dinner. She lay in Gabriel’s arms, though he was still fast asleep. She sat up, smothering a yawn. The bird froze, watching her closely. When she stood, it fled into the sky. With it, the last vestiges of sleep fell away.

      She swore softly to herself. They had not kept a watch. Anyone could have come on them, captured or killed them without so much as a fight. She leant down and nudged Gabriel’s side. His eyes snapped open.

      “We’d better get moving. The day is well under way.”

      He groaned and sat up. “How did you sleep?”

      “Better,” Enala had not so much as stirred. Her dreams were already fading away, but she recalled a deep sense of security, one that kept the demons at bay. “Come on, we need to cross the river before lunch.”

      Gabriel climbed to his feet and pulled on his pack. “No breakfast?”

      Enala considered it, but the risk was too great. “No, we slept too long for that. If they spotted us leaving Chole, they might not be far behind. We’ve already lost too many hours today.”

      Gabriel nodded. “We’ll make up for it at lunch I guess. Lead on.”

      Enala checked the sun, then pushed her way into the undergrowth. The bush grew thick here, the branches interlinked to block their passage. She forced her way through the spiky seedlings that tore at her skin and hair. Thorny plants were common on the floodplains, their only defence against the large flightless birds that roamed here.

      It was past noon when they finally reached the river. By then they were both sweating in the tropical heat and stinking as though they had not bathed in weeks. Mud stained Enala’s blond hair, and her clothes were reduced to tatters.

      They had heard the roar of the waters from a long way off, but the river still took them by surprise. The trees stretched right to the riverbanks, their twisted branches hanging out to conceal the dirty water. Unaware, Enala strode right over the edge, her feet sliding towards the raging current. She flung out her arms, her desperate grip finding Gabriel’s hand. Her shoulder jolted as he yanked her back to safety.

      Enala rubbed her shoulder and moved back to firmer ground. The narrow river was running high from the recent rains, its waters racing past at a frightening pace.

      “We need to cross that?” Gabriel asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How do you plan to do that? Can you swim?”

      “I didn’t live in Chole my entire life. Yes, I can swim. And I think I have a plan.”

      She moved back into the forest, searching for branches. Her parents had never crossed with her when the river was this high, but she knew how. It would be dangerous, but not as dangerous as staying on this side.

      Enala returned to Gabriel carrying two heavy tree branches, one over each shoulder. Each was around the length of her body, heavy and half-rotten. Nevertheless, they would float, which was all they needed.

      Gabriel relieved her of a branch when she walked up. “What are these for?”

      “Think of them as life savers. They’ll keep us afloat in the river,” she sat down and started taking off her boots.

      “Are you insane? Those currents will drag us under in seconds.”

      Enala grinned. “We have two choices: cross, or wait on this side to be caught. You can stay if you want,” she tucked her boots into her pack. “But I’m crossing.”

      Gabriel sighed, shaking his head. He sat and took off his boots, placed them in his pack and tied it closed with his sword belt.

      Enala hoped the leather packs would keep most of the water out. They would need dry clothes when they reached the other side. She lashed her bag to the branch and glanced at Gabriel. “Ready?”

      “Oh, absolutely. This should be a ball.”

      Enala laughed and threw herself into the water. The river caught her and for a second the wood sank beneath the surface. She started to panic as the muddy water closed over her head, cutting off the world above. Then the wood rose beneath her, hauling her back to the surface. Taking a deep breath, she looked around and kicked for the opposite bank. A splash from behind told her Gabriel was following.

      The river raced around her, dragging her downstream. Trees rushed past on either bank. The water swirled around her clothes, icy from its mountain source. Her arms grew numb and the currents threatened to pull her from the log. She took a stronger grip and kicked harder.

      Enala had travelled a long way downstream by the time she washed up on the far shore. She clambered up the bank, gasping from the cold, and dumped her pack to the muddy ground. Turning back, she looked for Gabriel.

      He was still some distance upstream, struggling with the current to reach her side. He held his branch out in front of him like a kick board, feet churning the water behind him. However, his progress was slow. He looked exhausted.

      An ear-splitting roar came from above. The hackles rose on the back of Enala’s neck. She shrank against a tree, peering up through the leaves of the canopy. Red scales glittered in the sunlight as the dragon dropped from the sky. The earth shook when it landed, shattering trees like toothpicks. Slitted nostrils widened as it sniffed the air. The great yellow globes of its eyes searched the trees.

      Enala slid around a tree trunk, still watching the water. Gabriel had stopped kicking, caught in the depths of the current. Their eyes met.

      Go, he mouthed.

      Enala shook her head. She would not abandon her friend. The rumble of the dragon’s breath came closer.

      Go, now!

      Enala could see his fear, his desperation. Ignoring him, she started to slip back into the water, prepared to follow him further downstream.

      “No!” Gabriel shouted. He started to thrash, sending up a spray of foam.

      Enala shrank into the shadows, her eyes drawn to the dragon. Its head had whipped around, eyes locked on Gabriel’s floundering figure. He was still in the middle of the river, the open water offering no cover from the dragon’s glare. Trapped in the currents, he had nowhere to go.

      Tears ran from Enala’s eyes. This could not be happening, not again. She stood paralysed, powerless to help. Her hands clenched to fists, her mouth hung open. Cracks spread through her fragile mind, madness threatening. She could not take her eyes from Gabriel.

      The dragon took to the air, broad wings carrying it towards her friend. Gabriel watched it come, eyes grim, silent now. With a scream that made her blood freeze, the dragon dove. Its bulk smashed the water, sending a wave rolling across the river. The dragon thrashed in the murky waters, jaws gnashing, claws slashing. Then its great wings began to claw at the air. It climbed above the river, circling still, before it finally disappeared behind the treetops.

      Its roar slowly faded away.

      Enala watched the roiling waters for a long time, but there was no sign of Gabriel. She sank to her knees. The cracks grew, spreading, and something within her shattered.

      Darkness swallowed her. Enala opened her arms to embrace it.
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      Eric watched the river race by. Leaves floated in the current, while larger objects slid by beneath the murky surface. A cool wind blew off the water, a welcome respite from the humid valley air. Silt and dead leaves hung suspended from the trees on the riverbanks, left behind by the high waters of the past few days.

      He shifted in his saddle, aching from the hard ride. The sun was behind them, fading into the afternoon. The stitches pulled tight against his side. His wound was healing well, but Michael insisted they stay in place for another week yet. Inken had done a good job stitching him back up.

      He glanced across to where she sat on her horse, eyeing the water. He felt a familiar fluttering in his stomach. The last few days had passed in a daze, leaving him wondering at times whether he was dreaming.

      Memories sprang into his mind, too vivid for fantasy. The taste of her mouth, the soft caress of her lips against his. Her hair tickling his cheek, filling his nostrils with her fragrant scent. Her hand on his chest, his own behind her head as he kissed her harder. When they finally separated, he felt as though the earth had shifted on its axis. Inken had smiled at him and winked, then moved away.

      When the sun rose, Inken had led their weary party across the desert. She had spotted where Enala and her companion had left the northern road and searched out their tracks east across the sand and stones. It was no easy task. The hard ground left little sign of their passage. It took all of Inken’s expertise to follow them across the barren earth and up into the mountains.

      Eric paid little attention to the rest of their party. Balistor’s wound was not as bad as Eric had thought, for he now rode straight in his saddle. Michael said his shoulder blade had prevented the arrow from penetrating deeper. The doctor himself was quiet, clearly uneasy in their presence, while Caelin rode with Alastair. There was little conversation, the air taut with tension.

      A distance loomed between himself and Alastair now. Eric had already forgiven the blow; Alastair had done too much to hold it against him. But he would not be the first to break the awkward silence.

      They had not made it far into the forests of the Onyx valley before the gloom forced them to make camp. The trip had been silent and miserable. The gloom was wearing, feeding his doubts as he wondered about his kiss with Inken. They had hardly spoken that first day, too preoccupied by the chase. He had noticed her watching him though, and each time his heart thumped harder.

      When their camp was set, Alastair had come and offered to join him in meditation. The darkness masked his face, but Eric had read the apology in the soft-spoken words. He was eager to accept the truce.

      Though too exhausted to touch their magic, the meditation gave them both a chance to regain their composure. They moved away from the others, leaving them to themselves. Balistor sat with his back to a tree, eyes closed. The other three sat speaking in soft tones.

      Eric crossed his legs and closed his eyes. Slowly, he sank into the familiar trance. His tension began to fade away, as he attempted to set aside the shock and hurt of Alastair’s blow. He soon found other thoughts struggling for his attention: Inken’s smuggled glances, the soft caress of her lips, what she was thinking now…

      He heard Alastair move away, but he remained, struggling to reach an inner calm. It continued to elude him, until at last he opened his eyes, defeated. Inken sat across from him, her hazel eyes watching him with interest. She shot him a mischievous grin when she saw his eyes open. The sight sent his mind spinning, lost in the fiery tangles of her hair.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Eric stretched his neck, loosening his shoulders in a transparent attempt to appear relaxed. “It’s called meditation. Alastair is teaching me to use it to reach my magic, to control it.”

      Inken leaned in closer. “Can a normal person do it?”

      Eric pulled back. “Aren’t I normal?”

      She gave a wry grin. “Hardly. Most people don’t control the weather,” she reached across and pulled his head to hers. Their lips met and he could scarcely believe they were kissing again. Her touch was gentle, her lips yielding against his. The sweet tang of orange lingered on her tongue.

      “And I don’t do that with most people either,” she whispered as she drew back.

      Eric laughed, his heart still pounding from the kiss. His doubts dissolved and summoning his courage he leaned across and kissed her back.

      When they finally drew apart, he furrowed his brow, thinking of her question. “I’m sure there’s nothing stopping a ‘normal’ person from meditating. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      For the next hour, they sat together in the peace of the forest. The exercises were light hearted and playful at first, the two of them sitting close, embracing one another’s quirks. Eric forgot about their companions, the past, his quest. Sitting with Inken, he did feel almost normal.

      As the night grew later they quieted, each slipping into a more serious trance. Inken had closed her eyes, her breathing slowing. Smiling, Eric did the same, seeking the inner calm that had eluded him earlier. This time, with his doubts crushed, the task was easy. They sat in silence, together but each in their own private sanctuary, beneath the forest roof.

      When Eric finally slipped from the trance, Inken was staring at him again. There was a softness to her eyes. “You were so peaceful. The sadness on your face was gone.”

      Eric shifted, uneasy with her stare. “You should have roused me. How long was I out?”

      “Long enough, but it’s okay. It was relaxing to watch,” she paused. “Eric, I have a question.”

      “What?”

      “Who is it we are tracking? Why does Alastair want to find her so much?”

      “That’s two questions,” Eric teased.

      “I’m serious.”

      Eric sighed. “I know, but I can’t give you the answers. It is Alastair’s secret to tell, though I can tell you he means her no harm.”

      Inken frowned at him. He noticed a leaf had caught in her hair and reached across to pick it out before continuing. “I swore to keep this secret. I cannot break that promise, not even for you. But without you we would never have gotten this far. You deserve to know; I’ll make Alastair tell you if necessary.”

      “Now?”

      He nodded. They moved back through the forest to where the others sat. As they joined them, Eric noticed Balistor and Michael had already retired. Caelin and Alastair were speaking softly but broke off when they appeared.

      “Ah, the young couple returns,” Caelin grinned.

      Eric flushed and Inken shot Caelin a warning glare. Ignoring the exchange, Eric moved across to Alastair. “Inken wants to know who Enala is.”

      Alastair nodded without surprise. “I was wondering how long it would take. Inken, your aid has been invaluable. If it weren’t for your skills, we would have been killed in Chole. And we would never have found their trail. You have a right to know, as does Michael.”

      He moved to the doctor and shook him awake. Michael grumbled at the disturbance, but his complaints trailed off when he saw the others waiting. Alastair sat back down, and without embellishment, laid out the tale. Eric was surprised at the casual way Alastair put his faith in the newcomers. He felt a pang of jealousy, his own frustration at being kept in the dark was still all too fresh.

      His thoughts soon turned to fear though, the story an unwelcome reminder of the stakes of their quest. He watched Inken for her reaction. Archon was a nightmare whispered of by old men whose grandfathers had fought in the war. Only the Gods rivalled his power. If they failed, if Enala died, they would pay for their defiance. He could not blame her if she turned back now. To stay was to be hunted, to face almost certain death.

      Michael’s shock was obvious, his mouth hanging open in fear or anger. Inken’s expression did not betray her thoughts. She stood, silent, and offered Eric her hand. Drawing him up, she led him into the trees. As they passed beyond sight of the camp, she turned and threw herself at him.

      Stunned, Eric almost lost his feet. Pain lanced through his side, but then her mouth was hard against his and it no longer seemed to matter. She kissed him with a new found, almost violent, passion. Eric lost himself in the moment. When at last they broke apart, they stood staring at each other, breathless.

      “You’re either brave or insane, Eric,” she told him.

      Eric could not help but smile. “I know. Maybe you could tell me when you work out which it is, because I’m still undecided. Will you help us?”

      Inken tilted her head, laughter on her lips. “The other hunters will be looking for me as hard as they are you now. There is nothing for me to go back to. Even if that weren’t the case, I could not leave this girl to her fate. She had no choice in any of this,” she paused. “And I will not abandon you either.”

      Then they were in each other’s arms, lips locked, tongues tasting, her body pressed hard against him. She groaned and a shiver ran through his body. His arms encircled her, his blood throbbing to the racing thud of his heart. They fell, down, down, down…

      Eric sat staring at the river, his face growing hot with the memory. They would have to cross the icy waters. Enala and the man had entered here, of that Inken was certain. There was no sign they had come back out on this bank either – they had to have crossed. He could only guess how they could have done so without horses. Eric prayed they hadn’t drowned.

      Even if they had survived the swim, the Onyx River marked the Plorsean border with Dragon Country. Few travellers came this way and even less returned from adventures across the border. This was the last territory where the dragon tribes still roamed free and most were not friends to humans. The Blues and Browns had no fondness for people, and Reds were berserkers with no regard for life. The Golds were the only tribe who would not kill them on sight, with some even honouring the ancient alliance made to the kings of old.

      Enala had charged headlong into this perilous land, where even armies might have given pause. They had to catch up; every minute that passed was another in which the beasts might find her.

      Inken edged her mount into the river. Eric came close behind, bracing himself against the glacial cold. He guessed the waters had fallen since Enala crossed with her companion, receding with the passing of the storm.

      Briar carried him deeper and water rushed into his boots. A shiver ran up his legs as it climbed higher, drawing level with his waist. He tightened his grip on the reins as Briar’s feet left the riverbed and he began to swim.

      There was little he could do but trust the horse to reach the other side. Briar snorted and shook his head, the whites showing in his eyes. Eric patted his neck and willed him onwards, pushing down his own fear. They surged after Inken.

      The powerful waters raced around them and even faithful Briar struggled in the current. Eric braced himself; sure the river would pull them under. But the horse prevailed and they reached the other side in one soggy piece.

      Eric let out a long breath of relief when he dismounted on solid ground. He led Briar up the bank and began to towel the horse dry with a blanket from the leather saddlebags. Quietly, he whispered his thanks to the horse as the others joined them.

      By the time Eric looked up from his task, Inken had vanished. He opened his mouth to call for her and then shut it again. This side of the Onyx was fraught with danger; there was no room for risks. Inken would be checking for Enala’s tracks and any noise would only draw unwanted attention to them.

      Still, Inken should not have gone alone. It was reckless. The dragons were just as much a danger to her as Enala. He could only hope her skills would be enough to go undetected. Clenching his fists, he waited, anger and fear waring within.

      An hour later, Inken had still not returned. Squashing his pride, Eric begged the others to go after her. They waved off his concerns with grim smiles.

      “She knows what she’s doing, Eric,” Caelin told him. “And none of us have the skill to follow her tracks out here anyway. Better we wait another hour at least, instead of getting ourselves lost.”

      The hour was almost up before the wisdom of Caelin’s words were proven correct. Inken appeared from the trees with hardly a sound. Relief swept through Eric, though he struggled to keep it from his face. Time and worry had fed his anger and he wouldn’t let her absence go so easy.

      “Where have you been?” he attempted to growl, but the words died on his tongue as he saw her face.

      “Only the girl made it to this side of the river, and there are signs a dragon landed where she came ashore. Large claw marks and fallen trees. Her tracks head east, but I’m afraid there may be a dragon on her trail.”

      “There was no sign of the boy at all?” Alastair asked.

      “No. I think he may have drowned, or been taken by the dragon. Do you know who he was?”

      “No, he is another mystery. We’ll have to ask when we find her. Let’s go. If the dragons find her first…” there was no need to finish the sentence.

      They pushed on, Inken in the lead, until they met up with Enala’s trail. From there Inken rode hunched forward, eyes to the ground. She said little, concentration etched across her face, though it was obvious Enala was no longer bothering to hide her trail. She had left clear footprints in the soft ground and crushed undergrowth in her wake.

      Eric could understand Inken’s concern. Enala may have assumed no one would follow her into land ruled by the dragons. Yet from everything they had seen so far, it seemed uncharacteristically reckless. Was she running from something, or had the loss of her companion been the final blow to her sanity? The devastation this girl had suffered in the last week would be enough to break the toughest psyche.

      His eyes swept the forest as they rode, his hands tense on the reins. The trees grew in size as they ventured deeper into Dragon Country, towering over the wary trespassers. Massive tree trunks dominated the forest this side of the river, untouched by the axes of man. The canopy grew higher and higher, blotting out the sun and stunting the undergrowth beneath. The temperatures fell as they climbed from the river valley.

      They made good time, following Enala’s weaving path through the giant trunks. Even so, the last light of the evening had begun to fade when Inken drew back suddenly on her reins. She leapt from the horse, dropping to hands and knees to inspect the earth.

      “Stay back!” she warned.

      Eric swiped at a buzzing insect, anxious at the panic in Inken’s voice. He glanced at the forest around them, searching for movement. The undergrowth was still. There was not even a breeze to stir the leaves beneath the canopy.

      Then he noticed the first signs of disturbance: a crushed fern close to the trail, bark scraped from nearby trees, broken branches and claw marks in the soft earth.

      Something big had crossed Enala’s path. Heart sinking, he glanced up and saw the hole in the canopy.

      “No, no, no!” Inken hissed. “Where did she go? She’s disappeared, it can’t be!”

      Eric dismounted and moved to Inken’s side. He placed a hand on her shoulder. She turned to face him, tears in her eyes.

      “She’s gone.”
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      The words hung in the air, damning, irrefutable. Enala was gone, and with her, the last hope they had of saving themselves. Their mission had failed before it even began. Eric held Inken tight to him, unable to find the words.

      “It’s over,” Caelin whispered.

      Above the leaves rustled in the evening breeze, but beneath the air was still, dead. A horse snorted, pawing at the ground. They did not like the smells here. From the distance came the crash of an animal in the undergrowth, too small to be a dragon.

      Eric looked at his companions and saw their despair.  Inken slumped against him, all life fled from her face. There were tears in the eyes of Michael and Caelin. Only the two Magickers managed to hide their emotion behind blank faces.

      Without even meeting her, Enala had become the centre of their lives. She was the princess they were destined to rescue, crushed by the harsh reality of the world. This perilous land had claimed her. It might claim them too, if they did not leave soon.

      “We have to go back,” Eric’s voice was almost unrecognisable.

      The words struck a chord. Inken winced in his arms and a cloud swept over Caelin’s face. Were they truly willing to admit defeat?

      “No,” Alastair resolved. “We can’t give up. Not all the tribes are violent and one may even remain loyal to the kings of men. We must try asking for their help.”

      No one replied, though Eric wondered whether Alastair had cracked himself. He could not muster any hope from the idea but did not have the strength to argue with the old man.

      “What do you want us to do?” he asked.

      “The Gold’s nest on the coast. They would not have been in this area – the Red or Blues would have found her first,” Inken’s reply was laced with misery.

      “No matter the chances, we have to try. There is no future without Enala,” Alastair pressed. “Not for us or anyone else.”

      Inken shivered. “You know the tales of the coast.”

      Alastair nodded. “I lived them. That was where the old king Thomas was lost. In Malevolent Cove.”

      “We would not have to go there, though?” Caelin asked.

      “It would be the closest point,” Inken answered. “To go around it would take an extra day.”

      “The place is cursed, no good will come from there,” Michael offered.

      “Fortunes can be changed, even from ill luck. And an extra day spent in Dragon Country has its own dangers. It is a risk I am willing to take,” Alastair insisted. “But it is up to each of you whether you want to follow.”

      “We can’t abandon her,” Eric echoed Inken’s words from the night before. Beside him, Inken nodded.

      Balistor and Caelin agreed.

      Eric looked to Michael. His face was stark with fear, indecision etched across his lips. He still wore the green robes of his order, but this was no place for a priest.

      “Elynbrigge asked me to help you, and so I will. But I still think this is folly. The girl is gone.”

      Alastair closed his eyes and they all saw the doubt there. “I cannot give up hope, Michael. I have searched for too long to surrender now. I will not believe it until I see with my own two eyes.”

      After that, there was nothing left to say.
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* * *

      Firelight flickered across the clearing, casting deep shadows between the surrounding tree trunks. They had left behind the humid valley, climbing back into the cool autumn air. A breeze blew across the open grass, the long blades bending in its wake. The fire barely kept the chill at bay. A pot sat over the flames, a thick stew bubbling inside. A sombre silence had enveloped the fellowship.

      Caelin finished chopping potatoes and flicked them into the pot. Eric sat watching, stomach growling as he breathed in the rich fumes. A hot meal would be a welcome change. Balistor had lit the fire when they finally stopped for the night. No one bothered to disagree with the decision. They were all sick of caution.

      Eric glanced at the stars glistening in a rich tapestry above. He hoped dragons were not creatures of the night. Darkness had fallen soon after they started out again. No one wanted to risk injuring their horses out here, so they had been forced to make camp in a clearing Balistor had discovered nearby.

      “Here, Eric,” he looked up as Caelin offered him a bowl. “And one for you too, my lady,” he grinned at Inken.

      They accepted the offering with a word of thanks. Eric took a slow sip, enjoying the heat of the spices Caelin had added. A satisfying warmth spread through his stomach, bracing him against the night air.

      When they finished he handed back the bowl and glanced at Inken. She sat staring into the trees, thoughts hidden by a grim mask. Her bowl was still half-full, the spoon dangling loosely from her fingers.

      Eric put an arm round her waist. “What are you thinking?”

      Inken blinked and looked at him “Sorry? I was lost in my thoughts.”

      Eric kissed her. “I know the feeling. What were you thinking?”

      She sighed. “Eric, do you really believe she is alive?”

      His good humour evaporated. “Truthfully? No. Her tracks are gone and there were signs of a dragon everywhere.”

      “So we’re chasing a ghost now. Why?”

      Eric gazed into her eyes, feeling oddly at peace. “Because we don’t have any other choice. Without her, he’s already won.”

      “You’re almost as stubborn as the old man, you know,” she looked out into the trees again. “Come on, there’s something I want to show you.”

      “What is it?”

      “I found it earlier, when I was searching for firewood. You’ll like it. Come on!” she stood, pulling him to his feet.

      Eric struggled to stand, still exhausted from the day’s ride. The movement pulled his stitches tight, but he tried to ignore them. Riding had taken its toll and all he really wanted to do was sleep, but Inken was tugging at his hand and there was no choice but to follow.

      She led him into the trees, away from the others. They watched them go, grins on their faces. “There goes the cute couple again,” Caelin teased.

      Eric blushed, glad his back was turned to them. When they entered the trees, he hesitated, pulling her back.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      He gave sad smile. “It’s not safe out here; we shouldn’t be going off alone.”

      Inken’s breath hissed between her teeth. He thought she would argue; instead, she stalked past him and back towards the fire. Eric winced and made to follow.

      Inken glanced back. “Stay there! I’ll be back in a second.”

      She jogged into the camp, gathered her gear and ran back. Now she carried her bow strung over her shoulder and wore her cavalry sabre at her side.

      “Happy now?” she teased.

      Eric gave a quick nod, knowing this was the best he would get. It seemed they were going into the woods, whether he liked it or not. Inken shot him a mischievous smirk. She took his hand again and dragged him into the darkness.

      He stumbled after her, tripping over the root-riddled earth in the pitch black beneath the trees. He could just make out the dim outline of Inken in front of him; the rest of the forest was invisible. The warmth of her hand in his own was reassuring. She glanced back occasionally, her teeth flashing as she smiled.

      Twice Eric almost fell, kept on his feet only by Inken’s quick hands. The forest was hazardous in the dark, though Inken managed it far better than him. He kept his ears open, listening for the first signs of trouble. Only the soft hoot of an owl was audible above their own racket.

      When they finally emerged from the trees, Eric was puffing and holding his injured side. The pain vanished when he saw where Inken had brought him. His mouth dropped, a gasp escaping him.

      The giant trees opened up onto a patch of low-lying ferns. A soft glow spread across the clearing, lit by fern leaves shining in the dark, their gentle luminescence banishing the night. Tiny insects buzzed between them, and these too radiated with light. A creek threaded its way through the clearing, the currents playing a warm melody against the coarse pebble bed. Steam rose from the running water, leaving a thin fog hovering at eye level. A sweet, rosy scent drifted in the air.

      “There was only a faint glow when I found it. I thought you might like it,” Inken spoke in a voice hushed with wonder.

      “It’s… it’s beautiful,” he had no other words.

      Inken turned to him. The scarlet curls of her hair ablaze in the light. She took his hand and drew him further into the ferns. They sat beside the stream, face to face, arms around one another, savouring the closeness of their bodies and the warmth of their skin.

      “Eric, I… I want to ask you something,” she paused.

      He leaned forward, reaching up to stroke her face. Her eyes closed at his touch. She shivered.

      “What?” he breathed.

      “What do you want, Eric? What are your dreams?”

      The question took him by surprise. He looked away. What do I want? The question had never really mattered before, not for a long time.

      “I don’t know,” he realised at that moment how tragic it was. “I guess, to help Alastair…”

      Inken reached up and entwined her fingers in his hair. She turned him to face her. “There must be something more. You had a life once, before the magic. I know it. What did that Eric want?”

      He closed his eyes, unable to meet her fiery gaze.

      “He was lost a long time ago.”

      “I know that’s not true. When you were in that trance, I saw him. A man untouched by your curse. Now, what do you want, Eric?”

      He thought back, trying to remember the boy he had once been, to remember a time before his magic awakened. It seemed a part of someone else’s life now, too innocent to be his own. The memories took a long time to surface. Inken waited.

      “I wanted to be a carpenter,” he laughed.

      Inken rested her forehead against his. “Do you still want that?”

      “I don’t know…” he hesitated.

      Inken kissed him. “Go on.”

      Eric drew a shuddering breath. “I want to be normal. To finish this business and start a new life. But if we cannot find Enala, what is the point? Archon will tear the world apart.”

      “There is always a point, Eric. Life is a fickle thing and it must be lived. Archon will attack, or he won’t. It is no different to the farmer whose livelihood depends on the weather. He knows he may be ruined one day by a drought or a storm, but he battles on anyway. True bravery means pursuing what you want, no matter the obstacles. The world may end tomorrow, but what matters is what we do with the time we have left. Otherwise, we are already lost.”

      Eric felt a warm fluttering in his chest as she spoke. However, there was still a weight within him. “I can’t put the past aside so easily. That nightmare is an anchor dragging me down. I cannot move on until I have redeemed myself.”

      “And you think saving Enala will do that?”

      Eric nodded.

      “Oh Eric,” she hugged him. “I think you have already redeemed yourself. You are learning to control your power, are doing all you can to prevent the past repeating itself. And you used it to heal Chole. What more can you do?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s not enough.”

      Inken sighed. “I understand. Maybe there isn’t anything you can do to put those ghosts to bed. But you also have to live, Eric.”

      “I know. And there’s something else I want, you know.”

      “Oh really?”

      “I want you, Inken.”

      She stood, eyes locked to his. “Well I’m right here, Eric Storm. So come and get me,” she teased, walking backwards towards the stream. As she moved she pulled off her leather jacket, then the shirt beneath. Her leggings quickly followed. She stood there grinning, wearing nothing but the soft curves of her sun touched skin.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, eyes feasting.

      “Going for a swim,” she grinned. “This stream is fed by a hotspring. Are you going to join me?”

      Eric sprang to his feet and followed her into the steaming waters.
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* * *

      They lay wrapped in each other’s arms, eyes closed, the hot water streaming over their naked bodies. Neither had spoken for some time, each lost in their own dreams. A quiet tranquillity had settled over the clearing, as though the world beyond the glowing ferns no longer existed.

      A roar shattered the calm. Inken reacted instantly, leaping up the bank, scrambling for her sword and bow. Eric followed, eyes racking the canopy overhead. The bellow came again, from behind them. The camp!

      They clambered desperately into their clothes and took off towards the campsite. The darkness fed their panic, the screams from ahead driving them onwards. Each time Eric stumbled, Inken was at his side, helping him up, pushing him on. They raced through the trees, straining to hear, to see what was happening.

      Inken emerged first, exploding from the undergrowth into the long grass. Eric arrived a second later, arms raised to protect himself from the low branches. He slammed into Inken’s back and almost knocked them both to the ground before he caught himself.

      They were just in time. The others stood in the centre of the clearing, weapons at the ready, eyes locked to the sky. Flames leapt across the long grass, dwarfing their tiny campfire. Eric looked up and saw a flash of red as something huge passed across the moon. Flames glittered on scales.

      Then the beast was hurtling towards them, the sky erupting in flames, revealing the dragon. Fire licked from jaws large enough to swallow a horse. Bloody fangs flickered in and out of sight. The black orbs of its eyes swept the clearing, lingering on the group of men who dared to trespass here.

      It crashed to the ground. The earth shook with the impact, flinging them from their feet. The horses screamed and the thunder of their fleeing hooves echoed in the darkness. Eric spun to protect his wound. He stared up at the beast in horror.

      Its massive hide filled half the clearing. It crouched on all fours, claws raking out grooves deep enough to bury a man. Giant wings splayed out on either side, blacking out the moon. Its tail flickered out like a snake. It stank of blood and guts, of death and despair. A blast of hot air struck Eric like a furnace as it turned towards them, tongue sliding out to taste the air. Its scales were the darkest red.

      It roared again, fire gushing from its mouth. The grass burst into flames. Inken dragged him back, the heat swamping them. There came a whoosh as the ground caught alight.

      Across the clearing, Alastair stepped away from his companions. His cloak spun out behind him, the air shimmering with his magic. His hand swept down. Eric felt the power surging through the air, driving a dull throb into the back of his skull.

      The Red dragon shrieked as the magic struck, picking up the beast and flinging it into the trees. The ancient trunks groaned at the impact, toppling backwards beneath the dragon’s bulk. The monster thrashed, limbs tearing at earth and wood. The great wings flapped. It bounded into the air and began to circle.

      The night shook with the dragon’s roar. It folded its wings and dove, fire gushing from its mouth. The trees burst into flames as it swept past. The inferno raced across the grass towards their companions.

      Alastair arced out his arms, flinging the blaze back upon itself. Burning wood crackled amidst the flames. Smoke drifted across the clearing, blinding them. Eric bent over, choking on the acrid air. He backed away, straining to hear the whip of the dragons wings over the rumbling flames.

      The beast appeared suddenly from the smoke, catching Alastair unawares. He raised a hand in defiance – but too slow. The dragon slammed into the ground, knocking the old man from his feet. A column of fire swallowed him.

      Eric’s heart stopped. “No!” he screamed.

      His magic boiled up from the depths of his body. He did not attempt to stop it. He let it grow, feeding on his rage. The wind stirred. Gusts swirled into the clearing, whipping up the flames. They gathered around him, converging into a thunderous gale. His hair thrashed in its grasp, clothes cracking against his skin.

      His vision narrowed until all he saw was the red of the dragon. The stream of fire from its mouth ceased. Somehow Alastair still stood, defiant, his face black with soot. The dragon raised its claws over his head and struck. Alastair held out his hand and the monstrous talons stopped a foot above him. There came a dull thud, as though they had struck wood. The old man’s arm began to shake.

      Eric unleashed the gale. The air raged around him and then cascaded into the beast. The dragon stumbled back beneath the onslaught. The wind caught in its wings, hurling it towards the trees. The great wings beat down, carrying it within a hair’s breadth of the treetops.

      The dragon began to turn, but Eric’s rage was not finished yet. The winds encircled the creature, crashing against its scaly hide. The power of each blow forced it lower in the sky. Eric gritted his teeth and pressed down with everything he had. Its wings folded and the beast toppled into the forest. The crash echoed through the night.

      Eric let out a long breath and released his power. He slumped to the ground, knees quivering, an empty feeling in the pit of his stomach. The brief exertion had drained his weakened body.

      Inken grasped him around the shoulders and shook him. “Eric, stop it!”

      “What?” he shouted over the whistling wind.

      Inken pointed.

      Eric looked up. The gales had not dissipated. The wind roared around the clearing, sucking the flames into the air. A column of fire took shape, whirring around with the circling currents. The trees groaned and saplings were ripped from the ground up into the tornado. They glowed orange as their leaves sprouted flames.

      He gaped, frozen by the sight. Inken shook him again, wrenching him from his shock. There was nothing he could do. His strength was gone; he had nothing left to take control of the twister.

      “I can’t – my magic – not strong enough,” the wind tore the words from Eric’s mouth.

      Inken’s eyes grew wide with fear. Her knuckles tightened on her bow. She grasped him by the shirt and hauled him to his feet. “Then we’ve got to go. Run!” she yelled, trying to signal the others. “Run for the cove!”

      Then they were running again, fleeing the burning column, the smouldering heat. Gusts of wind sucked at their backs, the inferno close behind, leaping between the trees. There was no trouble seeing the way now. Fire was everywhere. It chased them on hot blasts of air, driven by the tornado’s rage.

      A roar came from overhead. The canopy exploded as the dragon came crashing down, all teeth and claws. Its wings shredded the bark from trees, its tail whipping out behind it. It landed with a thud, halting their desperate flight.

      Eric dug in his heels. His hand lashed out to grab Inken’s collar, hauling her back. The dragon stood across their path. Its eyes glowed with hatred. The fire raced along either side of them. The tornado howled at their back.

      The dragon clawed its way forwards, tongue flicking out in rapid succession. Then it paused, hesitant to attack. It had been hurt in the battle. A thick branch had impaled one leg and the thin skin of its wings was shredded. Thick blood ran down its scales.

      It did not need to attack to finish them. The tornado was closing, its rumbling growing louder. Flames flooded the forest floor around them, taking light amidst the leaf litter. Their skin was already burning in the heat. Through the dragon was the only way out.

      Inken nocked an arrow and loosed it at the beast. It hissed through the air, bouncing off the hardened scales. The dragon roared and took another step toward them, its confidence growing.

      Eric watched with a sinking heart as Inken drew another arrow. He searched inside himself for a trace of magic but found nothing. Around them the fire roared higher. Only minutes remained to them now. He prayed the others had made it clear.

      Inken squinted through the smoky light. This time it took long seconds for her to take aim. Releasing a long breath, she loosed. The shaft arched up towards the dragon’s face, plunging into its amber eye. The beast screamed, staggering back. Inken did not pause, another arrow already to hand. She drew back, took sight, and shot again.

      The dragon screeched with pain, as the second arrow stabbed through its other eye.

      Eric gaped at the shot, but there was no time for pause. The beast had had enough. It dropped its head and charged. Its claws scrambled in the dirt, ripping roots from the earth.

      Inken drew another arrow, but Eric saw their opportunity. He tackled her to the ground. They struck and rolled, carrying them from the path of the dragon’s rage. The blinded beast charged past into the heart of the inferno.

      They sat up. Inken shot him a glare, but he smiled back. They did not speak but climbed to their feet and ran on. The forest around them was alive with flames, leaving them just one way to flee. If they paused, the inferno would overtake them. The roar of the tornado behind them fed strength to their exhausted limbs.

      At last they left the flames behind, the growl of the tornado dying away as it drifted from their path. The sounds of destruction fell off into the distance. The forest grew dark again, until all that remained was the flickering of shadows from far off fires.

      Exhausted, they collapsed to the ground, clinging to each other in fear, pain, sorrow. The wound in his side began to throb. He had burst his stitches again, but he was too exhausted to care. He hugged Inken to him, taking solace in her touch. He marvelled at her strength, to have found the calm to halt the dragon amidst such chaos. They had been so, so lucky. There was no sign of the others and he prayed they too had escaped the inferno.

      They lay in the darkness, silent but for their laboured gasps and half-choked coughs. Slowly Inken’s breathing settled into a gentle rhythm. She slept. Eric closed his eyes, willing himself to do the same. Instead, questions raced through his mind. Were they okay? Had they heard Inken’s shout?

      There was only one way to find the answers. In the morning, they would finish the journey to Malevolent Cove. He no longer cared about the Gold dragons, no longer held out hope for Enala. Alastair’s plan had been folly. All that mattered now was gathering the shattered remains of their company and fleeing this land.

      Enala was gone.
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      Malevolent Cove was a dark place. Sheer cliffs ringed the bay, their fragile faces crumbling away into the sea below. Waves slammed into the rocks, white caps churning the murky waters. A maze of reefs lurked below, silent graveyard to many a ship. They stood on the black sanded beach, braced against the storm. Rocky spires spotted the dark sands, their jagged tips like the claws of some buried giant. The air stank of rotten fish and the tang of salt.

      They had been waiting for over an hour, searching the forest for sign of their companions. The trees stretched out over the sand, twisted, misshapen things, utterly unlike their towering siblings further inland. Their branches shook in the violent wind, fingers reaching for them.

      Eric shivered. The temperature had plummeted as they approached the rugged coast, the humid valley air long behind them. His burning skin stung in the salty air. He was desperately weary; just the thought of the return journey filled him with dread. At least the tornado had driven them east towards Malevolent Cove. Everything else had gone wrong. Now they were stranded here without horses, food, or water.

      He glanced at Inken. The corners of her lips curled in worry and her hand lingered on her sword hilt. Fear stared from her eyes, searching the trees. A crash came from the forest. Inken drew her blade. Eric tensed, cursing his lack of weapon.

      Caelin emerged first, stumbling from the trees like a dead man. The others followed, one by one, a trail of burnt and bloodied bodies. Alastair appeared last, hobbling and leaning heavily on a branch fashioned into a staff. His grim face lit when he saw them.

      “Eric, Inken, thank the Gods! We thought the worst,” he limped up to them and embraced them each in a warm hug.

      Eric grinned, the worry that had burrowed deep into his heart falling away. He felt a wave of relief. “We thought the same for you.”

      “It was a close thing, but we made it,” Caelin’s face was etched with exhaustion.

      They sat together on the rough sand and looked out over the dark waters. Eric could scarcely believe they had all survived. He thought of the firestorm lighting up the night and the dragon stalking them from above. How had any of them survived? Antonia’s cheeky grin leapt to mind and he sent a silent call of thanks to the little Goddess.

      Yet even so, the six of them were a sorry sight. The others had not saved any supplies either, although Michael still carried his medical bag. Without food or horses, escape from Dragon Country would be nearly impossible. Eric struggled to keep the despair from his face.

      “What is that?” Inken asked.

      He looked up to see where Inken was pointing. He followed her finger out to sea, to beyond the waves crashing on the reef. Squinting, he spotted a dark shape moving through the surging waters, drawing closer.

      “It’s a skiff,” Inken said, glancing at him. “Who would be sailing in these waters?”

      Eric did not have an answer. They sat and watched the boat grow closer. It raced towards the cove, blackened hull slicing through the waves, wind filling its sails. A figure stood in the bow, wrapped in a thick black cloak.

      “What do you think, Alastair?” Caelin asked.

      “Nothing good. Prepare yourselves,” he answered.

      The skiff entered the churned waters of the cove, threading its way between the treacherous reefs. It was clear the man was an accomplished sailor. With the tide high, it would be almost impossible to spot where the water was safe to pass. Still it came on.

      They spread out, eyes locked to the dark craft. Inken strung her bow as Alastair and Caelin drew swords. Balistor stood stock still, hands clamped into fists. Eric could feel the man’s magic building, but there was terror written on the Magicker’s face. Eric shivered. He had never seen Balistor so unsettled.

      Closing his eyes, he searched for his own power. Only a drop remained of the ocean he had first glimpsed all those nights ago. He backed up behind the others; unarmed he could only be a liability.

      The skiff rode a wave up onto the beach. It crunched onto the sand, settling as the water receded. The dark figure stepped off, heavy cloak alive in the wind. Eric glimpsed two swords poking out from beneath its folds, a black gem glittering on each pommel. His face was hidden beneath a thick hood. He reached up with deathly white hands to pull it back.

      Eric sucked in a sharp breath of air. Stark white hair whipped around a smooth grey face. Jet black eyes stared at them, burning with hate. He had no eyebrows or beard, but Eric still recognised the man from his vision.

      “Thomas,” Alastair hissed. He seemed to shrink as the wind whipped the name away.

      A whispery laugh carried across the rocky sand, sending ice trickling down Eric’s back. The thing standing before them was Thomas, the king who had saved the Three Nations, who had defied Archon’s wrath. The same king whose descendants had wielded the Sword of Light down the decades. The king who had disappeared on this very shore, all those years ago. Yet it was clear nothing was left of the man he had once been.

      The fiend spoke, voice so low they strained to catch the words. “Ah, Alastair. How good it is to see you. You have aged poorly, old friend.”

      “Do not call me that!” Alastair cried.

      “Why not? You have called me Thomas, though no one has named me that for an age.”

      “What did the shadow do to you?”

      “Shadow?” Thomas laughed. “The one in the stories? Ha! There was never a shadow, Alastair. He was weak, dying. He let the magic win. He set the beast loose.”

      “No! That is not possible.”

      The creature cackled again, the sound grating on their ears in a thin mockery of the rich laugh Eric remembered from Antonia’s vision.

      “Oh it is possible, Alastair. Truly, did you never consider it? I guess not, or you may have searched harder. I knew you would come looking for me. I fled to the north, the magic concealing my tracks. Archon embraced me with open arms when I reached him. My only regret is I did not have the Sword to give him.”

      “I pity you then. There is nothing left of the man who was Thomas. Not even his magic remains.”

      “Ah yes. Sadly, time has stripped the earth magic from this frail body. No matter, for the dark magic is more than enough.”

      “What are you here for?” Balistor demanded.

      “Of course, how could I have forgotten? Archon grows tired of failure. His human servants have disappointed him at every turn. They have forced his hand. I have been sent to prepare for his arrival. When he finally marches south, I will ensure there is no one of measure to stand in his path. The Three Nations will fall like autumn leaves.”

      “You are here to kill us?” Alastair asked.

      “Among other things, yes,” the demon reached down and slid a sword from its scabbard. It rasped into the air, cold black steel that promised death. Runes shone along its length, the language unrecognisable. The weapon glowed with an aura that seemed to smite the light itself.

      The demon charged, sand spraying up behind him. His companions tensed, weapons held at the ready. Eric froze, watching it come with dread. He felt powerless, helpless to aid his companions. Michael stood beside him, his face etched with horror.

      The demon closed on them, silent, like death itself incarnate. Inken drew back an arrow and loosed. It sliced the air. Her aim was true, but seconds before it struck, the demon vanished. The shaft embedded itself in the bare sand.

      Eric had no time to search for their missing foe. Pain exploded through his back and burst from his chest. He gave a half-choked scream, looking down to see the dark tip of the demon’s blade stabbing from his torso. His body shook, a dark sensation lacing its way through his veins, an evil web that sucked away his strength. His knees gave way, but an iron grip on his shoulder held him up. He heard the demon cackling behind him.

      Inken screamed, but she sounded distant now, as though miles away. He looked up, searching for her, his vision growing blurred. Five figures stood on the beach, mouths wide as they called for him, but he could not tell them apart. He could not find her.

      A boot struck him in the back, pushing him from the sword. Eric slid to the ground, landing with a thud. He coughed, choking on the taste of blood. Agony burned in waves through his body. The dark threads throbbed with an otherworldly pain, filling his mind, scorching away his feeble resistance. He reached for the last drop of his magic, desperate to defend himself, but the power had vanished.

      Through the fog, he heard the demon speak. “Such power for one so young. I am glad to take it off his hands,” the crackle of lightning followed the words.

      Eric cracked open his eyes. The edges of his vision grew dark, but the demon’s sword stood stark and clear. Lightning crept along the blade.

      The demon stalked towards his companions. He closed his eyes, unable to watch. His breath came in painful gasps. Energy rippled through his body, tearing at his soul, and he had nothing left to fight it. Oblivion loomed. He wished for Inken.

      Then Michael was at his side.
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* * *

      Inken choked back a sob, her breath catching in her throat. Hot tears ran down her cheeks. A scream built in her chest, crawling up from some dark recess deep within. Her knees shook, the strength fleeing her legs. Instinct was shouting for her to run to Eric, to save him. But the demon stood between them, laughing.

      Hands trembling, vision blurred by tears, she struggled to nock another arrow. She could not find the string and the arrow tumbled to the sand. Inken shrieked with rage, throwing the bow to the ground. Her chest ached, as though a hand of ice had taken hold of her heart. Summoning the last shred of her being, she drew her sabre.

      The demon stepped towards them. Alastair leapt, sword lashing out at his foe. The demon’s blade swept down to meet it. Steel clashed and lightning jumped between them. Electricity raced along Alastair’s blade and vanished into the sleek metal. Alastair sneered and lashed out again.

      Caelin raced in from the right. The demon turned aside a decapitating blow from Alastair and lashed out with its boot, catching Alastair in the chest and flinging him backwards. He crashed into a rocky spire and slid to the sand. The demon spun in time to avoid Caelin’s wild slash.

      The demon turned its sword on the young soldier. Lightning leapt from the blade, but Caelin was already moving and the bolt struck empty beach. The air erupted, the sand boiling where he had stood. Caelin rolled with a smooth grace, his sword striking for the demon’s face.

      The fiend pulled back, the blade biting empty air. Caelin pressed the attack, but the demon caught the blade with its own. Lightning danced between the weapons. There came a terrifying boom and Caelin’s sword shattered like crystal. The blast sent Caelin bouncing across the beach like a ragdoll.

      Inken threw herself at the demon, grief boiling in her veins. Balistor charged with her, snarling with rage. The demon turned to meet them, leaving Alastair and Caelin to recover. Or so she prayed.

      Black steel flashed for her face. Inken hurled herself aside. The blade sliced through the air, its razor sharp edge shearing off a few fiery strands of hair. The fiend raised its blade again, but a ball of flame smashed into its chest. Embers exploded, flying in the raging wind. The demon shrugged off the attack and turned to grin at Balistor.

      Inken struggled to regain her balance. Balistor launched another fireball, but the fiend’s cloak was already aflame and it did not seem to care. Balistor retreated as it advanced on him. Inken saw her chance as the demon turned its back. She sprinted forward and brought her sabre down on the demon’s neck.

      The blade struck home, and stopped dead. The steel jarred in her hand and a bone numbing shock ran up her arm. The sword slipped from her numb fingers. It was as though she’d struck solid rock, but the blade had not even pierced the demon’s skin.

      The demon turned on her, flames leaping from its cloak. It lashed out with a fist, striking her in the chest. The blow flung her to the sand. She tumbled across the beach and crashed into a stone pillar. Groaning, she placed a knee beneath her and fought to sit up. A sharp pain lanced through her chest. She gritted her teeth against the pain, the broken rib cutting and grinding. Lurching to her feet, she drew a hunting knife and stumbled towards the fight.

      Alastair was back on his feet, wielding his sword two handed with all the power he could bear. Each time the demon blade was there, turning aside his blows with ease. The demon was too fast, too powerful. Not even Balistor’s attacks could phase it.

      Inken dove in, feet unsteady, searching for an opening. The hunting knife had no reach, but she hoped she might distract it enough to aid Alastair. The demon began to laugh again, its rasping cackle ringing with the clash of blades. Only Alastair’s sword was able to touch the black blade, protected by whatever spell had been cast on the weapon.

      Alastair jumped back, chest heaving, hands trembling. Inken moved to stand with him, wishing for the strength to help. They crouched low and then sprang forward to attack together.

      Lightning arced from the demon’s blade, smashing into the sand at their feet. The earth erupted, the force of the explosion picking them up and hurling them through the air. Inken smashed down and slid through the sand. Alastair flew backwards into the ocean and disappeared beneath the waves.

      Inken coughed, choking on sand, her body a mess of pain. She rolled onto her stomach and spat out a mouthful of black sand. Her dagger lay a few feet away. Bracing herself, she crawled towards it, glancing across at the demon.

      Balistor fought on, his face black with soot. But his powers were useless, the demon advancing through his attacks. Over the roar of the waves and flames, she heard Balistor shout. “Leave them, they’re mine!”

      Inken closed her eyes, willing strength to her muscles. Her fingers found the blade and clasped desperately at the hilt. It felt better to have a weapon in her grasp, although it was of little use in her state.

      The demon raised its sword to the sky, dismissing Balistor with a contemptuous turn of its back. The sky grew dark and flashes lit the underbelly of the clouds. Lightning lanced down with a boom of thunder, spearing the black sword. Another bolt followed, and another, gathering around the weapon as a great ball of energy.

      The demon’s laughter shook the earth. “You are all traitors and will suffer for it. Farewell!”

      Inken closed her eyes tight and braced herself for the lightning’s burning touch. She wished for Eric, for one last chance to embrace him.

      A roar echoed over the lightning’s boom. Inken looked up, eyes wide with shock. A shadow flew overhead, gold scales filling the sky.

      The demon’s eyes widened. The dragon dropped, streaking towards it, its giant mouth open to bare a hundred fangs. It slammed into the demon, talons tearing to send it flying. The gathered energy flashed away, the blasts leaving glassy marks in the sand where they struck.

      The fiend spun in the air to land on its feet, sword held out before it. It dropped to a crouch, a snarl on its pale face.

      Inken stared, unable to believe her eyes. The dragon towered over them, twice the size of the Red that had attacked last night. Its wings spread wide as it prepared to take flight, casting the beach in shadow. The massive tail lashed out, shattering rocky spires like toothpicks. Its diamond eyes glared at the demon. Smoke snorted from the slits of its nostrils. On its back sat a girl with golden hair.

      Her clothes were torn and her skin streaked with dirt. She grasped the dragon’s neck with one arm, legs gripped tight to the scales. Her sapphire eyes glared down at them, fury written across her face. With her spare hand she pointed to the demon and screamed.

      White-hot flames leapt from the great jaws, far greater than any Balistor had summoned. For the first time fear showed on the demon’s face. It dove from the path of the flames, unable to stand before its cleansing heat. The dragon came after it, claws ripping up the black sand. There was no escape from its rage.

      Fire encircled the demon, forcing it to turn. Its sword slashed out, a bolt of lightning lancing for the girl. Inken’s breath caught in her throat. The girl flinched back, but golden wings rose to protect her. The lightning shattered on the thick scales.

      Then the dragon was attacking again, flames licking at the heels of their foe. The demon fled across the sand, chased by an inferno that left a path of glass in its wake. The dragon charged after, clawing its way into the air. The great wings beat down. It roared.

      The fiend swung around, sword raised. Lightning twitched along its length and flashed at the dragon’s unprotected stomach.

      Flames rushed to meet it. The forces collided mid-air and exploded outwards. The shockwave whipped sand into Inken’s face. She squinted through the grit and saw the flickering blue lightning succumb to the all-consuming fire. The demon disappeared into the conflagration.

      A hideous scream filled the air. Within the inferno she saw the outline of a figure writhing against the flames. The dragon kept on, relentless.

      A flash split the sky, blinding the onlookers. Inken scrunched her eyes closed, but it seeped through to burn her anyway. Pain flashed through her skull. The light vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

      Inken opened her eyes, her vision slowly returning. The flames had died away. The dragon stood back on its hind legs, its great head staring at where the ground had turned to molten black glass. All that remained was a trail of glassy footprints burnt into the sand, heading for the forest. The demon had fled.

      Inken looked up at the dragon and the girl.

      Enala stared down at her.
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      Caelin pulled himself to his feet. The dragon loomed over the beach; scales gleaming, fangs bared, eyes glaring. Caelin ignored it. Turning, he sprinted for the sea. The surf roared up to meet him as he dove over the raging waves. The salty water stung his eyes as he searched for Alastair.

      He bobbed to the surface moments later, Alastair slung over his shoulders. Straining beneath the weight, he dragged himself back to shore and up the beach. Dumping the old man to the sand, he collapsed beside him, gasping for breath. Alastair gave a hacking cough as he fell, water gushing from his mouth.

      Balistor moved to his side. “Is he okay?”

      Caelin nodded, shivering in the brisk sea breeze. He glanced again at the dragon and the girl who rode it. It was an astonishing sight and he could not help but appreciate the irony. After all they’d had gone through to find her, it had been Enala who had saved them.

      “I’m going to talk to her,” he said to Balistor. “Look after him.”

      He walked towards the dragon. The golden scales glistened in the morning sunlight, blinding him. Its giant head turned to watch him come, eyes alive with intelligence. Its jaws cracked open, revealing rows of dagger length teeth. A gust of wind carried with it the stench of rotting fish.

      Caelin shivered. Alastair’s blade lay on the sand nearby. The dragon growled when he reached down to scoop it up. He lifted it slowly, an arm raised in submission, and slid it into his empty scabbard. Showing his empty hands, he continued forwards.

      His gaze drifted to where Eric lay. A pool of blood stained the sand around him. Michael and Inken sat at his side, but even from this distance he could see the gaping wound. He fought back tears.

      Summoning his resolve, he focused again on Enala. The girl glared down at him, following his approach. Her blond hair fluttered in the breeze and he noticed now the copper lock dangling across her face. Dark circles ringed her eyes.

      When Caelin reached the dragon, he dropped low in a bow. It had been a long time since anyone had visited the tribes, but he knew the courtesies expected.

      “Who are you?” Enala demanded.

      Caelin frowned, his curiosity mounting. It was common knowledge that even the Gold dragons did not allow people to ride them; even during Archon’s war it had been a rare occurrence. He wondered how Enala managed it.

      Even so, he knew the correct etiquette. Ignoring the girl, he addressed the dragon first. “Dragon, my name is Caelin, Sergeant of the Plorsean army. I know the name of the one you carry, but may I enquire as to yours?” he offered.

      Air hissed from the dragon’s nose in what might have been laughter. “Well met, Sergeant. I am Nerissa.”

      “Nerissa, excuse my curiosity, but why do you bear this girl?”

      Again the snort of laughter. “Her parents and she often visited this place. Her blood is old. She may ride with us, for we still honour the pact we made with her ancestors. She and I have flown together many times.”

      Caelin nodded. Nerissa spoke of the pact the old kings had made with the dragons to fight Archon. King Thomas had been the orchestrator of that pact. The dragon had confirmed Enala truly was related to the ancient king.

      “Who are you all? Why are you here?” Enala spoke through grated teeth. The fire in her eyes dared him to defy her again.

      He bent his head in apology. “My apologies. These are the hunter Inken, Magickers Balistor and Alastair, and Alastair’s apprentice, Eric,” he pointed to each of them in turn. Then he looked up at the girl. “And we are here for you, Enala.”

      The girl stiffened. The dragon dropped into a crouch, a low growl rumbling up from its chest. Sand crunched beneath its claws as it stepped towards him. A tongue of flame licked the sand.

      Caelin raised his hands in surrender, fighting back the instinct to draw his sword. “Wait! We mean you no harm, Enala.”

      “That is all anyone wishes for me,” her lips curling back in a snarl.

      “Please, let me speak. We came here to help you!”

      Enala paused, nostrils flaring. She leaned closer, though she sat high above him. Her gaze seemed to look right to his soul. “How did you plan to help me, Caelin? When you cannot even save yourselves,” she gave a cruel laugh.

      Caelin’s cheeks flushed, but he pushed on. “There are others hunting you, Enala. Archon wants you dead.”

      The laughter died. “Archon?”

      “Yes.”

      “What would he want with me?” there was fear in her voice now.

      “You are a threat to him. You are the descendent of Aria, sister to King Thomas. And you are the last one who can wield the Sword of Light.”

      Enala’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “You must come with us, Enala. The Three Nations need you.”

      Her eyes hardened to crystal. “There is nothing for me there now. Everything and everyone I ever loved is gone. I am safe here with Nerissa. So, Caelin, why should I care?”

      Caelin gaped. He had come too far to care for the ravings of a selfish teenager. Whatever Enala had been through, he would not allow her to abandon her nation.

      “Why should you care?” he shouted. “Because people will die. Because without you there is nothing to stop Archon unleashing his terror on our world. Because if you don’t, a thousand other children will lose their parents, just as you have.”

      Enala stared down at him, her face expressionless.
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* * *

      Balistor looked up at the arrogant young girl. She sat there on her dragon: beautiful, brave, naïve. Did she really believe she would be safe from Archon here? Archon had the power to turn a dragon to dust if he chose. There would be no escaping him once he came, and so long as Enala lived, she was a threat to his plans.

      Balistor smiled. So she had to die. He felt a surge of pleasure looking at the girl. They had finally found her. Her death would redeem him in the eyes of his master. The only obstacle left to surmount now was the dragon. Fortunately, he had a piece of dark magic that might just have the power he needed.

      He looked down at Alastair, lying so weak at his feet. The deception had been easier than he’d expected. How desperate the old man had been for help. No one had even questioned his story.

      His anger flared. Why had Archon sent the demon? Things had been under control. He could not believe his master could sentence him to death so easily. There was no treachery in caution. Besides, it was not his fault things at the inn had gone so wrong. Two people had been responsible for that. The first was whichever foolish hunter had shot him in the back. A small wound, but it had prevented him from burning the lot of them alive in the haystack. By the time he had recovered, they were a long way from his hired help. There had been no choice but to go along with the fools.

      The second was Inken, and he would ensure she endured a long death as punishment for her betrayal. He smiled, pausing to appreciate her heartbroken sobs. It was a satisfying sound.

      “She’s the one,” Alastair coughed, a smile on his lips. He closed his eyes and drifted into unconsciousness.

      Balistor’s thoughts returned to his present problem. Two threats remained to his plans. The dragon he was sure he could best. Then there was Alastair. The old man’s strength was phenomenal and he did not think it would take long for him to recover. It seemed whatever he faced, Alastair found a way to triumph.

      Not this time, he decided with a smirk. The girl’s sweet throat will have to wait.

      Balistor drew his sword.
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* * *

      Inken’s eyes burned. Her throat was hoarse from crying, her shirt soaked with tears. She sat on the soft sand cradling Eric’s head in her lap. His eyes stared up at her, flickering with whatever waking dream had taken him. A shiver ran through his body. She placed a hand on his forehead and found his skin cold with sweat. When he coughed, red foam dripped down his chin.

      She wiped the blood away with her sleeve. “Please, Eric, stay with us.”

      Michael laid a hand on her shoulder. He had done his best to stem the blood, but they all knew the wound was mortal. “I can give him something to ease his passing, Inken.”

      “No!” she screamed at him. “No, no, no!” she sobbed.

      Michael shrank back from her wrath and she instantly regretted the outburst. All she wanted was for someone to hold her, to tell her everything would be all right.

      Eric coughed again, eyes scrunched closed in pain. When they opened, he caught her gaze. “Don’t worry, Inken,” he gasped. “It’s… going to be okay.”

      Inken leaned close and kissed him. “Don’t you leave me,” she whispered.

      Eric’s eyes slid down the beach. His skin was a pallid grey, his lips blue. He smiled. “We found her, Inken. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      Inken couldn’t bring herself to smile back. The demon’s blade had pierced Eric’s lung, leaving him to drown in his own blood. The wound was beyond any doctor’s skill to heal.

      Eric’s grin faded away. He struggled to raise an arm. A spasm shook his fragile body, a groan rattling up from his chest in a gurgling cough. Red flecks stained her shirt. Amidst the seizure, she made out one word. “Alastair!”

      Inken shook her head in confusion. She turned to look at the rest of their fellowship.

      Down the beach, above the raging surf, Balistor stood over Alastair. His sword was in his hand. She watched as he raised it above his head.

      “Caelin!” she shrieked.
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* * *

      Caelin heard his name over the roar of the surf. He looked up, saw Inken pointing at him. No, not at him. Behind him. He spun, fuelled by the terror on her face.

      Balistor loomed over Alastair, sword poised above the fallen Magicker. He had frozen at Inken’s cry, a look of hesitation on his face. Their eyes met. Balistor grinned. The sword lanced down.

      Time seemed to stand still, freezing the scene in Caelin’s mind. He heard the crash of a wave on the beach, the great rushing breath of the dragon, Enala’s gasp, Inken’s painful sob. He saw the hate in Balistor’s eyes – the hate he should have seen long ago.

      A spark of sun pierced the clouds above, catching on Balistor’s sword. For a second it seemed the traitor held the Sword of Light itself. Then the blade plunged home, burying itself in Alastair’s chest, and the light died.

      Alastair lurched against the blade, one last gasp escaping him, and then slumped to the sand. Caelin thought he heard the whisper of a word, but the wind whipped away all meaning.

      Balistor wrenched back his blade and began to cackle. Blood dripped from his sword tip and a pool was already gathering around Alastair. His laughter carried across the beach, fuel to Caelin’s fury.

      “Traitor!” he drew the sword he had gathered from the beach.

      Balistor walked towards him. “Traitor? No, I don’t think so. Spy would be more apt. I never served your king, only Archon. Thankfully, you’re a gullible fool, Caelin.”

      Caelin gritted his teeth, resisting the urge to attack. Nothing made sense here.

      “Who are you?” he hissed.

      Balistor smirked. “Perhaps Inken might recognise me,” he waved a hand. His purple robes darkened to black.

      “You!” Caelin heard Inken hiss from behind him. He did not take his eyes from Balistor.

      “Still cannot guess, Caelin? I am the one who hired Inken and her hunter friends, the one who has been hunting you. And this time, you won’t escape.”

      The pieces began to click together. “All this time?” he choked.

      Balistor continued his march up the beach, growing ever closer. “Yes, although I had intended to be done with you all at the inn. An unfortunate series of events messed up my plan, Inken’s interference most of all,” his eyes swept across to where Inken crouched. “And believe me, Inken, you will scream for mercy before you die.”

      Inken growled. “Not if I kill you first.”

      Balistor laughed, ignoring her threat. “Still, things have worked out quite well. You have helped to shame a rival of mine and led me straight to the girl.”

      “And do you think this girl is going to die so easily?” Enala growled at him. Nerissa’s jaws stretched wide, showing row upon row of teeth to emphasise her words.

      Balistor only grinned. With his free hand he reached into his cloak. Caelin stepped towards him, but Balistor’s hand hissed back out, flames licking from his fingertips and rushing for him. Caelin threw himself back. The sand exploded at his feet, sending sand sizzling through the air.

      “Stay back, Caelin. Your turn will come,” his hand disappeared into the cloak again, drawing out a glass sphere.

      Caelin stared at the alien object. Dark mist rolled within, clawing at the glass with smoky fingers. A sickly green glow seeped from within and a dreadful humming rung in his ears.

      “I’ve been waiting to use this for a long time. Here, Enala, a gift from Archon,” he tossed the ball in her direction.

      The globe tumbled through the air. Nerissa reared back, the globe shattering against her head. A muffled explosion rung out. A black cloud rushed from the glass, engulfing the dragon’s head. Nerissa roared in fury, rising up on her hind legs. She clawed at the dark fog, head shaking as she tried to dislodge the cloying magic.

      Enala lost her grip amidst the dragon’s struggle. She screamed as she tumbled from Nerissa’s back, hitting the sand with a bone-rattling thud. Winded and gasping for air, she struggled to find her feet.

      Above, the darkness writhed about the dragon’s head. Nerissa’s claws slashed and tore at it, but the cloud was like a living thing, reforming with each attempt. It clung to the dragons face, robbing her of sight, of smell, of air.

      Her movements grew more violent and distressed. The great head shook, jaws opening to bellow her defiance. The greasy poison poured down her throat, cutting off the sound. She stumbled across the sand, wings clawing, struggles growing ever weaker.

      Caelin could only watch in helpless terror. Enala sat frozen beneath the beast, staring in despair at her dying dragon.

      A sudden stillness took Nerissa, the last of her strength fading away. She began to sway. Then she was falling, falling straight towards Enala.

      Caelin was already moving, sand slipping beneath his feet, a desperate sprint to reach the girl in time. Enala did not move, did not seem bothered by her impending death. She looked up at the dragon, on her knees, and watched the massive body descend.

      He leapt beneath Nerissa’s shadow, bounded to Enala, and tackled her from the path of the dragon’s fall. The ground shook as the beast struck, sending up a wave of coarse black sand. Caelin shielded the girl against the dragon’s dying throws, the razor sharp claws coming within inches of them.

      As the dragon stilled Caelin picked himself up, leaving Enala where she lay. Nerissa had fallen a couple of feet from where they had landed. The great beast lay like a statue, still as stone. The evil smoke had vanished. The glassy globes of the dragon’s eyes stared up at him, blank and devoid of life.

      Enala opened her eyes and saw Nerissa lying there. Caelin watched a wave sweep through her tiny body, a great shuddering jolt, as though something within had shattered into a thousand pieces. Enala rolled into a ball and began to sob, the quiet whispers mere hints of her sorrow.

      Caelin had no time to worry about her. He picked up Alastair’s sword and stood over the helpless girl, waiting for Balistor to come.

      The traitor walked up onto Nerissa’s stomach, grinning as he gave them a mocking clap. Caelin gripped the sword tighter, swallowing his rage. The Magicker looked down at them, his smile dismissing Caelin as a spider would a fly. Yet Caelin would not back down. He would fight to his dying breath to protect the girl.

      “Well done, Caelin. For a second I thought I had dealt with a few birds with a single stone. As ever, you do not fail to impress. Sadly though, it is time for this mockery to end,” flames raced along his arms.

      Caelin braced himself and brought up Alastair’s sword. Fire filled the air, racing towards him too fast to avoid. He flinched back, the sword raised before him. The flames struck Alastair’s weapon, and vanished.

      Caelin blinked to clear his eyes, staring at the sword. He ran a finger along the steel and found it cool to the touch.

      Balistor’s breath hissed between his teeth. “Ah, Alastair’s sword. It will be a nice souvenir.”

      “Come and get it,” Caelin grinned. He slipped into a fighting stance. A swordsman he could deal with.

      Balistor drew his own blade and touched a hand to it. Fire leapt down its length and spread along his arm, then to his chest until it covered his body in a blazing suit of armour. Heat radiated off him in waves, forcing Caelin back. He squinted against the flaming light and braced himself.

      “Do you think those flames will stop my blade?” he mocked.

      Balistor made no reply. Caelin would not have heard him over the snarling flames anyway. His foe’s sword flicked out, leaving a burning glow trailing across his vision.

      Alastair’s sword caught its edge and turned it aside. Metal clashed as Balistor swung again. Embers sprayed across Caelin’s face, forcing him to raise an arm to protect his eyes from the smouldering rain. He slid backwards, sword slashing out to cover his retreat.

      Balistor pressed the advantage, heat radiating out before him in a stifling cloud. Smoke cloyed the air, making it a struggle just to breathe. Sweat trickled down Caelin’s face and into his eyes. His sea soaked clothes were already beginning to dry from the fire’s touch. Even so, he blocked each blow with cool efficiency. His mind focused, driven by thoughts of what failure would mean for all of them.

      Yet Balistor was gaining ground. The heat sapped Caelin’s strength, his attacks already becoming more and more feeble. Alastair’s sword protected him from direct attacks, but it could not be everywhere. Each time the blades met flames erupted between them, the cinders leaving scorch marks on his skin. Embers had set his shirt aglow in several places and his body screamed with exhaustion. Between the attack last night and the demon, he had nothing left to give.

      Inken appeared from nowhere, arrow nocked to her bow. Before either could react, she loosed. The arrow came within a foot of Balistor before a tongue of flame lashed out to catch it. The shaft fell to the ground as ash.

      Balistor lashed out with his blade, forcing Caelin back, then spun and hurled a wave of flame at Inken. It struck her in the chest, throwing her to the ground. She spun through the sand, fighting to beat out the fire catching on her shirt. When the flames finally died, she collapsed to the beach, overtaken by the pain.

      Caelin turned in time to block a decapitating blow. Heat swamped him, driving him back. It was like fighting in a furnace. The flames sucked all moisture from the air, leaving his skin burned and lips cracking with each gasp of breath. The burning sword tore through the air. Caelin leaned back, the blade ripping through the space he’d just occupied. He spun on his heel as it passed, his own weapon seeking flesh.

      Balistor wrenched back – but not fast enough. Alastair’s blade streaked through the flaming armour, catching flesh. The stench of burning blood quickly followed. The wound only drove Balistor harder. His blade struck at him, faster now, leaving Caelin defending desperately for his life. Pain rippled down his arm as each blow struck.

      Then Balistor’s blade caught on his own, sweeping beneath his guard. The burning sword tore across his chest, burning as it went. Caelin screamed as pain seared through his body, forcing him to his knees. Balistor raised his weapon to finish him. Caelin rolled backwards, coming to his feet outside his opponent’s reach.

      Balistor laughed. “And now the mighty Caelin flees. Did I not tell you how useless a sword is amongst Magickers?”

      Caelin staggered, heat burning deeper into his chest. He gritted his teeth, fighting to keep his feet. I cannot fail, he yelled within the confines of his mind. But nor could he stand. His legs crumpled and he fell to his knees.

      Balistor laughed down at him. “Ah, the great swordsman humbled. I am glad to see the day,” he placed his sword against Caelin’s neck.

      Flame licked at his flesh. He flinched back, hands reaching down to scoop up a fistful of sand. Balistor raised his sword and Caelin hurled the sand at his foe’s face. It disappeared through the mask of fire.

      Balistor reared back with a scream of agony. His sword fell to the beach and his hands reached for his face. Another nightmarish shriek echoed off the cliffs and he toppled to the ground. His fingers clawed at his face as though his eyes were afire.

      Caelin did not stop to question the turn of luck. He stepped close and put an end to the traitor’s cries. The flames died as he wrenched back his sword. He gasped at the sight of what lay beneath, reeling back in shock. The sand he’d thrown had liquefied in the flames, covering Balistor’s face with molten glass. It had congealed in his mouth and eyes, the skin beneath blistering, his eyes blood red. Caelin’s stomach lurched at the smell of burning flesh and hair. He turned away in horror.

      He looked around at the bloody battleground the beach had become. The dragon’s body loomed large in his eyes, Enala still catatonic beside it. Beyond Alastair lay alone on the red sand. Further up the beach, Inken had managed to crawl back to Eric’s side. The breeze blew across the black sands, carrying with it the stench of ash, the reek of their ruin.

      His eyes drifted back to Enala. She was the one they had sought, the one who would save them all. Yet in saving her, they had paid a toll beyond what anyone had expected. Who was Enala but a young, inexperienced girl? How was she to stand against the powers of Archon?

      Was she really worth this?
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      Waves crashed down on the black shores. Night slipped ever closer. The light of the evening star hung on the horizon, its light beckoning them into the dark. Eric would not live to see the sunrise.

      Michael watched the young couple, his heart breaking. Not for the first time he wished the Goddess had gifted him with the magic to heal. All his adult life he had studied the art of healing, but his skills were next to useless when compared to those with magic. He could do nothing for Eric.

      It amazed him the boy still lived. Through sheer courage he fought on, eyes locked with Inken’s. The girl would not leave his side. Young love, if anything, was fierce. Even so, it would not be long now. He closed his eyes, fighting back tears. I told them, he raged to himself. I told them it was folly, but I never imagined…

      Michael looked back at them. Eric had to fight for every breath now. Liquid rattled in his chest, blood drowning his lungs. He had patched up the wound, but the bleeding continued within. He did not have the skill to repair such damage.

      “Michael, help!” Inken cried, desperate.

      The girl’s voice tore him from his despair. He moved to them and together they shifted Eric onto his side. His breathing eased, but a moment later he began to cough again. Michael saw the terror in Eric’s eyes.

      He glanced across at Inken. Her eyes were red from crying, but there were no more tears. Her face showed the burns and bruises of battle. Her eyes pleaded with him for help.

      There was no hope he could give her. “I’m sorry, Inken. I don’t think it will be long now.”

      “No,” she whispered.

      Michael moved away, unable to bear her grief. He saw the accusation in her eyes. Why? He looked over at Enala, the girl who had drawn them across all these miles. She sat stone faced, hands around her knees, rocking back and forth. She had not spoken for hours, only stared at the dead dragon. No one could break her from the trance and Michael was not game to try again.

      He moved into the trees and sat down. A cloud of insects rose to greet him. He ignored their tiny bites, struggling to immerse himself in the sound and smell of the earth and forest, to reconnect with his element. It seemed an eon since he had left the temple. He missed the simplicity of his life there, the rareness of death.

      Today’s slaughter made no sense to him. “Why, Antonia? Why did this happen?” he asked the forest.

      “Because I failed,” a tiny voice spoke from behind him, heavy with sorrow.

      He turned his head. A young girl walked forwards, bathed in a faint green light. Her feet crunched on the hard leaves, her violet eyes staring at him from beneath a fringe of silky brown hair. Faint freckles spotted her cheeks and  her lips were twisted in sadness. She looked nothing like the paintings in the temple, but there could be no mistaking her. This could only be Antonia, Goddess of Plorsea.

      Michael fell to his knees, head bowed and arms out before him. His heart raced. Elynbrigge told the truth! He could not believe it.

      To his surprise Antonia began to sob. “Get up, you fool. Please, no more.”

      He looked up. There were tears on the Goddess’ cheeks. He noticed now the rips and scorch marks on her blue dress. Exhaustion hung beneath her eyes. She staggered towards him and started to fall.

      Michael leaned forward and caught her before she hit the ground. She seemed to float in his hands, the fabric of her dress slipping through his fingers like mist.

      Antonia sighed, looking up at him. “Thank you,” she whispered. Her eyes closed. He thought she slept, until she spoke again. “I’m too late. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Damn you, Archon.”

      She ran her hands through her hair, fingers twisting the long strands in frustration. Her voice was weary. “He attacked, testing what remains of the banishment we cast. He was only probing, toying with us – but his strength! We could hardly hold him back. And while we fought him, his demon snuck through our net. He knew, he planned it all,” her voice cracked, but whether from rage or grief he could not tell.

      Michael sat speechless. He held her as though she were the greatest of treasures. It felt like blasphemy even to touch her. He shivered, taking in every aspect of her features.

      Then he remembered Eric, lying in such pain, so close to death. Yet Antonia was exhausted, at the end of her strength. Dare he ask?

      He summoned his courage. “Antonia, there is a boy, Eric. He is dying. Can you save him?”

      Antonia drew herself up, pulling from Michael’s arms. “Yes, of course. It’s not over yet. Take me to Eric, Michael. He I can save.”

      His heart skipped a beat. “Truly?”

      Antonia stalked past, dismissing the question. Her movements were steady now. She had shrugged off her fatigue, new purpose feeding her. Michael stumbled after, too stunned to watch where he put his feet.

      Eric and Inken lay close to the tree line. Inken still knelt beside him, but Eric’s eyes had closed. Michael’s chest clenched in terror. Antonia walked up to them. Inken spun when she heard her footsteps. She reached for her hunting knife when she saw the strange girl.

      “Don’t worry, Inken. Everything will be okay,” Antonia’s hand reached out, her hand brushing across Inken’s forehead. She slumped to the sand, fast asleep.

      Antonia looked at Michael. “This may take some time. There is more than just Eric’s physical injuries to heal. Help Caelin build up the fire and find some food. He will be hungry.”

      She turned her back and leaned over Eric. Reaching down, she placed both hands on his chest. Her eyes closed and light seemed to leap from nowhere to bathe them both. The air hummed with power.

      Michael drew a deep, shuddering breath and turned away. He moved to help Caelin.
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* * *

      Eric was lost. Whichever way he turned darkness rose to meet him. Shadowy creatures danced just out of eyesight. His heart raced with fear. He whirled and ran, unsure where he fled but knowing he must escape. From behind came the clack of claws on stone.

      A tide of anger washed around him. He felt the shadows hunting him, tasted their bloodthirst. Hatred seeped through his core, though he knew it was not his own. It fed his terror, driving him through the dark.

      His legs felt like lead. Pain blossomed in every muscle, but he could not stop. A strange certainty gripped him – if he stopped the hounds would catch him, and his life would end. He pushed his aching body onwards.

      His surroundings raced by, unchanging. He saw no trees or boulders or landmarks, no sun to distinguish his direction – just the ever-shifting darkness. And the barking of the hounds, growing louder. He fought to find someplace to go. Somewhere in this nightmare there must be salvation. An image of Inken rose within his mind; he clung to it and ran on.

      Ahead a shape loomed from in the darkness. Despair trickled through him. A cliff rose above, stretching out to eternity in either direction. Its sheer face stared down, defying him. He reached it within moments. His hands clasped at the cold stone, shaking with fear. There was no going on. His body could not go any farther anyway. In despair, he turned and looked out into the empty darkness.

      Except it was not empty. Sounds of movement came, deep growls emanating from just out of sight. Glowing red eyes appeared from the gloom. The shaggy bodies of the wolves followed, one by one from the shadows. The demon’s slaves.

      Eric watched them come, preparing himself for the end. There was no fight left in him, nothing for him to give. The last glimmer of hope fluttered away. They had him, and his friends were a long way from here. He leaned back against the cool stone and closed his eyes.

      The wolves howled. Eric shivered and scrunched his eyes tighter. He waited. Claws scraped. They barked as they leapt.

      A flash of light burst through Eric’s eyelids. He squinted against the glare and saw a shining figure stalk through the darkness. Tall and shimmering with power, robes of pure white spilling out around him. By the light the man cast, Eric saw one wolf already lay dead. The others shrank back, growling.

      Eric’s stomach clenched as the figure turned towards him. Alastair smiled, his face filled with warmth, the lines of age vanished. Their eyes locked. Alastair looked back to the wolves and raised a hand. Light shone out. The wolves leapt back, but too slowly. As the light touched them, they collapsed without sound.

      With the beasts vanquished, Alastair moved to Eric’s side. He raised a pale hand and placed it on his head. Warmth spread through his body. “You are safe now, Eric. Antonia has healed your wounds – life awaits you.”

      “And you?”

      Alastair’s smile faded. “My time is over, but yours is only just beginning. Enjoy it; fill it with love and family and friendship. Do not repeat my mistakes. I wish you well,” he began to fade away.

      “Alastair, wait!” Eric cried out, desperate.

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you!”

      Alastair smiled, and vanished.

      Antonia walked from the gloom. She offered him a pale white hand. “Life beckons, Eric.”
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* * *

      Eric sucked in a breath of sea air. His hands went to his chest and found the tear in his shirt, but the skin beneath was whole. He looked up. Around him was a dome of light, shutting off the outside world. Beside him sat Antonia, dried tears on her cheeks. She forced a smile.

      “You saved me,” it was not a question. “Thank you.”

      “I wasn’t the only one there, Eric. I would have been too late.”

      “Is he still here?”

      She shook her head, voice breaking. “No, he’s gone now.”

      Eric nodded. The dome faded, slowly revealing the world without. He could hardly bear the thought of returning to it without Alastair. “I’m going to miss him, Antonia.”

      “We all will,” she whispered. She wore her fatigue like a cloak.

      “You’re tired.”

      Antonia sighed. “Archon is mustering an army. It is taking all our strength to keep his magic from the Three Nations. Soon the last of our protections will fail, and his demons will be free to wreak havoc on us.”

      Eric shot up. “The demon!”

      She laid a hand on his shoulder. “It has fled.”

      “Why did it come here?”

      “I believe Balistor had a way to inform his master about your plans. Archon attacked us, creating a distraction for his demon to sneak through and come for the girl.”

      Eric looked away, his hand absently feeling where the blade that had pierced him, remembering the icy chill of the blade. “What did it do to me?”

      “It carried a Soul Blade, a creation of Archon’s. When it inflicts a wound to a Magicker, the victim’s magic is absorbed into the blade.”

      Eric shivered. “That’s not all though, is it? I felt something from the blade… infect me.”

      “Yes. Your magic is intertwined with your soul. The blade allowed the demon to borrow your power, but it cannot last without your soul. So the blade sends its magic into its victim. That dark magic harries the spirit, breaking down your will. Eventually, it engulfs everything you are, and the Soul Blade swallows the soul.”

      Shuddering, Eric thought of the wolves hunting him through his mind. If it had not been for Alastair, they would have taken him, consumed him.

      “Does this mean my magic will return?”

      “Yes, it will replenish itself where the Soul Blade cannot. Its power will be gone by now. The demon will need a fresh victim,” she smiled. “And I have replenished your magic with my own strength.”

      “Thank you,” he hesitated. “Was it truly Thomas?”

      Antonia’s face twisted with pain. “His body, yes. Such an awful fate, but I will put an end to his suffering,” she stood.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Nowhere, yet,” she offered him a hand. “Come, I believe there are some people waiting to see you.”

      Eric smiled and stood. A fire burned further down the beach, ringed by his companions. They stared into the golden flames, backs to the night. He could hear the faint whisper of their conversation. They moved towards them.

      When they were just a few steps away, Inken turned her head. Her eyes widened, a grin splitting her face, then she was up, sprinting towards him. There was no avoiding her as she tackled him to the ground.

      His breath whooshed from his lungs as they landed in a tangle. He coughed and then started to laugh. “Nice to see you too, Inken!”

      She pinned him down and planted a kiss on his lips. There were tears in her eyes. Her breath was warm on his cheek. “Don’t you ever do that to me again, Eric, or I swear I’ll… I’ll…”

      Eric pressed his mouth to hers, silencing the threats.

      When they broke apart, Inken bowed her head to Antonia. “Thank you, Goddess.”

      “It was my pleasure, and please, call me Antonia. Come, let’s return to the warmth of the fire.”

      Inken nodded and pulled Eric to his feet. They re-joined the others.

      Caelin rose and slapped him on the back. “Welcome back to the world of the living, my friend.”

      “I’m glad you’re healed,” Michael offered.

      Eric returned their greetings, noticing Enala still sat hunched by the fire. Her face was steel and her eyes did not seem to have registered him at all. He moved across to her and held out his hand.

      “Hello, Enala. My name is Eric, it’s nice to finally meet you,” he introduced himself.

      There was no response. Frowning, he turned to the others.

      Antonia answered the unspoken question. “Enala has retreated from the world, from the pain. It will take more than magic to bring her back. But that is a worry for tomorrow.”

      Silence fell. Despite his recovery, grief still hung over them. He looked at the miserable band, filled with a chilling anger. He forced it down.

      Antonia stood. “I should leave now. The demon must be found and destroyed.”

      “Wait! What do we do now?” Michael asked.

      “You put your dead to rest. Use the boat, he always liked the idea of a burial at sea.”

      Eric climbed to his feet. “Stay, Antonia. You knew Alastair better than anyone. Say your farewells with us. Besides, you’re exhausted.”

      Antonia gave a sad smile. “I have already said my goodbyes, Eric. And the demon must be stopped – before it finds more power. But I will leave you each with a farewell gift.”

      She raised a hand. Light seeped from her skin. It crept to Caelin first, his burns vanishing at its touch. The rings beneath his eyes faded away. Then the light spread, to Michael, and Inken, and finally Enala. Only the girl did not seem to notice her bruises healing.

      They raised their hands in farewell. Antonia vanished into the forest.
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* * *

      Alastair’s emerald eyes stared up at him. His skin was grey, devoid of life. Eric could not bear to look at him. His thoughts turned inwards, to remember the man Alastair had been. The man who had laughed with him, who had offered silent comfort against his despair. The man who had told him of his magic and protected him from its darkness. Most of all, he remembered the man who had been his friend.

      The wisps of his grey hair and beard blew on the gentle ocean breeze. The wrinkles of his face had receded, restoring his lost youth. He looked to be at peace. Yet Eric’s heart was breaking.

      Inken stood beside him, offering her silent comfort. The others ringed the black skiff in which they had placed Alastair’s body: Caelin, who had killed the traitor, and Michael, who had helped Eric save his mentor just a few days ago.

      Eric’s eyes burned. He reached down and squeezed Alastair’s cold hand. His heart ached. It was hard to convince himself this was not still some horrible nightmare. Alastair was dead. During the short time they had known each other, the man had carried him through so much. He had bestowed on Eric the gift of knowledge, the ability to control his magic. Not once had he asked for anything in return.

      He felt the debt all the same. Alastair had given his life in the fight against Archon. It was up to them to carry on that fight. He would not rest until the Three Nations were safe again.

      For now though, it was time to say goodbye.

      Eric stepped up to the black skiff. His eyes brimmed as he placed his hands on the hard wood. The tears spilt, running in torrents down his face. Inside he was breaking, but he had a job to do, final words to say.

      He looked down at his mentor. “Thank you, Alastair, for all you have given us. Farewell.”

      His grief broke free and he began to sob. He started to push all the same, his friends stepping in to help. The skiff crunched on the sand and into the ocean. There the fierce currents took hold. There were no waves tonight, but the water lapped at the sides. It drifted out into the bay.

      Inken nocked an arrow to her bow and lit it in the fire. Her hands shook, but they steadied as she drew back the bowstring. Firelight sparkled in her damp eyes. She loosed.

      The arrow arced out across the waters, a tiny shooting star. It fell, striking Alastair’s final resting place. The wood and tinder they had stacked the boat with blazed into light. Flames reflected off water and heaven.

      No one spoke. Eric felt an arm around his waist. He looked to Inken, saw his grief reflected in her eyes. They stood and watched, offering one last silent farewell to the great man.

      “What now?” Inken whispered.

      “We live.”
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      Antonia yawned, her eyelids beginning to droop. She shook her head, fighting the fatigue. She walked on with hands outstretched to brush against the vegetation as she passed. The trees leaned towards her, branches and vines reaching out like arms to embrace her. The thick tree trunks groaned. Their voices whispered in her head, told her their story, of the demon’s passage. It would not escape.

      Her pace slowed as the chase stretched on. The day had taken its toll and all she wanted now was to rest. The call of sleep beckoned. The thought scared her; she had not needed to sleep in decades. She could not afford to now.

      Antonia pressed deeper into the forest. Feeling her weakness, the trees offered their own strength. She took a drop, but with winter coming, she knew they had little to spare.

      The demon had not stopped to recover from its battle. She had already covered miles and her prey still showed no sign of stopping. The forest was broken and battered from its passage. The trees whispered of the demon’s pain. The dragon had hurt it badly. That would make her task easier.

      Her bare feet caught on a rock, sending her tumbling to the ground. Cursing, Antonia sat up. This method of travel was far too time consuming for her liking. If only I could rest! She closed her eyes, just for a moment, gathering her strength. Her spirit was weary, her limbs lethargic.

      Her thoughts turned to her brother, Jurrien. She wondered how he was coping after their ordeal. He possessed a greater stamina than her own, though he had borne the brunt of Archon’s initial assault.

      She let out a long breath, bracing herself to push on. Yet sleep still beckoned, so tempting, so needed. She relaxed again, wriggling sideways so her back was against a tree. She would rest for an hour and push on when she woke. The demon would not get far.

      Her breathing slowed and her thoughts began to drift. She slept.
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* * *

      The demon watched from the shadows. He wondered how long the Goddess had been sleeping. It had taken him most of the night to circle back and morning was fast approaching. He had to act quickly.

      He slipped forward, smiling in anticipation. Archon’s plan had worked better than they could ever have imagined. The Goddess herself had come after him, and she was exhausted in both mind and magic. The battles of the last few days were too much, even for her. She should have rested before giving chase. The mistake would cost her dearly.

      Silent as death, the demon slid between the trees. Antonia slept on. He pulled one of the Soul Blades from its sheath and drew closer.

      The Goddess’s chest rose and fell in steady succession. Her magic had shrunk to a dim spark, fluttering with each breath. The Soul Blade would pierce both easily. Smiling, he raised the sword.

      Antonia’s eyes flickered open. Her mouth opened in shock. The blade flashed down. It met a second’s resistance as the God magic rose to defend her, but the black magic sliced through like butter. The blade slid home.

      Antonia screamed, stiffening against the cold steel. Her eyes widened, her fingers clawing at the Soul Blade, cutting on the sharp edges. Her legs thrashed, unable to reach him. Her body fought to heal itself, but with the sword in place the magic could not save her. Light flashed from her body, burning his eyes. Each flash quickly died, sucked into the dark depths of the Soul Blade.

      The Goddess’ struggles began to weaken. Her hands were bloody from their fight with the sword, her dress turned red. She screamed again, as though the sound itself could move him. The demon drank her pain, savouring the taste, the sweet essence of her fear.

      Slowly her magic began to fail. Powerful as she was, the God magic could not sustain her mortal body forever. Her struggles grew feeble, her fingers slipping from the blade. Her purple eyes stared into his, her chest heaving with tiny gasps. He could feel her magic raging against the sword’s power, fighting him with every inch of her will. He held on.

      At last, her eyelids slid closed. A final breath hissed between her teeth and the Goddess of Plorsea gave herself over to death.

      Her spirit went screaming into the Soul Blade.
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* * *
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        She’s their friend, their protector, their keeper; and their assassin.

      

      On a remote planet with two moons lies a dome.

      Where once its modern city homed thirty thousand Allendians, it now sits quiet, empty but for the one that stalks its streets, hunting for the last of the ill, removing them from its surface so that the re-emergence can happen.

      Ten-year-old orphan Sidney lives in these empty streets, scratching the grounds for scraps and hiding from the one that will kill her.

      She means to find her way to the lands her mother talked about, the lands where she can get healthy again, and she knows she will succeed.

      Until the killer catches up to her.
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      In a two moon system, on a remote world named Allenda, lie three domes.

      The first, called the Blue Dome, several hundreds years old, used to home thirty thousand Allendians, in a grid-structured smart city, shiny and new as the day it was built.

      Today, the city lies quiet, empty, but for the hunter that stalks its streets and the last few Allendians with the flu. The last of the ill need to be eliminated for the re-emergence to happen.

      The one hunting them is not Allendian in the traditional sense. It is a humanoid bot, one of many that served Allendians in their homes and businesses.

      It roams the streets, quiet and clean but for the silver dust that flows and sets on every surface, as if looking for a final spot to lay.

      Street-cleaning bots go about their day swooping up residual dirt and bits from the streets twice a day. The silver dust swirls and flies up in to the air, only to dance around the cleaners’ brushes and fall back down to the ground again, far too fine to be sucked away.

      The bot walks around a corner and pauses as it analyzes the area, sensing an Allendian nearby.

      If it is healthy, the bot will need to bring it to the Red Dome where it can be taken care of and made to sleep until the launch of the re-emergence.

      If not healthy...

      Some of the newly settled silver lands at the bot’s feet and it watches as the dust moves closer, as if magnetized, as if to attach itself to the bot’s feet. After another quick scan, it runs north as its analysis comes back: Positive with the flu.

      Tazer in hand, it is set to eliminate the threat, to ensure that the re-emergence can happen.

      Its target takes a corner faster than an Allendian would deign to run and the bot increases its speed in the opposite direction, meaning to cut off the sick person at the next intersection.

      It comes to a halt and scans again, sensing the person’s heartbeats, not five feet away. Then it turns another corner, and there it is—what appears to be a male Allendian, an average height of six feet two, but underweight and wheezing from the run.

      The bot scans and confirms for the third time that this one is definitely a carrier of the flu.

      It walks up to the man, weapon in hand, and speaks. “You are ill, Allendian.”

      He jumps, not having heard it move up to his side. Then he turns and narrows his eyes at it, taking in its stance, its tazer.

      “Do you remember who you were once?” the Allendian says as his eyes roam over the bot’s face. “Do you remember what your programming was before you became—this—?”

      The bot analyzes the words and decides that the Allendian is simply stalling. “That is not relevant to your case. You are ill, you have the flu.”

      The Allendian sighs. “Well get on with it then, android. Why waste words or time?”

      The bot, having confirmed the illness, is surprisingly reassured. Its past programming, though moot, reminds it that an Allendian’s approval is paramount.

      It doesn’t hesitate as it brings up the tazer set to kill, squeezes the trigger, and watches the man slump to the ground.

      The bot’s about to clean up when its sensor indicates another Allendian is near and it makes a note to come back here and clean up later.

      When it receives the first confirmation that this new Allendian is also a carrier of the flu, it breaks into a run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      The hunter bot’s new target runs so fast, its heartbeats drown out all other sounds. For two days, the target’s evaded the bot, but its task is clear, and the human sounds like it’s finally tiring.

      The bot increases its speed, but slows again when the joint in its right leg strains and creaks slightly at the extended effort.

      It leaves a note in the database to find a new leg, maybe on the south side where it saw broken bots last week. The oil isn’t working anymore. Only a new limb will do.

      The bot runs through mud—there’s no avoiding it these days, with all the rains—and up a slippery ramp that leads it to an old car lot. A car cemetery, really. It’s sat here for the past two hundred years, thousands of cars piled one on top of the other, rusting, creaking, waiting—

      As the bot leaps over a pile of old green and gray rust buckets, something shifts and explodes to its right, but it doesn’t stop.

      It simply makes another note to come back and clean the mess after this mission is complete. It can’t leave things unattended just to blow up, it can’t afford to die again.

      Because even if it’s not a permanent situation—for now—it’s inefficient. There’s only one other body left. It would take five hours of unproductive downtime to wait as the new body is charged and uploaded with information, then deployed into the field.

      Then add on the hours for that body to find this spot. The bot knows it has no time for all that.

      It hears the heart race faster and stronger, louder—closer now. It ignores the creak in the leg and rushes ahead. The target’s stopped moving as it hides behind a thick metal pole.

      The heart continues to beat as the hunter bot slows down and turns a corner. The beats are so fast, the bot wonders for a moment if it’s an animal this time, but the sound is clearly human.

      It sees a small form, large brown eyes, and water on the form’s face. It hasn’t come across one this little yet. All the others were about the bot’s size—all adult.

      But the bot’s job is to scan the form, analyze its health and threat factors, then collect or extinguish it, based on the results.

      If unhealthy, it must be extinguished. The world must be cleansed, for the re-emergence.

      The bot scans but only sees a warbled line where the stats are displayed. Are the scanners malfunctioning? Or has this small form some sort of blocker?

      Before it can be fixed to determine what’s wrong, the bot dies.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Five hours later.

      — — . . .

      — . . . .

      . . — — —

      Boot up code: Fully Charged.

      Analysis: Final Body available for cleanse job, Bot# 50602

      Last memory: Human child. North west corner of Fifth Avenue and Sagan Street.

      Scan indicates blocker in place. If human is healthy, no need for blocker. If blocker in place, human is unhealthy. If human is unhealthy, must exterminate for the re-emergence to happen.

      Action: Find human. Exterminate human.

      The bot analyzes its environment and calculates that it’s three kilometers away from where its last body died. It runs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      Nayne—or Mama in the old language—always said Sidney was a fast runner.

      That's all she can count on today, running from this—thing—this robot that's out to kill her, no matter what.

      If it catches her—

      Well she can't focus on that now. She has to just get away from here. Get to the land her nayne promised would be their salvation.

      "Just keep running," she'd said. "Just promise me you'll keep running."

      And so keep running she does.

      She tries not to think of her nayne now. She tries to focus on what's ahead. Because when she reaches the land, she'll be safe from that—thing. There will be food, there will be other people, maybe a new family that can take her in and help her get better. Because she's sick, and that's why that thing is after her. Nayne had said that's all they're here for, it's to hunt down those who are sick, and kill them.

      But Nayne wasn't sick, she thinks. Nayne was as "healthy as a ram’s bottom," as she liked to say. Then she still died.

      Sidney tries not to think of that right now. She's got to just keep running. That thing is waking up somewhere, and it's coming after her whether she's ready or not. So she runs even faster, as fast as her legs can take her. It's all she knows, all she's done for the last year since Nayne died. She runs, hides, tries to keep away from that thing. At least it's the only one left, she tells herself. At least, she hopes it is. Nayne had said it is and she hasn't come across any others. So maybe if she kills this one too, this one that's waking up somewhere, she won't have to run anymore.

      She makes her way around a corner and sees a building up ahead. She counts the floors—okay, a good thirty floors high. She can make it up that. The robot won't hear her all the way up there. She slows down and walks to the front of the building, pushes on the heavy door and steps into the dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      The android finds its way back to the last known location and sees the pieces thrown left, right, and everywhere else, where its body was blown to bits.

      It already knows, without scanning for a heartbeat, that the human is no longer around. Still, it crouches and looks for footprints or any other signs of where it would have gone. As it does, it also scans the area for any parts of the dead bot it can reclaim for future use.

      At the current rate of degradation, this body will last a hundred years like the one before, but this is the final body. If this one gets killed—it will have failed its assignment. The last one of its kind, it can not fail the assignment, or re-emergence can not happen.

      So it makes a note in the database to expand on its carefulness. Can't afford to be careless and lose this one too. Re-emergence must happen.

      None of the bits of the dead bot are usable, and it sees signs—the exact spot where it'd died—the small wire, the box. It realizes the small human had planned for this—this was no accident. The dead bot was herded here and killed.

      The bot makes a note—this human is dangerous. This human plans on killing it. It's a calculation it’s always found conflicting. Humans are soft, they get hungry, they get weak. It knows much more about humans than that—they're evil, they're selfish, they kill. The bot decides to be more careful in pursuit.

      Then it finds a small footprint, analyzing it based on decades of calculations. This human must be in the nine to twelve year range, she determines. This human will not have the chance to trick the bot a second time.

      It looks west, where the footprints lead, and turns its head south, where it knows the human must have actually gone.

      It walks south. Now that it has determined its opponent and what it’s up against, the bot is not in as much of a hurry, because it knows exactly what's south of here, and knows it will all work in its favor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      The building's old joints and floorboards creak as Sidney climbs higher and higher up the stairs, not meaning to stop until she reaches whatever the penthouse level is.

      She doesn't care how much noise she makes going up the cement floors. There's far too much quiet in this world anyway, her little noises are a comfort.

      She hopes her little trick of walking one way, then retracing her steps and using a brush to wipe her footsteps behind her has worked. If not, at least she bought herself a couple of minutes.

      Whatever rodents and other animals around her are quiet, but for the occasional tweet of a bird she hears up above in the ceiling. She wonders just how many birds and how many nests there are, in this entire building. She and Nayne used to count them, find them, hunt down their eggs—

      She hasn't had a single egg since her nayne died. Rats, birds, possums, lizards, all their gizzards all their gizzards.

      But never eggs. She associates the taste with Nayne coz they were her favorite. So she can't touch the stuff anymore.

      Still, birds are fine. The smaller ones taste better, sweeter, though there’s never enough meat on them.

      Her nayne had shown her how to prep them so that nothing is wasted, including the gizzards—not her favorite—but they go well enough with some of the peppery weeds around the dome.

      The act of cleaning them still grosses her out, but as long as she sings through it, she doesn’t think too much about it.

      She keeps climbing as she hears the birds tweet, and she whistles back. "Tweet tweet, Birdy, tweet. You my lunch later, sweet?"

      If Nayne were here, she'd tell Sidney to stop this chattering immediately. She'd think she was taking on the craziness, and she'd probably be right.

      But I’m my one and only companion and have been for the last year, Nayne. When would be a better time to take on the craziness? Now sounds good.

      She finally reaches the top-most floor and opens the door wide to walk onto the roof.

      The world's been dead and empty for so long, for longer than she's been alive. It must have been weird when people were actually living in these here buildings, eating, sleeping, showering, Nayne said. Everything in one small flat. How bizarre.

      She makes her way to the northernmost corner of the building's roof, hearing nothing but wind and the birds, of course. Birds are the new rulers of the world, Nayne said. Then she places her arms up over the railing and looks over. Nothing for miles beneath her. Still, it's not the tallest building here, though it's one of the most solid looking she saw.

      There's another one, maybe twenty floors taller, just a block and a half away and she makes a note to go check that one out next.

      But first, she pulls her knapsack off her back and opens it up to do some inventry.

      "In-vent-O-ry," Nayne would tell Sid every time she’d said it wrong. No one cares anymore, no one but nayne’s cared since before she was born. So. It's inventry.

      She has her big sharp knife, a "hunter's knife" Nayne had called it. It's so heavy and vicious looking on the one side, she keeps it wrapped in a small leather case. She's only used it to skin animals for eatage. She hasn't had to protect herself with it yet.

      She must have lost her batteries somewhere on that run. Well, no bueno, she tells herself.

      At least she still has her candles, her torchlight with its existing batts, and her little book that she can't read.

      Nayne had found it for her, tried to teach her, but what was the point? Nayne said it would help her someday. Still, she'd died before they got to the good part of the book, and now Sid has no idea if that character will ever find that funny stone.

      She also puts aside her collection of dried cured meat from birds and rats and lizards. "All their gizzards, all their gizzards," she says as she counts them. Okay, looks like she might have to hunt a bit more for food then. That's all right. Lots of birds in this building. Too easy.

      She puts aside her little collection of blasters, wires, and the box that will keep that thing from scanning her. Though now that she's made it blow up into nothing, the new robot will know for sure that she's to die.

      Coz why else would she try to kill it, right? Those things are clever.

      Then she takes out her little map and tries to figure out where she is. That tallest building there, she thinks, as she makes a note with what's left of her pencil. Okay, so, the land is here. She makes another rough circle around where she needs to go. She can't be more than a week away, she reckons.

      If only she could fix one of those cars sitting around. She knows how to, but they're all so far gone, all the fixing she does just wastes her time and turns her hands greasy.

      So. Just one week. She leans back and chews on a hard, salty piece of meat.

      With that thing on my tail, I’m gonna need more blasters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      The bot keeps walking, but the dark is coming, and it's lost all traces of the human. The sun sets on the horizon as it approaches the old city, scanning left and right, up and down, with no luck.

      All it hears are various small animals settling down for the night, but knows that, soon as night comes and the bigger night animals wake to hunt, and they will lead it to the human.

      So it stands and stays put for an hour, two, maybe more. It doesn't have to do anything but stand and wait. A big cat comes around its way warily, then sniffs around and walks away, knowing there's nothing to be eaten there. Then another one and another.

      They keep walking past the bot, moving on to look for rodents and other critters that the planet has left behind. It knows they're hunting—they're always hunting, and it waits patiently, the sort of patience only a robot can have.

      Then one cat pauses for a moment and slinks forward, slightly crouched on its belly. Must be after yet another rodent.

      It stands so still, just four feet away from the bot, and it raises itself to look up into the sky, nose in the air, as if it can smell something.

      The hunter watches its actions and also lifts its eyes up to the sky and sees—the human's hand.

      If robots could smirk, that's the expression it would have on its face right now. Instead, it strides forward. The cat jumps out of the way then slowly follows in its footsteps as it approaches the closed door at the base of the tall building.

      It opens the door quietly, looking for the stairway that will take it up to the top. The elevator has long broken. It leaves the door wide open and the cat, followed by another, and even yet another, slink through behind it, all meaning to get to the top of the building before the others. All meaning to go after the human.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      She hears them climb up, getting closer and closer every floor. They don't run up the stairs, or bother muffling their steps. They all know she's here, that she's got nowhere to go, and that they have time.

      She checks her goods once more and tries to steady her heartbeats. Nayne always said they can hear hearts from far but didn't know just from how far. Still, she hopes her little hiding spot is small enough that they'd have a hard time getting to her before what she needs doing gets done.

      She's done her recon on this building, she knows there's very little chance of escape. If she manages to take them out with her, today, on her last day alive, that's what she'll do. It's what Nayne did. We go out with a bit of a bang, the Chester girls. That's what Nayne always said. She smiles, remembering that, and feeling warmth in her heart. She’s sure Nayne's with her right now, even if she can't see her. She knows she'll help Sid stay strong. She knows she'll help her take out as many of them as she can before she dies.

      Then the small door to the room pushes forward and she knows they're here. She holds her breath and shuts her eyes for a moment, drawing more strength from Nayne's memory, drawing what she can remember. "Stay strong," she'd say. "Stay strong and don't give in."

      She opens her eyes wide again and looks through a small crack she left in the ceiling, to spy on her enemies.

      Large paws double the size of her head push through into the room. She still doesn't know why these bots were made to look like big cats and animals. Everyone knows there aren't any real animals like these out here.

      Nayne had said some were held in a historical place that showcased animals from another planet and another time, and others were kept as exotic “pets” by Allendians, but it all makes little sense to her.

      The cat strides in and immediately looks up to where she is—it hears her heart of course.

      Then another one walks through, then another, and another.

      They all gather right under the spot she's crouched, all staring up at her sightless—coz she knows those aren't real eyes they're using to peer up at her. Then she braces herself as more of them walk in as the first cat begins its slow crouch to lay its belly flat on the ground. It'll pounce in about T-Minus five—four—three—two—.

      She presses the button and pushes herself as far back against the top of the floating ceiling as she can.

      Still, the explosion is so loud, it leaves her ears pounding and ringing. Her hands raise automatically to her face and her right hand comes back wet with blood. Her left ear is still pounding as it fights against the pain and noise. The right ear murmurs and pounds too, but she can't hear a thing from there, then realizes it's bleeding too.

      That's fine. Where she's going next, she won't need to hear a thing.

      She peers down to the smog and black smoke that still rises to where she sits. She tries to fight back the choking coughs but knows it's useless. So she hacks and coughs and coughs, knowing that they're not all taken care of yet.

      As she coughs, she remembers her knife in her bag and scrambles to take it out. She’s never had to use it to protect herself, doesn’t even know if it would do anything to the robot. But today’s a good day as any to see.

      Once the smog settles, she looks down again, and there it is—the robot that was after her.

      It stares around at the debris—leftover bits of the other bots. It's not like it'll miss any of them, she thinks. Then it looks around in the broken bits and matter, and she realizes it's probably looking for parts it can use. It knows she's still up here—her heart's erratic as all get-go, but it's still in no rush.

      After it's moved around through the debris, finding maybe three pieces that it places into a compartment in its leg, it finally stops rummaging and looks up to where she sits in the ceiling. Another cat moves to its side and stares up as well, meaning to pounce. It's lost one of its hind legs, but she knows from this angle, that won't stop it from getting to her. She presses on her second button, waiting for the explosion.

      She depresses the button harder, but nothing happens. She knows the explosives didn't all go off with that first button—else she would have blown out of the ceiling too. So, as she frantically presses on the button twenty, thirty times, she realizes something down there's broken.

      She watches as the cat flattens itself flush to the ground. Then pounces.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      The hunter bot hears the human's heart beating faster as it pushes something in its hand. Its eyes are big as it stares down at the bot and the last of the two remaining hunting animals.

      But the bot’s scanner sputters, like it's coming back online. Something in that last explosion nudged it back to life. The human’s blocker could only do so much.

      The bot looks up at the human, and its secondary scanner works, but is inferior to the primary scanner which is now broken. The scanner comes back with: Possibly has the flu. Can not confirm. Must extract. Stand down.

      With that, the bot turns and clamps its arms around the cat that's pounced. Until it's sure whether this human has the flu or not, the human can not be assassinated. It must be checked closely. The bot must extract its blood.

      The cat turns as if to defend itself but the hunter slams its body into the concrete so hard, it sits still, its eyes lighting up for a split second before dying.

      Then the hunter turns to the other cat as it moves up to its side.

      "Subject possibly healthy, stand down," it instructs, and the cat sits back on its haunches, waiting for its next instructions.

      Then the bot looks up into the small crack in the ceiling.

      "I need to extract your blood. You are possibly healthy. Kindly comply and climb down from this high spot."

      And it waits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      You—what?? Sidney thinks. Is this some sort of trick? Must be, because this thing is out to kill her, isn't it? But she sits back as she stares down at it. Why did it stop that cat from getting her? And why is it standing there, as if waiting patiently for her? If it wants to kill her, well it wouldn't go through all this. Time doesn't pass for it the way it does for humans, but still, it works with purpose. What is the purpose of this?

      So—not a trick then.

      "You are possibly healthy," it said, though she knows that to not be true. Maybe it's broken somehow. “My primary scanner is disabled. Kindly comply.”

      Okay, so if it's broken, and thinks she might be healthy, that buys her some time. To do what? She doesn't know. Time to figure out how to fix the last of her explosives and take it out, she reckons.

      She doesn't have much of a choice anyway, she thinks as she screams and the ceiling underneath her collapses. The knife falls out of her hand, but she hardly notices as she flails her arms, trying to grab on to something.

      The robot has already stepped to the side as this happens, and easily catches Sidney in its open arms. For a moment, she panics, wanting to jump out of its reach and run for her life.

      But it twists to the side as more of the ceiling falls. Then, with the cat in its shadow, it runs out the door, and keeps going down the stairs. It doesn't stop until it reaches the outside of the building.

      Sidney guesses her other explosives must have worked because as it ran, she heard another blast followed by another, and the eastern portion of the building’s penthouse turn to rubble.

      Okay, she thinks. There goes that idea. How is she going to kill this thing now, without a single explosive left to her name? The knapsack, still snugly on her back, contains nothing she can use to protect herself from her—it, she tells herself. Yes, it looks like a woman.

      But it's an it. It continues to move, to run in the dark. Sidney's so tired that the movement makes her close her eyes for a moment, but she pinches herself back awake. The last thing she needs right now is to fall asleep just to, what? Die the moment the bot discovers she’s sick?

      Still, she relaxes in its arms as it keeps running steadily. It's calming, soothing, and for the first time in years, Sidney's not being chased by something that wants to kill her... though she knows that will change the moment the bot works properly again.

      She lays her head back slightly, leaning into its warm metal body.

      Because she—it—is warm, the more it runs, the warmer it gets. It won't overheat, she knows that much, but it's still nice and warm. She stops fighting the urge to sleep.

      She leans her head into its shoulder and closes her eyes. Oh well, is the last thought in her head as she falls into slumber. If she dies, she won't know coz she'll be asleep. That would be A-okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Bot #50602 slows to a steady walk, still holding the still form in its arms. It knows to bring it to shelter, and has to within the next three minutes, else the rains will come and eat at its skin—the bot’s too, but its skin is far more fragile. The night rains wreck everything.

      So the bot doesn't stop walking until it reaches yet another dilapidated building, one smaller than the one this human child hid in.

      The night is a consistent black now, not a hint of a light from anywhere. Somewhere on Earth, if there was still an Earth, moonlight would have illuminated things somewhat. Here in the Blue Dome on Allenda, there's nothing. The moons are too far away and whatever energy the light sources used is long gone. Just the bot’s ability to move in the dark. It walks into the small building and finds a small enough corner section where it rests the form on the ground. Humans need beds, it reminds itself.

      "Protect this human," it instructs the big cat, then turns to look around in the vicinity. Chances are good it won't find a single thing that's suitable, but old training, training from days far before it was programmed to kill the sick kicks in. The bot is compelled to keep this human comfortable, warm. She needs to rest.

      For tomorrow the robot will bring her out of this dome through the mass red desert, and on to the next dome where her blood can be extracted and examined. Where it can determine whether she is ill.

      The bot walks down a short set of stairs and finds itself in another empty black room. There's nothing suitable here, it notes, making its way back up the stairs and into the dark hallway where it left the cat and the human.

      The human's snuggled up to the giant side of the cat and the bot wonders why—surely its rough hide could not offer comfort the same way a bed could. Still, it doesn't move it from the cat’s form. Instead it sits across from them and turns to watch as the skies open and the night rains come to cleanse the world for a few hours more.

      The bot doesn't sleep. It keeps its eyes open and waits until several hours later when the rains finally stop and dawn breaks. Without pause, it stands to walk into the open air and stands in the still street, charging under the sun. It won't take long with this new body. Half hour tops, then it can take the human and make its way to the edge of the dome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      She wakes, rubbing her eyes, then flinches when her back stiffens and throbs. It takes a split moment to remember where she is as she breathes in and smells—metal. She sits back, moving herself as far from the robotic cat as possible until her back is flush to the wall.

      Then everything comes back at once and she looks around, still keeping the cat in her peripheral vision as she looks for her—for it.

      She sees it right outside the doors, standing there in the bleak sunlight, recharging, she's guessing, but for how long?

      It can't have been dawn for long, she decides. The ground outside's still slightly damp from the rain last night. The rain that's happened every night since before she was born. "It's scheduled," Nayne had explained to Sid. "Which means it doesn't happen naturally. I don't know why they'd had it scheduled."

      It was only recently that the rains changed from a nice daily warmish shower—she loved standing out there naked, scrubbing at her skin as hard as she could—and turned into a skin-melting, metal-eating vicious thing. She hasn't showered in months.

      As the robot stands out there, still recharging, she knows this might be her only chance of escape, and she looks around for a weapon, anything suitable that will help her damage the thing enough for a few minutes so she can run.

      Keeping the cat in her peripheral vision, she stands and turns but the room they’re in—looks like it was once a coffee shop or meeting shop of sorts—stands empty except for a half a dozen chairs in one corner.

      The cat doesn’t budge as Sidney steps towards the chairs, picking each one up to feel the heft of them. Then she grabs one smallish silver one—could be aluminum or another lighter metal, but strong enough, she reckons. If this bot is anything like the older one, its legs can be taken out.

      She walks past the cat, out the front doors, and straight up to the bot as it recharges. She slams the chair into the bot’s legs as hard as her arms can, so hard the impact resonates up her arms and hurts her right elbow so much, she drops the chair as it clatters and echoes on the ground ahead, and she falls to the ground, holding on to her aching elbow.

      She huffs and looks up, but the impact did nothing to the bot. After another moment, she grabs the chair again, and bracing herself for the pain this time, rams it against the bot’s side, its face, its back. She’s not quite tall enough to hit it over the head, but tries—and fails—to put a dent in its face.

      She drops the chair again, both elbows aching now, and eyes the cat as she grabs for her knapsack. She doesn’t know why she didn’t grab the bag first—maybe a part of her knew this was all moot, but she had to try, anyway.

      A handful of silver dust rolls past her and she scoops it up, knowing it won’t be enough to do any real damage—still she takes out the tiny plastic container in her sack and pours it in. If she comes across more, it should be enough to make a little bang.

      She fights the urge to still run because she doesn’t have enough powder for explosives, and if she’s being honest, she’s tired of running. For now. It’s nice to not have to run for a change, even if it’s temporary. Maybe this bot could help her get to the promised land. It and this—cat-thing.

      So she sits still, finally giving in to the rumbles in her tummy, urging her that it's breakfast time, that it wants food. With her eyes still on the charging robot, she pulls her knapsack closer—the cat doesn't even blink—and she rummages around for another strip of dried cured meat. She chews on it, still with her eyes on the bot.

      She counts to three hundred and fifty two before it’s finally done and turns around to find Sidney staring back.

      "Are you ready, little human?" The voice is normal, almost like Nayne's, then Sidney fights the thought. Do not compare this killing machine to Nayne now. That won't end well.

      "Ready for what?" she says, still aware than any moment now, the thing’s scanner could start working, and that would be the end of that.

      "To travel, to the southern dome. The Red Dome."

      The southern dome? Does it mean where the other robots used to be stationed?

      "Why the southern dome?" she asks.

      "That is where I can extract your blood, where I can study it."

      Nayne used to tell Sidney that these robots could do that on-site, without any other machines. This one should have a syringe in its body somewhere, surely?

      "Why don't you just extract my blood with your inner syringey thingy?"

      "This body does not have one."

      "Why not?"

      "This body was a replacement body. It was not built for the same purpose as the other ones."

      "Well, what was it built for then?" Sidney asks, taking in the look of the thing.

      The bot is dressed in a simple blue tank and black jeans, with black boots. Similar clothing to what Nayne used to wear. “Easy to travel in,” she’d said, “easy to run.”

      It’s a lithe female form, light and maybe five feet eleven. Its arms are long and slim, hardly any muscle, with small rounded shoulders, and topped with a graceful neck. Its hair shines under the sunlight, short to the nape—a dark brown, almost black, with tiny blond tips at the ends.

      And it’s pretty, Sidney decides as she studies its face—oval-shaped with a minuscule nose that’s slightly upturned. Cheeks as pink as a human’s, and a heart-shaped perfect mouth. Then Sidney really sees the bot’s eyes for the first time—they shimmer blue and gray in the sunlight. Smart, they tell her, and kind.

      "This form was built for companionship," the bot says. "Its memories are still clear. It was an entertainment robot, a companion robot, a loving robot."

      Huh.

      "And yet you were coming to kill me," Sidney reminds her.

      "This was a last minute one. As the ones built for that purpose were all destroyed, ones like this were brought out from archives to continue their work."

      "And you're certain this is the last one?" she asks. "Other than all the animal ones, of course?"

      "It is," the bot says, as she does some sort of internal scan. "It's been reprogrammed now to protect the others for the re-emergence and find the ill to eliminate them. As soon as the last of the ill is taken care of, cleaning will happen and the beginning of the re-emergence."

      It sounds like a load of crock, Sidney thinks. Still, Nayne told her all this too. The other people, ready for the re-emergence, are clean, healthy Allendians selected to be preserved, selected to recreate a new world for Allenda. Here? Where? She doesn't know. Nayne didn't know.

      "What's your name?" Sidney asks. The bot tells her a list of numbers that don't sound like anything, so Sidney asks what her what her task is, what her new programming is.

      The bot says, "To protect the healthy for re-emergence, to eliminate the old broken history, to terminate the ill, to resurrect the frozen, to assure re-emergence at any cost."

      Hmm. Sidney runs through the words in her mind, trying to think of something that makes sense. Protect. Eliminate. Terminate. Resurrect. Assure. Finally, she says, "Your name is Petra."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      "Petra," she says and the robot's head tilts to the right as the new moniker registers.

      "It is new," she claims. "I have never been named 'Petra' before."

      "Well, what sorts of names have you had?"

      "I was Serena once, a Jeremmin, Natiolir, Rabanna, Luciana..."

      "Okay," the child says, "I get it. You've had lots of names. I only have one—Sidney. Nice to meet you." She puts her right hand out, waiting for Petra to do the same.

      The robot only hesitates for a moment, remembering that this was once a normal thing. She reaches out to take the child's hand in hers and attempts a small smile. This is what makes them comfortable, she remembers.

      Another training from another time reminds her that this one will need sustenance. So she pulls her hand away gently and looks out to the discarded city, pulling up details on the vault of food that has been kept. It is underground and is a ways away.

      "What are you doing?" Sidney says, as she stands by Petra’s side to look out to the empty streets.

      "I am calculating how far we need to go to find you sustenance. We need approximately eighteen hundred calories a day to keep your energy levels up for the walk to the southern dome, at least thirty four grams of protein.”

      Sidney smiles up at her. "Well that's cool. What sort of food are we talking here?"

      "There is a vault of grains, beans, selection of canned goods that will last enough time for when the re-emergence happens. It was selected for its lasting shelf life and—”

      "Well, can we go now?" Sidney asks. "I'm starving."

      "If you require sustenance sooner than several days, we need to consider something else."

      "Oh," Sidney says, as she steps out of the building. "Lemme go grab a quick brekky and we'll go find this food." She runs out the door before Petra acknowledges and follows her.

      The girl is halfway up a light pole, her bag on the ground beneath. Petra stands under the pole, unmoving as she watches the child climb all the way to the top then back down again, all this within three minutes.

      When Sidney's back on the ground, she shows Petra a tiny pouch made of linen she's hung across her chest. Within it are three tiny speckled blue and brown eggs. "Brekky," she claims with a big wide grin on her face. “I haven’t had eggs since my nayne—but we’re in a rush, so let’s do this!”

      "Do you require it cooked?" Petra asks as she prepares to pop out a small lighter from within her left leg, a remnant from her hosting days.

      "Nope," Sidney says. She grabs one egg and pops it lightly on the pole. She pulls tiny shells out of her way and places the egg straight on her mouth. "Taste better this way," she says, as she drinks from it. Petra catches her flinch as she tastes the egg, but doesn’t challenge her on it. "And easy to carry. Let's go."

      She turns and walks north before Petra grabs her by the shoulders and points in the opposite direction. "This way, child," she says, considering the girl's weight.

      She's lithe, just over four feet tall, and looks about thirty kilos if that. "Perhaps I should carry you," Petra suggests, remembering that people prefer to be asked, prefer options.

      Sidney eyes her up and down, considering her words. Then says, "I like the walk. Let's go." And she strides ahead, the second egg already on her lips.

      Petra looks over to the big cat. "Stay," she says, and turns to walk beside the child.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      The eggs are gone and she's still hungry, but she can't wait to get to this place Petra has talked about.

      To think that there's a vault somewhere filled with food, and she's been barely surviving on flying rats and their eggs this entire time. Well not any more, her head recites as her stomach growls.

      She ignores it though. Staying hungry will be worth it... maybe there will be real meat in this vault. Lamb. Oh maybe fruits that aren’t just berries. What she would do right now for anything that doesn't taste like nasty tough pigeons, and all their gizzards...

      She looks over at Petra, walking by her side like a tall shadow. She wonders about all Petra’s old names, her life as a companion.

      Why would a companion bot be turned into an assassin? And how fast will she turn to kill Sidney once she's somehow fixed? Okay she just has to make sure they get nowhere near that dome she's mentioned. After finding this vault of food, Sidney has to find a way to get away from her or to stop her from working somehow. Who knows how massive this vault will be, considering it's saved for all the people in the 're-emergence'...

      "How many are there?" Sidney asks. "How many were saved for this 're-emergence'?"

      "My data says just under ten thousand."

      "And—where are they all?" She's been around most parts of this dome. This is her dome, born and raised, so she knows none of them can be here. She would have found some sign of them by now.

      "They're off-site," Petra says.

      "Where?" she insists. "Like another dome? How many domes are there?"

      "Three domes. They are not in another, they are off-site."

      What does that mean?

      "What makes them so special, anyway?" she asks, remembering Nayne. Remembering the way she was those last few days. She was sick, she wanted to leave, so that Sidney didn't have to see what happened to her, but Sidney followed her anyway. She’d stayed up as much as she could just to stay by Nayne’s side. She wasn't leaving her alone, no matter how much her nayne had insisted.

      Now her nayne's gone, and these—these people will come back at some point, take over this place and the other domes. For what?

      "Who are they that they're allowed to live here and the rest of us weren't?"

      "They're not sick," is Petra's simple answer.

      Sidney knows that, but big deal. It's not like those who were sick were bad people. It's not even a bad sickness. It's just a small flu. That's what Nayne told her. It doesn't kill anyone, it doesn't do anything but leave them with a slight fever. "It's a flu that just needs a small pill," she mutters.

      "What did you say?" Petra asks as she stops walking. "What do you know of the flu?"

      "I only know what my nayne taught me," she replies. "Nothing more. She didn't understand why people who were ill deserved to be hunted down and killed when a mere pill could cure them."

      "No pill can cure this flu," Petra says matter-of-factly. "This is why I’m charged with cleaning up the flu-ridden. The people who re-emerge can only emerge to a clean Allenda."

      Sure, Sidney thinks, but why are they more important? She doesn't ask though. She knows better than to argue. Nayne always taught her to be more polite than that.

      They keep walking and when it’s clear to Sidney that the bot’s not much of a talker, she takes out her little book, still struggling to read past the point where Nayne had left off before she’d died.

      She doesn’t need to look up and see where they’re walking. She can feel the bot’s presence by her side just fine. Then she gets stuck on another word and sounds it out, like Nayne showed her. Her lips form the word, but it still doesn’t sound like anything.

      “What is this?” Petra asks, stopping as she stares at the book Sidney’s holding.

      “Just a bit of light reading,” Sidney jokes, “while we walk. You know.”

      The bot watches her, bemused. “Can you read? You haven’t had access to formal school work. Who has taught you to read?”

      Sidney feels like she should get mad at the thing for such personal questions, but then, she’s grown up on the streets of a near-empty Blue Dome in Allenda. Still, she says, “My nayne tried to teach me—before she—died.”

      She’s never talked to anyone else about Nayne’s death—the memory of that last day slams into her chest and for a moment, she thinks she won’t be able to speak again. Like the rest of the last year, she breathes through it like Nayne had trained her to do for weeks before her death. “You have to keep breathing,” Nayne had said. “The moment you stop, you’ll start to lose. And I’ll be mad.”

      So she keeps breathing.

      The bot watches her as if waiting for her to continue the conversation.

      Instead, Sidney says, “What’s this word here?” She points to a part of the book, one of the bigger words she’s skipped over many times, only to end up getting lost later on in the story.

      “This word is ‘astonishing’,” Petra says.

      “Which means what?”

      The bot’s eyes stare ahead and Sidney wonders what she’s doing, then realizes she’s probably scanning something internally, reading aloud as she does.

      “Astonishing is an adjective, the origin of which is the verb ‘astonish’ meaning ‘to fill with sudden surprise or wonder.’ Other words for astonishing are listed as: astounding, breathtaking, marvelous—”

      “Okay,” Sidney says, cutting Petra off with her hands in the air. Still, she thinks this should be handy, having a walking dictionary with her will help her finish this book sooner than later. She keeps walking, a smile on her face. What great luck, she thinks. She can’t remember the last time she’d had such good fortune.

      When Petra stills, Sidney walks two more steps before finally stopping to look back at her. "Why have you stopped?" she asks. "Surely we're not there already."

      The bot shakes her head no, then points down to a mound of dirt ten feet ahead.

      What's the big deal? There are mounds of dirt everywhere in Allenda, far as Sidney knows. The street cleaners do their job, but not as often, this far from the city center.

      Unless Petra means to have Sidney look under this pile. She could find some lizards or bugs hiding in there. She's not inclined to, not with the promise of real food at some point.

      Still, she walks up to the mound, meaning to push it over just to see. Habit.

      Petra's hand on her shoulder stops her in her tracks as the bot whispers, "It's moving. I suggest we run."

      Before she finishes her sentence, she's already sprinting to another outer building they’d passed not a minute ago. They both stop as Sidney catches her breath and they peer around the corner to watch the mound of dirt move into a crouch, then stare back from a dirty bearded face.

      "A raider," Petra whispers to Sidney and the girl wets her pants.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      The child shakes beside Petra as a slightly tangy scent reaches the bot's nose. She looks down to see a trickle of urine fall on the ground beneath Sidney.

      "Child," she says, "you have soiled yourself."

      "It's—" Sidney stutters. "It eats people. That's what Nayne told me. It will try to eat me."

      The bot looks back up to watch the crouched raider as he struggles back down into a lying position. She's only come across raiders once, and they were eating birds and eggs just like Sidney has been this entire time. They were certainly not eating each other.

      On the other hand, Petra knows that hardly makes raiders a harmless entity. She knows what they are capable of and knows the child has every reason to be afraid.

      "He's injured," she surmises. "He will not be able to harm you. Not with me beside you. I suggest we walk around him, take a longer way."

      "What if it's a trap?" Sidney whispers back. "They're never alone. Are they?"

      "I will protect you," Petra says. "I can protect you from them."

      Sidney stands to eye-level with Petra. "Do you promise," she asks, her voice gravelly. She brings up her right hand, holds it up to Petra's face with her smallest finger outstretched. Another programming from another time kicks in as Petra recognizes the gesture.

      "Certainly," Petra says, though she's not sure why she needs to do such a thing. Her word has always been enough. Still, she brings her right hand up with the same gesture, and wraps her pinky finger slightly around Sidney's.

      "Okay," the child says. "Let's walk around him—but don't take your eyes off our surroundings. I'll keep my eyes on him while you watch out for any others."

      They take a long way around the man on the ground, hardly making a sound. Petra's eyes scan the vicinity, but she's certain he is the only one around for days.

      Then Sidney hisses, "he's moving." She pushes on Petra, as if to make her run.

      Petra turns her head around, sees the man reach out a dirty arm as he mutters, "Help."

      Her training kicks in to help an injured Allendian, and she's by his side before she notices that Sidney's trying to pull her away.

      "What are you doing?" the child yells. "You promised you'd protect ME."

      Petra scans for injuries and finds a long gash on the man's right side, blood pooling under him. He's tried to stem the flow with a makeshift bandage, which is soaked through with blood and dirt and his life is close to ending.

      "I have to help all Allendians," Petra replies. "There is life yet in him. I must help him heal." And she goes about doing so. She pulls the bandage gently off him, and attends to his injuries.

      The child beside her starts crying. "You promised..."

      "And that is what I will do," Petra says, as she continues to fix the broken figure.

      "And if he's healed and he tries to—eat—me?"

      "I will protect you," is the curt response.

      Sidney moves back from her and walks back to the building they'd left. Petra still senses she's close as she continues to fix the man.

      He grunts and groans and she senses that he's close to death. Still, she must keep working until there isn't a breath left in him, until three minutes after his heart stops beating. This is her training.

      She reaches for a compartment in her left leg and pulls out a square container with anti-bacterial medicine. Data shows that she now has 80 mg of the liquid. It should be enough to last their journey until they find the vault where more food and more medicine awaits.

      She applies the liquid to his side, then places a pill in his mouth. "You must swallow this," she instructs. "It will help with the swelling, it will help with the pain."

      He groans again and chews on the pill. Then Petra unwraps a clean white bandage and pulls him in gently to wrap it under his bleeding gash.

      She senses that he does not have a fever and steps back. Then turns to find Sidney waiting in the small building enclave.

      "He will be fine," Petra states, "but we need to bring him with us until we find more medicine. Otherwise he will die from blood poisoning. We need to bring him along for when we find medicine. The vault will—"

      "What's the matter with you?" Sidney says. "Why would you help a—a raider!"

      "I must help all people of Allenda," Petra says matter-of-factly. "Unless they have the flu. I can not tell if he does. We must bring him."

      "But—but—" Sidney says. "Raiders are bad, Petra. They eat people. They hurt other Allendians."

      "This one has not," Petra replies. "If he tries to hurt you, I will protect you. He is injured, dying. I must help him and try to heal him. This is my programming."

      Sidney shakes her head angrily as tears stream down her face. "Well I don't want him with us. I can't. I don't want to get eaten. Just tell me where this place is with the food, I'll find it by myself."

      "I can hardly protect you," Petra says, “if you go without me. I can't bring you to the southern dome if you're not with me. That is not an option."

      Sidney sniffles and throws her hands up in the air. "Well when he tries to eat me, remember that then!"

      She turns her back to Petra who can't comprehend the girl’s reaction. Her job is clear: to protect Allendians who are not ill. Keep them safe until the re-emergence. Why does the child not understand that?

      Still, she stays by Sidney's side as she keeps her eyes on the raider. He will be hungry soon. She knows the child will not likely want to hunt a bird or critters for him, so she scans the vicinity for appropriate sustenance and hears the heartbeat of a large animal. It would do.

      "Stay here," she says to Sidney as she rises to her haunches and eyes the west where she heard the animal's heart. "I will return in approximately thirty two minutes."

      "But—" Sidney says, her eyes large as she takes in the raider's form. "You can't leave me here with him. You can't.” Her voice breaks on the last word.

      "You will be fine," Petra assures her. "I will listen in on your location in any case, but you will be fine. I have seen how you've learnt to survive out here on your own, child. You will be able to escape from an injured raider if you need to. Of this I am certain."

      Then Petra runs west before Sidney has a chance to respond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      She stares after Petra’s retreating figure and still can't believe she'd just up and leave her here, like that. What is she thinking? Maybe there's something more wrong with that bot than just her scanner not working.

      Then a sigh reaches her and her eyes rest on the raider again. He shifts and rolls until his dirty face stares into the sky. She breathes in and wills her everything to still. If this is a trap, Petra would have known, she tells herself. She would have heard any others around, she would have known he's not really injured. Sidney hopes.

      He rolls onto his side and doesn't stop until he's facing her hiding spot. She crawls further into the black, hoping he doesn't see her.

      She's in a dark enclave, wearing dark gear. Still, he stares right at her spot as if he can see her just fine, thank you very much. They spend the next half hour staring at each other. She waits with shallow breaths, her haunches set to run if it comes to that. But he doesn't move.

      By the time her legs cramp and throb in this bizarre position, Petra's back from—wherever. She has what looks like a dog hanging from her right hand, and she approaches the raider with it.

      Sidney can't hear the convo but knows that Petra means to feed him that... and she wonders if there would be any left for her. She's never had meat larger than a big pigeon since Nayne died. It would be nice to chew on something different than bird for a change. Her jaws ache and she wipes a sliver of drool from her lip.

      She watches as Petra deftly splits portions of the meat and places them on the ground to her left. Then she removes a long silver rod from her leg and creates a fire with it. Huh. It would be handy to have a lighter, Sidney thinks, as she eyes the bot placing it back into a hidden slot in her left leg. She wonders what other goodies this bot could carry. She wonders if she could manage to take them from her. They'd sure be handy to an orphan like her.

      Then, after Petra skewers some of the meat and places it over the fire, she turns to Sidney and waves her forward with a hand as if to invite her to join them.

      Is she nuts? I will not break bread with a raider. Sidney stays put, keeping her eyes on them as Petra hands him the skewered meat and he chomps into it as if the thing isn't still hot.

      She swipes another sliver of drool from her chin and tries to ignore the angry growls from her stomach, but it doesn't relent.

      When Petra waves her forward again, a whiff of the charred meat reaches her and she can't fight the urge to get up. Finally she decides, fine, just for the food. She’s determined to not look at the raider, and she will eat in silence.

      Petra hands her a stick of food and she drops to her haunches, chewing on the meat before she changes her mind. She scoots closer to Petra's form, further away from the raider, and she doesn't look up though she feels his eyes on her and shivers.

      The meat's actually good—a crispy slightly burnt outside, yet so tender and juicy on the inside, her stomach growls out loud again, appreciating the change of pace.

      She chews and swallows so fast, some of the meat sticks in her throat. She reaches for her knapsack to chug some water when the raider speaks. "Is that water?"

      She freezes, still not wanting to look up to him, still not sure what to make of all this—why Petra is helping him when he's evil, he's bad. He's a raider!

      She places the container of water down on the floor and the stick beside her.

      Finally, her eyes reach his and she narrows hers.

      From far, he looked like a mound of dirt. Up close, it's not much better. He's covered in dirt and muck from head to foot. His hair's a dark brown with streaks of gold every now and then, all in clumps and dry bits, she wonders if he's ever seen a shower. The beard is the worst part—she can hardly tell where his hair stops and the beard begins, but it's a large mass of strangled strands, and moves in one big greasy pile as he chews, the meat's juices falling into the nasty beard.

      "Mmmm," he says to Petra. "You are a guru-maaay cook. This is the best meal I've had in—well, a long time."

      "It is canine," she states. "Hardly appropriate but it will have all the necessary proteins your body requires."

      "Well I've had much worse," he answers. "Trust me, this is the best meat I've had in too long to count. Where did you find it?"

      "I hunted it north west of here, near one of the parks. It will do until we reach the vault."

      Sidney glares at Petra, urging her with her eyes to stop talking. Of course it doesn't translate, so she keeps going, telling him all their plans.

      His chin pops. "What 'vault' are you talking about?"

      "The vault in the south—filled with food. That will help us on our journey to the outer rim of the dome."

      "South, you say." He places his stick on the ground. "I would strongly recommend you do not travel in that direction." His eyes land on Sidney and she fidgets, not wanting his attention on her at all. "It is not a safe place for anyone, least of all young—women—like yourselves."

      There is so much more he's not saying and she wonders why he'd feel the need to hold back. It's not like a raider to not speak his mind, right? From what she knows about them, anyway. They have zero manners. “Uncivilized,” was the word Nayne used. Why would he care what she thinks about what's out there?

      "We're going that way," she blurts. "We're not taking your word for anything."

      His eyes peer at her through his forest of hair, a dark greenish brown, crows' feet at the edges mixing in with the lines on his face. She can't tell if he's young or old with all the lines—it's a tan and dirt-streaked face. Not one she can look at for much longer.

      In fact, as she watches the meat's oils slide and drip on his beard, she loses her appetite. Still, she picks up the water and takes a long swig from it. She doesn't answer his question though he eyes her expectantly.

      Finally, Petra says, "He is thirsty, Sidney. Kindly offer him a sip of your water."

      Is she kidding?

      Sidney’s sneer turns to Petra and she stands, grabbing her knapsack and water as she walks back towards the building. She is NOT sharing her water with a raider. Who knows what sort of cannibal cooties he's got? Yecch.

      By the time she's sat down in the doorway of the small building, Petra's already by her side. "You are being selfish," she says. "He is thirsty."

      Sidney feels a sudden pang of anger. It’s unfair, she thinks. Why is this bot treating him the same way? Are we actually the same to her?

      "Well you can go and hunt him down some water if you want to help him so bad," she says. "I'm not giving any of mine."

      "And why not?"

      "Because he is a raider, Petra," she spits. "He wouldn't help me if I was in his place. He'd kill me and eat me. I’m not going to help you make him get better so that will happen. No way, not going to happen."

      Petra's head tilts to the right, then she says, "My primary task is to help all Allendians who are not ill. Yet it's strange. You Allendians hardly ever want to help each other. This is not consistent with the Allendian way."

      Sidney doesn’t know what that means. She hasn’t come across many Allendians out here—she’s only known her nayne’s stories about raiders. And though her nayne’s taught her a lot about the old Allendian ways, she’d definitely never treat a raider as such. That’s ridiculous!

      Petra turns as if she’s about to go back to the raider, then she points down at Sidney’s book, which she’d placed on top of her knapsack.

      She’d waited for evening before she could bring out what was left of her flashlight’s batts to read it in the dark—to try to read it, because she still hasn’t moved past the point her nayne had read to her. A stubborn part of her wants to finish the book, but it would be handy to be able to read the thing.

      “Would you like me to help you?” Petra says, “Read you the rest of the story?”

      Sidney wants to tell her to just go away, go take care of the raider since she cares so much about him, go read to him. She knows it would be rude, and a part of her really wants to know what happens to the characters.

      But with what she has planned for tomorrow, she knows she can’t afford to be around Petra much more—she can’t let this bot read with her, make her need her, that’s not right.

      So she says, “No, thank you. I can manage.”

      The bot pauses, like she’s about to say something, then she turns and makes her way back to the raider.

      Sidney continues to plan. She knows the general vicinity of this place where all the food is stored. She knows where she needs to go after that place, and she doesn't need Petra to get there. She certainly doesn't need the raider. So, come morning, while the bot's recharging and he's still asleep, she's out of here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      Petra's charger pings in the back of her head, and she opens her eyes. Today, the man should be healthy enough to travel—she's scanned him. The wounds are healing well and he looks competent enough to walk.

      She knows Sidney is not keen on the idea, but hopes the journey won't be too problematic. After all, the goal is to get them to the rest of the healthy Allendians and make sure everything is set for the re-emergence.

      Petra steps towards the building where Sidney's cooped herself up overnight and finds it—empty.

      She scans the vicinity, but hears no heartbeat other than the man's. She looks on the ground, but Sidney's clearly masked her footprints as she snuck away in the night.

      Still, Petra concludes that the child will be motivated to find the vault of food and medicine she'd mentioned. That's not a day's walk away, less if she were to run.

      With the man as her companion, with the occasional rests he'd have to take throughout the trip, Petra calculates that it will take approximately three days to reach the vault. Sidney may get there and be long gone by then. Still, it will be as good a place as any to keep tracking her.

      So Petra approaches the man's still form and says, "Will you be able to walk? It is time. Sidney has left so we need to find her and the vault of food on the south side before making our way to the outer limits of the dome."

      He watches her for a moment. "Why are you helping me?"

      "It is my duty to help all Allendians," she says as she pulls him up to a standing position.

      He cringes then leans into her form as she holds him up without effort.

      "How long will it take to get there?" he asks with another cringe.

      "By my calculation," Petra says, "three days. Unless you heal faster than I expect, in which case, even less time."

      He leans into her more, then pauses. "Wait, did you say she's gone there? By herself? Why would she do that? Why wouldn't she go with you?"

      "I expect," Petra says, "that she is not comfortable in your presence, so she's opted to continue on her own."

      "Without you? Wait, how long had you been her companion?"

      "Just a day," Petra says. "I found her in the northern part of the city. I'd hunted her down but my primary scanner's broken and so we need to bring her to the outer dome, get her tested."

      "I see—" the man says, "I see, and if you find that she is ill?"

      "She would need to be eliminated."

      "Of course."

      They continue on their journey, only finding traces of Sidney every few kilometers, but the man notices that she's determined to keep herself hidden. If he weren't a tracker, he'd not know she was walking—or running more like it—through these parts.

      "We need a vehicle," he finally says to Petra. "To catch up to her before she gets—there."

      "What is 'there'?" Petra asks, remembering he'd objected to their general plans the first night.

      "It would be a community of—well—bad folks. Not people I'd want a little girl like her to come across. That's where she's running to. That vault you're thinking of is no longer what you think it is."

      Petra tilts her head to the right. His words are incomplete—censored—but the meaning behind the unspoken words is dangerous. She doesn’t insist that he elaborates. "I've only known that Sidney for a short time, but I’m certain she'll be able to take care of herself."

      "Sure," he says, "sure… How long was she alone in the city, though? How long has it been since she's been around other people?"

      Petra doesn't respond, unable to as she doesn't know. Still, she scans for any sort of vehicle they can find to get them to Sidney sooner than she'll get to the vault. Though the man doesn't go into detail, she knows she needs to protect the girl and hastens her pace as she scans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      She runs until she can't anymore, then takes a breather, more water, snacks on some dried pigeon meat as she slows her pace and keeps moving forward.

      She's never been this far from the city before, but her stomach rumbling reminds her that this is all worth it, that she needs to get to the vault so she can eat something other than lizards and all their gizzards for a while. Hopefully a very long while.

      She finds a tiny enclave that looks to be an old outpost of sorts—she knows that Allenda has several of these throughout the dome—some were fueling stations, some water porters, most were just portable toilet and shower enclaves that travelers could rent.

      Once upon a time they had different colors, indicating exactly what they were, but years of rain and no maintenance has leeched away all color, leaving them merely grayed out metal versions of themselves.

      She inches up to the enclave, on the off-chance that it was one with a vending machine on the inside. Who knows what's still around, these days?

      She approaches it quietly, keeping her ears and eyes peeled for any sound, any unnatural shadow. All's quiet, peaceful, as she turns the corner and opens the door to the enclave.

      Empty.

      But for the baby on the floor, cooing at Sidney as she plays with what looks like an old teddy bear. It’s dressed in a sky blue onesie, with small white frills on the edges.

      What in the—

      Then she hears it, a low hiss as a snake the size of her forearm slithers towards the baby from a hidden corner in the enclave.

      Snakes don’t live inside the dome, she knows. They only exist in the dusty deserts in Allenda, but no matter how much her brain argues, the snake’s hiss increases in volume as the baby turns towards it, her arm outstretched as if to pet the thing. Her panic for the baby conflicts with her desire to run, but Sidney's already inside, rushing to the snake.

      It turns direction and, before she can grab its body, it abruptly pulls back and throws its head at her. She darts back, narrowly avoiding its fangs on her arm, but trips and falls on her back. Not a moment sooner, she scrambles backwards on her elbows and feet.

      Not fast enough. The snake lurches forward at a speed far too fast for her to get away. Her heart speeds up as she realizes she’s about to be bitten.

      It hits her, once, twice, three times on the leg, before finally slithering past her through the door.

      The baby starts crying, and Sidney sits on her haunches, wanting to go to her to comfort her. "It's—okay—" she croaks.

      Despite the pain, the spreading wildfire in her leg, she keeps talking, trying to soothe the baby. She thinks the snake's long gone, so she leans forward on to her hands and knees, and tries to crawl to her.

      She keeps talking but now her voice echoes in her ears and she hears nothing but gibberish. When she finally sits back on her haunches, she says, "Who do you belong to, baby?" She’s cognizant enough to know she shouldn't be in this enclave.

      But her body stops moving despite her mind telling her to go pick the baby up and shush its incessant crying.

      As the venom spreads through, she imagines it’s burning up her legs, her torso, her arms. Her ears burn. She panics again, wants to run, but can’t move as her body shuts down. Now everything goes numb. The pain's gone at least.

      She lies down beside the crying baby, hoping she'll be found soon. Hoping she'll be okay, wondering what sort of world she lives in that babies are left on their own in snake-filled enclaves.

      Just as she closes her eyes and feels the nice cool ground of the enclave on her cheek, just as she thinks, "Sorry, Nayne, this isn't how I should have died," the baby coos again, and places a tiny sticky hand on her cheek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      "I'm Henry, by the way," the man says to Petra as they work on the bike together. They'd found it not an hour after setting out to look for her.

      Of course it wasn't working, but with all the right parts from other vehicles nearby, Petra scans its insides and sees it would be in working condition in a matter of minutes.

      "What's your name again?" he says. "I'm sorry, I must have missed it last night. I wasn't thoroughly conscious—"

      She didn't have a name for a long time, not until Sidney came along. "My name is Petra," she states, her head on an angle though her hands don't stop moving on the bike. "It is the name Sidney nominated for me."

      "Is that right?" he says. "She's something else, that Sidney, isn't she?"

      "She is a child," is Petra's response as she moves to drip oil into the bike. She estimates that this bike hasn't worked in several years. It also needs more fuel than what she's carried with her.

      "She is also impetuous," she says, before realizing she finds it an admirable trait in the child. This is an older programming, allowing her to admire traits in Allendians—a program she hasn’t touched on in a while. "And a survivor."

      "Interesting," Henry says. "And you, Petra? How would you describe yourself?"

      "I am machine," Petra says as she slots an universal key into the ignition of the bike. She turns the engine and it sputters to life.

      "This—" Henry says, as he caresses the bike's handlebar, "is a machine. You're not just this, are you?"

      "I am," Petra states. "Perhaps with superior programming, but no less a machine." She finds his question curious, but knows better than to ask an Allendian adult to explain himself. Prior programming reminds her that would be inappropriate conduct, so she keeps the words to herself.

      Henry looks her up and down. "Why is Sidney important to you, Petra? Who is she, to you?"

      "She is a child," Petra repeats, "but my scanner couldn't determine if she is ill or not. I will need to bring her to an outer dome, to have her tested. As I will need to do with you."

      Henry raises his brows to that. "To what end?" he asks, his voice gruff. "If it turns out that either one of us is sick, will you try to heal us? Or will you actually kill us?"

      "There is no cure for the flu," Petra says as she straddles the bike. She waits for Henry to climb on behind her and place his arms around her waist. "She will have to be eliminated if she is sick. As do the rest of the sick. Otherwise the re-emergence will not happen."

      Then she leans forward and the bike flies through the air, not an hour away from where Sidney fell.

      Henry doesn't say another word on their journey. Petra takes advantage of the silence by continuing to scan for signs of Sidney, knowing every so often that they're definitely going in the right direction. She hasn't moved away from the path that would eventually take them to the vault.

      Petra doesn't wonder why Henry's so quiet, doesn't wonder just what's going on in his human brain.

      Finally, an hour after they'd started on the bike, it sputters and stops, skidding until it falls, as Petra and Henry fly off its seat. It throws up dust in the air. Petra hears Henry grunt in pain as her right side slides across the ground, the impact nothing more than an inconvenience should it leave a scratch.

      "Well that's unlucky," Henry says, looking down at the defunct bike. "It's always handy to have a vehicle out here. Maybe we can find another."

      "No need," Petra says, "for we're close. I see footprints, here, here, and here. Some of them match Sidney's. Take a look."

      Henry crouches low to take a closer look at said footprints, then looks up at Petra. Realizing they're far closer to the vault than he'd originally thought.

      "Right," he says. "Right."

      "She is gone in this direction," Petra says as she rises to her feet and stares towards the east. "Though I am not sure why. That is not the way to the vault. Perhaps she misunderstood what I had told her—" That doesn't sound right to Petra, so she frowns, working through other scenarios that are more likely.

      "She's not alone," Henry adds. "I see two, maybe three other prints here. See?" He points to where things don't add up.

      "So many—?" Petra says. She analyzes her database, she hasn't come across that many people in one go, none of the others before her had. Not in years. The database indicates most groups comprise of these so-called raiders. Even then, they're all healthy so Petra's older versions had no reason to hunt them.

      "They're heading in this direction," Henry says as he continues walking east. Petra follows, calculating that these people are within the close vicinity. They wouldn't have gone far. They are stationed here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      Her eyes are heavy but she fights past the heaviness to crack the left one open, then the right. She's being carried, so Petra must have found her. Her heart soars.

      Then she realizes two sets of hands are holding her up on either side. The realization hits that the raider must be here too, and her heart plummets. She wants to fight him off, to keep his grubby nastiness to himself before he bites into her flesh. Her arms don't listen to what her brain screams.

      They stay heavy and limp by her sides. She's facing forward, her chin down, with her feet dragging behind as they carry her along. Spit drools out of her mouth and lands on the dusty ground beneath.

      "She's waking," a voice whispers. Not Petra's she realizes. Not the raider's voice either. She fights to pull her chin up and the minute action makes her neck hurt so much she only succeeds in dropping her chin to her chest again.

      But she tilts to the left and see someone's—dress? A floor-length, light-blue cotton number. A woman! That has to be a good sign. Women in this world are good. She knew her nayne and she knows Petra. Well Petra doesn't really count given that she's an android and also that she would kill Sidney if given the chance. Still, she knows women don't make for good raiders—Nayne said she'd never seen women with raiders that wanted to be there. So this is good. This is good.

      They shuffle along forward, longer than she can count. Her brain's still frozen from the venom that snake had shoved into her. Why am I not dead? she thinks.

      Finally, after shuffling up a flight of stairs, they stop and she takes a deep breath. She can't help it. Everything in here smells like warmth—apples and cinnamon and vanilla and cream. Her eyes flutter as her belly growls in appreciation of what's to come.

      Finally, they place her on a bed, then gently push her back until she’s on the softest, cleanest crisp sheets. She's never had a real bed, but she knows that's what this soft cloud comfort must be. Her eyes fight her and close shut as her brain starts to follow suit. She mustn't fall asleep, she tells herself. She doesn't know where she is, doesn't know who these people are—she can't fall asleep!

      So she opens her eyes wide, fighting back.

      "It's okay, child," a female voice says. "You are safe and you will be okay."

      The voice is as warm as the smells, soothing and calm. Sidney looks up to see its owner, and a woman smiles down at her—the same woman dressed in the long sky-blue dress. Her smile is so soft, Sidney thinks. She has long brown hair, clean and fluffy like she's just showered. Do they have a working shower here? Sidney's never had one, but her nayne always said they were the best things.

      The woman’s smile widens as Sidney stares, and she repeats herself. "You're fine. You're safe. You can sleep as long as you like."

      She doesn't want to, but when the woman places a soft hand on hers and strokes her fingers through her hair, her eyes flutter closed again and she takes a deep breath. She can't move anyway, her arms don't want to listen, neither do her legs. Her brain tells her to be wary but the rest of her body won't comply.

      So when she lets the heaviness take her, she leans her back into the soft bed and her eyes finally close tight. She thinks of clouds and blue sky and warm apple cider, the kind her nayne used to make any time they'd find an orchard of apples on their travels. They were never big enough or yummy enough to eat fresh, but they made for the best apple cider...

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      Petra and Henry walk another twenty minutes east and stop when they come to a wall of trees, uniform in every way, the way all trees in Allenda have been planted. They reach up to the sky as if begging for a way out of the dome.

      "Douglas firs," Petra analyzes. "Not as old as the other ones across the dome." If there's anything that's survived the Allendian decline out here, it's the trees. They can withstand anything. "Doesn't look like the rains this way are acidic—yet," she claims.

      "Okay," Henry says, "and I’ve lost the tracks. Where do we head now?"

      Petra stares through the trees. Though she doesn't see any obvious signs, she notes a couple of branches have been pushed back, their needles not as fresh as the others.

      "I believe they've gone through here," she claims, her arm raising to point at the trees.

      Henry looks in the same direction. "Doesn't look likely," he says. "Hardly any space to get in there. Besides—" he walks up closer to the mass of trees to peer through into their dark depths. “What's usually behind these things out here? Not useful to us right now, is it?"

      Petra knows what he means. Every section of the domes in Allenda are planned and structured. Park areas full of trees and grass always have a lake, grassy hills for Allendians who enjoy the golfing sport and nothing more. Just miles and miles of grass.

      However, Petra's instincts tell her something is different behind this mass of trees. Something not quite planned by Allendian Engineers. So, without speaking another word, she pushes through the first tree’s branches and walks through the forest to whatever lies beyond. Henry follows suit, like he knows better than to question a robot's instincts.

      For another five kilometers, they walk through the forest of firs, it doesn't let up. From time to time, Henry sighs, until one point where he stops and points at a small but distinct trail ahead.

      "Looks like you were right," he says. "This is different."

      They follow the track as it grows larger and larger, and they reach what looks to be the entrance to a tiny bridge, under cover of more trees and chirping birds. It's like another world, not at all part of the silver-dust streets of Allenda city, and just a few short hours away from the city at that. All the overgrown nature makes Petra's program analyze and study harder, but she doesn't find anything threatening.

      They walk on the outer part of the bridge though, at Henry's insistence. "I don't want to be caught under—that thing," he says as he fights a shudder. The way through the bridge would have been shorter, per Petra's analysis, but she doesn't insist. She knows when an Allendian is terrified, and this is the best term to give Henry right now.

      They walk past the bridge and an hour later, come to another wall of trees. Smaller ones this time, less dense. Beyond it though, Petra senses a larger structure. She walks through with Henry on her side.

      They both stop with an audible sharp intake of breath from Henry as they stare up at the house looming on the hill, quite unlike any other structure Petra has analyzed in Allenda.

      "What—is—this?" Henry says as he stares up at the monstrosity of a home. It rises up to the sky, bigger than any other home he's ever seen outside of the square buildings in the city.

      The walls are white and dark brown, with hints of blue. Ten stairs lead up to its front door, which is also an off-white. Henry counts fifteen windows across its front.

      "Who—what would live in this thing," he asks as he steps forward, but Petra's hand on his chest stops him from moving ahead.

      "My analysis is incomplete," she mutters as she stares at the home. "It is not safe for you to continue until it is."

      He stops and watches her calculate whatever it is she needs to calculate. Then, when she makes no signs of moving in any direction, he decides to plop onto the grassy ground and wait. He knows better than to go against a robot's recommendations. Still, he counts the minutes, he can't wait to get in there and see just what they're dealing with.

      "She's not in there," Petra finally says, "Sidney isn't inside that home, but others are. One of them has the flu." She doesn't question why her scanner works now. Perhaps it's self-healed, it wouldn't be unheard of in Allenda. All Petra thinks right now is that her scanner is back up and running, and she has a job to do so that the re-emergence can happen.

      Then she marches forward, her tazer already up before Henry can say a thing. He follows suit, knowing what's to come but unable to bring up the nerve to stop her. This is her job, he tells himself. This is what she's built for, and if he tries to stop her, well that's the end of him. So he follows, dreading the next several minutes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      She sits up with her back against the cushy headboard. She looks down, feeling her arms and legs under the sheets.

      She's dressed in a billowy soft white dress. When she brings her fingers up, they're cut short and clean—like she hasn't been scraping and scrapping out in the streets of Allenda all her life.

      She puts her hands back down on the sheets and strokes the cool silky feeling under her fingertips. What is this place? A wisp of wind reaches her from the open window and she looks up as the light peach curtain billows in like a dream.

      Maybe it is a dream, she thinks. That snake's poison could be coursing through her veins right now and she's frothing and dying in a dusty hole somewhere. Still, the sheets feel real enough, so does the soft warm wind from the open window.

      When the door to her room opens, she pulls the sheet up to her chin and stares at the person walking through. It's the lady in a light blue dress again, though this time she's in some aqua colored one—the same style as the last one, the material covering her from the top of her neck all the way down to the floor. It's also long-sleeved and Sidney wonders if she feels hot and uncomfortable under the collar.

      "Are you hungry, child?" the woman asks as she strides into the room and smiles at her.

      She has her brown hair up this time, showing off a rounded face and small blue eyes.

      She reminds Sidney of someone, but she can't quite remember who. It's like a memory from another time, another set of eyes maybe...she doesn't know where the thought comes from, but keeps her eyes on her, the pretty lady.

      "We have lots of food. What do you like to eat?"

      Lots of food? In this world? Other than the vault Petra's mentioned, other than what she pictures in her head, what this lady says makes zero sense. Still, what does she like to eat?

      "Anything but bird," is the first thing that pops out of her mouth. "Or rodent or lizard or..."

      The woman laughs out as Sidney continues listing the things she doesn't want to eat, all the things she's eaten all her life that she's had more than her share of, thank you very much.

      "...or gizzards," is the final part.

      To which the woman grins and says, "I think I know just the thing. Let's get you downstairs, if you feel up to taking a little walk. We will have a feast of everything else but what you just said."

      "What else is there?” Sidney hasn't heard of there being anything much else in this world than everything she'd listed. Of course there are all the berries as well, the smaller fruits and minty leaves. Those she doesn't mind eating at all, so she hasn't mentioned them. The woman nods at her and grins wider. "Lots more in our home," she promises. "And you can have a taste of it all, as much or as little as you wish, but first, you must do something for me..."

      "What's that?" Sidney asks suspiciously.

      "You must tell me your name." Her eyes light up like it's the biggest secret in the world and it will make all her dreams come true.

      When she replies, "It's Sidney," the woman’s smile widens, and she reaches out a small porcelain hand, waiting for Sidney to hold it.

      She doesn't even hesitate. She throws the blanket off and sits up.

      Eyeing her shoes at the end of the bed, she slips them on before reaching out to the woman’s hand as she grasps hers back. The skin is smooth, as soft as peaches and cream like her coloring. Sidney’s darker skin makes hers look almost see-through, and she notices a tinge of gold to her own skin, which is surprising. She'd never seen that before.

      The woman’s hands are about as small as Sidney’s though something tells her she's not a little girl. Tiny wrinkles at the edges of her eyes remind Sidney of the lines her nayne had around hers.

      Nayne's lines always multiplied when she'd smiled and Sid thought she looked prettiest that way. Her nayne didn't like them though—always claimed they made her feel “old.”

      But Nayne was never old. To Sidney, she was fresh and young and alive. Until she wasn't.

      When the lady in aqua asks, "What's wrong?" she feels tears on her cheeks and wipes at them vigorously.

      She hates tears, never had much time for them. When they come, they leave her vision blurry and she can't have any of that, so she wipes them until her cheeks are sore.

      "What are you sad for, Sidney?" the lady says. "Is there—someone that you miss in the world?"

      "My nayne," she says. "I lost her a year ago. She died—"

      "Oh poor child. I lost my nayne years ago, too! Have you been by yourself since then?"

      "Most of it," she says, though something holds her back from talking about Petra or the raider. She’s reluctant to. Not until she's actually seen this 'feast’, and not until she's eaten some of it.

      They're already out the door and heading down a small white hallway, with a layer of dark blue carpeting like they're walking through the night sky.

      The woman’s hand, though cool at first, warms to Sidney’s touch and the latter grips it tighter, not remembering the last time she'd felt the touch of another person.

      Not since Nayne—she pushes the thought away. She doesn't know why she keeps thinking of her nayne now but she doesn't want to cry again, so she takes in her surroundings and tries to focus on everything she walks by as they head to the end of the hallway.

      It's empty, except for a line of pictures across one side.

      She had pictures once, on her tablet, until she dropped it and cracked it and couldn't see anything on it any more. These pictures don't move though, and they’re framed in some sort of old-looking white stuff, as if they're from an ancient time. “Antique” is the word that comes to mind, though she doesn't know where she'd heard it from.

      "Who are all these?" she asks. Some are pictures of little kids, some of old people unlike any others she'd met. No two pictures are the same, from what she can see. They're all featuring different Allendians from who knows how long ago.

      "This is our family," the woman says. "These are part of our heritage, for it is a deep heritage of several dozens of people. This is our way to commemorate them all as they pass."

      Then she points at each one. "This was Sylvia," she says, pointing to a picture of a heart-shaped face and pretty green eyes, deep and full of secrets. "She was our second cousin from another dome, she passed three years past.

      "This one," she says, pointing to the picture of a bespectacled man with a small brown mustache, "was Ben the baker. Oh what a great baker he was, too. I sorely miss his cakes. He passed not four months ago."

      She continues with her stories of all the other people, all the way down the hall until they finally reach the top of a stairwell and Sidney remembers to ask.

      "What is your name?" Better than calling her 'lady in blue' in her head, she reckons.

      "I'm Amelia, dear girl," she says with a soft smile. Then she tucks a small section of her silky brown curls behind her left ear. “But you can call me Mother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      They walk up the stairs, Petra's tazer-hand ready, Henry to her side.

      At the top of the stairs, they're met with the front of the door, which appears less like a door and more like a trap, the closer they come to it.

      "What now?" Henry says.

      Petra continues her analysis and things don't appear as they did at first. "I'm—not certain," she claims as her brows furrow. He stares at her, then at the door.

      "You said that there's someone in there with the flu, didn't you? Don't you need to go in and—I don't know—get them?"

      "That is my role," she agrees, though she still does not move forward.

      Her analysis tells her now that things are not what she had initially thought and she steps back from the door again, doing an internal scan.

      "Something's—my systems require debugging," she concludes. "Now my scanners tell me that Sidney is in this house after all. I can not find the being with the flu...that’s not right. I need debugging."

      "And what exactly does that mean?" Henry watches her confused face. "I mean, where do you need to go to have that done? Is that something you can do here? Or—"

      "I need to go to the southern dome," she replies as her forehead clears and she stares back up at him. "But for now, I am certain Sidney is in this house. We must go in to find her."

      She turns to the door. Seeing no bell or button, she grabs hold of the heavy brass handle—shaped as an over-sized bird of prey, and she brings it down to bang on the door.

      Something shows up in her scans quickly as the sound reverberates and carries all around them, but the scan goes away as quickly as it showed up. She doesn't have the opportunity to analyze it thoroughly.

      They wait.

      A minute later, she brings the handle down again, and again, and again.

      No one comes.

      "Do we break in?" Henry asks as he places his hand on the door, as if to feel its heft under his palm. "I mean what do you need to do now? You protect the girl, right?"

      Petra's head tilts to the left, then she pauses. Her training tells her to protect Allendians, unless they have the flu, to keep them safe and secure until the re-emergence happens. Her training does not indicate she has to keep all Allendians in her keep until the re-emergence, long as she knows they’re safe.

      However, this much is clear to Petra—her current task is to bring the girl to the vault of food, and then bring her to the southern dome to have her blood tested.

      So, go into the house, they must, she decides.

      All this happens in a span of a few seconds. Petra steps as far back from the door as possible, then speeds forward faster than Henry can see.

      She's already through the door before he knows what she's done. The wooden slab that looked near-impenetrable to him crashes to the floor beyond with a loud bang and shudders dust into the air as Petra steps over it into the room beyond.

      It only takes Henry a moment before he follows her footsteps, and walks into the vast entry hall of the house.

      "Woah," Henry says, as he takes in the fifteen foot ceilings, chandeliers, and—twenty feet ahead—a staircase that takes up the entire east wall, leading up to who knows how many bedrooms beyond.

      "How does a place like this belong—here?" Henry asks.

      Petra doesn't respond, but knows his meaning. This massive home doesn't fit with the overall look of Allenda. In fact, in all her years living on the planet, she'd never come across anything so vast or full of older furnishings.

      "The build," Petra says, "is illegal and unusual. It does not make sense."

      "How long do you reckon it's been here?" Henry says as he turns, his eyes roaming over the walls of the place.

      Petra analyzes the materials in the wall, the timber floors, and the paint. "Inconclusive," she replies. "They are not made as they appear. This is—some illusion of sorts I haven't seen before."

      She sees that some of it is made of the same metallic powder she is, an Allendian creation of microscopic nanites, silicon, and mimetic poly-alloy compounds unique to the planet. She doesn't understand why it was combined in this manner. "This isn't something the Allendians do," she states.

      No matter how much she analyzes the stuff, it doesn't register what it is or what its purpose is, other than to appear as an old-style home unlike any she's seen in Allenda.

      "How old are you anyway?" Henry blurts, taking her momentarily out of her analysis of the walls. Clearly, she's built to look like a twenty-something woman, but his meaning is clear—how long ago was she built?

      "Two hundred and three," she replies.

      Before Henry can respond, someone coughs just three meters away and they both turn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      Nayne always told Sidney to eat all her food right away, try not to keep too much of it around, else it would turn bad before she gets to it.

      However, when they walk into a new room and see a table full of food, she knows that's not about to happen this time. Because the thing is filled with so much food, it would take her a whole year, she reckons, maybe two, to finish it all.

      Even then—why is there so much food on the table? There's only her and the other lady. Are they gonna eat all this up?

      The table is one long piece of solid wood, it could seat over thirty people. Its entire surface is covered under so many full platters, she looks for indentations in the ground, under the mere weight of the thing. But the floor is solid, all wood and stone in some portions.

      "Who else is coming?" Sidney asks. She ignores the fact that the lady told her to call her "Mother" because that's not likely to happen. She had a nayne, there's no one else. Why would she ever call someone else Nayne when Nayne was the best mother the world ever did see?

      "What do you mean?" Amelia says.

      "I mean there's too much food on this table for just you and me. So who else is coming to eat with us?"

      Amelia tilts her head again and offers a bigger smile. "No, no one else is coming. Not right away, but please, help yourself."

      Sidney takes a deep breath and relishes in the smells she's never experienced before. She can't quite describe any of it. It's too much for her senses and she wants to leave the room and come back in several times just to smell it for the first time over and over again.

      "Are you wondering where you should start?" Amelia says.

      No, she thinks. She was wondering how something like this could exist anywhere in the Blue Dome, just hours from where she's been scrounging for food along with her nayne for the last several years. They didn't always stay in the same place. Where was this back then? Why did they never find it and why did they have to suffer for so long when they didn't have to?

      "I suggest you start down one side of the table," Amelia says, "then move your way across. That way you get to have a taste of absolutely everything we have to offer."

      Sidney's belly growls in agreement, but for some reason she can't make her legs move.

      What is it that makes her hesitate? She tries to push back the growing discomfort in the back of her head, like a niggling voice that warns her to be careful. She has no reason not to trust this lady, after all. She's kind, she's offered nothing but comfort and friendship and food.

      So—what is that?

      Then Sidney remembers where she was before she woke up in this bizarre home, remembers a baby in a structure, the snake.

      "What happened to that baby?" she blurts as her feet stay put. "And the thing that bit me? The snake—"

      "Snake!" Amelia says. "There are no snakes around these parts!" Her eyes flash, like it’s the most amusing thing in the world, but Sidney catches when she answers, her eyes dart left then up to the right, so Sidney decides not to believe her. Why would she lie?

      "But—"

      "We found you ill in the forest, faint probably from hunger, from thirst. Then we brought you here. Looks like you've traveled a ways. Maybe that was a hallucination—"

      She’s never heard such a word before, but it makes her wonder if it’s something to do with howling, or maybe someone being loose somewhere—?

      "What's that?" Sidney says.

      "You know, like a—like a dream. You saw things that weren't there. Maybe your body was tired from the travels."

      That gives Sidney pause, and she swallows her words. The structure seemed real enough, she thought. She had been hungry before, thirsty, tired. She'd never had a hallucination a day in her life. What if Amelia's right, though? Then, did she also dream of Petra? The raider?

      Sidney never dreams—or at least if she does, she never remembers the dreams the moment she wakes up. When she was younger, she'd wake from a scary dream some times. Nayne used to tell her to look for certain colors around her in the world. She told her if there was never any hint of red, she was probably in a dream. Her dreams when she was a child were usually creamy, in pastels and light shades she rarely saw in the real world of Allenda. She'd noticed there wasn't ever any red.

      She looks around the room now—there's a red lamp shade, small hints of red in the tablecloth. This is definitely not a dream, she decides.

      Now, she tries to recall her time with Petra. There were reds around them then.

      But what about the structure? The baby she saw was in a cotton sky-blue onesie, with tiny white ruffles on the edge of its sleeves. Not that she was keeping an eye out for it then, but she doesn't recall having seen anything red in there.

      So—maybe—

      Or could this also be a lie, she wonders? She’s sure Amelia lied about the snake, what else?

      Something simply doesn’t feel right.

      Her nayne always told her to trust her instincts. When she’d asked what those are, Nayne had placed her hand on Sidney's sternum and said, "What does it feel like in here? Does it tell you to turn left or right? Does it tell you to run? Does it tell you to stay put? Listen to what this tells you, over anything or anyone else. Trust your instincts."

      Right now, her sternum tells her she needs to find a way out of here, that the food is well and good but she needs to go, to continue on her journey, to find Petra. Maybe not the raider, but definitely Petra.

      So when she takes a step back, she's surprised when she's blocked by a solid form in her path—maybe a wall. Amelia's eyes narrow slightly, though the smile on her face stays.

      "What are you so afraid of, child?" Amelia asks Sidney's retreating form. "Don't you want to have a family—again. Didn't you have a family before?"

      Of course she did, but this—

      "I need to go," she says to Amelia. "I need to make my way—somewhere else. But—" She recalls Nayne's words that it always pays to be polite, "even in this world where there are far less people than ever intended, even if you only ever come across one other person for the rest of your life, be kind."

      "I thank you for your generosity," Sidney says, "for offering me a bed and food. It was very—nice of you."

      Amelia's head tilts to the left as she takes in Sidney's words. "I should find offense," she says, "that you seem so keen on leaving. I mean—what is out there? Savages and dust. You'd prefer that to what we have to offer you here? What's the matter with you?"

      Sidney doesn't know, and hardly has the right words. Still, she wants to leave and it doesn't look like Amelia will allow her to. Why?

      She turns to the table of food again, as Amelia picks up a plate and places chunks of meat and berries and vines of heavy green grapes on it until the grapes cascade over its side. Sidney gulps, imagining how fresh and juicy and filling those would be.

      Amelia walks up to her, pulls up a chair and leaves it out, waiting for Sidney to sit in it. She places the full plate in the spot in front of the chair.

      "Well," she says, "I won't insist on you staying if you're so keen to leave, but it would be irresponsible of me to allow you to go without enough food. Look at you," she says as she points at Sidney's figure.

      "Why you're nothing but skin and bones. We can't allow you to go on your journey without some food in you, now can we? That's not the Allendian way."

      That much Sidney knows. Allendians welcome travelers into their homes "like Bedouins of old," her nayne would say. Though the words never made sense to Sidney, the sentiment was clear. Allendians take care of each other, feed each other, keep each other healthy.

      Which is why her instincts right now make little sense.

      Still, she doesn't want to be rude—the lady seems nice enough. She'd feel better if she'd had her knapsack though.

      "Where's my—what I mean to say is, may I please have my knapsack?"

      "What is that now?"

      "My knapsack? I’ve had it since I was three years old. It contains all my worldly possessions." Nayne's words again, making the bag sound like it was this big important thing, which in a way it was—it still is.

      "We did not find such a thing," Amelia says as she points to the table again, indicating that Sidney should sit.

      She frowns, knowing she’d had it on her back when she was bitten. She wouldn’t have left it behind. Still—

      Finally, she reaches the chair and plops herself down on it. There's no harm, she reckons, in having a few things on the plate. Though she's famished, she knows from experience to not just gorge on anything. It wouldn't take long for it all to come right back up again if she were to do that.

      So she reaches for a grape, plops it into her mouth and relishes in the taste of the thing. Within minutes though—sensibilities be damned—she's shoveling more food into her gullet than she knows she can handle.

      She thought she was famished—this is an entirely different type of hunger, one where she knows she's never eaten a feast like this, and suspects this might be the one and only time it will ever happen in her lifetime.

      So she keeps chewing and gulping down food, more and more until there's hardly a scrap left on the plate.

      Amelia stays quiet the entire time until she's done. Then, a slight giggle from her has Sidney turn around sheepishly.

      "You're a tornado of a child, aren't you little Sidney?"

      Sid doesn't know what a tornado is, she's never seen one—it's not like Allenda has storms within the domes, but she's seen her share of sandstorms outside the dome’s protective glass, over the years. She wonders if tornadoes are anything like that.

      When she replies to Amelia's quip with a loud burp that echoes and resonates in the room, Amelia laughs out loud and takes a seat next to her.

      "Now that you've eaten. Now that you know this can be your every day for the rest of your life, do you still wish to leave?"

      Sidney's stomach gurgles as if to say nay. She wonders why she was reticent at first. Now she knows, there's no way she wants to head out there again.

      Why hunt down a vault of food when this place clearly has its own? Why risk bumping into hordes of raiders when this place looks like it's been kept up and untouched by raiders forever? They haven't found it yet. Maybe it's so well hidden, they never will.

      "I reckon you want to stay," Amelia says in agreement with her thoughts. "And I'd be so happy if you were to stay. You can make a great part of our family. So—that's settled," she says, not waiting for Sidney's response. "We'll take care of you--you're now one of us! Welcome!"

      The 'we' and the 'you' has Sidney stumped since Amelia's the only person she's seen in several hours. Other than the pictures on the walls, there is no other indication that there is even anyone else around but them.

      So when she turns around to see another Amelia turn the corner, she screams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      The scream is undoubtedly from Sidney, of this Petra is sure. So she runs around the woman, turns and faces a room where Sidney stands beside a table covered with dozens of plates of food. She eyes it all, analyzes the situation, and concludes Sidney is not in immediate danger.

      Still, she keeps her scanners on as she notices a woman with brown hair and a long blue dress, dark blue eyes sparkling out from under a thin fringe. She is identical to the one that Petra and Henry had met out at the front. The woman in a matching white dress who now walks into the room further, to stand beside her—clone?

      "Petra!" Sidney yells as she runs up to her and stops short of hugging her. "How did you get here? What's going on? Who are these people?" She steps back momentarily when she notices that Henry is also in the room.

      "I haven't a clue," Petra says, keeping her eyes on the clones. "This is not a typical Allendian home."

      "Of course not," says the woman in the white dress. "Goodness knows Gideon is not a big fan of Allendian homes. This one is built to resemble Victorian homes of old, on a planet far from here. Gaea, I believe they'd called it once."

      "Earth," Amelia says, as she nods her head. "It was called Earth closer to its end, wasn't it? Gideon is a big fan of their architecture there."

      Petra watches them chatter and, still sensing no immediate danger, looks over at Sidney who's clutching her hand as if she means to crush it.

      "Child," Petra says, "why did you scream?"

      Sidney points at the woman in white. "I thought that was Amelia but I knew she was already in here. Who are you—what are you people?" She points at one woman, then the other. “How can this be possible?”

      Amelia smiles and holds the other woman's hand in hers. "We're not monsters, Sidney," she reassures. "We're twins. This is my sister Rinna."

      Twins. Petra has heard the term before but knows this is also not a typical Allendian phenomenon. In fact—

      "You should not exist," she states matter-of-factly as only a robot can. "Twins—the making of twins—is unheard of in Allenda. How are you possible?"

      "We're not your typical Allendians, are we?" Rinna states as she smiles knowingly at Amelia. "Allendians are made in tubes, but we were made in a more—natural—manner."

      To that, Petra frowns, an act which she'd perfected from her old programming.

      "You are illegal," she says, to which the twins turn back around and smile at her.

      "Oh," Rinna says, understanding in her eyes. "You're one of the—sister!" She stares into Amelia's eyes now. "She's one of their 'hunters'—she's not even human at all! I wondered how you two managed to break down the front door."

      "They broke—?" Amelia says. "How dare you break anything of ours. Who gave you permission to come in here anyway? Those of—your kind—are not welcome here. You need to leave. Immediately."

      Petra scans again, feeling Sidney tug on her hand, as if to move her out of the room.

      But Petra's programming is clear. Illegal Allendians such as these two need to be brought in and let more important Allendians determine their fate.

      So she recites the law.

      "Amelia and Rinna, you are hereby held in contempt of Allendian Law. You will be reprimanded accordingly. Consider your home seized."

      Then she turns towards Sidney and Henry. "Kindly leave the premises, for I must conduct a thorough search and shut it all down until it's time for their trial."

      Before Sidney can move though, the twins are already running. Amelia runs towards the north end of the room and disappears around the corner. Rinna turns in the opposite direction and jumps down what looks to be a hole in the floor that closes back to normal as soon as she's out of sight.

      With that, Petra urges Sidney and Henry to get out immediately. She has work to do, and can not be distracted by trying to keep them safe too.

      Despite Sidney's objections, she pushes her until they're both on the steps outside the home. Then she turns to the rest of the house and begins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      The first thing Sidney does the moment they’re out the doors is retch aloud and vomit up most of the food she’d eaten in the house. She’d fought the urge to while inside, but the queasiness does not ease up.

      The raider offers a small flask of water, but she pushes him away. The last thing she wants are his raider cooties.

      Still, a few minutes later, after they’ve moved far enough away from the vomit, and she feels like she can breathe again, she tests her throat out with a simple, "What is she doing in there?"

      She's not addressing the raider, but he answers anyway. She still stays far enough away from him, but he seems less—scary—somehow. He’s cleaned himself up along the way, shaved off the nasty beard. She knows that’s not an indication that he’s safe, but also knows Petra would have taken care of him by now if he’d done anything wrong.

      "I don't know, kid, but whatever it is, it ain't good. Her kind are supposed to protect Allendians from—things like that."

      "But I don't understand," Sidney says. "What are twins anyway? I mean they look exactly alike. That's not right." She fights another bout of nausea and takes the deepest breath she can.

      Nayne had always told her, all Allendians are their unique individual selves, no Allendians were ever alike. That was the Allendian way—so these two—

      "It's not," he agrees, "and that's why she has to hold them prisoner in the house until their trial."

      “What are they?” she asks. “What are twins? How can there be two copies of the same person?”

      “I don’t know how they broke that law,” he says, “all I know is that it’s illegal in Allenda.”

      Everything Sidney knows about the people of Allenda tell her that trial will not happen immediately, if ever.

      The re-emergence may never happen in her lifetime, Nayne had said. It was supposed to happen already, but it hasn't, and it won't for as long as there are still people on Allenda's surface who are ill—people like her, but she tells herself not to worry about that right now.

      The raider steps away from the house and makes his way closer to the edge of the woods beyond. The last thing Sidney wants to do is follow a raider into the woods, but she walks further away from the front door too, while they wait for Petra to do—whatever she needs to do to keep the twins imprisoned.

      "It's amazing," he says after a few minutes. "I mean how did they manage to hide this here for so long without anyone finding them? What sort of tech do they use, I wonder—" and he rambles on but Sidney stops listening.

      She doesn't care what they use to hide, she just cares that it's taking Petra an awfully long time in there just to keep them put. A part of her wants to go back inside, but without her knapsack and the things in it.

      "My knapsack!" she says as she stands and stares up into the windows, wondering which room she'd woken in. "I think it might still be in there! I need it." Amelia had said they didn’t find it on her, but Sidney’s instincts tell her it’s another lie.

      He raises an eyebrow as if to question her sanity.

      "Surely you don't mean we need to go back in there, kid? Coz that's exactly the last thing we should be doing right now."

      "It has all my—everything I own in this world," Sidney says. Her voice is shrill now, trembling. She doesn't care if she's being nuts, all she knows as she runs through the hole in the door is that she needs to find that knapsack.

      She doesn't even hear him calling after her, she's already running up the stairs, down the hallway with all the picture frames in it, meaning to get to the bedroom with the warm covers and breezy window.

      She doesn't even know if the pack is there, but there is no better place to start looking.

      But it doesn't matter, she thinks, as she runs into the room, and turns around until she sees the bag's dirty bottom peeking out from under the bed. She reaches for it, and three things happen at the same time.

      First, she confirms her instinct that Amelia had lied to her about the bag, she'd pretended there wasn't one when they'd found her. Why did she lie? What else did she lie about?

      Second, a sound behind her makes her turn so fast her neck snaps, but there's no one there.

      And third, she realizes she's been trapped right along with the twins when a foul-smelling sheet drapes over her head and she passes out from whatever chemical it’s doused under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      Her analysis tells her the twins are the only two in the entire house, and she can hear their hearts beat strong enough to get a general idea of where they are. She decides to follow the twin in the white dress first, Rinna.

      She's under the dining room somewhere, in a spot Petra is aware she can't reach except through the same hole Rinna had disappeared.

      There's no obvious knob or indication of how the floor shifted so she kneels down and feels for the notches around the floor where the hole had appeared. Easy enough.

      She allows three nails to grow two inches each, then slots the hard enamel into a seam in the floor. Any Allendian who tries such a thing would come away with bloody fingers. Petra's nails are built from the same thing she is—the same silver powder of which all Allendian bots are built.

      She easily pulls up a portion of the floor, rips it out with hardly any effort with one hand, and throws it across the way.

      The hole is barely big enough for her to fit through, and she can't see a thing through it. Still, she can hear the heartbeat though it sounds as though it's heading further away now. She stands up to her full height, then steps forward and drops down the hole.

      The drop only lasts four seconds, and she lands easily on cold cement ground. It could be a basement but that matters not.

      It's pitch black in the hole, not even a light from a crack, nothing. Petra's not a bot built to see in the dark, but she follows her ears. The twin is to her right, maybe twenty feet away, so she turns and walks purposefully to the right. She only stops when she slams into a cold wall of sorts, behind which the heartbeat is moving even farther away. She splays her fingers out to feel, but the wall doesn't stop. Baring her nails again to rip a portion of it does nothing—there isn't a seam in the wall, no crack, nothing. Just cement like the ground under her feet.

      Then she turns to walk in the other direction, but is met with another slab of cold wall. Not one that was there earlier. In fact, she senses that it's moving in closer, pushing her against the other side. The heartbeat behind the wall is drowned out by a loud cackle as the twin confirms what Petra now knows—she's been trapped in some sort of mechanism.

      When the wall doesn't stop moving, she shimmies to the side, meaning to slip through sideways, but of course she's met with another hard surface.

      She pushes back on the wall before it crushes her torso. Though her arms are strong, she was not built to withstand this sort of pressure—she calculated it's about thirty tonnes a second. She's about to be pulverized, crushed into silver dust.

      She keeps resisting the wall though it's managed to push into her face.

      She finds herself defeated, and the last thought in her mind is one of hope—that Sidney manages to get out of here. Because she won't be able to help her again—she's failed in protecting her from these twins, and now she will be trapped in here forever so the re-emergence won't happen.

      The last thing she hears is the cackling twin, somewhere in front of her, behind the cold cement wall. She's singing something through the wall, and Petra recognizes it as the song of the Allendians, the one they sing every morning in every school before their day starts, their national anthem. Though the words are muffled, she can tell the twin's changed them somewhat. They don't resemble anything the Allendians have sang all this time. If anything, they're rude, almost nonsensical in the way the words mock the original song. The twin sings louder and louder, but Petra misses the last of it as she loses consciousness and accepts that she is about to die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      Sidney hears a hissing before she opens her eyes and her heart trots in panic as she remembers the snake that bit her before all this happened. She opens her eyes, rubs them vigorously, and looks around her. Back in the same room she'd woken up in, what was it, yesterday? She doesn't know, she can't tell how long she's been out.

      Still, there's a pause and then the hissing starts up again. She looks to the window, where she thinks it's coming from.

      Seeing neither one of the twins around, she throws the blanket off and moves to the window as fast as she can, despite still feeling faint from whatever—that chemical was.

      The window’s ajar, and she peeks out to see the raider hissing in her direction, from a few meters within the trees.

      If he's trying to scare her with the hissing noise, he's succeeded. Still she waves in the air, meaning to cut off the sound. He waves back, urging her to come out. But how? This window is several feet off the ground, too far for her to make a jump for it without breaking something. She can't afford to break anything—she's always been more careful than most other kids, her nayne would say. But then, Nayne also always said she was grateful for it. Sidney's carefulness was the reason she'd never broken a thing in her life, the only reason they'd never had to worry about seeing doctors at a time when most doctors were frozen somewhere, waiting for the re-emergence.

      So she watches the raider warily, not knowing how to get out of this house, but realizing it's really her only option. The way out the bedroom door will lead to wherever the twins are. Who knows where Petra is right now, who knows what she's up to, to lock the twins in here.

      So—out the window it is.

      She looks around her, eyeing the sheets and blankets. Maybe she could fashion a long enough rope out of it? She guesses it will still be too far a drop for her.

      Then she sees her discarded knapsack on the ground beside the bed and pulls it over her shoulder quickly, before she leans over the window sill to look around on the outside. She fingers the ledge ahead, its concrete texture smooth against her palm. The wall outside the house is made of stone and brick—or at least it's made to look like it. She's not really sure. She could try to clamber down the side, the wall looks rough enough that she could find nooks and crannies to hold on to as she climbs down. She's done enough climbing over the years to feel confident she could do it.

      Then the raider whistles a harsh whistle, just once, enough to catch her attention. She looks up in time to see him shake his head as if to say, "No, that's a horrible idea."

      But what option does she have at this point? Heading anywhere in the house will only lead her to one of those bizarre twins, wouldn't it? There is no other choice. So she shrugs back at the raider and moves to throw her left leg over the edge of the window.

      The man makes that sharp whistle again but she ignores him this time. There's no time like the present, she tells herself.

      She straddles the sill for a moment, then pulls her other leg over as she leans forward to hold on to the other side of the window.

      Then she takes her time to find a nook large enough to hold the tip of one shoe, and lowers herself down the side of the house.

      The way down doesn't take as long as she expects and when the raider says, "You can jump now," she doesn't hesitate. She lets go of the wall and braces herself to land on the ground below.

      "What in the world happened to you in there?" he says as he looks back up at the window. "And where's Petra?"

      "I didn't see her," Sidney says as she looks up as well. "But someone put some smelly cloth over me before I could grab my bag and—"

      "That darned bag--" the raider says. "You about got yourself killed, girl, over that bag. Why?"

      She doesn't answer right away. She doesn't know this raider—why should she tell him anything about her possessions or desires. Still, he waits for an answer. So she goes with, "It's the only thing I’ve ever had since I was little. It keeps me safe. I have everything I need in this world in it."

      He nods as if in understanding, and when he doesn't insist, she says, "Petra must still be in the house but I didn't hear anything. Where do you think she is? Why is she taking so long?"

      "I'm not sure," he says as he runs a hand through his hair. "But I don't think it's an answer we'd like. Those twins were—strange."

      It sounds like he was about to say something else, but she doesn't push him on it. She gets what he means. They were more than just 'strange' she reckons. She knows she'd rather just head out of here but she's compelled to wait for Petra.

      "I just don't understand why she's taking so long. Did she tell you how long it would be?"

      "No," he says as he stares back at the window again. "But I have a feeling she should be done by now. What does your gut tell you?"

      Those were Nayne's types of words, she thinks. That's strange, that a raider would talk like her nayne did. Then she realizes, she doesn’t even know his name, this raider that reminds her of her nayne’s words. “Who are you anyway?” she utters, though the words came out ruder than she intended. “I mean what’s your name?”

      “Henry,” he says, “and it’s nice to meet you too, Sidney.” He puts a dirty hand out to her.

      She grabs his hand grudgingly, shakes it once and drops it.

      Her gut tells her to run away from the house, but then something else tells her maybe Petra's in trouble. Why does she feel inclined to help the bot, when it would kill her without hesitation if its scanners were working? Still, she doesn't ignore the need to find out if the bot is okay, if she's still in the house or not. Sidney doesn’t believe Petra would take off without her, though she's not entirely sure why.

      "My gut tells me she's still in there," Sidney says, pointing back at the house. "But I don't know where or why. I don't really want to go back in there."

      "Neither do I," Henry agrees. "How about we take a walk around it, see if there's another way in but the door. Maybe we can sneak in—"

      His voice has changed somewhat, and Sidney suspects it's probably because he's not convinced of his own words.

      Still, she follows him around the right side of the house where a large plant of sorts climbs up the brick, past the roof twenty meters above them. She eyes the raider's back suspiciously, remembering she doesn't trust him. As long as he has his back to her and not the other way around, she's not too worried.

      As they walk around another corner not a minute later, it's clear there's no other way into the brick home. No way but the front door, through which Sidney never intends to walk again.

      When they turn the corner, she wonders what'll happen now. With Petra gone, she has no interest in staying with this raider. So she pauses though he keeps walking ahead, muttering about structures and walls. She turns her head to look around, wonders if she could make it through the trees without him on her shadow. She's a fast runner when she wants to be, and today might just be the day she wants to be.

      Then she holds her breath when she hears a sound—a distinct whimper from their right. The raider heard it too as he turns and moves swiftly to the right, away from the house and its massive green vines.

      When his breath hitches, Sidney finally twists around him to see what he's looking at.

      On the ground, naked with what looks like a sheen of sweat on her, Petra curls into herself as though she's cold. It's a balmy twenty five degrees Celsius though—the same temperature year in and year out in all of the Blue Dome.

      Still whimpering, she holds her arms around her bare legs and stares up at them without a hint of recognition in her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      All she remembers is a wall closing in on her, then—nothing. Memories from before the wall flash every now and then, but for the most part, her mind is blank.

      So the man and girl staring down at her as though they know her is bemusing. Who are they? What do they want? Did they have something to do with the wall she was stuck in?

      "What happened to you?" The man shrugs off his dirty brown overcoat and places it gently around her naked shoulders. His hand touches her shoulder slightly and she shivers and moves away from him.

      She doesn't really know what happened to her, but says, "I was stuck between moving walls. They wouldn't stop—" She remembers a sensation of being squeezed, intense pressure in her nerve endings that translated to pain—nothing like she’d ever experienced before.

      The little girl takes a sharp breath in and her eyes grow wide. The bot, suddenly remembering her own name is Petra, looks at the child up and down, trying to remember a name for her. Nothing comes at first.

      She's never seen a girl like this before. She's five feet tall, slight, with an airy look around her like she's about to take flight at any moment. Her hair is a mass of dark brown strands, thick and scraggly, some of it sticking to her face like it has its own sense of gravity.

      She’s dressed in ripped jeans that are too big, she's rolled the hem up and keeps it around her waist with a makeshift belt made of a—scarf. She wears mismatched shoes—one a ripped blue, the other reddish brown, two different sized loafers with multi-colored laces that she's clearly colored herself.

      "What—" Petra says, as she starts to recognize her, but still can't place the name. "Who are you?"

      The girl steps back for a moment, then approaches her like she's an injured animal. She puts one hand out with the palm facing up, then says, "Don't you remember me, Petra?"

      Well, one thing she knows—the girl knows her name. But she still can't remember the girl's or the man's names. The memories flicker in the back of her mind, trying to fight their way to the forefront.

      She knows it will take a few minutes.

      In the meantime, another memory reminds her they shouldn't stay in this place any longer. "We need to go," she says as she jumps to her feet and pulls the coat around her as the man turns around.

      She does up the few remaining buttons on the worn outfit, aware that it's not the right size, nor the usual type of gear she'd wear.

      Memories fight to come to her again, but the first one, the most important, tells her they need to run. And now.

      "We need to go. Now!" she repeats as she grabs the girl's hand and runs towards the edge of the forest. She has no idea where it leads, and doesn't much care as long as it leads far away from here.

      The man runs behind them, and they don't come to a stop until they're back on a terrain that Petra recognizes somewhat.

      She stops and looks back as the man and girl—Henry and Sidney, she remembers, both huff and try to catch their breaths while they lean on their knees. They look so alike in that position,  Petra wonders if they're related.

      "Sidney," she says as the girl looks up. "Your name is Sidney. You're Henry. I remember—"

      "What made you forget in the first place?" Sidney asks as she takes in another deep breath. "And why were you naked? How did you get out of there?"

      She can't answer—she doesn't know.

      Henry says, "I think I might know. I’ve seen bots like you before—but—"

      When he doesn't continue, Sidney huffs out loud again.

      "Well, can we get out of here, I don't want to bump into those twins again. Can we get as far away from them as possible, please?"

      Petra and Henry both nod and they walk towards the south, to the vault where Petra now remembers they were heading.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      Sidney eyes Petra walking under Henry's dirty brown coat and still wonders what happened to her. And why doesn't Henry say anything about how she could have gotten out of there?

      As they walk, she also notices that there are several other changes but she didn't really have the chance to take a closer look at Petra until now. The bot's hair was short when she'd first seen her. Like a boy-cut short hairstyle, and it was dark—mostly chocolate brown but nearly black in some places.

      Now, it's a lighter brown, like Sidney's eyes, and it reaches the middle of her back.

      "How come your hair's long now?" Sidney asks as she stares up at her. "And your eyes are a different color too."

      She remembers thinking what pretty blue eyes Petra had, but now they look down at her, all silvery gray with hints of green. So many changes—and she still doesn't remember how she got out of that place.

      Petra looks down, clasping a handful of her hair. She watches Sidney curiously, then says, "I think these are things I can change easily. In another—programming, I was a host—of sorts. Watch—"

      Then, looking down again, as if she's not sure she can do it, she watches as her hair shrinks away from her hand.

      Sidney stops walking at the same moment Henry does. They both stare at Petra as her long brown hair retracts until, not a minute later, it's all of four inches long like it was when they'd first met her.

      "Wha—" Sidney says. "Where did it all go?" She reaches up to touch Petra's head gingerly, but there's no slot or anything to indicate how the hair disappeared.

      "It's inside," Petra says as she points at her brain—or where her brain should be.

      Sidney's eyes grow even wider as she realizes what Petra's said and pictures a wad of hair sitting inside the bot's head, maybe some inside her neck given that there was so much of it.

      Then Petra's eyes change from silver to green to amber to blue again.

      "Woah—" Sidney says as she steps even closer. "Can you make them pink? Purple? Oh oh! Lime green!"

      As she utters the words, Petra's eyes change to the corresponding color.

      "That is so cool!" Sidney laughs as she claps her hands and jumps on her feet. For the first time since Petra and Henry have met Sidney, she looks exactly as a girl of ten should, all toothy grins and giggles, a spark of happiness in her eyes that seemed to have long since disappeared.

      When Henry doesn't react though, Sidney frowns at him. "Don't you think that's cool?" she says.

      He nods, his eyes still on Petra, but he doesn't utter a word. Sidney wonders again what he's not saying.

      Then Petra abruptly throws off Henry's coat and she's stark naked again.

      Some old-style Allendian music emanates from somewhere within her and she sways and dances to it as it grows louder. She lifts her hands up to the air and continues to sway as the other two stare.

      "What—are you doing?" Henry finally says as he moves to pick up the jacket. He tries to place it back over Petra's shoulders but she shrugs it off again to continue dancing.

      When Sidney sees that the bot's not about to let up anytime soon, she plops herself on the ground to watch the dance. Nayne used to dance some times, when the rains weren't so bad. She loved it—she said it "energized" her. So Sidney wonders if that's what's happening now, with Petra. If she's just getting "energized".

      Henry moves over to the side but keeps his eyes off the bot, as if he's ashamed of her nakedness or something, which Sidney doesn't understand because she thinks Petra's beautiful right now, her pale arms in the air, the sun's rays warming her up.

      The music is beautiful—slow and melancholy, it makes tears fight to the surface of Sidney's eyes and she wipes at them. She doesn't know why she'd be sad.

      The dance looks like it's finally slowing and when Petra's arms come down to her sides, Sidney stands back to her feet, wondering if the bot's ready to keep walking.

      Instead, she begins to twirl on the spot. The music has stopped, but Petra hums in its stead.

      This is a new thing, Sidney thinks. She's not acting at all like her usual Petra-self. Though Sidney hasn't known her long, she knows this is not something the old Petra would have done.

      "Something's wrong with her," Henry states, confirming what Sidney's thinking. "Something's broken on the inside."

      Petra continues to spin, then she sings, "You and I, we're both the same, for don't you know from dust we came?"

      And she sings the same words over and over again until the look on Henry's face tells Sidney this is serious. She doesn't know what to do other than wait it out. She doesn't know what the words mean either. She's not made of dust. "Skin and bones and liquid." That's what Nayne said. "Mostly skin and bones these days," because they were hungry a lot.

      "You and I, we're both the same, for don't you know from dust we came?" Petra sings as she twirls on the spot.

      Sidney counts that the bot sings it over a hundred times before she finally stops again and keeps her arms by her side long enough for the others to realize she's done. Sidney stays frozen, staring at her. Well that was a bit silly, she thinks, but also pretty to watch.

      Petra just stares ahead of her, doesn't move.

      Henry places the coat back over her shoulders. "All right, can we keep going now?"

      Her face remains passive. She's still as a statue.

      Sidney says, "What's she doing now?"

      "Darned if I know," Henry replies. "Maybe whatever she went through has taken all the charge out of her. Maybe she's replenishing now. So you and I have two options—"

      "We're staying with her," Sidney says, cutting him off. Like she'd even consider going anywhere with him, without Petra in tow. Right. "We'll make camp here."

      “Sounds like a great plan,” a gruff voice says to their right and, turning, Sidney flinches when she stares into the sneering eyes of another raider. He’s just under five feet tall, dressed in ratty blue jeans and a shirt that could have been blue once.

      Sidney stands to run to a tree, but not before she sees Henry painstakingly move between herself and Petra and the man.

      He’s still not quite healed, she knows, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if he ran off. Instead he stands in front of the man in a slight crouch, like he’s ready for a fight. What’s he thinking? He’ll get himself killed.

      “Nuthin’ for ya here, mate,” Henry growls. “Just walk away.”

      To which the man utters a sound that almost comes across as a howl to Sidney.

      “We can barter,” he says as he takes a step forward. “You not in fightin’ shape, mate. I have medicine that’ll help you. Just give me one. You can keep the other—”

      His words are cut off when Henry slams into him with his head and hands first. When a distinct grunt reaches her ears, Sidney knows that action probably cost Henry some. Still, he doesn’t let up though the stranger looks like he could kill him with one finger.

      Henry’s on his back with the stranger over him, throwing punches at his head. Sidney drops to the ground again, not thinking about it, just knowing she can’t watch this happen, watch the man kill Henry. Even if Henry is a raider.

      One part of her wants to run away, far enough that she’ll never know what had happened here. Another part knows she doesn’t actually want to leave Petra in this frozen state.

      Yet another part already has her running at full speed, not stopping until she jumps on the raider’s broad back and, without thinking about it, she opens her mouth wide and sinks her teeth into his groddy neck.

      He howls again, but this time there’s a lot less humor in the sound.

      Then he drops to his side and Sidney falls off his back as Henry jumps on to his feet, blood dripping from his head. Both of them face the raider head on, one on either side of him.

      Then he grins a big yellow gap-toothed grin and pulls a long metal rod from his side.

      She eyes it, recognizing it to be some sort of antenna from an old bot or vehicle.

      He brandishes the weapon and smiles even wider, despite blood pooling on the side of his neck, with Sidney’s teeth marks clear.

      “You’ve just made this even more fun, girlie,” he says to her. Then he moves forward with his arm high, about to whack it into her face.

      Henry grunts again and scrambles forward, but he’s not fast enough.

      The raider’s rod slams into the side of Sidney’s face and she cries out, feeling like the entire left side of her face has just been ripped off. She raises her left hand to hold it against her cheek as it burns and throbs.

      Her left eye’s shut, but she sees clearly with her right. Henry’s already got the raider on the ground and he’s slamming his fists into the man’s head. He must be in pain, she thinks, and simply moving with pure rage at this point.

      She stands again, meaning to help him stop the raider, but by the time she gets to them, the raider’s already pushed Henry off him and he runs towards where Petra stands, leans in to pick her up and throw her over his shoulder.

      Oh—hell no, Sidney thinks, and she rams into him again, at the same time Henry attacks him from the side, kicking him until he’s down, his breaths shallow.

      Before she can grab at him, before Henry can kick him again, he stands and stumbles towards the trees, running faster than either one of them can catch him.

      They both lean over their knees, staring after him silently, and Sidney worries that’s not the last they’ll see of him but she can’t catch a breath, least of all chase after him.

      She looks at Henry’s bloody, huffy form, and knows he’s in a worse state than she is.

      Then he looks at her and offers a small smile. “We make a good team,” he says. She doesn’t respond, still not trusting him entirely, but knowing something’s changed between them.

      She knows to remain wary, but at the same time, there’s something that tells her he’s not as dangerous as that raider they’d just fought.

      He says, “I know you still think I’m this awful human being, but I promise to never hurt you or Petra.”

      He fights to take a deep breath and stands a little taller. “You saved my life. Both of you. I intend to return the favor, for the rest of my life.”

      Though she knows they’re just words, she’s inclined to believe him. She’ll still watch her back of course, but she decides he can’t be all bad after all that. He nearly got himself killed—again—to stop that raider from grabbing her or Petra.

      So when a part of her softens to him, she doesn’t fight the small smile she offers in return.

      She looks around them, finally seeing that they're still surrounded by trees but are in a clearing of sorts, far enough in the forest they can easily camp out of view of wandering raiders or creepy twins.

      Henry's already up and picking up branches and dry leaves from the forest floor, gasping every now and then from the pain.

      Sidney looks over at Petra one more time then goes about picking up branches too. It's still late afternoon but who knows how long Petra will need to recharge in the sun, especially since it's partially hidden under the trees?

      She ignores the pain on her face. She finds bark and throws it into the same pile Henry's been collecting, then she eyes the trees around them and, finally finding a trunk that looks large enough to hold her weight, starts to climb.

      "Where you going, kid?" Henry calls up. She's already half way up the tree.

      "Getting food," she says. She's hardly hungry—she's certainly had her fair share at the twins' mansion, but she knows from experience that won't last. She might as well scavenge now while she's still good and full and has the energy to do it.

      The tree is empty, so she climbs the next one and the next, until, finally, she finds a nest—three tiny birds chirp at her from the nest as she gathers four eggs and pops them into a pouch she'd fashioned over her shirt. The birds’ chirps get louder and, though she's more than accustomed at hunting birds to eat them, she can see these ones are far too tiny to have much meat on them, so she leaves them alone. Their unborn brothers and sisters will do, she reckons.

      Back on the ground now, she sees that Henry's got Petra's hand in his as he turns it over, prodding at her nails as if he's looking for something.

      Sidney places the eggs on the ground. "What are you doing?" She approaches and stares at his grubby hands. They don't belong on Petra's clear skin, she decides, so she pushes him away from the still figure.

      They may have made a great team, but she’s still not a hundred percent sure about him.

      "I'm just looking for her lighter, kid," he says as he backs off. "Thought she'd start us a fire, but hey do you know how long that'll take to make from scratch!?"

      She glares at him, then decides he's telling the truth.

      "Fire's easy," she finally says. "Now that I have my knapsack." She walks to the bag and grabs a small looking glass which she brings up to eye level. She grins at him as he understands what she means to do.

      "Where did you find that thing?" he asks.

      She doesn't want to tell him that she's a gatherer, that she sometimes takes things and keeps them in her bag, even if they don't belong to her. Nayne had told her that's not a good thing to do. So she just says, "I found it. Finders keepers, right?"

      She doesn't say that she'd found it in one of the drawers in the twins' mansion—somewhere that she knew she wasn't supposed to snoop, but snoop she did anyway.

      Henry grins back at her. "Right," he says as he watches her stare into the air, then pile just the right amount of kindling together. Then she places the glass over a tiny bit of straw, angling it in such a way that it catches the sun's rays. A thread of smoke rises into the air, then she angles it a couple of different ways until more smoke rises. She places the glass on the ground beside her knee and leans in to blow at the smoke until, before long, they have a small fire on which they throw more kindling, branches, dried leaves.

      "How old are you, kid?" Henry says. His eyes stay on her for the most part as he speaks but from time to time, they land on Petra again, that questioning look in his eyes.

      "I'm ten," Sidney says, "ten and a quarter." She's always had it down to the month. Nayne had told her to stop trying to grow up too fast, but grow up, she's doing. "And stop calling me kid. I can take care of myself."

      Henry puts both hands up in the air as if in surrender, and he chortles. "Sorry, ki—I mean, sorry Sidney. Of course you can take care of yourself. Of that, I have no doubt!"

      She narrows her eyes at him, gauging if he's teasing her. Then, understanding that he isn't, she relaxes momentarily.

      Remembering how he fought hard, despite all his injuries, she wants to ask him what's his story. Her nayne had always said everyone has a story. "It's just up to you to decide if it's worth listening to." She didn't really understand what Nayne said at the time.

      But right now, she is curious about this raider that they'd saved, that now seems to want to travel with them...but why?

      "How could you be a raider?" Sidney finally says.

      She knows them to be awful. Not good people. She's heard enough stories about them to know that. Yet he didn’t accept the other one’s bribery of medicine.

      When he nods and stares at the fire, she's relieved that at least he's not about to lie that he's not a raider. Something tells her that's at least a good thing—that he'd admit to being one.

      "It's difficult to explain," he says and she huffs again. If he's about to censor himself just because she's a "kid," she's not interested in hearing more.

      "I’ll try to though," he says, “because this is the reality of the world we live in.”

      She remains silent because it sounds like he's about to offer her his story. So she listens.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

        Henry

      

    
    
      "I'd always been part of a community," he says. He keeps his eyes on the fire. The sun's starting to head down so he knows whatever charging Petra's done won't be nearly enough for her to be back up again until tomorrow morning.

      "My family was large." He thinks of his parents, his eleven brothers and sisters, a family that was unusually big for Allendians.

      Where most families consisted of only the mom and dad—or two moms or two dads, and maybe one kid or two, his family just kept growing. "Just in case," his parents always said as they laughed about it.

      "I was twelfth in a line of twelve kids."

      Sidney's eyebrows shoot up and he laughs. "Yeah. I know."

      "Where did you all live?" she asks.

      Allendian homes are all efficient, all square shaped with up to three bedrooms. Allendian laws didn't allow for bigger than that, which is why the twins' mansion in the forest was unheard of.

      "We lived in our home in the eastern grid," he remembers fondly. "You'd be amazed how little space each of us took up there. We all shared. Everything."

      "Wow," she says, nodding her head, though he can see she still can't quite grab the concept of it all.

      "Was it illegal?" she whispers. "Did you all get in trouble?"

      "There was no law against it, but we did get charged extra for energy costs. It was only fair. There were so many of us! Until the—"

      He doesn't have to say more, though Sidney nods in understanding.

      "I was still little when it all happened," he says. "Everyone around me started getting sick. Then they were dying. I was taken away before it got really bad."

      "You're supposed to be frozen, aren't you?" Sidney says.

      Henry nods his head. He was to be taken to another dome, placed in cryogenics like the rest of them until the flu was taken care of, until it was time for the re-emergence. He must have been one of the last ones.

      "I can't really remember what happened," he admits. "But I didn't make it there. Then, when I was a teen, the raiders found me. Took me in."

      He stays quiet for a moment, remembering the raiders—their own set of barbaric rules and their dedication to finding survivors. His eyes shift back to Petra again, then to the girl. He knows the last thing he'd want is for either of them to land in their hands, but it's inevitable. This much he knows more than anything.

      Still—

      When Sidney speaks again, he's reminded of the impossibility of their situation.

      "My nayne always said when worlds end, in the most violent ways, survivors don't tend to be nice. Or decent or innocent. They're just survivors."

      The words are true enough, Henry thinks. When the flu hit, violence was rampant, wasn't it? People were desperate in those days. Desperate to live, desperate to be cured. The normally civilized Allenda was far from it until there was nothing but silence and dust in the streets.

      Still, it doesn't seem right that a ten year old should know that truth.

      "Well I don't know about that," he lies. "I mean you seem—decent enough, I think."

      They watch each other over the flames. It's silent but for the occasional crackle and shift of a burning branch.

      "When did your nayne die?" he asks.

      "Over a year ago." She shifts her weight and leans back into a fallen log, stretching her skinny legs ahead of her. Her eyes stay on the fire but he sees them water. She doesn't wipe the tears as they flow freely over her cheeks.

      A part of him instinctively wants to comfort her. He was the youngest in his family, and every single one of them came running to him when he'd cried.

      But in the little time that Henry's known Sidney, he's come to understand that she's not the type who'd need someone to comfort her when she cries. In fact, he's certain she'd push him away if he tried. So he stays put. His eyes land on Petra again.

      "But why are you a raider?" Sidney asks.

      When his eyes draw back up to look at her, the tears are gone. Just left with a streak of brown on her cheek. Her other cheek is red from before, but she doesn’t seem to care.

      "I mean—you haven't tried to eat me—yet," she says. She glances at the eggs she'd placed on the ground. Neither one of them's eaten a thing. He can't even remember the last time he'd eaten.

      "I won't try to—eat you," he promises with a chuckle. "I'm not that type of raider."

      "Then what type are you?"

      He frowns and stares back at her. She'd already decided he's not a good person, though he thinks maybe a part of her trusts him because of their earlier scuffle. If he's being honest with himself, he knows he probably wasn’t a good person, once.

      Still, tough child or not, he's not about to get into any details with her.

      “I’m a survivor,” he offers, “but only because of you two. I owe you my life.”

      His eyes land on Petra again and he decides he's tired. It's a good time for a nap.

      "We're traveling far tomorrow, soon as she's done charging," he says, as he points at the bot. "We should sleep." He’ll talk them into traveling a different way. Out of the dome.

      At first, he thinks she's going to insist he elaborate. Then, she leans further back into her little log too.

      He takes a look around and, finding no other suitable log around to lean on, lies on the ground and shuts his eyes, meaning to sleep everything off until the next day.

      

      A couple of hours later though, he's woken by a shrill whistle from the middle of the wood. He shoots up to a sitting position and sees that Sidney's fast asleep across the way, a slight snore coming from her. Petra hasn't moved in all this time.

      Maybe it was a bird, he thinks. Still, he doesn't go back to sleep, unconvinced.

      When the whistle reaches his ears again, he looks behind him and sees a small light dot up the space in the forest.

      Oh no.

      The light diminishes, then comes back on again and he's up and running before he can talk himself out of it.

      He tries to stay stealth, he tries not to be too noisy to wake the sleeping child, but before he reaches the light someone rams into him, holding his arms behind his back, and another person slams a heavy object into the back of his head, over and over again, until he loses consciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      Before she even opens her eyes, she stretches out all her limbs, basking in the warmth of the morning sun despite a slight chill in the air. She imagines herself a piece of elastic and keeps stretching until her muscles ache, then she finally opens her eyes. The left one is still sore but she can see through it just fine.

      Looking up, she sees Petra's still charging, but hopes it'll be done soon, since it's fully sunny now.

      The fires died down, leaving wisps of charred leaves here and there, though an ember still burns under all the gray.

      Her eyes search, but Henry's nowhere to be seen. Maybe off to "use the facilities," as Nayne woulda put it.

      All's quiet in their little setting but for the occasional chirp of a bird, then she remembers that neither she nor Henry were hungry enough to eat the eggs she'd found.

      So, she grabs the eggs and places them gingerly on the side of the ember—shouldn't heat too much too fast that they'll burst, like that one time she'd placed an egg straight on the fire. Even then, she still managed to save some of it to eat. "Good eats, barbecued eggs," she says, as she uses a skinny long branch to stoke and prod the eggs until they're in a spot she's confident will do.

      Then she stands and looks around, still not seeing Henry anywhere. Maybe he's off to find water or—something.

      Looking around though, she wonders just how far away they are from that mansion—they'd run for a while, but who knows if it was far enough away from them. Who knows if they'd come looking for them out here?

      She looks at Petra again and, seeing no signs of movement or any indication that the bot will wake soon, she decides on a tree that looks nice and tall—twenty feet into the air. She remembers that they had run south, so looks north and climbs up the tree. From the top of this one, surely she'd be able to see the house, even if they did run far enough away.

      Maybe from here, she'd also be able to tell where they are in terms of the city? Likely not, but worth a look-see, anyhow.

      At the last minute, she throws on her knapsack in case she comes across any more eggs or maybe even some birds. "All their gizzards," she mutters, remembering how delicious the food was at the mansion, and trying to fight the urge to go back there to get some more.

      At the top of the tree, she finds a comfy enough fork in which to plop herself. This is far better than the city, she decides as she plucks one of the tree's leaves, sniffs it, and chews on its shiny edge.

      From here, she can just barely make out one of the mansions' many roofs. So they are a few clicks away, that's good, she reckons. The farther the better.

      Of course they're too far away from the city—all she sees are the tops of trees.

      Turning her head to look over on the other side, she's certain they must be close to that vault now. If they reach that vault of food, she won't have to fondly think of the food at the twins' mansion any more. Then they can make their way past the vault to the outer edges of the dome, to the—

      She holds her breath when she hears movement from below. She wonders at first if it's just Henry returning from—wherever—or if it's Petra waking finally.

      But there's something off about the sound—something like, well like the sound of more than just one person.

      She looks through a space in the branches and leaves and tries her darnedest not to move, not to scream.

      Because four people walk through the trees and stop just where Petra still stands. Sidney bites down on her lip hard, knowing that, even if she had more explosives in her bag, she won't be able to take this lot on and win. Because it's unmistakable—as she looks over their dirty coats, ripped jeans and heavy boots, their scraggly facial hair and the toothy grin one of them maintains, with bad yellowing teeth to boot, she knows without a doubt they're raiders. And the one she’d hurt along with Henry walks with them, his neck bandaged.

      They speak with guttural voices in a dialect she's not accustomed to, but she can understand in their tones that they don't mean to just walk away.

      Then another raider drives on a bike through the trees, with a long trailer behind him. Henry sits in the trailer, his arms tied behind his back. A thick stream of blood has dried on the side of his face and his eyes are wild with fury or with fear, she can't tell from up here. Still, his eyes dart back and forth between the raider with the yellowing teeth and Petra.

      Then he looks at the fire. Sidney knows he's looking for her now, but stays put. Doesn't breathe. Doesn't move an inch.

      Then, as if in understanding, Henry's face remains passive as he watches the other raiders tie Petra's hands behind her back, grab her under the arms, and make her still body sit down on the back of the trailer beside him.

      Sidney’s heart races a mile a minute as she realizes they mean to take Petra away.

      One raider kicks at the fire, causing one of the eggs Sidney laid there to burst. He yells angrily at Henry as if it's Henry's fault his shoe is now dirtier than it was before.

      But Henry glares back at him, his chin in the air, his jaw set. He lowers his chin slightly though his eyes stay on the other raider. He mutters something so low, the words don't reach Sidney's ears. The raider doesn't like Henry's answer, whatever it was. He punches him—once, twice, several more times until Henry's face drops down to his chin and he remains slack. She wonders what he’d said to them, but if it wasn’t clear to her before that he’s not one of them, it is now. She fears for him as she does for Petra.

      The other raiders walk back into the trees and start their bikes, then they noisily rip through the forest towards the north—leaving Sidney in the tree, hearing nothing but her pulse hammering in her ears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      They've taken over the twins' old mansion. This much Petra knows, because she recognizes the walls and the crown molding across the room.

      It's a smaller room than the ones she's seen before, but big enough to hold her and what looks like Henry, crumpled up in another corner of the room, his hands behind his back as her hands are still behind hers.

      Then—laughter from another side of the house. Men’s laughter. Her last moving memory was of her dancing and singing to Henry and Sidney before they got to that clearing.  Then memories from when she was charging under the sun pop up. Three men—no four—came and took her and Henry away. Where did Sidney go? Her ears registered movement in the trees. So logic states Sidney must have climbed, just in time to not get caught. Good. If a bot were capable of hope, this is what it would be. Then all she has to worry about now is Henry.

      The door to the room slams open and her eyes land on the dirtiest looking man she's ever seen, even dirtier than Henry had been the time they'd found him.

      He struts into the room, wavering slightly, and she recognizes the way he maneuvers around, he’s not quite at a hundred percent capacity. The wave of stink rolling off him brings fumes and chemical smells. Drunk, her scanner says. At about quadruple the legal amount allowed for Allendians. Given that the legal blood alcohol level was point zero two percent, it's not that much.

      Still, her obligation is clear—he's broken at least three laws and so she needs to stop him. She needs to protect Allendians from the likes of him, even if he is healthy. His punishment? For: intoxication, for their kidnapping, for entering and breaking into a home unlawfully, even if that home itself is illegal—he needs to be incarcerated for a minimum of five years per Allendian laws. She needs to detain him and bring him to the Red Dome.

      He prods at Henry with a boot, and when Henry doesn't move, he turns to grin at Petra.

      "You're awake," he growls. "Now the fun can start."

      Before she can speak to charge him with his crimes, he walks up to her, grabs her shoulder with a rough calloused hand and brings her to her feet.

      Then they're out the door and heading down the hall just as she hears Henry come to.

      They go down the stairs, but not before Petra catches an eyeful of one of the twins—the one in the white dress. What was her name? Amelia. No, Amelia was the one in the blue, she remembers. Rinna was in white.

      It doesn't much matter anyway because the twin in the white dress is lying at the bottom of the stairs, her dress halfway up her body, her leg broken. Her eyes are closed, one bruised so badly, Petra can't tell if it was from a fall or from a beating.

      All right, she calculates. That's five laws broken now. She lists them in her database. On top of the other three broken laws: assault of a fellow Allendian, even if that Allendian's existence is unlawful. Second, Petra scans and can tell that the woman's heart has stopped. Recently. Petra's eyes land on the woman's broken leg again, and what he—they—had done to her. Clearly, she'd died brutally.

      For that crime, incarceration is off the table. It's become even more clear to her what she must do. Her hands are tied tight behind her back though. She pulls slightly on the restraints and knows they're too strong to pull off.

      Petra was never built with strength in mind—merely beauty, grace, the ability to adapt to an extent. Her memory of past lives rush forth. She was a hostess once, a model, a keeper. She was never built for the job she'd woken up to recently. But being the last robot in Allenda to protect them, she was the only one left to hunt down the rest. What happened to the others?

      She doesn't try to analyze that now. For the man brings her into a large room, a living room she remembers it's called. The other three men she'd seen in her picture sit around a large dining room table, sipping on more of the chemical she'd smelled on him.

      She lists off, one, two, three, several laws being broken.

      The other twin, Amelia, is strewn across the top of the table, naked except for the binds they have around her wrists and legs. She wails as one of them climbs over the table to lie on her.

      Petra's scanners work to list several more laws being broken, she's nearly overcome with information.

      She turns her head away though as the man goes about violating the woman.

      This is not the Allendian way, she recalls. They would not allow for such a thing, but how can she get these binds off her? She has to save the woman, that's all she knows.

      The wails are no longer wails now. The woman screams her sister's name, she's screaming for Petra to kill her, she's screaming for mercy.

      Petra struggles against her binds as the men's laughter drown out the remaining twin's cries.

      Then another memory surfaces. She may not have strength, she remembers, but she does have flexibility. That's how she escaped that walled imprisonment the sisters had had her in. She wasn't crushed to death—she'd merely adjusted herself.

      The thought is enough to make her shift the cells around in her arms and her binds fall off.

      Before the man can react, Petra grabs him by the neck with her newly free hand, pulls him up into the air. She's not strong—she's flexible. Her cells can move in a way no other being's can in all of Allenda.

      She brings him up high in the air as he wails almost in harmony with the twin's. Then she slams his body into the ground, enough to leave a crack in the floor below, enough to break his back and cut off his screams for good.

      The others are already on their feet as the man on the table jumps off, meaning to harm her for killing their compatriot.

      She shifts her cells again but quickly realizes the limitations. They have to stay close to be bound to her—she can't simply throw them out to attack each man separately.

      So when one attempts to grab her by the shoulders, she lets him, just to shift under his hands and move so fast around him, he loses sight of her. There's no doubt in her mind he's broken all of the same laws as the others. His fingerprints and his distinct smell is everywhere the crimes were committed.

      So she rams her hand into his face, shifting the cells enough that her entire hand seamlessly moves through his skin, bones, muscle until her fingers come out of the other side.

      The sensation on her hand is bizarre—like she's sluicing through margarine.

      He drops to the ground, bleeding. Dead.

      The other two men are on her before she can turn. She doesn't move but urges her cells to heat up to the point their hands fall away from her, blistered and smoking.

      They both yell angrily, glaring at her as they try to hold their burnt hands with their other—equally burnt—hands.

      A part of her knows she must not allow an Allendian to suffer but these Allendians have broken more laws than the others. Her decision is swift, her hands even more so.

      They're both dead on the ground by the time she realizes there's someone else behind her.

      She turns, ready to bring about more justice, but stops when she realizes it's Henry, at the bottom of the stairs. He's managed to pull himself down here, seen her bring about her justice. He stares up at her, as though afraid she's about to do to him what she did to the others. She stops and says, "Are you hurt, Henry? Do you require assistance?"

      Some of the first words that were ever programmed into her by Allendian Scientists.

      When Henry doesn't reply right away, she moves to him, her hands out. He scuttles back on his legs. Though it's clear the very act hurts something in him, he doesn't stop until he's as far away from her as he can possibly move.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Two

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      Petra doesn't understand why he reacts as such and looks behind, making sure the others are indeed down, then she turns back to him, now understanding that the reaction is to her. He thinks she's dangerous—he fears her.

      But—why?

      "I won't hurt you," she assures him, her training kicking in. She needs to comfort him, to let him know he'll be fine. "I'm here to protect you, as an Allendian."

      When his eyes dart behind her to the bodies she'd left to twitch on the floor, she changes the tone in her voice to reassure him more. "They were criminals, Henry," she says as she raises a hand to him again. "You see what they did here. They broke seven Allendian laws that I could count. They killed an Allendian and so they needed to be killed as well."

      "What—" he says, his voice shaking as he stares at her outstretched hand. "What are you?"

      She frowns. Her programming indicates that when such a question is posed, she must answer with, "I am your protector. Your host. Your companion."

      "But—" he stares behind her and his voice rises. "What are you? I know you're a bot, but what kind of bot? I’ve been around bots. They've never done that! They've never been like you."

      She looks down at her hands, her naked body. He must mean her ability to shift her metallic cells to do what she did. She knows she's also never met another bot like her. She is, what her makers would have called, unique.

      "I am the only one—like this," she confirms. "At least, that's what my programming indicates."

      She runs a scan on her insides—and finally understands. "There were more of those like me, but they were—destroyed." That part of her memory is incomplete as she tries to run another diagnosis. She's blocked from all the details, and knows the only way to get to them all is by getting to the southern dome.

      "We should go," she says, looking down at her naked self again. She's aware that Henry's eyes keep shooting behind her then back to her eyes again. He drops them to the ground when she catches him looking at her nakedness. He's uncomfortable, she decides. So she walks past him and the dead twin at the bottom of the stairs. She makes her way up, to one of the bedrooms. She will have to take care of the twin who's still tied to the table, unconscious since her ordeal. First things first. Though the mansion is huge, it looks like the twins had shared a bedroom together.

      Petra approaches a closet, opens up its doors and takes out the first outfit she finds, meaning to put it on fast as possible, go back downstairs to help Amelia, comfort Henry more, then finally make their way out of here to find Sidney and get back on their journey.

      Though she's run on programming, she sincerely hopes they don't run into any more of those types of Allendians, criminals. Though stopping them is part of her job, she finds it inconvenient—not at all what her purpose is.

      Her purpose was always to protect Allendians, to serve them, to love them.

      Until it was to kill them. The thought comes out of nowhere and Petra freezes. It must be getting worse, whatever it is that's had some of her memories wiped, whatever it is that's corrupted her programming. The sooner they get to the southern dome, the better. Then she can get fixed, and get on with working her job at a hundred percent capacity.

      So she quickly dresses herself, hardly noticing the outfit she's picked, but feeling that it will help her move well enough, fast enough if needed.

      She heads down the stairs. Henry's moved away from the stairs, maybe to go to the other room—maybe to help Amelia. So when Petra re-enters the living room, she's taken aback when she sees it's empty but for the dead raiders she'd judged.

      "Henry," she calls, wondering if he's already headed out the doors. It's possible—Allendians aren't comfortable around dead bodies. She looks around and senses no heartbeats. Knowing that the house is now empty of any living Allendians, she pulls out her lighter and allows a spark of fire to fall from it as she walks towards the front door, still leaving a trail of fire behind her. Allendians have always cremated their dead. This home is illegal so must be destroyed. This is a convenient setup, she decides.

      And she heads out the door as the flames behind her engulf the dead and the home alike.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Three

        

        Henry

      

    
    
      He wraps his arm tighter around Amelia's middle as she whimpers. He ignores the pains in his own body, knowing that she's suffered far more than he has. Still, he flinches when she shifts and nudges his side, right where one of those raiders' boots had found its home several times while he lay unconscious. Her breathing is belabored--he wants nothing more than to just lay her on the ground and let her sleep, and he wouldn't mind a bit of sleep himself.

      However, he knows what he saw in there too, and if that Petra bot is out to kill every single 'criminal' left in Allenda, none of them really have a chance at this point, not even Sidney.

      He keeps shuffling forward, pulling the woman along with him, when she becomes even heavier than when he'd grabbed her.

      "I can't," she stutters. "I can't go any further."

      But they haven't gone far at all. Smelling smoke, he guesses that Petra's started a fire to cremate everything and everyone in that old mansion. Then she'll come looking for them, and he has to run—they all do if they want to have a chance at surviving any of this.

      "You have to," Henry huffs as he readjusts his arm again. "We have to get far away from her. She's dangerous."

      "I—I can't!" Amelia yells. Then she pushes herself off Henry. "I can't leave my sister."

      "She's dead," Henry insists. Just as he's about to put his arm around her again, she pushes him so hard, he lands on his behind.

      "I can not leave my sister," she screams and turns around to stumble back in the direction of the house.

      He could run after her and stop her, he's definitely strong. Then what? Have her push him away again just so she can run into a burning house for a dead sister?

      He watches her run and fall, then get up and run again and knows that her limbs are purely working on adrenaline and determination at this point.

      Who even knows if her mind was right in the first place, but he knows right now, there's no point chasing her down or in trying to talk her out of her madness.

      So he turns before he sees her get to the house, and he runs in the opposite direction, meaning to get as far away from that wild weaponized bot as he can.

      He can't tell what direction he's running, the pain's still controlling everything at the moment.

      Tears run down his cheeks as his sides ache. The side of his head is bleeding again, and he wipes at it angrily. He can't stop, not even for a moment.

      Because she'll find him sooner than later. She'll find him guilty of some Allendian crime and act as his judge, jury and executioner.

      The thought makes his legs run faster and he doesn't even look in the direction he's running anymore, more determined than anything to just get away.

      When he trips over—something big, he stumbles forward and lands on his hands and knees, his air taken out from under him.

      "What the—" a little voice yells behind him and when he looks up, he sees her brown eyes glaring down at him like he's excrement on her shoe.

      "Henry," she says, "where's Petra? What's going on? How did you get away from—"

      But he's already up again. "We have to go, Sidney," he says, his voice strained. He looks past her and, seeing no signs of Petra, repeats the words and urges Sidney to run.

      "But Petra—" she says.

      "Petra's not what you think, Sidney," he says, his eyes wild. He runs a bruised hand through his hair, shaggy and slick with sweat.

      She turns to look back and gasps at the smoke and flames rising up into the air, clearly from where the mansion stood.

      "What's going on over there?" She starts towards the mansion.

      Before he can talk himself out of it, Henry grabs her by the shoulders to pull her back.

      But she drops to her knees and punches him in the crotch so hard, he lands on his side with his hands holding his bruised member. "What—" he says, but she's already running away from him in the other direction.

      He tries to yell out her name, but the pain is so excruciating, he hardly manages a grunt. And she's gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Four

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      Burning smoke hits her nostrils minutes before she reaches the clearing where the mansion is. Or was. It's burning rapidly, flames thrown into the air. She knows the top of the dome is far above, but wonders if something burning this high and this hot could melt it. What would happen if it melted, would it come raining down on all of them, like a melted glass hail that would burn worse than the stinging rain?

      She runs to where the mansion once stood but stands back far enough to watch the bonfire. Petra's nowhere to be found. Sidney has no idea what happened but surely Petra would have been able to get out of there? And what was Henry talking about?

      She stands and stares up at the flames, strangely mesmerized by the way they lick up the last of the mansion, eating it up under their blue and red teeth. This is a monster of sorts, she thinks. Nayne had told her once about monsters and what they could be like. Nayne had never described something like this, but she knows it's the perfect word for what's happening now. She's hypnotized.

      So when a hand lands on her shoulder, she nearly screams but cuts it off just in time as she realizes it's Petra.

      She pushes herself into Petra's arms, not thinking about what she's doing. Just knowing that she was scared she'd thought she'd never see Petra again.

      "Those men took you," she sobs. "I thought they'd kill you. Take you apart or something."

      She doesn't know why she cares so much—it's not like they've grown that close in that last few days. Still, she can't help but hold on tighter to the bot. "I thought I'd never see you again."

      Her shoulders shake as she feels tiny and hopeless against the wall of flames ahead of them. She knows she's safe away enough from it, but something reminds her of how easy it is to die in this world, what an easy thing it is to do, to die. She knows she doesn't want any more death in her life. She couldn't handle Nayne's death that well. She knows her mind's not working as well as it should. She's been talking to herself after all. That's not right.

      When Petra gently pries Sidney off her waist, Sidney realizes she's shaking, crying, her shoulders heaving as she struggles to breathe.

      "We should move you away from here," Petra says as she nudges her towards the forest, towards the south again. "The air here won't be safe for you, come on."

      Then she takes Sidney's hand and they walk into the forest together, neither one of them bothering to look at the house again.

      They walk for a while, then finally Sidney says, "What happened in there? Those raiders looked—" she wants to say frightening, but goes with, "dangerous. Like really dangerous."

      Of course she knows they're dangerous, they're raiders after all. Why in the world would they take Petra—a bot—away? it's not like bots can get eaten. They could be taken apart, she supposes. Still, something doesn't fit.

      "Were they the raiders with Henry?" she asks. Though the way they treated him makes no sense to her, she wonders why he was so keen on running away from Petra.

      "No," Petra says. "They were of another faction."

      Sidney doesn't miss the word 'were' instead of 'are.’ So Petra must have taken care of them then. "Are they dead, Petra?" she whispers, as if afraid they'll be overheard. "Did you kill them?"

      "I did."

      "But how? They were so many of them to just you." Though Sidney's never seen Petra fight, she has a feeling this bot is softer than the other kinds that used to roam the streets with tazers in hand, killing all the flu-ridden Allendians. She holds on tight to Petra's hand, soft and silky despite its owner being made of metal and silicone and whatever other materials she's made of.

      Petra doesn't answer right away, as if to analyze the exact words to offer Sidney. "They were intoxicated," she finally says, "and so they weren't able to sufficiently utilize all their capacities."

      Sidney nods though she doesn't quite understand. "What's intoxicated mean?"

      "It means they were—drunk—they weren't a hundred percent functional."

      Sidney reckons she gets it now. Nayne was drunk once, she remembers. She'd gathered them several kilos of these awesome red berries they'd found on an old Allendian farm on the outer city limits. The berries had grown wild, untouched for decades, and they were both excited to have something other than lizard meat for a change. The birds around there were a lot more difficult to catch or trap.

      They'd each taken a small bite out of one berry and it was so sweet and juicy and delicious, they'd gathered all the rest in the span of an afternoon. Then they proceeded to gorge on the stuff for days until they'd ended up with cramps for nearly a week.

      Sidney remembers the pain of those cramps, remembers how Nayne had told her this might be it, they might both die soon. She was waiting for it to just happen already, the pain was excruciating. Instead, Sidney started feeling better. Nayne didn't for a long time. Instead she started slurring her words and begged for more of the berries. She'd become belligerent and loud. She'd lasted like that for days. Sidney had to make herself camp elsewhere while she waited for Nayne to die.

      But Nayne didn’t die. She started getting better, just three days after Sidney did. She'd apologized so much, Sidney had to yell at her to stop already. Then, when Sidney had asked what had happened, she said she must have gotten drunk on the berries. Nayne wasn't really sure why, just told her to stay away from the things. It was easy enough once they'd moved away from that area. The berries seemed to only exist there.

      "What are you thinking of, Sidney?" Petra's voice interrupts. Sidney realizes they've been walking for several more minutes as she remembered the berries and—

      "I was remembering something my nayne had told me once," she says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Five

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      Memories are coming in faster and faster the longer they walk. Petra estimates that they'll arrive at the southern dome in about two days' time at the rate they're walking.

      "We should have taken one of the motorbikes," she says.

      Sidney shakes her head vehemently as if it's the worst idea in the world. "I do not ever want to be on one of those things."

      Petra doesn't insist, but doesn't comprehend the sentiment. It would surely be more efficient, it would be a much faster mode of travel. They'd already be where they need to be. Still, she leaves it. It would take too long to go back to where the house stood anyway.

      She still wonders why Henry had run away though. He should have known she wouldn't hurt him.

      Sidney's hand still stays in hers as they walk. From time to time, the child wipes a sweaty hand on her jeans, then she holds Petra's hand again. Petra doesn't mind—it's her job, after all. Comfort the child, protect her, be her companion, her friend for the next little while.

      As they walk, Sidney opens up and talks more and more about her nayne. "She was the prettiest thing in the world," Sidney says. "Just a bit taller than me. Her favorite color was purple, like a deep purple before dawn, not a light purple like her eyes were. Her eyes were so beautiful.”

      Petra’s old programing kicks in--she knows to encourage the monologue.

      “What’s your favorite color, Sidney?”

      “My favorite is light purple—violet, she’d called it. I mean it used to be green but it’s violet now. Has been for the last—year—I guess..."

      And she continues. It's the most Petra's ever heard the girl speak, and she doesn't interrupt, just lets her continue. From time to time, Sidney takes something new out of her knapsack to show Petra.

      "This one." She shows off a tiny wooden toy—it resembles a bird.

      A budgie, Petra remembers, from the days she used to host an Allendian family in the Red Dome. They'd held budgies, she remembers. They'd had an entire room in the home dedicated to the things, taking care of them, healing them, then releasing them back into the sky, hundreds of colorful parakeets “native” to earth, and some of the many animals brought along to Allenda to give some semblance of the humans’ old home.

      "I found this one," Sidney says as she strokes the toy's beak, "while we camped on the western side of the dome."

      "So you've never left this dome," Petra states. It’s not unusual. Allendians weren't comfortable leaving the vicinity of their own dome, even though the other ones were filled with even more Allendians.

      "No," Sidney says. "Too scary, Nayne used to say. Who knows what sorts of people we'd run into in one of the other domes. Best to stay put. We're safe here. Or we were safe here. I don't know—until she found out that there might be a—"

      When the child stops speaking, Petra looks down at her with a slight frown. Still, the child doesn’t continue, as if she just realized something and decided to swallow the rest of her words.

      "What are the other domes like?" Sidney finally says.

      There are three domes on all of Allenda. Petra's lived in all three, though the memories aren't clear on how long she'd lived on the others.

      "Very much like this one," Petra recalls. "The cities were all built by the same engineers, so they all have identical gridded outlays. The trees and roads and parks and homes. Yes, all the same."

      "And the people?"

      "They were all Allendians like you, Sidney."

      She understands the reasons behind the questions—children are supposed to be curious types. Still, she wonders if there's more to the questions than just that Sidney is a child.

      "Are you worried?" she says. "About the Allendians on other domes, I mean. Are you frightened by them?"

      She watches as Sidney mulls the thoughts around in her head. "I guess so. I mean I don't understand why they want all people with the flu dead. What type of Allendians are they to make a decision like that—"

      "The flu can kill all Allendians," Petra asserts, "so, the powers that be have decided it is best to eliminate the sick to save the healthy."

      "Nayne said words like these before," Sidney agrees. "But I still don't understand."

      "Well you're a child," Petra says. "These are not things for a child to understand."

      The words she utters brings forth a new memory. She'd been a teacher once, and a guardian of the family's children. That was in the third dome, the Gold Dome.

      "Well maybe it's time for you to make this child understand," Sidney yells as she throws Petra's hand to the side. "Have you thought of that? Instead of telling me I’m too little to understand why a frozen someone's life is more important than someone else's who happens to have this stupid flu. Have you thought of that?"

      She storms off in the opposite direction of where they were going. At first, Petra wants to follow her, give in to her programming instinct to comfort her. Something else tells Petra now is not the time. That the girl will need a few moments to herself. She does wonder why such a reaction though.

      She realizes that Sidney had never told her how her nayne died. As Petra stares at the girl's retreating back, her analysis tells her it's likely the girl's nayne had the flu and died from it or was eliminated. If she was eliminated, it wouldn't be a surprise Sidney's resentful.

      Petra's database doesn't collect names or faces of people the bots eliminated over the years. Still, why else would Sidney be upset right now, if that wasn't the reason her nayne had died?

      Petra decides to set up camp as Sidney vents. If there's one thing Petra remembers from her time minding children, it's that time is always a mender of all pains. Just a bit of time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Six

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      She mutters and grumbles as she kicks at the ground, throwing up dirt and bits of grass. "Powers-that-be," she says. "Stupid powers-that-be. They haven't even been around in so long. Who cares about them? What do they know? What does she know?"

      She knows that Petra's not really the one to blame. "Just circuits and numbers," Nayne had said. "These androids, they don't have choices like the rest of us do. They have to do what they're programmed to do."

      "But why, Nayne?" Sidney had asked. She was only eight at the time, she remembers. They were running from one of the androids, hiding for days in holes and ceilings until the thing had finally moved on to another flu-carrier.

      She couldn't understand why something so big, so powerful, would want to eliminate her. She was tiny, she wasn't doing anything wrong. She'd eaten all her breakfast like Nayne instructed her to. She was quiet when she needed to be, she never hurt anything. Nayne had started teaching her how to hunt for food, but she'd never hurt another Allendian. So why were they after her?

      "Do they hate me, Nayne?" she asked.

      "Of course not, my sweet," Nayne said. "They don't even know you. How could they hate you?"

      "Then why do they want to kill me?"

      "It's not a want," Nayne said. "Not the way you always want to sleep by my side and put your cold cold feet on my back." She'd laughed, her laugh a beautiful tinkle in the night air. "It's like—you know how you get hungry—?"

      Oh, she knew. She was hungry all the time, those days. They were traveling again, couldn't find anything bigger than a mouse to eat every now and then.

      "Something inside your brain tells you it's time for sustenance," Nayne said. "It's a lot like that for them. Except they can't ignore it. They can't do anything but give in to the programming. That's all they're there for."

      That made sense to Sidney. For once, she understood the ways of their world, and that she'd never be safe, that she'd always have to run, probably for the rest of her life.

      Surprisingly, Sidney felt sorry for the androids. She couldn't imagine not having choices. She couldn't imagine living a life where someone else decided that you'd have to be a certain way or do only a few certain things at a time, and that was the whole purpose of your existence.

      Now, she just hates the androids as much as she hates the "powers-that-be" that created them and programmed them to hunt down people like her.

      Why does she even need to follow Petra any more anyway? She continues to kick at the ground. Fact is, she'd kill Sidney without hesitation if her whatever it is that is broken inside ever gets fixed. It doesn't matter how much Sidney holds her hand, doesn't matter how many more hours they talk about personal things.

      None of it matters.

      Why didn't Sidney accept that before? She's unsure, but she knows one thing now—it's time to go. Time to make her own way out of here, without the android.

      She knows that if Petra were to look for her, it wouldn't take long. So she wonders if there's a way she could disable the thing.

      She drops her knapsack and rummages through it, placing things she might need to her side. Okay. She still has two inches of dust left—could make a small explosive with that, hopefully small enough that it only stops Petra for a bit, not enough to hurt. Can she feel pain? She’d have to slam it into Petra somehow. She knows friction and a spark are her friends, when it comes to these things. If only she’d still had one of the boxes her nayne had built for her, but without them, she’ll have to make do.

      What else? Sidney still has the compass to show her which way is south, since there are still so many trees here, it's hard to gauge where the sun sits. She won't know where this vault full of food is, but that's the sacrifice she'll have to make to get away from Petra.

      She fights the shiver of doubt, of fear, in the middle of her chest. She has to go—this much is clear. Petra may be friendly now but that's only because she's not hunting her. Once that scanner's fixed though, there won't be any discussion about what's to happen, and Sid had lost the blocker in the city. There’s no way to avoid it this time.

      So Sidney pockets the small vial of dust and her sparker. She puts away all the other gear, but pauses when her hands wrap around a small pen. She uncaps it and starts writing on her inner arm. The markings from before have faded some. She writes "Brave" in capital letters, caps the pen and puts it back in the pack.

      "Why did you write that?" Petra asks, making Sidney jump.

      She doesn't ask how long the android's been standing there, too freaked out that she didn't hear her come up at all.

      She brings her arm up as she stands, and shows Petra the word. "It was one of the words Nayne had taught me to spell," she says. Nayne had always said it was important she knew how to read, though the end of the world meant the end of written stories.

      Sidney forgot a few of the words already, and worries that she'll lose more. "When I practice writing them out, I keep them in my brain forever," she says, using Nayne's words of course.

      Petra tilts her head to the right as she reads the letters on Sidney's arm, then she nods. "You are very brave. You're the bravest woman I’ve ever met."

      Sidney doesn't know what to say but smiles shyly. That Petra didn't call her "girl" or worse "little girl" doesn't go unnoticed. Nayne was the bravest woman Sidney had ever known—to be called the same thing pricks her eyes but she shakes her head quickly.

      She has a task to do and she needs to get away from the android, so she walks towards Petra to give a big hug and go about her attack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Seven

        

        Henry

      

    
    
      He watches from within the trees as Sidney moves to give Petra a hug. How will he make this kid understand that this thing is dangerous? Why does he care so much, anyway? It's not like she's his daughter. It's not like she even likes him to be around that much. The images stuck in his head from the twins' mansion reminds him that he didn't do anything there either, and look what had happened to those women.

      Granted he was bound and unconscious for most of their ordeal. Still, guilt will follow him the rest of his life if he allows anything bad to happen to this little girl. Not if he's ever gonna feel anything but horrible about his decisions in the past.

      And as long as she's with this bot, she's in danger, he decides.

      So he moves in closer, meaning to—what? Run into Petra's side and hurt her, he supposes. Enough to disable her and grab the girl and run. He's seen the way she moves, though she's not stronger than he is, she's capable of out-of-this-world things that would stop him before he could disable her.

      Then he remembers her first programming is to protect Allendians. He knows from experience with these hosts that they will protect the people above and beyond their own protection. So if he were to attack her, that doesn't break any of the Allendian laws, which means she won't do much to stop the attack.

      He tries to ignore the thought that he's about to attack a woman. Not a woman, he tells himself. Just a bot—and it's for the good of the girl. It must be done.

      As he inches even closer through the trees, just waiting for Sidney to move far enough back that he can run at the bot and not hurt her in the process, he braces himself. The hug will be over soon, the girl will move to the side, and he will have his chance. He'll have to deal with how the girl reacts later—she won't be happy he's attacked Petra, in fact she'd likely attack him right back. He'll have to deal with it.

      He sees that the hug's about to end and decides at the last minute to take a running start to ram into the bot. He stands, moves back a few feet and runs, just as Sidney pushes herself away from Petra.

      The movement and the look on her face is slight but he can see something's not right. Still, he's already running and slams into Petra as Sidney cries out.

      When something inside Petra explodes, he's thrown back into the trees again, his face frozen in shock as his body slams into one of the firs' trunks. He turns in time to see that Sidney's run in the opposite direction, so that's good.

      She got away, he thinks. The hole in the middle of his chest burns, and he smells charred flesh. His ears roar with the explosion and he finally understands.

      As he lies on his side behind a tree, he sees Petra's still body thirty feet away from him, her legs twitching.

      The pain in his chest takes over everything else and all he feels are his insides burning, every cell dying out as his brain slows.

      She's safe, he thinks. At least she's safe, she got away, and he closes his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Eight

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      She runs through the trees, her knapsack bouncing off her lower back as she twists and turns through the forest. She can't think too much about what she'd just done.

      The explosion was much bigger than she'd expected, but then she also didn't see Henry run towards them like that until it was too late.

      Her lungs burn as she pushes her legs faster than she'd ever run before. "Brave," she breathes. "I'm brave."

      Not at all criminal or horrible like a murderer, her mind recites. It was an accident! She didn't see him!

      "Brave!" she yells as she continues to run. Tears streak down her face, in an ironic challenge to her words.

      The trees start to thin the further she runs, and she doesn't stop until she comes to the last line of trees, opening up to a massive body of water.

      She tries to remember if she and Nayne had ever come this far out before and decides they haven't. There was a lake once, she remembers, but it was a lot smaller than this, and it was surrounded by these ginormous trees with purple flowers all over. Nayne had called them jack-something-or-other trees and said they were her favorites. She'd breathe them in and wear them in her hair. Sidney didn't have the heart to tell her she'd thought they smelt like pee.

      The flowers’ colors made the violet in Nayne's eyes pop—she looked amazing, and so so happy.

      Until the tiny lake had dried up and Nayne rushed them out of there so fast, it was like they'd never been. Sidney couldn't remember why they'd ran, but they didn't stop for days.

      None of those smelly jack-trees here, Sidney thinks as she looks around. She knows that all lakes in Allenda have drinkable clean water, but she also knows she needs to test it first, make sure none of the chems the city had released into the air to cause the stinging rain has landed here.

      It's far enough from the city that it should be fine. Still, she puts down her knapsack as she fights to breathe through her still-burning lungs. Her movements are quick, punctuated by an occasional hiccup as she takes out a small container of strips of paper. Nayne had found them in one of the tiny cabins strewn across Allenda. They were lucky, she'd said, they'd found a medicine cabinet that hadn't yet been ransacked. Probably the last one around. So they filled their bags with all the stuff.

      This is one of the last containers she has though. None of it lasted that long. Nothing in this world lasts long—nothing important.

      She uses a tiny clear cup to scoop up several inches of water. Then she rips one of the papers off and sticks it in. It changes color immediately, a nice friendly blue.

      Good, she thinks. Drinkable.

      She looks around her, waiting for a moment. Then she pulls off the billowy dress the twins changed her into, strips down to her skivvies and jumps into the cold water. She doesn't surface until she's had several mouths-full of the stuff. She swims under, staying so long, wondering if she could just turn into one of those mermaids Nayne had always talked about in stories.

      What if she stays below so long, her lungs would evolve and she'd just turn? How long would that take? She knows that's just fiction—evolution took longer than that, Nayne had always said. Still, she imagines herself a mermaid and twists and turns in the water, swimming further and further away from the shore and her pack. She swims straight down to the bottom, touching the mulchy ground below, then shoots straight back up to the surface of the water, wanting so much to be able to fly through it like she's seen birds do.

      Finally, with her muscles nice and relaxed, she surfaces again and takes a deep long breath, then she lies on her back, staring up into the sky with her arms and legs splayed out.

      It only took Nayne a few hours to teach her how to swim when she was little. "You were two years old," Nayne said. "And I grabbed you by your pudgy little arms and threw you straight in! At first you stayed under, I nearly jumped in after you. Then your little pink face showed up all smiles and giggles. You were always a natural in there. Like a mermaid."

      Sidney closes her eyes, remembering Nayne's face as she shared this story. "Can I grow up to become a mermaid, Nayne?" she'd asked, to laughs.

      Then, when she frowned back, Nayne had held her in her arms and said, "My Sidney, you can grow up to be anything you want, anything you wish at all."

      She should have wanted to grow up to be with Nayne forever, she thinks. What a selfish thing to wish for, becoming a stupid mermaid instead of wishing Nayne would just be with her always.

      She dives under the water again before the tears can fall. Nayne seems to be in her mind completely right now and, much as she enjoys the memories, it's the feeling right after she indulges in them she can't stand.

      The emptiness—knowing that they're just thoughts now, that they might not even have happened exactly as she remembers. That they won't exist any more the moment she doesn't exist any more.

      Unless—she thinks. Unless she writes them down. Then they will always exist. Maybe someone someday will come across the words. Maybe then they'll remember Nayne for her, and they'll remember her.

      So she swims back to the shore, planning a way to write these things down. Her skin won't be good enough any more, she knows. She'll have to find something more permanent. As she reaches the shore, she looks around her. Nothing to write on.

      Her knapsack will have to do for now. It's the one thing that's on her all the time. It's made of great material—solid and sturdy canvas. She takes the pen out and starts scribbling her memory about the other lake with Nayne. She knows most of the words won't be spelled right but it doesn't matter. She writes in small letters so she can jot down lots more.

      As she scribbles, the water on her skin dries off under the sun and small freckles she'd never noticed seem to pop to the surface of her skin.

      She wonders how long she could stay here, wonders just how far from the outer limits of the dome she is. There was a map once that Nayne had had on a tablet. One fine day, the tablet simply stopped working—wouldn't take a charge under the sun, nothing. So they'd wandered aimlessly for a while.

      Still, Nayne said, "Just keep going straight. Eventually you'll get to the end." Then she'd laughed so hard, she ended up holding her sides.

      Nayne was silly, Sidney writes on her knapsack. Though the spelling's all off, she means to write: She was silly, beautiful, brave, she was kind, smart, and she did everything she could to keep me safe.

      That's all she can write before she bursts into tears again. She caps the pen quickly and shoves it deep into the knapsack, then she throws the pack on the ground and lies her head on it, meaning to rest for just a few more minutes before getting dressed and back to traveling south again. She will leave the white dress, she’s got better clothing in her knapsack, better for traveling out here.

      South, she thinks, then she's back on her haunches.

      Taking out the tiny compass, she looks around again, but sees that south would be straight through the lake. She can't even see the other shore from here. Taking the long way around, would be west of here, but who knows how long that would take?

      Who knows how long Petra would recover and come looking for her—?

      Though she's a strong swimmer, Sidney knows she won't be able to swim across, not without getting exhausted.

      So—think.

      There's nothing in her trusty knapsack that would help. She certainly can't fashion a working raft out here. These trees' bark would do, but she has no rope, nothing to bind them together.

      She knows she has no real choice but to walk around the lake, no matter how big it is. So, feeling well rested enough, she shrugs her clothes on, pulls on the knapsack and treks west.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Nine

        

        Henry

      

    
    
      His chest burns, like something's digging into it, pulling muscles out. He wants to cry out but he can't even move, least of all open his mouth to scream. Still, the digging, ripping, scalding sensation seems to travel from his chest all the way around to his back, down his torso, his arms, legs. Everything burns.

      There's nothing left but the fire through his limbs and he wonders if this will last for eternity. He will lose his mind if it continues another minute. Yet, he's not able to thrash with the pain, not able to grunt. Even that little bit of relief would help, but he's frozen still.

      His breathing hitches as the searing travels up his chin, to his nose, his eyes. Then it feels like his eyes will pop out of their sockets. He's been in pain before, he's withstood torture at the hands of raiders, but this. This new thing. He wants his death to come sooner than this, surely it isn't supposed to hurt so much after death?

      He's seen faces of the dead before, they'd always been at peace, it seemed. His face can't be peaceful right now, with this sort of searing fire running though him. He imagines his skin sloughing off, melting and seeping into the ground as his insides also turn into liquid.

      What's worse is, despite the torture, his ears no longer roar so he can actually hear sounds of wind in the trees above him, with the occasional chirp of a bird, all the sounds of a nice warm afternoon, perfect for a picnic. Not for the bonfire that's got him caught in its wake.

      His mind screams, begging his body to stop, to just die, begging his cells to help numb him, as the leaves continue to rustle above him.

      Then he hears a different sound, one that's hardly natural in a forest. A moving, shuffling sound. He knows there aren't any large animals in Allenda, but this one. Human?

      Could it be a raider? He fights to open his eyes but they burn so much, they shut back down again as hot tears roll out. He imagines his eyes bleeding though he tries to open them again.

      What is this new thing, coming to him? Maybe whatever or whoever it is will put him out of his misery. Maybe this will all end sooner than later?

      It rustles up closer. Then it speaks. "Henry."

      He recognizes the voice, but the burning overwhelms him to the point he can't try to force the memory upfront.

      "Henry," she says again, closer to his ear. The bot, he thinks. Petra.

      When she doesn't speak again, he wants her to hurry. He wants to tell her to ram her hand through his head like she did with the other raiders. And now.

      But of course, no matter how much his mind yells her name and begs to please make his death quick, he knows she won't hear a thing.

      He finally gives in to the fire. If this is what he deserves after the life he's lived before, then this is what he'll have to suffer. Maybe it's all deserved after all. He was a raider once. He hurt other Allendians, he'd killed.

      So maybe this is exactly what he deserves.

      No sooner does the thought run through his mind than he starts feeling a cooler sensation on his chest, like a salve. It still burns, but somehow less. Somehow like dipping into lukewarm water instead of a boiling pot. The sensation travels through his body like the heat did before. First to his back, torso, his limbs. A lukewarm feeling is a welcome relief after all that scalding pain.

      Then it cools even more and he can finally breathe. Of course he's been breathing this entire time, but this time, the air doesn't feel like it's ripping through his lungs, leaving behind holes and shards of glass.

      The sounds around him amplify as he hears the rustles in the trees increase as though the wind has picked up.

      Then she speaks again. "Henry, can you hear me?"

      He doesn't dare to open his eyes again, he doesn't dare to move. What if it all comes back the moment he does? What if he ends up unable to move or speak and he's burning again?

      A few minutes later, his chest almost feels normal. There's still some pain but numbed somehow, like he's floating in a vat of ice-cold water. In fact, the cool is no longer cool, now it's turning into something freezing. What is this new thing? It never gets this cold in Allenda, but he's felt this before—from one of the iceboxes they used to have as children. They'd keep their meat and food there to keep them fresh longer.

      That's what he must be in—an icebox—but why? Then, even that becomes unbearable and his teeth start chattering. He still keeps his eyes shut closed, wondering if he's about to freeze to death. It's a different type of paralysis. He can't even open his eyes though he would have been able to just a couple of minutes ago. Now, they're frozen shut. His teeth continue to chatter.

      "Oh," he hears, then more movement, and finally the cool warms up. He waits for it to turn into a burning sensation again but after a couple of minutes, it's only barely too cool, then warm, then cooler, then almost a normal regulated feeling.

      Henry's chest relaxes as he realizes all his muscles have been tense and taut for who knows how long. Finally, after feeling somewhat normal except for a slight throb still in the middle of his chest, his eyes open and he looks into Petra's concerned face.

      "Your heart is regulating," she says as she scans him. "There is still some tissue damage here and here." She points somewhere to the middle of him. "But, given time, you will heal, Henry."

      He takes a deep breath, remembering the feeling as whatever it was that blew up took out a chunk of him and a decent chunk of Petra too. He knows what she's made of though, knows what she's capable of, so he's not entirely surprised that she's fine now. If there's anything else he's ever been more sure of now, it's that he should be dead. There's no way he should have survived that blast.

      "How—" he says as he looks down at his chest. His shirt is mostly burnt off, leaving his torso and arms bare. His chest, he thinks, as he stares down at what's remained of it. The skin around the edges of where he was hit is still charred, red and itchier than anything than he's ever experienced before—even that time bed bugs had taken over his childhood home.

      He reaches for the middle of his chest where she's done—something—to him. Instead of his usual light brown skin, with the occasional tuft of unruly black hair, he touches something silver and flat, metal. Not flesh. Not human.

      "What—" he says as his finger gingerly touches the flat surface. Cool to the touch, like a metal pan before the water comes to a boil. "What did you do to me?" He wants to yell but he's still not quite healed, he knows he's weak. If he were to try to stand now, his limbs will crumple under him. Still, he stares up at Petra as she bends down to his eye level.

      "I healed you, Henry," she states as if it's obvious exactly what she did. "You were near death and so I healed you. That is my role."

      He doesn't take his eyes off her. Does she mean that—

      "Wait. What did you put in me? What is this thing? What does it do?"

      "I poured some of my material into your wound," she says, "so that you could live. It was the only way to stop the infection and to keep your heart beating."

      He never heard of such a thing. He knows that androids were built to protect Allendians and heal them when necessary, but with medicines and salves, not by "pouring" themselves into their charge.

      "You need to take this out of me," he says. "Immediately. You can't leave this in me. That's not what healing means. You don't turn me into—well into you!"

      She offers him a light smile. "I haven't turned you into anything, Henry. That's not what this does. It is mending your tissue inside, right now. It will work fast, and you will heal and you will live. Without this, you would be dead."

      "This—" It's been a while since Henry's been around civilization. Still, he remembers most of the laws of Allenda. One of their earliest laws is clear. Allendians aren't allowed to modify their bodies in any semi-permanent way—no tattoos, no piercings, certainly no modifications this big.

      "This is illegal, Petra."

      She tilts her head, as if to analyze her database on the details. "It is," she accepts, "but my first obligation is to protect Allendians, to heal them when needed. This is what I've done."

      "And you've broken an Allendian law to do it. For me. Why—" He’s never met a bot like her before—not one that can decide for itself, that moves past its programming—if that’s what happened here.

      She pauses. "I'm—not sure." She stares back at him, and almost seems human, he thinks, with the way her brows furrow just so. "But Henry, medicine wouldn't help you live. Mere stitches wouldn't help you survive this. I had to—"

      His eyes grow big. "You did this to save Sidney, didn't you?" he says, understanding in his voice. "If I died, Sidney would be guilty of killing a fellow Allendian, and you'd have to punish her for it." Of course "punish" in this case means an instant death sentence.

      "So you made sure that I’d heal and you didn't have to harm her. Wow."

      He stares at her again, amazed with just how different she is from other bots he's come across. She's capable of making her own decisions, capable of caring—actually caring for a child. To her own detriment—?

      She takes in his words and seems to understand. "I wouldn't have harmed her anyway, for I know it was an accident. Accidents like that are not punished in this way."

      He's stumped again. Despite her words though, he knows there's truth to what he's said. He was near death—she could have checked him, known that there was nothing she could do, and she would have cremated him. There's no reason she'd feel the need to save him. No one would have held her accountable for him.

      And, fact is, now she will be in trouble when the re-emergence happens. So will he, probably. Modifications like this are not forgivable to them.

      Now he's left confused. He knew she was dangerous—he saw what she'd done at the mansion. Now, he's not so sure. Is she dangerous if she can make decisions like this that would mess with the laws of Allenda? Just to save the girl from harm?

      Then he remembers that Sidney ran south, and tries to get up on his feet.

      Petra pushes him back down. "It works fast," she says, "but not that fast. You will need time to heal."

      Though he's back on his bottom, he appeals to her. "Sidney's heading south where I know a particularly vicious band of raiders is camping out. We need to stop her before she gets to them."

      Petra's on her feet already, her face towards the south. "I need to go," she says as she looks down at him again. "You need time to heal, Henry. You can't walk yet, but I can't carry you. I need to go."

      She nods once at him, then she's off. He sits in the forest alone, begging the things in the silver to fix him faster. Then, not knowing what else to do but wait, he falls asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      The lake's even bigger than she'd thought and she's heading further west than she'd wanted. At this rate, she won't be going south yet for several more days.

      Still, she keeps trekking. She can walk for miles before needing to rest again. From time to time, she comes across a lizard—they're nice and fat out here.

      She's already captured and killed three of them, just in case she doesn't come across any more as she walks. But hunger's on the back of her mind now. All she wants to do is get to the outer limits of this darn dome, get out of here somehow, and make it to the Red Dome so she can get healed.

      Still going west several minutes later, she realizes that the lake's edges curve somewhat so there's a portion where she needs to go north first, then west again, taking her even further off the journey than she'd like.

      She finally takes a rest as she eyes the horizon and spots a shore across the way. Though she can't quite tell from here, her best guess is that it would take her a good two hours, maybe more, to swim across to the south shore from here. She decides to walk a bit more and re-assess as she goes.

      At least the goal post is closer, she tells herself. Again, words that Nayne used to say. It's just like having her here again. She'd enjoy this journey, Sidney reckons. She'd love every part of it.

      Hearing a rustle to the right, Sidney turns, expecting to see yet another fat lizard crawl out of the bushes to her right.

      Instead, she sees three raiders, all with the same yellowed teeth as the one she'd seen take Petra and Henry away. They stroll up to her all grins and teeth as they eye her from her feet to her head. She steps back but can't go any further as she feels the lake water lap gently at her shoes.

      "Well look-ey 'ere," the biggest raider says. His face is covered in a gnarly beard much like the one Henry had had. This one's even greasier, and though his mouth is well hidden underneath, she spots his yellow teeth just fine from here. He scratches at an angry brown spot on his neck and points at her while he addresses the other two.

      "Who’da thunk we'd find a nice juicy filly all the ways out 'ere, eh mates?" he says and the other two laugh like it's the best joke on the planet.

      Sidney moves even further back from them, her shoes now fully immersed in the water.

      "Oh girlie," the second raider says. He's shorter than the other two, but just as covered in grime and grease. One of his eyes is shut closed from a fight, but the other sees her just fine as it glints in the late afternoon sunlight.

      "Now you wouldn't want to go into that water dere see," he says as he points behind her. All this time, all three have been walking slowly towards her. "That water there's dangerous, see?" he says, languishing on the 'a' as if that would make it even more convincing.

      "Nah he's right," says the third raider. This one is the skinniest person she's ever seen, which tells her he's the hungriest. The hungriest are always the meanest, her mind says, though she doesn't know where she’s learned that.

      All she knows is, she doesn't want to get eaten. They haven't stopped moving forward and she's now knee-deep in the cold waters of the lake. She'd have a harder time swimming with her shoes on but she doesn't have time to kick them off.

      The third raider says in a low deep voice, his attempt at a scary whisper. "There's a monster in that dere lake, see," he says as he walks up so fast, his feet are in the water too. "No one ever comes back from that dere lake." Then he lurches forward and he splashes in the water.

      But she's already turned to dive. He grabs a handful of her bag and she's pulled back so abruptly, she knows she doesn't have a choice. She slips out of its straps and throws herself into the lake, diving as deep as she can possibly go, and stays down as she swims until her lungs burn from the effort, from her panicked swim away. The last thing she wants to do is surface again, but when she does, she sees that one of them is in the lake, swimming after her.

      She doesn't know why the other two haven't but can see that this one, the shortest one, is fast too. He sluices through the water, his arms hardly making a splash as he does a front crawl, and he's coming up close. So she dives again, deeper this time, meaning to stay under. She can turn into a mermaid, she lies to herself. It's better to stay under, see how long she can go, it's better to die trying to turn into a mermaid, rather than get eaten by those nasty raiders.

      She dives so deep down, her ears pop and hurt. Then she looks up to see him swim past her, heading further south. She sinks deeper and sits in a lotus position at the bottom of the lake, watching him stop his swim just a few feet above. The water down here's murky, but she can see his silhouette just fine as the sun beams down from above.

      All she can hope for is, if he's looking in the water, her form will be camouflaged in the dark of the mulchy ground down here. She's lucky her clothing is dark too. She's lucky she can stay under the water for so long.

      He stops and turns around and looks under but she knows he can't see her. Then he yells something over at the others on the shore as he turns again.

      Just swim back, she thinks, just go, as she fights the urge to take a breath. When he still doesn't move, she decides to swim further away from him. She'll need to take a breath sooner than later, and it'll be better to surface somewhere he doesn't expect, she reckons. So she swims in the opposite direction, north towards the shore, though not too close that the others can get to her. For whatever reason, they're not in the water too, and she hopes it's because they can't actually swim. Nayne had said most Allendians wouldn't, there's no reason to.

      Her lungs burn and she pushes off the ground until she gets within an inch of the surface. Then, as slowly as her lungs will allow her, as slowly as she can muster without panicking, she pops her chin up and floats to the surface, just allowing her nose and mouth to pop up. She takes a long deep breath and sinks again, hoping she did it subtly enough.

      When she hears shouting though from above, and the raider leaving long foamy trails of water as he swims to where she was, she knows they saw her.

      She fights to keep all the air in as she swims south again, as fast as her heavy legs can take her, heavy because of the shoes of course, so she kicks them off. Then, when her lungs burn again, she knows she has no choice, and she surfaces to continue swimming south, knowing that the raider's right on her tail as she hears him huff and rush up behind her.

      She increases her pace, not sure which direction she's swimming any more, but knowing at least it's far away from the shore where the other raiders are. Then she pauses when she doesn't hear him behind her any more. She swims several more feet before slowing down. Did he give up? Did he drown? When she turns, bracing herself, he's not in the water behind her. The shore with the raiders on it is further away than she'd thought and the two stand right at the edge, staring out at her, waiting.

      She turns again, ready to finally swim where she needs to. That's when a hand grabs her around the ankle and pulls her under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-One

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      She runs through the forest for so long, she wonders for a moment if whatever is broken in her includes her inner direction gauge.

      Finally, she slows to a stop when she reaches the end of the forest and looks out to a pristine blue lake beyond. Eyeing the ground, the remnants of some lizard bones left behind, she's certain that Sidney's been down this way and follows the tracks, walking around the west side of the lake.

      As she hastens her pace and runs again, she analyzes the conversation she had with Henry. He seemed convinced she'd broken one of the biggest laws of Allenda simply to save Sidney from death, but if Petra's being honest with herself as a bot should be, she knows it's something more than that.

      The girl is just a girl, she thinks, and she's supposed to protect all Allendians, she's supposed to protect their children.

      Still, there's more to it than even that and she knows this is far beyond her actual programming. This is something almost human. She'd always thought that was an impossibility, but she can't fight the thought that maybe there is something human about her. After all, could she be capable of love? She's slowed down to a walk now as she continues her analysis.

      In her old roles, her position was very clear: companion, mannequin, protector, healer, teacher, and her most recent one: assassin of carriers of the flu.

      She knows there were several others before her. She knows she is the last, and she knows she never would have been deployed if the others had successfully eradicated all those with the flu.

      But the first thing she'd been programmed to do was take care of a family's children. Her scans bring up the memories of that time—several years past, several years before healthy Allendians were frozen so the dome could be cleansed of the flu and all its carriers.

      She'd taken care of the children as the parents had gone about their days. She'd bathed them, fed them, hugged them and told them she'd loved them as though they were her own. That was her role.

      Did she love them? She's certain she did. She remembers every freckle, every broken arm, every question they'd ever posed to her. She remembers all of it fondly. She misses them. If that's not love, she thinks, then she's not sure what is. For caring that deeply for them was never a part of the programming.

      She stills when she hears heartbeats up ahead. Two, she thinks. Two more further away. This many in this sort of place, and based on what Henry said, she’s certain it’s raiders.

      She braces herself to meet them head on—if they've broken any laws, it's clear what she must do. Then she stops when she walks up to see two raiders facing out to the lake.

      Another one is in the water, dragging something—someone along with him.

      When she scans closer, she sees that it's Sidney, unconscious as she floats through the water.

      Then the other two raiders whoop and holler as they reach in to grab Sidney's still form from the other raider and pull her up until she lies right on the edge of the water, her face slack.

      Petra hears her heart beat. It's faint but she's okay. Then she analyzes the others as they celebrate their find. Their words, all guttural and rushed, remind her of the other men in the mansion when she'd stopped them.

      But she doesn't move because, so far, she's seen no evidence of any laws being broken. Sidney lies unconscious in the sand, but it appears the man saved her from the water. What she was doing in the water in the first place, Petra's unsure.

      Then one of the raiders says, "Right here, mate? Or wait? Should we bring her to the others, or have a go first?"

      "The others don't like to share," the shorter one says. "Reckon we have our turns first, then we'll bring whatever's left, yeah."

      All three laugh heartily, reminding Petra again of the others in the mansion.

      Then one, a big man with a long beard turns and spies her watching them, just a few meters away.

      "Waouuuuh," he says as he pushes the shortest one. "Could we be this lucky in one day, mate?"

      The others turn and stare at Petra like they've never seen a female form before. She analyzes them, noting that she’s seen these facial expressions many times, before. They're what she would label: hunger, desire, lust.

      When the short man looks back down at the still Sidney with the same look, Petra moves forward, her training kicking in.

      "Good day gentlemen," she says as she digs into her companion-programming. "Lovely day for a swim." She smiles her best smile yet as she waits for their response.

      The big man with the dirty beard and the skinny as a rake one push each other as all three lumber up to her. Good, as long as they move away from Sidney, her plan is working.

      "You," the big lumbering man says. "You're mine first. That's for sure."

      "Sure," Petra says, "as you wish of course."

      When the skinny man's eyes land on Sidney as Petra talks, she says, "As long as you do not touch the child. As long as you let her go. I will be yours and—" She looks straight at the skinny man as she speaks. "I will also bring you to a full vault of food that will keep you more than satiated for months at a time."

      When the skinny man's chin drops and he eyes her hungrily, she smiles again. "It is yet to be found, the vault. It has steaks and lobsters, potatoes, chocolate pudding, it has mutton, pork, chicken, you name it, the vault has it."

      The bearded man rubs his face, as if wiping away drool.

      "But only—" Petra repeats. "If you do not touch the girl. Only if you let her go."

      All three men stop walking up to her. "We can't let her go," skinny man says as he narrows his eyes at Petra. "What if you're lying?"

      "No mate," the short one says. "They're not made to lie to us, these types. Are you doll?" He sneers at Petra as he walks right up to her and places a hand on her breast. "These ones here, I know these models. They were made to make all of us Allendians happy. That's all they're made for. We got lucky today, booyyys!"

      Then he squeezes her breast and walks back up to the other men. She didn't budge of course, when he touched her. Her companion programming requires that she adheres to their wants. She doesn't address his words that she can't lie—who knows where he got that rumor from? What a concept.

      Still, she eyes Sidney again. "All right," she says. "You don't have to let her go—but you do not touch her."

      As if it's a challenge, the big burly man steps back. "Mate, you said these ones are made to make us all happy."

      The other raider nods and looks at Petra again. "Hey, aren't you made to make us all happy?"

      "I am," she agrees. "But I’m also made to protect Allendian children, like her." Part of her companion programming requires that she knows how to negotiate, but they don't need to know that part.

      Understanding flashes across all three men's eyes and they look at each other as if mentally discussing their options.

      "All right," Burly finally says. "She's not the one we really want anyway. We'll still keep her ‘til you bring us to this vault. Leverage, see?"

      Then he picks Sidney up and throws her over his shoulder. The others eye Petra expectantly and she walks forward, meaning to take them back a ways.

      It's unfortunate that her plans with Sidney have failed, but this is what must happen now. She'll manage to bring her back where she needs to. For now, they'll need to travel all the way back to the city.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Two

        

        Henry

      

    
    
      As his chest heals, Henry closes his eyes and tries to stretch his toes, his fingers, to see if he's getting any feeling back. So far, nothing.

      Then he wonders if Petra's fixed him at all, or if he's destined to die here in this state, awake and aware, but still unable to get up, unable to walk again.

      For the longest time, he rests and listens to the birds in the trees. Then he hears another distant sound, one that used to be part of his life for such a long time, he'd wondered if it would ever go away.

      It's the sound of raiders’ bikes, of this he's sure. His heart trots as he understands that he's in the most vulnerable state he's ever been, unable to do anything but stare in this position, and they're getting closer. He manages to turn his head left, then right, and he knows he has some feeling back in his shoulders. From here, he can tell they'll be near in about five minutes.

      Given that he's sat here for what's felt like over an hour already with hardly any movement in his upper body, there's no way he'll be able to move at all within the next five. Still, in desperation, he throws his head to the side, willing his body to fall to the ground, begging his hands to please heal faster, his legs. Come on come on.

      Still nothing.

      Then his left hand twitches as a lightning bolt of pain shoots up his arm. Okay—pain. At least it's something. Something to feel. It's promising. The same feeling goes through his right arm and he manages to throw himself to the ground. The roars of the bikes gets closer—from the south, he realizes.

      He looks up the trunk of the tree he's been leaning on but knows there's no way he'd be able to climb it a day from now, least of all within the next three minutes before they get to his spot. So instead he places his left palm right under his chest and, with his right hand, he pulls all one hundred pounds of Henry forward, an inch at a time, until he's dragged himself all the way to the other side of the tree just as the first bikes reach the spot. He hears them roar past—one, two, seven bikes in total. That's one of the largest factions of raiders he's heard of, and he wonders why they're heading that way when the outer dome is just a couple hours south of here.

      Still, he pushes himself around to the other side again and his jaw drops as he sees Petra sitting on the back of one of the bikes, Sidney's still form on a trailer behind her.

      "What the—" he says out loud before he shuts his mouth. Though he was loud, he knows there's no way they would have heard him from there, not with all the bikes at full speed.

      Okay—they have Petra and Sidney. Knowing everything he knows about raiders, he can hardly let them just get away. What other option is there though? He can't even stand, how in the world will he catch up with all those bikes going at over a hundred an hour?

      I can't, that’s how.

      He stares after the bikes hopelessly, and though he still can't feel much, he knows he has tears falling off his cheeks. He knows what they're about to experience, and all he hopes is something in Petra will decide a law's been broken before they get to hurt Sidney, or even hurt her for that matter.

      Then he lies in the dirt, crying as he waits for his body to finally decide to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Three

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      Loud, harsh, headache-making. Those are the first thoughts in Sidney's mind as she comes to. Then everything rushes to the forefront of her mind—someone had grasped her ankle in the water.

      So the raider got her. Now they have her, the three raiders she'd seen on the shore. Her eyes flutter open and she stares up at the sky, moving past much faster than she'd ever seen in her ten years alive.

      Whatever she's lying on rumbles and shudders under her, making her shoulders ache and itch. Still, she doesn't dare to turn over to see exactly what it is. All she knows is, it's moving fast and she's in the hands of cannibals.

      "They'd eat you," Nayne said the one time they saw them in the city. They were both hiding in the tiniest spot they could find, where Nayne said they'd never look for them.

      "Whatever you do," Nayne had said, "don't ever let them catch you. If they catch you, they'll eat you for breakfast, for lunch, for supper."

      "I wouldn't last long, Nayne," Sidney replied, "I'm too little."

      Nayne snickered then told her to shush, to stop trying to make her laugh, because they needed to be quieter than ever.

      So they stayed like that, quiet, soiling themselves in that hole, until two days later when the raiders had finally driven off.

      By that time, Sidney was so hungry, she worried that her rumbling stomach would let them know she was there. Luckily though, all the noise they'd made themselves was loud enough to drown out anything her belly could come up with.

      Now—they've got her.

      Nayne, she thinks. What do I do now, Nayne? They've got me, they'll eat me for breakfast, lunch and dinner.

      Of course Nayne doesn't say a thing back and Sidney suddenly feels hopeless. She'd promised Nayne she would do whatever it took to protect herself from them, but she was careless by the lake—she'd never thought they'd go all the way out there. After all, it wasn't like there was anything they could raid out there, unless they were also planning to head out the dome? For what purpose? Maybe to raid another dome? Maybe they've finally run out of places in this one?

      Sidney's arms lie by her sides. She feels the metal griddle under her palms, then slightly pushes herself up so she can see around her more clearly.

      Her neck braces as she leans onto her elbows. She's in some sort of metal trailer. Behind her, trees are left in their wake as they speed through the forest. She thinks she sees Henry's dead body on the ground there but from a different angle than she'd left him in. She can't see Petra's body from here, maybe she did heal fast already. Then she looks to her left, sees raiders on bikes on that side. She turns to look right, and sees three more. She flips quickly on to her belly and looks forward, just to see the back of Petra's head. She sits on the back of another raider bike behind one of them. Sidney counts seven raiders.

      At least Petra's here, she thinks as she stares at the back of the bot's head, willing her to turn back, not wanting to move more or to encourage them to stop.

      Still, remembering where Henry is, she realizes they're traveling back north, and they're traveling fast.

      Doesn't look like they're about to stop any time soon either.

      Why in the world are they going north? If Sidney's guess is right, Petra would have negotiated with these raiders somehow. In that case, wouldn't she encourage them to go find the vault of food. Didn't Petra say that vault was also south? it would have been somewhere near where she was.

      So why—the city?

      Sidney still wills Petra to turn but stays put, waiting. At some point, they'll stop. Then she'll have to deal with maybe getting eaten. She reckons not, Petra wouldn't allow it. Still, she waits patiently.

      Then she sees her knapsack over one of the raiders' shoulders and she narrows her eyes. It's the skinny one she'd seen on the shore. She means to get the bag back from him if it's the last thing she gets to do before they broil her.

      It feels like they're about to travel through the night but when the sun finally sets to their left, the bikes slow and Sidney knows it's time to stop, time to camp. Then what?

      The trailer she's in shudders and vibrates for a couple more minutes after the bike stops.

      Petra slides off the bike and looks right at her, smiling as she does. "Good to see you're fine, Sid," she whispers, before the biker she'd sat behind, the huge one with a dirty beard, grabs her by the hand and drags her away.

      But she places a small graceful hand against his chest.

      “Give me a half hour to comfort her, make sure she’s okay, healthy. She was under the water for several minutes. I need to ensure she’s okay.”

      He grumbles but walks away as Petra climbs on to the trailer with her, holding her close. She has Sidney’s book in her hand, and holds her tight in her arms as she reads some of the words, pointing at each one as she reads, and before long, they’re at the end of the book.

      “I’m glad it’s a happy ending,” Sidney says, closing her eyes in relief that she’s finally heard how the story finished. “Maybe happy endings happen only in books like this. Books full of magic. I so wish there was magic in our world.”

      Closing the book tight, Petra says, “In a way, there is. There’s heaps of magic in science.”

      Sidney rolls her eyes, remembering that her nayne used to say things like this, too, as they watched fire rise, burning everything it was fed.

      “Chemicals that react with each other just to create entirely new chemicals,” Petra says. “Cloakers, like the one in this story. Made of mirrors and lenses and light. Or me—”

      Sidney looks up into her blueish gray eyes. As the sun sets, she notices they have a tinge of violet to them.

      “You’re made of dust, liquids, and nerves,” Petra says. “I’m made of dust, liquids and wires. We’re very different, the way we’re made, but we’re very much the same. That’s magic.”

      Then the same raider comes and plucks Petra out of the trailer like she weighs nothing.

      "No!" Sidney yells as she throws herself out of the trailer. "You leave her alone!"

      The others stop, stunned that she's up at all. Then they laugh out as the man continues to carry Petra away.

      "No!" Sidney says. Why would they eat her? She's not made of flesh, as far as Sidney knows.

      Another raider grabs her by the waist and places her back in the trailer. Do they mean to eat Petra first then? Then her in the morning, for breakfast?

      She doesn't dare to make another peep, not another sound when the short raider walks right up to the trailer and stares at her. "We may have promised we wouldn't touch you girlie," he says in a low voice, "but you watch yourself. Or we'll let you watch us hurt her."

      Then he sneers and walks in the other direction. Two other raiders start up a fire in a clearing ten feet away as Sidney watches, terrified of what he means. "And don't even think of running away," he threatens, "if you know what's good for you, and for her."

      He cackles and grabs a tent out of the trailer, right next to where she'd sat. Then he walks away with it, helps another raider set it up along with three other tents they'd had in two trailers she didn't notice before.

      The big man then takes Petra into one of the tents and zips it up as the others laugh and argue over who's "next" to go in.

      Sidney stays put in her trailer, not understanding what's going on, but wishing that she could be anywhere else.

      A heavy feeling in the pit of her stomach tells her that whatever Petra is doing, she is doing it to protect Sidney from these raiders. Sidney pulls her legs up to her chest and holds her arms tight around them. The others sneer at her some more but she turns her back to them, staring into the trees, wanting so much to be anywhere else right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Four

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      The raider doesn't last long. Petra lays under him as he snores, and a thread of drool slips from his beard into her hair, but she doesn't move to clean it.

      She knows that the moment he wakes, the next raider in line will come in here so she doesn't move, meaning to let him sleep for as long as he wants.

      Her companion programming is such that she has to do as the Allendians want, as long as they’re not ill, or criminal. Other Allendians might even find some of the acts repulsive, but she doesn't feel anything either way for any of it.

      Though there are certainly some aspects of companionship she appreciates more than others. The debates, for example. Hours-long conversations about the history and politics of Allenda, or the history of humans in general. She always found those far more appealing than any of these base acts.

      Still, she lays still. She scans and hears the heart beats of seven grown men and the slightly faster heart beat of a terrified young woman, she can tell. Still, from here, she'd know if Sidney's heart rate changes. She'd know if any of the others would deign to move on her—and Petra would react fast enough to stop them. These are things of which she's certain.

      What she's not certain about is what to do once they've reached the city and the raiders discover her lie. She assumes they'll want to harm her and Sidney, but she'll have to find a way once they arrive, to get away from them.

      She knows the ins and outs of the city better than any Allendian alive—except perhaps Sidney. She'll find an escape route.

      When the raider shifts, she expects him to wake. Instead he grunts a few times, moves off of her to sleep on the mat beside her and continues to snore.

      She's heard so many other Allendians snore over the years, she's become accustomed to the grating rumbling machine whistle that a lot of them seem to share.

      Sidney's heart rate slows and Petra hopes that means she finds some sleep. Because tomorrow, they will arrive at the city before dark, depending on how often these raiders intend to stop. If Petra's plans work out, they'll have to run for their lives. That's the best case scenario.

      As the raider grunts again, he throws his heavy arm over her, pushing her slightly into the mat. Still, she doesn't react.

      Then, finally, another raider unzips the tent and wakes the big one, pushing him out the tent as he mutters and growls back.

      This raider, the skinny one she'd negotiated with on the shore, turns to her and grins a wide toothy grin as he moves to drop his pants.

      Another part of Petra's programming fights to surface, but she tampers it down as she allows her companionship rules to take over.

      He walks deeper into the tent and she smiles up at him, her arms outstretched as if to welcome him in to a hug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Five

        

        Henry

      

    
    
      Once his legs start working again, Henry pushes himself up to his feet and jogs on the spot. They healed a lot faster than he'd expected and he wonders if whatever Petra's poured in him is affecting him in ways he'd rather not know.

      Wouldn't it mean he's not entirely human any more? Wouldn't that mean he's turned into some sort of bot?

      Whatever the case, he can't really care right now. It's dawn, but remembering the life of a typical raider, Henry hopes they're not traveling quite yet. They wouldn't rush today, would they? To get back to the city? What is waiting for them over there anyway?

      He's already walking as he's thinking these thoughts, not exactly knowing how he's going to stop them from doing more of whatever they're doing to those girls. He knows Petra will be able to take care of herself, but Sidney—much as the kid is tough—there were seven raiders with them. He already breaks into a run before he can fight the horrible thoughts in his head. Raiders aren't decent people, he knows, but he'd never been with any that would hurt a kid. Still, he'd heard stories—enough stories to know to run even faster.

      How did I get here? he thinks as his pace increases and he finds himself in a comfortable run.

      How did I go from my big family to becoming a raider faction's little lackey to this—this person wanting to save little girls and old bots?

      Why am I even running in this direction? He slows and continues to walk north as he thinks over his options.

      He was close to the outer edge of the dome—he could have continued to travel south, past the dome's exit and on to the dome in the south. He could try to find another vault of food. He could just forget about all this—and keep surviving in this godforsaken place, just hide from the rest of them until the re-emergence happens. Even then—

      He knows that this is not an option. He knows there's no way he can continue living with himself if he were to run off somewhere else while something happened to those girls—to Sidney. There's no other option, he decides. Since they'd found him and helped him, he feels somewhat obligated to return the favor, and admits there's a part of him that enjoys being around them.

      He'd been alone for so long after he got away from the raiders, sometimes he'd believed himself the only one around. Then the other raiders had found him, and when he refused to join their faction, they'd beat him and left him for dead.

      Then Petra and Sidney came along and saved his life and fed him. He knows why Petra did it—what with it being part of her program and all.

      But Sidney, with everything she knew, with her knowledge of explosives and everything else, she could have harmed him, no doubt, and she didn't. Well—not on purpose.

      So now here he is, completely unable to just turn around and run in the other direction towards some sort of salvation. Unable to do anything but want to find them and somehow help them, hopefully.

      Die trying? He looks down at his chest and the metal that shines through between flashes of his skin. Decidedly so, his head says, and he breaks into a run again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Six

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      Her sleep came in fits and starts and she finally wakes with a heavy head, as the sun rises to the right.

      Remembering where she is and more importantly, who she's with, she sits up quickly, fighting the headache in her temple. Though it’s no longer night, the same sense of darkness and dread remains in the air—the same sense of helplessness slams into her chest and she tries to breathe past it.

      "Here," a gruff voice says to her right and she scuttles back on her haunches.

      "The bot said to feed you, to offer you water, girl. So here." Then he shoves a metal bowl at her as he places a flask beside her right leg.

      She grabs the bowl but wants to throw it right in his face. "Don't even think it," he growls as he walks away.

      He's not one she'd noticed before—just slightly taller than the big raider with the dirty beard. He wears glasses held in the middle with a silvery-brown tape. His shoulders bend forward like he's never quite grown up right and she watches his retreating back as he turns to one of the bikes.

      Then she looks in the metal bowl. It's a concoction of several different types of beans—she recognizes broad beans, kidney beans, lentils--none of the others, and little bits of meat. Oh heck no! She shoves the lot away from her, causing some of it to spill on to the trailer.

      The raider with the broken glasses comes back to her side and stares at the spilled sauce. "You're lucky I don't make you lick that up, girlie!" he says as he grabs a dirty rag off his shoulder and cleans up the spill. "You think we’re made of food here or something? You eat that up."

      "No way," she cries. "I'm not a cannibal. You can not make me a cannibal! I'd sooner starve to death."

      He frowns at her, then breaks into a wide grin and finally starts laughing so hard, the other raiders around the camp perk up. "Whatchoo laughin' there for, Zorle?" one of them yells across the way. "Like you never laugh mate, I thought someone had died."

      Zorle wipes his eyes, then yells back, "This sparky one, mate. She's a funny one. Claims she doesn't want to be a cannibal like the rest of us I ‘spose." He walks away, laughing some more.

      Sidney glares after him, wondering what could make Allendians so bad, they'd become cannibals and laugh about it like it's nothing. Still, she calms slightly when Petra walks around from another tent and makes her way to her.

      Sidney reaches out to her like a baby and sobs when Petra's arms go around her. "I'm so sorry," Sidney says into her shoulder. "I shouldn't have hurt you, and I thought you'd died, and now we're here, and they're gonna eat us and—"

      "Shhhh," Petra says as she pats Sidney on the back. "You're all right. I need you to calm down, to save your energy. You need to eat, Sidney."

      Sidney pushes her away. "No!" she says vehemently. Her eyes land on the bowl, then back to Petra again. "I am not going to be a cannibal."

      Zorle says something under his breath, and Sidney catches something that sounded like, "too late," but he walks away so fast, she doesn't have a chance to ask him.

      Petra continues to shush her, then picks up the bowl and scans it. "I assure you, Sidney," she says, "you will not become a cannibal. This contains five kinds of beans that have been slow cooked over a hot fire for several hours."

      "There's meat in there!" Sidney says, pointing at the bowl like it's full of poison.

      "That is, indeed, meat," Petra confirms, "but not human flesh. This is bird. The same type of bird you've eaten before, Sidney."

      She stares into the bowl again, seeing the little bits that Zorle's cut into uniform pink cubes, then she looks up at Petra's face. The bot reassures her with another smile and a pat on her shoulder. "These are not cannibals," she says, as she places the bowl back in Sidney's waiting hands and offers her a soft smile.

      "So—what are they?" Sidney whispers as she stares at the group of men packing away the tents and things back into the trailers. "They're raiders, aren't they?" They may not be cannibals but something still tells her they're dangerous, that they need to keep away from these men.

      "That they are," Petra agrees, "and from what I can tell so far, they're normal Allendian men, trying to survive out here until the re-emergence.

      "The freeze didn't take for some people, Sidney, that's why they still roam. They don't have the flu, they haven't been left with much to survive, so they roam and they raid—"

      There's something Petra's not telling her, she can tell, but why?

      "What happened to you last night?" Sidney asks as she points her chin in the direction of the tent that's now packed away. "In there, what happened? What were they doing?"

      Petra leans back slightly as if she's cracking her back—such a very human thing to do, Sidney thinks. Then Petra's eyes glaze over as if she's scanning something in her internal systems.

      "It's not anything appropriate for a child your age to know," she concludes. "But don't worry about me, I am fine."

      The mystery of what happened in that tent racks at Sidney, but she doesn't insist. She takes a good look at Petra and sees she's not injured in any way so whatever it was they did, at least it didn't leave her hurt, Sidney thinks. Maybe they're not as bad as she'd thought?

      Then Petra says, "Now eat and have some water. I need you to have all your energy. When we get to the city, we'll need to run."

      “Wait, what do you mean? If they’re not harmful—”

      “I said they were not cannibals, Sidney. I didn’t say you’re safe.”

      The one with the broken glasses eyes them from across the way, though Sidney hopes he’s too far away to hear their words. Still, she brings her voice down.

      “But what if something wrong happens when we run. I mean what if we get split up, or I fall, or what if—”

      “If we get split up, you keep running, we’ll try to meet up later. Or if something happens, you keep running.”

      “No,” Sidney wants to yell, though her voice still stays low. “No I can’t do that—I will not leave you and I won’t—” she starts to hyperventilate.

      Petra leans in to hug her, touching her shoulder. “Sidney,” she says, “it’s an impossible decision for you, I know. For me, it’s simple. I protect you.”

      And Petra turns away again, just to be accosted by one of the raiders. She throws her leg over to sit on the bike behind him, and they drive off towards the city.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Seven

        

        Henry

      

    
    
      He makes his way to the old burnt mansion, knowing that the raiders likely drove right past—there'd be nothing here of interest to them. Even the bikes the other raiders had left behind are destroyed.

      Most of the house is in shambles, some parts still smoking, leaving a burnt wood stench in the air, so dense Henry wonders if it will stay for ever.

      He rummages through the wreckage and, finding nothing, decides that running all the way back to the city is the only way to go. They might both be dead by the time he gets there but he’s unable to accept such an outcome.

      If he'd just moved faster, if he'd just not been so stupid, he thinks, maybe he would have been able to save one of the twins in this house. He didn't even really care about them. He just knew what they'd gone through wasn't right.

      A glint off something to his right makes him turn, just in time to face a bespectacled old man with a rifle, now pointing at Henry’s chest.

      His hair is white, with wild tufts licking around his large pale ears. Henry eyes the weapon, knowing that it’s illegal in Allenda. Tazers are the only weapons allowed on the planet, and even then, only to be carried by license-holders, only by security bots.

      "What did you do to my home?" the man says as his eyes water. His eyes dart from Henry to the rubble and back to Henry again, and he shoves him with the rifle until Henry lands in the rubble on his behind.

      "I didn't do this," he says, not wanting to disclose that he witnessed it all. "I found it like this. It was your home? I’m so sorry, mate."

      He eyes the rifle—it looks old, not like any type of weapon he's ever seen before. He stays still, wondering if the man's as crazy as the twins had been. Or worse.

      "What happened here?" the man says, though he does drop the weapon slightly. "When did you find it like this?"

      "Just now," Henry says, "I was heading into the city and this was here."

      He notices that the man has a large brown leather bag thrown over his torso with matching straps, like he's carrying something heavy. He drops the rifle even more and brings it down to rest on its top to his side, like it's a walking cane. The hat on his head, all worn leather, also matches the bag.

      "You been traveling?" Henry asks, pointing in the man's general direction. Behind him, a small vehicle rests—like a round disc, but not, it hovers over the ground silently. "Have you been outside the dome?"

      The man's old eyes rest on Henry again. "I have—and what is it to you?"

      Not a very polite Allendian, Henry decides. Still, he eyes the vehicle behind the man and offers him his hand. "I'm Henry. I can help you fix your home. Rebuild it if you like."

      At first he thinks the man's about to rebuff his hand, then he lays his rifle-staff on the ground and places a warm wrinkled hand in Henry's. "I'm Gideon."

      [image: ]
* * *

      After a couple more minutes of pleasantry, Henry decides that Gideon should know exactly what happened to his house, and to the twins--his granddaughters.

      "They were my everything," the old man wails. "I'd only gone to the Red Dome to get more medicine for them. They've been sick you see, they've been—setting up traps, tricking people—they were never like that before. I was looking for a cure for them. Then, this—"

      Gideon cries so hard, Henry can't help but hold him in his arms. "I'm so sorry for the loss of your girls," he says. "This should never have happened."

      "I thought they'd be safe," Gideon cries. "We had a cloaker. Why did it stop working?" Apparently the house had been hidden for years even before the end of Allenda. "I'd built the cloaker myself, made sure it was working. What happened?"

      "That I don't know, Gideon," Henry says, still comforting him. "What I do know is that it was raiders."

      "Damn raiders!" Gideon cries. "I want them all dead."

      Henry tells him exactly how they did all die—he doesn't hold back on Petra's abilities. "She's amazing," he says, "and she's a hunter. She can find even more raiders like the ones that—hurt your granddaughters. She's heading to the city now."

      Gideon jumps to his feet. "Then we go into the city, too," he claims, his old eyes wild with fury. "And we kill every single raider we can find. They can not be allowed to roam Allenda any more. Not with what they do—"

      Henry's not about to argue with the man. He helps him stand on the hovering disc as he stands beside him—there's not much space for both of them—it really was only built for one. When it hovers forward at a speed close to the ones of the bikes, Henry doesn't care about the discomfort, about how close he has to stand next to Gideon with his arm around the man's waist. He doesn't care because now he'll make it to the city right around the same time the girls do. There's hope yet, he tells himself. There's hope yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Eight

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      She sits upright in the trailer, watching as the city looms up ahead. It's just a big gray square-shaped grid city really, nothing all that impressive. None of the buildings are higher than fifty floors, per Allendian laws, everything nice and uniform. Efficient and clean.

      She spies cleaning bots going about, still not able to vacuum any of the silver dust strewn about, and old buildings that she's already been through. It's all familiar and reminds her so much of Nayne, her insides hurt.

      Then she remembers that Petra had instructed her to prepare to run. She's still not sure why Petra has the raiders come this way, nor why she'd need to run, but she's ready. She watches Petra's back as they drive down the first street, as Petra points to the raiders wherever it is she needs them to go.

      The bowl of beans and bird sits heavily in Sidney's belly as she anticipates just when this 'running' needs to happen.

      The bikes slow to a point where she can actually hear Petra's calm voice over their din, and she hears her say, "Nearly there."

      The words are meant for the raiders, but she wonders if they're instructions for her too. Just in case they are, she turns slightly so she faces the back of the trailer instead. There's a slight lip at the end of it, easy to slide off rather than try to jump over its high side rails.

      Petra says, "Yes, just around this corner here."

      As the bike turns right, Sidney recognizes the block they're heading down. She knows every single one of these buildings like the back of her hand. In fact, there's the one she'd hidden in that day that Petra wasn't broken yet, the day she was being hunted—

      "Right at the end of this block," Petra says. "Just a couple more minutes."

      The bikes slow even more and the raiders turn their heads, looking down quiet alleyways and doors. They all remain silent, thinking about what Petra had promised was out there. Will it show its face? Sidney suspects it must be something huge, if they were to travel all the way back here.

      Then Petra yells, "Now Sidney! I'll meet you there!"

      Sidney doesn't even think—she stands and runs to the end of the trailer, jumps off and lands on a roll. She turns right, left, right again though it sounds like someone's pursuing her on a bike, then she's in a building and speeding up the stairs, remembering that this one connects to the next one across on the twelfth floor.

      She doesn't stop to take a breath. She hears someone below pursue on foot and she runs through a door taking her down the hallway which connects to the next building. She runs back again, catching the door before it slams shut, then lets it click quietly in place.

      Though everything in her body tells her to keep running, she keeps her ear against the door, waiting.

      She hears a loud grunt and huff as the man following her rushes past the door, and continues on up the stairs. When she's certain he's not coming back down, she runs down the hallway and on to the next building, not stopping until she's reached the one across.

      From memory, she knows that she's five blocks away from where the raiders have parked now and she makes her way up, until she reaches the thirtieth floor of the same building she'd hidden away from Petra the day they’d met.

      She arrives at the roof, remembering how she'd set up the explosives—just a bit of silver powder, her sparker, everything else she'd owned are still in that knapsack that the skinny nasty raider stole.

      She gets to the roof of the building and, hearing loud roaring from below, peeks over the side. She sees the raiders split up, some heading up North Avenue, some others on First and yet more others on Hawking Street. Not a sign of Petra anywhere to be found.

      How long will they roam around here, she wonders. She hopes they'll just give up of course, go about their way. But the way they're revving all up and down the streets down there, she knows that's not likely. They're peeved, and sometimes, when people are peeved, they're even more determined to get what it is they've lost.

      Like her knapsack. She needs it back. She can't actually let them get away with it. It's got everything she owns in it. Still, she waits, because she knows this is where Petra had meant when she said, "I'll meet you there." It has to be. It's where they'd first met, after all.

      When night falls and Petra still doesn't show, Sidney's heart races and she has a hard time swallowing. Petra would have come by now. She wouldn't leave Sidney here, alone, not with those raiders down there planning who knows what.

      Then the bikes stop revving below and they're replaced with hoots and hollers from the raiders. When Sidney peeks from the roof again, she sees that they've built a bonfire at the crossroads of three streets. She watches them throw things into the fire, building it up to make it even hotter, more menacing.

      She wonders just what they’re up to, when she hears the door to her hiding spot open wide, and her heart stops.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Nine

        

        Petra

      

    
    
      Sidney runs faster than Petra had ever thought her capable, and she knows she’ll be fine. Petra’s already running in the other direction, meaning to meet up with her at the old building they’d first met.

      She knows that’s where Sidney’s mind would go—nowhere else makes sense. The portion that Sidney had blown to bits is on the east side—she’ll make her way to the west portion, which she knows is still intact.

      She’s running down Northern Avenue as the raiders all panic behind her and take pursuit. She finds the door to the building locked, but easy enough to slot her index finger and open it wide, allowing her to shut herself in.

      By her calculations, she should get to the building Sidney’s running to now within fifteen minutes, as long as the streets are clear of these raiders, which of course they’re not.

      So she waits. Eventually, they’ll tire out, she analyzes. They’ll decide that it’s not worth all the fuel to chase ghosts down the streets. Eventually, they’ll move on to the next thing.

      She scans for the large cats that stroll the city, but can’t sense them anywhere. Did they leave the city after not finding any more humans here? It’s possible they were destroyed under the acid rains. She has no time to analyze it now. She also knows the rains are scheduled to start shortly, so she’ll need to make her way to Sidney sooner than later.

      Then she hears it, as a fight breaks out amongst the raiders and her calculations change. Perhaps they’ll injure each other enough that Petra and Sidney won’t have to worry about them anymore and just go about their day.

      Not likely, of course, but still, an android can dream, she reckons. She smiles, knowing that Sidney would appreciate that sort of quip.

      The fight seems to grow and finally, silence. Does that mean they've all managed to kill each other, she wonders? Does that mean they're done and now, she and Sidney can travel back to the outer edge?

      It would be handy to grab one of their bikes this time. Surely even Sidney will be all right with that, knowing just how fast one of these things can go.

      When she still doesn't hear a thing, Petra prepares to open the door slightly. From here, it's hard to tell how many heartbeats she can hear but she knows some are still near.

      She cracks the door open anyway and peers out.

      A bike revs up to her right, and she realizes he’s closer than she’d thought. She runs through the door and hears the bike turn a corner, so she stills. It’s dark enough that he shouldn’t be able to see her.

      She turns left, sees a dark alleyway down that way—it will take her in a different direction than she wants but the building Sidney’s in is only a few minutes away and she knows twelve different paths to get there.

      Still, the bike speeds down alleyways, then she realizes there are two of them.

      If she tries to wait it out, hide in another building, the rains will come and they’ll have to scatter too. The rain will last all night, so who knows what would happen then. She’s a robot, waiting isn’t problematic for her.

      But not knowing what happens to Sidney in that time leaves her analysis in scrambles. She reckons if a robot knew how to feel anxiety, that’s what it would translate to—data and analysis ending up foggy as she tries to calculate all the various possibilities.

      Besides, she remembers that the girl is impetuous, she’s motivated with immediate results and she follows her instincts—she doesn’t always follow logic.

      So waiting is not an option in case Sidney decides on action—action that will only end up getting herself in trouble.

      Petra listens for the bike and hears it round another corner, further away from where she is.

      She closes her eyes and brings up her inner map of the grids of the city.

      The bike is on the north-east end, sounds about three minutes away. So she estimates it’s on Lincoln Avenue.

      She’s on the corner of Appleby and George. From here, she’d need to run south a ways before she can finally head in the direction towards Sidney’s building.

      She waits, counts to ten, then runs.

      Within a minute, the bike is behind her and she knows she needs to outrun it, lose it before she reaches where Sidney hides.

      The last thing she needs to do is have it follow her all the way there, so she makes her way in the opposite direction again, taking it further and further away, and hides in another building.

      She waits, as whichever raider it is revs his engine a couple times, then finally rides away, presumably to meet up with the others.

      She brings up her map again. It’s dark enough now that, as long as she keeps herself to the shadows, she’ll be able to sneak past them and all the way to Sidney’s hiding spot, she estimates within the next half an hour, just enough time to get to her before the rains start.

      So she moves.

      The way there is shorter than she estimates, but then she’s moving faster than she expected, given that no one’s chasing her any more. Still, the sooner she gets there the better. A part of her calculates there is a ten percent chance for Sidney to be found by one of the others, a chance she can’t escape them.

      But she archives the calculation, finding that it leaves her worried in a way she’s never worried about an Allendian before.

      She finally gets to the entrance of the building, not hearing a single bike or heart beat from any of the raiders. She’d spent enough time with each of them to recognize their respective heartbeats, like their own unique staccato signatures.

      And as she climbs the stairs to the western side of the top floor that she knows is still intact, she hears it—unmistakably, Sidney’s heart plays on her senses like the most beautiful music in all of Allenda. She rushes up the stairs until she reaches the door.

      It’s so dark, but she can hear exactly where the girl is as her heart trots as if in fear.

      Then Petra speaks. “Sidney, it’s me, it’s Petra.”

      Before she finishes, Sidney slams into her open arms, her tears flooding over Petra’s shirt as the robot holds her close.

      “Why did you take so long?” the girl’s tiny voice accuses. “I didn’t think you’d take so long.”

      Petra chuckles and holds her closer.

      “Okay,” she says, shushing and comforting her. “It’s okay. The rains will start soon. We’ll wait it out, then we’ll make our way out of the city tomorrow morning.”

      “And we’ll go to the Red Dome,” Sidney whispers.

      “Yes.”

      “And what if I am sick? Your program states you have to eliminate me.”

      Petra doesn’t respond right away. She pulls data from her systems, conflicted about the question.

      Finally, she says, “Perhaps there is a cure, now. The Blue Dome has been quarantined for several years. We will find a cure for you.” She’s not sure where the words come from, but understands that this will be her new mission, despite her clear directive. It makes more sense. Her job is to protect, above all else.

      Sidney agrees and holds Petra’s hand, takes her out to the roof where Sid’s been waiting, watching the raiders as they park their bikes in a semi-loose circle in the middle of Octavia Circuit.

      “What are they doing?” Sidney whispers to Petra though they’re so far away, the raiders wouldn’t hear them from here.

      Then, before Petra can answer, she hears a sharp intake of breath from the girl. Sidney points a finger towards the circle where they’ve built their bonfire and Petra looks down, understanding.

      One raider comes into view, holding an old man’s arms at his back as he pushes him forward. Then, the burly raider walks behind them, his arm nice and tight around a struggling Henry’s neck.

      They have the men sit far enough away from the large bonfire, but it’s clear to Petra what their intentions are, and she stands.

      “Where are you going?” Sidney hisses.

      “To stop them, of course,” Petra states. She can’t sit here and watch as the raiders murder fellow Allendians. That’s not in her programming, and she knows at least Sidney will be safe here--until the girl says, “I’m coming with you.”

      “You are not. It will not be safe for you down there. Here, they won’t know where you are. Here, I know you’ll be fine until tomorrow morning.”

      But of course when she stands to head back down the stairs, Sid follows her. She knows she can’t stop her, can’t convince her otherwise.

      “Fine,” she says, “but you stay in a building away from them. I will take care of them. You only come out when I’m done.”

      “Okay,” Sidney agrees, and they make their way down the stairs.

      It only takes ten minutes to reach a spot right around the corner from where the men hold their bonfire.

      Petra urges Sidney into the building, closing the door behind her. “Remember,” she says, “you stay in here no matter what, until I’ve taken care of this.”

      Sidney nods, stays quiet, and waits in the dark.

      As Petra approaches the group, she analyzes the situation.

      They've all parked their bikes in a loose circle, but they're all about four feet away from there, huddled over two figures—the older man, white-haired and eyes so big, she can see his pupils from here. Henry crouches beside him, his right eye swollen shut, blood dripping down his forehead.

      She recalls where she’d left him and wonders how he got here so fast. It doesn't matter right now, because it looks like one of the raiders has a sharp piece of metal in his hand and he's about to use it to slash Henry's head.

      Petra rushes forward, meaning to stop him in his tracks. Though he hasn't technically broken a law yet, he is about to, and she's ready to punish him for it.

      Before she gets to Henry and the old man, two other figures grab her from behind and hold her, waiting for her to stop them.

      She wasn't built for self-defense though. Just for companionship, and recently to hunt carriers of the flu. She was programmed to stop anyone from attacking an Allendian, but she was never to stop anyone from attacking her.

      So, the moment she sees the object being placed on the ground, Petra stops fighting them to try to get to the others. Henry looks up at her pleadingly, but now he's fine. They're not about to hurt him anymore.

      They bind her hands behind her back, place her beside Henry and the other man, then move away to the middle of the circle where they'd had their bikes parked.

      "How did you get here?" she asks Henry.

      "Gideon here had a handy little traveling disc," he says. "Gideon, Petra. Why in the world didn't you attack them just then? What stopped you?"

      "My programming," she replies. "Had they hurt you, I would have had to intervene, but they stopped."

      Henry shakes his head, as though questioning the very nature of her existence. "I just don't understand any of this," he says. "You're programmed to protect us, to be our companion, to teach us, heal us. Yet you don't have any means to protect yourself from us. Why, Petra?"

      She can hardly answer that in a way he'll understand. After all, he is Allendian. She is merely one that was built for the likes of him.

      "Henry," she says, matter-of-factly. "It is the Allendian way."

      He shakes his head again. "Where's Sidney?"

      Petra looks up to where the seven raiders are now throwing heaps of junk in the middle of the circle, reassured that they're all present and accounted for.

      "She got away," she says, relieved that that's the case. "She's fine."

      When Henry shakes his head again, Petra realizes Sidney's hardly 'fine', not really, not in this world the way it is right now, being run by raiders and their ilk. If it were not for her, she knows what Sidney would have been faced with near the lake. She knows what sort of life all this means for the girl. Sidney's far from fine here.

      Henry's eyes are on her as she analyzes what she must do.

      "You have to decide," he finally says. "You must choose what happens here. You've done it before, I’ve seen you. I know you can. You have to choose between which Allendian laws you'll need to adhere to. You must know how important you are to Sidney. She needs you. So you have to—"

      One of the raiders, the burly one, grabs her by the shoulders before she hears the rest of Henry's words. He pulls her forward and she struggles with her binds until she recalls she doesn't need to struggle at all. The cells in her hands shift slightly and the binds fall off. Still, she doesn't push him off.

      She's conflicted—she can't hurt him unless he hurts another Allendian. She can't harm an Allendian to save herself. That's not the Allendian way. What Henry had said resonates in her head, but she can't very well put herself and her well-being before an Allendian.

      Then she looks right, towards the building where she knows Sidney waits, where she’s likely watching right now, thinking of ways to come to Petra’s rescue.

      If Petra were to die now, she knows one thing is certain: all these raiders will harm Henry without a doubt. They had done it before. They'll harm the old man. They will hunt Sidney down and hurt her too. She remembers the words they'd uttered by the lake as she waited for them to see her.

      There isn't a single doubt in her mind that they would do all those things to Sidney.

      And she finally decides, at the same moment that Burly throws her into the flames.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifty

        

        Sidney

      

    
    
      She's running out the door so fast, she trips over something and ends up falling, rolling over until she lands on her back, her breath gone.

      But, not caring what hurts or even if anything is broken, she's back on her feet again, and she's running straight towards the bonfire, to the men that just killed her one friend on all of Allenda.

      She doesn't stop running until she rams into one of them, the skinny stick-like one, and he falls back, laughing.

      She rams her fists into his chest, crying as she does, not seeing anything beyond her tears, not hearing anything but his laughter as he pushes her away like she's nothing but a bug.

      Still, she continues to hit and scratch and scream. When he pushes her away again, she throws herself at him, over and over again. It doesn't matter that there are several more of them, she thinks. None of it matters. They've killed her! She loved me, she would have been my friend, my companion for life.

      I loved her!

      And she continues to punch and scream until there's nothing left to punch. She stops, expecting one of them to grab her, maybe to throw her in the flames too. Instead she's met with silence. Then she turns, and sees a view she'd have a difficult time describing to anyone.

      Right in front of the bonfire, silver dust flows and shoots up into the air, then falls or rather shoots right back down again, some hitting the big raider in his face, not letting up until he's left bloody and still on the cement.

      More dust throws itself at the skinny raider Sidney had been punching. It pulls him up into the air so far that his screams are shut off as he falls to the ground, dead.

      Yet even more dust attacks the other raiders so fast, Sidney can't tell any more where the dust begins and where the raiders end. Finally, it all falls back to the ground, scattered all over the place, unmoving.

      All seven raiders lie still on the ground, not a groan, not a sign of life from any of them.

      Sidney's heart is caught in her throat as she realizes it must have been Petra. She's not in the fire—that had to have been her. The dust settles and doesn't move, some of it taken up by a small wisp of wind, just to settle again.

      "Sidney."

      She stares at all the dust, willing it to come back together. Willing it to form back into Petra's shape, but it stays put, like all the other silver dust strewn around Allenda.

      "Sidney."

      The voice is familiar but she's breathing so hard, her chest heaves and she makes a soft whimpering sound.

      "Sidney, it's okay. I’m here. We're here. Look this way."

      She finally turns her head to take an eyeful of Henry and a small white-haired man by his side. She watches them, not knowing how they figure into the picture. Still, she automatically walks up to them as she feels the heat from the bonfire warm her cheeks, still wet with tears.

      The moment Henry is unbound, he holds her in his arms, allowing her to crush herself to his chest. He doesn't shush her, doesn't tap her on the back, just holds her tight enough she knows it's okay. She's alive. Petra's not.

      She wails again, holding him even tighter, then turning back to the fire. "She saved us," Sidney says, her voice soft.

      "Of course she did," Henry agrees.

      "But now she's—is she dead?" Her eyes land on all the dust as it moves away from the fire. The same dust she'd been gathering to create her little explosive packs. All made from—

      "I think she is," Henry says. "I'm so sorry, Sidney."

      And he holds her tighter.

      Then they run, just as the rains start. Henry turns at the last second, sprinting until he scoops up her knapsack, and they don’t stop running until they reach the same building she hid in, knowing that it won’t let up until the next morning.

      From barely inside the door, Sidney pushes Henry away, not wanting him to try to shush her or hold her any longer. He doesn’t insist—just quietly places her bag beside her and steps away to sit just a few feet away with the other man.

      Sidney doesn’t want to stop crying—doesn’t want to shush or calm down or anything but grieve for Petra. She wails and throws punches against the door.

      Then, several minutes later, she allows the calming sound of the rain drown out her cries. She watches as it douses out the flames of the raiders’ bonfire, as it eats away at their dead bodies. She knows that in a few short hours, there won’t be anything left of them. The only sign that they’d been there will be their bikes, rotted out by the chems in the rain, but still usable.

      She watches as the silver dust gets soaked in the water, then most of it washes away out of her view. She imagines Petra in that water, maybe swimming along with the small streams formed along the roads, maybe dancing in it, pretending she’s a mermaid. Sidney’s tears don’t let up but she fights off a sleep though she hears the men behind her snoring softly in the dark.

      Then she imagines Petra’s voice flowing to her in the night, though she knows the impossibility of that. Petra would talk her through this, if Sidney would let her. Petra would tell her this is the world they live in. Sidney knows that, despite being a programmed entity, despite being bound by Allendian law, Petra loved her.

      She may have never said the actual words, but she said it in every other way.

      “It’s an impossible decision,” Petra had said. “For you. For me, it’s simple. I protect you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      They walk through the city together, having gathered as much as they could from the raiders they left behind, including two motorbikes. Sidney insisted on having her own.

      The old man, Gideon, has his traveling disk, and follows along, with nothing else to lose. He might as well head out of the dome with them.

      The Red Dome, he’d said. That’s where the other Allendians are, where they can get some answers for what’s been going on, and what will happen now. Where she can find a cure for her flu.

      Sidney takes up the back of their little group as she pulls off her knapsack, and takes out her pen.

      "Just keep going," she urges Henry and Gideon. "I have something I need to do."

      Of course they don't leave her behind. They simply walk a few feet away, waiting for her to be done.

      She sits on the ground beside her bike, props her bag with a blank side facing her, and starts to write.

      "She was brave," she says as she attempts to write the words. She knows her spelling is atrocious but Petra won't mind. "She was as beautiful as Nayne, as kind, and as loving. She would have killed me once." She chuckles. "But I don't doubt for a second she would have chosen to save me instead. I will never forget her."

      She caps the pen again and tucks it into her knapsack. Then she looks back at the city. It's ugly, efficient, drab and gray. Still, she knows she'll miss it. There are too many good memories in there. A lot of bad ones too, but mostly good.

      Looking down, she sees a handful of silver dust on the ground beside her leg. She’d wanted to wait, remembering how she and Henry found Petra outside of the mansion not too long ago. She wanted to wait, but Gideon said the dust stays separate for as long as the rains are acid. The words made no sense to her, so she eyed him suspiciously.

      “He’s a scientist,” Henry explained. After several more hours of waiting and arguing, they’d finally convinced her, the Red Dome was still the place to go.

      The people there would also be able to help with whatever it was that destroyed the rains in the Blue Dome’s city. All the more reason to get to the Red Dome fast.

      Sidney watches as the silver dust rises into the air, past her head as if it’s about to fly away forever. Then it twirls again in a super-speed dance, back down to the ground, only stopping when it lands right beside her foot.

      She touches the still dust with her index finger, then smiles the brightest smile she could muster.

      Deciding it’s time, she picks up her gear and pushes the bike towards where the others wait.

      
        The End
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* * *

      
        Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoyed the first installment of The Allendian Post-Apocalypse. The series will continue in early-mid 2017. Sign up to Nirina’s newsletter here to receive news. In the meantime, check out The 2250 Saga of which all three books (and a FREE novella!) are available now!
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          Queen of Extinction

        

      

    
    
      
        A magical princess. A kingdom in danger. A fight to the death for the throne.

      

      Princess Aurora never thought she’d have to rule Ryferia. That was her brother’s job, until his brutal murder at the hands of their uncle. She knows the law. A marriage is her only chance to take the throne. Aurora gambles for her kingdom, invoking the right for a deadly marriage trial.

      As the most gifted--and ruthless--princes and lords battle to the death for her hand, the forces of evil conspire to snatch Aurora’s throne. But the princess has allies, as well as a secret power long outlawed in her kingdom…

      Will Aurora find true love and save Ryferia or will the trial’s winner destroy them all?

      Queen of Extinction is a fresh take on the classic Sleeping Beauty tale. If you like magic, steampunk, and romance, then you’ll love the first book in a new trilogy by Gwynn White and Erin St. Pierre.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      “Lazard, you’re a jackass!” Aurora narrowed her eyes and slapped her hands onto her hips as she faced her brother.

      “‘You’re a jackass, Your Majesty’ is what I think you meant to say.” Even though Lazard’s voice echoed sharply off the gold, blue, and cream mosaic walls and floor of the piazza that led into the palazzo’s banqueting hall, a slight smile tugged at his lips.

      Aurora refused to allow it to deflect her. She was right and he was wrong—and he knew it.

      Or rather, she hoped he did.

      “A walk on the beach,” she said, raising her voice both to make her point and because the evening breeze whipped at the fountain tinkling behind them. “That’s all I’m asking for. And right now, I’m talking to my brother, not my king.”

      “And as your brother and king, I’ve said you can go—with Zandor.”

      Zandor hovered a few feet from her, her best friend and bodyguard, who had not left her side since Mamma had been murdered five years before. Tall, lean, and handsome, he carried a bow and a quiver of arrows instead of a musket. In trials against the Able musketeers who guarded the palazzo, he always emptied his quiver before they could reload their weapons.

      From beneath his tousled chestnut-colored hair, he frowned at her, his disapproval of her request obvious in his half-lidded chocolate-brown gaze.

      She rolled her eyes—at both of them. “Alone. Why does that concept seem so hard for you two knuckleheads to understand?”

      Zandor kept quiet—the bugger was letting Lazard fight this battle for him.

      Lazard’s dark eyebrows knitted together as he studied her.

      She didn’t look strong, what with her skinny, lanky body—at nineteen she was still built like a gangly foal. It always came to that.

      “You’re not strong.” His voice dropped as he glanced into the banqueting hall, where their courtiers and the Intelligentsia who helped rule Ryferia feasted. “They . . . I don’t trust that you will be safe.” A pause. “You know how they hate the Infirm.”

      Which was what she was. What Mamma had been. And why Mamma had been murdered. Her murderer had never been found. And probably never would be, considering he or she could have been any one of the millions in Ryferia who hated the Infirm for no other reason than they were different. Sickly.

      Since that terrible day, Papà had refused to allow her a moment alone, and after his death, neither had Lazard. Zandor and his bow and arrow trailed her everywhere.

      “Your charming Able courtiers and Intelligentsia are stuffing their faces,” she snapped back. “They won’t even know I’ve gone.”

      Lazard brushed her wild, red curls—they had broken free from their restraint—off her face with a gentle finger. “No. And that’s my final answer.”

      She swatted his hand away. What no one seemed to understand was that their cloying love was killing her just as surely—albeit more slowly—than the poisoned cup that had cut Mamma’s life short.

      But before she could launch a counter-attack, Artemis stepped out of the banqueting hall. Tall, austere, with graying hair and an aquiline nose, he bobbed a bow to Lazard.

      Artemis, Papà’s brother, stood second in line to the throne after Aurora.

      A chill shot down her spine as it always did when she saw him. He was one of the Able, like Lazard and most of the courtiers and Intelligentsia. But unlike Lazard, Artemis despised her. Hatred laced his every look at her.

      Because I’m Infirm.

      She despised him with the same passion.

      Lazard sighed, and his shoulders sagged. “Artemis. I said I would speak to you over dinner about the olive oil tax,” he said in clipped tones. Face now hard, Lazard dropped a hasty kiss on Aurora’s head. “I will go walking with you later. I promise. And you can go as far ahead of me and Zandor as you like.” He turned to the banqueting hall, paused, and then smiled at her. “Try not to annoy too many people tonight.”

      She narrowed her eyes to mere slits. “Oh, trust me, by midnight they’ll all want to hang me.”

      Another smile from Lazard. “I love you, little sister. Never forget that.”

      And then he was gone. Off to his official duties.

      “The hell you do,” she muttered as she stalked away across the piazza, hoping to put some distance between herself and Zandor.

      He fell into step with her. As if her huffing, puffing steps could outstride Zandor’s long legs.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “I’m going to my room.” To prove the point, she marched through the archway that opened onto the main piazza, around which the gracious, honey-colored stone palazzo had been built. The villa she shared with Lazard was on the opposite side of it.

      A smile from Zandor. “To sulk? That’s not like you.”

      “To plot an escape.” She glared at him. “If you had a decent bone in your body, you would vaporize for a few hours.”

      Zandor’s laughter bubbled up. It always made her smile, and she had to fight hard to keep her face fierce. “Tell you what . . . I’ll drop you off at your door and tell no one where you are.”

      She hit his shoulder. “No great hardship, Zandor, seeing as you will be standing guard outside it.”

      “Precisely. I’m the one who should be getting the pity here.” His eyes creased. “You’re getting in the way of my love life.”

      She snorted—Zandor still managed to keep that part of his life covered—and then focused on negotiating the long walk across the uneven flagstones in the square. By the time she reached the bright-blue double doors of her and Lazard’s villa, she was out of breath and her legs ached.

      Just one of the prices of being born Infirm.

      Zandor swung the door open for her and, as he always did, offered her a hand to help her up the gracious marble stairs. Too cross with him and Lazard, she shrugged his hand away.

      “You do like making life difficult for yourself, don’t you?”

      “No, Zandor,” she wheezed. “Rephrase that—all I want is a life. No matter how hard or easy.”

      Fine lines softened Zandor’s face. “And being with me, Niing, and Keahr isn’t life enough? I get that. I really do. But you’re precious, Aurora. To all of us. And you know the threats better than anyone.”

      She wanted to scream and shout in her fury.

      She didn’t have the energy. It took every ounce of strength she had to drag her sorry excuse for a body to the first landing, where she shared apartments with Zandor and Keahr, her lady-in-waiting and close friend. Lazard’s apartment was on the next floor up. She and Lazard had lived in this villa all their lives, and even when Papà had died and Lazard had become king, they had chosen to continue living together. They were that close.

      Zandor strode ahead of her across the jewel-colored silk carpet to the green door that signaled her private space. He tossed it open. A quick smile. “If you change your mind, I’ll be here. We can always find Keahr. She would love to make trouble with you tonight at the feast.”

      Any other night, she would have grabbed the opportunity to party with her friends. Not tonight.

      She slammed the door on him.

      Peckle, her tabby cat, almost as gangly as she was, looked up from his spot on her pillow with ageless green eyes. Lines of fur, like dark shadows, furrowed his face, giving him a permanent scowl.

      She scowled back, then wobbled across the room and threw herself down on the bed next to him. Cautious fingers stroked the soft hair on his back. Peckle was known for his foul temper and thought nothing of sinking his claws into her if he didn’t want to be touched.

      The cat’s taut body stilled, as if he were enduring the unendurable.

      “I hate it,” she said to him. “They treat me like a prisoner. Like I’m the enemy, and not Artemis and the other Able.”

      Peckle’s fur bristled; she had just moments before he struck. She pulled away. “So here I am. With you. Miserable company that you are.” She jumped up and stumbled into the middle of the room. “Wallowing in self-pity.”

      The cat’s ears pricked, and the way his bright green eyes stalked her was unnerving.

      “I swear you understand everything I say,” she muttered.

      A baleful stare.

      It was followed by a hiss as Peckle unfolded himself off the pillow. Graceful as he was ugly, he slid off the bed and sauntered to her.

      If that wasn’t surprising enough, he rubbed his wiry frame against her leg and then looked at her, as if checking that she watched him.

      She was. He always fascinated her, even if he was, largely, an unrewarding pet.

      He loped toward a long, narrow tapestry Mamma had embroidered, a precious memento of her, and raked it with his claws.

      She gasped. “Stop it! You’ve already shredded my drapes and my bedstead. You don’t need to ruin this, too.” She swatted him, but Peckle jumped away before her hand connected.

      Yowling, he wriggled past her and dove under her bed.

      The little troublemaker. He wasn’t getting away with this. She knew she was being stupid, but she crouched down on the carpet to shout at him. Hunched like a gargoyle, he sat too far back for her to reach him. That didn’t stop her trying to yank him out.

      Amid the dust bunnies, her hand brushed an uneven lump under the carpet.

      A loud purr from Peckle.

      She patted it again. Definitely something hidden under her bed. But the only way to discover exactly what it was would be to shift the monstrous four-poster bed. She fell back on her haunches, breathing hard. “What’s there, Peckle?”

      No reply. But the cat didn’t move, either.

      Only one way to find out. She lumbered to her feet and pushed the bed with all her limited strength. It didn’t budge. She could ask Zandor for help . . . but if that lump was what she hoped and prayed it was—a means to escape her room—Zandor would be the last person in the world to help her.

      She struggled on, aware of the squeals and rasps as the bed moved infinitesimally across the carpet. Perhaps it was a guilty conscience, but her eyes kept drifting to the door, expecting Zandor to come bursting in to demand to know what she was doing. Not that he ever did, but her excitement at the possibilities this lump offered was too great to risk failure.

      It gave impetus to her pushes.

      Still, her face was hot, her torso streaming sweat, and her breath mere gasps by the time she shifted the bed enough to roll back the carpet.

      A dusty wooden trap door, with a frayed rope handle, winked up at her in the lamplight.

      She gasped with delight.

      She grabbed a candle off her dresser, lit it, and scrambled back to the trap door. Shaking with excitement, fear, and delicious anticipation, she clasped the rope and tugged.

      The door popped up—and with it, a cloud of dust that had her doubled over with sneezes.

      She brushed the dust away and, holding her candle, peered down into the hole. Through a lattice of spider webs, silken in the golden pool of light, a short flight of stairs beckoned, carved out of rock, and then a passageway. She had no idea where it led, but that didn’t matter. If spiders the size of her hand dwelled down there, she couldn’t have cared less.

      She would finally be alone.

      Truly alone.

      She clambered through the sticky threads and was halfway along a dusty, rubble-strewn passageway before it struck her that anyone coming into the room would see she had gone.

      It lent haste to her scramble across the uneven ground.

      Keeping low, trying hard not to sneeze in the powdery dust kicked up by her feet, she dodged the low ceiling and its jutting rocks—they were sharp enough to knock her unconscious if she stumbled into one.

      On and on the passage curled. And with it, excitement and hope blossomed in her chest—more than she had experienced for many months.

      It didn’t matter that her back ached from stooping or that her chest burned with the exertion, she had to reach the end before Zandor—anyone—challenged her.

      It helped that she was used to dark, narrow tunnels from all the years she’d spent in the underground burrow where Niing, her tutor, lived. Most of her waking hours were spent underground, away from the smirking sneers of the courtiers and Intelligentsia.

      Her candle had almost guttered when she rounded a bend and caught the gleam of moonlight ahead of her. Almost of their own accord, her legs broke into a shuffling run.

      The closer she got to the tunnel opening, the narrower the passage became. Soon she had to turn sideways to squeeze along.

      She caught a new smell above the dry dust—a whiff of salt.

      Her heart danced with joy.

      The sea. So close she could almost taste it.

      If they came now, nothing would make her go back to her room. She gritted her teeth.

      I’ll go down fighting before I let them take me back to that prison.
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      The impossibly narrow passageway tumbled Aurora out onto a beach. On the hill behind her loomed the crenellated walls of the palazzo. The sounds of music and laughter from the feast in the banqueting hall faded to nothing.

      In front of her, the inky sea shimmered in the ghostly moonlight. A stiff breeze whipped the candle flame. She dropped the holder on the soft sand and, face lifted to beam at the silvery moon, tuned a full circle of joy.

      Freedom. At last!

      She ripped her filthy silk slippers off her feet. A gentle wave washed ashore, coating her in cool, foamy water.

      She stared with longing at the scattered islands beyond the breakers.

      If only she could dive into the waves and swim to one of them, but her weakened body would never allow it. As it was, damp with sweat, her corset and dress clung to lanky body like seaweed to a rock, and her breathing was labored. It didn’t matter that she relished the sand between her toes; after her high-speed escape through the tunnel, lifting her leaden feet drained her energy with each step.

      If I were Able . . .

      She shot the thought down before it had time to fully manifest.

      No. This is the way I am. I’m Infirm. I was born this way, and that’s okay.

      She gave herself the same daily pep talk to reassure herself that she and half her kingdom were not broken, despite the way the Able treated them.

      On a spit at the end of the beach, a Guardian, an iron mermaid mounted on a tower, turned on a spindle. On the land side, it was linked to a seven-foot iron wall that encircled the entire kingdom. On the seaward side, it attached to a chain-mail mesh that hung in the sea, blocking all traffic from entering—or leaving—Ryferia.

      She had never been beyond it.

      In fact, in the one hundred and fifty years it had stood sentinel there, no one in Ryferia had crossed it. To do so would defy Ryferia’s most inviolate law.

      That didn’t mean she hadn’t always longed to.

      “Tonight!” she breathed. “If I’m rebelling, I might as well do it in style! And damn them all.”

      But even in her bravado, she knew if she were caught, not even Lazard could save her from the fury—the justice—of the Intelligentsia. They would demand her death.

      Even as king, Lazard would have no choice but to obey.

      It made her escape even more thrilling.

      The sand stretched before her, silvery white in the moonlight. Only the gentle sound of the waves stirred, the back-and-forward wash perfectly timed with the mechanical creak of the mermaid’s tail. It swished like a whip.

      Her pulse spiked, and she couldn’t resist looking over her shoulder as she drew closer to the mermaid. The beach behind her was deserted.

      Ahead, the cogs in the mermaid ticked as it turned on its never-ending spindle. Heat radiated from the metal construct.

      On she trudged. She was some hundred yards from the Guardian when her temples started to tingle, then burn.

      So close to her goal, she wasn’t going to let a little pain thwart her. She forced her lanky legs and feet to plod on through the thick sand.

      Pain shafted her brain like a hail of arrows. She dropped to her knees, gripped her forehead and squeezed—as if her puny strength could drive out the knives of agony slicing into her skull.

      “Get yourself together.” She clambered to her feet and forced herself to keep moving.

      Fifty paces.

      Sweat drizzled down her torso and her legs quaked.

      Forty paces.

      Nausea curded her stomach. She clutched her abdomen, grateful she had eaten nothing.

      Thirty paces.

      A loud clang from behind made her jump. The palazzo bells pealed across the beach. They knew she had gone.

      She swore. Long and loud. And tried to run . . . toward the Guardian.

      Just fifteen paces.

      They can’t stop me. Not now!

      Hooves thundered on the sand.

      “Aurora!”

      She looked back.

      Three riders galloped at full speed toward her. Zandor led the chase.

      Just ten more paces, and she would be free—to die, if these men reported her felony to the Intelligentsia.

      Zandor never would, but she wasn’t so sanguine about the other two. His horse spun in front of her, cutting her off from the Guardian and forcing her to stop. The horse kicked sand up into her face.

      Zandor glared down at her. “Going somewhere, my princess?”

      Chin stuck out defiantly, she crossed her arms. “It’s called walking, Zandor. You should try it sometime.”

      How dare he come after her? She had as much as told him that she wanted to escape. He, of all people, should have known what this meant to her.

      But she raked her gaze over the horse he rode. Despite seeming so hale and strong, Zandor was like her: Infirm. He couldn’t stand to be around animals; he’d be covered in bloody hives within the hour. A minor Infirmity as Infirmities went, it still marked him as one of them. Her escape had forced him to ride.

      The other two riders hesitated behind him.

      “You need to come home.” Zandor looked toward the palazzo. “It’s Lazard. He’s sick. Very sick.”

      “If this is a trick to get me back—”

      Zandor’s horse whinnied, raring to go. “No trick. He collapsed at the feast.”

      Her mouth went slack. “What happened?”

      He leaned down. “I think he’s been poisoned,” he whispered.

      The blood rushed from her face.

      Zandor grabbed her arm, and swung her up onto his horse. The pressure from his arms around her made her chest burn. Normally Zandor was so gentle with her. Something was seriously wrong.

      As they galloped across the sand, the wind whipped the air from her lungs.

      All she could think of was Lazard. She had argued with him, disobeyed him, and now? What if, like Mamma, he died from this poison?

      Tears stung her eyes but were whisked away by the wind before they wet her cheeks.

      Her fists bunched her dress, and her face hardened.

      Lazard is not dead yet. And if anyone can save him, it’s me.

      “Faster,” she gritted out to Zandor. “We have to gallop faster.”
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      Aurora leaped off the horse before it came to a complete stop at the palazzo stables.

      Pain shot up her legs, and every muscle in her body groaned in complaint.

      Come on, get it together. Why do you have to be so damn useless?

      Zandor dismounted. “Slow down, Aurora. You’re going to hurt yourself. Let me help—”

      “I don’t need help. I need to see my brother,” she snapped, pulling away from his gentle touch. “Where have they taken him?”

      “His chambers back at the villa.”

      Her heart fell. That was a lot of stairs to climb to get to his apartment. “Let’s go.”

      She ignored the hot coal in her chest, walking as fast as she could for the bright-blue door that signaled her and Lazard’s home. Unlike her apartment on the first floor, his chambers were right at the top of the building.

      She pulled herself up with the aid of the railing, all too aware of Zandor close behind her, ready to catch her if she fell.

      For once, she didn’t let it irritate her.

      At the top of the stairs, she braced herself against the hunting-scene mural to catch her breath. Then she rasped at the musketeers guarding Lazard’s chamber, “Open the doors.”

      The double doors swung open.

      Lazard was hidden by the weak candlelight and the bustling masters and physicians crowding his huge bed.

      “Move away,” she panted, stumbling into the room.

      No one responded.

      “Are you deaf?” she yelled.

      The room went silent, all eyes turning to her.

      A hiss of relief rippled through the men. They may have hated her for being Infirm, but none of them would deny that she was unrivaled when it came to potions and alchemy.

      If anyone could save the king, it would be her. But first she had to assess him. A path to Lazard cleaved through the masters.

      Stomach roiling, she trod on trembling feet.

      Lazard’s handsome face, now gray and clammy with fever, looked far worse than she could ever have imagined. His wheezing breath was agonizingly slow and shallow. Sweat drenched his clothes and the sheets.

      She wiped her sweaty palm on her sand-covered dress and placed two fingers on his neck.

      His pulse was weak and erratic.

      “Princess Aurora.” A master holding a glass bottle inched closer. “We believe his heart may be failing. When we brought him here, he was confused. Babbling about seeing flashing lights.”

      She wanted to cry, but fought back any sign of weakness these men could use against her. “Has he vomited?”

      Even as she asked, Lazard writhed and foul-smelling green muck bubbled out of his mouth and oozed down his cheeks. She snatched up a cloth and swabbed it away. If only that could stop the poison eating away his insides.

      “It looks like digitalis poisoning,” she whispered, wishing it weren’t so. Digitalis was a small, unassuming white flower with a dark-green stem tinged with purple; it grew in shaded, moist areas—the marshes of Ryferia. Few ventured there, and a small white bloom in such places was no more than an unexpected greeting from a pretty face. But when the juice of its ripened berries was extracted, concentrated, and ingested, digitalis robbed its victims of their reason, torturing them with flashing lights as their bodies fought to expunge the poison through every orifice while their pulse raced their hearts to destruction.

      “We are in agreement.” The master held up a bottle of liquid. “I was going to administer—”

      She grabbed it from him and read the scrawl on the faded label. “This won’t help him. It’ll keep him going for a little while, but it won’t be enough to save him.”

      She slapped the bottle back onto the master’s palm and then brushed experienced fingers across Lazard’s forehead.

      He burned like a furnace, his face twitching beneath her touch. His eyes rolled beneath his lids.

      “It’s okay, Lazard,” she whispered so softly only he would hear her—if he were conscious, which wasn’t certain. “I’m going to help you. You’ll be okay.”

      Please, please don’t let my last words to him be a lie.

      She pulled herself up, mind racing with theories and ideas. “Administer that antidote for as long as you can. Get his fever down. Buy him some time.”

      She turned to Zandor and bit back her pride at having to ask for help. “Run me down to my garden. I’m going to make him an antidote.”

      Zandor swooped her up and took off for the stairs.

      As he jogged down with her in his arms, she planned her potion. Charcoal, definitely. Some willow, too. But as she mentally flitted through the collection of herbs and compounds at her alchemy bench, her blood chilled.

      Whatever antidote she made would take hours to brew.

      Hours Lazard didn’t have. She would have to cut the brewing time and pray it would still be enough.

      She closed her eyes, refusing to consider that she might already be too late.

      At last, they arrived in Niing’s cavern—a burrow linked to a string of tunnels carved out of rock beneath the palazzo. Candles on an odd assortment of wooden tables lit this section of the cavern. The tables—and most of the overstuffed sofas—were cluttered with books and her misplaced gardening tools. She loved tending her garden even more than she adored making potions.

      From the ceiling hung bunches of dried herbs she used in her alchemy. The rough walls were lined with wood-and-glass cabinets filled with the precious stones her tutor, Niing, had collected during his long life. Like herbs and plants were her passion, Niing always gravitated to the base minerals and rocks for his potions.

      In the center of the cavern stood a low table—her and Niing’s alchemy bench, with its burners, flasks, and vials.

      Niing jumped up from the plush couch beside the pot-bellied fireplace, his short legs carrying him the distance to Aurora and Zandor. He peered up at them through thick eyebrows. The Able sneeringly called Niing a dwarf. It never failed to annoy her.

      “What’s the verdict, my princess?”

      She squirmed in Zandor’s arms, annoyed at the prolonged hold. He set her down gently.

      “Digitalis.” She didn’t stop to chat. “I need a cauldron.”

      “What can we do?” Keahr coughed as she jumped up from her chair. Her green eyes, set in a strikingly beautiful dark-skinned face, were strained. She glided to Aurora with a grace that belied her Infirmity. “Give me work.”

      “Bring me what I need. I can’t be running around looking for ingredients.” Aurora half-marched, half-stumbled, to her equipment table. Exhausted from shock and all her exertions, she had to grip the side of it to keep upright. “Niing, you know what I need.”

      Under any other circumstances, Niing would have scolded her for her sharpness, but tonight he didn’t. He turned to Zandor and Keahr, muttering instructions.

      Aurora took a moment to catch her breath. It didn’t help that her vision was blurry and her head buzzed.

      Niing stopped what he was doing and stared at her. A soft tsk, and then he pulled out his pipe.

      Careful fingers stuffed the bowl with his mystery concoction of pipeweed. Try as she might, Aurora had never managed to extract the recipe for Niing’s blend from him. Her nose suggested it contained nettle, rue, and mistletoe, all useful herbs in the fight against magic hexes, but Niing would never be drawn to comment. She was sure he’d added a few pinches of his favorite minerals to it, too. And then he was puffing, filling the air with a sweet scent.

      Instantly calmed, Aurora breathed deeply.

      Some of her exhaustion lifted and, with it, the buzz in her head. She could do this. She could save Lazard.
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      No amount of dripping candles could brighten the dark dining hall of Lorithian Castle. Even the weak sun shining through the tall, stained glass windows facing the capital city of Fueport couldn’t lift the gloom. Or Raith’s spirits.

      He studied the glass at every meal, looking for one reason why it hadn’t been torn down years before.

      He found none.

      It depicted the fall of magic in Ryferia at the hands of the alchemist Nethric and his ragtag army. With their alchemical, steam-driven Guardians, those Untalented upstarts had routed his ancient family. His family had been forced to flee for their lives. In a timeline of the past hundred and fifty years, the window showed the split between his noble house and the last remaining members of the royal family that once held power in the most celebrated dynasty the world had ever known. A dynasty and a royal family now reduced to ash. Nethric’s descendants and their ugly mechanical Guardians and iron walls had taken the place of the rightful rulers of Ryferia, stopping magic from ever entering the kingdom again.

      When Father, Duke Krall, finally did him the courtesy of dying, he would tear down the ugly glass and replace it with his own story of power.

      Not that there was much to put up there.

      “That’s what real magic looked like.” Father’s gravelly voice. A smoker’s voice.

      Raith rolled his eyes at the interruption.

      “Our ancestors were fire-breathers. They flew on wings of wind. They held the second form of dragons. They led the world in power.”

      Not entirely true; as far as Raith knew, the Magical in his ancestral line had mainly been incubi, but he didn’t argue because he knew where this conversation was going. He’d had it many times before. This time, however, only his brother, Carian, was here to support him.

      His sister, Trojean, was long gone.

      Carian’s huge shoulders and big hands hunched over his wine glass on the opposite side of the table. He glanced up at Raith and let out a silent sigh.

      Raith scowled at Father.

      Face wizened and tinged with red from a lifetime of imbibing, Father’s shaking hand slopped goji wine from his glass goblet. His iguana, sitting on the table, licked it up.

      “Now look what we have become.” Father waved his drink. The acrid smell lifted to Raith’s nostrils. “Hiding in a castle on the edge of the world”—his rheumy eyes settled on Raith, his disgust apparent—“with nothing but an incubus”—then fixed on Carian—“and a worthless human. Maleficent’s tits, the goddess cursed me.” He shouted insults about Raith and Carian to his iguana. She nestled closer, listening intently, then whispered something back that Raith didn’t understand.

      Like shouting to reptiles is much better.

      Raith lowered his fork and cleared his throat. “You used to have a succubus as well. Or have you forgotten her already?”

      Father breathed in sharply and slammed his goblet on the table. What was left of the wine splashed, spreading like blood across the white cloth. “Your sister gave her life for you and your worthless human brother, while the two of you sit here under my roof, drinking my wine. And you have the gall to accuse me of forgetting her?”

      Carian was the only member in their immediate family who was born human, with no magic to speak of. And if Father hated Raith and Trojean for the type of power they held, he hated Carian even more for having none.

      Raith allowed the tip of his fangs to slip through his gums. “Trojean was equally as disgusting to you. Don’t you dare pretend you miss her.” His throat burned with anger. He was past grieving for his twin; that ship had sailed a year ago. Now all he wanted was revenge against the creature that had taken her from him.

      “She may have been a disgusting succubus, but the girl had more balls than either of you.” Father’s hand drunkenly swayed between Raith and Carian. “Raith, you stay in this forsaken kingdom, using your disgusting power to take magic from our people. You’ve driven magic to extinction in an entire generation in Lorithian.”

      “I never took from anyone. I took from animals,” Raith said, knowing how weak his argument was. He’d used it too many times before. How he longed to sink his fangs into Father’s iguana to prove his point.

      He didn’t dare.

      But Father was right about one thing. Trojean had been fearless. And pitiless. While he had taken minor trinket magic from animals, she had sought out the most powerful people she could, taking their magic and their lives from them like a pirate on the Northern Sea of Snakes.

      “What would you have me do?”

      “I’d have you grow some steel in your belly and do what she did!” Father leaped to his feet, swiping his plate from the table. The porcelain crashed against the stone wall. “Go to Warrendyte, to where real magic lives. Get yourself some real power. If you’re going to leech from others, then at least take something worth having.”

      Raith’s chair squealed as he pulled himself up. Fighting with Father was always easier when he could look down on him.

      “Trojean is dead.” Raith’s words cut the air like an iron knife. “Going to Warrendyte got her killed. I have no intention of following her into the crypt.”

      Father plucked up his goblet and held it out, allowing a servant to silently fill it. “Your sister may be dead, but in her short life, she gained more power than you will ever have.”

      Raith knew exactly what Father referenced. “Taking from Lila is why Jorah killed her.” He spat the name as if it were poison.

      “Jorah,” Father grunted, lowering himself into his high-backed chair. “Now that is a man with true power. A man made of steel. He killed Trojean for killing Lila—and yet you remain here, breathing the sea air and whoring through every worthless woman in this Maleficent-forsaken city instead of avenging your own sister. He was more of a man than you’ll ever be.”

      Cold wrapped itself through Raith’s insides, and a shallow buzzing pushed through his skull. He wished words would come out, anything to drive Father into the dirt, but his mouth remained limp.

      Carian’s chair scraped against the stone floor as he rose. He placed his hand firmly on Raith’s shoulder. “Come,” he said under his breath.

      Raith allowed Carian to direct him toward the door, trying not to stumble.

      “That’s right,” Father snarled. “Run away. Let yourself be babied, you worthless boy.”

      Carian pushed the great door open and shoved Raith through it. Carian was better at hiding his feelings for Father. But his shame at being powerless manifested in other ways. Carian was built like a mountain, with muscles showing through his fitted tunic. He made up for his lack of Magical power through physical and mental strength, although they both knew it would mean nothing against Jorah in Warrendyte.

      Carian was partially the reason why Trojean had left for Warrendyte. In one of the many scrolls their great-grandfather had smuggled from Ryferia, Carian had found a piece of ancient magic that spoke of transferring magic to a human. Trojean had wanted more for her brother than the menial, mediocre life of a human and had gone to Warrendyte in search of answers.

      Her quest had taken her life.

      They reached Carian’s bedchamber. It was filled with shelves stacked with books and scrolls of every kind.

      The door closed behind them. “Raith, you can’t let him get to you like tha—”

      Raith pounded his hand into the wall. On the fifth hit, he finally felt the pain that shot through his wrist and up into his arm. He backed away, flexing bleeding fingers.

      “Are you done?” Carian eyed him.

      Raith wasn’t ready to say yes. So he said nothing.

      Carian kicked a chair over to him. “Sit down.”

      Raith obeyed. “I just can’t take it anymore. At least when Trojean was here, we could fight him together, but now . . .”

      “That’s why I want you to listen. I’m working on a plan to destroy him, avenge Trojean, and defeat Jorah in one majestic move.” Carian cocked his head. “Interested?”

      “Am I ever. Let’s hear it.”

      Carian’s lips pulled up in a half smile. “Patience, brother. Unlike your whores, this will take time to bed.”
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      Eyes taut with unshed tears, Aurora crouched at Lazard’s bedside. Fever had hit him like a summer storm while she had brewed a potion for him. She’d wanted him healthy and conscious again. She’d wanted to tell him she loved him and that she regretted their last argument with all her heart.

      As desperate as she’d been for it to work, however, her hastily brewed antidote had proved worthless. Like embers through paper, the fever had burned on Lazard’s brow throughout the night before the calm finally washed over him and his eyes glazed over for the last time.

      Shock and pain at his loss shuddered through her like a wave crashing on the rocks. Despite all Lazard’s efforts to keep her safe, it had been he who had stared into the eyes of a murderer—and lost. Nothing else could have stopped his heart as effectively as digitalis. And digitalis was not an herb consumed at a feast.

      Lazard’s murder placed her and Artemis on a collision course over who would claim the Ryferian throne.

      Knowing her uncle, Artemis would already have stacked his deck for the fight—a fight that started when he no doubt slipped Lazard the poison at the feast.

      Who else would want—benefit—from Lazard’s death?

      Certainly not her. The Able Intelligentsia would see her in hell before they willingly let her take the throne.

      That left Artemis in the prime spot.

      “You realize what this means?” Artemis asked.

      He was already gearing up to tussle with her over the succession?

      Unconscionable.

      Still, a cold hand of dread gripped her—even colder than death, which now embraced Lazard.

      She glared up into opaque gray eyes. As much as she hated Artemis, and as much as fear gripped her gut whenever he was near, she wouldn’t let him see it. She’d glare and snap until her eyes dried out and her tongue went limp.

      “What does it mean, Lord Artemis?” She made a point of sneering his name.

      Artemis sat in a wing-backed chair pressed against the leaded window. He had opened the drapes so that the early morning sun shone behind him.

      She winced as pain lanced through her head. Lazard had told Artemis on more than one occasion that the sun hurt her eyes, but Artemis didn’t care. Giving her pain gave him pleasure. Almost as much as giving him grief gave her joy.

      He stood, looming over her as she crouched at Lazard’s bedside. “It means that you are now first in line for the throne.” A snort of derision. “An ugly mere slip of a girl, one too sickly to navigate the stairs to her chamber, let alone walk outside with the other girls.”

      Her skin burned. “I am not a girl. I am nineteen. And I doubt being pretty has anything to do with ruling. But I couldn’t know. I’m just a little, helpless girl.” Her vision burned red. “And it’s not my fault I’m Infirm.” Her voice spiked. “And I’m not alone in that. Half the people in Ryferia carry the same blight.”

      That, sadly, was true, and no one, not even the best physicians in the land, knew the reason. It would be one of the things she would work on when she became queen—a goal she would pursue with wild fury despite Artemis’s plans to the contrary. It was what Lazard and her parents would have wanted. It was what she wanted, too, to be a caring monarch to all her subjects, both Able and Infirm.

      Too soon to be thinking that. I haven’t even put the protectors on Lazard yet.

      She lumbered to her feet. Her knees ached; she’d been at Lazard’s bedside since she’d administered the antidote. The pain was a small niggle compared to the hollow ache in her chest. She longed for the relief of tears, but not in Artemis’s presence.

      He started to the door. “The Intelligentsia will need to be told of the king’s death.”

      Yes, their nobles did need to be told, but not before Lazard had been warded against magic.

      And Artemis would have known that. It fed his miserable soul to taunt her like this.

      She grabbed his flowing cloak and yanked hard. “Not before we protect Lazard.”

      He hesitated. “Very well. But get it done.”

      A tiny smile threatened to break through her grief at the victory. She wanted to rub his nose in it, but this was not the time or place. And it did not serve her for Artemis to see her pleasure; it would just make him more vicious later, when she wanted to concentrate on Lazard’s passing.

      Face neutral, she opened a small wooden chest containing the funereal protectors the servants had brought into Lazard’s chamber hours before, when it had become obvious that neither she nor his physicians could save him.

      On a bed of red velvet lay two small chunks of coal, two coins wrought from iron, and a wreath of agrimony. The golden flowers had wilted overnight, but that didn’t matter. Combined with the coal and the iron, the agrimony would ward off any magic that tried to claim Lazard after death.

      Everyone in the city, poor or rich, Infirm or Able, would be treated with coal, coins, and agrimony after death. Without them, not even the grave was enough to keep them safe from magic’s grasp.

      She fingered each item, aware of Artemis watching her. All through her vigil, she had wanted to bring up the truth of his poisoning, but had waited until the physicians and masters had left the bedchamber to level her accusation. Now, she couldn’t stay silent any longer.

      She glanced up at Artemis through slit eyes. “The physicians intimated that my brother had been poisoned. I happen to agree with them.”

      “Of course they do.” Artemis’s voice dripped disdain. “A man gets ill at a feast, so that is their only answer.”

      “I told you to have his plate set aside for me to examine. Did you do it?”

      An impatient wave of Artemis’s hand. “Enough with this nonsense, Aurora. You are now heir to the throne. You do not have time for brewing potions and messing with herbs. Now, place the protectors so that I can meet with the Intelligentsia.”

      “I asked you a question, Lord Artemis.” She wanted to argue. More than argue, she wanted to shout out exactly what she believed: that Artemis had poisoned Lazard to snatch the throne.

      But she didn’t.

      Not when she now stood in line to be queen—in line to have her food poisoned so he could take her place. To alert him of her suspicions would forewarn him. The only way to ensure her safety was to play dumb. Her fiery tongue and quick temper would not be an asset.

      His eyes flashed with irritation. “Yes, Princess.”

      She ignored his condescending tone and tore her eyes away to place the box on the ornately carved table next to Lazard’s canopied bed.

      So different from her, Lazard was as beautiful in death as he had been in life. Whereas she had always been quick to anger, he had been thoughtful, careful, and courageous. She spoke without thinking, and Lazard had often told her that she didn’t know the difference between brave and stupid.

      She kissed his brow and whispered, “I will miss you forever.”

      Reverently, she lifted the two lumps of coal from the box. Rigor mortis had not yet set in, so it was a simple matter to slip one into each of his fists. She wrapped his fingers tight around them.

      Next, she closed his eyes and laid an iron coin on each lid. Last came the wreath of agrimony. Skinny and weak as she was, it was a struggle to lift Lazard’s head, but she’d be damned if she asked Artemis to help. Or anyone, for that matter. By the time she slipped the lemony-scented wreath on Lazard’s brow, she was out of breath.

      It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered more than Lazard being protected from magic.

      She wiped her sweaty face with her sleeve. “He’s ready for his send-off. I checked the tides. They are at their lowest at midday.” She suppressed a shudder; that meant she would have to brave the heat of the sun, which always seemed to burn hotter in the city, amongst the honey-colored stone and sparkling canals. It was into one of those canals that Lazard’s gondola would be placed. The tide would carry him out to sea.

      And she would never see him again.

      She swallowed her tears and then turned to face her uncle. “Then I will be queen.”

      A twisted smile. “You forget, my dear Aurora, that you are as yet unwed.”

      She clenched her fists, resisting the urge to stamp her foot in fury. “That doesn’t matter, and you know it.”

      Lazard had been in the process of changing the law that required a princess to be married before assuming the throne. How convenient that he should die before it had been confirmed by the Intelligentsia.

      “My dear, what I know doesn’t matter. For you to claim your throne, you must be wed. By law, you have a month to win the heart of a suitable prince or lord.”

      Her blood chilled, more at Artemis’s smirk than his words. She was no beauty. No one had come seeking her hand. It was unlikely any would come beating on the door now, either. Not when her kingdom was weak. And men tended to want gentle, accommodating women. No one seemed to want a thorny wife.

      Another smirk from Artemis. “If you fail, then the throne is mine.”
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      Aurora swayed on her heels as Artemis swept from Lazard’s chamber. Peckle jumped soundlessly onto her lap. Had he slipped past Artemis into the room? Too intent on gathering the fickle Intelligentsia to his side, Artemis must not have noticed. If he had, he would have kicked Peckle for sure.

      Peckle rubbed his face against her cheek, his whiskers tickling her chin. If it weren’t for him kneading her legs, she would have leaped up to fling a vase across the room in her rage, sorrow, and despair.

      The cat’s unusual affection was grounding.

      Her first tears brimmed, and she snickered through them. “Why all this affection? Have you come to watch me cry? Well, I’m not going to.” She brushed away the scalding tears and looked defiantly at the door. “The Intelligentsia and the other courtiers already think I’m a weakling. I won’t be throwing any more kindling on that fire.”

      The cat fluttered its eyes as if it agreed.

      She groaned at the effort it took to appear calm, stoic, then gave in and buried her face in his soft fur. Her mass of red hair, her only redeeming feature, draped softly over Peckle’s body as she sobbed.

      Peckle held still, every muscle taut, but did not protest.

      Aurora did not prolong his torture. She pulled away and raked her hand across her nose and eyes. “If things aren’t bad enough, he said that I have to marry within a month.” A mirthless laugh. “Who would marry me?”

      The lines on Peckle’s face twitched, much like a challenging stare.

      “Yes, I know. I’ve always said I didn’t want to marry, and I still don’t.” She scrunched up her face. “A husband will not want me spending hours a day with Niing, Keahr, and Zandor. He won’t like me getting so engrossed in my potions that I skip meals. Or coming to bed at night smelling of what I brewed that day. And no one wants a bad-tempered wife.”

      She scoffed; these were not the real reasons she didn’t want a husband.

      She touched Lazard’s rapidly stiffening face. Even with the iron coins on his eyes, he looked peaceful. She tried to commit the angle of his nose, his dark stubble, the little scar above his left eyebrow to memory. She never wanted to forget that he had loved her despite her Infirmity. She loved him just as deeply.

      “He knew I would never find a man willing to love me for what I am.”

      And that was the only basis on which she would ever agree to marry.

      The cat continued to stare at her. If anyone were to see her talking to Peckle, they would think she was mad. Not at all suitable to be queen.

      She sighed. “If I have to forfeit the throne to him, he will do nothing to help the Infirm. And I can just imagine his smug face when I lose.”

      In truth, she had no idea how she would help the thousands of Infirm subjects in her kingdom born each year.

      But no matter what, she had to try.

      Lazard had devoted much of his reign to studying the problem but, like so many monarchs before him, had not made much headway in finding solutions. It seemed every family was blighted by the curse of Infirmity. A curse that had beset the land for almost one hundred and fifty years.

      Some people, like her, just never thrived, no matter how much nutritious food they ate. Others were born blind or lame. A few, like Keahr, struggled to breathe.

      No matter the affliction, all were outcasts, despised and marginalized by the Able.

      The Infirmities and the resulting divisions in society had weakened the kingdom. It was only thanks to Ryferia’s coal mines and iron forges that they still held their own in the world.

      “That could be the answer.” She held the cat’s gaze, almost forgetting to blink. If she didn’t break eye contact, Peckle would scratch her and then lope off. She needed to talk too much to risk that. She could never confide like this to anyone else, maybe not even her best friends. The idea of letting that wall come down was terrifying. And it would give them yet another reason to treat her like a fragile little girl.

      “Maybe I can find someone who will be interested in forging an alliance just for the sake of our industry.”

      The cat scrunched its nose.

      She almost laughed. “Sometimes I really do think you understand me.”

      He remained still. Peckle’s disdain was not ill placed. Theirs was the only kingdom that put any store in industrial progress. The rest of the world seemed content to live without steam. Part of the problem was that Ryferia shunned contact with the outside world. Hidden behind the Guardians to defend its people from magic, Ryferia had limited trade with the rest of the kingdoms in the known world. Many of the other monarchs and their people probably didn’t even know about Ryferia’s technology.

      “Maybe Niing will have some ideas. He always seems to know everything.” At the risk of being mauled, she scooped Peckle up and made for the door.

      A yowl of outrage, and Peckle scrambled out of her arms.

      It didn’t really matter; he would follow her like a shadow if she headed to Niing’s underground cavern. Peckle loved nothing more than curling up in front of the pot-bellied stove Niing kept burning all year.

      Aurora shuffled to the door, more exhausted by her deathbed vigil and the loss of Lazard than she wanted to admit.

      Two musketeers liveried in bright blue stood guard outside Lazard’s chamber. From the sorrow etched on their grizzled faces, she guessed that they had heard the news.

      The senior of the two bowed to her. “My sincerest condolences, Your Highness.”

      One of the Able, kind to her? It surprised her, although she tried not to let it show.

      “Thank you. Your kindness is appreciated.”

      Zandor peeled away from the tapestry-clad wall. The only time Zandor had left this spot since Lazard had taken ill was when he’d accompanied her to Niing’s cavern to brew Lazard’s potion.

      Showing no sign of exhaustion, Zandor glared, first at the musketeer and then at Peckle.

      The cat glared straight back. The musketeers ignored him.

      Zandor’s brown eyes searched her face. If he noticed the traces of her tears, he gave no sign of it. “Is there anything I can do?” He doubled up with an attack of sneezes. “Other than drown the cat?”

      Peckle hissed, then rubbed his wiry frame against Zandor’s leg.

      Within the hour, her friend would be covered in welts.

      She swatted Peckle. “Stop it. You know he doesn’t like you touching him.”

      Peckle stalked off to wait at the top of the stairs, head held high as if he knew exactly what he had done and was thrilled with the result.

      She looked up at Zandor and smiled her apology for the cat. “Just having you here with me is all I need.”

      Zandor scratched his arm—the skin, exposed by his rolled-up cotton sleeve, already looked sore and blotchy. “Then it is worth putting up with your confounded cat.”

      “You know that he chose me.”

      “That’s the only thing that recommends him.”

      She suppressed a smile, aware that the musketeers listened to every word. She didn’t like drawing attention to Zandor’s Infirmity when it wasn’t as obvious as so many others.

      She spoke to the senior officer. “The priests will be coming to collect His Majesty for his send-off. Please let them into the chamber.”

      The priests would place Lazard in his gondola, and the whole city would gather at the side of the canal to see the tide take him to his rest.

      To Zandor, she said, “I’m going to Niing. I have something urgent to discuss with him. I expect Keahr will be waiting for us there.”

      Zandor’s perfect dark eyebrows rose, but he knew better than to question her in public about things only discussed in Niing’s cavern.

      He offered her his arm. She didn’t want to take it in public, for the musketeers to see her exhaustion, but without the support, she was afraid that she would fall. They walked in silence down the sweeping stairs, where Peckle waited. The cat stalked behind them.

      She had once dreamed of a relationship with Zandor. He would have made her an excellent husband—excepting for two trifling matters. Firstly, while the Intelligentsia would struggle to accept a consort who was Infirm, they would choke on the idea of her marrying a man who didn’t come from one of the noble families.

      While Mamma had been of noble blood, the uproar surrounding a king marrying an Infirm woman had finally led to her murder. She wouldn’t risk Zandor’s life.

      And then there was the little problem of Zandor’s taste in the women he liked to bed. They didn’t include scrawny, Infirm redheads with freckles so dark they looked like scars.

      No, she had long since written off Zandor as a husband. But whatever he lacked in romantic possibilities, he more than made up for in friendship and loyalty.

      They reached the main piazza. Constructed from honey-colored stone carved from the hills around the city, the entire precinct gleamed gold in the early morning sunlight. The sweet scent of ornamental oranges growing in pots around a tinkling fountain in the center of the square almost overwhelmed her. She breathed deeply to calm her nerves.

      Across the piazza, under cheerful umbrellas, a group of Able courtiers breakfasted at wrought-iron tables and chairs. They looked up from their pastries and coffee.

      Recognition flared in each eye.

      A long hesitation, and then, amid the scraping of chairs, they lumbered to their feet to bow.

      She narrowed her eyes at the slight; if she had been with Lazard, they would have jumped to acknowledge the presence of royalty.

      How would they react to having her as their queen?

      I first have to find a husband.

      Unable to resist spoiling their morning, she walked over to join them. Her hand flicked out at the Ryferian flag flying at half-mast above the clock tower. Beautiful blue silk hung limp in the still morning air, emblazoned with a silver emblem representing the iron, coal, and agrimony that protected the kingdom from magic. “I take it that you’ve heard our terrible news?”

      A dozen eyes shot to the flag. The courtiers’ faces paled. One opened his mouth to stutter something—an apology, perhaps, for their rudeness on the day she should have ascended to the throne.

      Zandor cut him off. “And yet they sit at breakfast as if today were no different from any other.”

      She suppressed a smile. Taunting Able courtiers was not exactly queenly—Niing would be furious with her if he knew—but today she needed to vent. Her beloved brother had been murdered as sure as that flag flew, and there was nothing she could do about it. In a battle against Artemis, these Able courtiers would never take her side.

      Lazard would sail out to sea unavenged. Just as Mamma had.

      Still, there was no point in alienating her future subjects. She moderated her tone. “The king’s gondola sails at noon. Lord Artemis has arranged the procession. No doubt I will see you all there.”

      Heads nodded, and their spokesman bowed. “Of course, Your Highness.” He looked up and caught her eye. “Are we to assume that His Majesty’s send-off will soon be followed by a royal wedding?”

      A couple of the women, glamorous creatures in their tunics, silk corsets, and surcoats, sniggered at that unlikely event.

      Humiliation burned through her. For a few seconds, her entire body was redder than her flaming hair. Refusing to wilt, she pulled herself up as tall as her spine could stretch. “Watch the mail. Your invitation will be delivered before the solstice.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she flounced across the courtyard, through a narrow stone archway, into yet another smaller but equally gracious piazza that led to Niing’s burrow.

      This one was deserted.

      She slumped onto a stone statue and looked at Zandor with anguished eyes. “What have I just done?” The autumn solstice was just one month away.

      His shoulder twitched, as if he were shrugging off a fly. “What you always do. You speak, and then you think. You can’t back down now. The loss of face would be unrecoverable. You know what these people are like.” He scratched his stubble. “Any suggestions for a suitor?”

      “Of course not,” she snapped. “How could I have been so stupid?” She caught Peckle watching her with disapproval. “Even the cat thinks I’m an idiot.”

      “No, you’re a woman who has just lost a much-loved brother, who also happens to have been her king.” The gentleness in Zandor’s voice surprised her. “That must be fraught with issues for you. Why else would we be headed for Niing?” He turned to the cat. “And if you don’t want me to kick your furry ass right over that Guardian, I suggest you wipe the contempt off your face.”

      Peckle hissed, then streaked past Zandor, making sure he rubbed his fur on Zandor’s leg.

      Zandor raised his boot, but Peckle had already reached the Guardian on the opposite side of the piazza.

      Thousands of iron constructs powered by steam, coal, and agrimony dotted the kingdom, and one of them, this twenty-foot-tall Guardian was shaped like a centaur—a Magical creature long since driven from Ryferia. Set on rails, the centaur swished its iron head and stomped its metal hooves as it slowly turned on its spindle.

      At the end of a bitter war between the Magical and the Untalented—what a demeaning name!—Aurora’s far-removed grandfather, Nethric, and his army had destroyed the Magical with Guardians just like these. An alchemist like her, Nethric had encircled the kingdom with Guardians to keep all future attacks by Magical people at bay. Since those far-off days, no magic had ever dared rear its vile head in their kingdom.

      For all that, Aurora hated the Guardians, which hemmed her in and controlled her. Also, Niing always seemed frailer when in the presence of the statues.

      She wasn’t alone in her dislike of the constructs. Despite being worshiped as religious icons, all the Infirm tended to have an almost instinctive distrust of them. Yet another chasm in their society, only the Able worshiped them the way Nethric and his followers had intended.

      Zandor scowled at the iron centaur, then grabbed her hand. “We don’t have much time before the send-off, and Keahr will want to get you all dressed up. Let’s get you to Niing.”

      She nodded. If anyone could help her solve this disaster she had created for herself, it would be her tutor.
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      Aurora snatched at her dress, longing to be underground away from the blistering sun. The solarium guarding the entrance to Niing’s underground cavern was already unpleasantly hot. It was thanks to her need to grow herbs for her potions that this glass building even existed. Unable to tend her garden in the sun, it had been designed to channel sunlight onto moving mirrors below ground that lit her garden at the far end of Niing’s cavern.

      With Zandor at her side and Peckle leading, she hurried to the stairs that led into Niing’s domain. Hewn from the bedrock the cavern had been carved out of, the stairs were narrow and slippery with moss. Having grown up scrambling up and down them, she didn’t falter as she descended into the blessed gloom of Niing’s world.

      The man himself stirred a boiling glass. From the smell of the steam and smoke disappearing up the vent in the roof, Niing worked on a victory potion. White eyebrows spiked, Niing peered over the low table at her. “It’s over, I assume?”

      Tears pricked her eyes. She made no effort to stem them. Here, in her real home, she could show whatever emotion she wanted without censure. Although she didn’t like giving them reasons to coddle her, today she didn’t care.

      Warm arms encircled her from behind. “I am so sorry for your loss, Aurora.” Keahr’s familiar, wheezing voice. To anyone who didn’t know Keahr, they would wonder how much pipeweed she smoked in a day. “But you will make a great queen.”

      Aurora laughed bitterly. She wriggled from Keahr’s embrace and faced her dark-haired, dark-skinned, ethereal friend. Keahr’s soulful eyes enveloped her in love.

      More tears for the loss of Lazard flowed down Aurora’s cheeks.

      “That won’t happen unless she finds a husband.” Zandor flung down his bow and arrows, tossed a pile of Niing’s books off a sofa, and flopped down, boots and all. Here in Niing’s cavern, even Zandor allowed his mask to slip.

      “So, the bastard is going through with it.” Keahr’s voice rasped with anger. She always struggled to breathe when she was cross.

      “Keahr,” Niing reprimanded. “No matter what Lord Artemis is, we will not be having such language here.” He flicked off the burner and shambled over to a bright-red sofa closest to the pot-bellied stove. Without shifting the books—or Peckle, who had already grabbed the prime spot—he edged his round bottom onto the edge of it. He took a moment to stuff and stoke his pipe.

      The earthy scent of the smoke comforted Aurora now as it had when she’d been a child. Even Keahr, who struggled to breathe, claimed she felt better when Niing smoked.

      “So, we need a plan to counter Artemis,” Niing said.

      A mountain of worry shifted off Aurora’s shoulders. With Niing and all of these friends at her side, there was hope—small, but still there—that she could beat Artemis and live to boast of it.

      Niing opened his arms to her.

      She couldn’t stop herself running into them, even if it left her feeling like the little girl Artemis had accused her of being. Niing held her without comment as she cried ugly tears. What life would be like without Lazard, she could not begin to imagine. All she did know was that nothing would fill the void he had left.

      Once the worst of the storm had passed, he tilted her face up. “Now, that is done. There will be no more displays of emotion until you are safe on the throne.”

      She nodded as she wiped her face on her sleeve.

      Niing tsked and dug into his breeches for a handkerchief. He tucked it into her hand.

      She managed a smile; Niing was always so proper. Knees tucked to her chin, green dress wrapped over her feet, she sat on the floor in front of his sofa, from where she had full view of Zandor and Keahr. “We don’t have much time. The tide flows at noon. I’m sure Artemis will say something about the wedding and the succession when he addresses the crowd.”

      “He should not be addressing the crowd. It is for you, the heir apparent, to comfort our people in their time of mourning.” Niing’s steady voice.

      As if Artemis would ever let her speak. For that to happen, she would have to grab the podium. But what could she possibly say to her subjects when she had no answer to the marriage problem?

      Zandor yawned. “That’s not our only challenge. Our precious Aurora told a bunch of courtiers that she’d be sending them wedding invitations by the solstice.”

      Keahr clapped her hands together. “You didn’t!”

      Aurora sighed. “I did. Stupid or what?” She was glad she couldn’t see Niing’s wizened face; he would know she’d allowed herself to be goaded, and she didn’t want to see the gentle disapproval there.

      “Then we need to find you a man.” Keahr thumped the stained armrest on her sofa with her fist. Finding a man had never been a problem for Aurora’s beautiful, tall friend. At least amongst men who were Infirm. The Able would not be seen dead with one of them, no matter how beautiful Keahr was.

      “Let’s have a look at your list of possible candidates,” Aurora shot back, astonished that Keahr could make it sound so simple. “I would like a chance to reject the really ugly ones.” Everyone knew how unlikely it was that even ugly men would come courting.

      “Insensitive much, Keahr?” Zandor snapped.

      Keahr’s face dropped, her eyes haunted.

      “Stop bickering. All of you.” Niing punctuated his command by tapping his pipe against his fingernail. “That marriage law has been in place since Nethric first overthrew the Magical. So, Artemis’s moves are neither new nor unexpected.”

      Aurora strained to see him over her shoulder. “I had hoped that—”

      “Lazard would change the law?” A billow of Niing’s smoke filled the air. “Yes, we all hoped that. But hope is not enough. While the rest of you dreamed, I laid a plan to solve this problem. I suggest we begin unfolding it today.”

      Aurora spun to face Niing. “What plan?”

      “A very simple one. You will announce at the send-off that you intend holding a series of trials to find a prince worthy of your hand.”

      Aurora’s mouth drooped.

      Keahr shifted in her seat.

      Even Peckle stirred, lifting his head to stare at Niing.

      It was left to Zandor to challenge the preposterous scheme. He waved a hand between Aurora and Niing. “Allow me to introduce you both. Niing, this is Aurora, a princess who believes that no man on the planet will ever look at her, let alone enter a series of life-threatening trials for her hand. Aurora, this is Niing, a short, rotund, ancient old man, known for his crazy ideas.”

      Even Niing laughed.

      But Zandor was right; the law in Ryferia was very clear: trials were fought to the death. The men who entered them had to be very confident they could win, or that the prize was worth their lives if they lost. What man in his right mind would risk fighting to the death for her?

      Even if any of them appeared with sword in hand, she recoiled at the barbarity of it all. The only trial she would be interested in would involve quests of mental prowess, not physical acts of barbarism. She guessed she would find little support amongst the Intelligentsia for such events.

      She took Niing’s little hand in hers. “Thank you for the suggestion, but Zandor is right. No one will come for me.”

      “And that is where you are wrong.” It was Niing’s turn to glare—this time at Zandor and Keahr. “While you two have remained incredulous, I have actually done some work to arrange this.”

      Eyes wild, Aurora rounded on Zandor and Keahr. “You knew about this plan? And you didn’t tell me?”

      Keahr tossed her dark braid over her shoulder. “Aurora, I thought it was crazy. A scheme with little hope of ever happening, mainly because I knew you’d never agree to it.”

      “And you, Zandor, what’s your excuse?”

      “It’s dangerous. And I don’t mean for the suitors. For you. And I told Niing so. Artemis will never stand by while you find a champion who allows you to steal the throne from him.”

      “That might be true, but I would have at least liked to know that there was something in the works. Even if I find the whole notion barbaric.”

      Niing squeezed her hand. “Don’t listen to the naysayers, my princess. And, barbarous or not, we didn’t make the law. But we would be fools not to use it to our advantage. I’ve already sounded out a few lords and a couple of princes. They have expressed willingness to risk their lives for the chance of uniting their fortunes with Ryferia. With your permission, I will issue the formal challenge to them to assemble at the palazzo to fight for your hand.”

      As grateful as she was for Niing’s efforts, Aurora hid her sadness that these lords and princes’ only motivation for this risky endeavor would be her kingdom’s wealth. “I thought no one wanted our coal and our mines.”

      “And that is where you are mistaken.” Niing took a moment to relight his pipe. Frustratingly, he didn’t immediately explain but instead billowed out three clouds of smoke. “Despite our problems, Ryferia is potentially very wealthy. If the winner, your consort, could bring in Able men to tap those resources—”

      “But the Guardians,” Aurora interjected. “While they protect us, we cannot have contact with outsiders.” She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not even sure how you managed to get past them to sound anyone out.”

      “I have my means.” Niing fixed her with brown, beady eyes. “And if the Guardians are a problem, then let us remove them. Announce it today when you tell your subjects that you intend to hold trials to find a consort.”

      She froze, stunned by that radical—impossible—suggestion. She wasn’t the only one shocked into immobility. Neither Zandor nor Keahr moved. The only creature in the cavern to stir, other than Niing smoking his pipe, was Peckle.

      The lanky tabby hopped off the sofa and sat, upright as a statue, in the center of the room. The lines on his face seemed even more prominent than usual. They gave him a commanding air.

      Niing chuckled. “If Peckle could talk, he would say that he agreed.”

      Peckle’s eyes closed to slits—and then bored into Aurora.

      Unnerved, she looked away first.

      As much as she hated the Guardians, announcing that they would be removed would send a tidal wave of shock though her kingdom. Artemis would never agree to removing the icons that had kept the nation safe for one hundred and fifty years. Neither would the Intelligentsia. Her courtiers would also protest the move. Coming so soon after Lazard’s death, the kingdom didn’t need that kind of turmoil.

      If she were honest, neither did she. Not when Artemis was probably already plotting her demise. Announcing something so radical would only hasten his attack.

      And as for bloody trials to win her hand?

      She paled at the thought.

      Jousting, sword fights, and other games of military conquest had never interested her. What kind of man would she be forced to marry in an elimination game like that?

      A brute, skilled with a sword or with his fists, with no interest in me and my passions.

      It did not sound like a recipe for happiness.

      Perhaps it would be better to let Artemis take the throne. Even if she lost face with the courtiers. It would be better than death by Artemis or death by boredom in a loveless marriage.

      And the courtiers already despise me anyway. What does it matter if they laugh in my face when I know they already do so behind my back?

      Her skin burned, each freckle pulsing. It mattered a great deal. She suppressed that truth.

      And as for her dream of helping the Infirm?

      What can I possibly achieve when others far more capable than I have failed for so long to solve the problem?

      She could at least try.

      More conflicted than she’d ever been, she sat up and gave her verdict—the one that made the most logical sense. “Niing, I thank you for your efforts on my behalf, but I cannot announce something so explosive at my brother’s send-off. Not today, not tomorrow. Maybe never.”

      Peckle hissed and stalked from the room.

      Niing rested a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps when you’ve had a chance to give it some more thought, my princess, you will find—”

      Aurora leaped to her feet. “No! Niing, put it from your mind. The Guardians have kept my kingdom safe for generations. I will never be the person to destroy them.” But even as she yelled that, she ached inside.

      Why did ridding the kingdom of the Guardians sound so good? In theory, at least?

      Unwilling to confront this problem now, just hours before Lazard’s send-off, she called to Keahr, “Come, let’s go back to the palazzo. I need to get ready to say goodbye to Lazard.”

      Keahr stood. “I have picked out a dress. That blue-and-silver one I had made for you.”

      Aurora stopped in her tracks. “It’s a send-off, not a ball.”

      “Yes. And you need to look like a queen. A Ryferian queen would wear our national colors.”

      Aurora bit her lip. Keahr made sense, but to appear dressed in anything but black would be most improper. She turned to Niing—the final word in decorum—for counsel.

      “Wear the blue and silver. Let Artemis know that you are very much in the game for what is rightfully yours. Your subjects will laud you for it.”

      Using Lazard’s send-off for political grandstanding? It didn’t sit well with her, but she trusted Keahr and Niing on this, and no doubt Lazard would also have agreed that it was wise to publicly stake her claim.

      She nodded. “The blue-and-silver dress it will be.”

      As Keahr followed her from the cavern, Aurora tried putting all of Niing’s nonsense about the Guardians from her mind.

      Yet a voice niggled . . . what if Niing was right and a marriage trial that resulted in the removal of the Guardians was the only salvation for her people?
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      The procession to the canal, where Lazard’s gondola was tethered, moved slowly through the wide, Guardian-lined avenues of the capital, Jara.

      Far too slowly for Aurora’s mood. With the sun beating down on her and the crowds of Able and Infirm jostling against her for a better view of the royal family—such as it was—she wished she could have held a private send-off for Lazard.

      Sweat pooled behind her knee in her sidesaddle. She shifted her leg to let it trickle down. In this heat, it blistered where it touched.

      Zandor, riding behind her on his stallion, didn’t look much happier. Blood streaked his clothing from the welts from his recent horse rides. Not to mention the loud sneezes that punctuated the air behind her.

      Despite his own miseries, Zandor always protested when she was forced to ride through the crowds on her grumpy mare.

      Not that his view mattered. She suppressed a derisive snort. Artemis, prancing next to her on a black charger, knew how much both Aurora and Zandor hated riding, but he still insisted that they ride to the canal.

      Niing and Keahr were farther back in the procession.

      The slow pace gave Aurora more than enough time to study each hideous Magical creature depicted in the steam-driven Guardians: Mermaids, dragons, giants, griffins, fairies, and unicorns gyrated, swayed, and twirled on their iron pedestals. It seemed every Magical creature that had once oppressed her countrymen was represented here.

      Artemis tapped her arm overly hard with his riding crop. “Regardless of the outrageous dress you have chosen to wear to such a solemn occasion, your face is plain enough, Aurora. You don’t need to sour it even more with a frown.”

      Before she could snap out a reply, a man lurched off the sidewalk into her mare. Even as the animal whinnied and bucked, Aurora noticed that the man’s eyelids were sunken and gummed closed. Blindness.

      Zandor’s firm hand grabbed the mare’s bridle, instantly calming it.

      Aurora shifted in the saddle, but her whole focus was on a child who darted after the blind man.

      The little boy grabbed his hand and tugged him away from Aurora. “S-sorry, M-majesty,” the child stuttered, eyes raw with terror. No one ever called her Majesty; it had to be the result of her blue-and-silver dress. “Real sorry, Majesty. But he got away from me.”

      A riding crop crashed down on the child’s brow. Artemis.

      Spread-eagled, the little boy dropped to the cobbles.

      Before she knew what she was doing, Aurora clambered off her horse and fell down next to him. Blood welled from a long cut on the boy’s forehead.

      The blind man stumbled over and prodded. “Rinlin! Rinlin! Where are you?”

      She grabbed his hand. “Father, he’s here. Your son?”

      The man nodded. Hands flying with practiced skill that spoke of a lifetime of blindness, he felt his boy over. “He’s bleedin’.” Fury washed over him, reddening his face. Unseeing eyes looked up in Artemis’s general direction.

      She looked up, too.

      Contempt etched Artemis’s features. “Get back on your mount now, Aurora,” he hissed. “You are holding up the procession.”

      Where had her horse gone? She scanned the procession until she saw it safe in Niing’s care. Zandor had his bow drawn with an arrow nocked, and another two in his fingers. He stood protectively over her and the pair.

      Even though she knew she should obey—it was Lazard’s send-off after all, and the crowd was bunching behind them—she could not leave this child and his father to their fate. They would be crushed underfoot if they weren’t taken to safety. Still kneeling in the dirt, she glared at Artemis. “Call a couple of musketeers to help them.”

      “Get back on your horse now.”

      She folded her arms, glaring up at him. “There will be another low tide. I can stay here all day, if I have to.”

      Artemis leaned down off his horse until he was eyeball to eyeball with her. “You will pay for this.”

      She seethed, unable to stop her body from trembling. “I think I have already worked that out. Now, unless you want this stand-off to last all day, do as I say.”

      Artemis waved two musketeers over to help the pair. While the soldiers fought their way through the crowd, her eyes roved over the people standing by.

      Why had she never noticed before that the Infirm seemed more ragged, thinner, and more careworn than the Able? Maybe it was because, to avoid the sun, she came into town so infrequently. The Infirm at the palazzo may have been despised, but they weren’t poorer than their Able counterparts.

      Determined to prove her quick assessment of life for the Infirm in the city wrong, she widened her focus. Everywhere she looked, the Infirm—and the Able who depended on them—stood out in their poverty. Even the pair carted to safety by the musketeers wore clothes that had seen far too many washes.

      Despite Niing’s assurances that Ryferia had great potential wealth, this curse was sapping her kingdom in ways she had not imagined possible. Surely, for these people, life under the Magical would not have been much worse. Or much better.

      The Guardians had been erected to keep her people safe. That isolation had bred disease. Disease had sown poverty.

      Perhaps Niing was right, and it was time the kingdom of Ryferia opened its doors to the outside world again.

      Zandor’s hand on her arm pulled her away from her depressing discovery and even more terrifying thoughts.

      “Your horse, Aurora.” She didn’t argue as he helped her into the saddle. He whispered, “Not even I can keep you alive now. You have no choice but to announce the trials.”

      She swallowed as she took the reins and set her horse into motion. As they moved toward the canal, she surreptitiously studied Artemis.

      The malice in his eyes and the hard set of his jaw told her that Zandor was right. Regardless of whether she married or not, she would not survive challenging him.

      She resisted the urge to wipe her sweaty, filthy hands on her soiled blue-and-silver dress.

      Then burning fury seeped through her, hardening her trembling body. By the time she pulled her horse next to Artemis’s charger at the stand in the bell-tower piazza overlooking the canal, she was livid with rage.

      Zandor reached up to help her dismount. Niing elbowed him out of the way.

      Was her tutor going to lecture her on her impetuousness? Aurora swung out of her saddle, wriggled past both of them, and landed on the honey-gold cobbles. She had just started up the stairs to the podium when Niing grabbed her arm.

      “Not so hasty, my princess,” he whispered. “I assume you have a plan for dealing with the situation you have created.” He gestured with a knobby finger to the bleachers, where the Intelligentsia and courtiers were claiming their seats.

      They tittered like birds.

      Hah! Some birds. Vultures at a kill, more like it.

      Even the Infirm cast looks over their shoulders at her, but in their case, the expressions were wistful.

      It flushed some of her anger. Letting her emotions rule her head would not help anyone today.

      She whispered, “What was I supposed to do? Stand by like I approve of him hitting people?” She chose to make a point of being inclusive in her comment. Her people were divided enough already without her adding to it. If she were to be queen in deed and not just in dress, her first task would be to unite them around a common goal: finding a cure for the Infirmities destroying them all.

      “No. And that is why you need to be queen.” Niing closed his eyes for a second as he drew in a breath. “Aurora, only you can do this for us. For all of us. Able and Infirm. I plead with you—announce the trials and the removal of the Guardians.”

      What he said made sense, but how could he be so willing to sacrifice her happiness to achieve this? Did she not matter in all this? “Can you promise me a husband who loves me?”

      Niing slowly shook his head.

      Of course he couldn’t. She dragged her arm away from his and stalked up the stairs. It was Lazard’s send-off; she shouldn’t have to be dealing with this today.

      Mourn for him in private. This is all for show. Back straight and regal, she took her seat beneath a banner of Ryferian flags.

      It was next to Artemis’s big throne. He already presided.

      They sat in hostile silence while the last of the Intelligentsia and the courtiers settled. Caps in hand, the rest of their subjects, not afforded the luxury of chairs, stood around the piazza.

      The injustice of it made Aurora squirm.

      In the canal Lazard’s gondola bobbed in the water. The slosh of it lapping against the canal walls was loud even above the shuffle of feet. Above it, a bell tower soared. A huge brass bell and a gong, powered by the restless sea, swung in the center of it. When the tide in the canal reached its highest point, the gong would strike the bell—and then the sea would begin its slow outward rush through the Guardians and chain mail planted off the shoreline, which stopped foreign ships reaching Ryferia.

      In three hours, the tide would have receded far enough out of the blue-and-green-mosaic canal to wash Lazard into the sea. Great clockwork wheels would draw back the chain mail just enough for the gondola to drift out into the open ocean.

      From her vantage point on the stand, she had a clear view of Lazard’s body. The priests had wrapped him in the blue Ryferian flag that bore the sacred emblems of iron, coal, and agrimony found in all the Guardians.

      A hush settled on the crowd, broken only by the restless swoosh of the sea and the scrap of the polished black-and-silver wooden craft against the wharf.

      The bell sounded.

      Artemis stood as Aurora knew he would. He crossed to a silver podium, placed his hand on it, and stared out over the crowd. “My friends and subjects, it is in sadness that we gather today to cast our gracious King Lazard to the deep. Even now, the tide is turning, washing him and all he stood for away from us. Change is once again upon the kingdom.”

      Slight as the shift in the tide was, Lazard’s gondola inched away from the wharf. Regardless of what Niing had advised and her own thoughts on the purpose of today’s spectacle, she could not stop sorrow twisting her face. With tears threatening, never before had she been so pleased to hear Artemis’s droning voice; it gave her something else to focus on.

      “Given the precarious state of the succession, I know each of you are now troubled about your futures.”

      Aurora sucked in a sharp breath.

      Was he not going to say a few words about Lazard before he made the grab for the throne?

      “You need not be. I have it all in hand.”

      Apparently not.

      From the expressions on the faces of the Intelligentsia, they were not surprised by his move. Disregarding them for the sycophants they were, she picked out the courtiers in the crowd.

      More astonishment there. But not as much as she would have hoped.

      Next she glanced at the untitled masses. Mouths gaped and people shifted from foot to foot. It was clear they wanted to hear a eulogy about their king.

      Sweat prickled down Aurora’s back.

      Artemis continued, “By law, Princess Aurora has one month to produce a consort, or she forfeits the crown. But do not fear—”

      She could not bear to hear what else Artemis had to say on that subject.

      She scrambled to her feet and shouted out, “King Lazard was cut off in his prime. But no matter how or why he died, he did so serving everyone one of us.

      “Amongst the many good things he did for us, he also wanted to find a cure to the Infirmities that tax our people. There is not a person here who does not have family affected by this curse. Able or Infirm, it is impoverishing us all.”

      She risked a glance at Artemis. His face was puce. She didn’t have much time before he’d shout her down.

      “I declare myself willing and able to fight this curse as your queen. And to that end, I declare that I will host a week-long trial in which the firstborn lords and princes of our neighboring realms will be invited to fight for the honor of my hand. I will marry the winner, and he will be declared my consort. We will combine our kingdoms’ wealth, and together, we will devote our lives to ridding our land of its afflictions.”

      “Fine words, Princess Aurora.” Artemis’s voice cut through the silence that greeted her speech. “But how will you achieve that? Our Guardians are designed to protect us from contact from those very realms of which you speak. How will these ardent suitors of yours reach you?”

      It wasn’t the ice in Artemis’s tone that sent a chill through Aurora; it was the susurrus of fear that rippled around the piazza. Anything that hinted at the possible return of magic through breaching the Guardians would terrify her subjects.

      She inured herself against it. It was time the Guardians went and new life flowed into this dying land. She raised her hands up high. “Lord Artemis, you yourself have said that change is coming. Why do you fear it? Yes, my plan is new and different, to be sure, but look around you. Are you happy with what you see? Does the poverty that besets the majority of our people please you? Do you like that our subjects’ children are born with defects?”

      Without waiting for a reply, she addressed the crowd. “My people, we all fear the return of magic because the Magical enslaved us. But are we not still enslaved? This time by our Infirmities? Have the Guardians truly protected us if we now rot from within? If we open the Guardians and allow in fresh life—fresh blood—we might turn the tide of this curse that afflicts as all.”

      Artemis pumped his fist onto the podium. “And if we fail? If all we achieve is to allow magic to seep back into our streets, our homes, our families? What then, Princess Aurora? Do you and your consort have an answer to that, too?”

      Oh, he can rabble-rouse!

      It was time to cut this short, before Artemis turned the restive crowd into a riot. She brushed wild curls off her face—they had indeed broken free from their restraints.

      She envied them.

      “Enough!” she yelled. “As first-in-line to the Ryferian throne, I will have no more of this at my brother’s send-off.” She swung an arm toward the canal. “Look! My brother’s gondola has traveled at least two feet while we argue. Lord Artemis, once the sea has received King Lazard, I will join you and the Intelligentsia in the forum to address any issues you may have.” Jaw set, she sat down, as if she hadn’t a care in the world.

      Anyone who believes that hasn’t felt my heart thumping.

      Artemis sat, too. It wouldn’t serve him to appear callous to the crowds.

      But it also gives him time to plot.

      She resisted the urge to cringe away from him. The thought of standing before the Intelligentsia in the imposing forum also made her quake.

      No matter what happens, I cannot back down now.

      It was a long, painful wait in the burning sun until Lazard’s gondola finally vanished from view. Sore, aching, and heartbroken at the finality of her loss, she rose before Artemis could grab the stage. She raised her voice to the torpid crowd.

      “The king is gone. Next time we gather, before the solstice, will be for the wedding trials. After the winner is declared, the Guardians will come down and our kingdom will again take its place amongst the nations of the world.”

      Let the Intelligentsia chew on that while they make their way to the forum to roast me.

      She staggered off the stand before anyone could gainsay her.
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      Jorah hadn’t been back to the Ryferian capital in many years. At least in the life of a human, it was a long time, although twelve years seemed but an hour in his already long life. Still, the sight of the sun reflecting off a thousand windows locked behind those crippling Guardians was unsettling.

      Closer at hand, his keen eyes swept over the fifteen-foot-high iron wall, with its hideous revolving constructs crafted from iron and fire, which separated the capital and Ryferia from the rest of the world. He sought a particular Guardian, one that failed to rotate and dance on its spindle.

      This was where Niing had said he would be.

      Even with his keen eyes, the heavily wooded mountain slope hid its treasures well. He would have to get closer.

      He swept his leathery wings back, circled, and swooped in low for a second time. The wind rippled across the gold feathered plumes that ran the length of his steely black back like silk through pinched fingers.

      Movement caught his eye.

      Four creatures shuffled through the thick iron legs of a stationary giant. The Guardian’s gargantuan hammer, which should have swung relentlessly back and forth and crushed anyone who tried to slip by, was frozen at its midriff.

      Niing’s brought company.

      He trusted Niing implicitly—they had both been alive to see the destruction of magic in Ryferia by Nethric—but that didn’t stop him pulling back into the clouds to take a moment to assess the situation.

      Niing, the dwarf. A fae. A cat.

      He grunted. The cat he knew well from when he had lived in Ryferia. He liked Peckle. Few others did.

      A hundred and fifty years ago, he and Peckle had shared barbs as Ryferia fell. Jorah had begged Peckle to leave the blighted kingdom with the rest of the surviving Magical. Peckle had refused to leave Niing. It was miraculous that they’d both stayed hidden in plain sight for so long.

      Jorah’s ears flicked. A centaur.

      A pony? Why did Niing bring him?

      Jorah dropped from the clouds and landed silently in the trees some distance away from them, so he could shift back into his human form.

      The change was swift; he had long stopped feeling pain when his bones cracked, his onyx-and-gold armored scales retreated beneath his human skin, and his muscles morphed into his usual six-foot frame of lean power. Whether in dragon or human form, he was known as a force to be reckoned with.

      In a blur of magic, his clothes, neatly folded and hidden in a pouch under his scales while in dragon form, slipped back onto his body. He straightened his leather tunic and tossed his shoulder-length hair out of his face.

      With long strides, he broke through the trees and crossed to the clearing near the broken Guardian, where Niing and his crew waited. “You sent a carrier pigeon, Niing? Really?”

      The fae jumped. Her pulse spiked, the sound of her heart thudding out to him like a beating drum. Even in human form, he was as stealthy as a lion.

      “My idea. I thought you could use it for a snack,” Peckle replied. His lip curled back to reveal needle-sharp teeth.

      “After it had delivered its message, of course,” Niing added, twigs cracking beneath his feet.

      “It was delicious,” Jorah said dryly to Peckle.

      As if he would eat a bird when he himself was a flying creature. Lila had found that funny when he’d refused her offering of pheasant at the feast where they’d first met. He pushed her out of his mind and masked the pain her memory twisted on his features.

      The other two—the pony and the fae—stood mute, watching him with huge eyes.

      He dismissed them and addressed Niing. “Why am I here?”

      Niing gestured to them. “Manners first, Jorah. Allow me to present my two friends. Keahr, our lovely fae, and Zandor, the centaur.” He scowled. “Let there be no animosity between you and Zandor.”

      It wouldn’t have mattered if the pony had been Jorah’s brother. Dragons and centaurs famously didn’t get along. Jorah’s lips parted in a feral grin; perhaps that had something to do with mundane horses being a favored prey of many dragons.

      Before Jorah could say that depended on the pony, Niing added, “Keahr and Zandor, meet Lord Jorah Thalyn of Warrendyte. He represents all shape-shifters on the council.”

      The pony—what was his name? Zandor—looked at Jorah with new interest. A quick assessment. “A dragon?” he muttered. “You represent me?” Face incredulous, he turned to Niing. “This is the man you want our Aurora to marry?”

      Niing scowled.

      Jorah didn’t like the tactless comment any better. He took a quick step back. “Marry?”

      Even after a year, the loss of his love, Lila, still burned like a fiery plume in his chest, and the idea of even looking at another woman sent sparks of anger through his skull. And it wasn’t as if Niing didn’t know that. Jorah regularly communicated with him. In one of those missives, Jorah had told him that Trojean Krall, the succubus from Lorithian, had killed his mate. He rounded on Niing. “What’s he talking about?”

      Peckle sighed and then glared at the pony. “Thank you, Zandor.”

      “Sorry,” the pony muttered. “That just slipped out. But in my defense, his arrogance may have prompted it.”

      “Not helping, Zandor.” Niing stomped over to a fallen tree. “Let’s sit and try this all again.”

      Jorah—everyone followed. Peckle took the prime spot next to Niing and then commenced washing his face with his paw.

      Impatience bleeding, Jorah planted himself on the ground opposite Niing. “I’m waiting.”

      Niing said nothing as the fae sat on the other side of him on the log and the pony took a position next to her. He folded his little arms across his bulbous chest. “Princess Aurora has announced a marriage trial. For the sake of us all, I want you to attend and compete. If anyone wins her hand, it should be you.”

      Jorah’s mouth dropped. He snapped it closed, unable to believe that Niing, who had known and loved Lila, would suggest such a thing. Worse, Niing, more than anyone, knew that dragons mated for life. To take another woman—even for a political alliance—was unthinkable.

      Not wanting the onlookers to see his pain, Jorah moderated his tone. “And why would I want to do this?”

      “Aurora announced today that the Guardians are to be destroyed and the kingdom opened to the world. This is her gift to us on her wedding day. Finally, we have the chance to reunite the Magical. And to heal the Infirm.”

      Jorah narrowed his eyes to mere slits. “Maleficent’s fire, Niing! Even after all this time, you are still the idealist. Years of living with your magic thwarted has not helped.” He tossed a pebble at the giant behind them. It clanked hollowly against its iron leg. “You should have escaped with me when these foul constructs first appeared and suppressed your powers.”

      Niing’s tapped his pipe against his thumb. “Jorah, how has all that skepticism worked for you?”

      “I have been free for the last hundred and fifty years.” But even as Jorah spoke, he could not stop familiar frustration, anger, and impotence, which always beset him when he considered the friends he’d been forced to abandon in Ryferia, from coloring his face. The Guardians had warped their magic, turning it into something truly ugly.

      “Then perhaps it’s time you helped the rest of us to be free, too,” Niing said.

      Jorah was about to brush that comment aside when Niing continued, “Aurora has great opposition. She is even now addressing the Intelligentsia in the forum. She has the law on her side in her quest to find a husband—no one can argue with her about that. They will be forced to allow the suitors into the kingdom to fight for her hand. But as for the destruction of the Guardians—”

      Niing sighed. “She may be strong-willed, but she can’t do this on her own. Without a powerful force like you to back her up, they will kill her before they let that happen.” Steel drove the entreaty from his voice. “Our Princess Aurora is the type of woman who will die trying. It is not a risk we can take.”

      A hundred and fifty years before, Niing made just such an impassioned plea when he begged Jorah and the surviving Magical to stay in Ryferia to negotiate a peace with Nethric. It hadn’t worked for Niing then, just as this wouldn’t work now.

      “Your Princess Aurora is a fool. No matter who is at her side, the Intelligentsia will never permit the removal of the Guardians. And as for Artemis . . . if what you have told me about him is true, though he has no magic, he is the devil incarnate. Your princess cannot hope to fight him.” He waved at the fae and the pony. “And neither can you—at least, not in your human forms. And without Niing’s magic to command the rocks and the ground we stand on, he is useless, too. That is the curse—the trap—of the Guardians. While the Intelligentsia have control, no magic will ever walk freely on the streets of Ryferia again.”

      “You are so wrong.” The fae leaped to her feet, and the wind picked up in response. Dried leaves and pine needles swirled around her. “You don’t know Aurora. You don’t know what she can do when she sets her mind to it.”

      Jorah looked her over. An air fae. A powerful one, too, when she wasn’t crippled by the Guardians. His Lila had been fae. She had controlled fire, just like this woman ruled the winds and sky. He afforded her a little more respect.

      That didn’t stop him stilling the air she had stirred with a single thought. Unlike mere fae, dragons governed all the elements. It was why so many fae and the faeries feared him.

      She looked around, confused, clearly uncertain why the wind ceased to obey her.

      “Yes, Keahr,” Jorah said. “But I know men. And men are self-serving. It does not serve the men on the Intelligentsia to remove the very things that keep them in power.”

      “Do you think Aurora doesn’t know that? She’s Infirm, but she—”

      “She’s Infirm?” Jorah interrupted. He looked to Niing for an answer. “What magic has she? And why haven’t you mentioned this before? The council in Warrendyte would want to know.”

      Niing tapped his pipe again. Thankfully he didn’t waste time stuffing and lighting it. “We have not brought her beyond the Guardians, but I suspect her magic lies with plants. She is unparalleled in her potions—although she could not save Lazard. And, thanks to the smoke from my pipe, I know the plants in her extensive gardens respond to her presence. The flowers seem to turn their heads as she walks by.”

      Probably a dryad. Jorah’s eyebrows twitched, betraying his wonder at her gift.

      A dryad who could command the mightiest trees or the rankest weeds to fight for her was a force to be reckoned with. Even a dragon had to acknowledge that.

      It didn’t matter. While in Ryferia, Princess Aurora would never have access to her magic.

      The pony nudged Niing with his hoof. “So that pipe? It does restore magic?”

      Jorah waved him to silence. “Why haven’t you brought Princess Aurora here?”

      “She is not ready for it.”

      “Not ready? That is your excuse?”

      “Yes. It is,” Niing huffed defiantly. “My princess has come a long way in a short time, but she is nowhere near ready to learn who and what we are.”

      Jorah threw up his hands. “And this is the woman you want me to risk my life fighting for? One who can’t even face her own magic?”

      The ground vibrated as the pony stomped his hoof down hard. “Show some respect, dragon. You know nothing about Aurora. Another reason we haven’t told her is that when she gets angry, she speaks before she thinks. She could betray us by accident.”

      They would think him happy with an impetuous woman who couldn’t even keep her own confidence? Jorah only just managed to resist shooting flame. “Consider your words, pony, or I may decide to make a snack of you.”

      In a flash, the centaur’s human hands pulled an arrow from the quiver on his back and nocked it. Jorah listened to the pony’s heart for tell-tale patters of fear. It beat a slow and steady rhythm as a fiery brown eye sighted Jorah down the arrow’s length.

      “Watch your tongue. You’re not in Warrendyte now, dragon.”

      As irritated as Jorah was with the impertinence, he admired the centaur’s courage. Instinctively, the centaur would know that a dragon could change form before that arrow struck. And one kick of Jorah’s clawed foot would send him reeling.

      Niing’s pipe rattled against the tree stump. “Enough, both of you.” A short hesitation, and the centaur lowered his bow and arrow.

      Niing continued, “Jorah, you are on the Warrendyte council. That means you have a duty to the Magical—wherever they may be. You know that. I know that. Since we lost the war, we have waited for someone in the Ryferian royal line who shared our Magical talents. Now we have her. She will be a worthy bride for you. Join the trial and help Aurora free us all.”

      Jorah wanted to roar that he didn’t need a bride. He’d had a woman—one he’d promised his life to. Just because Lila had been murdered by that parasite Trojean didn’t mean he was free of that promise.

      What’s more, the Magical in Ryferia had brought this fate upon themselves. He, and everyone else who served on the council, had pleaded with them to flee when the war turned against them, but they had refused. Niing, in particular, had argued that their former slaves would be brought to see reason and that the Guardians would not last.

      How wrong could a man be?

      Now Niing expected Jorah to rescue them all by betraying his mate?

      Jorah stood, looming over Niing. “I’m sorry, but you and all those in Ryferia we begged to leave, deserve your fate. I will not betray Lila for this.”

      “Excuse me?” the fae shot back.

      The wind whipped Jorah’s hair around his face. It stung his eyes and cheeks.

      “No one pleaded with me to leave Ryferia. Or Zandor,” she said. “We were born after the war. Must we be abandoned because our parents made a bad choice? Must the rest of the Infirm in the kingdom be abandoned to poverty because of a choice made so many generations ago?”

      He quelled her draft to bring her back in line. This time her eyes widened with recognition. “You can control my wind?”

      “He’s a dragon,” Niing said. “The oldest magic there is. Only Maleficent predates them. Jorah is the last of that great line, that we know of, at least. It makes him the most suitable Magical for destroying the Guardians. Of all the noble Magical lines, it is my belief that only a dragon will restore the balance we need.”

      The fae threw up her hands. “Yet he refuses to help. How mighty is that, dragon?”

      The fae had fire.

      It hurt him to see it, not only because it reminded him of Lila, but as much as he hated to admit it, she was right.

      But how could he fight for right in a way that was so impossibly wrong? How could he commit himself to something that forced him to break his promise of fidelity to Lila? It would destroy Lila’s memory forever.

      It was time to leave.

      He looked up at Keahr through thick lashes flecked with dust from her windstorm. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.” He stalked to the forest to change forms.

      “At least think about it,” she yelled after him.

      The centaur pawed at the ground. “Give it up, Keahr. He doesn’t care about us. As long as he and the other Magical are safe in Warrendyte, what do thousands of Infirm in Ryferia matter?”

      Jorah forced himself to walk on despite the slight to his honor.

      “Perhaps he’s scared to fight the other princes and lords in his human form.” The pony. Again. “His dragon magic won’t work in Ryferia either.”

      A pony calling him a coward? That hit a nerve.

      Jorah stopped, staring ahead at nothing. “I will consider it.”

      But even as he said it, Lila’s blue eyes flared in his mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      Aurora stood in the center aisle in the forum between the stone benches, dwarfed by the Guardians that rose majestically on columns in each corner of the stone structure.

      In the vast, rectangular forum, every seat, decked with a blue velvet cushion and trimmed with silver braid, was filled. Not even the waning sunbeams, streaking through the glass-domed roof, could find a crack in the tightly pressed shoulders of all the men—the Intelligentsia—who had come to challenge her. To keep everyone in view, like the Guardians rotating on their spindles, she had to keep turning. It made her dizzy.

      Artemis paced like a fox between the benches. Just as he had done for the last hour. Even though he had offered no fresh objections to her declaration to open the Guardians to allow her suitors into the kingdom, like cowering chickens, the Intelligentsia hung onto his every word.

      According to Ryferian tradition, no one could shift him until he had had his say and announced a period for questions. Only subtle signals from the Intelligentsia—people snoring usually worked—could stop a speaker once he had the floor.

      Sadly, none of the Intelligentsia showed any sign of dropping off.

      After coming here straight from Lazard’s send-off, the lack of food and water, her inherent weakness, and the emotional trauma of the day left her drained. It was all exhausting.

      She would not manage to stand much longer, and Artemis knew it.

      It’s probably his strategy. To see me collapse before I can defend my case.

      Her patience snapped.

      Something had to shut him up before she flaked. Feet like lead, she forced them to shuffle her forward across the mosaic of brilliant gemstones until she stopped in front of him. He almost tripped over her, but he paused momentarily and scowled at her.

      She grabbed the gap. “Thank you, Lord Artemis. You presented your case most ably, if somewhat repetitively.”

      She grimaced at her own flippancy. It was time to control her impetuous tongue if she was to succeed here. Artemis opened his mouth to object, but instead he perched on the very edge of his seat. She would have to keep her wits about her not to give him a similar gap to topple her.

      “The law is on my side.” Speaking as she walked, she crossed to a glass-and-ebony cabinet filled with scrolls. She rapped on it with her knuckles. “I could pull out the scroll in which Nethric and his Intelligentsia penned that an unwed princess who is also heir to the throne has one month to choose a consort. But the day draws late and there is a feast prepared, so I will not trouble you to read it. Suffice to say that I have not found a suitable husband in Ryferia. Short of commanding someone to marry me, also expressly against the law, that leaves me no choice but to open the Guardians to allow possible suitors to enter the kingdom.”

      Dull stares from the Intelligentsia. They could not challenge her on that, and they knew it, but the destruction of the Guardians was another matter. She prattled on about her plans for the trials while she gathered her thoughts on how to tackle that problem.

      After her wild outburst on the stand at the canal, her sense of self-preservation had kicked in. These men would see her dead before they allowed her to permanently tear down the Guardians.

      Right now, she was too weak to challenge them on it.

      But—and it was a huge but—if she could woo the man who appeared to be winning the trials, perhaps he would fall in love with her.

      However remote, it was possible.

      If her husband loved her, surely he would join her band of protectors? He could help shield her from these conniving men while she garnered support amongst the Infirm. She and her consort could replace Artemis’s most loyal Intelligentsia with Infirm courtiers willing to back her.

      With their support, she would pass the decree to tear down the Guardians.

      Niing wouldn’t like the delay, but it wasn’t Niing’s life on the line. He wasn’t even here to support her. None of her friends were, but that was because they were not part of the Intelligentsia.

      She changed direction. “So that takes care of the sword fighting part of the trials . . . now to the Guardians. I propose that we hold off discussion on them until after the trials, when the succession is secured. I see no point in causing a ruckus while things are still so uncertain.”

      Artemis’s thin lips twisted into what passed as his smile. She’d backed down, and it obviously pleased him. The month between now and the wedding would give him ample opportunity to disrupt her plans.

      I face a hungry time. Wild horses won’t make me eat or drink anything that comes out of the palazzo kitchens.

      Artemis nodded his agreement. All around the forum, his sycophants nodded, too.

      It seemed she had carried the day.

      Her strength spent, she struggled to remain standing as she handled the practicalities. “I will instruct my tutor, Niing, to issue the challenge to possible suitors on the morrow. I propose that we open the chain mail across the bay to allow the nobles who respond to bring one boat each into the harbor. Obviously, as my guests, I will make them and their entourages welcome at the palazzo. The day the winner is declared, we will wed—and then I will claim my throne.”

      She swayed on her feet and lost her train of thought.

      “And what of these suitors?” Artemis called from his seat. “Who will vet them? We cannot risk anyone from Warrendyte slipping in here under the guise of wanting your hand.”

      Warrendyte was a place of legend, where the Magical who had survived the war in Ryferia were claimed to have fled. To her—and most of the kingdom, she was sure—an invasion by ghoulish, Magical creatures from Warrendyte was nothing more than a favored parental threat used to get unruly children to bed on time. No one could possibly take Artemis seriously. But as he had asked the question, she had to answer.

      “I have no desire to court magic. If any suitor suspected of magic shows up, the musketeers will be instructed to cast him out of the kingdom. And as for the mythical Warrendyte, I doubt any carrier pigeon in Ryferia knows how to get there to drop off their challenge.” Before he could reply, she added, “Now, my lords, let us adjourn to the palazzo for the feast.”

      She wobbled to her seat and sank gratefully into it. Hopefully, the promise of wine and truffles would tempt these puffed-up buffoons to flee for the palazzo.

      The buzz of conversation and the shuffle of feet on stone echoed through the forum as the Intelligentsia made for the heavy iron doors at the end of the hall.

      Still on her bench, she took a moment to close her eyes. Not to rejoice in her half-victory, but to catch her breath.

      A hand dropped onto her shoulder.

      She looked up to see Artemis. He leaned down. “Nicely played, Aurora,” he whispered. “But be careful, girl. I did as you requested and held back your brother’s dinner plate. It is even now with my personal alchemist. He informs me that your brother’s food was laced with digitalis. Take my throne, and I will announce that you poisoned him. Instead of a coronation, you will face the gallows.”

      Her blood rushed from her extremities. She leaped to her feet. “No one in their right mind will believe that!”

      “Then why, Aurora, did your potion not heal him? Everyone knows how skilled you are with your herbs.”

      “I didn’t have enough time! He was so full of the poison, no hastily brewed antidote in the world could have saved him,” she shot back.

      It was only when Artemis’s eyes glinted with triumph that she realized what she had said. A rapier smile. “A confession. Thank you. I will use that against you when I call you out as a traitor. The Intelligentsia will have no difficulty believing it, especially when I remind them of what you wore today at Lazard’s send-off.” A sneer. “Blue and silver will never be your colors.”

      With nothing left to lose, she lashed out at Artemis with her fist.

      He caught her hand and laughed. “Now, now, that is hardly the behavior of a queen. It just proves my point—a queen you will never be.” He tossed her hand away and sauntered from the forum.

      A thousand snakes writhed in her stomach as she watched him go. She had no hope of proving her innocence.

      Her face hardened, and her fists clenched at her skirt. Even if he lied to the world that she killed Lazard, she’d never allow Artemis to rule Ryferia.

      Not while I draw breath.

      She would find a husband to support her no matter what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      Aurora’s stomach rumbled with hunger.

      The torches, which earlier in the evening had turned the main piazza where Lazard’s send-off feast had been held into a wonderland, guttered in the cool breeze carried in from the sea. Around her, Intelligentsia and courtiers drooped in various stages of inebriation from both food and wine.

      Earlier, Keahr had managed to slip into the kitchen to fetch her some fruit, but a better plan had to be concocted to keep her alive between now and her marriage.

      With the evening fading, Aurora could finally leave the feast.

      The tension between her, Niing, and her friends had crackled all evening as they waited to hear the outcome of the meeting in the forum. It was not something she would ever discuss in public, where Artemis’s spies lurked.

      From their downcast faces, it was obvious they were worried. Zandor hadn’t left her side all evening. Further evidence. She nudged his arm and tossed a grape at Keahr to get her attention. “Let’s go.”

      They stood. Aurora looked around for Niing. Wrapped in pipeweed smoke, the little man sat on his own with his eyes closed.

      She touched his shoulder. “Ready to go?”

      Niing started, then clambered to his feet. “I’ve been ready these many hours. Your villa or my cavern, my princess?”

      Her villa was closer. Still, it was a long trudge to get to the bright-blue doors that welcomed her into her home. Once inside, Peckle sidled up to join them.

      She groaned as she pumped her legs up the marble staircase. Once through the doors into her salon, she spared the sofas a quick glance, dismissed them, and staggered to her bedchamber.

      Her friends made no comment as they followed her into the room. Peckle raced ahead. After everyone had entered, Zandor closed and locked the door. He and Niing sat in the window seat. Keahr tossed herself down onto the foot of the bed. Aurora flopped beside her.

      After extracting a half-hearted promise from her never to flee again, Zandor had repositioned her bed over the trap door before Artemis had learned how she’d escaped the palazzo the night Lazard had been poisoned.

      Peckle’s ears flattened as he looked up at Aurora’s pillows. He lifted his nose and sniffed delicately. She reached to pick him up, but as soon as her fingers touched his soft fuzz, he sank his claws into her.

      She snatched her hand away and licked her wounds. “Unrewarding cat! You shed all over my bed, but when I need you to comfort me, you turn into a viper.”

      Peckle ignored her, nose still twitching. Then he jumped up onto her pillow.

      Aurora dismissed him with a hand wave. “So, my meeting . . . I know you are anxious to know what I agreed.”

      “Heard rumors,” Niing said. Face even more creased than usual, he added, “You told them you’d decided not to destroy the Guardians.”

      Keahr and Zandor looked at her with disapproval.

      Aurora’s temper flared—at the lying rumor mill and at them for their disapproval. “I said no such thing. What I did say was that discussion on the destruction of the Guardians would wait until after my marriage.” She sighed, too fatigued to maintain her anger. “Ever heard of the expression ‘fight the fights you can win’? Well, it was like that. You should be pleased I managed to restrain my tongue. I even had to field a question from Artemis about Magical men sneaking in from Warrendyte. I assured the Intelligentsia that anyone suspected of dabbling in magic would be eliminated from the trials and cast out of the kingdom.”

      Niing pursed his lips. “Well, with the Guardians in place, no one will know if the suitors are Magical or not.”

      “Precisely! That was the kind of nonsense I had to deal with in the forum. So, don’t judge me because I delayed discussing the destruction of the Guardians.” She flopped back onto her pillow, not wanting to see their faces as she bared her deepest desire. From the corner of her eye, she spotted a strange mound adjacent to her pillow, where Peckle now stared at the sheets.

      With more important things to worry about, she ignored them both.

      She continued. “I need the man I agree to marry to love me.”

      Her words settled into a pool of silence.

      She sat up and glared at Niing, whose idea this was. “I have to know that I mean something more to him than a trade deal. You said you had a list of men in mind to invite. Make sure one of them meets that criteria. And as for the rest of the world, the challenges have to go out tomorrow. That’s what I promised the Intelligentsia.”

      “No man who takes the time to get to know you will resist falling in love with you.” Keahr’s voice rattled in the silence.

      Aurora patted Keahr with her foot—she was too tired to consider reaching her hand down the bed. “I’m serious, Niing. He has to want to support me because he cares about me.” Her shock at Artemis’s threat made her quiver. “If I choose a consort, my delightful uncle has threatened to tell the Intelligentsia that I murdered Lazard with digitalis.”

      Niing hissed in a breath; Zandor jumped to his feet and shot across the room to stand at her side; a coughing fit assailed Keahr, and her hands flew to her mouth.

      Niing reached for his pipe, but didn’t light it. “I have my eye on a man I believe will be an admirable consort for you,” he said, with a solemnity she had never heard from him before. “I will do all in my power to ensure he attends.”

      Her three friends exchanged troubled looks. Clearly, this was more of a challenge than Niing wanted to admit.

      “I hope he’s a firstborn,” Aurora said, adding another layer of complication. “I had to offer that to butter up the Intelligentsia. If they think a consort will bring a kingdom of wealth with him, they will be more amenable. Is he?”

      Niing pursed his lips for a moment. “He is old enough to be a firstborn and . . . and his views carry great weight in his realm.”

      Not an heir to a throne, then.

      She sighed. It didn’t matter; if he proved suitable, she would fudge her way around that problem. She fluffed her pillows, but that mound beneath the sheets butted her hand. The one she had spotted that intrigued Peckle so much.

      Peckle shot to his feet, hissing loudly, the hair on his back standing.

      “What is it, Peckle?” She frowned, patting the spot just as Zandor strode around the bed. He swatted Peckle off as he crouched and lifted the covers.

      His face blanched, eyes widening.

      “What is it?” Her breath caught in her throat.

      Zandor ignored her, eyes never moving from whatever was beneath the covers. “Keahr, take Aurora out of here.”

      Before Keahr could move to take hold of her hands, Aurora swept forward, and pulled the covers back.

      The child she had helped during the funeral procession—his father had called him Rinlin—his severed head lay, soaking blood into the mattress. His mouth lolled open and his eyes rolled back, revealing only the yellowing whites.

      Aurora threw up in her mouth.

      Keahr gasped, then coughed violently as she staggered off the bed.

      Niing dashed to the bed while Zandor tried to pull the tangled sheets back over the child’s head.

      “Aurora, come away.” Niing wasn’t asking.

      Tripping over her own feet, she obeyed.

      “Zandor.” Niing had his teacher voice on. “Get it out of here. And arrange a new mattress for Aurora tonight.”

      “He killed that child.” Her voice grated against the lump of panic in her throat. “Artemis said I would pay for it. He said I would pay for standing against him. I never thought—”

      Niing grabbed both of her hands, trying to angle her away from the dead child’s head. “Look at me, my princess. Focus on me.”

      Stinging tears slid down her face. Niing was but a blur in her clouded vision.

      “He killed that little boy because of me.” She hiccupped as her chest racked. “What will his father do now? He’s blind.” Another hiccup. “And he loves his son so much.”

      “Artemis will kill many more fathers and sons, mothers and daughters if you do nothing. He would rather see this kingdom burn than see you succeed, even if it meant he were king of the ruins he left behind.” Niing stood on his toes, reaching for her face. He angled her chin down to his level. “Aurora, you have to win. If you don’t, it won’t just be our lives in danger. Every Infirm citizen of Ryferia will be in jeopardy. You have no choice. You have to win.”

      Across the room, Zandor bunched the remains in bloodied sheets.

      It didn’t matter what he did now. The image of Rinlin’s dead face would be imprinted in her mind for the rest of her life. His young life had come to an abrupt end; he would never live out his childhood, grow up, and have a happy life—his future had been stolen away. Just as Lazard’s had. And hers—and many more—would be, too, if Artemis got his way.

      No matter what happened, she would not allow Artemis to take any more innocent lives.

      Niing was right. Her only choice, if she wanted to save her people, was to win her rightful place on the Ryferian Throne—even if she had to call in an army from her consort’s realm to achieve that goal.

      No price would be too high to pay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      Incense clung to the crystal-and-silk twined drapes, silk sheets, and cushions on the round bed, and now to Raith. Hardly surprising, seeing as he hadn’t left this room since escaping here after fighting with Father.

      At first he’d considered staying at the castle until Carian revealed his plan, but he knew his brother well. Carian would speak at a time of his choosing. Nothing Raith could say or do would change that.

      Carian knew where to find Raith when he was ready to share. Until then, Raith would lie low. A brothel that catered to the Untalented was the one place his puritanical father would never enter to find him.

      A blond-haired whore passed him a cup of wine. He waved it under his nose to clear his senses. He supposed that ylang-ylang and jasmine were a necessity in a whorehouse.

      She giggled as she spread out over the sheets. “Men seem to like the smell of wine and incense. It gets their blood pumping.”

      He took a swig of the goblet. Cheap wine. It cleaved to his palate like tar. “I’m not like most men.”

      She laughed louder. “I do believe I have heard that before. Although I have never been with a duke.” She ran her fingers, swirling with henna patterns, across the sprinkling of dark hair on his chest. “You’re good.”

      Not even her praise of his lovemaking—if you could call tumbling a whore lovemaking—could prevent his scowl. He almost wanted to slap her for making him think of Father. He’d been having such a lovely time forgetting.

      And of course she would say he was good. He was an incubus; charming people into doing whatever he wanted was vital to his survival. How else was an incubus supposed to persuade the Magical to let him sink his fangs into their necks?

      His charm hadn’t worked on Father.

      The crystal baubles hanging across the doorway tinkered as someone pushed them aside.

      Carian.

      The girl’s sense of modesty seemed lost. Or paid for. While she lay sprawled out naked, Raith pulled a sheet over his midriff. He eyed Carian intently as he drawled, “I hope you have a good reason for this interruption.”

      Carian ignored him and flashed an animal-like smile at the girl. “My, aren’t you a beauty?”

      Raith took courage from the deflection. Carian had to be ready to share his plan or he wouldn’t be here.

      “What’s your name, sweetheart?” Carian purred.

      The whore smiled, sitting up straight. Carian’s eyes never met her face. “Assava, my lord.”

      “Assava.” He rolled the name off his tongue like molten honey. “Will you give me a moment with my brother?”

      She glanced over her bare shoulder at Raith. When he didn’t refuse, she stood, showing off every angle of her body, and walked through the crystal baubles.

      Carian grabbed her arm and pulled her toward him. She didn’t seem to mind. His eyes roved over her body hungrily. “I’ll remember your name for later.” He released her arm and patted her butt, letting her leave. “Nice one.”

      Tired of his antics, Raith asked, “I assume you have news for me. About time, too. You can’t drop something like you did on a man and not expect him to want answers.”

      “Indeed I have.” Carian poured himself a glass of wine and sat on the end of the bed. “My plan for ridding us of both Father and Jorah is very simple. It begins with us going to Ryferia.”

      Raith barked a laugh at the ludicrous notion. “Maleficent’s beard, Carian. You want us to go to a kingdom where there is no magic, where there are Guardians and musketeers guarding the place, and, if rumor is correct, half the people are dying or deformed? What good is that going to do?” He snatched the sheets. “I’d be better off here, tumbling whores.”

      Carian smiled triumphantly. “The people of Ryferia are not deformed. At least not in the way you think they are.”

      Tired of Carian toying with him, Raith snapped, “And you know this how?”

      Carian took a leisurely swig of his wine and winced at the taste. He set the goblet down on the floor. “I’ve finally finished working through our library. It was very informative. You should try it sometime.” A predatory grin. “I bet the Ryferians would love to get their hands on the books in there—if they knew they existed.”

      Raith had heard his brother’s praise for those dusty tomes countless times—the ones their great-grandfather had smuggled out of Ryferia during the war. He peeked the tips of his fangs out to show his impatience. “How about you skip to the part where this affects me?”

      Carian gave a mock shudder. “Stick those things back where I can’t see them.”

      Raith obliged, only because of all the magic Carian coveted, the power he wanted most of all was that of an incubus. Like Trojean, Carian would be a rapacious feeder if Raith managed to transfer magic to him.

      “Have you ever wondered what happens to those in Ryferia who were supposed to have magic but can’t because of the Guardians?” Carian asked.

      Raith humored his brother. “I assumed they die at birth. Or their magic just never manifests.”

      “Oh, it manifests.” Carian smirked. “Only it backfires on them. Why do you think they’re all deformed? Their magic has nowhere to go, so it turns on them.”

      Raith blinked, not sure whether to laugh or inquire further. “So you’re telling me that Ryferia isn’t crawling with weak and dying people? That it’s filled with magic?”

      “That is exactly what I’m telling you. If Nethric and his rabble army had stopped for long enough to listen to our fae, they would have known that the Guardians would devastate their people.”

      Even hidden in his jaw, Raith’s fangs prickled with anticipation. “So, if it wasn’t for the Guardians, Ryferia would be as powerful as Warrendyte?”

      “More powerful, because they have more people living there. If you want to take on Jorah—and actually win—you need to start in Ryferia.”

      Raith fell back against the pillow, not bothering to hide his disappointment. “What good is that when the Guardians are up? I need my magic to take magic. We can’t exactly march in and tear the Guardians down.”

      “We don’t have to.” Carian reached into the inner pocket of his tunic and pulled out a piece of parchment. He tossed it at Raith. “We have an invitation. Or rather, you do.”

      Raith fumbled the catch, and it clattered to the floor. Holding the sheets tightly to preserve his dignity, he reached down for it. The letter bore a broken seal he had never seen before. “Where did you get this?”

      “I intercepted a carrier pigeon—from Ryferia. That seal belongs to Niing. Apparently, he is Princess Aurora’s tutor.”

      Raith opened the parchment and read, his eyebrows rising in wonder at the contents. King Lazard was dead, and his heir apparent sought a husband before she could claim her throne. She challenged all firstborn nobility to fight to the death for the honor of marrying her.

      Raith stroked the stubble on his jaw. He could hold his own with a sword, but had never been considered a skilled fighter. He didn’t need to fight when he could suck the life from people with his fangs. When he had an incubus’s powers of persuasion. With one sweep of his eyelashes, he could beguile his victims to do exactly what he wanted.

      Except Father, of course. Being in Father’s presence robbed him of his magic as surely as the Guardians in Ryferia would.

      He glanced at Carian. His powerfully built brother, skilled in war games, would have no trouble winning a princess’s hand in a fight to the death.

      Pity the challenge calls for proof of title. He considered pointing out the problem, but decided against it. Carian was no fool; he would already have factored this into his scheme.

      “You will be delighted to hear that Aurora is no beauty,” Carian said. “Or so rumor tells. I would say there is a fair chance that she is one of the hideous Magical.”

      Raith’s pulse raced. This was good news indeed. Unless one was an incubus seeking a new supply of magic, Ryferia was no great prize. The chances of dozens of mundane fighters lining up to risk dying for an ugly girl’s hand in marriage were remote.

      The only other Magical heirs would have to come from Warrendyte, but with no absolute ruler, Warrendyte would not have a firstborn heir to field. And the Magical in Warrendyte preferred not to mix with the Untalented unless they had their full powers. Which they wouldn’t during the trials.

      Excitement leaked into Raith’s voice. “What power does she have?”

      “How should I know? She’s ugly and deformed. Isn’t that enough of a clue that she’d be worth feeding on? What a gift for you on your wedding night.” Carian’s eyes gleamed. “Just don’t forget who made it possible when you are king of Ryferia.”

      Raith flashed his fangs. “Of course I won’t forget. I will help you get the magic you want.” In order to do that, he’d need access to his own. “But we will have to take the Guardians down for me to get at the Magical. The minute we do that, they will know what I am—the embodiment of their worst nightmares. Even Maleficent would turn and run. They will kill me as sure as I’m breathing before they let me use their country as my personal smorgasbord.”

      Carian dangled another piece of parchment at him. “Not if you have this. Great-grandfather was meddling in some dark stuff when he fled Ryferia with his library.”

      Raith leaned forward to grab it, but Carian pulled it away. “Let me explain. If you drink the concoction on this recipe, you will be able to withstand the power of the Guardians.”

      Raith frowned. “So why hasn’t everyone used it?”

      “I told you, our dear progenitor was into the macabre and the deadly. I don’t think his notes and experiments were as widely known.”

      “Like the spell to give magic to the naturally Untalented?”

      A scowl from Carian; he hated being referred to as Untalented. “Exactly. This potion requires the same kind of sacrifice. We need the blood of five of the noble Magical lines, mixed with a selection of herbs.” He glanced down at the parchment. “Minotaur, fae, centaur, dwarf, nymph . . .” A shopping list of names. “You get the idea.” A half-laugh. “Since Trojean wiped out all the Magical here, we have to go to Ryferia to make it.”

      Raith bit his lip. “The higher Magical aren’t going to willingly give us their blood. And I won’t be able to use my fangs to take it either.” Killing on that scale—

      He grimaced.

      “We won’t ask them to. While you are taking part in the trials, I’ll find the most deformed subjects in the city. It will be safe to assume that they will be the most powerful. We can use them for this potion and another ritual I have in mind. Trust me, when I’m done with you, you will be so strong, not even Warrendyte will stand against you.”

      Killing so many Magical beings? Repulsive. All that for some untested potion? “How do we know it will work?”

      “How do you think Great-grandfather got a whole library out of Ryferia when everyone else barely escaped with their skin? He used this potion to systematically transfer his stuff out once the Guardians were in place. Took him months.” A cruel smile. “He killed a lot of people to gather those books.”

      An alarm rang in Raith’s head. “How long does the potion last?”

      “Twenty-four hours. Enough time for you to take the power you need to control the Magical.”

      A mere twenty-four hours? So many people had to die for such a small gain?

      How badly do you want to avenge Trojean’s death?

      He would have to go on a feeding frenzy during those precious hours. But even if he glutted on blood, there was only so much power he could absorb per feed.

      A thought struck. “If I agree to this, can we get the potion brewed before I have to fight in the trials?”

      “You expect me to arrive in Ryferia, find these higher Magical beings, kill them, drain their blood, and brew a potion all within hours of arriving there? I’m good, but not that good.”

      That made sense. They would probably only get one shot at this potion. They had to time it perfectly. He clenched the sheet.

      “Even if I do drink that potion and reap as many Magical as I can sink my fangs into during those twenty-four hours, I still won’t be strong enough to take Warrendyte on my own.”

      Carian hooded his eyes. “If you do as I say, you will.”

      Raith canted his head. “You know more?” Perhaps he should have spent less time with whores and more time reading those dusty old books.

      “How do you think Trojean became so powerful so quickly?”

      “I had wondered.” In fact, Raith had done more than wonder; he had marveled at Trojean’s rapid growth. When there was only so much magic one could ingest from each feed, it had defied logic. It was as if she had tapped into another source with each of her kills.

      Carian grinned. “Reading, my brother. That is the answer to all of life’s questions.”

      Raith rolled his eyes.

      “I taught Trojean another of Great-grandfather’s tricks,” Carian added. “A ritual. A dangerous one. But she decided the risk of death was worth the extra power she got from each kill. A few more feeds, and I swear she would have taken Jorah. Now you will get to claim the dragon’s magic. And then you can give me what I crave. What Trojean died for.”

      Raith sometimes worried about Carian’s rampant ambition. Still, he was level-headed and had a healthy sense of self-preservation. He would never let Carian sweep him up into something crazy or life threatening. “What ritual?”

      “How about I show you after we kill Father?”

      The calculation in Carian’s bearing disquieted Raith. “You can’t just tell me?”

      “It will make more sense if you actually do it.”

      Raith leaned back against the pillows to think. He could walk away now and pretend this conversation had never happened.

      Or he could trust his brother.

      Each had its risks. Doing nothing meant living with Father. Raith cringed at the very idea of going back to Lorithian Castle.

      But I can’t stay here forever.

      The weight of Carian’s eyes on him also bore him down with guilt. If he failed to act, Carian’s greatest dream would be thwarted. Only Raith had the power to make Carian truly happy.

      Keeping his siblings happy had always been Raith’s highest priority.

      In the face of Father’s abuse, he, Carian, and Trojean had always been a team. They may have squabbled amongst themselves like all siblings did, but they had been unfailingly loyal to each other when confronted with their abuser.

      That loyalty had been born out of their desperation and anger at their mother, who, unable to endure Father, had fled the family home years before. Whether she lived or died, Raith didn’t know or care. But unlike her, Raith and his siblings had promised they would always have each other’s backs.

      Up until Trojean’s death, all three of them had been unfailing in that commitment.

      But trusting Carian meant Raith had to kill other human beings—starting with Father.

      Not that he cared about Father, but that death would be followed by countless more if he were ever to be powerful enough to avenge his sister by destroying Jorah.

      All that blood on my conscience.

      Pain shafted him as his twin’s beautiful face swam in his mind’s eye. His chest ached with familiar longing for her.

      Her imaginary face morphed into a familiar mocking smile. As much as Trojean had loved him, she had thought him soft because he’d never wanted to use his fangs against anything but Magical animals.

      How disappointed she would be if she knew he was unwilling to avenge her by controlling two Magical worlds. Also, she would never forgive him for denying Carian the chance to win the magic he had always craved.

      Could he really stand disappointing them both?

      What were the lives of unknown Magical humans compared with Trojean’s? With Carian’s?

      He took a deep breath. “So, we are agreed that I cannot use your potion to help me win the trials. In that case, do you think I’m skilled enough to win Aurora’s hand in a series of blood sports that don’t include using my fangs?”

      Carian’s shoulders relaxed. “I believe that even your mediocre sword fighting and jousting skills will be enough to keep you alive.”

      Raith pulled the silk sheets tighter around him. “And if they aren’t?”

      “Then we find a way to cheat the system.” Carian took another swig of wine, then winced. Clearly, he was no enthusiast of cheap wine either. “You need more power going in.”

      Raith rubbed his thumb against one of his fangs. “If you say so.”

      “Oh! I say so. Far be it for me to say you need toughening up.”

      Raith forced a smile. “I know exactly what you and Trojean think of me. I won’t let you down.”

      “Good.” Carian’s face hardened. “Prove that by killing Father.”
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      A bell clanged through the silent halls and passages of Jorah’s manor in Warrendyte.

      His eyebrows peaked.

      Someone calling.

      Not expecting visitors, he stopped the grinding wheel and put the sword he was sharpening on the table. He waited for Feloran, his faerie manservant who managed his estate, to open the front door.

      Although in his armory on the far side of the mansion from the entrance hall, Jorah caught the squeak of hinges as the heavy mahogany door swung open. He had never bothered oiling them because he had liked to hear Lila coming and going as she flitted about her business.

      Now, he just didn’t care. The only time that door opened was when visitors called, and even that wasn’t very often. Dragons didn’t make a point of welcoming people into their lairs.

      Feloran’s light footsteps echoed down the hardwood floor toward him. Tall, gracious, with alabaster-colored skin and typical pointed fae ears peeking through his shoulder-length, inky-black hair, his old friend stopped at the door and glared at him. “You heard the bell.”

      Jorah glared right back. “I didn’t send out any invitations.”

      “I conjured tea. And fruitcake. It’s waiting in the parlor. With Sabrisia. All that is needed is you. Want me to call in some elves to drag you there?”

      Jorah didn’t grace that with a reply. Nor did he move.

      What had brought Sabrisia to his front door? Beautiful, scheming, sharp as a blade, she was a powerful water fae who served with him on the council. Sabrisia and her wiles were the last thing he was in the mood for today. “What does she want?”

      A mock bow. “A mere faerie such as I has power over the domestic affairs of men and women. Mind reading is not included.” Feloran turned to leave. “Get your sorry ass into that parlor and see what she wants.”

      “Remind me, who pays your salary?” Jorah called out to him.

      “Mere coins that canker and rust,” Feloran said over his shoulder. “Now do as I say, or I’ll order my elves to start clearing out some of Lila’s shoes. We need the space to house your bad moods.”

      Only Feloran would dare—and get away with—speaking to him like this.

      Still, Jorah’s talons threatened to slip from their sheaths under his skin at the threat of disturbing any of Lila’s hundreds of pairs of shoes. The fact that they overflowed from every wardrobe and dressing room in the manor didn’t matter. Like her flamboyant clothes, countless recipe books stuffed into every bookcase, and the glass ornaments she loved to collect adorning every surface, her shoes were tangible, daily reminders that she was his and always would be.

      Regardless of Niing’s suggestion that he take a new mate. Or the air fae and her pony friend’s desperate pleadings that he free them from the Ryferian Guardians.

      “I’m counting, Jorah,” Feloran’s voice echoed down the passage at him. “Five. Four. If you don’t get into that parlor . . . Three. Two—”

      “Okay!” Jorah bellowed. “I’m coming.”

      “Today. Or I swear—”

      Jorah shot out of the armory so fast that he reached Feloran before the faerie had exited the armory wing. “Touch her stuff and I swear, I will turn you to cinders,” he snarled.

      An eye roll from Feloran. “If I wanted to work in a museum, I would have taken up Greenoak’s offer to run the Bibliophile. Or maybe I should seek out the Silver-Tongued Oracle. Perhaps it will have a job for me managing its shrine. It’s bound to be more interesting than polishing Lila’s firebirds.”

      Feloran had a point; Lila had loved firebirds, represented in the hundreds of ornaments she had collected. Jorah had insisted they be cleaned each day and returned to the exact spot she had left them.

      That didn’t stop him from clipping Feloran lightly on the side of his head. “Stop trying to force me to get over the loss of my mate.”

      They had reached the entrance hall that opened into Lila’s parlor, where she had entertained her never-ending flow of friends daily.

      Jorah hadn’t stepped into the room since her death.

      Feloran threw up his hands. “A year, Jorah. A whole year. Maleficent’s butt, isn’t that long enough?” He waved at a vase of golden, orange, and yellow nasturtiums on the circular table in the middle of the entrance hall. “Lila wouldn’t have wanted this. She celebrated life. Not death.”

      The flowers brought back a rush of memories—that was why he had insisted that Feloran keep the vase filled. As teens, he and Lila had sneaked off to explore their love—and their bodies—in the secret places of Ryferia, where nasturtiums had tumbled in wild profusion. Lila had always kept a vase of the gold, yellow, and orange blossoms on that table as a reminder of how long they had loved each other. The thought of not having them there filled him with a bone-crushing ache.

      He narrowed his icy blue eyes at Feloran to mere slits of reptilian fury.

      Feloran scoffed, then flung open the door to the parlor. “My lord and master at your service,” he said, presumably to Sabrisia. “Don’t let him hog all the fruitcake.” And then he swept past Jorah and vanished back into the house.

      Jorah suppressed a smile, then straightened his back for his unwanted encounter with Sabrisia.

      Long, emerald-colored hair streaming around her sharp face, her body dressed in a silk dress that swirled with blues and greens, Sabrisia eyed him with the usual superciliousness she reserved for everyone who wasn’t fae. That included him. “Such wild behavior from a servant. You should have him whipped.”

      Jorah grimaced at the notion of hurting any of his servants, let alone his friend. “And end up being punished with rats’ tails in my soup? I think not. What do you want?”

      Her perfectly plucked eyebrow twitched. “Seems I know where he gets his manners from.” She gestured to a chair. “Are these for sitting on?”

      “If you must. I guess you’ll also be wanting tea.”

      A smirk. “Jorah, I despair of you.” But she glided over to the table and waved her hand at the teapot. The air tingled as the tea responded to her water magic and poured itself into two cups. She handed one to him. “You can get your own cake.”

      “Water magic no good for heaving chunks of cake around?” He fluttered the air with his mind, levitating a piece of cake toward her.

      She snatched it out of the air. “No. But it works superbly for rearranging the molecules in bodies. Yours would look lovely spread onto that pretty silk carpet.”

      Jorah sneered. “Last time I looked, water fae burned beautifully. Don’t tempt me.”

      A wave of Sabrisia’s hand. “Dragons. Always so tetchy. Why the mighty Maleficent created your kind, I will never know. She was obviously having a bad day.” But she sat, making no further mention of testing her magic against him.

      He perched on the edge of a sofa, holding a cup of tea he didn’t want, and looked at her expectantly.

      She took a sip, placed the cup back on the saucer, and slid it onto the table next to her. “You recently met with Niing.”

      He knew where this was going. Desperation must have made Niing contact the council for the first time since Nethric had divided them. His skin itched with guilt over his old friend. “I did.”

      She fished into her purse and pulled out a scroll of parchment. “He has sent this. It arrived today at the council chamber. Hedrus suggested I might like to bring it to you.”

      Hedrus, the earth fae who currently held the chair in council meetings.

      Jorah held out his hand, and she passed it over. He fumbled with his stupid teacup as he quickly read its contents: Princess Aurora’s official invitation for him to fight in a trial for her hand.

      Another smirk from Sabrisia. “Asked for by name! The great Lord Jorah Thalyn. Have you been charming the damsels lately?”

      He slammed down his teacup and stood. “Thank you for delivering my mail. I will send Niing my reply when I have time.” He flashed a smirk, even snarkier than one of hers. “Seeing as you enjoy carting other people’s messages around, I’ll give it to you to attach to the pigeon’s leg.” He started for the door. “Feloran will see you out.”

      She rose and sailed over to grab his arm. “Not so fast, dragon. Hedrus mentioned that you had told him that your bride-to-be is a dryad.” Her eyes narrowed to pinpricks. “A powerful one, too.”

      Sabrisia would hate Princess Aurora on principle; it always irked the water fae to be anything but the best, the most powerful, and the most beautiful in any room. It was why she hated him; on his worst day, he would always cap her power.

      Still, little did she know that for him, beauty had nothing to do with the tilt of her brow, the cut of her clothes, or how carefully her makeup had been applied.

      But her words irritated him enough to stop him in his tracks. “She is not my bride-to-be. And if Hedrus had taken you into his confidence instead of just using you to merely deliver his mail, he would have told you that I have no intention of going.”

      Another clang sounded as someone pulled the knocker on his front door.

      He narrowed his eyes to slits. What did they think his lair was? A marketplace?

      Feloran materialized from the ether and swung the door open. “My lord, welcome.” His ears twitched as he stood aside to let the visitor enter.

      Hedrus himself.

      The aged earth fae pulled his brown cloak tighter around his shoulders as he stepped into the entrance hall. Eyes as sharp as sunlight darted around. “Your master, Lord Thalyn, is he in? I expect he is with Lady Sabrisia.”

      “Here,” Jorah said, leaning against the doorjamb. “Seems Niing’s nonsense has really stirred the pot. Two exalted visitors on one day. I’ll be getting above myself if this continues.” He gestured to the parlor. “I suppose you will be wanting tea, too.”

      “Tea!” Hedrus scoffed. “I’ll take an ale.”

      Feloran clicked his fingers, and a jug of ale and three mugs appeared on the table. Jorah poured out two mugs—Sabrisia spurned his offer, and therefore the convenient use of her magic—and sat opposite Hedrus, resigned for a long meeting, if Sabrisia had anything to do with it.

      “I—the council—want you to go to Ryferia.” Mug in hand, Hedrus got straight to the point, as he usually did.

      “As an emissary, with pleasure.”

      “Not as an emissary. As a contender in the trials,” Hedrus said. Jorah opened his mouth to object, but Hedrus barreled on. “This is our chance to reclaim Ryferia. Our opportunity to destroy those foul Guardians and the alchemists who concoct the herbs to power them.”

      A not-so-subtle warning, Jorah let his talons slip from their hiding place. “I am not available for marriage.”

      Hedrus held up his hands placatingly. “But you are available to help the Magical.” He stated it as a fact. After years of serving together on the council, Hedrus knew there was little Jorah wouldn’t do to help the Magical—at least the ones in Warrendyte.

      Sensing a trap, Jorah answered warily, “Of course. You know that.” The memory of Keahr and Zandor’s desperate faces came unbidden into his mind. He hardened his jaw against it. But the callousness of the act didn’t sit well with him. “I will even extend whatever help I can to the Magical in Ryferia—short of marrying their nymph princess.”

      Hedrus glanced around the room at all of Lila’s things. He guessed what Hedrus was thinking—exactly the same as what Feloran had voiced.

      Jorah wasn’t ready to entertain any more of that view.

      But Hedrus knew and respected him enough not to take a direct approach. He even held up his hand to stop Sabrisia from spouting something.

      “Jorah,” Hedrus said, “I would not ask this of you if I did not believe it was in the best interests of the Magical everywhere. But I honor you in your loyalty to your mate. So, I would make you a compromise.”

      Jorah sat forward in his seat, hoping Hedrus came up with something viable that allowed him to appease his conscience on both scores: his duty to Niing and his need to honor Lila’s memory.

      “Marry her in name only,” Hedrus said, “for just long enough to destroy the Guardians and the alchemists who brew their potions. Don’t forget their records. This curse must be expunged. Then you can withdraw, and we will send an emissary to Ryferia to represent our interests.”

      Jorah sat back to consider the offer. On the surface, it appeared to solve his problems. But . . . how honorable was it? That depended on what the nymph sought in a husband. What woman, looking for love, called a death trial to find a husband? None he knew of. And at no point had any of the Ryferians suggested that the nymph wanted love.

      That had to mean it was all political expediency.

      Niing had said she wanted to remove the Guardians. Well, that part was easy, once he stood by her side as king of Ryferia. None of those Untalented would stand in his way of destroying their privilege and restoring the Magical to their proper place in the natural order of things.

      In such a marriage, he would have no trouble pulling down the Guardians and leaving.

      Part of him rebelled against the destruction of the alchemical records; he had spent much of his youth in Niing’s burrow and had grown to respect and value the alchemy Niing had taught him as part of his lessons.

      Still, if alchemy threatened the Magical, then it had no place in the world. Jorah would destroy Niing’s burrow in a blast of fire if that was what it took to keep his people safe.

      He fixed Hedrus with a cold stare. “I accept your terms.”

      Sabrisia cleared her throat. “Actually, I think Lord Tithan Vale might be a better choice.”

      Tithan Vale, another water fae? If she’d thought so, why hadn’t she spoken sooner? Hedrus’s eyebrows rose, and Jorah turned to her.

      Sabrisia sniffed nonchalantly. “I hear Raith Krall is going to fight for the little dryad’s hand.”

      Raith Krall? Trojean’s sniveling incubus brother? His brows knotted. It made sense that the pool of magic in Ryferia would attract the incubus.

      If Raith won the trials, he would undoubtedly rip down the Guardians to feast on the Magical there. Initially, they would fight him, but an incubus was not to be trifled with. Their physical beauty, their smell, the way they moved—everything about them—was designed to numb their prey’s senses. Trojean had even lured a griffin-shifter into walking straight into her mouth.

      And not only did they kill their prey, they also absorbed their power. A few key kills, and Raith would be hard to defeat. With a whole kingdom to feast on, he would be invincible. Not even the combined strength of all the Magical in Warrendyte would stop him.

      Raith—brother to Lila’s murderer—would rule the world.

      From the worry creasing Hedrus’s face, he seemed to have come to the same conclusion.

      “There are rumors that he’s following in his dearly departed sister’s footsteps,” Sabrisia said. “Mad with gluttony.”

      Rumors.

      Jorah had never put stock in those, but still his fire burned in his chest. A succubus had killed Lila. Not in a thousand lifetimes could he let her brother continue her rampage. Lila’s memory wouldn't stand for it. He’d deal with Raith Krall like he had with Trojean. Lila would rest peacefully once that parasite was erased from existence, never to terrorize another innocent Magical again. “I will handle Raith Krall.”

      Sabrisia smiled. “No, you won’t. Your rage would blind you”—she took a languorous sip of tea—“and besides, robbing you of your rightful vengeance and giving it to Tithan would be far more rewarding.”

      Jorah turned to Hedrus. “The council won’t stand for this. I’m the Ryferians’ choice.”

      “Go. Fight. Win,” Hedrus said. “There is no doubt in my mind”—a glance at Sabrisia—“or the minds of every reasoning council member that you will win, whether it be against a Magical opponent or a rabble of Untalented princes.”

      “Water contests that, and as I take the chair after the solstice, the council will need Water’s support to function,” Sabrisia said, setting down her teacup. “And there’s only one deal on offer today.”

      Hedrus opened his mouth, but no words came out.

      Jorah gritted his teeth. Hating the power he held, Sabrisia had long sought issue with him. Coupled with that, Niing’s invitation, combined with the quarterly rotation of the chair, must have presented her with an ideal opportunity to increase the power Water held over Warrendyte. Such power plays amongst the fae were not uncommon. Usually, order was only restored after a blood-letting. Even Hedrus sported a ragged ear, ripped off in a fight during a council meeting years before. Such were the affairs of the rapacious fae.

      He narrowed his eyes and waited.

      She took her time pouring another cup. A wave of her hand, and a tiny vortex stirred the liquid. A small show of magic, it didn’t impress Jorah.

      The swirling tea stilled. She must have seen his disdain.

      “I, and the other water fae, could be persuaded not to object to you going to Ryferia,” she said, looking up at him with a cold glint in her eyes, “if you swear a death bond. If you fail, your life is forfeit.”

      A death bond? Jorah tapped the table next to him with a cruelly sharp black talon. Sabrisia surely hoped he’d either die in the trials or refuse to marry the princess if he won—a win-win for her. But he had no intention of letting her win anything.

      “So severe a penalty just to bolster your political strength?” Hedrus demanded, face aghast.

      Sabrisia raised a languid shoulder. “The water fae demand it.” A wave of her hand at Lila’s glass ornaments. “They want you to understand the urgency of the situation.”

      Jorah glanced over at Hedrus.

      The earth fae bowed his head. “Jorah, it pains me . . . but you know how much the loss of Ryferia irks. Every council member, not just Water, wants assurances that Ryferia and Warrendyte will be reunited and that the Untalented are made to pay for what they have done. Your period of mourning . . . it has made the council wary.”

      Jorah didn’t doubt that. He had been less than gregarious—even for a dragon—since Lila’s death. He could see how some of the council could doubt his will in a matter relating to marriage.

      Hedrus fixed him with a sharp gaze. “Yet, Earth, Air, Fire, and Spirit know you are the best man for the job.”

      Jorah snorted that Hedrus hadn’t bothered to mention any of the other Magical. It was an old argument—the fae considered themselves above everyone else.

      “And you know the shifters, the faeries, and the other rest of the Magical will always throw their lot in with you.” Hedrus must have recognized Jorah’s irritation.

      Jorah sat back in his chair. The simplest solution was to refuse to go, but his honor niggled each time he remembered Lila—Raith could not be left to reap Ryferia as Trojean had Lila.

      And then there was Niing, and Peckle, and not to mention the air fae and her pony’s pleading voices. Their situation was dire, but with the possibility of an incubus being unleashed on Ryferia, their lives were at stake. If nothing else, he had to do what he could to help them.

      As much as it grated him to grant the death bond, he didn’t intend to fail in the trials in Ryferia. Not against a parasite, Untalented princelings, and one nymph princess.

      “I will kill Raith. I will win the nymph’s hand in marriage. I will destroy the Guardians. And when that happens, you will free me of all obligations to the Ryferians.”

      “That is what I propose,” Sabrisia said.

      Hedrus sighed and slowly nodded. Both he and Jorah had been outmaneuvered, but they hadn’t lost yet. Not by half, for a dragon would always be more calculating, more cunning than a mere water fae.

      Jorah held out his hand to Hedrus; he wouldn’t give Sabrisia the satisfaction. “Then let’s seal it.”

      The old fae offered him his hand in turn, but Sabrisia cleared her throat and rose. Hedrus froze.

      Calmly, she strode right up to Hedrus, who stepped away and made space for her. With a predatory smile, she held out her hand to Jorah.

      Jorah eyed her with disdain as he took it.

      No sooner had their skin touched when a fiery plume encircled both of their wrists. Now, even if Jorah wanted to, he would not be able to pull his hand away from hers.

      Sweat beaded on her brow and even Jorah winced as the fire burned the contract deep into both of them. Only once the pain faded did their hands part.

      “The Silver-Tongued Oracle is our witness,” she said. “Let it be done as we have pledged.”

      Jorah caught Hedrus’s worried frown. “I’ll pack my bag for Ryferia.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      As Raith hid behind the heavy velvet drapes framing the balcony in Father’s bedchamber, fear climbed up his throat like a bird beating against a cage.

      An outsider prying into his life would think he had grown up fearless. He, Trojean, and Carian had swum in the most dangerous swells of the sea; they had climbed the tallest trees; they had thrived on challenge. To that voyeur, they would have seemed afraid of nothing.

      Nothing but Father.

      Trojean, who would walk over fire with a grin on her face, would shrink in terror at the sound of Father’s cane cracking against the stone floor. It would soon be against her back. But as she got older, her fear had seemed to wane.

      At least in Raith’s eyes.

      Carian’s fear had, too.

      Carian and Trojean had laughed through Father’s beatings. Eventually, those beatings had stopped. Even if the mental whipping was a given.

      Raith had never been that lucky. And Carian knew it. That was why Carian expected him to kill Father. A test Raith had to pass to prove that he would not let his fear choke him in Ryferia.

      He wanted to run. To fly away. But with the trials just days away, this was the only chance he would ever get to kill the man.

      To prove my worth and to avenge us all.

      Come morning, he and Carian had to leave for Ryferia. If he didn’t act now, his courage would also fail him when he entered the arena there. He’d either be killed in his first combat, or worse, he’d run away. He’d be stuck forever in the shadows. There’d be no stained-glass windows of his life.

      No legend. No memory. For me, Trojean, or Carian.

      Just ashes.

      And Jorah.

      As the oak door to the bedchamber swung open, he sucked in a breath.

      Lypil, Father’s green bearded iguana, waddled into the room. Father’s heavy footfalls followed, his dark-red robe flowing out behind him. Wine goblet in hand, Father made his way to the washroom. He didn’t bother closing the door. Lypil settled down into her bed of sheets and feathers in front of a glowing fire in the grate.

      Water sloshed in the washroom. Father pouring from the jug into the basin on the washstand. It would not be long before he finished swabbing his face.

      It was now or never.

      Raith flexed his fangs, gulped a breath, and brushed the curtain aside. He crept on silent feet toward Lypil and crouched next to the creature he had hated for so long.

      The Untalented reptile Father loved more than his own children.

      Not knowing what this animal had communicated about Raith to his animal-whispering father had almost driven him mad.

      Now, he would get even.

      As Father crashed about in the washroom, Raith whispered, “Lypil, I’m going to kill you.”

      Although she didn’t understand him, the iguana’s eyes flared open and her dark-pink tongue hissed.

      Before she could alert her master, Raith sank his fangs through her leathery skin, into her neck. They pierced her jugular.

      The iguana gurgled and tried to wiggle back to escape him.

      Raith cursed inwardly. Surely even his drunken father would hear the benighted thing?

      Heart threatening to snap his ribs, Raith pressed down harder. The iguana’s Untalented blood gushed.

      Vile tasting. Raith could not bring himself to swallow it. He pulled his face away and let the animal bleed out onto its bed. Father slurred a tuneless whistle as Lypil wheezed out her last breath.

      Nausea rising, Raith let Lypil’s body slump back. He had killed many Magical animals, and none of their deaths had affected him. If anything, he enjoyed the dribble of power he gleaned from them.

      Only Lypil was not Magical. And she had been Father’s love.

      Desperate to be rid of her blood, he wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

      Don’t be sick. Don’t be sick. And don’t laugh, either.

      Footsteps sounded from the washroom.

      Raith started to slip behind the drapes to await Father, but he paused. In his drunkenness, it was unlikely Father would notice Lypil until morning.

      Raith wanted his father to suffer before he died, the way he’d made his children hurt.

      He scooped the iguana and its bloody bedding up and tossed them onto his father’s bed. The old man stumbled back into the room, and Raith swept behind the drapes.

      Dressed in nothing but a soiled vest, his father looked impotent. Spent. His trembling fist clenched a goblet. Wine slopped onto the floor as he swayed his way to the bed.

      Raith gaped at him. Disgusting. Unkempt, barely conscious, the man was hardly above an animal himself. And this is the creature who’s lorded over Trojean, Carian, and me all our lives.

      How was it possible that he had allowed this drunken shell to torment him all his life? Since his earliest teens, Raith had towered over his slight father. Vital and strong, he could have ended the abuse years ago.

      But his courage had failed him.

      No . . . I looked at him through a child’s eyes. But I’m not a child anymore. I’m a man . . . a man about to shape my destiny.

      It no longer mattered if his father saw the petty death of the iguana.

      Raith stepped out from behind the drape as his father reached the bed. He cried out in shock, then stumbled back—right into Raith.

      Raith locked his arms around his father’s frail body in a first—and last— embrace. He considered saying something—a last accusation, perhaps—but decided against it. His father’s horrified expression said he knew exactly who held him and what was coming.

      That was enough.

      Deliberately, Raith extended his fangs and sank them slowly into his father’s neck. His father’s blood, the most delicious Raith had ever tasted, spurted into his mouth. It coated his tongue before slipping down his throat.

      Magic, glorious magic, more powerful than Raith had ever experienced, flowed like nectar into his veins.

      With it came knowledge. A thousand languages, spoken by as many animal species, rushed at him. He reined in his mind before the noise overwhelmed him.

      Then a low voice from the corner of the room hooked his attention. “Come, come, my lovely. Don’t be scared. I won’t harm you.”

      Raith glanced up.

      A spider coaxing a fly into its web.

      He would never have understood her if not for his father’s animal-whisperer magic flowing into him with each pull on his neck. Raith trembled with excitement. From this moment on, he would command the mundane animal kingdom—and they would have no choice but to obey.

      Then another noise.

      A different animal this time: his father squealing like a pig at slaughter. The old man writhed. But weakened by a lifetime of alcoholism, there was no strength left in his arms.

      Raith bit down harder and sucked . . . and sucked.

      A gargled scream turned to bubbling moans.

      And then nothing.

      Nothing but a wineskin.

      Raith released his arms, and the old man crumpled on the floor. His wild eyes stared blindly ahead.

      Raith had never liked his father more. He tossed his head back and moaned. “Liberated. Finally.”

      “Well done, brother.” The drapes stirred as Carian’s brawny bulk eased into the room. “But you’re not done yet.”

      Raith’s head snapped back. “I know. The ritual.” He smiled with the joy of a child at a harvest festival. The thrill of more power exploding through his tissues was so heady he had to grip his father’s bed post to keep standing. For the first time, he understood Trojean’s willingness to try something risky to magnify the pleasure.

      Carian tossed him a handkerchief. “Your mouth.”

      Raith laughed as he took it. “You’re just jealous.”

      Carian looked down at their father’s sunken corpse with unveiled envy. “You have no idea.”

      Raith locked eyes with him as he wiped his bloody lips. “I promise you, I will do anything—everything—to share this power with you.”

      Carian pulled Raith into a tight embrace. “I know that. It just took time for you to see it.”

      Raith hugged him back. “I won’t fail you. Not now. Not ever.”

      “That’s why I want to share everything I have with you. My knowledge, my strength—everything is yours.” Carian pulled away and patted Raith’s arms with powerful strokes.

      Raith winced.

      Carian chortled as his hands dropped. “Sorry, brother. I forget my strength at times.”

      Raith believed him; Carian would be the last person on the planet to hurt him.

      “Now to the ritual.” Carian pulled a dagger out of a sheath attached to his belt. “I will talk you through it, but—and this is very important—if you think reaping Father’s magic was incredible, you haven’t even lived until you feel the power of my ritual. But take in too much, and the magic will kill you.”

      “That’s what you meant about it being dangerous?”

      Carian nodded. “At first, I had to hold Trojean back, but she learned to control her craving. You will, too.”

      Craving.

      The word worried Raith. It always had as he’d watched Trojean deal with her cravings for more and more power with each Magical species she supped from. It had been one of the reasons he’d been so loath to follow in her footsteps. She may have been stronger than him, but he had been freer than her.

      Not anymore, it seemed.

      Before his father, he could have gone months without reaping magic off animals. Now, he was already hungry for his next hit.

      It was worth it for power. Power he could share with Carian. Power he could use to destroy Jorah.

      He held out his hand for the dagger. “What do I do?”

      Carian let him take it. He kicked their father’s corpse. “Find the body part where the magic is manifested.”

      Raith’s eyebrows bobbed. “He was a whisperer. So his tongue, obviously.”

      “Cut it out.”

      Raith grimaced as he knelt at his father’s head. “Gruesome much?”

      “You want the power, then get your hands dirty.”

      Raith didn’t just want the power; his tissues yearned for it. From watching his sister, he knew it would only get worse. If Carian’s ritual sated that craving, then it was worth mutilating bodies.

      He sawed his father’s tongue off at the root, then held it up gingerly between two fingers. “And now?”

      “Toss it in the fire.”

      “Hm . . . that’s got to stink.” But Raith obeyed.

      The fire sizzled and spluttered as the tongue hit the coals. Dark tendrils of smoke curled up the chimney.

      Raith was right. The stench was truly awful.

      It must be all that wine.

      He looked to Carian for direction.

      “Breathe in the smoke. Let it become one with you.”

      As he leaned over the fire and breathed in the putrid odor, he almost gagged.

      Magic hit him with a rush. It spread from his lungs to his heart, to his brain and down to his feet. Every inch of him writhed as muscles he didn’t know he had fired with power.

      Only now, the smoke didn’t smell awful. It smelled like honor. Praise. Adoration. Every animal born bowed to his will. They chanted his name. They—

      Carian tapped his arm. “Enough. Time to stop.”

      Raith ignored him and breathed in even deeper, like a starving man eating at a feast.

      But now his head swam and his eyes watered.

      Understandable. The word slurred in his head as he rocked on his feet.

      He didn’t care that he swayed, or that he wanted to vomit, or that his head threatened to burst. He was weightless, fearless, invincible . . .

      Carian pulled him roughly back from the fire. “Maleficent’s arse, brother!” He spoke with affection. “Do you want to die?”

      Raith’s mind snapped back. He blinked away the light flickering before his eyes. Unable to bear his own weight, his legs folded under him. “What . . . what happened?”

      “You almost overdosed.” Carian looked singularly unconcerned.

      Raith gulped. “You mean I almost died?”

      “As if I would let that happen.” Carian rubbed circles on Raith’s back, almost too intimate.

      Raith was too weak to object. He closed his eyes to wait until his pulse regulated and his breathing normalized. Finally, he looked at Carian. “That was quite a ride.”

      Carian’s hand paused in its circles. “How do you feel?”

      Raith reached into himself—then shivered. “Hungry. Very, very hungry.”

      Carian’s eyes danced. “Then on to Ryferia.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Hands on her hips, Aurora stared up at Artemis. “What do you mean Niing is not allowed at the harbor to meet my suitors? He sent the invitations in my name. It’s only proper that he be there when the Guardians open and their ships dock.”

      She hadn’t mentioned the severed head to Artemis, per Niing’s advice. She couldn’t let him see how much he had rattled her, how violently sick and heartsore she felt whenever the image of that poor little boy and his grieving father swam into her mind.

      Today of all days, she had to conduct herself in a queenly manner if she was to win a consort of worth and power to her cause.

      Outside the leaded window of Artemis’s office, ten anchored caravels, flying ten different insignia, tossed in the swell beyond the chain-mail Guardians.

      Regardless of her most persuasive arguments, Artemis and the Intelligentsia had insisted that the Guardians only open once all the ships had arrived. Despite appeals to their logic and their manners—not all of her suitors had arrived at the same time—the early comers had been forced to remain at anchor for the last three days. Thankfully, the weather had been fine with no storms. Even now, the early morning sun bore down with a bite in its teeth.

      Distracted from her argument, she shook her head in wonder that ten—ten!— firstborn heirs had accepted her challenge.

      In truth, she should have been the one to welcome them at the pier, but vanity prevented her from doing so. The last thing she wanted was for them to see her for the first time in the blazing sun.

      Sweat, blisters, and freckles were not the way to woo a man.

      All it will do is inspire them to turn tail and sail out of here.

      As it was, she planned to arrive at the arena to meet them wearing a half-mask to cover part of her face. It would give her some anonymity to spy on them before they got the full measure of her lack of beauty.

      Artemis’s sneer pulled her back to the present. “You forget, Aurora, that Niing is a mere tutor, nothing more.” A disparaging hand wave at Niing, standing at her side. “The men you have assembled are all princes and lords in their realms. They would expect to be greeted by someone of equivalent rank.” A cruel smile. “And, as I’m sure you would not wish to inflict yourself on them, I will do you the honor of standing in your place.”

      All thoughts about her blotchy face blown to the wind, she opened her mouth to say that she would indeed go, and where Artemis could shove his so-called “honor.”

      Niing’s loud throat-clearing stopped her. “Lord Artemis makes a valid point, my princess.” His brown eyes narrowed, almost losing themselves in the creases on his cheeks and forehead. “But perhaps not for the point he suggests.”

      Artemis’s head picked up like a beagle on a scent.

      She unclenched her fists. “What are you suggesting, Niing?”

      “Traversing the docks like a mere deckhand”—a smug look at Artemis—“will do nothing to increase your allure. These men have traveled far for you. Keep them waiting until the trials begin to see you for the first time.”

      Artemis snorted his derision.

      “Tonight, then, in the arena when I remove my mask?” She ignored Artemis, speaking to Niing as if her uncle weren’t even in the room.

      “Exactly,” Artemis said, as if it were his idea. “Tonight, in the arena, when they fight the first elimination for you.”

      She walked to the window to consider her options. Because of the time limit—three weeks of which had already been spent assembling her suitors—she had been forced to launch the trials on the day everyone arrived. With only a week of her month left, the sooner she legally wore the crown, the sooner she could deal with Artemis and his threats to enlist the Intelligentsia’s support in condemning her to death on trumped-up charges of murder.

      That evening, to the delight of the court, her suitors would fight each other with swords. Only five would survive to go on to the next trial.

      Nausea billowed at the brutal bloodletting. She swayed on her feet. If she could have chosen a consort without all this cruelty, she would have, but to do so would fly in the face of Ryferian tradition. The Intelligentsia and courtiers would never forgive her if she thwarted them in their blood lust.

      At least she had yet to declare the full nature of each of her trials. There was comfort in that. Perhaps she would still get a chance to structure the games so more brain and less brawn would be required to win.

      She faced Artemis and Niing. “Tonight at the arena, then.” She couldn’t resist adding, for Artemis’s benefit, “I trust you will have your magic-sniffing snout firmly in place—we would hate for a firstborn from Warrendyte to have slipped into the harbor.”

      Artemis’s lips narrowed to a thin line. How could he? Everyone knew that no Magical creature would dare slip past the Guardians.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Aurora lurked in the shadows near the portcullis guarding the entrance to the circular arena where Ryferians held their blood sport. In the gloom, she caught the flicker of the torches, which burned at intervals along the stone walls above and below the stands encircling the Ryferian killing zone. Five thousand people crammed those benches.

      Every ticket issued to this event, and three others planned, had been snapped up within hours of becoming available. At her insistence, tickets had been distributed by lottery to her ordinary subjects as well. If she was to rule successfully, she had to be queen of everyone, not just the spoiled palazzo nobles.

      When she finally plucked up the courage to face this spectacle she had created—albeit from behind an expertly crafted blue-and-silver mask covering half her face— she craned her head around the portcullis to catch a glimpse of what awaited her.

      Nine strangers, not the ten she had expected, dressed in armor and bearing swords stood with Artemis on the golden sand in the center of the vast space.

      Her suitors, come to fight each other for her hand in marriage—and for her kingdom.

      Where was the tenth man? She had no idea.

      All these princes and lords had to be at least six feet tall. Happily, dark hair predominated, with a smattering of light brown, and even one redhead.

      There wasn’t an ugly one amongst them. She liked men with dark hair. Especially if she wasn’t taller than them.

      She pulled her head back and gulped a breath.

      It didn’t help. Her lungs seemed to have forgotten how to process air.

      Keahr wrapped an arm around her. “You’re worrying for nothing.”

      Aurora glared at her. “Am I? I’m the one who has to go in there and smile and titter like an idiot.” A dry laugh. “At least from behind my mask.”

      Zandor rolled his eyes. “Please, no tittering. The last thing an intelligent man wants is a ditzy woman.”

      Aurora glared at him, too. “Any other advice to give me?”

      A brotherly smile. “Only to calm down. You’re smart and fun to be with. You’ll have them charmed before the night is over.”

      He’d said nothing about her looks, even though she and Keahr had spent hours tweaking her hair and makeup. Not to mention the days they’d deliberated over fabrics, colors and dress styles, not just for this evening, but for the week-long trials. For tonight, they had settled on rich, emerald-green silk, trimmed with gold braid, which showed off her red hair and, hopefully, toned down her freckles, which she would have no choice but to expose when she removed her mask. She hoped the flowing fabric was enough to hide her lanky, shapeless frame.

      Zandor’s smile twisted into a grimace. “At least the ones who survive will grow to like you. Until tomorrow, when you again send them to fight for their lives.”

      She shivered, now even more reluctant to step into that horrible place.

      Zandor draped an arm around her. He must have regretted his comment. “Every man in there knows what’s at stake. They have come knowing they may not survive. Take that as a compliment on what you’re offering them.”

      Despite her misgivings, he was right, and if she were to survive this, she would do well to remember it.

      Still, she dithered. Partly because she wanted to give five of them a few more minutes longer to live, and partly because of her own fear.

      Little feet pattered as Niing shambled up. “Aurora! Keeping them waiting will not win hearts.” A firm hand gripped her arm. “And you will let Artemis and his cronies think your courage is failing you.”

      She couldn’t argue with that, but before he could drag her into the arena to greet these men, she asked, “The lord you particularly wanted to come . . . is he one of those dark-haired beauties in there?”

      A grunt from Niing. “Lord Jorah Thalyn has shoulder-length hair the color of ripe wheat.”

      Golden blond. A color conspicuous by its absence amongst her suitors. He must have been the missing man.

      Her stomach knotted, both at Niing’s grim tone and at her unreasonable disappointment. Despite brutal daily reprimands to herself, she had pinned her hopes on Niing’s choice. If anyone knew the kind of man who’d make her happy, it would be her tutor. That his choice hadn’t bothered to come was not only insulting; it hurt.

      “Jorah’s caravel docked, but he wasn’t on it,” Niing added. “His whereabouts remain a mystery.”

      Intrigued, she raised her eyebrows. “What? Is he a fish that he doesn’t need a boat to get him to shore?”

      “Hardly.” Niing scowled. “Don’t you worry, my princess. I will deal with him if he shows up.” He walked with her in tow. “Now, enough delays. It’s time you honored your suitors with your presence.”

      She wiped her face clean of everything but a small, plastered smile, and forced her slippered feet into the arena.

      Artemis joined her. A mock bow. “Aurora. You can hardly have your tutor escort you.” When Niing relinquished her, Artemis offered her his arm. He snorted a laugh. “Right, any normal person would need stilts to reach you up there.”

      His sarcasm wasn’t lost on her as he grabbed her elbow.

      Only Niing’s eyes boring into her stopped her from snapping a sharp retort.

      Again, he had a better grasp on the situation than she did. The last thing she needed was to get into an argument with this slug while there were a thousand pairs of eyes, including those of her possible consort, on her.

      Back straight, she glided toward her fate.

      Her suitors spaced themselves into a rough line as they waited for Artemis to introduce her. A few eyebrows raised at her mask, but no one said anything. Still, her confidence faltered as nerves made their names and faces blur.

      She silently berated her pounding heart. Five of these men would die tonight. The least they deserved was for her to remember their names before they did so.

      By the time she reached the end of the row, she had each name and at least one defining physical feature memorized.

      What was not so easy was to cut through the layers of smiles, smooth bows, and sweet, flattering words to know their hearts. From all the smarm, she concluded that none of them seemed put off by her Infirmity.

      A lifetime of experience dealing with the scornful Able in Ryferia made her doubt every single one of them.

      Watching them joust, wrestle, and sword fight would not give her any further insight into who and what they were—or whether they would support her against her enemies. There had to be a better of way of running these trials that still respected the law and the need for bloodshed. She just had to find it.

      She and Artemis reached the last suitor.

      Like the others, he was tall, sun kissed, and handsome. Her face morphed into the same smile, half-hidden by her mask, that she’d offered the eight before him.

      The man—Lord Raith Krall, Duke of Lorithian—swept her a flamboyant bow. And then he smiled—and her heart almost stopped beating. The only words she could use to describe the beautiful turn of his lips were alluring, compelling. Words she had never applied to anyone in her life before—and never thought she would. It was as if he wanted to know her—in every sense of the word. It made her want to smile back, to preen for him, to turn herself inside out for him—the way Peckle did when he wanted cuddles.

      Only Peckle would quickly follow that up with a slash of ravaging claws that ended all affection in blood.

      It would be well to keep Peckle’s example firmly in mind.

      Even with that knowledge, she stared dumbly at his angular chin and high cheek bones setting off nut-brown eyes, rimmed with a darker, almost charcoal band. Those eyes seemed to absorb her, body and soul. No one had ever looked at her with such interest before. She blushed. Determined to resist the urge to drown in those depths, she tore her eyes away from his and flitted a look at the rest of him.

      Lean and tall, he filled his leather armor, black breeches, and knee-high boots beautifully. She suppressed a smile of delight.

      Then a thought managed to weave its way through the mush he’d turned her brain into: All her other suitors wore heavy metal plate. How would Duke Raith of Lorithian fare in a sword fight against men so better protected than him? Not being interested in sword fighting, she had no clue.

      Despite the injustice of her thoughts—and the absurdity of them, considering she didn’t even know the man—she hoped that he, out of all these strangers, survived until morning.

      “Princess Aurora,” he said in a smoky voice, “I was led to believe that you were not particularly pleasing to the eye. Whoever started that rumor should be flogged.”

      She only just managed to stop staggering back at his bluntness. “Really? That’s your opening line?” She touched her mask. “And just which side of my face are you referring to?”

      Even Artemis snorted.

      Duke Raith’s alluring smile widened, showing off perfect white teeth. “I believe in being honest. And you have been misrepresented. Your face is charming. Both sides of it. Perhaps you will do me the honor of removing your mask.”

      “And you spout more nonsense than a court jester.” For all that, she couldn’t resist pulling the half-mask away. She smiled back at him—a real smile, not the fake ones that had made her face ache all evening. “Next, you’ll be telling me that you’ve always liked very tall women.”

      Still smiling, Duke Raith canted his head to look at her. “I told you, I believe in telling the truth.”

      Ah! So she wasn’t making his pulse race the way his fluid grace was playing havoc with her heart rhythms. The last time a man had caused her such flutters was Zandor, before she’d realized he would never return her romantic affection.

      The memory of Zandor’s gentle rejection made her even more cautious.

      She gave Duke Raith a pert look. “I look forward to seeing how that honesty translates in the arena.”

      All humor vanished.

      Duke Raith patted the rapier sheathed to his belt. “I will not fail you. I came here to win your hand and your heart, and that is what I intend to do. In a week, you will be my wife.”

      Her flutters picked up speed. She tempered them by asking, “The dukedom of Lorithian is interested in importing coal?”

      Duke Raith looked at her blankly. “Coal? Why would we want coal?”

      Her eyes widened before she could stop them. He wasn’t here because of trade!

      That meant . . . she refused to think of what it could mean. She spluttered. “Fires . . . um . . . does it get cold there in winter?”

      Artemis laughed derisively. “Duke Raith, forgive Princess Aurora’s ignorance.” He waved at her. “Aurora, let’s hope the duke thinks your intellect as pleasing as he seems to find your looks. Why else would he risk his life for you?”

      The blood deserted her face. To make things worse, her usually sharp wit failed her. With absolutely nothing to say, her mouth opened and closed stupidly.

      “It would seem that Princess Aurora has not only been forced to contend with an Infirmity not of her making, but she has also had to cope with a bullying uncle,” Duke Raith’s low, icy voice cut through her humiliation. “It makes me want to—” His top lip curled back, baring those lovely teeth. He hesitated, then his hand drifted to his sword.

      “My dear duke, you misunderstand me,” Artemis crooned. “As you will see when you get to know her, my niece is as sharp as a knife.”

      That was a backhanded compliment if ever there was one.

      But it didn’t matter. For no apparent reason, Raith Krall, Duke of Lorithian, had chosen to defend her against Artemis. Knowing that was worth enduring any amount of ridicule.

      Her heart, which had frozen in her embarrassment, now pounded out a ditty. She bobbed Raith a curtsy to show her appreciation and then said, in a low voice, “Please call me Aurora. I hope to hand you the winner’s wreath at the end of this challenge.”

      Without waiting for his reply, or for Artemis to follow, she sailed to the stairs leading to the royal box.

      Peckle lay curled up on her seat. She tossed him off with a sweep of her hand. He landed on his feet, glared at her, and then hopped up onto the railing overlooking the arena.

      With Zandor standing protectively at her back with his bow and arrow ready, Aurora sat and shouted out, “Let the trials begin.”
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      In his human form, Jorah paused at the spot beyond the broken Guardian, where he had met with Niing and his companions some weeks before. He glared up at the giant with loathing. Back lit against the setting sun, it leered back down at him.

      To mock the Magical in their defeat, Nethric had housed his alchemy in hideous caricatures of the Magical that had once ruled this land.

      Giants, just like this one, had formed the front lines of the Ryferian infantry battalions. They had kept Ryferia free from foreign invasion for almost a thousand years—

      Until we were attacked by our own underbelly.

      He swallowed his bitterness. It burned its way down into his gut. There was no forgetting, no forgiving what the Untalented had done to his land, to his people.

      And now he was back.

      The moment he stepped through that giant’s legs, he would be robbed of his magic, stripped of half his nature—the half in which he was most comfortable.

      It would leave him a mere human—as weak as any one of these hapless Ryferians—albeit with enhanced senses. Those senses would help him in the upcoming trials.

      Although so much time had passed since he’d last felt the effects of Nethric’s alchemy, he vividly remembered the numbing, bone-crushing power as the Guardians stripped him of his strength.

      He had fought on, but it had not been enough.

      A young dragon then, he had only recently taken his place on the council. It had made his family a target.

      A shudder wracked him; bound and chained in Nethric’s dungeon, he had watched, helpless, as the alchemist’s scum ravaged and then slaughtered Mama and his sisters.

      Dragons had long memories; the pain was as raw today as it had been then.

      Lila had rescued him. And he would never stop loving her for that.

      With a thousand Untalented armed with pitchforks and home-made blades on their heels, they had escaped Ryferia in a rickety boat Lila had stolen from the harbor.

      The sea had fought her fire every inch of the way until they passed the line of chain-mail Guardians that warded the coast, and she’d hated it. Ever since then, he’d had an aversion to boats and the sea, too. That was why he’d sent his caravel ahead of him while he’d flown to the trials.

      He had arrived later than he had intended.

      Jorah loped through the giant’s legs into Ryferia.

      His sure steps faltered as the combined power of thousands of Guardians sucked the life force from him. He gasped, buckling at the waist. A stagger, and he fell to his knees.

      Like a man drowning in the salty deep, he forced his muscles and bones to straighten, to keep him afloat in this terrible world.

      He stood, fighting the shakes quivering his frame. A few deep breaths, and his muscles stilled.

      He trudged toward a stone path, fighting to find equilibrium for his gangling limbs. He had always been graceful, moving with stealth and speed. Now it seemed his legs belonged to someone else, while his mind gave them commands they had no willingness to obey.

      It was exactly what the Untalented coped with each day as they stumbled through life.

      He hated it.

      A week. That’s all I have to endure.

      The sun burnished the towers and steeples of the palazzo and glinted off the canals in the capital. Much of it was unchanged since he lived in Ryferia. He reached the path, snaking through rosemary scrub on the hillside.

      He had always liked rosemary. But today, instead of filling him with its usual heady scent, the rosemary needles were muted, playing at the edge of his usually keen nose. He crushed a twig, but even the oil on his fingers smelled dull.

      It’s still better than what the Untalented have. And I don’t need my nose to clobber a few Untalented princes in a sword fight.

      He quickened his pace.

      Niing had said that the first trial—a sword fight—was scheduled for that evening in the arena.

      He grimaced; the arena had been built long before his birth. Nothing more than an elaborate execution block for the Untalented, a succession of councils had used it as a venue to entertain the Magical.

      The Untalented had continued that diabolical tradition. The Ryferians loved their blood sports . . . Hence the fight to the death for their princess’s hand.

      The path curved around a bend in the hill, robbing him of the view of the city.

      A shuffle of feet neared.

      From the gait, someone heavy headed his way.

      Someone come to check on the Guardian? He hoped not. Having this escape from the city gave him comfort. It would do his psyche no good if the giant was fixed, trapping him in this hellhole.

      A man loped into view, well over six feet tall. His jerkin strained, as if his chest had been stuffed full of boulders. Blond end-of-the-day stubble highlighted a cleft chin, while intelligent brown eyes assessed Jorah.

      Whatever the man saw made him stumble and his pulse race. He caught himself. “Beautiful evening for a walk.”

      With no trace of a disability, Jorah dismissed him as Untalented. “If you say so.”

      Those intelligent eyes took on a speculative gleam. “I’m not from around here. Where does this path lead?”

      Jorah’s skin crawled. Why, he wasn’t sure, but he knew to obey the signals his body sent him. “Walk it and you’ll find out.” He stopped when he drew next to the man. “Where you from?”

      The man’s vague hand wave indicated nowhere. “Up north. I’m here for the trials.”

      “Then shouldn’t you be at the trials?”

      The man laughed. “Not me, exactly. My brother. I’m his second. Thought I’d get a lay of the land. You never know what they will throw at us at events like this.”

      Jorah didn’t bother hiding his frown. “You think Princess Aurora will hold a jousting contest on the side of a hill above the city?”

      Another laugh, only longer and louder this time. “If you’re a suitor, you’re probably thinking that my brother stands no chance with a foolish second like me.”

      “Your words. Not mine.”

      “Well, I won’t keep you.” The man clapped Jorah’s shoulder. The slap seemed overly hard for a friendly gesture. “I want to go and see these Guardians I’ve heard so much about.”

      Jorah’s body tensed, ready to attack if the man touched him again.

      Perhaps the Guardians and the loss of his magic were making him edgy. Fighting complete strangers on hillsides was not the best way of announcing his return to his old homeland. He forced himself to relax and descended the hill.

      The closer he got to the palazzo, the less he could shake the terrible sense of déjà vu that beset him every time he considered the man’s face.

      The turn of his nose and the line of his brow were reminiscent of Trojean. If that was her Untalented brother, then Raith had to be here, too.

      Just as he had anticipated.

      If it was not too late, Niing would have to be persuaded to pair him with the parasite in the sword fight. That was the quickest and easiest way of solving the problem of Trojean’s twin brother.

      Missing his wings like never before, he broke into a run for the arena.
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      Raith hefted his rapier in one sweaty hand and his parrying dagger in the other. As hard as he tried to keep his expression blank, unbridled fear almost tripped him as he walked to the center of the arena to face his first opponent in the trials. He and Prince Gathroar had drawn the first lots and were the first to fight.

      I’m about to die—and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      He and Gathroar matched each other in height, but that was where the similarities ended. Thick as a thousand-year-old oak, the brute was decked out in steel plate from head to toe. Not even his eyes peeked out.

      And this was the man he had to kill if he was to survive.

      Maleficent save me.

      His boyhood sword master’s voice rang in his head. Look for weaknesses. And attack first.

      Carian had wanted Raith to wear full body armor, but unaccustomed to sparring in plate, Raith had barely been able to move, let alone thrust his rapier with any agility. Even Carian had admitted that a full metal suit would be more of a liability than an asset. They had settled for his usual boiled leather armor.

      Now Raith wasn’t so sure. His covering seemed hopelessly inadequate.

      Added to that, Gathroar carried a broadsword, heavier, designed for close-up sweeps and cuts, while all Raith wanted was to keep as far away from Gathroar as his rapier would allow.

      Farther, if I could. Like back in the brothel in Lorithian.

      At least Carian would not be here to see him die. His brother used the cover of the first trial to snoop around the capital to find the higher Magical, the ones whose blood was needed to brew the potion to protect Raith against the Guardians.

      A bit pointless when he’d be dead before Carian returned.

      Stop it! This is not helping. Focus on the fight at hand.

      It also didn’t help that hunger for magic burned in his gut. The injustice of that wasn’t helping his mood. If the Guardians were to rob him of his powers, the least they could do was to take the craving away, too.

      Anger at the entire situation hastened his step.

      No matter what happened, he would get a few thrusts in before succumbing to the brute.

      Gathroar swaggered toward him, confidence and disdain pulsing in every rollicking step. The man believed himself invincible; that much was obvious.

      Perhaps Raith could use that arrogance to his advantage.

      He would never defeat Gathroar by skill alone, but maybe he could beat him through cunning and stealth. Incubi had practically invented cunning and stealth.

      Gathroar took his position in front of the royal box. He tilted his visor up and swept a flamboyant bow. “Behold your groom, Your Highness,” he called to Aurora. “I vow to present my opponent’s head to you on the end of my sword. His will be the first of a string of bodies I lay at your feet in the coming week.”

      Aurora sat straight as a board in her chair. “Thank you for your offer, Prince Gathroar.” The ugly little thing had sweat beading on her forehead and staining her armpits. Still, her voice rang strong. “You will be in good company.” A hand wave at the lanky tabby perched on the railing overlooking the arena. “Peckle never fails to charm me with an endless trail of decapitated mice left on my bedchamber floor. For a reward, he gets to sleep with me, too.”

      A cheer of laughter from the crowd.

      Even Raith managed a smile. The woman had wit, if nothing else.

      Face flushed, Gathroar jerked out of his bow. Clearly, Aurora had knocked some of the wind out of his sails.

      The man was a mere buffoon, albeit a strong, powerful one. It gave Raith courage.

      Finally, Aurora’s eyes settled on Raith. He could have sworn that they implored him to win.

      He nodded and smiled at her. He hoped it didn’t look too self-deprecating. And then he faced Gathroar to exchange the customary greeting.

      The man charged, his sword swinging.

      Raith’s parrying dagger nearly slipped from his hand. He steadied his grip, sashayed to the side, and followed up with a quick thrust with his rapier at the armor joint in the giant’s armpit.

      Gathroar’s blade smashed with rock-breaking force against Raith’s. For a second time, he almost lost hold of the hilt. Thankfully, his rapier was made from the finest tempered steel, but the same could not be said for Raith’s arm—pain jarred all the way up into his shoulder.

      Gathroar pressed his advantage, slicing his blade at Raith’s abdomen.

      Raith dodged, bringing his parrying dagger clumsily up to deflect the blow. The shorter blade crashed against Gathroar’s sword, diverting it moments before Gathroar could plunge it into Raith’s gut.

      Teeth gritted, Raith pushed back on Gathroar’s heavier blade. The man’s arm barely moved, rooted to the spot.

      Gathroar deflected, breaking free of Raith’s hold. Again he lunged.

      Raith skittered back across the sand. He wasn’t quick enough, and the blade struck his leather-clad arm, the one holding his parrying dagger. The leather buckled as the steel plunged into Raith’s bicep. He cried out, dropping the dagger.

      Gathroar kicked it away across the sand, out of Raith’s reach.

      A cacophony of cheers, claps, and boos reverberated around the arena.

      But instead of following through—the brute could easily have severed Raith’s arm—Gathroar pulled back and laughed with the crowd. He even lifted his visor, exposing the callous disdain in his coal-dark eyes.

      “I promised my bride a show,” the brute yelled out. “Game’s just starting. Let’s play some more.”

      Another roar from the savage crowd.

      Bleeding, Raith steadied his grip on his rapier—and then the full import of Gathroar’s words hit him.

      The prince wasn’t planning on a quick victory. None of his swings would result in immediate death. He would go for limbs, slicing them enough to disable, but not to immobilize. He’d go for the abdomen, piercing deep enough to cause pain, but not to kill. Gathroar would torture him long enough to show Aurora and the other suitors that he was top dog, that no one could stand against him.

      What would the killing blow be? Would Gathroar swipe his head from his shoulders as he’d promised Aurora? Or would he let Raith bleed out on the sand until his heart had nothing left to pump?

      The man’s brutality incensed Raith, flooding adrenaline into his bloodstream. Eyes narrowed, he glowered at his tormentor.

      If Gathroar wanted to play dirty, then so could Raith.

      He glanced behind him for anything he could use as an additional weapon. The stone wall was bare, except for the flaming torches that lined the arena, spreading light and shadow.

      He could use those torches. In fact, if Gathroar wanted a show, he’d have one he never could have anticipated. Or could recover from.

      Gathroar roared.

      Raith swung around, thrusting his rapier at Gathroar. The man sidestepped, and Raith stumbled. Gathroar drove his advantage, slicing at the wound on Raith’s arm.

      Raith winced—and then moaned for effect. He even let his rapier droop in his good hand.

      More laughter from Gathroar. “Bride, next time, give me a proper opponent. One worthy of my skill,” he called up to Aurora.

      Aurora looked faintly ill as she waved at him halfheartedly.

      So confident, the fool even flung his helmet off. He tossed his head back, making his long, dark hair dance. But the hand holding his sword remained steady as it edged Raith back against the wall—straight toward the torches.

      Raith let himself be led, offering half-hearted attempts to attack Gathroar. Like a spider luring a fly into its web, he even angled his body so Gathroar could drive him into the torch bracket.

      His back crashed into it. He let his rapier drop onto the sand at his feet, where he could grab it quickly if needed.

      The crowd roared its delight. Gathroar paused to take a bow.

      Raith ripped the torch from its holder and drove it into Gathroar’s face. Driven on wings of fury, he twisted the torch so the burning tar coated the man’s cheeks.

      Gathroar yelled, perhaps more in shock than pain, until the stench of burning hair and skin filled the arena. Bellowing like a wounded walrus, he dropped his sword to pat his face.

      But steel gauntlets were not designed for stemming fire. Gathroar collapsed to his knees to bury his face in the sand.

      Raith scooped up his rapier. He thrust, putting all his strength behind the blow, into Prince Gathroar’s neck. The brute collapsed against the wall, a fountain of blood spraying from a clean puncture through his jugular.

      Breath coming in rasps, Raith rocked back on his heels.

      He had won his first trial.

      But with no magic to reap, this death—his second—was nowhere near as satisfying as his first.

      All it did was make him hungry—hungry for the only blood that would appease his craving. He looked up at Aurora, hoping his eyes didn’t expose his lust. Only once he’d sucked her dry could he get at all the Magical blood tickling his senses here in the arena.

      Aurora stood and clapped her hands along with the cheering crowd. Not at all put off by his longing.

      Behind Raith, stewards busied themselves removing Prince Gathroar’s body.

      With his bloody rapier in hand, Raith strode across the arena to the royal box. He bowed to Aurora. “I trust my lady does not object to a suitor who displays more brains than brawn?”

      Aurora started, then smiled through her pallor, tinged with sickly green. It seemed Princess Aurora wasn’t as keen for blood sports as he had been led to believe. Somehow he had to use that knowledge to his advantage.

      The crowd stilled.

      “I look for a consort who is true to his word. You, Duke Raith, promised that you would be triumphant in your sword fight. You have honored your word.” Her voice carried its familiar steadiness, only this time, without the dollop of sarcasm she had used on Gathroar. She gestured to the steps leading to the box. “Please, join me on the stand while the next pair fight.”

      It seemed the princess had indeed taken a fancy to him. His incubus power to beguile had not been completely lost after all. He hid his delight; he could definitely use that to his advantage.

      He took the stairs at a leap to be greeted at the top by a steward bearing a bottle of tincture and a bandage for his arm.

      Raith was about to croon something sweet and meaningless to Aurora when a scuffle at the portcullis leading into the arena caught his eye.

      Jorah stood on the threshold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      Jorah stared at the royal box in dismay. The man Princess Aurora welcomed to her side with smiles was unmistakably Trojean’s brother. And, curse the timing, he had already fought and won his opening round. As much as Jorah longed to swoop in with his sword to slit the incubus’s throat, even in this kingdom it would be construed as murder.

      Not something he could risk.

      He turned away from the portcullis to glare at Niing, who shambled over to meet him. “I see Raith Krall is here. Has Princess Aurora been told what danger she’s in, courting him?”

      No taller than Jorah’s hips, Niing stopped next to him and glared straight back. “You are late. The reason for that should be the question up for discussion.”

      A couple of musketeers strode past them, but they did no more than eye him with interest. They must have realized he was a late-coming attendee.

      Niing grabbed Jorah’s sleeve and drew him into the shadows away from the portcullis. “If you had been here at the start, I may have managed to do something with the pairings.” He tossed his hands up. “Now it’s too late for today’s match. I can try again tomorrow, but Artemis is watching me.”

      “Why did you send the parasite an invitation?” Jorah challenged. “And why didn’t you turn him away when he arrived?”

      He had the pleasure—sour as it was—of seeing Niing deflate.

      “The invitation went awry. I would never have invited him. And even if I had been permitted to attend at the harbor, what would I have said to Raith? To Artemis? The Intelligentsia?” Niing replied. “That the man is a known incubus? That his succubus twin sister murdered the Magical in Warrendyte, a community the majority of the Untalented deny even exists?”

      “I see your point.” Jorah’s caravel had arrived under the Warrendyte banner, but no one here, other than Niing, would have recognized the sigil for what it was. It was thanks to Niing’s pipeweed smoke that he had lived so long under the influence of the Guardians. The rest of the Magical who had stayed in Ryferia after the war had long since succumbed to the alchemy and the iron.

      Niing puffed up on his tiny boots. “Good. Now you need to get into that arena to claim your spot in the tournament. Make sure you fight with more honor than the bloodsucker did, so that Aurora gives you the winner’s wreath.”

      Jorah held up his hand. “All in good time. First, what are we doing to warn Princess Aurora about him? She needs to know who and what he is.”

      Niing gawked at him. “What in the creation of cats do you mean? Didn’t you listen to anything I’ve been saying?”

      Jorah narrowed his eyes, missing his reptilian slits. “Princess Aurora is not Artemis or the Intelligentsia. By your own admission, she is possibly a dryad with enough power to bend every tree and plant in this kingdom to her will. She needs to know that she’s harboring a creature who would happily suck that power out of her.” He wagged a finger at his old tutor. “Make no mistake, Niing, if Raith gets ahold of her power, he will use it against us all. None of us will be safe.”

      Niing blew out a long breath. “Do you think I’m not aware of that? But, as Zandor mentioned at our last meeting, Aurora speaks her mind, often before thinking. And it’s worse when she’s under pressure, as she is at the moment. Even tonight she blathered out something about Peckle killing mice for her.”

      Jorah had no patience with this nonsense. “Then she needs to learn discretion. Her life, all our lives, depend on it.”

      “Indeed. And I have been pleading with her since she first learned to talk. It’s not done me much good. And now? Do you want to risk telling her something so explosive when she has Artemis breathing out threats at her?”

      “What’s he on about?”

      “He plans to accuse Aurora of murdering her brother. If he succeeds, she will be tried and hanged for treason. We still have no solution to that particular hiccup. Add to that Aurora’s aversion to blood sports and her desperate need for a consort if she is to claim her throne, and we have a very agitated princess. I’m not willing to risk my life—or yours—by telling her about her magic.”

      “Then at least tell her about Raith. What’s the point of having that pony, Zandor, guard her, if she invites her biggest enemy to sit by her side?”

      “And admit that we are Magical by that revelation? She may be indiscreet, but she’s not stupid. She will quickly piece it all together. And we are back to our starting point.”

      Jorah slapped the stone wall, missing his talons. “So we treat her like a child and tell her nothing?”

      “Aurora is no child. But yes, we tell her nothing that she can use to incriminate us all. Artemis and the Intelligentsia are Nethric’s whelps. They will not tolerate Magical amongst them. If they knew the true cause of the Infirmity in this kingdom, we would have genocide.”

      Jorah was under no illusions about Nethric’s “whelps,” not when his whole family had died at the hands of such people. Raith would not be the only one amongst them sent to the executioner’s block. That didn’t mean that the situation wasn’t infuriating.

      Niing patted his arm. “Jorah, this all rests on your shoulders. That is why I wanted you here. You must solve the problem for us by winning her hand in marriage. Once the Guardians are down, the Magical will recover and they will handle Artemis and the Intelligentsia. At the same time, you avenge Lila by killing her equally vile brother. You rid the world of that scourge, too. This is the only way. Trust me, I have devoted many, many months of sleepless nights to pondering this problem.”

      It seemed Niing had the same idea as Hedrus. How could Jorah argue when that was his quest here? Still, not to tell Princess Aurora of the danger she faced taxed his honor in ways that made his skin crawl.

      He strode across to the portcullis to think on possible solutions.

      Two other men had taken their places next to Princess Aurora on the stand. That left two more parings, his and the two fighters battling with each other across the sand. He didn’t have much more time for this argument with Niing. And he knew Niing well; he would have covered every avenue before approaching Jorah.

      With time against him, Jorah would not find an answer to counter Niing. “Fine. I will do it your way for now. But trust me, I will be looking for every opportunity to open the girl’s eyes to who and what she is. She deserves that much, given that I will never be the husband she probably wants.”

      A sage headshake from Niing. “Beware, my friend, Aurora has a way of turning things on their head. You might soon be discovering who and what you are. I hope you like what you see.”

      Jorah snorted his derision. He pulled his sword from its scabbard and started for the portcullis. He stopped before entering the arena. “I suspect that the parasite’s Untalented brother was snooping up at the giant. It will not help if he learns about that escape.”

      Niing’s bushy eyebrows danced. “Again, my hands are tied. If I say anything, people will question how I know about the giant. If the giant is fixed, we lose our advantage, too.”

      Again, the annoying man was right. “Just keep watch on him. If he wasn’t here tonight, then he and the incubus are clearly plotting some nonsense. We can’t be taken by surprise.”

      “I will set Peckle on the task of monitoring the pair. Even if Raith senses our friend’s power, he won’t be threatened by it because he doesn’t know that we can communicate with the cat.”

      “Good.” Jorah sighed his distaste. “Now, I have a man to kill.” He stepped through the portcullis into the enormous, open-air space, encircled with the savages crowding stone benches to watch this spectacle.

      Not a moment too soon, either, as one of his competition crumpled to the sand.

      Looking neither left nor right, Jorah strode to Princess Aurora’s box. He reached it just as the winner took his seat.

      Aurora opened her mouth to say something, saw Jorah, and stopped.

      He bowed. “Your Highness, Lord Jorah Thalyn at your service. I believe you have a sword fight lined up for me.” He straightened, looking up into the greenest eyes he had ever seen.

      Like leaves dancing in the wind, they swallowed and reflected light as she studied him. A small, pale hand absentmindedly brushed a curling tendril of hair the color of autumn ivy from her heart-shaped face.

      He had to shake his head to clear the image of this slender, winsome nymph swaying through the trees that covered the hills behind the capital. She had been robbed of the opportunity to pour her soul into those trees in the same way they would have shared their essence with her. In his anger, he gripped his sword tighter.

      If for no other reason, he wanted to win this tournament so he could set this frail creature free to embrace the immense force suppressing her.

      “You are late, Lord Thalyn,” Princess Aurora said.

      “For which I beg your pardon.”

      She watched him expectantly, but he wasn’t going to add that he’d delayed because, despite his contract with Sabrisia, he had fought with himself over his disloyalty to Lila every inch of the way.

      “Perhaps you can point me to my opponent,” he said.

      A silly comment when everyone in the vast arena could see the man and his sword waiting for Jorah. He was about to join him—

      “And from where do you hail, Lord Thalyn, that you did not need your caravel to enter the harbor?” she asked.

      Jorah smiled grimly. How could he possibly say that he’d flown to the capital because he hated the sea? Also, the last thing he could do was mention Warrendyte. “An isle beyond the Pearl Sea, Your Highness.”

      The princess cocked her head. “Well, that’s certainly vague. And mysteriously strange. Do you fight as well as you deflect questions, Lord Thalyn?”

      Jorah’s eyebrows shot up. Niing seemed to have a point; the nymph certainly was blunt. He forced a smile. “Perhaps when I’ve won my sword fight, you can take the time to get to know me. I am sure you will find me . . . pleasing . . . despite my mystery.” The words burned his throat—he hadn’t supplicated Lila like this, but here he was sprouting mushy tosh to a stranger.

      He turned away from the princess and stomped over to dispatch the man who stood between him and a seat on the royal stand. The same stand where Raith preened.

      A quick bow to his opponent. The man dipped to reciprocate. As soon as he straightened and lifted his sword, Jorah struck out at his neck with speed and strength no Untalented could ever hope to match. His razor-sharp blade sliced through the muscle, bone, and sinew like a knife spreading hot butter.

      As his opponent’s severed head bounced across the sand, Jorah touched his heart in salute to acknowledge the man’s sacrifice. Amid the roars from the crowd, he wiped his sword on the dead man’s tunic and turned to the royal box.

      Princess Aurora gulped. The other men shifted in their seats. Even the incubus looked pale.

      What had he done wrong?

      “Given the speed with which Lord Thalyn disposed of poor Prince Salatore, I have no choice but to award him the winner’s wreath,” Princess Aurora said.

      No choice?

      Another of her poor word choices, or had she wanted to give it to someone else?

      The mournful look that passed between her and the parasite told him everything. It was the incubus. Had to be. Clearly, just like Jorah still felt vestiges of his keen eyesight, sharp hearing, and agility, which had assisted his swift victory, the parasite also retained some of his talent to beguile.

      It would make everything more challenging.

      The princess picked up a green-and-gold horseshoe-shaped wreath off a red cushion on a stand next to her. She stood with it in hand.

      Laurel and nasturtium. Both victors’ plants.

      He gritted his teeth against the nasturtium as she edged toward an open space on the podium, shimmering in her dress.

      A red cushion waited at her feet.

      “Perhaps you would join me, Lord Thalyn.”

      He had to kneel before her to receive the wreath?

      His eyes pinched to slits. Not only was it insulting—dragons knelt for no one—it was also a clear message to him and the men on the stand: Princess Aurora may be looking for a husband to help her claim her throne, but that husband would never be more than a consort. That did not suit Jorah’s plans at all—the ones he had staked his life on with Sabrisia.

      A quick glance at the scathing faces on the stand, and it was obvious all her suitors had also gotten that message loud and clear.

      Unlike him, to whom his honor was fire and breath, none of them would respect the nymph’s wishes once married—until the Guardians came down, and then they would have no choice but to bow to the enormous power crippling her in her human form.

      But if Jorah’s pride stopped him acquiescing to her humiliating request to kneel, would Princess Aurora’s magic be enough to quell Raith?

      If he failed to kneel, he would be eliminated, of that he was sure. He would return to Warrendyte to face the consequences. No big deal as he had been willing for many months to join Lila in death if Maleficent would just take him.

      But now even that was complicated.

      In a contest against the remaining three Untalented lords and princes, the Magical incubus would win. With the Guardians down, Raith would beguile the nymph before she would even have the measure of her magic.

      Too risky. If protecting the Magical both here and in Warrendyte required him to kneel, then Maleficent knew, the dragon in him would have to suck it up.

      That didn’t mean he had to smile as he did it.

      Face like stone, he dropped to his knees before her. The fresh, earthy aroma of laurel, twined with peppery, golden nasturtium, hit him as she lowered the wreath onto his head.

      Sadness engulfed him. Kneeling at this woman’s feet was wrong, so wrong on every level.

      But what alternative did he have? Let Raith win and destroy them all? Lila would never have wanted that.

      “Lord Thalyn,” the princess called. “As victor of today’s trial, you are currently first in line for my hand. If you continue to be victorious through the next challenges, we will be wed.” A sly smile. “As we might be uniting our kingdoms, I hope to learn more of your homeland—that isle beyond the Pearl Sea—before that happens.”

      He forced a smile as he looked up at her—and then spoke the absolute truth. “I long for the opportunity to tell you everything there is to know about my homeland, Your Highness.” He dropped his voice so only she would hear. “However, it will require that you open your mind to the—how did you describe it? The strange and mysterious.”

      The princess’s gingery-red eyebrows spiked, and he braced himself for more of her directness.

      “Arise, Lord Thalyn. Please, take your seat.”

      Relief flooded him. He stood with alacrity and loped to a chair—next to Raith, the only seat available.

      The parasite cringed away from him.

      Disdain for the coward settled on Jorah. But instead of dreaming of revenge, face stoic, he focused on the nymph.

      “Wine served with honey-and-pistachio pastries will be distributed in the main piazzas in town tonight, and every night of the trials,” she called out to the crowd. “I invite you all to enjoy it with my compliments.”

      Laughter and cheering rattled the stands.

      The nymph turned to address Jorah and the other men in the royal box. “A feast has been prepared at the palazzo for you, too, to celebrate your victories. If you will follow me, I will lead you there.”

      The parasite leaped to his feet, elbowed the pony out of the way, and claimed the spot at the princess’s right.

      Zandor glared at Raith as he and his bow and arrow drew even closer to the princess’s heels. Zandor’s protectiveness increased Jorah’s regard for him. The hard-faced bodyguard shot Jorah a challenging look and gestured with his head to the spot on the princess’s other flank.

      Jorah couldn’t force his legs to close the gap between them. Also, he wanted a moment alone so he could ditch the terrible wreath scratching his brow.

      And to assess his remaining competition.

      The other three contenders—strangers to Jorah—tagged along behind Zandor and the princess. One of them, a callow youth with an open trusting face, carried a helmet trailing a red fox tail. He had survived his first battle, but he was so much younger than everyone else.

      His kingdom must be bankrupt if he’s here seeking such an alliance.

      Not in his wildest imaginings could he glean what had brought the other two to Ryferia.

      The taller of them sported a golden acorn sigil on his armor and carried himself with an arrogant swagger born of privilege and splendor. The last contender, a man in his early twenties, radiated a quiet confidence.

      The opponent to watch.

      The princess stopped and smiled at Jorah. A genuine one, it transformed her freckled face into something strangely appealing. “Lord Thalyn, my dear friend Niing speaks very highly of you. Thus far, all I have seen is a man lethally skilled with a sword. Perhaps you will walk with me and Raith, so I can begin to delve into what it is that my tutor sees that is of such great value in you.”

      The woman was priceless. But her forthrightness gave him insight into Niing’s and the pony’s concerns. Their secret truth, bestowed into the nymph’s hand, would not remain a secret for long.

      Also, her insistence on calling him Lord Thalyn was beginning to irritate—especially when she addressed the incubus by his first name.

      He fell into step with her. “My name is Jorah. Please call me by it.”

      “Jorah.” As they walked to a golden carriage waiting in a vestibule in the arena, the princess rolled his name across her tongue. From her slightly scrunched expression, he guessed it didn’t appeal to her.

      That was troubling.

      Or was it?

      It played perfectly into his and Hedrus’s plan to send an emissary here in Jorah’s place once the Guardians came down. He would soon be free. She would probably have no problem with that decision. He twitched a smile in relief.

      They reached the carriage. The incubus took the princess’s arm and helped her into it before it even crossed Jorah’s mind to do the honors. The nymph rewarded the parasite with a radiant smile.

      “It’s a pleasure to be of service, Aurora,” the parasite crooned.

      So he was calling the princess by her first name? And she didn’t seem to object. She must have given him permission. Permission she had not offered to Jorah and, from the startled faces, none of the other suitors climbing into the carriage either. Such favoritism wasn’t going to endear her to any of these men.

      Unless she has already decided on him.

      Jorah frowned as he took his seat opposite her, Raith, and one other suitor. Her bodyguard leaned against the wall, watching them all.

      Niing would have to ensure that his ward kept things fair. Just as Jorah would have to ensure that the incubus died. Hopefully, she would not be too heartbroken when that happened. It would make a marriage to her—even a short one—difficult.

      He pushed the worry aside. Once the woman understood who and what Raith was, she would be grateful for the escape.

      “I assume, princess, that the sanction to address you by name is bestowed on us all,” the lord with the acorn sigil said.

      Pompous ass. But Jorah awaited Princess Aurora’s reply.

      A crimson blush and a stutter answered. “Of course, Lord Mahlon! That goes without saying. You are all my suitors.”

      Mahlon bowed to her from his seat. “Ah, but only one of us will claim your hand and the riches it will bring.” A sideways glance at Jorah. “I assure you, Aurora, the splendors of Carafey”—a gauntleted hand patted a broad chest—“my dukedom, are no mystery. An alliance between us will swell both of our coffers.”

      That explained what this idiot was doing here.

      Jorah was familiar with Carafey, if not its heir apparent. The dubious dukedom offered usury to fund risky business ventures. A scheme like these trials would appeal to Mahlon.

      The carriage jolted forward.

      Squeezed between Mahlon and the callow-faced boy, Jorah settled back in his seat to await the nymph’s reply.

      She swallowed. “How . . . delightful a prospect, Lord Mahlon.”

      “It is. But of course, you will have to center your court in Carafey. I cannot be doing with all this travel.”

      Aurora’s mouth twitched. “Perhaps it is a little premature to start decorating my bedchamber, Lord Mahlon—although I am partial to shades of green and brown.”

      A snigger of laughter from everyone except Mahlon. Even the pony’s stern expression faltered.

      Aurora looked squarely at Jorah, quite obviously done with Mahlon. “So, Jorah, how do you know Niing?”

      Was this impossible line of questioning never going to end?

      When Jorah shifted, a smug expression consumed Raith. The parasite must have sensed that the dwarf was Magical. Raith knew how old Jorah was, so it wasn’t a huge mental leap—even for a parasite—to figure that Jorah and Niing had known each other from before the Guardians.

      “I hope, Lord Thalyn,” Raith smarmed before Jorah could reply, “that your acquaintance with Aurora’s tutor will not give you any advantages over the rest of us.”

      Jorah gritted out, “That is a question you must address to the princess.” He’d be damned if he honored Raith by using his title. “And I assure you, I don’t need any additional advantages. I have all the motivation I need to win this tournament.” His eyes narrowed. “I suggest you prepare to meet Trojean.” He allowed a sharp smile. “Tell her I send my compliments.”

      The blood rushed from Raith’s face, and his eyes glittered. “Challenge accepted,” he said into the icy stillness that had settled after Jorah’s declaration. “Tell Lila I send my compliments.”

      Now regretting mentioning Trojean—had Aurora affected him with her indiscretion?—it took all Jorah’s self-control to stop from driving his fist into the parasite’s face.

      Aurora’s eyebrows rose. “Gentlemen. It seems you know each other. Your meeting and your shared acquaintances—both women, if I read the names correctly—sound like they would entertain us all on our short trip to the palazzo. Pray, do tell.”

      Jorah’s mouth snapped closed, leaving it to the parasite to reply; he was, after all, tied by exactly the same restraints on mentioning magic that Jorah was.

      “You are mistaken, princess,” Raith said stiffly. “Lord Thalyn and I met for the first time tonight. However, my sister and his lover once had a run-in. It did not end well—for either of them.”

      His lover! Jorah groaned.

      Aurora’s insightful green eyes alighted on him. “Your heart is engaged elsewhere?”

      “My heart is mine to give to whomever I choose.”

      Aurora studied him for a long moment. Did she know he would never be hers? Even the pony glowered at him.

      But Jorah would not lie to this woman. She deserved better than that.

      Aurora nodded. “I will act accordingly.”

      The carriage drew to a stop, and a groom threw open the door. The pony helped Aurora down before any of her suitors could offer.

      Artemis and Niing waited at the steps leading into the palazzo. Beyond the doors, Keahr, the fae, hovered.

      Jorah and the other contenders headed into the banqueting hall.

      “My lords, I have much to think upon tonight,” Aurora said instead of accompanying them. “Please follow my uncle, Lord Artemis. He will lead you to your reward.”

      Artemis’s mouth dropped, but he quickly snapped it closed. “Of course, Aurora. It is as well that your suitors know that you are weak and sickly. It will hone their thoughts as they go forward with the trials. There is still time for them to pull out if they find the prize . . . undesirable.”

      Aurora flushed and stumbled. Only Zandor’s firm hand stopped her falling.

      Jorah’s fists clenched, both at her obvious embarrassment and at her uncle’s brutality. He stepped toward Artemis to challenge him—and was astonished to see the parasite at his side.

      “Artemis,” the incubus hissed. “This is the second time tonight that you offend. I don’t suggest you make it a third. Not if you wish to have a place in this kingdom once Aurora takes her throne.”

      Artemis blanched. “And I am to assume that you intend to be at her side?”

      “Not only do I intend to be at her side, but I also plan to rid this kingdom of all who would oppress the Infirm. There is no place in the world for that kind of hate.”

      Aurora stared up at Raith with doe eyes. “You have tapped into my greatest desire. I truly hope you will win.” She bobbed him a curtsy. “My lords, I bid you all good night.” She and her entourage—including Niing—swept from the hall.

      Jorah shook his head in despair.

      He had grossly underestimated the incubus. He would have to up his game if he was to destroy Raith as he had committed to Sabrisia—and to all the Magical—to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      “I can’t do this,” Aurora said, her bedchamber door swinging closed behind her. “Not the way my bloodthirsty countrymen want it to be.”

      She flopped onto her bed as Niing, Keahr, and Zandor took their usual spots in her room. Only Peckle was conspicuous by his absence. He was probably in the banqueting hall, cadging treats. Aurora had to fight the urge to check beneath the sheets for severed heads.

      Niing stoked his pipe. “It’s a bit late for regret, my princess. Five men died tonight for you. That seals your bargain with the rest of them. You cannot let Artemis put you off.”

      She wrung her hands. “I know. And please don’t remind me of those deaths. I will have nightmares for the rest of my life over that tragic, pointless waste.” She breathed deeply on Niing’s smoke to calm her nerves. “I cannot sit through more of that, smiling like I think it’s okay that these men slaughter each other. There has to be a way that satisfies the law without all this.”

      She didn’t add that the prospect of Raith winning any more battles that required swords, bow and arrows, or cudgels was so remote as to be preposterous. And she needed him to win.

      Jorah, Niing’s hopeful, not only scared her with his killing precision, but he was distant, evasive, and clearly loved someone else. Why Niing had suggested him, she would never know.

      Perhaps he didn’t know about Lila.

      After all, how could he, when Niing lived here and Jorah somewhere on an isle across the Pearl Sea?

      Either way, marrying Jorah was not an option.

      As for the others . . .

      Prince Coven was so young; she would be marrying a boy if he won—as unlikely as that was. In reality, she would end up with his death on her conscience, too.

      Lord Lardel was another enigma. He had barely exchanged more than two words with her. All she knew about him was that he’d been only a little slower in killing his opponent than Jorah had been.

      And as for Lord Mahlon . . . She shuddered.

      Raith was the only one of the group she could conceive of marrying and being happy with for the rest of her life.

      So, things had to change.

      She stood and walked to her little balcony to think.

      The stars were bright in the velvet sky. Water tinkled in a hundred fountains and lapped against the canals. From the banqueting hall, she caught snatches of laughter. Farther afield, people reveled on free wine.

      She was the only person in the capital who was miserable tonight.

      And the seconds and families of the men who died in this terrible travesty.

      Raith’s words came back to her: I trust my lady does not object to a suitor who displays more brains than brawn?

      How had he known her deepest desire for these trials? A desire she had been too afraid to voice in the planning because she hadn’t wanted to fall foul of Artemis and the Intelligentsia.

      From the start, she had wanted a series of tests that required wit and intellect to conquer, not brute force. The same wit and intellect it would take to beat Artemis and the Intelligentsia. The same wit and intellect that would make her fall in love with one of her suitors—and remain so for the rest of time.

      Mind made up, she spun to face her friends. “I’m changing the way the trials are structured. We will shift them to the burrow. To my garden. They will need to know about the things I love in order to win my hand. Also, there will be no more unnecessary bloodshed—lest it be by the poorest of luck.”

      She hoped Raith knew about plants and potions. She bit her lip; if he didn’t, she could always give him a few pointers. A flush of red lit her body. It wouldn’t be cheating—not really, would it?

      Niing’s face lightened, and his eyebrows bobbed. He brought them under control. “I think we need more details before we do anything rash. Artemis will not allow this. The people and the Intelligentsia will want to be entertained. And your suitors agreed to come based on a promise of blood sports.”

      She sighed.

      What does it matter what Artemis and his cronies think? They will try to execute me whatever I do.

      “The Intelligentsia have free wine and food for that. And as for the suitors—if any of them don’t like it, they can leave.” That seemed cruel and ungracious, but it was better than having them die needlessly.

      “And Artemis?” Niing asked.

      As for Artemis . . . Niing was right. There was no way Artemis would let her change the trials, even if she did decide to follow her heart.

      But then again . . .

      At Lazard’s send-off, she hadn’t waited for Artemis’s permission to speak. She’d acted as she always did—speaking first and thinking later—and he’d been unable to do a thing about it.

      She could use that great “failing” now to her advantage.

      She wouldn’t bother asking. Instead, she would just do it. Any other way, Artemis would offer a hundred objections. He could even call in the Intelligentsia to support him.

      Better to hand them a fait accompli. That way, if Artemis challenged her, he would be the one who ended up looking like a fool for being out of touch with things—the way he had at Lazard’s send-off. She had humiliated him, and he wouldn’t want to risk that again.

      But would that risk outweigh his will to uphold the law?

      She bit her lip. No, to Artemis, saving face was most important. He would rather let her get away with breaking the law than look like a fool before the Intelligentsia, whose support he relied on. He would bow to appearances.

      In theory, anyway.

      But she couldn’t forget that the last time she’d defied him, he’d killed a little boy and left his remains in her bed as a warning. Rinlin.

      If Artemis wanted to punish her this time, whose life would be at stake? Hers? The suitors’ lives? Would someone die?

      But letting this needless killing and violence go on was just as unthinkable. Left as things were, another four men would die needlessly in the arena. She couldn’t let that happen out of fear that Artemis might kill someone as punishment.

      “No matter what, I can’t let this continue,” she said. “I’ll surprise Artemis with the change of plan, and he’ll have no choice but to let it happen, lest he look foolish to the Intelligentsia.”

      “You’re relying on his vanity to exceed his will to uphold the law?” Niing asked. “Knowing Artemis, it could work.”

      She set her sternest face. “I’m determined, Niing. This is my one shot at happiness and at finding a consort I can trust. I have to put these men through trials that matter—to me. Even if it causes more trouble in the short term.” She looked to Keahr and Zandor to back her up.

      “I want you to be happy, and for that, you need someone equally as special,” Keahr said. “What do you think of Jorah?”

      “He’s a complete ass,” Zandor answered first. “And by that, I also mean a donkey crossed with a horse.”

      Niing scowled at Zandor and then opened his mouth to speak.

      Aurora waved him to silence. As handsome as Jorah Thalyn was, he had a quiet menace that frightened her in a way no one else ever had. It wasn’t just the speed with which he had killed his opponent; it ran deeper. The big man radiated power and danger from every pore. Embarrassed to admit that, she said, “Zandor is right. Jorah arrived late. Barely smiled. Talked in riddles. Got into an argument with Raith. And has or had a woman he’s still in love with. Sorry, Niing, but he’s off the table. I have no interest in marrying him.”

      Niing sent out a billow of smoke. “That is a great sadness. Despite all your concerns—valid ones—he would make you a fine husband.”

      “But if he’s in love with someone else?” Keahr’s rasping voice.

      Sadness settled like a shroud over Niing. “His sweetheart died a year ago. He’s still hurting, but Jorah has a great capacity to love—born out of honor and loyalty. Once he comes to know and honor you, his heart will follow. His loyalty will then be yours until the day you die.”

      “And beyond, it would seem,” Aurora said, unconvinced. “How do you even know him? And who is Trojean?”

      A long pause while Niing drew on his pipe. “Trojean is dead. Like Lila. She was Raith’s twin sister.”

      Aurora’s stomach knotted. She slumped down onto her bed. Knees up, she tucked her dress over her feet. “What happened?”

      An even longer pause. “I’m not sure of all the details. I had not met Raith before today, and as you say, Jorah does not share easily.”

      Keahr’s face twisted with worry. “I know you favor Raith, but I think he fought dishonorably. It was supposed to be a sword fight. Nowhere in the rules did it say he could use fire. As for Coven and Mahlon—well, the less said, the better. Lardel is an unknown.” A shrug. “My bets are still on Jorah.”

      Aurora tapped her toes with her fingernails. Even if Keahr was right about Raith, he’d used his intelligence to survive. Brains over brawn. “Look, none of this matters. Not when I have to create a new set of trials by morning.”

      Zandor grinned at her. “I’m assuming they will involve some of the nastier plants in your gardens.”

      Aurora smiled. “That you can count on.”

      Niing tapped his pipe against his boot. “I find myself in favor of the plan, my princess. Let’s put our heads together to scheme.” He smiled at Aurora. “I’m sure between the two of us we can come up with a few dastardly challenges to shift the real gold from the pyrites. You will end up with the very best husband—one who loves plants and alchemy almost as much as you do.”

      She grinned back at him. “I love that idea and that analogy.”

      For the first time since the trials had been announced, her heart sang. By the end of the week, she would have a consort who not only shared some of her passions, but one canny enough to stand at her side against her enemies.
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      Raith sat with Carian amid a clutter of leftover lunch dishes at a table in the banqueting hall. They were not the only ones to linger. All the courtiers who had gathered for the meal still slouched at their tables. They, too, awaited Aurora to announce the start of the next trial.

      “Ginger is late,” Carian grumbled.

      As if Raith needed the reminder.

      A lanky tabby cat, which had filched tidbits all through the meal, lay curled up on the bench next to Carian.

      Even in this magic-dulled world, Raith’s nose tickled at the magic emanating off the gangly thing.

      It deepened his cravings, even though a lifetime of supping on such trinket magic told him that he would get little satisfaction from feeding off the cat—even if he could.

      That the cat chose to sleep so close to him—usually the Magical knew exactly what he was and instinctively avoided him—was ample evidence that its stunted magic would not satisfy him.

      “I’m talking to you,” Carian hissed. “At least acknowledge that you heard me.”

      “Just be patient. She’ll get here eventually.” Raith kept his face and attitude passive. Aurora wasn’t the only one he had to fool. She and her abusive uncle likely had spies watching every contender.

      Still, he swallowed a sigh of irritation and pulled at his leather breastplate. Like every other contender, he wore his full body armor—such as it was. Hopefully during this trial, no one would attempt to turn his head into a ham. As it was, his bandaged arm, where Gathroar had cut him, throbbed.

      It was a small price to pay to be alive.

      “I heard talk the next trial will be a joust,” Carian said.

      Raith’s stomach knotted. Jousting had never been his strength. He worried his lip with his teeth. In his gums, his fangs ached. He tried to ignore it and focused on his competition.

      Mahlon’s armor clanged as he paced across the checkered marble floor. Lardel leaned against the banqueting hall wall, asleep for all appearances. Coven sat alone, picking at the ridiculous red fox tail hanging off his helmet.

      At the table opposite them, Trojean’s killer sat with his powerful arms folded across his chest. He hadn’t stopped staring at Raith since arriving here almost two hours ago.

      Raith shuddered.

      The dragon was a formidable opponent. Raith may have won the word tussle last evening in the carriage, but he was under no illusions—not even his hatred of the man was enough to hide his fear at the prospect of facing Jorah in a mundane battle.

      If I had my full powers to beguile, even Jorah would fall under my trance.

      But he didn’t have his full powers, even if Aurora seemed to swoon under his sultry gaze.

      Reality—and honesty—hit him like a punch.

      Not even Trojean had managed to beguile Jorah. The dragon had torn into her despite her enormous power, gleaned from the dozens of Magical she had supped on. Including Lila.

      So, beating Jorah in a clean fight was out of the question.

      He whispered to Carian, “We need a plan for the dragon.”

      “I’m working on it,” Carian whispered back. “Walk with me.” He stood and headed over to the open glass door on the other side of the hall from Jorah and the other suitors.

      The cat lifted its head and watched as Raith followed Carian.

      Once they were alone, Carian said, “Get a grip, Raith, for Maleficent’s sake. Every time you look at Jorah, you go pale. You can’t show your weakness.”

      “Easily said. You don’t have to fight him for your life. Even if by some miracle I make it past the other three, Jorah will kill me before I have time to piss myself.”

      Carian leaned in closer. “I didn’t bring you here to die. You were smarter than Gathroar. Do it again with Mahlon, Coven, and Lardel. Ginger seemed to like it, from what you tell me.”

      “And Jorah? What bright ideas do you have to offer me for dealing with him?”

      A long pause from Carian. “If you draw him in a trial, we pull you out of the tournament. Let him have the ginger bitch.”

      Raith’s eyes bulged. “You’ve lost me. How does that help?”

      “You can stay here until the wedding is over. By then, I will have brewed the potion we need—I already have a list of Magical I intend to pick off. Before Jorah can take down the Guardians, you will drink the brew—and then you strike. By the time Jorah realizes what’s happened, you will have reaped so much magic, he will be powerless against you.”

      Raith let out a long sigh of relief. “When will you start brewing it?” He gulped against his craving. “And I need more of the smoke, too. The hunger is killing me.”

      Carian turned his back on the crowd. “Let’s meet beyond the Guardians after the trial today.” Last evening, Carian had mentioned that he had found a broken Guardian, the one Jorah had arrived through. “I’ll bring you the body parts of the Magical I collect for the blood potion. A double whammy—you get the immediate magic fix you need, and I get the blood to create the potion.”

      “I’ll be there.” Raith closed his eyes. “If I make it through the torment Ginger has lined up for me today.”

      Carian touched his face with a cool finger. “Stop giving into such gloomy thoughts.”

      Aurora appeared at the double doors leading into the hall. Raith was saved from responding to Carian’s burble.

      It was only when the ugly little thing and her stony-faced bodyguard wove through the bowing courtiers to the tables where the other contenders gathered that he noticed that the cat had vanished from its spot on the bench.
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      Aurora’s heart beat like a kettledrum. Her suitors—the four who sat waiting for her—looked at her with faces ranging from stoic boredom—Jorah, with his arms folded across his chest—to rank annoyance, the scowling Lord Mahlon. Lord Lardel and Prince Coven merely looked expectant as they watched her approach.

      She glanced around for Raith.

      He and his second headed her way. She spared Raith a tentative smile.

      He smiled back at her, his compelling, dark eyes enfolding her like an embrace.

      It warmed her, making her want to twirl for him. She fought the extraordinary urge. Twirling was not how she usually spent her time.

      “My lady,” Lord Mahlon shouted out, “do you purposefully insult us by neglecting us at every meal? This cannot be so when we are wed.” He pointed at the vast gold clock with its aquamarine face dominating the end of the hall. “And I will expect better punctuality. It does not serve a woman to keep a man waiting.”

      “Lord Mahlon, if we are to marry, you will find that I am often both late and always out of breath. Aside from speaking fluent sarcasm, they are defining characteristics.” She turned bluntly away from Lord Mahlon and addressed her other suitors. “I apologize for my neglect, the reason for which shall soon become clear.”

      It wouldn’t, because she had no intention of telling any of them—except perhaps Raith, because his beautiful face begged confidences—that, thanks to her uncle, she feared to eat with them in her own palazzo.

      In reality, with a possible death sentence hanging over her, Artemis didn’t need to poison her.

      But she wasn’t taking any chances. Since the start of all this business, she had taken all her meals in the burrow with Niing, eating food he had made for her.

      Every eye focused on her, and she drew a deep breath. Artemis and the Intelligentsia would not be happy with the change of venue and schedule for today’s event. But these were her trials, and she could do with them what she liked.

      Or so she hoped.

      She glanced over at the table where Artemis sat with his cronies. They all watched her.

      Waiting for me to mess up.

      It was time to throw caution to the wind and enact her plan.

      Her fingers clawed at her dress, a vital clue in the coming trial, leaving sweaty print marks on the violet silk. It couldn’t be helped.

      “I know we summoned my suitors here for games of skill in the arena, but after last evening, there has been a slight change of plan,” she announced loudly, so even the deafest Intelligentsia could hear her.

      A ripple of comment from the Ryferians, but silence from her watchful suitors—even Lord Mahlon.

      “Even though I am as proud of my traditions as any Ryferian in this hall, I do not wish to see any more unnecessary bloodshed in my name or for my hand. From here on, the trials will be displays of intellect and stealth, not games of war.”

      A quick glance at Artemis. His face resembled molten steel. He sat on the edge of his seat. Poised to leap up and challenge her?

      He had better not!

      But her heart raced. Had she misjudged him? Her eyes cast around the room, but his cronies watched her, not him. Did that mean that they thought she had his approval?

      “So what do you and Artemis have in store for us, Princess?” one of them shouted. “It better be as exciting as the sword fight.”

      A ripple of laughter.

      The Intelligentsia had bought it!

      She risked a glance at Artemis. He sank back in his seat without a word of protest.

      Outmaneuvered, you rotten snake! It gave her hope for all her dealings with him.

      She turned to the men who really mattered.

      Raith hissed; it was followed by a smile. Relief radiated from him like light from a morning sunrise. It confirmed her decision to change the rules.

      Again, she resisted the urge to smile back at him.

      Lord Mahlon slapped his hand on the table, rattling the golden crockery. “Others may quail, but I do not. I am equal to any challenge you may present.”

      For the fifth time since she had met Lord Mahlon, she had to fight the urge to march down the stone steps and show him her right hook, followed by a well-deserved neck-wringing. Instead, she ignored him and let her eyes rove to Prince Coven and then to Lord Lardel.

      Prince Coven gnawed his lip, looking uncertain.

      Lord Lardel stood and took a step toward her. “That’s not what I signed up for. I’m a fighter, not a tactician.”

      She looked him in the eye. “I am sorry for that. I really am. If you wish to withdraw, I will understand. But I cannot squander any more precious lives in this quest.”

      “So how will the eliminations work?” Jorah called from his table.

      She braced herself for another discussion with the terrifying blond man. “A good question. The last man who completes the trial loses. If anyone does die—these trials are still dangerous—there will be no elimination.” She addressed the courtiers. “Unlike our usual sports, many of the trials will be impossible to watch, so the winner’s wreath will be awarded in the arena for all to see.”

      Another ripple of protest.

      She shouted above it, “Even if the burrow and gardens where most of the trials will be held were big enough for all of you, which they aren’t, they are dangerous places. I would not want to risk your lives any more than I do my suitors’.”

      Perhaps saying the burrow was dangerous was a little stretch of the truth, but she wasn’t having all these boots stomping over her gardens—especially the poison garden she had chosen for this trial.

      Some heads nodded, others twittered together in obvious displeasure. How would she cope with all this dissent when she was queen?

      Jorah stood. Tall, devastatingly handsome in the most intimidating way imaginable, he drew every eye in the hall as he walked over to her. He carried himself with the grace of one of the big cats—predatory.

      “So, the first man to finish each trial wins? The last one is booted out,” he said, louder than necessary. To quell the protest? If so, she was grateful.

      She looked up into his piercing blue eyes. “Yes. Exactly that. And the man who wins the final trial wins my hand.” Unable to bear looking into the depths of those seemingly all-knowing orbs, she faced Lord Lardel. “You will still be risking your life, but no one will be purposefully out to kill you. If you fail—or die—it will be of your own making.” Her fists clutching her dress tightened. “It’s my greatest hope that I don’t have to send any more coffins to families for burial.”

      Lord Lardel tapped his dimpled chin with the hilt of his sword. Then his eyes roved the banqueting hall, taking inventory of the lavish furnishings. “I will stay and compete.”

      A crass but obvious motive. She gave him a sick smile. “Then I extend my usual welcome.” She turned her back on him and started for the door before anyone else could object. “Please, follow me to the burrow. The trial awaits you.”
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      Jorah and his fellow competitors followed Aurora, her pony, and the fae across a long-forgotten but still familiar piazza that led to Niing’s burrow. Only now it was lined with Guardians.

      Sweat beaded Aurora’s face and stained her brocade dress as she trudged past the foul constructs. It didn’t stop the silvery-purple flowers in the silk from shimmering as her skirts swayed. Despite her obvious discomfort, the dress and the color suited her.

      But not even she struggled as much as Keahr. The fae’s breath rasped and gurgled with every step she took. Only the centaur showed no obvious sign of his Infirmity.

      Behind them, courtiers trailed, despite Aurora’s blunt announcement that they weren’t welcome.

      Jorah suppressed a smile of admiration. The princess might be frail and her latent beauty marred by those unfortunate freckles on her pale skin, but she was a force to be reckoned with. He had watched Artemis during her radical speech. Clearly trembling with fury, the man had kept his mouth shut.

      Score one for Aurora.

      Now it was up to Jorah to ensure that the devious cretin didn’t find a way of hitting back at the nymph. Jorah narrowed his eyes at the notion.

      A task for Peckle. To keep watch on her uncle, too.

      As far as Jorah could tell, the cat had done a good job of monitoring Raith and Carian during lunch and while the two of them had whispered at the glass doors.

      He and Peckle had a rendezvous beyond the Guardians planned for that evening. He looked forward to hearing what the cat had discovered.

      The only person Jorah had yet to see today was Niing. No doubt he’d played a part in this change of tactics. Centering the trials in the burrow could only benefit Jorah—not that he needed help to beat Raith in a fair fight.

      But incubi didn’t fight fair. It wasn’t in their nature or in their design.

      As for the rest of the contestants, Jorah snorted in derision. One of the perks of living so long: He was smarter than every man in this city combined. He could cut a man down just as easily as he could work out any riddles Princess Aurora could have set.

      He smiled. Except for Niing. No one is smarter than he.

      The piazza ended at an astonishing solarium made of wrought iron and glass. A new addition to the landscape, the vast hall, designed to trap heat and sunlight, stood over the tunnel to Niing’s burrow.

      Aurora led them inside. Jorah—everyone—gaped.

      The checkered marble floor was devoid of features except for line upon line of square holes where each alternative tile should have been. Jorah was about to investigate the closest hole when the pony grabbed his arm.

      “Let’s all stick together, shall we?” Zandor suggested in a voice that brooked no argument.

      Jorah sighed, but didn’t resist when Zandor pulled him back into the crowd threading down the stairs into the burrow, mouth puckered. While supposedly allies, Zandor didn’t seem to have much time for him.

      As long as the pony kept Aurora safe, that was all that mattered.

      The air in the burrow hung like a veil, heavy and moist. The second his boot alighted on the worn stone floor, a rush of familiar and much-loved smells and memories made his nostrils flare. A forgotten sense of childhood happiness wrapped a warm embrace around him. He had spent so much time here as a youngling with Niing.

      But those heady earthy aromas were mingled with something new: dried and fresh plants hung from the roof above the familiar alchemy bench, where Niing had specialized in working with minerals. Some plants he recognized by their scents; others were unfamiliar—perhaps Aurora had introduced them into this special world. He liked the additions.

      Niing waited at the alchemy table. Face inscrutable, the old dwarf nodded a welcome to his visitors.

      Jorah didn’t offer much more in return. His relationship with Niing had already drawn unwanted attention. As it was, he sensed Raith smirking behind him. Would the parasite say anything?

      Before he could, Aurora swept down one of the many chiseled stone passages that branched off the homely middle of Niing’s burrow, looking decidedly happier to be out of the sun and in the cool underground cove.

      Jorah—and everyone else—had to stoop to follow her.

      Amid mutters of displeasure from both his competition and the courtiers, some of the spectators peeled away.

      Shuffling on his haunches, he tried to remember where this particular passage led, but it had been too long since he’d explored this old mine.

      Niing, his brothers, and their fellow dwarfs had used their magic to dig for gold. When Nethric came, all that had changed. Left on his own and with no magic to aid him, Niing had largely hung up his picks and shovels. The flecks glittering in the rocks must have taunted him daily.

      Onward the tunnel wove.

      Just when Jorah was sure his burning calves would seize up, the passage opened up into a huge cavern.

      A verdant jungle of plants, trees, and flowers of every hue crammed into the humid space. Moss and vines crawled up the walls, while the ceiling was hung with trailing ferns. Soft light filtered down, highlighting narrow paths winding through the undergrowth.

      He wasn’t the only one to gasp. How this marvel existed in what was once a dusty mine enthralled him. How had Aurora created this underground paradise? He looked up, and his keen eyes caught the gleam of tiny mirrors moving on hydraulic cogs to catch the sunlight, presumably from those holes in the solarium floor.

      He smiled his approval. Aurora may not have had access to her magic, but she hadn’t let a “small” impediment like that stop her from manipulating the plants she should have controlled.

      Aurora spread her arms wide. “Welcome to your challenge.”

      She smiled. In Raith’s direction.

      Jorah wanted to scowl, but a long life had taught him the art of looking bored.

      “I call this my poison garden,” she said. “Some plants will kill you at the touch. Others, if you eat them. Many will cause hallucinations. Some will just make you sick. A few will even make you mad. Be careful of what you touch. Or how you breathe.”

      Jorah’s eyes roved across the closest plants with more focus. Frangipani, moonflowers, and asparagus ferns tumbled in profusion just a few feet from him.

      That was just the beginning.

      Aurora continued. “There is one exception. I have planted something totally innocuous in various spots in the garden for this trial. Your task is to bring me a single flower from this plant.”

      That should be easy enough, as long as she hadn’t grafted a new creation he wouldn’t recognize. He glanced at his competition. From the mix of perplexed and doubtful expressions, they weren’t as sanguine as he was.

      “You have until the sun goes down. The first to bring me the correct plant wins this challenge. The last man out of the garden will be eliminated.”

      Coven raised a tentative hand. “Can we work together?” His eyes flitted left and right.

      No one engaged with him.

      Aurora smiled. “To answer Prince Coven, you will each enter the garden through a different path, so if any of you were considering following someone to copy them, forget that half-witted plan.”

      Coven’s eyebrows bobbed, and a red flush infused his face.

      Aurora barreled on in her usual, inimitable way. “You do have one clue, however. And it’s right in front of you. Let’s see how many of you are smart enough to see it.”

      Something in the nymph’s tone drew Jorah’s attention. He trailed his eyes down her willowy form, clad in her lavender-colored dress.

      He almost laughed.

      Violet. Not lavender.

      And there, shimmering in the brocade, were silvery-violet flowers to confirm his assumption.

      Satisfied he knew exactly what he was looking for, Jorah smirked at the mixture of fear and confusion radiating off his competition as they scanned the garden for clues. Their panic served them right; all they had to do was look at the woman they were here fighting each other to marry.

      Raith’s eyes were everywhere but on her. Hopefully, she noticed.

      Mahlon and Lardel fingered their steel armor. It would be little help in locating a tiny plant in this vast jungle of threat.

      “You have five minutes to prepare yourselves, and then the trial begins. I wish you all luck.” She turned to leave.

      Her entourage followed her.

      Jorah spent his five minutes leaning against the stone and picking his nails, missing his talons.

      And listening to the others.

      Coven’s fox-tail helmet dropped to the floor, forgotten. Hands tearing at the lacings of his armor, he shouted at his squire to fetch his leathers.

      He wouldn’t have time to change.

      Mahlon’s face looked as if it would catch fire at any moment, and a vein pulsed in his forehead. “I know nothing about plants,” he shouted to his second, despite his earlier bravado.

      Raith and his brother huddled together on their own. Jorah’s sharp ears caught snatches of their conversation.

      “This is good,” Carian was saying. “You don’t have to fight.”

      “No. I just have to navigate a garden of death while looking for a stupid flower,” Raith hissed. “Maleficent’s eyes, the least she could have done was give us a clue that meant something.”

      “All you have to do is survive. She said that if someone dies in there, there would be no elimination. Your only priority is coming out alive.”

      “And what if no one dies? What then?”

      Carian stepped closer, whispering low. Jorah didn’t need to hear him to guess what was suggested. Killing someone.

      A musketeer bellowed, “Your time is up. Please pick a path into the garden.”

      Jorah strolled to the closest path, feeling Raith’s eyes burning a hole in his head. Without a backward glance, he stalked into the undergrowth. He had a flower to find and a trial to win.
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      That little ginger-haired bitch.

      Raith stood in the very center of his narrow pathway, breathing heavily in the dankness. The air hung like a wet blanket around him, drawing sweat from his pores. It made his leathers stick to him like wine to linen.

      Squealing metal sounded behind him. Musketeers swung a wrought-iron gate across his pathway and padlocked it closed, trapping him in the lethal garden.

      He swallowed hard. With no mask or helmet, his face was unprotected. He pulled his tunic up over his nose and mouth. His hands he kept high in the air. While a few streaks of light sparkled from above, the light was primarily dark and blue.

      Ahead of him, the ground was laden with bright-blue-and-orange mushrooms. Goo dripped from their waxy stems.

      A large tree Raith didn’t recognize sent its roots sprawling through the undergrowth, waiting to trip him into the murk. New saplings sprouted up through the moss along their length. A wooden swing hung from the tree’s lower branches, poison ivy curling around the rope. Strangle weeds clung to everything a foot off the ground.

      At eye level, fireflies hung like stars around him.

      One landed on a dark purple flower.

      Its glow went out.

      I’ve stepped into a fairytale—of the worst kind.

      Only this wasn’t magic. And his magic could do nothing to help him here.

      Raith had hoped Aurora’s changes would work to his advantage. Now he knew that was too much to hope for.

      Instead of having Jorah remove his head with an axe, his mind would be filled with hallucinations and poisons until one of them killed him.

      Just concentrate on finding the flower.

      It struck him that Aurora had worn a purple-colored dress. That could have been the clue. There were at least four different purplish flowers within arm’s reach of him. Hers could be any one of them.

      They looked innocuous enough, but what did he know, when his interest in plants stopped at the vegetables on his dinner plate? He didn’t even like those much.

      He grimaced at Carian’s solution to this challenge: forget the flower and concentrate on finding another contestant—and then kill him. That way, Raith’s place in the next trial was guaranteed.

      Raith wasn’t ready to consider such a final option unless absolutely necessary.

      Crunching into the mushrooms, he was grateful for his knee-high boots as he set off down the path.

      A squeak above his head made him jump.

      He searched the mossy ceiling for the source.

      A mirror winked down at him.

      “Ginger is clever,” he muttered to himself.

      And most definitely a dryad, given what she had created here.

      Raith looked at the foul garden with greater appreciation; soon all this power, and more, would be his.

      I certainly won’t use it to make gardens.

      Treading lightly, he continued along the winding path—until his feet slid on slick mud.

      A large pond, almost a dam, lay across the path. Lily pads the size of Raith’s bed and as thick as bone, dotted the dark glimmering surface. Pink and white lilies the size of a giant’s hand bobbed, intertwining with reeds. He stared into the depths of the lake between the lily pads, but the dark waters hid its secrets well.

      He walked along the muddy bank to find a way around the pond, but every turn he took was blocked by lethal-looking shrubbery. Reluctantly, he returned to the lake’s edge. Sweat broke out on the back of his neck.

      The only way across was via the pads.

      They’re poison, too, he reminded himself as he stepped gingerly onto the closest one. It dipped a little, but didn’t drop below the surface. He bounced lightly on the balls of his feet to test its rigidity.

      It held firm.

      Foot shaking, he stepped onto the next lily pad, trying not to look over his shoulder. He couldn’t help it. He gulped as the gap between him and the shore widened.

      With no alternative but to keep moving, he bunched his hands at his sides and leaped onto the closest one.

      The water rippled at the force, some splashing onto his boots.

      He prayed to Maleficent, a goddess he didn’t even truly believe in, that the water wasn’t some nasty poison concoction. When his boots didn’t start dissolving, he breathed deep in relief.

      He jumped again—just as a great green-and-red mouth chomped down where he had been standing moments before.

      It was all he could do not to scream as he toppled over into the lake in his shock.

      He struggled beneath the surface, yelling bubbles in the tepid water.

      That way led to death.

      He snapped his mouth closed and forced his way up, only to collide with the slimy underside of the lily pad. Nails scraping against the algae, he pulled himself to the edge of the confounded plant.

      His head broke above the water, and he gasped in a breath. The cloying air settled like lead in his choking lungs.

      Still hanging onto the lily pad, he coughed and spluttered.

      The giant plant dropped the gnarled lily pad Raith had been standing on from its throatless mouth.

      He knew this plant. Or rather, what he thought it was. It should have been the size of a fingernail, designed to trap flies, yet this could hold a fully grown man in its leathery jaws.

      What kind of woman was Aurora to grow something so vile?

      If it had caught him, he could have struggled as much as he liked, but the poison and the strong jaws would have defeated him without fail. Once the plant had sucked him dry, it would have dropped his shriveled corpse with no regard for the man he had been.

      Rather like an incubus with his prey.

      The irony would have made him laugh, if he hadn’t spotted a dozen more of the deadly things, which had risen from the water to crowd the lily pads in the hope of a feast.

      He had to escape them.

      Eyes blurry, he paddled out of reach of the deadly plants. His heavy boots and leather armor dragged him down, making swimming difficult.

      And then his fingers started to tingle. More like stabbing needles.

      He ignored the pain and swam for the opposite bank.

      The stabs spread from his fingers into his hands and then up his arms. No longer able to ignore it, he lifted a hand, kicking furiously to stay afloat—and his blood turned to tar.

      Black slime from the underside of the lily pad clung beneath his fingernails.

      His fingers had doubled in size and were brazen red. The pressure of his forearms and biceps against his clothing suggested that the swelling had spread.

      He had to get out of this lake before the poison swallowed him.

      Arms thrashing, he flailed through the water. He covered no distance in his panic.

      Just swim, he pleaded to his failing arms.

      “Or you could drown,” a singsong voice called out.

      He knew that voice! Had missed it for so many months.

      Trojean.

      Raith’s wild thrashing stopped, and he hung in the water.

      As much as he longed to see his sister, afraid of what he’d see, he didn’t want to look for her.

      A bell-like laugh sang behind him.

      He whipped around. There was no one there.

      “Over here!”

      He spiraled again.

      A flash of dark hair, the color of cinnamon and old gold, swept before his eyes.

      “Trojean!” Raith cried, trying to paddle toward her. “Come back!”

      “I would, dear brother, but the man you share a roof with has turned me to dust.” Trojean laughed like she had when they were children.

      “I’m going to kill him. I’m going to avenge you.”

      Her beautiful head broke the surface of the lake. But no water stirred the flow of her hair or dripped off her pouting lips. Still, she looked as real as the body that had been delivered to him in a wooden box so many months before.

      Her brown eyes, flecked with gold, danced in the darkness. “You’re going to try, dear brother. But beware that you are not deceived. Like the poison that besets you now, your mind is dazed. See the truth before it’s too late.”

      Trojean dipped below the surface.

      Raith dove after her, swimming hard toward the darkness.

      His lungs burned for air, begging for release.

      “You may want to see to that poison.” Her voice rang from everywhere and nowhere. “Don’t let it spread to your lips. I wouldn’t want you to die from a poisoned kiss.”

      Raith’s lungs gave out, and he had to return to the surface. It was a slow crawl across the water to reach the other side. Head as heavy as a bag of rocks—and just as useless—he collapsed on the muddy bank. How long he lay there, he didn’t know, but when he came to, the pain had left him, and although still red, the swelling had left his hands and arms.

      Trojean. He had seen her. Heard her.

      A deep, mournful sigh as he rejected that notion for the truth—he had hallucinated everything.

      Trojean was dead and was never coming back.

      Mirrors creaked above him. From the angle of the sun glinting off them, he was almost out of time. His heart sank.

      Even if he found the flower, he’d be at serious risk of elimination.

      His only hope was not to arrive back last. For all he knew, the others were already waiting for him.

      He looked around to get his bearings.

      A path opened ahead of him. His heart soared—at the end of it, a gate swung open on its hinges to welcome him home.

      He clambered to his feet and was about to race for it—

      “Hey!” a muffled voice called.

      Raith jumped.

      Coven was across the lake, waving at him. His helmet and breastplate were gone, revealing only his off-white undershirt. He hadn’t had time to remove the armor from his legs. It clattered as he moved.

      “Raith, right?” Coven yelled. “You’re the first person I’ve seen in this hellhole all day. Have you had any luck finding the flower?”

      What a stupid man. Even if Raith had, telling Coven was the last thing he’d do.

      “No,” Raith answered truthfully.

      “I’ve found it,” Coven called. He waved a purple flower at Raith. “At least I think I have. Nothing happened to me when I picked it.”

      Déjà vu hit Raith. He’d seen that flower recently, and not in this swamp. Aurora’s dress flashed before his eyes. It had small flowers woven into the silk. He cursed himself for his stupidity and lack of perception.

      “How did you get across the lake?” Coven called.

      Raith’s stomach looped as Carian’s scheme came rushing to mind. If the others had made it back already, there was no way he could let Coven arrive with a flower. He would be booted out for sure, as the dragon had so crassly described.

      This would be his only opportunity to avoid that. If luck were with him, he would be able to steal Coven’s flower, too.

      The weakness in his limbs nixed that idea. Fighting Coven would not go well—for Raith; he would have to sacrifice the flower. It just meant he would have to turn on the charm for the evil-minded princess.

      That didn’t mean he couldn’t use her terrifying creations to his advantage.

      He glanced at the lily pads. Robbed of their prey, the jaw-snapping flowers had sunk below the surface. Coven would never guess they were there. And sending the boy across them could hardly be called murder, not if the flowers did the dastardly deed.

      “I crossed the lily pads,” Raith yelled. He remembered his wet hair and clothing. “Before I slipped and fell in. I swam the rest of the way.”

      Coven eyed the lily pad suspiciously. “Is it safe?”

      Raith chuckled. “Of course. That’s if you don’t fall in.”

      Coven laughed with him.

      “I’ll wait for you here.” Raith plastered on his most alluring incubus smile, sickly and sweet. “Maybe between the two of us we can find the exit.”

      Coven’s smile widened.

      The boy took his first step onto a lily pad. He wobbled slightly, his arms flailing for balance, armor clanking loudly.

      “Don’t worry—they’re pretty sturdy,” Raith called. “Just hop to the next one.”

      Raith was reminded of the spider luring the fly into the web in his father’s bedchamber the day Raith’s life changed forever.

      Come, little darling. I won’t hurt you.

      Coven leaped onto the next pad, steadied himself, and placed his steel-clad foot carefully onto the next one. He hopped again.

      Raith’s heart rate sped. Would the chomping flowers never strike?

      Water sloshed onto the next lily pad Coven stepped onto. Face strained with fright, he looked down at the pad.

      The chomping flower struck.

      Coven tried to jump away but wasn’t quick enough. Thick, leathery jaws clamped down on his midriff.

      Raith looked away as Coven screamed. The terror-filled yelling muffled.

      And then the noise stilled. Just as his father’s gurgles had done.

      Guilt bit Raith as he stepped away from the bank.

      He suppressed it. He had to win this game. Nothing else mattered. He, Carian, and Trojean were more important than all of these people combined.

      And, if he were honest, taking Aurora’s power to appease his never-ending cravings was even more important than his siblings.

      Coven was gone, and so was his flower.

      Raith broke into a run along the path. Perhaps there was still a chance he’d spot another one. He roved over the garden with frantic eyes—bloody-red blooms trailing from the boughs of a gnarled tree, a carpet of sickly yellow flowers, stringy green stalks that reached out to trip him, none of them right. And then—

      Just yards from the gate, a flicker of sunlight illuminated a clump of purple flowers. The same ones on Aurora’s dress. Ginger had obviously planted them here to make it as easy as possible to find them.

      And I missed it! That kind of stupidity will lead to my death.

      He grabbed a handful of them and charged to the gate.
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      Jorah twirled the stem of the wilting violet between his thumb and forefinger—like he’d been doing for hours. Behind him, beyond a white ribbon strung across the cavern leading into the garden, Artemis and a crowd of courtiers waited.

      Aurora was still to appear.

      He supposed she would make her entrance once all her suitors had gathered.

      Jorah ignored them all.

      Finding the flower had been easy. Aurora must have meant it when she said no one would die needlessly in her trial, because the first clump of violets he’d spotted had been mere steps from the gate into his chosen pathway. He was sure all the other paths had also been spiked with the easy-to-find plants.

      If the meatheads had known what to look for.

      Given that he’d waited alone for hours on the seats provided by a team of musketeers, following obvious clues wasn’t his competitors’ strong point.

      Above him, the mirrors creaked on their mechanical cogs.

      A ripple of comment trilled through the crowd as the last flicker of sunlight on their surfaces died.

      A musketeer lit a wall-mounted torch.

      The trial was over and Jorah had won. That victory moved him inexorably closer to a marriage with Aurora. Hedrus would be pleased. And, if Jorah were honest, being back in Niing’s burrow—the one he had pledged his life to destroy—had increased his will to live for the first time since Lila’s death. That bargain with Sabrisia took on greater import: with things to live for besides just protecting the Magical, he needed to win for himself.

      A thrum of footsteps came from a path leading from the garden.

      Lardel lumbered empty-handed through the gate—if the yellow blisters the size of acorns already covering his hands and arms could still be called empty-handed.

      A titter of delight from the crowd.

      The blisters looked painful; Jorah winced in sympathy for the man.

      Lardel glared at Jorah’s flower.

      He should be glad he made it back alive.

      A nurse stepped over to help Lardel. “My lord,” she asked, “what did the plant that hurt you look like?”

      Lardel glared at her, too. “Huge bush. White flowers. Looked like cow’s parsley gone mad.”

      The nurse’s brows knotted. “Oh, dear. That sounds like hogweed.”

      “I don’t care what it’s called,” Lardel snapped. “Just take the blisters away.”

      The nurse brushed her face with a harried hand. “That’s a problem, my lord. Hogweed’s nasty stuff. I can give you a salve for the burn, but those blisters will be with you for years to come.”

      Lardel’s face blanched. “Years! I’d rather be dead.”

      More commotion from the garden spared the nurse from answering.

      Raith stumbled into the waiting area. The parasite’s clothes were sodden, his eyes bloodshot, and his hands looked sunburnt.

      But he carried a crushed bunch of violets.

      Two musketeers rushed to help him.

      “My lord,” one of them called. “Please, stop. We need to get you out of those wet clothes in case you contaminate anything.” He gestured to a screen. “Princess Aurora feared someone would try swimming across the lake. She provided a change of clothing for everyone just in case.”

      Raith’s face darkened. “I’ve fought for my life against blood-sucking plants, and that is all you can say?” He looked at Jorah and his flower. “So you found one, too?”

      “It was growing next to the entrance.” Jorah twirled his flower. “Seems you lost. Again.”

      “Too soon to say,” Lardel said. “That idiot Mahlon hasn’t come back. Or the boy.”

      Jorah didn’t mention that Lardel had missed the point of the comment completely. But he couldn’t resist a satisfied smirk as Raith was led away to change.

      Once the incubus was back with Jorah and Lardel, a musketeer said, “My lords, we’re sending a search party to find the two missing suitors.”

      “Hopefully they’ll be dead!” someone in the crowd shouted.

      The rest of them buzzed with excitement at the prospect. Only four hours ago, they had been grumbling about the lack of bloodshed.

      Jorah shook his head.

      Humans. He’d never understand them.

      The musketeer ignored the interruption. “When they are found, you will be taken to the arena to present your flowers to Princess Aurora.”

      Jorah had forgotten the crowd in the arena, but it explained the nymph’s absence.

      A group of musketeers, all wearing gloves and masks and covered from head to toe in thick coveralls, marched into the garden.

      Jorah sighed, settling back to wait some more. He used the time to stare at the parasite.

      Raith refused to meet his gaze. Instead, his eyes kept drifting furtively toward the garden as if he had something to hide. Raith and Carian’s whispered conversation rushed back at Jorah.

      A chill of foreboding rippled through him.

      Which of the missing men had the incubus murdered? And how could he use that knowledge to protect Aurora and to destroy Raith?

      Time would tell.
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      The crowds cheered as Aurora strode up the stairs into the royal box in the arena. The trial was over for the day, and she—and the thousands who had assembled for the victory parade—would be meeting with her suitors in a few minutes.

      No one seeing her straight back or the determined set of her jaw would suspect the turmoil roiling in her.

      Had Raith gotten the clue in her dress?

      She didn’t know if he had returned on time or even if he had a violet.

      All she’d been told was that only one of her suitors had completed the task in the allotted time.

      Two others had followed moments after the sun set. Musketeers had been sent in to search for the missing two. Was Raith one of them? That she had been summoned to the royal box meant that the missing men had been found.

      She had no idea if they were dead or alive. If things had gone her way, the trial would have lasted just minutes, not hours, with each man finding a clump of hastily transplanted violets a few paces from the gate. For the men who missed those flowers, more violets had been planted in safe and accessible places deeper in the garden. No one needed to have suffered if they had taken a moment to look at her—the woman they professed to want to marry.

      By her instruction, the men would enter in order of return, from first to last. Each would carry the plant they had brought with them.

      Artemis already sat in his seat. He smirked at her as if he held all the answers to her questions—questions she would never ask him.

      He gave a mock bow.

      She ignored him and called out to the musketeers, “Open the portcullis.”

      One of them turned the cog, and the steel gate creaked open.

      Her heart was made of butterflies. She wanted to strain to see who came through first as the winner, but keeping her composure had never been more important.

      Jorah strode in first. The single violet in his hand said he had won.

      She hid her dismay as she stood and, shadowed by Zandor, walked down the stairs into the arena to meet him.

      He held the flower out to her. “It wilted.”

      Even as Aurora gulped down her disappointment, she had to acknowledge that he had been smart enough to see her clue. That had to count for something. She’d wanted a man who took notice, who wasn’t just focusing on what he could gain from Ryferia. And noticing something as trivial as the pattern of a dress had to mean that he saw her as a person, not just as a political and economic asset.

      If only he weren’t so distant. And so attached to someone else.

      “So I see. You found it quickly?” Her fingers touched his as she took the drooping bloom—and a strange zing shot through her.

      She started in surprise.

      Where had that come from? The last time anyone had affected her like that was Zandor, back when she had still ached for him. That had been a long time ago.

      Jorah didn’t seem to feel anything at her touch—at least not that he showed signs of. “Within minutes.” A tiny smile quirked the corner of his mouth. “Maybe next time make your clues less obvious.”

      She found herself grinning back at him. “Maybe next time be less observant.”

      Vivid blue eyes gazed down into hers. “Not possible. Keen eyesight is something I was born with. And I have to congratulate you on the garden. It seems green fingers are your equivalent of my eyes.”

      It was a strange comment, but warmth infused her at his praise. Where had this personable Jorah come from?

      She rose on her toes. “Not many people appreciate my gardens. And certainly not the poison one. So, I thank you for your regard. It means a great deal.” She cleared her throat and gestured at the winner’s wreath. “You have now won two of my wreaths. Do you intend to scoop up the remaining two as well?”

      Jorah’s smile faded, and the care in his remarkable eyes vanished. “I didn’t come here to fail.”

      Aurora’s smile died, too, at the harshness in his voice. Why had Jorah come when he was still in love with Lila?

      It didn’t make sense to her. Perhaps it was time to sound him out about that. She opened her mouth to ask the question—

      But not here, not now, in front of all the suitors and courtiers. She didn’t want to embarrass him, or herself.

      Later. She would ask him later.

      She moved down the line to the next man.

      Lord Lardel. He held out a plume of hogweed resting on a tray. His other hand was bandaged.

      She grimaced in sympathy—hogweed contained a particularly virulent poison that could keep blistering the skin for years to come. Thankfully, she had concocted a potion to counter it. As she had for all the plants in her poison garden.

      Cheeks as scarlet as cherry juice, either from pain or embarrassment, Lord Lardel said, “Princess Aurora.” His voice was rough. “I have failed you. Please accept my apologies.” He tossed the tray onto the sand at his feet. “I won’t inflict this vile thing on you.”

      With the lightest of touch, she trailed a finger across his bandaged hand. “I’m not just a creator of lethal gardens, I’m also a skilled alchemist. I’ll brew you a potion tonight that will cure you.”

      “Cure me?” Lord Lardel sounded doubtful. “The nurse said I would suffer for years to come.”

      “The nurse doesn’t know my skill. While you and my other suitors are at dinner, I will brew you a cure.”

      Serendipity. That meant she didn’t have to find another excuse not to eat with them in the dining hall.

      Still, Lord Lardel hadn’t bothered to see the clue Jorah had found so obvious. There was nothing more to say. She turned to the portcullis to see who was next.

      Her heart skipped—and then sank.

      Raith.

      He held a bunch of flowers, but he also sported a change of clothing, suggesting that he had fallen into the lake. If he had seen her clue, he would have found the flowers at the gateway, as Jorah had.

      It forced a reassessment of the man. Perhaps he wasn’t as smart as she had first considered him. That certainly didn’t play into his favor when he was also pretty hopeless with a sword.

      He stopped in front of her in all his beautiful splendor.

      To stop her face twisting with disappointment at his failure, she bit her lip.

      And then he smiled at her. A lopsided smile that showed off his dimples, it snagged her like a hook in a fish.

      His dark eyes were soft, pleading for forgiveness. “I also failed you. I saw the flower at the gate but felt that was too easy a challenge. Turns out, I made things unnecessarily hard for myself. It won’t happen again.”

      So he had seen her clue?

      He must have, or was he lying so blatantly?

      Jorah shifted in line. She glanced at him. He looked at Raith with utter contempt.

      She tapped her chin as she considered the interaction between the two men. Did Jorah know something about Raith that she didn’t? Or was it merely a continuation of his obvious hatred for her favorite? She didn’t know.

      His eyes tender, Raith’s smile widened, swallowing her whole.

      Before she knew it, her concerns had vanished and she was drowning, losing herself in his gaze as if he were the only person in the world who mattered.

      She took a step closer to him, pulled by an overwhelming desire to offer him her neck to kiss.

      The weirdness of it pulled her short. Get a grip!

      If she offered anything to Raith to kiss, it would not be her neck. But still she leaned into him.

      From the portcullis, Lord Mahlon cleared his throat. Loudly.

      It pulled her back to the present. She flushed scarlet. But even so, it was with difficulty that she managed to tear her eyes away from Raith.

      Lord Mahlon stomped over to join her—and, crazily, she almost resented his intrusion on her very public “private interlude” with the alluring Raith.

      Lord Mahlon’s face was swollen and his hands twitched, drawing attention to his lack of flowers. “What nonsense was that, woman?” he yelled. “To send a warrior into a hellhole like that to look for trifles?”

      “I thought warriors liked going into hellholes,” she spat back. “And it distresses me that you see no charm in my garden. Perhaps it is just as well that you came back late and empty handed, as a marriage between us would hardly be likely to succeed.”

      Lord Mahlon’s eyes flashed back. “Charm! You call that swamp charm! It killed Coven.”

      Her stomach plummeted. She spun to the portcullis.

      Two musketeers waited with a stretcher. The crowd chanted its delight as they strode across to Aurora.

      The violet Jorah had given her dropped from her limp fingers as they laid the prince’s withered body at her feet. Prince Coven’s armor clung to his legs like onionskin.

      Aurora swayed on her feet. She steadied herself and then cleared her throat of the rasp that would lay her pain and disappointment out for all to see. Prince Coven had been a mere boy—another one—whose life had been cut short thanks to her. She wanted to weep.

      A weeping heir apparent would never take the throne in Ryferia. She steeled.

      “I’m sorry for his loss.” She bowed her head to Prince Coven’s body and then looked up into the eyes of his second, who had followed the stretcher into the area. “His family is free to take his remains for a proper burial.”

      Her mind working to remove the image of Prince Coven’s shriveled body, she picked up the winner’s wreath and stumbled across to Jorah.

      A moment’s hesitation, and then he knelt before her. She placed the laurel-and-violet garland on his head. The violets were a fitting prize for her observant winner.

      He looked up at her. “I have my keen eyes,” he said, so softly she wasn’t sure she heard correctly. “You have your talent with gardens. He has the compulsion of a snake. Beware you do not walk straight into his mouth. It will not be well with you if you do.” Jorah stood and stepped away from her as if he hadn’t said something outrageous.

      She considered his words as she and her suitors made their way to the carriage that would take them to the palazzo.

      Had Jorah noticed that she seemed to lose control around Raith?

      And why was that?

      Why do I lose control around him?

      Jorah was every bit as handsome as Raith, but he didn’t lure her in like a moth to a flame.

      Something to discuss with Niing while she brewed Lord Lardel’s potion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Jorah didn’t join the rest of the party for the post-trial feast. He and Peckle had an assignation beyond the Guardians, and he didn’t want to be late.

      The moon hung low over the sea as he left the palazzo. A few days more, and it would be a mere sliver of silver in sky: the solstice when he and Aurora would wed. Strangely, for the first time since this idea had been presented, he could think that without something breaking inside him. That had to be good.

      Not wanting to be seen and challenged, he avoided the path to the broken Guardian and slipped into the forest hugging the hills.

      A wolf howled in the distance, and he had to strain his ears to hear it.

      He was cursing his human form when he caught a closer sound—heavy footfalls behind him cracked a branch in the undergrowth.

      Now why would anyone else be avoiding the path tonight? It would never be Peckle—the cat was too light-footed for that.

      Jorah slipped into a thicket to see who followed him.

      A large man puffed through the trees. He carried a sack over one shoulder.

      Jorah didn’t need his enhanced sight to know who it was.

      Carian. Trojean’s younger, human brother.

      The sack took on a new significance, especially as Jorah’s nose—as keen as his eyes—caught the metallic whiff of blood.

      Not just any blood. Magical blood.

      He couldn’t resist following.

      Carian’s colossal size wasn’t designed for tiptoeing through a forest. Every step he took cracked another fallen branch. It meant Jorah could stay well behind, following Carian’s path of devastation, without the risk of being spotted.

      Carian reached the giant and went straight through its iron legs into the forest beyond.

      Jorah sighed inwardly. It seemed he and his allies were not the only ones taking advantage of the breach in Ryferian security.

      He waited until Carian vanished between the trees. He was about to step through the legs himself when Peckle sauntered in front of the giant and stopped.

      The cat wiped its face with its paw. “It seems our meeting is no longer necessary. You can see for yourself what I was going to report.”

      Jorah stepped past the Guardian to join Peckle. Like water gushing into a breached ship, his magic surged through his veins.

      He gasped in satisfaction and flexed his muscles, reveling in the power surging through them.

      Peckle snorted. “Want to dig your claws into that tree over there for good measure?”

      Jorah smiled and clipped the cat gently with the tip of his boot. “Be careful my talons don’t slip into you.”

      Peckle’s eyes narrowed. “You’d have to catch me first.”

      “Child’s play.” Then Jorah’s mirth stilled. He pointed at the forest where Carian had vanished. With his dragon hearing restored, he knew exactly where the oaf walked. “Who did he kill?”

      A disdainful scowl. “Five beggars in the city. All Infirm. Totally random, but at the same time, brutal killings. I watched him do it. The man is heartless.”

      Jorah’s jaw dangled. He snapped it closed. “Why? Surely the parasite needs to sink his fangs into flesh to steal power?”

      Peckle brushed first one ear, then another with his paw. “Earlier today, the human and the incubus spoke about two schemes. They’re brewing a potion that I suspect will allow the bloodsucker access to his magic regardless of the Guardians. Perhaps a refinement of Niing’s pipeweed—except with blood.”

      Jorah swore.

      “Indeed. And if that isn’t bad enough, the bloodsucker also spoke about something called the ‘smoke.’ From what I gather, it increases the amount of magic he gleans from each victim.”

      Jorah rocked back on his heels. He knew without doubt what the smoke was. He had interrupted and killed Trojean while she was trying to perform a magic-reaping ritual on Lila.

      “I know exactly what the smoke does,” he snarled. His muscles flexed to change form. “Keep Artemis in your sights. Any trouble from him, let me know so I can plan a defense for Aurora.”

      “You and Raith both. The leech has taken a dislike to the man. We should use that.”

      “I prefer not to use evil to fight evil.”

      Jorah loped to the forest to change in privacy. A split second of familiar pain as his bones warped and scales and wings emerged from their hidden places under his skin—and then he was free. His folded clothing fitted neatly in the pouch under his scales.

      He sprang into the air. An eddy of wind caught the leading edges of his wings. It was enough to get him airborne. With powerful flaps, he clawed his way into the sky—and caught an updraft coming in from the sea. It soared him above the trees. He climbed higher and higher, reveling in the freedom, even though his heart burned with anger that he again had to confront the evil that had robbed him of Lila.

      The trees were mere specks when he had his anger firmly enough under control to quit his spiraling and focus on the task at hand.

      Logic told him to land and to rip both Raith and Carian apart before they could cause more harm.

      Here, beyond the Guardians, there would be no sanction to stop him. No watchful eye to condemn him.

      No one but his own honor code. A code that would never bow to mere logic.

      He and Raith were pitted in a challenge to own the Magical. For Jorah, it was to ensure the safety and freedom of every Magical creature under the sun. For Raith, it was to possess and consume. And between them stood a fiery, red-headed nymph who deserved better than what either he or Raith could offer.

      Aurora had earned his respect. His reluctant regard.

      More than anything, if she was ever to claim her destiny as leader of Ryferia, she needed to know what Raith was. If Jorah cut the parasite and his brother down here, Aurora would remain under Raith’s spell, hankering after a man she thought she understood, but knew so little about.

      The only way to free her was to let Raith live—and then to expose his true nature for the world to see.

      Jorah flexed his talons, promising himself he would yet tear Raith and his brother apart. He dropped lower to spy.

      In a clearing, the pair huddled around a fire built in a pit. Carian opened the sack, releasing the reek of Magical blood. He tipped out a pile of body parts.

      Even though the two seemed focused on each other and their gory haul, Jorah furled his wings and dropped below the tree line in case they spotted him.

      He transformed back into his human form the second his feet touched the leaf litter. Fully dressed, he grabbed a low-hanging branch to pull up into a tree some distance from them. The foliage and darkness hid him as he settled down to watch his quarries.

      Carian’s voice carried clearly across the distance dividing them. “She had deformed legs, so I lobbed one off. Here. Toss it in the fire.”

      As the incubus obeyed, the image of Lila’s dead body draped across a fire overwhelmed Jorah. Her clothes burned as Trojean leaned over her husk of a body, breathing in the smoke and grinning manically.

      Jorah had wasted no time, and it had only taken a second to kill the succubus and to drag Lila out of the fire. Her clothes were ash and her hair singed, but her skin remained untouched.

      Normal fire wouldn’t hurt a fire fae. Even one drained of all her blood. Lila had dared him to rain his fire on her; he had always refused, terrified he would hurt her. In the end, he hadn’t managed to save or protect her.

      He had to do better by Aurora.

      Carian’s laugh broke through Jorah’s memory. “Brother, you should see yourself as you inhale. It’s like I’ve given you all the treasures of the world.”

      “I have a sudden urge to hunt fish.” Raith’s voice sounded hazy. It firmed into disgust. “In the sea.” He kicked the embers, shooting sparks into the air. “You brought me a selkie’s leg. How is that going to help me take down Jorah? A selkie is so far down the Magical food chain that I doubt we can even use its blood for the potion.”

      Carian frowned and rubbed his cliff-like jaw. “I honestly thought that the worst deformities would hide the strongest magic.” A pause. “Finding five noble branches of magic is all a bit random.”

      “A bit! We have a time constraint, or haven’t you noticed the days passing?” Raith ran his hands across his eyes. “I may live to regret this, but I have a suggestion.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “Aurora is surrounded by at least some of the magic we need. The bodyguard is a centaur. The maid is a fae. Niing is a dwarf. And she is a nymph. All of those are from the noble branches. Find a necromancer or a clairvoyant, and we are probably good to go.”

      Jorah held his breath while Carian stared at Raith for a long moment. Finally, the human said, “You want me to target Aurora and her entourage?”

      “You have a better idea?”

      Carian threw up his hands. “Getting them will be nigh on impossible.”

      “Thus far, I have done everything you have wanted me to do.” Raith’s voice hardened. “Now it’s my turn. You start by bringing me the fae’s lungs and a vial of her blood—” A long hesitant pause. “Or the deal is off.”

      Carian’s mouth opened and closed in obvious surprise. What deal he had struck with Raith, Jorah didn’t know, but the threat incensed him. The big man hit the nearest tree with his open palm. Pine cones rained down. “You cannot dictate terms. Not now. Not after I’ve shared everything I have with you.”

      “After you turned me into a slave, you mean?” Raith’s voice was low and icy. “I’m the one living with the cravings. I’m so desperate, I’ll even breathe in these other body parts you mangled. This wasn’t my life before you had me kill our father.”

      Jorah frowned. Alone in his burrow, Niing would be an easy target. So would Keahr, who was physically too weak to fight. The centaur would present a real challenge to Carian—and killing Aurora while the trials ran was almost impossible. But with enough other random killings in the city, Carian could fill his quota.

      Carian stooped to pick up a severed head. “And who killed him? And the leg you’ve just breathed in? Me. I’ve given you power. And this is how you react?”

      Raith grabbed his head and moaned.

      Carian clasped Raith’s shoulders and pulled him into a tight embrace. “I know it’s hard, brother, but it will all be worth it in the end. I can’t promise you the fae’s lungs, but I will bring you a vial of her blood.” A shallow laugh. “As for the remaining blood, trust me. I will not fail you. I will have that potion brewed for you before Jorah and Aurora take down the Guardians.”

      A snort from Raith as he pulled away from Carian. “So you believe he will win?”

      “Toss that head on the fire, and let’s see what it gives you.”

      Jorah waited to see what happened as the parasite breathed in the smoke.

      Raith grew in height, and his shoulders bulked up even huger than Carian’s. His skin blackened, and black hair bristled, covering every inch of him. But it was when curled horns sprouted above his flared snout that Jorah cursed: the parasite had morphed into a minotaur.

      A cheer of delight from Carian as Raith resumed his incubus form. He held up a vial of blood. “Strike one off the list. Four to go.”

      Jorah scrambled down from his tree.

      He had to warn Niing, Keahr, Zandor, and Aurora before the night was out.
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      Aurora stirred her potion. Another couple of turns, and it would be ready for Lord Lardel. Exhaustion had claimed Keahr, and Aurora had insisted that Zandor take her back to her apartment. She and Niing were alone in the burrow, which was as she wanted it—to be alone with her tutor to discuss Raith.

      But first she had to pluck up the courage to expose her inexplicable weakness for the man.

      She put down the stirrer and grimaced at him. “I can’t believe someone died. That trial was supposed to be so simple. All they had to do was step inside the gate, see the flower, pick it, and return. Why are men so obdurate?”

      Niing’s eyebrows bushed. “Obdurate, my princess? All men? That’s a little harsh, isn’t it?”

      She smiled at him as she pulled the flask off the burner. “It seems you were right about Jorah. He either knows about flowers, or he’s very observant.” She gulped; Jorah was another person she wanted this alone time with Niing to discuss. “He unsettles me. He keeps making strange comments about weird things. Tell me again how you know him.”

      Niing wiped the table down with the cloth. “I’m more concerned about Raith. You seem to have taken a definite liking to him.”

      She tapped impatient fingers against the table. Why did Niing keep dodging the Jorah question? But he had brought up Raith. That wasn’t something she could ignore when he seemed to have as many questions about the strange, beautiful man as she did.

      She frowned as she poured Lord Lardel’s remedy into a vial, plugged it with a stopper, and set it to cool in a wooden stand. “Niing, don’t think I’m going to let you get away with hiding things about Jorah. But as it happens, I also wanted to talk to you about Raith.” She tucked her hands into her sleeves and faced him. “At times, Raith makes me feel—”

      She writhed. It all seemed so crazy. She had fallen so completely for a man she knew so little about. The same man Keahr had pointed out had cheated in the first trial; the same man who may or may not have lied about the flower.

      When she was away from Raith, she could see him clearly—and alarm bells sounded. But when she was with him, he drugged her with his dark eyes, his smoky voice, and his overwhelming charm until she lost herself in him.

      The insanity of it flew in the face of logic.

      Staring at Niing, she waited for answers to questions she was too embarrassed to ask. She cursed her sheltered upbringing that had limited her exposure to boys, and then men, of her own age. Zandor and Lazard really didn’t count.

      Every time she stepped into the circle of her suitors, she was aware of how naïve and innocent she was, and how easy it would be for them to take advantage of her—especially as they were here with monetary motives in mind. They weren’t looking for love as she was.

      When he said nothing, she mumbled, “Raith makes me feel loved, but uncomfortable at the same time. Can you explain that? Or is it more men being . . .” Her voice trailed off because she didn’t know how to describe Raith’s behavior.

      “I fear that Raith is not an honorable man.” Niing’s creased face scrunched up with concern. “My princess, what is it about Jorah that troubles you?”

      Aurora frowned at Niing. “How can you ask that when he has another woman he’s in love with?”

      Niing slopped his cloth down onto the table. “You worry too much. I told you, Lila is dead. Send some smiles Jorah’s way, as you do with Raith, and Jorah’s heart will soon be yours.”

      “I’m not sure I want a man who’s that fickle. And I can’t see Jorah falling for something so shallow either. He strikes me as being far smarter than that.”

      “Jorah is smart. And it’s time he used some of those brains to see the truth. Lila has been dead for a year now. It’s not healthy for him—or for you—to continue dwelling on her.”

      She tapped her fingers on her arm. “What did she look like?”

      Niing tsked. “I have just said not to focus on her.”

      She frowned her disapproval at his brush-off.

      “She was lovely,” he added softly. “Blond, like Jorah, but with eyes that fired and sparkled with life. Everyone who saw her considered her a beauty.”

      Her face fell. How could she ever compare with a woman like that?

      “But you are lovely, too,” Niing said quickly. He must have realized his mistake. “Never forget, you have much to offer a man like Jorah.”

      She sighed. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what I think. He’s winning. Regardless of what I look like, I will no doubt end up with him.”

      The idea gave her no satisfaction. She leaned against the table and glared at Niing. “Now, tell me where you know Jorah—and Lila—from?”

      “Perhaps I can answer that question.”

      She spun toward the stairs leading into the burrow.

      Tall, handsome, aloof, Jorah stood at the bottom of them. She hadn’t heard him coming. How much of the conversation had he heard?

      Her cheeks hot, she opened her mouth to answer as he walked closer, but Niing bolted from the table and darted across the room to intercept him. He held up a hand. “This is quite improper. Jorah, either you must leave, or I must ask Princess Aurora to go.”

      Both she and Jorah gaped at him.

      “Why, in all the creation of whatnots, should either of us leave?” she asked.

      Niing glared at her. “Do you intend to spend time alone with each of your suitors?”

      The thought of spending a moment alone with Lord Mahlon made her grimace.

      “Indeed,” Niing said, clearly reading her intent. “Unless you are willing to spend equal amounts of time with each of them, this meeting could be construed as cheating.”

      “That sounds like an excuse, Niing.” Head stooped against the low ceiling, Jorah strode over to the little man. “Aurora has asked some questions, and I think it only fair that we answer them—all of them.”

      She walked to stand on the other side of Niing. “I agree.”

      Niing’s beady eyes darted first to her and then to Jorah. “And I, who am older and wiser than both of you combined, say that this meeting is not only improper, it is rash and will lead to no good. At least in the short term.”

      She wanted to hit him. “Improper, maybe. But why rash?” She steeled herself and added, “If Jorah wins, he and I will be married. There will be no secrets then.”

      “I don’t want any secrets now.” Jorah’s voice was icy, but firm. “Aurora and members of her entourage are in danger. They need to know what they face and exactly where those threats are coming from.”

      So he knew about Artemis and the Intelligentsia.

      That gave her comfort. She looked up at him through heavy lashes. “Having your help in defending myself would be much appreciated. It’s one of the reasons why I’m looking for a consort. I plan to remove the Guardians when I come to power, and that will cause serious problems for me. I need to know that the man I marry has my back.”

      The clarity of Jorah’s searching gaze made her wriggle like a child.

      He finally said, “You have my sword.” He gestured to the sofa in front of the pot-bellied stove. “Perhaps we can sit and talk. It seems we have much to discuss.”

      She smiled her gratitude even though a thousand moths seemed to have taken up residence in her bloodstream. They made her heart patter in a way she’d never before experienced—even when she gazed into Raith’s face. “Of course.”

      “Aurora,” Niing said before she could take a step, “allow me to call a servant to set up a similar meeting with Mahlon.”

      She glared at him. “This is hardly the same, and you know it.” Niing kept pushing her to marry Jorah, but when she wanted to spend a few minutes getting answers from the scarily beautiful man, he objected? That wasn’t fair.

      “I know nothing other than the fact that you summoned a group of men to Ryferia to die for your hand in marriage. Giving Jorah an advantage is not right. And you know it.”

      “And I changed the rules so men don’t need to die,” she snapped back. Niing, of all people, was guilting her into doing what he wanted?

      “And a man still died today. Tomorrow’s trial is just as dangerous. Who knows what might happen?” Niing glowered at Jorah. “The trial is set at this very bench”—a hand wave at the shelves and cabinets filled with ingredients—“using these very items. Do you want people to say you had advantages the others didn’t?”

      Jorah stopped in his tracks. Eyes almost reptilian in their iciness gazed at Niing. “I will not have people say that I cheated. It was your choice to move the trials to a place I’m familiar with. Beyond that, I have had—and will have—no hand in deceiving people.”

      How could Jorah possibly be familiar with this place? Niing seemed supremely unrepentant at that startling claim, but it couldn’t be, could it?

      “Good,” Niing replied. “Then leave before I start sending for servants.”

      Jorah ran a scarred hand through his hair. “Let us go somewhere else and speak, because speak we must.” His head tilted, and he sighed. “It seems we are too late. Someone is coming. Lardel, by the sounds of it.” He raked her with those impossibly sharp eyes. “Must be after his potion. Those blisters looked like hell.”

      Her eyebrows rose. She had heard nothing to suggest that Lord Lardel—or anyone else—was coming.

      Even more astonishing, Jorah squeezed her hand. “Hearing from your own lips that you plan to remove the Guardians has won my favor and my highest regard. I will do all I can to protect you now and after the trials are over, but in the meantime, tell your maid—Keahr—that she must not go out alone. Niing and Zandor must be guarded, too. I wish I could tell you more right now, but Jorah Thalyn is no cheat, and I will have no man call me such.”

      And then he was gone . . . into one of the tunnels that led into the gardens.

      She held her tingling hand to her chest. “And that?” she asked Niing. “Please explain.”

      Niing shrugged. “Like all of his kind, he will not have his good name sullied.”

      “All of his kind?” She slumped down onto the sofa. “Niing, what aren’t you telling me?”

      Niing turned to the stairs just as boots scraped on stone. Was she to have no uninterrupted conversations tonight?

      As Jorah had predicted, Lord Lardel stepped into the room. He bobbed a bow. “Forgive the interruption, Aurora, but these blisters are spreading. It seems each time one bursts, another forms next to it.”

      With a suppressed sigh, she pulled herself up and walked over to the alchemy bench. “I have your potion here. I was just waiting for it to cool.”

      “I’ll take it scalding, if it works.” Lord Lardel cast a dubious eye around the room. “Brewing is something I know nothing about.” A grunt. “Same as flowers.”

      A veiled accusation?

      She chose to ignore it and held out the vial. “Apply a drop to each blister. You will be astounded at how quickly they vanish.”

      Lord Lardel took the potion and tapped the vial against his fingernail. “You aren’t planning on setting us to potion-making, are you?”

      “That would be telling,” she said. But Jorah was privy to the information she withheld from Lord Lardel . . . a double standard.

      Maybe Niing had a point.

      She turned to smile at her tutor—only to find that he had vanished.

      That irked. Clearly, he was avoiding speaking to her about Jorah. And she would never find him in his maze of tunnels unless he wanted to be found. She said to Lord Lardel, “I was just finishing up. Would you care to walk with me back to the palazzo?”

      “It would be my pleasure, ma’am.”

      Once at the top of the stairs, Lord Lardel offered her his arm.

      Surprised by his gallantry, she slipped her hand under his elbow. To make conversation, she said, “So tell me, Lord Lardel, what made you decide to fight for me?”

      He snorted—perhaps at her lack of tact? “I enjoy a physical challenge. Also, I had heard rumors about the splendor of Ryferia. It was too good an opportunity to miss.”

      She was grateful for his honesty. But it left little else to discuss, so they walked in silence the rest of the way to the palazzo.

      They had almost crossed the piazza to reach the doorway to her villa when she spotted Raith and his brother.

      The two men stopped.

      Raith’s perfect eyebrow shot up as he took in her hand resting on Lord Lardel’s arm. “And this? Private trysts? When’s my turn?”

      Her entire body burned.

      The side of her brain that didn’t trust Raith was ready to snap out a sharp retort. Sadly, the other part, which turned her to mush in his presence, said, “As soon as you’re ready, we can go.”

      On some level, she was aware of her rudeness as she pulled her hand away from Lord Lardel. But even his scowl of displeasure couldn’t wrench her away from Raith’s gaze.

      Raith took her arm. She melted into his side. But before leading her away, he said to his brother, “Don’t forget what you promised.”

      A toothy smile sent a shiver of something unimaginably horrible down Aurora’s spine. “You have just given me the gap I need,” Raith’s brother said.

      Before she could challenge it, Raith started to walk, pulling her along with him. “I noticed a charming catwalk along the canal. Perhaps we can take a turn there.”

      At the sound of his voice, all fears about him and his brother vanished. She beamed up at him. “The moonlight on the water will be lovely.”

      “Almost as lovely as you,” Raith crooned as they crossed the piazza.

      Someone calling her name—sharply—gave her pause. She looked back over her shoulder.

      Zandor stood at the doorway to her villa. He must have dropped Keahr off and been on the way back to fetch her.

      Raith—and thus she, too—strode away from him.

      Jorah’s warning rang in her mind, and a tiny niggle deep in her psyche said she wasn’t safe alone with Raith. She bit her lip. Even as much as she craved Raith’s company, his attention, his hands on her body, touching her in places no one had ever been . . .

      Raith’s face softened with concern. “You wish Zandor to accompany us?”

      She flushed, both at his kindness and her dirty thoughts; it seemed silly to say yes to having Zandor with them when she had been alone with Lord Lardel just moments before.

      She shook her head.

      Raith smiled at her—a kind one that heated her from the tip of her head to the ends of her toenails. “Let’s wait for him to join us.”

      She gnawed her lip as disappointment warred with relief. Disappointment won.

      As Zandor trotted over to meet them, she scowled.

      “Why don’t you stay with Keahr?” she called.

      A flicker of concern flashed across Raith’s face. It was gone before she could decode it. Then Raith laughed low in his throat. The burbling sound drove away all her objections to Zandor’s presence.

      Zandor stopped in front of her. Hard eyes nailed her. “Should you be going out alone, Aurora?”

      “I’m not alone. I’m with Raith.” Even to her ears, her voice sounded detached. Dreamy.

      Raith bobbed a bow at Zandor. “You are free to follow at a respectable distance.” Ignoring Zandor’s dark, brooding expression, Raith started walking to the archway that led to the canal.

      Much to her annoyance, Zandor trailed about a foot away from her heels. Only today, she didn’t want Zandor with her. The only person she needed in the whole world—the universe, were it inhabited by other life forms—was Raith.

      Raith pulled her closer to him and bent down to her ear. “With me as your consort, you won’t need a bodyguard.”

      A snort from Zandor.

      Her head spun. How had her bodyguard heard that comment? Had everyone in Ryferia—except her—suddenly developed superhuman hearing?

      On some level, she wanted to set Raith straight—Zandor wasn’t just a servant, he was one of her best friends—but the warmth radiating from Raith’s body pressed to hers, combined with his musky smell, drove all reason from her head.

      She leaned into him, wanting to lose her body in his. They crossed under the archway onto the deserted canal path.

      And then someone screamed. The yell echoed down the piazza and rang out on the water.

      It sounded just like Keahr.
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      Jorah listened to Aurora and Lardel leave the burrow. When silence settled again, he stepped out of his tunnel, back into Niing’s comfortable home.

      It was empty. That didn’t fool him; he’d heard Niing scuttle off to avoid Aurora’s probing.

      He called out, “Are you going to hide in the shadows all night, or are we going to discuss what desperately needs discussing?”

      Niing sighed, then shambled out of another dark tunnel. “What would you have me do, Jorah? We’ve been over and over and over the problem.”

      “The incubus is killing the Magical to make a potion that will give him immunity to the Guardians. I just watched him and his oaf of a brother gloating over a bag of body parts beyond the broken giant.”

      When Niing gasped, Jorah narrowed his eyes with satisfaction. “He needs the blood of five of the noble Magical lines. He already has a minotaur. He’s after Keahr, you, Aurora, and Zandor.” Niing paled and collapsed onto his sofa. “And you still think Aurora doesn’t need to be told?”

      Niing stoked his pipe like his life depended on it. “No. Of course not. This changes everything.” He took a puff and billowed the sweet-smelling pipeweed smoke Jorah’s way. “But what about Artemis and the Intelligentsia?”

      Jorah breathed deeply, reveling in the tiny flutter of magic that filtered through his veins with the smoke. Then he fixed Niing with a stern eye. “I don’t claim to know Aurora well, but while she may speak her mind a bit too freely, she is not a stupid woman. I would go so far as to call her canny. She will not compromise us. In fact, perhaps if you stopped seeing her as a pupil and saw her as I see her, you would have told her months ago.”

      Niing’s dark eyes glinted. “So how do you see her?”

      “I told you. She’s intelligent, interesting, and—I’ll admit—a bit eclectic, in the best possible way. But none of that counts when compared to her real strength: She’s a dryad with more power in her little finger than most Magical in Warrendyte have in their entire bodies. Added to that, she is the future queen of the biggest population of Magical in the world. She needs to be given the respect—the honor—she deserves. That starts with treating her like an adult and telling her the truths she needs to know.”

      A long, drawn-out sigh from Niing. “You still choose to disregard the Untalented?”

      Jorah slapped the alchemy bench. “Not this old gripe again! Niing, you stayed here because you believed the Untalented would work with us. They didn’t. They never will. The best we can do is rule over them—the way nature intended. So don’t throw that old diversion in my face.”

      “It’s not a diversion! It’s a valid concern. As valid as any of yours. Sidelining the Untalented will lead to trouble. Trouble with Artemis. Trouble with the Intelligentsia. And trouble with Aurora. It’s not the path she wants to follow when the Guardians come down. If you are to be her consort, you need to be willing to work with her to foster the Untalented.”

      Jorah’s chest, where his fire would have burned if he had been in his true form, throbbed his hatred of the Untalented. “My advice to Aurora will be very clear—the Untalented are not to be trusted. I will do all in my power as her husband to let her see that. If she is as smart as I think she is, she will see reason and will accept that I am right.”

      “Then you had best prepare yourself for a stormy marriage.”

      “How I handle my marriage will be my affair. Just know that I will do everything I can as her husband to protect and guide her so she can be the queen the Magical need her to be. I believe she has the potential to be great, and I intend to be by her side as she does it.”

      It was only when Jorah reached the stairs that he realized what he and Niing had said.

      He snorted softly in surprise.

      Did he really plan to be a true husband to Aurora when he won the trials? What about helping her remove the Guardians and then leaving? Nowhere in his plans had he seen himself in a marriage with her. He imagined Hedrus smiling when he heard that. With his side of the bargain completed, Sabrisia and the Silver-Tongued Oracle would have no choice but to release him from his bond. Sabrisia would rub her hands together with glee to be rid of him if he stayed in Ryferia.

      What had changed?

      He didn’t have an answer. What had been so clear before now felt fuzzy.

      The girl had gained his respect and his regard. And she did interest him.

      As a person. Never as a woman to make love to or a woman to give my heart to.

      He recoiled. She would never replace Lila.

      Niing stared at him with wide-eyed fascination.

      Did the wise old dwarf read his turmoil? Jorah’s talons itched beneath his skin in annoyance.

      “Anyway, the Untalented are not the problem we face right now,” Jorah said gruffly. He started up the stairs. “I’m going to find Aurora. Are you coming, or must I banish you to the darkest recesses of your burrow, where the incubus and his brother can’t find you?”

      “I have no desire to become part of a blood potion.” Niing creaked to his feet, but he didn’t start walking. “As pleased as I am that young Aurora is growing on you, I still think you having a private tête-à-tête with her could raise eyebrows.”

      Jorah shrugged off Niing’s objection—and his observation about Jorah’s feelings. “Not as high as they will shoot if Aurora is harmed by Raith.”

      Niing quickened his pace. “Indeed. Let us make haste to her villa.”

      But he stopped at the bottom of the stairs.

      Jorah glared down at him. “Now what?”

      “All I am trying to do is preserve the integrity of the trials.”

      “What integrity? The parasite killed Coven as sure as I’m standing here. He plans to kill all of you. And yet you worry about decorum.”

      “I worry that you and Aurora will fall foul of Artemis. He is looking for a way to discredit Aurora’s claim to the throne. If he can prove that you and Aurora colluded together to win, he could turn the Intelligentsia against you both. They won’t accept her reign.”

      Had Jorah had access to his magic, he would have sent a shaft of fire shooting into the air to show his disdain. “And these are the Untalented you want us to pander to?”

      “These are the realities, Jorah.”

      “Then it’s time to change perceptions.” Jorah took the next two steps, but still Niing lingered. Jorah threw his hands up. “By all the gods, help me understand why we aren’t halfway to Aurora’s villa?”

      “How are we handling Raith? We can’t kill him without casting suspicions on you and the other suitors. That would not be fair to Lardel or that buffoon Mahlon. And we can’t confront him privately because he will deny it. If we report it to the Intelligentsia, they will want proof—proof we cannot provide without declaring ourselves to be just as Magical.”

      Jorah’s shoulders slumped. Why hadn’t he considered this? It was not only annoying that Niing reminded him of something so basic, it was also unforgivable. Clearly, he was letting his human side—the emotional one—get the better of him in this stunted world.

      He dug deep into his core to connect with his cold, calculating dragon, but came up empty. Like the treasure in his horde back in Warrendyte, that part of him was locked away so tight by the Guardians, it was almost as if it didn’t exist.

      That just means I have to be more thorough than usual.

      He considered Niing’s question.

      Niing was right. Added to that, if he did confront the incubus privately—as his human side longed to do—he and his allies would lose the few advantages they had.

      While Raith and the human didn’t suspect they had been detected, they would continue to visit the forest, where they could be monitored.

      Unfortunately, it did mean that the carnage on the streets of the capital would continue.

      Every Magical death tore at Jorah. He was a dragon, charged by Maleficent herself when she created his kind, with the responsibility of guarding and defending the Magical. To allow these murders to continue cut him to the core. He gritted his teeth against his fury.

      “Why can we not arrest the brother? If he is off the streets, part of the problem goes away.”

      Niing pulled out his pipe and tapped it against his thumb. “On what grounds? Again, we have no proof that we can safely present to show that he has done anything. It will be your word against his. Once those deaths are reported, Artemis may decide to swing the blame on you. You are the clear winner in the trials thus far, and even if they don’t know that you are a dragon, anyone with eyes can tell that you will be a formidable opponent. Artemis will want you out of the way.”

      Jorah swore. “It seems our hands are tied along with our magic. Don’t we just love the Untalented? All the more reason to clip their wings when Aurora takes the throne.” He stomped up the stairs. “This is how we play it . . . the parasite and his brother go unchallenged, but Aurora is told everything. If she is what I hope she is, her first act as queen will be to sentence the incubus to death.”

      Niing shuffled behind him. “You first have to break the trance he has over her. Sending a few of your least reptilian smiles her way may help.”

      Jorah snorted. “I’m here to fight for her, not to woo her.”

      “Then I suggest you get used to the idea of a wife who forever hankers after a man she can’t have.”

      That Niing had voiced Jorah’s own concern about Aurora’s heart steeled his resolve: Whatever happened, before he made Aurora his wife, she had to know exactly who and what Raith was.

      He rushed to the villa with Niing trotting to keep up.
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      Raith froze at Keahr’s distressed cry.

      And then he silently cursed Carian. If he could hear the fae’s screams all the way out here, how many other people in the villa, the piazza, and the surrounding buildings would also hear her?

      How could Carian have been so indiscreet? If he were caught harming the girl, Raith would be implicated. What could Raith possibly say to explain what his brother—his second in the trials—was doing, drawing blood off Aurora’s handmaiden?

      All questions that should have been thought of beforehand, but he had been so desperate in the forest with Carian that reason had fled.

      Beyond the Guardians, back in his Magical form, the craving for power had been overwhelming.

      All controlling. All consuming.

      He would have done and said anything to sink his fangs into a smooth Magical neck to get another hit of power—even if it meant blackmailing his closest ally and brother into doing something rash and stupid. Like attacking Keahr.

      Raith’s stomach clenched.

      And then there was Jorah.

      Back in the forest, even with Raith’s magic restored, and his ears assaulted by the hundreds of rasping voices from the critters and insects creeping in the leaf litter—a sure sign that he had made his father’s magic his own—he sensed his weakness compared to the pure brute force of the dragon, Jorah.

      Not for one second did Raith fool himself into believing that he could beat Trojean’s killer in a fight to the death. Not even if Raith drank the potion while Jorah’s scales, fiery breath, and talons were locked under his skin.

      Still Keahr screamed.

      As much as it burned Raith to betray his brother after he had caused this mess, the only solution was to distance himself from the attack.

      And to keep Aurora and Zandor as far away from Keahr for as long as possible.

      It helped that Aurora was still somewhat under his thrall. He leaned in to croon some nonsense at her when the bodyguard reacted.

      He grabbed Aurora’s hand, wrenched her away from Raith, and started running for the arch leading back into the piazza.

      Aurora struggled to match his long strides.

      “Hey!” Raith spluttered. “Where do you think you’re going with her?”

      “My friend’s in trouble. Where else do you think I would be going?” Aurora yelled over her shoulder.

      Whatever was left of his entrapment had broken, much to Raith’s chagrin. He cursed, then broke into a run. He soon caught up with them. “Exactly! Should you be going to her when it could cause trouble for you, too?”

      Even as she struggled to breathe, Aurora managed to give Raith a skewed look. “You wouldn’t help a friend?” she puffed.

      His question had been the wrong one.

      He fumbled for some way to rectify this. “I’m just saying that there are other people who can take care of her. You are soon to be queen. You shouldn’t go running into trouble.”

      Aurora rolled her eyes. “Too late for that. Trouble finds me quite happily no matter what I do.” Face beet red, she added, “And Keahr’s like a sister to me. Wouldn’t you help your brother?”

      Guilt made Raith’s skin crawl as he ran.

      The memory of Trojean’s face in the lake flooded him. Back then, he had been so certain of his course. He was to avenge her death and help Carian in his quest to become Magical. Nothing else had mattered.

      Apart from his bone-crushing cravings, nothing had changed since then. So why had he considered betraying Carian?

      “My brother is everything to me,” he blurted. “I would help him no matter what.”

      “Then you get how I feel about Keahr.” Aurora panted as Zandor raced her across the piazza.

      Keahr’s shouts stilled.

      What did that mean? Had Carian killed her? Had he escaped when she’d first cried out? Did he get a vial of blood?

      Most important of all, if still alive, had Keahr seen Carian? Would she identify him as her attacker? Had Carian already been arrested by the musketeers?

      And as for the potion . . . Unless they could find the Magical they needed in the faceless masses in the capital, the risk was too high to target Aurora’s inner circle. The whole notion of doing that was insanity.

      Unless I help Carian escape this, the potion is moot.

      He scrambled to find a solution to protect Carian as he followed.

      If Carian had been caught, would he be imprisoned? Or would the bloodthirsty Ryferians condemn him to death?

      Over my dead body.

      No matter what happened, he would free Carian before they harmed him.

      A plan uncurled in his mind as he ran next to the huffing princess.

      She may be a dryad, but after a lifetime of having her magic locked away, she would not easily call on her powers if they were unexpectedly restored to her. That made the ugly thing ideal for protecting Carian.

      But first, Raith had to beguile her, even if it meant using every trick he had to lure her into the forest beyond the broken giant. Once there, he would sweet-talk her into protecting his brother. When he was done with her, the princess would return to the capital as Carian’s greatest ally.

      There was one major complication with this scheme. His gums itched at the notion of being alone beyond the Guardians with Aurora. It would be so simple to pierce the soft skin on her neck and to sink his fangs deep into her vein.

      Saliva pooled in his mouth at the prospect. He swallowed, wishing it would appease the hunger burning in the pit of his stomach for her.

      It didn’t.

      And the more he dreamed of drinking Aurora’s blood, of claiming her power as his own, the deeper the haze of red that settled over his eyes. It blinded him to all else.

      He understood so clearly why Trojean had gone repeatedly to Warrendyte to reap. It had been worth the danger, the risk.

      A tiny voice of reason squeaked at him: It didn’t work out so well for Trojean.

      He didn’t care. Nothing mattered but the hunger. He needed Aurora if he was to survive it. Now.

      Almost drunken with craving, he stumbled, righted himself, and then fumbled for her hand to pull her away from Zandor so he could drag her to the forest.

      That same little voice pleaded with him to stop. Zandor’s here, a witness to everything.

      If Raith acted rashly, he would be condemned along with Carian. There would be no one to save either of them.

      Jorah would win. Again.

      Even in his frenzy, the pain of that victory was too much for Raith to bear.

      He pulled back to let Aurora and Zandor race ahead of him. They careened around the enormous fountain in the piazza, just yards from the front door to Aurora’s villa.

      And then Jorah loped through the Guardians standing sentinel at the edge of the square. The dwarf shambled some distance behind him.

      Raith cursed the timing. He stopped to assess the situation. As far as he could tell, Trojean’s killer hadn’t spotted him yet. Whether that was good or bad, Raith wasn’t sure. But the dragon and the dwarf certainly complicated things. Getting Aurora away from Zandor was challenge enough, but sneaking her past both Jorah and the dwarf would be nigh on impossible.

      Still, if it protected Carian, he had to try. He slunk closer.

      “Aurora! Zandor! Wait,” Jorah called.

      She skidded to a stop. “Oh, praise everything that tinkles! Niing! Jorah! Something’s happened to Keahr. Just like Jorah warned.”

      Just like Jorah warned?

      Raith’s blood chilled. How had Jorah known that Keahr was a target? Had the dragon followed him or Carian into the forest?

      Raith shook his head to clear his jumbled thoughts.

      Why would Jorah have done that? There was no way possible that Jorah could have known what he and Carian had planned.

      That meant that Trojean’s killer knew of another threat to Keahr. How could I use this?

      Hoping an idea came to him, Raith broke into a trot and joined Aurora and Zandor just as Jorah and Niing reached them. Before chasing Aurora up the stairs, the ice in the dragon’s eyes almost froze Raith to the spot.

      Raith braced himself against it. Feet pounding, he took each step at a leap and reached the gracious landing at the top seconds after everyone else. Only Niing, on his tiny legs, struggled to keep up.

      Aurora’s hands slumped onto her knees for a split second while she grabbed a breath. “Go. Find Keahr,” she managed to gasp.

      Both Jorah and Zandor hesitated. Aurora slapped at them both to obey.

      Jorah and Zandor exchanged a quick, troubling look Raith didn’t understand—and then Zandor shot across the hall and flung open a set of oak doors.

      As far as Raith knew, the centaur didn’t like the dragon much—hardly surprising given that horses were a dragon’s natural prey. So when had Zandor decided he could trust Jorah?

      Had the dragon and the centaur made some kind of pact?

      There would be time enough to ponder that. For now, Raith strained to see into the room.

      Zandor’s solid frame filled the doorway. He hissed and vanished inside.

      “Let me help you.” Jorah tucked his hand under Aurora’s arm, even though she seemed quite capable of helping herself.

      The lanky thing smiled up at Jorah with a genuineness lacking in all the beaming grins she’d bestowed on Raith. An unexpected spark of jealousy fired through him.

      Jorah half-carried her into the room.

      Heart threatening to chisel its way through his chest, Raith followed.

      Keahr lay in a crumpled mess on the floor of her bedchamber.
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      As grateful as she was for Jorah’s support, Aurora broke free of his grip and stumbled across the room. She fell down on her knees next to Keahr. Her breathing faltered as blood in the thick-piled carpet squelched into her dress.

      Zandor already crouched at Keahr’s head. Stubby fingers stroked a blue egg growing on her forehead. “She’s alive. Knocked unconscious.”

      Aurora almost sobbed her relief. If Keahr had died, she would never have forgiven herself. If she hadn’t wandered off with Raith, Zandor would have been here to protect Keahr. The shock and loss would have been too much to bear, especially coming so soon after Lazard.

      “Where’s she bleeding from?” She grabbed Keahr’s hand, wet, sticky, and rough—

      Ribbons of slashed flesh cut from Keahr’s palm. She yelped.

      Jorah dropped down next to her. “Looks like someone attacked her with a blade, but she fought them off.”

      She agreed. The question was who had done it? This wasn’t Artemis’s style.

      Or was it? Had he paid an assassin to hurt Keahr? But why? Keahr was no threat to him or the Intelligentsia. None of this made sense.

      There had to be another reason—and another person—who had targeted Keahr.

      She was about to yell for the musketeers when it struck her that the two men who should have guarded Keahr’s door were not at their post. If they had been, no one could have gotten in to attack Keahr.

      Raith brushed her side as he knelt to join them. He seemed unusually pale. “She took a blow to the head,” he said, stating the obvious.

      Desperate not to lose herself in the never-ending depths of Raith’s unfathomable dark eyes, she focused on Jorah. “You said someone wanted to harm her. Who? I can’t see Artemis doing this. And there should be guards at the door. Where are they?”

      Zandor shot to his feet. “I’ll go and find them.” He glared at Jorah. “Guard my princess and friend like your life depends on it.” His glower deepened. “Because it does.”

      Jorah nodded. “That goes without saying.”

      Niing shuffled into the room as Zandor loped out. When his gaze landed on Keahr, an almost animalistic moan escaped him. He immediately stoked his pipe.

      Jorah broke eye contact with Aurora. “Not in here, Niing. The smoke isn’t what we need now.” His eyes trailed suggestively to Raith.

      Niing slipped his pipe into his pocket, an act so foreign it almost shocked her more than Keahr’s attack had.

      Supremely tired of all the secrets between these two, she slapped her hands on her hips. “Okay. I’ve had enough. What’s going on? And I want the truth. No more diversions, riddles, or nonsense.”

      Raith brushed her face with a cool finger. “Perhaps we should be worrying about getting a doctor for your friend. I will accompany you, if you like.”

      Jorah grabbed her hand and pulled her roughly to his side. “She doesn’t go anywhere.” Before she could protest, he added, “Niing, find a physician.”

      She wanted Keahr attended to, but it also seemed like another convenient ploy to avoid answering her questions. She pulled away from Jorah, leaped to her feet, and bolted to the open window. One of the drapes fluttered in the breeze, while the other hung from the railing. Had it been yanked in a tussle? Perhaps Keahr’s attacker had hidden behind there?

      That was a thought for later.

      She poked her head out and yelled to a group of courtiers seated at the fountain. “Send for a physician. And be quick. Lady Keahr has been attacked.”

      One of the courtiers jumped up to obey.

      She faced Niing and Jorah. Niing was tearing up bits of the silk sheets to bandage Keahr’s hands. Satisfied that she could do no more for her friend, she snapped at Jorah, “Now. Answers.”

      Jorah stood to face her. But he angled his body between her and Raith. “I will answer every question you have,” he said, his voice strangely tender. “All I ask is that we go somewhere private to do it.”

      Raith stepped between them. “Forget it. If there is anything being said, you say it in front of me.”

      She threw up her hands. “I get that you two don’t like each other, but this constant squabbling is getting on my nerves. My friend has been attacked, and I want to punish the bastard who did it. To do that, I need the facts—all of them.”

      Raith’s beautiful eyes enveloped her. “You think it was one of us?” His silky voice sounded distant as it swept her away. “How is that possible? I was with you. And Jorah”—he waved his hand—“was with Niing, I presume.”

      Jorah grabbed her arm and wrenched her out of Raith’s line of sight.

      She wasn’t a doll to be tugged around! She opened her mouth to—

      Zandor strode back into the room. “I found the guards. Their throats have been slit. Whoever did it dragged them behind the drapes.”

      Her heart sank. Two of her people, cut down for no reason. More families grieving. But something was clear: Artemis would never target the musketeers.

      Bow drawn and arrow nocked, Zandor wedged himself next to her. Jorah stood on her other side.

      “Did you call the captain?” she asked in a strained voice.

      Zandor nodded. “Unfortunately, these are not the only deaths he’s dealing with. Half a dozen mutilated corpses have been found in the city.” His face hardened. “All Infirm.”

      She clutched her face as if that would stop the blood draining from it. “Why? I changed the trials because I wanted to stop the bloodshed. Who would do this?”

      Raith’s shrug was cut short by Jorah’s fist crashing into his jaw.

      She—and Raith—yelped as he slammed against the wall. Too stunned to react, she stood helpless as Jorah strode over, picked Raith up with one hand as if he weighed no more than a kitten, and then punched him a second time.

      Raith’s eyes spun, and his head lolled. Jorah dropped him with utter disdain.

      She found her voice. “What are you doing?” she screamed.

      A voice from the door. “Seems I have arrived just in time.” Aurora’s physician held his portmanteau to his chest. “Who do I start with? The unconscious suitor”—a glare at Jorah—“or the unconscious Lady Keahr?”

      “Keahr, of course,” Aurora snapped. She rounded on Jorah, still dumbfounded by his unprovoked act of violence. “You better have a very good explanation for all this.”

      “I do.” Jorah grabbed her hand.

      Despite her protest, he dragged her from the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

      

    
    
      Aurora dug her heels into the carpet outside Keahr’s bedchamber. Either that, or the swarm of musketeers in the hallway, brought Jorah to a halt.

      He looked pointedly at the captain glowering across the hall—she was sure it was only the presence of Zandor and Niing that stopped the musketeer from challenging Jorah.

      “I promised you answers,” Jorah said softly to her, “but what I have to tell you should not go beyond the ears of the Infirm.”

      Could the day get any weirder?

      Jorah pressed on. “Is there somewhere private where we can talk?”

      “After you knocked the lights out of Raith?” But she flung open her apartment door. “In here. And regardless of what you say, Niing and Zandor are invited.”

      Jorah stood aside to let her enter the room first. “I would not have it any other way.”

      The others followed. Peckle slunk into the room moments before she slammed the door shut. He positioned himself on a cushion next to the hearth and wrapped his tail around his paws. Calculating green eyes watched them all like they were his minions.

      Aurora decided to follow his lead, except she didn’t bother sitting. She intended to own this meeting.

      With an imperious hand, she waved Jorah to a chair. He sat without a murmur, even though it placed him at an obvious disadvantage. Niing shuffled onto the seat next to him. He stoked his pipe. As reliable as the sunrise, Zandor stood at her side.

      The only person missing was Keahr. Aurora clenched her skirt in her fist with worry—and fury—for her friend. Whatever happened, by the end of this talk, she would have all her answers—answers she hoped would reveal who had hurt Keahr.

      She owed Keahr that and much more.

      Hand on her hips, she snapped, “Speak.”

      Jorah smiled at her, a slightly crooked one. Why, in all the creation of cats, did it make her stomach swirl?

      She ground her feet into the carpet. “This isn’t a smiling matter. Wipe that smirk off your face right now.”

      Jorah’s eyes flared, and for a second she thought he’d challenge her. Then he laughed; a low, delicious bubbling sound, it sent an unexpected thrill of pleasure through her. “You certainly have fire, princess. But be careful whom you spar with. You might find that my fire burns longer, fiercer, and brighter than yours.”

      “More riddles, Lord Thalyn?”

      Jorah tilted his head. “Tell me how it feels when you are working in your garden.”

      She blinked. “What has that got to do with who attacked Keahr? Or where you and Niing know each other from?”

      “Everything. Indulge me.” Without waiting for a reply, Jorah turned to Niing. “Blow some of that smoke my way, and let’s see if I can work a little magic.”

      Magic. What a strange choice of word.

      Aurora shifted her weight from foot to foot while Niing billowed out clouds of pipeweed smoke.

      Jorah’s eyes closed as he inhaled.

      It gave her an opportunity to study him. Not classically handsome as Raith was, his rugged face, peppered with sexy blond stubble, made her blood bubble. As for the rest of him . . . she swallowed as she took in his broad shoulders, narrow waist, and long legs; waking up next to Jorah Thalyn would not be the worst thing that could happen to her.

      Eyes tight shut, Jorah lifted his hand and held it out. He had beautiful fingers—

      Her breath hitched. If her eyes didn’t deceive her, Jorah’s middle fingernail had narrowed, curled, and grown.

      And then the illusion vanished.

      Jorah groaned. “More smoke, Niing,” he mumbled.

      Niing puffed.

      Transfixed, she watched that hand.

      And then it happened.

      No doubt about it.

      Jorah’s fingernail—no, his whole finger, buckled. The tan flesh vanished, replaced by a black blade that glinted in the light . . .

      She rasped in a breath. “A talon . . . like a bird.” She shook her head. “Only—”

      Only no bird she had ever seen had talons like steel.

      So much for controlling this meeting.

      She staggered back until she bumped into the wall. Her hands clawed at Mamma’s silk tapestry. “W-what are you?”

      But as she looked at Jorah, slumped in his chair with sweat beading his face, her fear vanished.

      Whatever he was, whatever he’d done, producing that talon had cost him deeply. He opened those azure eyes to look at her, but all she could see was his hand—a perfectly normal one—resting on his lap.

      Niing hopped off the chair and waddled over to her. He bowed low. “I owe you an apology, my princess, and I hope you will forgive me.”

      She stared first at him and then at Jorah.

      More color infused Jorah’s face, but he had clearly decided to leave it to Niing to speak while he regained his strength.

      “I should have told you a long time ago, but I feared for all our lives if you knew the truth.” Niing wrung his hands. “That temper of yours. You say things without thinking—”

      She brushed his comments away with a sharp hand flick. She didn’t want to listen to Niing ramble when Jorah had just done something so incredible. So impossible.

      Still Niing continued, “The Infirmities we suffer are nothing more than suppressed magic. An effect of the foul Guardians. My pipeweed smoke has a minor neutralizing effect. Because Jorah hasn’t lived his whole life under the power of the Guardians, it allowed him to tap into his magic to show you his true form—the man he would be beyond the constructs.”

      Her mouth sagged, but her shock was short lived. “Magic! You mean . . .” She stamped her foot. “I knew those Guardians were trouble!”

      Then the full force of Niing’s words hit her and, with it, a storm of rage that threatened to drown her.

      Gasping for air, she shrieked, “You knew this! And you never told me! You knew how much I wanted to go beyond the Guardians—I would have risked my life to do it. Yet, you let me live in darkness when I could have . . .”

      She didn’t know what she could have done, but it wasn’t important: Niing—Niing—had betrayed her.

      It didn’t matter that his face paled or that his shoulders slumped or that his crumpled features could have belonged to a man so very much older than he was. He had kept something so vital, so important—so obvious—from her.

      “Who else knew?” she demanded.

      Zandor shifted at her side, and even Peckle looked away.

      The cat’s many idiosyncrasies suddenly sharpened into focus. Magical cats and dogs had apparently been common before the Guardians.

      The pain of betrayal almost leveled her. “All of you? Keahr, too?”

      Niing sighed, then threw up his hands. “All of us. Me—I’m a true dwarf. Before the Guardians came, I controlled the earth. Keahr—she’s a fae, and she controls the air.” He waved at Zandor.

      Her bodyguard’s face twisted with contrition. “Despite my allergies to animals, I’m a centaur. But in fairness, Keahr and I only discovered this recently when Niing took us beyond the Guardians to meet Jorah.”

      Aurora backed away, not wanting to hear or believe that all three of the people—creatures—closest to her had kept something so life-changing from her. But with the wall behind her, there was nowhere to go—and she didn’t run away from a fight.

      She was about to launch a stream of fury at them when Jorah jumped up and grabbed her hands. He looked intently in her eyes. “You don’t ask what you are?”

      His words flushed her outrage like a bucket of iced water.

      “W-what am I?”

      Jorah smiled tenderly at her, as if she were incredibly special. “Undoubtedly a dryad—probably the most powerful one I have ever met.”

      She stared at him blankly.

      Dryads controlled plants. Or that is what she had read in the palazzo library in the few books that remained from before the Guardians. There were even dryad Guardians around Ryferia. One on the edge of the forest surrounding the capital.

      A strangled laugh choked up at the notion of a mechanical dryad protecting her from the plants she connected with so deeply, so utterly.

      But then she shook her head in disbelief. Could she really be such a creature? Did that mean she wasn’t human?

      Jorah squeezed her hands. “I know you’re angry, and you have every right to that anger, but please, when we restore your powers to you, don’t set any of the nastier plants in that poison garden on me.”

      She pulled away from him—his calloused hands against her skin weren’t helping her concentration. “You knew, too?”

      Why was it so important that he say no?

      Jorah opened his mouth, but Niing burst out, “He’s been wanting to tell you the truth from the second he arrived here. Please, don’t blame him. This was my decision and mine alone. I take full responsibility for it.”

      She fixed Jorah with beseeching eyes. “Is this true?”

      Jorah’s eyes in turn narrowed to mere slits—almost reptilian in their keenness. “Dragons live by a code of honor. I will never lie willingly to you. It is against my nature.”

      Dragon shape-shifter. That talon suddenly made sense.

      She gulped. If he was, in reality, a dragon shape-shifter, no wonder he spoke about his fire burning brighter and fiercer than hers.

      She longed to ask him how that worked; instead, she roved her eyes up and down his body, seeing the truth of his claim in the planes, ridges, and bulges of his muscles beneath his very mundane clothing.

      He showed no emotion as she plundered him.

      Only when her focus shifted back to his face—and those beautiful blue eyes—did he speak. “My honor rebelled against keeping something so critical from you.” A glare at Niing. “You’re a woman of courage and strength, even if you are too quick to lose your temper. Your friends feared you would betray them in a tirade. I bowed to their superior knowledge of you. I will not be doing that again. To that, I pledge my word.”

      He didn’t see her as a reckless child, like everyone else in the palazzo—her friends included—seemed to. She could have flung her arms around his neck.

      She didn’t act on the impulse.

      Struggling to keep her trembles of rage under control, she asked, “Raith? Does he know we are Magical? Is that why you knocked him out? So you didn’t have to say this in front of him?”

      We are Magical. As she admitted to her own nature, the enormity of it struck her. Her hands flew to her mouth. If Artemis and the Intelligentsia suspected that magic lay behind the Infirmities, they would never allow the Infirm to live. There would be carnage.

      Genocide.

      And she would be helpless to stop it; no Magical queen would be permitted on the Ryferian throne. Mamma’s murder suddenly made sense. As Infirm as Aurora, Mamma had to have been Magical, and that had to have contributed to her death. It also suggested why her killer had never been found. With Lazard also dead, her shaft of suspicion fell squarely on Artemis.

      She sank to the floor and clasped her knees to stop them quivering.

      Jorah knelt to eye level with her. “Raith is also Magical.” His voice was surprisingly gentle. “He’s an incubus—one of the foulest manifestations magic can take.”

      “I—I don’t know what an incubus is.”

      “A creature that uses fangs to suck blood from the Magical. As he kills his prey, he absorbs their power, making it his own.”

      She blanched as bile rose in her mouth.

      Jorah covered her hands with one of his. It was warm, comforting. “An incubus is an enemy of all the Magical. Our only natural predator, he uses his beauty to beguile so he can sink his fangs into us. You have experienced some of that when he looks at you.”

      Jorah had noticed her silly infatuation with Raith? She blushed. But at least it explained her crazy giddiness when Raith was around.

      Jorah half-smiled. “Imagine what it would be like if the Guardians were gone.”

      A shudder rocked her.

      And then everything came together in her head. “Lila . . . Was Trojean one of these things, too?”

      The shutters crashed down over Jorah’s face. “She was,” he said, voice distant. “I killed her in Warrendyte. Too late to help Lila.”

      So Warrendyte existed? It wasn’t just a fabled place in people’s wild imaginings?

      “Her brother is on the same quest. To reap as much magic as he can.” Jorah’s voice hardened. “That’s why he’s here. He hopes to marry you so he can suck you and everyone else in Ryferia dry. And then he plans to take on Warrendyte.” Jorah shifted on his heels. “First he has to get through me. I’ve pledged my life in my quest to destroy him.”

      She glanced over at Niing, Zandor, and—too crazy to be admitted out loud—Peckle to see if they knew all this.

      From their shifting eyes—even the cat’s—they did.

      Face hot with fury, she demanded, “So when did you plan to tell me? Or were you going to let Raith suck me dry?”

      “Of course not.” Niing gasped. “We did not know Raith would come when we sent out the invitations. And with Jorah here, winning the trials . . .” He took a quick puff on his pipe. “Why do you think I asked Jorah to come and fight for you? So you will have the support you need to take on Artemis and the Intelligentsia.”

      “A man in love with another woman,” she snapped, and then avoided looking at Jorah.

      He didn’t deny her claim.

      It hurt.

      It was time to take back control.

      She pushed Jorah away and forced her aching body to stand. “What do we do about Raith? Clearly, we can say nothing to Artemis or the Intelligentsia.” She threw a glare in the direction of her “friends.” They thought she would be so stupid as to betray something so deadly to their enemies?

      Niing and Zandor had the grace to squirm. The confounded cat just stared at her.

      Aurora broke eye contact first. It burned.

      Jorah jumped to his feet and walked over to sit on the window seat. “I have to beat the parasite in the trials. We have no other choice. The lives of every Magical in Ryferia depends on that. Not to mention my own. I staked it as part of a contract with a fae named Sabrisia. She will hold the chair on the Warrendyte council next term.”

      Well, that explained why Jorah was here.

      It also confirmed what she already knew: Lord Jorah Thalyn, dragon shape-shifter extraordinaire, would not be falling head over heels in love with her anytime soon. Best she guard her own heart with a fireproof wall.

      “Do I pretend to Raith that I don’t know all this?” She didn’t think she could.

      “He will know that we have told you,” Niing said with quiet certainty. “But his hands are tied, just as ours are. But that does not mean he’s not a huge threat—”

      “Jorah,” she said, cutting Niing off, still too angry to listen to him, “tell me everything you know about Raith and his brother.”

      Her eyes threatened to pop straight out of her head by the time Jorah had finished explaining to her about Raith’s diabolical potion designed to dodge the Guardians and his smoke-reaping ritual.

      She slumped down onto her bed. “So it is likely that Carian attacked Keahr?”

      Nods from everyone.

      “It would help immensely if Keahr saw him,” Zandor said. “We would then have proof we could use without implicating ourselves. We can have him arrested. That would hinder Raith.”

      He was right. Without proof, it was impossible to say anything to, or about, Raith. She considered the torn drape in Keahr’s bedchamber. Had her friend spotted Carian in the tussle?

      “We need to find out if she has regained consciousness.” She looked at Zandor. “Please go check.” She spared Peckle a scowl. “I would ask the cat, but he’s so stuck-up, I doubt he’d comply.”

      Peckle licked his paw and then washed his face as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      “All he wants are the Guardians down,” Zandor said as he strode to the door. “Then, I promise, you won’t get him to shut up.”

      Aurora eyed the gangly tabby as she waited for Zandor to return with news on Keahr, still not quite grasping that Peckle could talk—like a human.

      Jorah stared out the window. Niing puffed on his pipe.

      She shook her head as she struggled to process the changes Jorah’s few words had wrought in her life. She had gone from being Infirm to powerfully Magical in a heartbeat. Who knew what other powers lurked in her subjects? Whatever they were, as their queen, she would do all in her power to help the Magical take their place as equals next to the—

      What were the non-Magical called? Untalented? She gritted her teeth against that awful title.

      No, in the world I will rule, we will be equal. No more Infirm and Able or Magical and Untalented. It’s the only way to create peace.

      Zandor threw open the door and led Keahr in on his arm.

      Her friend—a fae who controlled the air—was pale despite her dark skin and unsteady on her feet.

      “I know I wronged you, and I ask your forgiveness.” Keahr held up her bandaged hands. “Like everyone here, I operated out of fear.” A rasping sigh. “Fat lot of good it did me. I still got hurt.”

      “Did you see who attacked you?” Aurora asked.

      Keahr’s eyes glistened. A sorrowful head shake. “No. It all happened so fast. The knife. The hit on the head.” Keahr sank down onto the end of the bed. “I suppose he got my blood?”

      “You know about that?”

      “Zandor has just told me. I’m sorry. The last thing I want is for my magic to be used in a potion that destroys us all.”

      Aurora leaned toward Zandor. “You sure Raith didn’t hear you?”

      “He’d gone by the time I got there.”

      Aurora bit her lip. How was she supposed to face Raith again, knowing all this?

      Maybe it will give me some immunity to him.

      She could at least hope.

      But now another problem confronted her.

      She set her jaw into a firm line. She would brook no arguments. “I know we cannot outright accuse Carian of attacking Keahr or of killing the Infirm in the city, but we have to inform the captain that we suspect him. That way, we can at least try to protect our people.”

      Zandor slammed his fist down onto the table. “I mentioned it to him when I found the murdered musketeers. The captain wouldn’t listen. He said we have no proof, and therefore he can’t act.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” she snapped. “I will speak with him.”

      Zandor held up his hand. “Don’t waste your time, because there’s more.” His bleak voice made her hair stand. “He said, and I quote: ‘With the trials going on, I don’t have the time or the resources to worry about a few dead beggars in the city.’”

      Jorah bristled. He threw a protective arm across Aurora. “This isn’t just a few dead beggars in the street! It’s an attack on the Royal Princess’s handmaiden, not four feet from the princess’s door.”

      “Not to mention the dead musketeers,” she added with a shudder.

      A long sigh from Zandor. “He said that Lord Artemis has given him his orders. Nothing is to be done about the deaths in the city to cause trouble until after the trials. We are alone in this unless Aurora challenges her uncle.” A glower. “Which I don’t recommend. Not when he’s already got you in his sights.”

      Her chest ached. Not that Artemis hated her enough to leave her and her friends exposed to a possible assassin, but that her people were so divided that the death of Infirm—Magical—could be brushed aside in this political expediency. It had to change.

      She rubbed her temples against the beginnings of a headache. In the past, she would have looked to Niing for answers, but not today. She faced Jorah. “What do you think I should do?”

      Jorah’s face was grave. “Nothing infuriates more than an Untalented harming a Magical, but Zandor is right, our hands are tied. With Artemis’s trumped-up charges against you about your brother, challenging him will merely play into his hand. The best we can do is for me to win the trials. After that happens, I will keep you safe while we remove the Guardians.”

      She huffed out a breath at that logic. Still, how could she just accept the deaths of her people? She tapped her fingernail against her chin. “Why can’t one of us watch Carian?”

      Eyebrows rose around the room.

      “Who?” Jorah answered. “Niing and Zandor are both on Carian’s list. Keahr is injured. I will be taking part in the trials. You can’t. Too risky. That leaves Peckle. Will the presence of the cat stop Carian? I doubt it.”

      She pulled her shoulders back and slapped her hands to her sides. “So we do nothing?”

      Every hair standing, Peckle hissed.

      She rolled her eyes. “What’s he trying to say?”

      Niing decoded. “I think he’s offended by your assertion that he is of no use.”

      The cat’s tail flicked back and forward as he glared at her.

      Aurora wasn’t backing down. She glared right back. Peckle held eye contact with a belligerence that almost made her smile.

      Niing continued. “Peckle, you must follow Carian. If nothing else, bring us news of what he plans.”

      The words weren’t even cold, and Peckle sauntered out of the room.

      Bemused, she watched him go. She could grow to like a Magical, talking cat—even one as prickly as Peckle.

      Her mirth was swept away by the realities they faced.

      She ran a hand through her wild curls, resigned but still smarting that she had to accept the death of her people.

      But she had another worry to air. “The next trial. It’s held in the burrow. You’re all to pick a potion from my notebooks, which you must make. You will use the power it gives you in the final trial. Am I giving Raith an advantage if he is already tinkering with potion-making?”

      A soft laugh from Jorah. “Unlikely. I’m the only one of your suitors who will have any advantages at an alchemy bench.”

      Her pulse raced, and she couldn’t contain her excited smile that she and Jorah shared a common interest in something so important to her.

      Jorah’s face dropped. Apparently, the same could not be said for him.

      “Like you, Aurora,” he said, “I spent my youth in Niing’s burrow. Lessons on potion-making were unavoidable.”

      She frowned, trying to make sense of that.

      Jorah wasn’t much older than her—at least he didn’t look more than five or six years her senior.

      Jorah cocked his head. “Trying to work out how old I am?”

      “It would help with the timeline, yes.”

      “I’m close to two hundred years old.”

      She gagged.

      That won her a smile. “A young man, as dragons go.”

      “I—I see.” She did the math in her head. “That means you were alive when Nethric—”

      “Drove the Magical out of Ryferia. I was forced to leave almost everyone I cared for here. But only Niing and Peckle were alive when I paddled out of the harbor.”

      He had lost people—Magical—in the war.

      Another crooked smile. “Before you judge me, dryads are long lived, too. The last one I knew of was over a thousand years old when she died.”

      Another gasp escaped her throat. “How many dryads do you know?”

      Again, that unimaginable sadness from Jorah. “Just that one. No dryads escaped Ryferia when the Guardians went up.” His face twisted with hate. “We have the Untalented to thank for that.”

      “The people who killed the dryads and your . . . loved ones are not the same people who are alive today.”

      A snort from Jorah. “Maybe. But their hearts haven’t changed.”

      She frowned; clearly, Jorah was as critical about the Able as they were about the Infirm. Would this hatred never end?

      “My honor hates that I know this information about the next trial,” he said. “The only way for me to appease it is if I am equally as challenged as the parasite in the final event.”

      She eyed him with wonder. Having an advantage would never have worried her conscience. To humor him, she asked, “What do you propose?”

      “Let the final trial be fought out on one of the Guardians. That way, we will both be sick, miserable, and equally as weak. Equally as . . . human. Then the best man truly will win your hand.”

      She picked at the hem of her dress as she considered his crazy demand. She wanted to say that men who fight by honor die faster, but she didn’t. Jorah Thalyn would never understand that. “What if the best man turns out be Raith?”

      The cold stare Jorah leveled at her made her regret her question.

      She murmured, “Foolish of me. I’ve seen you both battle.”

      Jorah grunted, but his slow smile suggested he was somewhat mollified by her observation.

      Keahr cleared her throat. “Maybe we should make the last trial a quest to find Aurora.”

      Niing gasped. “You are not suggesting we make Aurora hide in a Guardian?”

      Aurora’s head shot up. “Are you? Because I’ve always fancied seeing inside a Guardian. Almost as much as I’ve wanted to get past one.”

      “It will make you sick,” Niing objected. “And weak. And then there are the stairs. Hundreds of them. It is too risky—”

      Aurora opened her mouth to interrupt, but Zandor got in first. “Enough, Niing. If it is what she wants, then let her do it.” He gave her a wan smile. “My days of over-protecting you are done. You are quite capable of taking care of yourself. And once you are queen, you will be taking care of all of us. Time we got used to it.”

      She could have kissed him—until she remembered what had caused this change of heart.

      Channeling Jorah, she shrugged to show her queenly disdain for him, Niing, and Keahr. “There is a dryad Guardian at the edge of the forest. We will use that.”

      Jorah touched his heart and bowed his head. “My thanks for your understanding.”

      She bit her lip, hoping she hadn’t made a terrible mistake by humoring Jorah’s weird dragon obsession with honor. And as for all the stairs she would have to climb . . .

      She pushed her fear aside.

      The only thing that mattered now was that Jorah won the next two trials.

      If he didn’t, she would be forced into a marriage with a monster who wanted her dead.
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      Mind a whirlpool, Raith tapped his fingers against a page in one of Aurora’s alchemy notebooks. It rested amid a clutter of flasks, beakers, and chopping knives on the alchemy table in Niing’s burrow.

      He had less than the allotted two hours left to brew a winning potion.

      The presence of four musketeers supervising the trial did nothing to calm his nerves—or his conscience.

      Across from him, Jorah sliced up a root for his potion in implacable silence.

      Raith’s face, where Jorah had hit him—twice—ached at the sight of Trojean’s killer.

      That Jorah had felt it necessary to knock him unconscious rather than speak to Aurora in front of him told Raith everything he needed to know: Jorah had somehow known about his and Carian’s plans.

      That meant Aurora now knew them, too.

      From the expression of fear and loathing that twisted the princess’s face when she had set out the trial twenty minutes before, she knew exactly what he was and what he and Carian had done.

      Raith’s insides curled with sorrow.

      Aside from his father, no one had ever looked at him with such intensity of hatred before. He would never have been exposed to such loathing when he’d limited himself to reaping trinket magic from animals.

      Trojean and Carian had certainly changed his world.

      After announcing the rules, Aurora had swept out of this stuffy, oppressive underground bunker, leaving him and the three remaining suitors to concoct a potion they would use in the next trial—to be held on a Guardian at the edge of the forest.

      In between stalking and attacking the Infirm in the capital, Carian was supposed to scout out the dryad for any advantages Raith could use in the battle with Jorah.

      The fact that he and Carian had not been publicly implicated in Keahr’s attack only meant that Aurora and her entourage—that now seemed to include Jorah—were also bound to secrecy.

      That could change at any moment.

      Raith feared for his life when that accusation was finally leveled. He had argued that case with Carian before coming here this morning.

      To him, it didn’t matter that Carian had stolen a vial of Keahr’s blood to add to the minotaur’s blood they already had. Or that Carian had insisted on continuing the killing spree despite Raith’s fervent objections. To Raith, this had all gone too far.

      That was what his logic—his humanity—had argued.

      But all the while, his cravings had screamed at him that Carian was right to insist they continue the quest to find the other three Magical beings to complete the potion.

      In the end, Raith’s cravings had won out against his self-preservation.

      Much the way Trojean’s craving had with her.

      Despite loathing himself for his weakness, he had agreed to allow Carian to continue attacking the Infirm in the capital while Raith’s—and Jorah’s—attention was focused on this trial.

      Then Carian would brew the potion, and Raith would have access to all the magic his cravings demanded.

      In the meantime, Raith had his own potion to brew, which would be used in the next trial.

      He had yet to start his preparations, even though the clock ticked loud in the silence.

      He grimaced. Everything was further complicated by his lack of information on the next trial. That made choosing a potion to make that much more difficult.

      Someone would have to drink the stuff they brewed. The question was, would they have to drink their own potions, or would they swop concoctions?

      He didn’t know. Without that knowledge, even Carian had admitted that making a killing potion to narrow the field wasn’t an option.

      He was yet to choose a recipe.

      And still the clock ticked.

      He sucked in a calming breath and flipped through the pages of Aurora’s notebook again. Her extravagant, flowing text streamed before his unseeing eyes. Finally, a recipe jumped out at him: a strength potion. It would give the drinker enhanced strength for up to twelve hours if brewed for one and a half hours.

      He would only have enough time if he got moving—fast.

      The recipe called for a macadamia nut, the root of a fig tree, some steel shavings, an empty shark egg pod, a fresh oyster, and a measure of ground marble, all mixed together with spring water and then brewed.

      Pulse racing faster than the second hand on the clock, he strode to the ingredients table—and almost slipped on a broken egg.

      That idiot Lardel waved a hand in apology. “Sorry, the stupid thing slipped out of my hand. I know nothing about making potions.”

      Raith ignored him. He fluttered a shaking hand over an almost unimaginable collection of dried and fresh plants, nuts, ground and whole rocks, and bits of animals in unlabeled vials, baskets, and bottles.

      His mind boggled.

      If he got this wrong, his potion would fail. It would not get him eliminated, but he would go into the final challenge at a distinct disadvantage.

      He had enough of those already.

      Stop it. You are a powerful incubus. You have a nose. Use it. And eyes, too.

      He scanned the ingredients with deeper concentration.

      A macadamia nut buried deep in its brown shell lay next to a shark egg, still wet and smelling of salt and seaweed. The oyster was also fresh from the ocean. The steel shavings glinted blue in the torchlight.

      He placed them in a basket and then lifted root after root to his nose.

      Fig had always stunk of cat piss to him. He allowed a smile through his grimace of disgust when the familiar stench hit him. He placed it in his basket.

      Now for the vials of powdered rock. Marble, he assumed, would be white.

      He picked up a vial of white powder and held it up to a flickering candle. Dull and lifeless, it gave nothing away.

      Aware of the ticking clock, he skittered down the line. The vial at the very end of the long table caught his eye. It shimmered pearly white . . . But so did the vial next to it.

      Which one was correct?

      His stomach clenched. He had to make a choice. His hand dithered over the two vials, then he said a quick prayer to Maleficent, grabbed one, and tossed it in his basket. If it was the wrong one, his potion would fail—someone.

      Those are the breaks in this crazy game. He gulped.

      Last, he picked up a flask of water—he hoped it came from a spring—and carried his treasure back to his side of the alchemy bench.

      Jorah had finished his preparation. With a casualness that infuriated Raith, the dragon swirled his steaming potion with a glass stirrer. Once again, it looked like Trojean’s killer would finish this trial first.

      Raith struck a match to light his burner, but his hands trembled so much, it snuffed almost immediately.

      Get a grip.

      His second try was more successful. He slid his cauldron onto the stand above the flame and poured in the water. Steam hissed, and the water bubbled.

      Next he prized open the oyster. A single dark pearl shone in the muck. He picked it up and held it to the dancing light. It shimmered like whale oil on the ocean. Not very pretty, but he knew its value and rarity.

      Was it supposed to go into his potion?

      The recipe hadn’t called for a pearl. Would Aurora have known the oyster hid this gem? How could she? Finding it had to be serendipity. He slipped it into his pocket to give to Aurora after the trial was over—it could be useful in wooing her again. The rest of the oyster went into the boiling water. The shark’s egg pod came next. Then the steel shavings. These were followed by mashed fig root.

      He counted the turns of his whisk, careful not to do more than the recipe called for. Whisk held in midair, he let the brew swirl on its own, counting the seconds down in his head.

      He took a moment to assess his competition. Lardel leaned over his collection of ingredients with a sour expression. He had yet to lift a blade to start chopping. Mahlon smirked over his cauldron as if he had done this a thousand times.

      It fueled Raith’s nerves.

      Jorah was the worst. As placid as a summer’s day, he shaved the tips of a goose feather into his solution.

      Raith’s brew hissed, pouring steam into the already noxious air. He yanked the flame out from under the cauldron.

      It burned his hand. He sucked in a sharp breath; he’d forgotten to grab a mitt.

      Giving the water time to cool, he picked up the macadamia nut. Notoriously difficult to crack, he dropped it into a heavy mortar and jammed the pestle down onto it.

      It didn’t even scratch the shell.

      He tossed the pestle down and raced to the equipment table.

      A small hammer with an iron head. But when he thunked it down on the nut, the tricky brown ball shot across the table and hit Jorah.

      The dragon glared at him as he rolled the blasted thing back. “Keep your nuts to yourself, or I might be tempted to crack your head like one in the final trial.”

      The clock struck the hour.

      Sweat broke out on Raith’s brow. He had one hour left, and he hadn’t finished adding his ingredients.

      Another prayer that the potion Carian made went better than this one. He considered choosing an easier recipe but rejected the idea. By the time he could find something to make, he would be out of time.

      She said everything we could need is here. Something on this table will have to work.

      He picked each strange contraption in turn, studying them carefully. Finally, he spotted an old iron vise. He raced to it, stuck the nut between its metal jaws, and cranked the handle. It squealed as the cog turned and the vise bit down into the shell.

      Another couple of rotations, and a satisfying crack filled the air. He cranked the vise open, grabbed the nut, and ran back to his potion. The creamy white flesh he scooped out and tossed in the cauldron. Careful not to burn himself, he pushed it back on the flame.

      Now for the powdered marble.

      Please be right. Please be right.

      He measured out the exact amount on a set of shining golden scales and tipped the tiny mound into the cauldron. A few bubbles floated to the top and popped, spreading powder across the surface. The liquid changed to a milky gray color.

      The smell didn’t improve. It added to the malodorous stench that filled the room. It didn’t seem to be bothering anyone else. Lardel had started tossing ingredients into his cauldron.

      Mahlon sat with his feet on the table while his potion boiled. Most of the stink was coming from his station. Raith’s nose curled with distaste. Whatever happened, he hoped he didn’t end up drinking whatever muck was in that pot.

      Across from Raith, Jorah’s steady hands poured his potion in a vial.

      Raith’s heart stuttered. The killer has finished?

      He swallowed and risked speaking. “You done?”

      A sneer from Jorah. “So it would seem.”

      Lardel looked up from his stirring. “What! You can’t be. What did you make?”

      An eyebrow raise from Jorah. “A potion that stops the drinker from bleeding if cut.” He fixed his icy eyes on Raith. “Figured it might come in handy.”

      Raith gulped. Before he could reply, Mahlon said, “Argan Dexterity Serum. Famous for making the drinker more agile. It loosens the joints and sinews. Or so the instructions say.”

      Raith had his doubts that anything that smelled so terrible would help anyone with anything other than a severe case of vomiting.

      “And you?” Lardel asked Raith.

      Avoiding Jorah’s stony gaze, Raith said, “Strength. It will help in the next challenge.”

      Lardel tossed his hands up. “Waste of time. I’m not doing this.” He stalked away from his bench and sat on a sofa in front of a pot-bellied stove.

      “You’re giving up?” Jorah asked.

      “I came to fight,” Lardel snapped. “Not to mess about in the kitchen.” He folded his arms. “The way I see it, I was beat when she changed the rules. And the prize isn’t worth the loss of dignity that comes with playing on.”

      “The prize?” Jorah’s voice was as frigid as his eyes. “I trust you aren’t referring to Princess Aurora?”

      “The princess. The kingdom. Not worth it.” Lardel stood. “I’m going to get some fresh air.”

      So that was it. Lardel gone.

      Raith exchanged a satisfied look with Mahlon.

      “The princess isn’t much to look at, to be sure, and she’s a bit too fiery for my tastes, but the kingdom’s worth something,” Mahlon said, with a toothy grin. “Like an old carriage, I can strip it for spare parts.”

      Jorah stepped into Mahlon’s personal space. “You haven’t won yet.”

      Mahlon waved at his potion. “Can’t lose.”

      “I’ll see you whipped before I let you marry Aurora,” the dragon said, his voice low, “or strip her kingdom of its wealth.”

      Mahlon stepped back. He must have seen something of the dragon in Jorah. His usual bluster gone, Mahlon held up his hands. “No offense, Thalyn. Let’s not get antsy.”

      Jorah turned away and sat on the sofa Lardel had vacated.

      Raith looked at the clock.

      Half an hour left until he faced the dragon in the final trial. A trial he knew he could not win, no matter how much strength potion he drank.

      It was time he and Carian came up with a plan to destroy Jorah.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Three

        

      

    
    
      The stench of rancid potion reached Aurora the second her foot touched the top of the stairs to Niing’s burrow.

      Her heart pounded.

      Someone down there had made a terrible mistake.

      She hoped it wasn’t deadly.

      Except perhaps if it was Raith who had messed up. It would solve all their problems if he poisoned himself. She would not have to hide out in a Guardian—doubt now pricked her at the wisdom of that—and Jorah would not have to fight another Magical being on an ever-shifting mechanical construct designed to debilitate and weaken.

      But even as she hoped for Raith’s demise, she doubted the gods would be so obliging.

      Zandor grimaced. “What’s that? Your potions never smell that bad.”

      “That’s because I don’t botch my potions. Or at least not that badly.”

      “With a bit of luck, it’s Raith’s and he’ll poison himself,” he muttered.

      She wasn’t the only one who sought an easy solution to the incubus she’d inflicted on Ryferia, then.

      The smell was worse at the bottom of the stairs. She had to pause to stop from gagging. She cleared her throat and straightened her corset. Artemis and a group of Intelligentsia had gathered in the burrow to see the end of the trial. It seemed their blood lust had not been cured.

      She swept past them and announced, “Your time is up.”

      Jorah reclined on a sofa; Lord Mahlon stood smirking next to his brew; and Raith sat straight as a board next to his station. Lord Lardel was missing.

      “Where is Lord Lardel?” she asked.

      Jorah eased off the sofa. His tall, handsome frame was clad in black trousers and a cotton shirt, open at the neck. His cravat hung loose over his shoulders.

      Her heart kicked in her chest. Beneath his shirt, she caught a curl of black ink. Her fingers itched to slide the white cotton aside to expose what he’d had tattooed on that beautiful skin. She held them clenched at her side.

      When had Jorah Thalyn become so important to her?

      “He decided that potion-making wasn’t to his liking,” Jorah drawled. “He’s withdrawn.”

      She wasn’t sorry—it meant one less person clambering over the Guardian to worry about. But she could not show that type of emotion. “So be it.”

      Almost unbidden, her focus drifted to Raith.

      Was it possible the incubus radiated so much charm that he could hook her from across the room? Knowing she had to fight it, she still stared at him.

      He smiled at her—but happily, his smile and his eyes were wild. Afraid.

      From this distance, it was impossible to tell if it was his potion that stank. She wasn’t going any nearer to find out.

      Another—more likely—possibility for his fear presented itself. Did he suspect that she knew his brother had attacked Keahr and left a trail of mutilated bodies across the capital?

      If he did, perhaps it would make him reconsider the course he was on. Even if Jorah won, there was no guarantee Raith would not continue his quest to make that terrible potion.

      Blindsided by that realization, she was marshaling her thoughts on what to say to him when Lord Mahlon called out, “I have a magnificent potion for you, princess.”

      She gave him a strained smile, then turned to the four musketeers who had supervised the trial. “Who was the first to complete their potion?”

      A musketeer stepped forward, bowing low. “My princess, Lord Jorah finished first.”

      Hardly surprising, but she’d had to ask. When Jorah stepped into her personal space with his potion in hand, a flush of delicious heat pooled in her core despite her anxiety.

      Not even Artemis leering over her shoulder could cool it.

      “Just for you,” Jorah said, voice a low rumble in his throat.

      All she could think as he handed her the potion was that she wanted this distant, disdainful, ruggedly handsome dragon more than she had ever wanted anyone.

      She swallowed, praying that he—and Artemis—wouldn’t feel the lusty heat streaming off her body like the rays of sunlight at noon day. “What have you made?”

      “You hadn’t named the potion, but from your scribbled notes I think it’s safe to call it an elixir to stop bleeding.”

      Very good choice, given what they knew about Raith.

      She only just managed to resist giving him a knowing smile. It would not do to let Artemis suspect that she and Jorah had a relationship outside the trials.

      Relationship.

      Oh! How much more intimate that sounded than it really was.

      Struggling to keep her voice steady, she commanded, “Drink your potion.”

      He didn’t hesitate, swallowing the black liquid in three mouthfuls. Not blinking, he placed the vial back on the table.

      She picked up a chopping knife. “Your hand.”

      Palm up, Jorah extended his hand—the same one that last evening had revealed his Magical secret. When she sliced the blade cleanly across his skin, he gave not even the slightest flinch.

      No welling of blood. Or trace of his dragon hidden in his core.

      Her heart sang. A blood elixir was not an easy potion to make. He truly was adept at potion-making, something so dear to her heart. Would he never grow to care for her the way she was beginning to care for him?

      Jorah’s cool blue eyes gave nothing away.

      To hide her roiling emotions, she forced a bland expression. “Nicely done.” Her eyelids fluttered stupidly before she could stop them.

      He smiled for the first time—a slow, crooked one that set her blazing. “My princess. You honor me.”

      She coughed and took a step back, only to bump into Artemis, standing at her shoulder.

      Her toad of an uncle looked at her with cold calculation. He must have seen her lust for Jorah.

      As usual, her skin burned.

      Worse, being Artemis, he would no doubt devise some dastardly plan to use that information against her.

      Whatever he tried, she—and Jorah—would come back fighting.

      Briskly, to cover her embarrassment, she turned to the musketeer. “Who finished second?”

      “I did,” Lord Mahlon shouted before the soldier could reply. He sauntered over, arrogance rolling off him like waves, and placed his vial on the table before her. “Woman, as requested, a perfect potion.”

      She sniffed it, then recoiled.

      Lord Mahlon’s potion was the source of the terrible smell.

      This was not going to go well for the man. She forced that bland expression again. “Thank you, Lord Mahlon. What have you made?”

      “Argan Dexterity Serum. Famous for giving the drinker extra dexterity by loosening the joints and sinews.”

      She bit her lip. Would saying anything break the rules? Then her common decency stepped in. “I fear that you might be mistaken. I am always wary when one of my potions smells that bad. I generally feed it to the sink when that happens.” A smile. “Or maybe I offer it to the stable manager to use as rat poison.”

      “Nonsense, woman. You’re just afraid of the power it will give me, that I’ll win. I won’t be tricked! Trust me, you’ll appreciate my increased dexterity even more on our wedding night.”

      Her hands found her hips as ribald laughter rose from the crowd behind her. To cover her embarrassment, she shot back, “Yes, you would need that compensation, wouldn’t you?”

      The laughs grew louder.

      She didn’t give Lord Mahlon an opportunity to perform for his audience or to further embarrass her. “I give you a choice: throw it away or drink it. You know what I would do.”

      Lord Mahlon smirked at her, then at the crowd behind her as he lifted his vial to his lips. He swallowed it, then thumped the vial back on the table. He, and the rest of the crowd, waited in anticipation.

      A cough raked him. He cleared his throat, but it didn’t seem to help. He coughed again, thumping his chest to dislodge whatever had him struggling for breath.

      His eyes turned from arrogance to widened alarm. A pale-blue tinge claimed his face.

      The Intelligentsia sniffed blood. They started a slow clap.

      Lord Mahlon scratched at his throat desperately. “An antidote?” he rasped as he stumbled back from the table, and landed heavily on the floor.

      She gripped her skirts, hating to see him suffer even if he had brought it on himself. “Unless you can point out the exact ingredients you used and the method you followed, I would not know where to start.”

      He tried to lumber to his feet, but collapsed back onto the floor. Wide, unfocused eyes gaped up at her. “Help me,” he rasped.

      “I would, truly, but—” What more could she say? She was as helpless as he was.

      The Intelligentsia clapped.

      Lord Mahlon’s fingers clawed at her skirts.

      It took all her strength not to look away—she owed him the honor of watching him die.

      His feet juddered in his boots.

      The clapping increased in pitch and tempo.

      Mouth as blue as a salamander’s back, Lord Mahlon’s head lolled.

      And then, his body crumpled into the flagstones to rousing applause.

      He was dead.

      A few of the Intelligentsia cheered.

      She swayed on her feet. She wanted to be sick.

      Brute that he was, it still grieved her that another human being had died in the quest for her hand.

      And were the Intelligentsia any better?

      Her country and her people were corrupt if they found pleasure in something so cruel, so barbaric. Yes, she wanted Raith dead, but that was to protect thousands of her future subjects, not just because she enjoyed spilling blood.

      And what of the royal houses who had sent sons here to die for her hand? Even knowing the risks, they would not be happy with their deaths. No doubt she’d made enemies throughout this process. How would she contend with seven angry houses and kingdoms, all out for revenge?

      Her only hope was that when she was queen, perhaps she could lead them all into a kinder, gentler world.

      Artemis shifted next to her. “Aurora. You have forgotten that you still have a suitor to check.” He waved at the Intelligentsia. “Note how she hesitates. Is this what you want in your queen?”

      “They won’t have a choice but to accept me once I am married.” She glared out at the men who had come to mock her. “And the first thing I’m going to do when I take the throne is to change that stupid law that says a woman has to be married to wear the crown. Or your disgusting discrimination of Infirm in government. My mother stood by my father’s side. She held his council. And you killed her for it. You won’t do the same to me.” She clenched her jaw, more shocked than anyone that she had blurted out her suspicions.

      Artemis’s mouth tightened. “You would accuse us?”

      Raith gripped Artemis’s shoulder before she could reply. “Did I not warn you that I would not tolerate any more of your abuse?” He glanced over at Jorah. “I doubt he will take kindly to it either. So how about you step away from your niece so she can check my potion.”

      No matter what Raith was, or what his brother had done—with his compliance, no doubt—he had again stepped between her and Artemis. She couldn’t deny her gratitude. Surely only a man who had suffered similar abuse would feel so strongly as to act for a virtual stranger? Part of her wished she and Raith could explore that bond instead of being enemies.

      But even as that thought manifested, she didn’t trust herself with him. Not when he could so easily spin her into a web of thrall she might never escape from.

      Artemis glared at Raith, but he stepped back.

      This was the third time Artemis had stood down from a conflict with Raith. Was it possible that an incubus’s powers extended to the Able, too?

      So much to learn in this new world.

      Raith held out his potion to her. “My princess, I’ve made a strength enhancement potion called Draught of Vigor.”

      Relief snagged her breath at his choice. It was a basic potion, and not a particularly potent one. She had made it for the first time when she was a young girl, trying to cure herself of her ailments. It had helped, but very little. Eventually it wasn’t even worth the effort to make. Jorah would have no trouble overpowering Raith on the dryad Guardian.

      “Drink it.”

      Raith smiled at her. “First, I would like to give you this.” He dug into his pocket and produced a black pearl the size of a pebble. They weren’t as beautiful as white pearls, but their rarity and inky luster made them far more valuable.

      He leaned in close, drawing her into his smoldering eyes. “I found it in the oyster. Please accept it as a sign of my regard for you.”

      Almost like an automaton, she took the pearl and slipped it into her pocket. She tried to blink to break the terrible—but at the same time, wonderful—connection she had with him.

      Her eyes refused to obey.

      She shuffled closer. “I—I thank you—”

      The shattering of glass ripped her focus away from Raith.

      Across the room, Jorah stood over a broken flask. He glared at her, the message clear: Get the hell away from the incubus.

      Chagrined at her weakness, her hands flew to her hair, finding comfort in the wild curls.

      The man was impossibly powerful even without his magic. With it, when she and the rest of the Magical in Ryferia slumbered in their Guardian-induced ignorance, he would be unstoppable.

      Despite what the captain, Artemis, Zandor, and Jorah believed, too much was at stake here to allow his brother to finish that potion.

      Perhaps Jorah should kill Raith in the next trial.

      She cringed. It was one thing for Raith to poison himself with a potion, but altogether another for Jorah to actively seek to kill him. It went against everything she had believed in when she’d changed the trials, but what other option did she have?

      As angry as she was with Niing, Zandor, and Keahr, this was something she had to discuss with them and Jorah before the next trial started. That meant delaying the next event.

      It’s my party. If I want to change the schedule, I can.

      But first she had to finish this trial. “Raith, drink your potion.”

      Despite his previous confidence, his hands trembled as he raised the vial to his lips.

      Someone sniggered. And then the clapping started again.

      Raith’s eyes flashed, but he swallowed the first mouthful.

      She remembered the taste, and when he grimaced, she empathized.

      The Intelligentsia must have read more into her expression than what she had intended because a few of them started stomping rhythmically to accompany the clapping.

      Raith hesitated before taking the next sip. Checking its effects?

      “Drink!” someone in the crowd shouted.

      Raith’s face hardened, and his nostrils flared. He tossed the last of the potion back—and then stared down at himself as if expecting something terrible to happen.

      She scanned the room for something to use to demonstrate his newfound strength.

      The pine logs stacked next to Niing’s pot-bellied stove.

      Given what the potion could do, a stout log would be ideal for her demonstration. She gestured at the wood by making a snapping gesture with her hands. “Give me two halves of a log.”

      Raith strode to the wood and selected the thickest stump in the pile. He gripped it with both hands and, without using any leverage, strained to bend it in two.

      The wood didn’t curve.

      The veins popped in his arms as he increased the pressure. Even gritted in concentration, his face registered disappointment at the potion’s power.

      Finally, the log buckled, then splintered.

      When it cracked in two, cheers rose from the Intelligentsia.

      Raith still managed one of his wooing—if sweaty—smiles as he handed her the two halves. “I had hoped for something more.”

      “I think you have power enough,” she replied, pointedly avoiding looking at him.

      Ignoring Raith’s gasp, she faced Jorah. The dragon’s incisive eyes and disdainful features were instantly grounding. She anchored herself in him. “Lunch will be served in the banqueting hall. It will be followed by the final trial. As promised when I sent out the invitations, by the time the moon rises tonight, I will be married to one of you.”

      She sucked in a breath as she locked eyes with Jorah, wishing she could have said, to you.

      Instead, she shifted again so no one behind her could see her mouth. “Join me in my herb garden while everyone else eats,” she said to Jorah, her voice barely even a whisper, but no doubt perfect for Jorah’s enhanced hearing. “You will find it on the other side of the poison garden. If you stick to the south path, you won’t have any problems. We have to talk about the next trial.” She glanced at Zandor. “He’ll fetch Niing and Keahr.”

      Peckle was out on the streets following that thug Carian and would therefore not join them.

      Jorah frowned. He’d heard her—of that, she was certain. Concerned?

      It probably had less to do with traversing her poisoned plants to get to the secluded, safer herb garden—Jorah would have no trouble with that—but more to do with the word trial.

      Of course the dragon would have a problem with a private discussion that could give him an advantage.

      She sashayed to a passageway that led to her smaller, less lethal herb garden. Hopefully, no one watching would guess at the fear nipping at her.

      If Jorah didn’t arrive for the meeting, how could she plan Raith’s demise when that demise depended on the dragon doing the killing?
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      As hungry as Raith was, he grabbed a handful of pastries off the groaning tables of food in the banqueting hall and followed Carian out onto the piazza, where they could speak unheard.

      Although he didn’t know why Aurora had changed the schedule, he wasn’t sorry for a reprieve before facing Jorah. By the end of this discussion with Carian, they had to have a concrete plan in place for defeating—

      He grunted.

      Defeating . . . Another way of saying killing Trojean’s killer in the final trial.

      The last thing he wanted as he reaped magic in Ryferia was a living Jorah breathing down his neck.

      They stopped next to a tinkling fountain. “The hit on my jaw wasn’t just because Jorah doesn’t like me,” Raith said. “He knows. Everything. I’m convinced of it. Ginger, too. We have to act—”

      Carian patted his arm. “Relax, my brother. So what if they know? Have they said anything? Are the musketeers chasing us down?”

      “No, but—”

      “Exactly. They can do nothing without implicating themselves. Never before have we had such advantages.” He patted his pocket. “We can pick and choose our targets without fear of recrimination.”

      Raith’s fangs vibrated in his gums. “You have more blood?” What he really meant was more body parts to appease his cravings, but he didn’t want to admit how much power Carian had over him.

      “Of course I do.” A broad grin. “I collected it on my way to check out the dryad Guardian.”

      Raith shivered. “I sometimes think you’re a psychopath.” What did that make him, when he was happy to make use of his brother’s kills?

      “I’ll consider that a compliment. But you don’t ask how much blood?”

      “Given your smugness, I would say all of it.”

      “Nine vials. We only need three of those to be from noble lines.” Carian bowed from the waist. “I would say we have this covered.”

      A flash of movement on the other side of the fountain snagged Raith’s attention.

      An ugly tabby cat shot across the piazza away from them.

      He swore. “That cat . . . did you see it today while you were . . . busy?”

      Carian spared a glance in the cat’s direction just as it rounded a corner and vanished. “How would I know? The town is filled with mangy strays. Both human and animal. I was focusing on the humans.”

      Despite it being wet, Raith sank down onto the honey-colored stone rim of the fountain. “That cat is Magical. I don’t know why I didn’t factor that in because I’ve seen it just about every time you and I’ve spoken.”

      Carian shrugged his mountainous shoulders. “So what? It can’t talk to anyone here.”

      Raith gaped, unable to believe that Carian—the supposedly smart one in the trio of siblings—was being so dense. “What stops it meeting Jorah or Niing outside the Guardians?” Raith let rip with another expletive. “That’s how they know everything!” He dropped his uneaten pastries and clasped his head in frustration. “You have to hunt it down and kill it. Now. Go. Before it spills everything we’ve just spoken about.”

      Carian didn’t move. “With pleasure. But like I said, what does it matter that they know? While you’re clambering up the Guardian, I’ll brew your potion. You can drink it while Jorah marries the ugly bitch. Before they’ve even finished the toasts, you will have them. It will be over for Jorah and Ginger before they even know what’s hit them.” His eyes glinted. “And then you can give me my reward.”

      Raith shot to his feet. “Power has blinded you. Trojean spoke to me . . . in that vile garden. She warned me, but I didn’t understand. But I’m beginning to see now.”

      He sighed as the full import of his hallucination hit him: Whether it was Trojean who had spoken to him, or his own mind, it didn’t matter. The message had been clear—Carian’s lust for magic had destroyed their sister long before Jorah had killed her. Just the way it would destroy him—if he let Carian continue unfettered.

      Carian snorted, his face darkened. “What are you implying?”

      Raith gathered all his courage. “Forget the cat. It’s too late for that now. And forget about Jorah living long enough to marry Aurora. You have to help me kill him. Today. During the trial. He’s drunk a blood elixir and cannot bleed. How long it will last, I don’t know. But I bet his potion is a lot stronger and better than the rubbish I made. While he lives, my—our—lives will always be in danger.” He sucked in a breath as his courage took on an unstoppable momentum. “I don’t care how you do it, but Ginger must never know.”

      Carian eyed him for a long time. “I don’t appreciate that you doubt me. But to prove that I am not the enemy here, I will do as you ask. I will kill Jorah Thalyn.”

      Raith’s shoulders sagged with relief. It was tempered with caution. “Tell me everything you discovered about that dryad Guardian. And your plan for killing the dragon.”

      Carian’s face clouded with unfamiliar concern. “I won’t kid you, brother, but the dryad’s a monster. Easily ninety feet high. And it moves. All the time.”

      Raith’s heart sank. Climbing a moving construct wasn’t his idea of fun, even with the extra strength his potion gave him.

      “There’s a door at the bottom of it, but I doubt you’ll get in through there. They wouldn’t permit that—it’s too easy. The best you can do is scramble your way up the sides to the platform behind the dryad’s face. That’s the only safe place where Ginger can wait.” A dry laugh. “Although how the bitch is going to climb all those stairs inside to get to the platform, I will never know.”

      Sprinting up a ninety-foot tower would be child’s play for Carian. Even Raith would only be slightly out of breath when he reached the top. For Aurora, it was a huge challenge. If the trial couldn’t start before she reached the top, that gave them time to get Carian safely ensconced in the Guardian to topple Jorah. The only challenge was that the final trial was bound to draw a huge crowd.

      Raith looked around for the cat. There was no trace of it. “Is there somewhere for you to hide inside? And don’t forget that the place will be crawling with people.”

      “I already have my spot picked out. In the cogs.” A dark look. “So, if you’re quite finished laying aspersions at my door, I’ll go there now.” Carian looked at him expectantly.

      Waiting for an affirmation that Raith wasn’t casting aspersions? He would wait a long time.

      “Just kill Jorah before he gets to Aurora,” Raith said coolly.

      “Your wish is my command.” But the fear and uncertainty flickering in Carian’s eyes belied his bravado. He took a few steps away from Raith, then stopped. “You’re not planning to renege on our deal, are you?”

      Even if he was, Raith would never admit it—not to a brother who had happily sacrificed their sister in his quest for power. The same brother who would probably slit Raith’s throat if it served him.

      Raith kept his face expressionless. “Of course not. We’re a team. I can’t do this without you any more than you can do it without me.”

      Carian grinned, eyes twinkling, all trace of suspicion gone. “Good. I’m glad you see reason. I will bring you Jorah’s corpse.”

      Raith wasn’t fooled, but he smiled back. Carian was willing to sacrifice anything and anyone for power. Their vision of a Ryferia ripe for the taking still appealed, but Raith would have to keep an eye on his bloodthirsty brother.
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      It was only Jorah’s respect for Aurora that prompted him to obey her request to meet in her herb garden. It was deep in the burrow, well past the poison death trap. Only his knowledge of the basic layout of the mines-turned-garden allowed him to find it easily. Still, he kept his hands deep in his pockets and his cravat twined around his nose and mouth as he trod the convoluted path through the beautiful but deadly plants.

      The minute he set foot on the geometric cobbled lines into the herb garden, he unwound the cravat and breathed deeply in the heavy, fragrant air. His stomach rumbled with hunger as he swept past rows of basil, oregano, and thyme to the spot next to a sundial where Aurora waited.

      “I hope this meeting includes food,” he growled.

      She turned to face him. The light, reflected from the mirror above her, caught her hair. His breath hitched as the profusion of curls gleamed like fire. The soft glow muted her freckles as she smiled at him—or perhaps she drew strength from the plants that angled toward her as she walked to join him.

      Whatever was happening, Jorah was struck by her beauty.

      As she drew nearer, her eyes, greener than anything growing in this—or any other—garden, lit up. Her heart raced in her chest, as clear as a chiming bell to his keen hearing.

      Had she not expected him to come? Or was that delight something more?

      A small, unexpected knot formed in Jorah’s stomach. He hadn’t experienced that since Lila . . .

      He scowled, refusing to acknowledge that this young nymph was affecting him. The sooner he escaped these confounded Guardians, the better.

      Aurora’s smile faded. Her heart rate slowed, too. Her hands found her narrow hips.

      “I’ll feed you when the others arrive,” she said tartly. She turned down a cobbled path between rows of aniseed.

      Jorah followed. Her swaying skirt stirred the sweet smell of licorice. Mixed with her scent, it was impossibly heady.

      Not what he needed when dealing with Aurora and her green eyes.

      He stopped walking. “Where are Niing and Zandor?”

      Aurora walked on. “Niing is meeting with Peckle beyond the Guardians. They will join us as soon as they’re done.”

      “And Zandor?”

      She stopped and peered at him over her shoulder. “What? A big, bad dragon like you scared to be alone with a dryad like me?”

      He marveled at her insight—he was reluctant to be alone with her, and not only because of the way she shimmered and swayed through her plants. “You know I don’t like having special advantages in the trials.”

      She faced him square on. “Then you won’t like what I want you to do for me—for us. All of us. Warrendyte included.” Her pulse raced again; clearly, whatever she wanted had her worked up.

      He stopped a couple of feet from her. “Are you sure no one can overhear us in here?”

      “My poison garden was built for a reason. People don’t come here unless they have to. I assure you, we can talk.”

      For all that, he listened intently. Nothing but the creak of the mirrors and the rustle of leaves disturbed the silence. He folded his arms. “What is it you want of me?”

      “I want you to kill Raith during the trial.” To an outside observer, only her hands clutching at her skirt betrayed a chink in her confidence. To him, the reek of uncertainty, mingled with shame, on her skin told a different story. She wasn’t sure what he would say to her request, and that worried her. That his opinion mattered to her brought a small smile to his lips. He pursed it away.

      Had he failed to mention that he had come here with just such a quest, should Raith have entered the trials? Apparently. Still, he couldn’t resist teasing her. He stepped back and stared at her. “It’s not enough that you get to marry me? You want a dead incubus for a wedding gift, too?”

      She blushed. Scarlet. It made her ears glow. And her heart gallop.

      He suppressed another smile.

      Her hands worked her skirt. “You know that’s not what I mean.”

      “Do I?” He canted his head, enjoying playing with her. “All I know is that you’re a woman with an interesting way of choosing a mate.”

      “Mate? Is that what dragons have? Because we humans have partners.”

      He couldn’t resist brushing a stubborn curl away from her mouth. Her skin was soft. Silky. And very warm.

      When his knuckle stopped at the corner of her lip, she started. Her lips opened and closed uncertainly around his hand.

      Fingers resting against her skin, he twirled the lock. “I like your hair. It’s wild. Like you.” He narrowed his eyes. “And I hate to break it to you, but you aren’t human. You’re a nymph. You are anything but human.”

      Her throat wobbled, and the blush spread down her neck—to the swell of her breasts.

      He jerked his eyes back to her face, not wanting to acknowledge how his pulse had spiked. If she had his ears, she would hear the blood pumping in his veins.

      “And I d-doubt Jorah Thalyn would ever consider taking a mate who was human.”

      He laughed his derision. “Never in a million years. Puny, insignificant creatures.”

      Her flush deepened, and her eyes glinted. Now he smelled anger—hot and spicy on her skin.

      Niing’s warning about Aurora’s view on the Untalented came back to him. He wasn’t ready to fight that battle with her—yet.

      He allowed a slow smile as he pulled his hand away from her face. The curl slipped from his fingers and bounced back against her lips. “So . . . Raith. My wedding gift to you. Tell me more.”

      Her hand trailed to her mouth, where his fingers had been only moments before. Then she looked around. “Th-there’s a bench. Somewhere.” A frown. “Right . . . there. Let’s sit.” She turned her back and stomped to a stone bench under an arbor of white roses. She flounced down and glared at him.

      He cursed at his stupidity.

      A woman like Aurora probably hadn’t had many beaus growing up—if she had, she wouldn’t have had to hold a death match to find a consort.

      It had been cruel to play with her when he didn’t return the feelings she so clearly had for him. But no matter that he didn’t feel the same obvious passion, it didn’t detract from the fact that he liked her. A great deal. She was a woman he could be friends with.

      He walked slowly to join her but didn’t sit in the spot next to her.

      She hesitated, watching him expectantly, but when he didn’t sit, she said, “Even if we marry tonight, I can’t immediately take the Guardians down—”

      The patter of feet.

      “Quiet!” Jorah interrupted. He cocked his head, certain he’d heard movement. He strained to see who it was, but the verdant growth hid its secret.

      Every muscle tensed as he prepared to defend himself and his soon-to-be wife from this unknown threat.

      Aurora stood. “It’s probably Zandor and Niing.”

      The rustle of footsteps grew more marked.

      “Are you willing to take a chance on that? You know what we are dealing with.” His voice dropped. “I would not put it past the parasite to send his brother in here to try and kill me.”

      Her lovely eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought of that.” She clenched his hand. “You don’t even have a weapon.”

      His stomach flipped at her touch.

      Stunned at his reaction, it nevertheless made him even more determined to defeat the parasite and his brother so neither of them got their fangs into her. He gritted out, “I don’t need one. Wait here.”

      Like a shadow, he slipped across the cobbles to intercept whoever it was before he broke cover from the poison garden. He crouched low, ready to pounce.

      Behind him, footsteps.

      Aurora.

      He glared at her, but she ignored him.

      Like a sunbeam, she flitted across her garden and then slipped down next to him. A cocky smile. “I don’t stand down from fights,” she whispered.

      “Even when you’re a liability?” he mouthed back.

      She pinched his arm. Hard. “Watch that mouth!”

      Even in his irritation, he suppressed a smile.

      Aurora would be unstoppable when she gained access to her magic. He whispered, “Leave the big one for me.”

      “There are two?” came her whispered reply.

      He nodded, fully intending to deal with both intruders before Aurora could even gather her skirts together to stand.

      On the walkers came.

      “Aurora!” A muffled voice called. “It’s me and Niing.”

      Zandor.

      The tension drained from Jorah’s muscles. “Niing, you almost got clobbered by Aurora,” he shouted.

      “And well deserved it would be,” she added.

      Jorah’s eyebrows spiked. Forgiveness was clearly not a word in his nymph’s lexicon. Something to bear in mind when he didn’t forgive readily either.

      “It would be an easy victory,” Zandor called. “I almost had to carry Niing here. The run from the forest has almost finished him.”

      Glimpses of Niing and Zandor appeared through the undergrowth—and then they broke cover.

      “I’ve just met with Peckle,” Niing called, out of breath and looking all of his five hundred years. “The news is grave. They have enough blood to make a potion.” He stopped on the cobbles, dropped his hands onto his knees, and wheezed. “We’re all doomed.”

      Aurora grabbed Niing’s arm and guided him to the bench. “No, we aren’t. Jorah is going to ensure Raith doesn’t survive this trial.” She looked up at him with determination. “Aren’t you?”

      How could he refuse?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Aurora read agreement in the hard line of Jorah’s jaw and heaved a sigh of relief. She had anticipated—steeled herself—for a fierce argument with her dragon.

      No. He’s mine in name only. But as she recalled the touch of his hand on her face, every cell tingled. That cold heart will never relinquish Lila for me.

      Irritation fueled by jealousy made her want to stamp a foot in frustration.

      She didn’t.

      Instead she moved on to the next vital item on her agenda that had to be decided before the next trial.

      “Artemis.” Missing Keahr’s steady presence, Aurora looked at Zandor and Niing. They had agreed that Keahr should stay in the villa to recover from her attack until the trial. “He’s as dangerous as Raith.”

      “The Untalented human? Then let’s kill him, too.” The scathing disdain in Jorah’s voice was chilling.

      Her mouth gaped. Niing shifted and glared at him. Zandor coughed and looked away.

      “What?” Jorah demanded. “It’s okay to want me to kill a Magical parasite but not okay for me to rid us of an equally dangerous”—a hard look at Aurora—“your own words not mine, unwanted Untalented?”

      He had a point, but when she finally claimed her throne, this was not how she intended to rule Ryferia. The sooner the prejudiced Jorah understood that, the better.

      She snapped her jaw closed and glared at him. “I hate Artemis more than anyone, but I can’t start my reign by killing him. The Intelligentsia and my Able courtiers will not tolerate it. They will see it as an attack on them. They will fight back. Who knows how it will end then?”

      “With the Untalented back in their rightful place as soon as the Guardians come down,” Jorah said.

      “And where exactly will that be?”

      Jorah seemed unmoved by her flashing eyes and clenched fists. “At the feet of the Magical, where they belong!” He threw his hands up for emphasis. “And this time we make sure they stay there.”

      “Jorah, those days are gone,” Niing said. “They can never return because they were wrong then, and they are wrong now.”

      Jorah rounded on him. “And look what that thinking got you. Artemis could very easily derail everything for us long before I even get my mate to the wedding altar.”

      She tossed her head, letting her hair fly. “Right now, I’m not even sure I want you as my mate!”

      Jorah’s shoulders slumped. “What?”

      “I believe in peace, Jorah. I’ve lived my whole life as an outcast. Despised because I am different. Infirm in a world where only the Able are valued. If you want to continue that kind of thinking, then, regardless of how you make me feel when you touch me, I don’t want you.”

      Her frenzied words dropped into a pool of silence

      The only thing that moved was the blood in Jorah’s face. It drained away, leaving him pale and gaunt.

      She stood her ground, although her whole world rested on a knife’s edge as she waited for him to reply.

      Finally, he almost snarled, “You would trade me, Niing, Zandor, and Keahr for Artemis?”

      She closed her eyes, searching for words to make him understand. “Not trade, Jorah. Never trade.” She glanced at Niing and Zandor, wishing they were somewhere else. They weren’t, so she barreled on. “I’m often accused of being blunt, so I will be blunt now. I—I think I’m falling for you.” She held up her hands to hide his expression and to ward off anything he might say. “I know you don’t feel the same way. But please understand, I would not trade you for the world. But I also cannot be a queen of extinction. That would be the result if I follow your chosen path.”

      Jorah’s eyes burned, and a dozen emotions, some of them tender, flashed across his face. In the end, though, all that remained was reptilian stubbornness. “Aurora, the only way to get the peace you want is through destruction.”

      She sighed. “I agree. I do it every day when I prune my garden. I cut away the rotten wood to make way for new growth. But I fear killing Artemis, no matter how rotten he is, will merely destroy the whole tree. I can’t risk that. At least not right now.”

      Jorah’s hard face remained unconvinced.

      Niing stepped into the space between them. “Time is marching on. People will be gathering for the final trial.” He looked first at her and then at Jorah. “Save this discussion for your wedding bed. Now we need to get you both to the dryad.”

      The wedding bed?

      She blushed, then cursed her stupid face. But really, what else would she and Jorah do tonight after they were married other than continue to fight their differences? This dragon was hardly going to make love to her no matter how much she wanted him to. And she would never risk the humiliation of throwing herself at him.

      Still, Niing was right to call them to order. Just as she was right to lay down the law —which is what she intended to do.

      Hands on her hips, she said, “No one will kill Artemis or any of the Intelligentsia. However, we need to prepare for their wiles.” She drew a deep breath and then shared her greatest fear. “I believe that the moment Jorah wins, Artemis will accuse me of murdering Lazard with digitalis. That he died of digitalis poisoning is almost certain—almost as certain as that Artemis killed him. I can’t prove that, but he has a case against me. My potion did not save my brother. Just that looks bad for me. And then I wore that provocative dress to the send-off. Artemis will have little difficulty convincing the Intelligentsia that I’m guilty.”

      Jorah hissed. “And you will take that?”

      She glowered at him. “I have no choice. Artemis and the Intelligentsia will never let me saunter onto the throne. They humored my trials because they enjoy watching people die.”

      “So what will these Untalented scum you seem to love so much do to you?”

      She ignored the fury in Jorah’s voice. “Artemis will probably have me arrested. There will be a hearing in the forum at which I must at least attempt to prove my innocence.” Her voice hardened. “I don’t intend to go down without a fight. Until then, you must wait for me.”

      “Wait for you?” Jorah almost yelled. “While they drum up charges against you?” And then his voice softened. “I can’t do that. Aurora, you ask too much.” Pain leached the color from his face. “I watched my mother and my sisters die thanks to drummed-up charges by people just like these. I will not risk losing you, too.”

      The agony in his tone chilled her. It also gave her pause to think.

      Could she prove her innocence? Since she had no access to the plate of food that killed Lazard, she wasn’t convinced. None of the masters and physicians who attended Lazard would risk fighting against Artemis for her. It seemed hopeless. But killing Artemis would turn the Able against her, too. They could retaliate by lashing out at the Magical in Ryferia. Far too many could die. She didn’t want that on her conscience.

      She took Jorah’s hand. Her thumb curled circles around his calloused skin. He didn’t resist. “I hear what you say, Jorah. I cannot risk that either. But I also cannot kill him because of the damage it will do to my people. Help me find a middle ground.”

      He squeezed her hand gently and then let it go. “There is no middle ground. It’s them or us. It has always been that way, and it will forever be that way.”

      She turned to Niing in despair. “Help us solve this.”

      “Jorah is right. We cannot risk you falling into Artemis’s hands. We all know you won’t get a fair hearing.” Niing tapped his pipe against his thumb. “But you are also right. To kill Artemis will lead to war.” He cocked his head. “The passage you escaped from on the night Lazard died is in your apartment, is it not?”

      She nodded. “Under the bed. Peckle almost showed it to me. I never even guessed it was there.”

      “Yes, very unobservant of you,” Niing said dryly. “And it shows a marked lack of attention to my history lessons. With assassination a game of kings—and queens—every royal bedchamber has a secret passageway.”

      Pity Niing hadn’t told her about it while growing up. She would never have been caged.

      But there was time to argue that later.

      “So what you’re saying is that I should ensure Artemis sends me to my bedchamber when he arrests me?” She frowned. To achieve that, she would have to be very docile and unthreatening. Any rebellion, and he would no doubt chuck her in the dungeon. There would be no escape from there.

      “But won’t Artemis know about the secret passage?” Zandor objected. “I told no one she’d escaped through it the night Lazard died, but still. Can we risk it?”

      “He ordered it sealed when you moved there as a girl. I opened it a few weeks before Lazard’s death.” Niing’s sage eyes looked to Jorah. “I may be a man of peace, but I recognize a snake when I see one.”

      “So Artemis doesn’t know—”

      “That I used the trickle of magic my pipe gave me to move the rocks he had commanded fill that passage? No, he doesn’t.”

      That explained the dust and rubble in the passageway.

      “Where does it lead?” Jorah demanded.

      “The beach,” she said. “To a mermaid Guardian at the far end of the spit.”

      Jorah touched her face with gentle fingers. “Listen to me, nymph, if the snake strikes, get yourself to that Guardian. I will be waiting for you.” His blue eyes bored into hers. “Promise me that.”

      Her skin tingled, and her eyes grew misty. “Where will you take me?”

      She would never agree to leave the borders of Ryferia.

      “Somewhere safe, where you can connect with your magic. When you are comfortable with it, we will come back and take what is rightfully yours.”

      She could live with that. “I promise.”

      His hand fell to his side. “I give you the same promise. I won’t fail you.”

      She murmured, “I know, and as for the rest, we will work it out.” When he didn’t reply, she turned to Niing. “Whatever happens, keep Keahr with you. She’s been through enough. I don’t want her arrested. And that stupid cat. Zandor will be with me, as he always is.” She smiled at her bodyguard. “It seems you and I are in this together.”

      Zandor returned her smile. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. If everything goes to hell as you suspect it will, I will get you to that Guardian or give my life trying.”

      Jorah shifted, his face uncertain as he stood on the outside of the intimacy between her and Zandor. “Then let us go to battle,” he drawled nonchalantly.
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      Carian hadn’t exaggerated. The Guardian must have reached at least ninety feet into the air. If not ninety-five. The branches of the tallest trees edging the forest only just brushed the dryad’s metal face—a face that peered out of an iron body that resembled a tree.

      Raith grimaced.

      At the base of the trunk, where it joined the turning spindle, there was very little he could use to pull himself up. Not until at least six feet off the ground, when the cogs and creative metalwork were exposed, would he find easy handholds.

      The dryad’s leaves and branches were made from copper and silver. They swayed with clockwork precision in a wind that did not exist. Anyone trying to cling to those branches would be in for a rollicking ride.

      Even five feet away from her, heat radiating from her iron belly warmed his skin. The stench of burning coal mixed with the acrid herbs was enough to stump what little access he had to his magic. Not to mention the dull ache it set up in his head and the nausea in his stomach.

      There would be no advantage here, no latent strength, stamina, or speed.

      In this moment, when he needed his magic most, he was more human than he had ever been.

      This would be a dangerous climb. If his nerves survived today, it would be a miracle. The only blessing was that Jorah would be just as disadvantaged.

      Trojean’s killer was still to arrive for this final showdown between them.

      Even Aurora was late.

      That dreadful uncle of hers and all his cronies had arrived half an hour before. They gathered at the foot of the dryad in clumps, their malice oozing off them like poison mist.

      Farther afield, ordinary citizens waited to watch their princess claim a consort. By Maleficent’s mighty wings, Raith prayed that Carian would kill Jorah and that he would be that consort.

      He and Carian had been the first to arrive at the dryad. While Raith had dug deep to find something to engage the two musketeers on guard, Carian had sneaked inside. With Carian hidden deep in the cogs, Jorah would not see him until it was too late.

      “The other suitor. He’s coming!” a voice shouted.

      Jorah indeed strode purposefully toward the dryad. He grimaced up at it with obvious distaste. Then his eyes settled on Raith. Jorah’s magic may have been as stymied as Raith’s, but he still shivered at the iciness in the dragon’s expression. A short nod, and Jorah took his place next to Raith to wait for Aurora.

      Raith considered speaking but changed his mind.

      They stood side by side in heavy silence.

      The hair on the back of his neck was beginning to curl when a shout from the crowd alerted him to the arrival of Aurora’s carriage. It pulled up next to the dryad, and the bodyguard hopped out. He helped the ugly princess down and offered her his arm. Clearly, if she was going to make it to the very top of the dryad, she would need all the help she could get.

      But instead of heading for the open door leading to the wrought-iron spiral staircase in the dryad, she stopped at Artemis.

      “I assume the musketeers have searched the Guardian. We would not want any intruders interrupting the trial.” Her voice carried to Raith.

      As Artemis looked her over with contempt, Raith’s hackles rose. “It’s been guarded since dawn. No one could get inside.”

      Aurora’s lip curled, as if she were looking at something truly repulsive. “I am tempted to send Zandor in to make absolutely sure.”

      Raith froze as he waited for Artemis’s reply.

      “Aurora. Your tardiness has already delayed matters,” Artemis said. “Wasting time to search a guarded dryad will not endear you to your people.”

      Would he add anything about the time it would take for her to climb the stairs?

      Wisely, perhaps, he didn’t. Given what Raith knew of Aurora, she would not take kindly to that. At worst, it could inspire her to command every musketeer here to search every inch of that dryad.

      Zandor whispered something to her. Aurora bit her lip and then nodded. When she allowed him to lead her through the door into the dryad, Raith’s breathing resumed.

      And then it was the long wait while she climbed the stairs to the dryad’s face.
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* * *

      Aurora stopped on the narrow spiral staircase, which snaked up a pole in the very center of the dryad, for the umpteenth time to catch her breath. And to mop sweat off her face. It ran down her torso and her legs in rivulets. She was already parched and exhausted from the exertions. But even as she peered up into the shadows above her, she could barely make out the end of the spiral.

      All around her, cogs—some big, some small—clacked in rhythmic chaos, driven by the fire roaring in the sealed-off furnace below. The cogs moved in a perfect cycle of darkness and flashes of light that filtered in from outside the construct.

      To add to her misery, the stench of burning coal and herbs was almost unbearable. Her head throbbed, and nausea threatened to rid her stomach of its lining.

      But with Zandor’s steady hand supporting her and her own hands gripping the central pole, she climbed.

      She had to, because Artemis, a group of his most loyal Intelligentsia, and half a dozen musketeers were just a couple of twists behind her. Why they hadn’t gone on ahead, she would never know.

      It just added to the stress.

      And why he needed six musketeers would have been a mystery to anyone but her: They had to be here to arrest her and Zandor when Jorah won.

      But even with all the pressure she was under, she still kept her eyes peeled as she climbed, looking for possible places someone—Carian—could hide in the dryad.

      After what happened to Keahr, she didn’t trust Raith and his brother one bit. It had only been Zandor’s gentle reminder that searching the entire dryad before the trial started would take hours. A delay of that length would mean it would be nightfall before Jorah and Raith started their climbs. It was not fair to expect Jorah to scale the monstrous construct and kill Raith in the dark.

      She had acquiesced.

      One foot ahead of the other. Just keep doing it.

      By the time she reached the platform that stretched out behind the dryad’s eyes, she was doubled over with a burning stitch in her side. She gulped the pain away as Artemis, his cronies, and his six musketeers filed onto the platform. It didn’t leave much room.

      Aware of them all watching her, she forced a straight back and tried to glide gracefully to the Ryferian flag hanging limp in a stand—the only furnishings in the lookout point.

      Understanding exactly how the flag felt, with heavy arms she managed to drag it out and stumbled with it to the railing—the dryad’s long eyelashes. The wind whipped her hair into her eyes as she peered far below to where Jorah and Raith waited for her to wave the flag—their signal to start climbing.

      Zandor stood at her shoulder. “Need help?” he whispered.

      Over her dead body would she give Artemis the pleasure of seeing her struggle. “No, I’ve got this.”

      She leaned over the railing and let the wind billow her flag. It ripped from her hands and rocketed into the trees at the edge of the forest.

      Laughter from the Intelligentsia.

      Her stomach sank.

      She hoped that wasn’t a portent of things to come.
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* * *

      Jorah grabbed the only copper branch that dipped past him and Raith on the dryad’s steady rotation before the parasite reacted to the flag flying wildly in the breeze.

      As the branch lifted him into the air, it swayed and danced as if it were alive.

      The leaves and joints groaned against their bolts, and he said a quick prayer that it would hold his weight. He swung his leg over the rough, circular tubing, riding it like a horse—tasked with jumping over countless leaf fronds on its way to the dryad’s solid metal framework.

      Thankfully, this far from the trunk, the heat from the furnace had dissipated and the metal wasn’t painfully hot to the touch. That would change when he reached the trunk.

      The respite from the heat didn’t mean that the rest of his body didn’t ache from the foul energy leaking from the evil monstrosity.

      As fit as he was, by the time he scrambled to the steel frame, he was out of breath. He took a moment to check on Raith.

      With no easy branch to grab onto, the parasite had yet to start his climb.

      Jorah grunted his satisfaction.

      But hanging on the outside of the hated construct would not get him into a position to terminate Raith when the incubus finally figured out his route. For that, he had to get into the heart of the dryad.

      He squirmed around the see-sawing branch until he faced the dull, black metal cogs. They spun quick and sharp.

      Big gaps opened up every few seconds, showing off the dark inside of the Guardian before snapping closed again. If he timed this wrong, he’d lose a leg or an arm.

      He refused to dwell on that possibility.

      Heat from the furnace danced in eerie waves up the walls and across the cogs. It was unpleasantly hot. Sweat beaded his body, and his hands stung.

      That was the least of his troubles.

      His branch either swung too fast for him to wriggle through any suitable gaps, or, when the branch’s rocking slowed, the gaps closed too fast.

      Damn it.

      The branch swept around in another never-ending circle.

      To make matters worse, the parasite had reached the first line of cogs some thirty feet below.

      Jorah held his breath as his branch rose sharply. With it, the cogs began to move apart, the gap growing wider and wider as he drew nearer.

      He was less than a yard away when the gap stopped growing, the cogs on the brink of moving back together and closing up his chance.

      Jorah closed his eyes—and leaped.

      He hit the wall of cogs with a painful oomph.

      They responded by clacking closed.

      With just seconds left, he wriggled through the closest gap. Like a shark’s teeth, they snapped at him. One of them scraped across his boot, leaving a long cut in the leather as it crunched closed behind him.

      It didn’t matter. He was inside.

      Now all he had to do was wait for Raith to appear below him. And then he would strike.
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* * *

      Raith was eye level with the first set of cogs. His fingers curled around its glowing warmth, he swung his free arm up and grabbed a second cog.

      It moved down a notch, like he had changed the time on a giant’s pocket watch, taking him with it. He held on tighter, waiting for the clattering teeth to lock.

      They caught—and then the cogs started a slow, upward rotation.

      He made the mistake of looking down as they swept up. Even though he was no more than thirty feet high, a fall could mean the difference between winning and losing.

      Nausea roiling, he quickly looked up. The sun pierced his eyes, preventing him from seeing how much he had left to climb. Maybe it was a good thing.

      And then movement caught his eye. Jorah diving into the cogs.

      Raith’s heart skipped a beat. Was that good or bad? Would he find Carian and kill him before Carian could strike? Or would Carian act first?

      Not knowing was agony. It gave impetus to his climb.

      Legs steadied against the Guardian, he let go of his cog and lunged for one farther up the frame. It moved, locking against the cog he clung to.

      His arms should have been groaning with the strain of holding him up and climbing.

      They weren’t. It had to be the effects of his potion. That knowledge gave him courage and, with it, even more determination to get this torture over and done with as quickly as possible.

      Timing the rotation of the cogs as best he could, he swung like a monkey up the construct. The higher he climbed, the more his confidence soared.

      A mere foot or two from the spot where Jorah had vanished, the entire mechanism juddered. A cascade of sound and movement. Raith gasped, then as the clack of turning cogs rattled down the dryad, he shuddered.

      His arms jarred and he lost his grip. His feet slipped from their purchase.

      Arms and legs flailing, he was falling. And there was nothing he could do about it.

      Above him, on the very last cog beneath the dryad’s face, Jorah stood, immovable as a statue. He had trapped the cogs in place.
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* * *

      Instead of the incubus crashing to his death, Jorah watched as a passing branch scooped Raith up into its tangle of silver-and-copper leaves. The parasite hung on as if his life depended on it—which it did. Jorah growled a curse at Maleficent.

      “The mighty Jorah Thalyn.”

      He froze.

      Carian. Of course he would have hidden in here. Aurora had been right to want to check.

      He peered over his shoulder. The giant of a man had strapped himself to the central pole of the spiral staircase half a dozen feet from Jorah. He seemed unarmed.

      Not surprising. The parasite would have told him that Jorah had drunk a blood elixir.

      Could he jump across to reach Carian before he struck? He had to.

      But first he had to turn to face him, for not even he could jump backward with any accuracy. At least not without his dragon’s wings.

      “Dragon shape-shifter,” Carian droned. “On the high council of Warrendyte. Legendary fighter.”

      Conscious of the death-defying height of the cogs he perched on, Jorah quickly shuffled around.

      “First in line for Princess Aurora of Ryferia’s hand. The man who killed Trojean. Now to be murdered by a mere human.”

      Carian’s huge body smashed into him—and Jorah was falling.

      Carian laughed. “Oh, the songs they’ll sing in Warrendyte! The great Jorah Thalyn died fighting for an ugly horse-faced whore.”

      Jorah tumbled. Straight off the cog. Ninety feet up in the air.

      He controlled his trajectory with his arms and legs, as he would with his wings and talons. It didn’t help. He flailed for the closest cog, but his fingers grazed it as he flew by.

      A ring of branches bobbed beneath him. Sturdy, he hoped. He steadied himself for a crash, but he slid through.

      His eyes flew wide open. These branches were puny. They would never hold his weight.

      Still, he lunged for the closest offshoot. His hand tore through the cold metal, but no blood dropped.

      And still he was falling.

      Thirty feet.

      Again, he lunged. His fingertips snatched at a willowy sprig.

      He closed his fist around it—and then juddered to a halt. Something in his shoulder ripped.

      He gasped in pain as he hung like a chrysalis on the end of a twig some twenty feet from the ground. A fall would injure him, but he would survive it.

      But it meant he would not get to Aurora before the parasite.

      Another type of pain hit him. Longing, disappointment, and jealousy that anyone but him would have Aurora. Not to mention that he had staked his life on winning her hand—a life he now very much wanted to live.

      “No,” he snarled. Raith cannot win. Not with Artemis threatening my mate.

      Not with every Magical life at stake.

      He swung his legs up to grip the branch so he could crawl back into the game.

      An ear-numbing screech of stressed metal. The branch he held—

      A squeal. A judder. And then he was falling.

      His leg hit the ground. Pain rocked through him as it buckled. Broken.

      And then his head hit—and he remembered no more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      Aurora didn’t breathe. Didn’t move. Didn’t blink.

      If there was a god, or a goddess, she internally cursed them with every cruel, disgusting, damning word she could dream up. And then she cursed Raith as he scrambled up the dryad toward her.

      Far down on the ground, Jorah didn’t move.

      Was he even breathing? He looked so incredibly small. Not at all like the dragon she knew, but a mere man. A broken one. Tears welled, but she swept them away. No one could know that her insides churned, or that she wanted to vomit at her loss—and his.

      Zandor clutched her hand, and she barely registered it.

      A loud, slow clap behind her finally made her jump. She blinked her staring eyes. If her blood hadn’t gone cold and still, it would have roared in merciless anger as Artemis rounded on her.

      “Well done, Aurora. You’ve killed another one.”

      He’s not dead. He’s not dead.

      She had no way to know.

      Artemis faced his audience of sycophants. “Unfortunately, gentlemen of the Intelligentsia, this is not my niece’s first kill.” A cruel smile. “And I am not referring to the trials, either.”

      So this was it. The accusation. And Jorah wouldn’t be at the mermaid to meet her as he’d promised. Unless Niing and Keahr managed to take him there. If he was even still alive.

      Given Niing’s size and Keahr’s injury, that was unlikely.

      You can’t focus on that now. You have to survive Artemis. Remembering her quest to be incarcerated in her bedchamber, she wiped her face of emotion and turned to meet Artemis’s cruel, malice-filled eyes.

      They danced with excitement.

      “I had my personal alchemist study King Lazard’s food the night he was killed,” Artemis called out. “They found that it was laced with digitalis.” His voice rose. “My traitorous niece failed to save her king on purpose. It was she who poisoned him with plants found in her garden.”

      A roar of protest—against her—from the Intelligentsia. So much for a fair hearing! They had already found her guilty and condemned her.

      Fire burned in her belly. Her throat. Her tongue. All she wanted was to fly at Artemis, to fight him, and to defend her case, but with arrest now imminent and no support from her subjects, she had to ensure he sent her to her apartment. To argue would not help that quest.

      Artemis stepped back, eyes running from her feet to her head, satisfaction blazing in his face. “You have nothing to say? No sharp wit? No pithy comeback?”

      She bit her lip, then burst out, despite her better judgement, “I would no more have harmed my brother than fly to the moon. I loved him with all my heart. And how would killing him have served me? The law had not been changed to allow me to take the throne. You all know that. Why would I not have waited until that was done?”

      “Because you had already planned the marriage trials!” someone shouted. “You didn’t need the law changed!”

      Her stomach clenched. Was everything she had done since Lazard’s death to work against her?

      Zandor shifted next to her. She gripped his hand to stop him from going for his bow and arrows. Whatever happened, they had to stick together. Killing one of these men would get him killed in turn. That would drive her insane with rage, and she would attack Artemis.

      That would not end well for Zandor, her, or her kingdom.

      The only hope was Raith appearing. He would not want to lose his place in Ryferia. But where he was, she didn’t know.

      “I say we hang her,” another of the Intelligentsia called out.

      Artemis smiled at her. “You see?” he asked in a low voice only she would hear. “And you thought to take my throne.” He bellowed, “The princess is a murderous traitor! That makes me king of Ryferia.”

      As one, every Able man on that platform bowed to Artemis.

      Then the musketeers shuffled forward, clearly awaiting the commands to slap her in irons.

      Artemis waved at them. “Arrest her.”

      The musketeers didn’t hesitate. Quickly, they circled her and Zandor. One jerked her arms back. Despite wanting to show no emotion, she hissed.

      At the sound, Zandor rammed his fist into a musketeer’s nose. His other hand pulled out an arrow. In a blur, he had it nocked and aimed at the captain of the guard. “No one harms my princess.”

      She wanted to roll her eyes at his misplaced gallantry, but this was Zandor, and protecting her was what he did. Despite knowing what was at stake, it had to be killing him to stand back and let Artemis treat her this way.

      She kept her voice steady. “Zandor. No.”

      His face blazed fury, but then he dropped his bow to his side.

      One of the musketeers ripped the bow from his hand. Zandor allowed the man to pin him to the metal wall while his hands were bound with cords.

      She hissed through gritted teeth, wanting nothing more than to run to his aid, to beat the men until they released him.

      She fought her body to remain still. Her hands were bound with cords, too.

      That was some relief. Cords could be cut. Iron shackles would have been impossible to escape from.

      Then she held her breath, waiting for Artemis to say what she hoped he would say.

      An imperious wave of his hand. “Take the traitor and her Infirm dog to the dungeons. If either of them attempts to escape, kill them.”

      She gasped before she could stop herself. How could she have been so stupid to think that Artemis would afford her any courtesies when he hated her so much? As far as she knew, there was no escape from the dungeons.

      But then, she hadn’t known there was an escape tunnel in her bedchamber, either. She had to keep up hope that she and Zandor would find a way to freedom.

      Artemis stood back to gleefully watch as she was dragged away to the stairs—just as Raith clambered over the railing.

      “What in Maleficent’s name do you think you’re doing to my bride?” Raith yelled, disheveled, sweaty, and out of breath.

      Artemis gestured to a couple of musketeers, who hurried to him. “Your precious little flower has been arrested for the murder of her king. Your bride will be hanged for treason.”

      Raith’s eyes flew to her, disbelief clouding their beauty. The same beauty that shone only to lure the Magical in so he could feed off their blood. For a moment, she thought he’d defend her against Artemis as he had thus far.

      He didn’t.

      As he lurched toward her, those eyes fixed on her.

      On her neck. To drink her.

      She spat in his face.

      He danced back. “You’re mine. I earned you. Fought for you. I will have you.”

      Artemis laughed, little understanding the interaction. “Find a whore, boy. There are sure to be some pretty ones in the brothels in town. This one will never see the light of day again.” To the musketeers, he said, “Take them away.”

      A ring of soldiers barred Raith from getting at her and Zandor as the musketeers elbowed them down the stairs.

      Through the cogs, she strained to see if Jorah had moved.

      Niing and Keahr had gone to his aid. Even Peckle stood by. Her heart soared. They would know what to do.

      And then the cogs clattered closed, and she saw no more.

      It was now up to her and Zandor to plot their escape, not just from the dungeons, but from Ryferia. Perhaps if they made it to Warrendyte, Jorah’s council would allow her to muster an army willing to fight for Ryferia. To fight Raith and stop him from reaping the Magical unfettered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Somewhere in the recesses of his mind, Jorah heard Niing calling his name. He stirred and cracked open an eye. Niing and Keahr’s faces hung above him, worry creasing every line. Even Peckle hovered.

      His mouth gaped, and the tendons in his neck strained as he tried to breathe. Finally, he coughed and sucked in a breath.

      Niing placed a hand on his shoulder. “Steady, my friend. Steady.” Normally, the gesture would have been out of comfort. Now, it was out of fear—it poured out of Niing’s every pore.

      He tried to sit up.

      “It’s happened,” Keahr spluttered. “Aurora and Zandor have been arrested. But instead of taking her to the villa, she’s headed for the dungeon.” She didn’t wait for her coughing to subside. “We need to save her and Zandor.”

      She wasn’t saying anything he did not agree with.

      Jorah forced himself onto his hands and one knee while his head danced. His other leg, the left one, throbbed something terrible. Away from the Guardian, even in Ryferia, he would have started the healing process to some degree. Now, all his senses were dulled.

      The Untalented and their foul constructs had held Ryferia and destroyed his people for far too long.

      And today, taking Aurora crossed a line he hadn’t even known he’d drawn.

      Jorah would make them pay for it.

      And as for the parasite and his brother—

      Keahr grabbed his arm with a bandaged hand. “Get a move on!”

      He glared at her. “Then help me up.”

      Despite her lacerations, she pulled him up onto his good leg.

      Spears of pain shot up from his ankle into his femur. “Maleficent’s arse,” he muttered to hide his swaying and his pallor—he could feel the blood draining from his face.

      Anger at himself burned even fiercer than the fire turning the dryad in its endless circle. He hid it as best he could behind a mask of physical pain.

      For once, Niing didn’t chastise his language. His eyes were wild with panic. It had been a long time since Jorah had seen that look on Niing’s face. He liked it even less the second time.

      “Your leg?” Niing asked. “You’re favoring it. Why?”

      “Fractured.”

      Usually so self-assured, Niing wrung his hands. “How in Maleficent’s name are we going to get you to the caravel? Let alone rescue our friends?” He looked around.

      The crowd had thinned. And even if it hadn’t, no one in Ryferia would help a loser.

      Jorah cringed at that title. Worse, he had failed in his quest and Sabrisia would call in her death bond.

      Pity the fae didn’t stipulate a timeframe.

      Even the Silver-Tongued Oracle would have to agree to that loophole.

      Or so Jorah hoped.

      But first he had to get his mate to Warrendyte. She could go alone, of course, on his caravel, but although she was probably more powerful than most of the fae on the council, they would scorn her for being a mere nymph, a creature they considered below them.

      Somehow, he had to rescue this situation. His mate could never be allowed to say that he let her down. Twice.

      Keahr clicked her tongue in frustration. Quick as a flash, she wriggled under his armpit and hoicked his arm onto her shoulders. “We are doing this. Now. We have to find them.”

      Jorah grimaced but didn’t argue. Once propped up by Keahr, he said, “In my current state, the chances of us breaking into the dungeons are zero. We need an insider to help us.” He looked around for Peckle.

      The cat sat upright with his tail curled around his feet.

      “You once knew the palazzo better than anyone living. I bet you still do. Can you help Aurora and Zandor?”

      A smug curl of his mouth, followed by a quick baring of teeth, and Peckle slunk away.

      “Do you think he’ll do it?” Keahr asked, watching him go.

      “It’s always a risk with a cat,” Jorah bit out. He called to Peckle, “Be at the mermaid, or I swear I will skin you next time we meet.”

      A flick of Peckle’s tail, and then he vanished into the undergrowth.

      Jorah huffed a breath. There was nothing more he could do. What would it help if the cat did find and rescue Aurora and Zandor, and they arrived at the Guardian and no ship awaited them? As it was, his ship was at least three miles away, and he couldn’t walk. The best he could manage was a slow, laborious hobble with Keahr propping him up.

      Once hidden from the stragglers milling around the Guardian, Keahr stopped.

      “And now?” Jorah demanded.

      She rasped in breath after breath. “Guardhouse. Stables. I’m going to steal three rides.” Her voice was little more than a wheeze.

      “A horse?” Jorah gulped. Would the humiliation never end? He couldn’t ride. Why should he when he had wings to fly?

      “You have a problem, dragon?” Keahr snapped.

      “Horses are his natural prey,” Niing answered. “It would be like playing with his food.”

      Keahr rolled her eyes. “Is that all?”

      He mumbled, “I don’t ride.”

      “You do today.” Before he could comment, she slipped away through the trees.

      He had nothing else to do but lean against a tree and ponder his failures. He, more than anyone, should have anticipated something like this from Carian.

      My hatred of puny humans has turned out to be my weakness.

      It said something for Niing and Keahr that they hadn’t mentioned his defeat. He would forever be grateful to them for that.

      The sun clipped the top of the trees when Keahr finally returned, trailing three horses. Although drooping from the effort, her eyes glinted. She brushed the sweat off her face with a bloody hand and then tossed the reins to Niing.

      “Hold those.” She grinned at Jorah, making her dimples dance. “I need to help our wounded dragon mount his dinner.”

      He glared at her. “Your hand is bleeding. And I don’t appreciate the humor.”

      “Pity. It’s not every day I get to say that.”

      “For which I am eternally grateful.” He allowed her to prop him up as he hopped over to the docile-looking gelding she’d stolen. Unlike others of his kind, he generally didn’t feed in dragon form, so he had, in fact, never eaten a horse. It didn’t matter. None of this felt right.

      Getting onto the horse proved both painful and mortifying, but finally Jorah was perched uncomfortably in the saddle. His broken leg hung useless in the stirrup.

      “Dragon, hold on tight to the pommel.” Keahr smacked the saddle. “This bit. And use your good leg to hug the horse’s belly—as if you’re trying to stop your lunch escaping.”

      “This joke is going to get old, isn’t it?”

      Another grin from Keahr. “You have no idea. I’ll remind you about it on your thousandth birthday.”

      “At least you’re optimistic that we are going to get out of here.”

      “With me leading that nag of yours? How can you even doubt?” Keahr strode over to help Niing onto his horse.

      The smallest of the three, his legs didn’t even reach the stirrups.

      Then the plucky fae mounted a gray mare in one fluid motion, only to ruin it with a hacking cough. “Hold on tight,” she wheezed. “Don’t fall off. I’m not stopping if you do.”

      Jorah grabbed the pommel. This ride was going to hurt.
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      Aurora’s carriage jolted along the cobbled streets of her capital. How soon would the news of her arrest spread? Would anyone rise up and fight for her?

      She doubted it. Not when they weighed all her so-called crimes.

      Her bound wrists were swollen by the time the carriage stopped at a portcullis leading into the dungeon. The musketeers waited until the iron gate had creaked closed behind them before unlocking the carriage door.

      The stench that hit her doubled her over. She retched, almost emptying her stomach into the carriage. Whatever happened, she could not—would not—stay long in this dark, forbidding place.

      Zandor stumbled out first. She followed, barely managing to stand on wobbly legs on a stone floor slick with filth. Water seeped from the canal, which abutted the building, down the age-blackened walls thick with a crust of mold.

      A musket nudged her ribs. “Get moving,” its wielder grunted. The other musketeers peeled off to attend to other duties.

      “Leave her alone,” Zandor snapped, stepping between her and the guard.

      “Easy, Zandor,” she crooned. She started walking in the direction the musketeer had indicated to stop further trouble.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Zandor followed her.

      The guard led them through a wooden door and down a passageway to a twisting staircase. She had to concentrate hard to stop her feet from slipping on the treacherous stone. When she reached the bottom, five narrow cells with bars instead of a front wall loomed before her.

      Four of them held ragged prisoners. In the guttering torchlight, dull, hopeless eyes watched her little procession as the musketeer shoved her and Zandor farther down a narrow passage.

      They stopped at an empty cell. Filthy straw, flung into one corner, was the only furnishing.

      She gulped. This was real. She and Zandor were about to be imprisoned with no hope of escape.

      “Why are you doing this?” she pleaded to the guard. “You have no proof beyond my uncle’s word that I am guilty.”

      Hard eyes gazed at her. “Everyone knows you play with poisons.” He unlocked the cell door using a key from a bunch tied to his waist with a chain.

      She wished her hands were free so she could grab hold of him. Her voice spiked. “I didn’t do it. I give you my word.”

      “In. Now.”

      She didn’t move. “My mother was poisoned. Do you think I did that, too?”

      No answer. Just a hand gesturing for her to move into the cell.

      “I believe the same person who killed my mother killed my brother. And I assure you, it wasn’t me.”

      Silence.

      All she could hear was the drip of water and moans from the prisoners in the other cells.

      Finally, the musketeer sighed. “I liked your mother. She was good to everyone. Infirm or Able.”

      She snatched at that. “Do you have Infirm in your family? If you do, do you think Lord Artemis will treat them kindly? He hates the Infirm.”

      The man stared at her mutely. Then he gestured for her to turn her back to him. Not sure what he had in mind, she obeyed. He shocked her by slashing her bonds. Her wrists tingled and itched as blood rushed back into starved fingers. Then he did Zandor’s.

      “My wife’s Infirm. I did that for her,” the man muttered.

      “Thank you!” Aurora breathed. “You have given me hope that things could be different in Ryferia.”

      The musketeer snorted. “Get into the cell. Now.”

      Zandor drove his fist into the musketeer’s stomach. An oomph, and Zandor followed it up with a fist to the man’s throat. The guard crumpled to the ground.

      Before she could react, Zandor dragged the man into the cell and ripped the keys off his waist. He clanged the door shut and locked it.

      “Should we free the other prisoners?” she whispered.

      “No. We have a small advantage. I’m not squandering it by having them alert the guards that we are free.”

      Zandor grabbed her hand and ran for the stairs. He shot ahead of her, no doubt to check for threats at the top.

      Puffing, she followed, reaching the landing seconds behind him. She stopped next to him and looked left and right down the gloomy stone corridor. To the right lay the doorway into the cavern that abutted the main portcullis. To the left, more cells.

      A whistle came from one of them.

      “Isn’t that the princess?” someone shouted.

      Zandor swore. He grabbed her hand again and ran—toward the door to the portcullis.

      They had not gone far down the narrow passageway when something flickered in the torchlight ahead of them. It was followed by a low hiss.

      Peckle stepped out of nowhere a few feet ahead of them. Eyes like lamps, his tail flicked—and then he was off, running straight through their legs, back the way they had come.

      “No,” Zandor whispered as Aurora turned to follow him. “Too risky.”

      The cat ignored him and sped on.

      Trusting Peckle implicitly, she grabbed Zandor’s hand and dragged him with her after Peckle.

      Another curse, and Zandor followed.

      She closed her ears to the catcalls as she, Zandor, and Peckle ran past the row of prisoners in their cells.

      And then another stone staircase, this one leading down. Guards could appear at any second. She clattered after Peckle with Zandor following. The final rung opened to a small landing with a wooden door. Rust and verdigris coated the door’s hinges and the metal studs in the warped wood.

      “The key?” she asked. “Do we have it?”

      Zandor fiddled with the key ring he’d stolen from the guard.

      A hiss from Peckle. She looked at him. The cat snarled and then raced to a low arch jutting above the floor. It was just big enough for her and Zandor to crawl through. Although open to the air, six bars blocked their exit, embedded into the floor and the top of the arch.

      Still, the cat rubbed his lanky body against the moldy bars.

      She was about to say that the door was a better option when Zandor shot over to the arch. He knelt next to Peckle and tugged on the middle bar. A grunt; he yanked again, harder this time. Ears peeled for sounds of pursuit, she ran over to join him. Her nose twitched with a new smell—the ocean.

      Her heart broke into a gallop. Quickly, she knelt to look out.

      The restless sea heaved back and forth on a white beach just a few feet below the bars. At spring tide, the waves would crash into this opening.

      Surely a lifetime of that pounding, combined with the salty air, would have weakened the bars?

      She snatched at the closest one. Masonry crumbled, both top and bottom, which held the bars in place.

      “Move,” Zandor commanded, as he strained at his bar.

      She skittered back, giving him space.

      Face red, he grunted as he tugged and tugged. The perished metal squealed, then cracked at the base. He pulled it away, tossed it onto the floor and started on the next bar. With the mortar crumbling, it came away more easily. He tossed that one down, too.

      She could have hugged him—and Peckle for leading them here. Was there any secret in the palazzo the cat didn’t know?

      Instead, she grabbed a bar and was about to start working it when Zandor’s third one popped free. The fourth quickly followed. He was about to start on the fifth when she whispered, “Let’s not waste more time. I can get through that, and I’m sure you can, too, if you squeeze.”

      He shuffled aside and made space for her. “Go.”

      Before she could move, Peckle jumped out and vanished from view.

      “Damned cat,” she muttered as she eased herself through the ragged opening after him.

      Her feet alighted onto dry sand. The beach, deserted despite the beauty of the setting sun, opened before her. At the far end, the mermaid Guardian turned on her spindle.

      Although hidden by shadows, Aurora hugged the crenulated palazzo wall that loomed behind her in case an archer looked down and saw or heard her.

      Zandor shoved his feet through the opening. Back arched, they dangled onto the sand. He wriggled more of his torso out then stopped. A groan, followed by a curse.

      “I’m stuck,” he hissed.

      Heart thumping, she stepped into the open and grabbed his feet. She tugged with all her strength, while he wriggled his top half.

      The rip of clothing.

      She tugged harder—and then he was out, tumbling onto the sand. He leaped to his feet, grabbed her hand, and started running down the beach.

      The mermaid had to be about five hundred yards away.

      Too far for the musketeers, but just in range of the archers.

      She tried not to think of arrows raining down on them as they crossed that exposed stretch of sand.

      Her heart sank. Even if they got to the mermaid, what did it help when there was no sight of Jorah’s caravel in the bay?

      With nowhere else to go, she half-ran, half-stumbled toward the Guardian. Peckle raced along on her other side.

      Bells clanged.

      She almost tripped over her feet. Someone had discovered that they had gone.
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      Jorah gritted his teeth against pain that brought tears to his eyes as Keahr urged their horses forward. It was worse the farther they moved from the Guardian as his senses returned. The best he could do was focus on the brisk clip of his horse’s hooves as it clattered down a rutted path.

      They passed the two-mile marker. A cobbled road that led to the dock replaced the track.

      They had not gone more than twenty strides when a discordant clanging jarred the air.

      “The bells!” Niing wailed. “They know she’s gone.”

      Jorah shouted to Keahr, “Can you get any more speed out of these things?”

      Keahr urged her horse—and therefore his—into a canter.

      Hands white with tension, Jorah hung on, moaning softly with each jarring step.

      The one-mile marker slipped by in a blur of brown and green. The same spring-oak-leaf color of Aurora’s eyes.

      A roar erupted from his chest, one he hadn’t known was coming. His horse whinnied and surged forward. The gray mare, egged on by his gelding, bucked.

      Keahr brought it under control, then turned back to shout at him, “Managing?”

      “Yes.” The wind whipped the word from his mouth. He shouted louder. “Don’t slow.”

      The half-mile mark.

      They mounted a rise, and then the road dropped down sharply. Below them, the turquoise sea gleamed gold and pink in the sunset.

      He barely noticed the beauty. He only had eyes for the harbor—and the promise of sliding off this horse before the bones in his leg were ground into powder.

      The docks were crowded with traffic. People selling their wares; men with fishing poles, baskets and nets, sitting with their legs hanging off the side of the pier; fishing boats coming back in from the small stretch of sea surrounded by the hideous Guardians. A few small boats dotted the bay. Best of all, his caravel, The Nautilus Spray, was tied to the dock with his crew onboard waiting for him.

      A spit, spread out like fanned playing cards, circled the left side of the bay. At one end, where the high, ugly wall that divided Ryferia from the rest of the world ended, a winged fae turned on her spindle. On the other, about a mile away as the crow flew, a mermaid stood guard. That was where he was to meet Aurora and Zandor.

      Between the two, some five miles from the coast, wound a line of chain mail hung from smaller Guardians mounted on buoys. The barrier hung some fifteen feet into the sea.

      He, Keahr, and Niing raced onto the docks. Their horses’ hooves clattered onto the wooden pier as they careened to the berth where The Nautilus Spray waited.

      A few people raised their heads in alarm. Others darted out of the way.

      When they reached the caravel, Keahr pulled on the reins. Her mare whinnied as she slowed. His horse shot right past hers and dug its hooves into the ground to stop. He almost pitched right over its head before he managed to grip the pommel.

      The fae dismounted in a mess of limbs. She pulled Niing off his horse, leaving bloody streaks on his clothes, and dropped him unceremoniously next to the caravel’s gangplank. Looking older than Jorah could ever imagine, Niing dithered between the ship and his horse.

      Without waiting for Keahr to help him, Jorah slipped off his gelding, careful not to place too much weight on his injured leg. Still, the bones groaned in complaint, willing him to stay still. He ignored them—and his pride—as Keahr flung his arm over her shoulder once more and pulled him up the gangplank.

      His crew rushed to their aid.

      Arwan, his captain and friend—a silver-haired fae with power over air, just like Keahr—levered him away from Keahr’s possessive grasp and half-carried him onto the deck of his ship.

      Jorah didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “We need to get to the mermaid Guardian. Fast.”

      Arwan set him down on an upturned barrel. “Consider it done.” He shouted to the crew, “All hands on deck!”

      Arwan raced to the wheelhouse to guide them out of the harbor. If Arwan had access to his magic, he would have called up a wind to stiffen their sails.

      As it was, they had to rely on the gentle breeze that cooled the sweat on Jorah’s face. With their Guardians, the Untalented blocked something so natural as breathing. Jorah groaned in frustration at the insanity.

      The minutes dragged as the crew edged them beyond the harbor wall. Once in the bay, the wind stiffened the three lateen sails. Sleek and agile, The Nautilus Spray responded with a surge of speed as it cut through the waves.

      “Relax, my friend!” Arwan yelled at him from the wheelhouse. “I’m on this. We’ll be at the mermaid before you know it.”

      There was nothing for Jorah to do but wait.
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      Aurora sped up. It still wasn’t fast enough.

      “Damn it.” The lines on Zandor’s face deepened with alarm. “It won’t be long before they find us.”

      If she hadn’t been so painfully out of breath, her body beating against her will to run, she might have snapped back a fearful retort.

      Her ankle buckled.

      Zandor’s hands flew to catch her, pulling her back upright. “We can’t stop. We have to go.”

      She gulped down a breath, hiking her dress up to her knees.

      The bells chimed louder.

      “There they are!” A shout from behind them.

      She risked a glance back.

      Musketeers lined the walls of the palazzo, armed with bows and arrows. She couldn’t see Artemis.

      “Open fire!” Artemis’s voice carried clear over the walls and across the beach. “They do not leave this beach alive!”

      The first assault found its mark in the sand around her. One glowed bright orange right where she had been only moments before.

      She moaned through gritted teeth as she pushed all the energy she had left into her numbing legs.

      It didn’t improve her speed.

      Zandor and Peckle remained by her side. They could go faster, could escape, if it weren’t for her. She opened her mouth to say so, just as another hailstorm of arrows rained down around them.

      Blood spewed as an arrow ripped through Zandor’s leather coat and lodged in his back. His hand ripped from hers.

      Her eyes widened in horror.

      He stumbled forward only to fall face first on the sand.

      She flung herself down next him just as another shower of arrows rained down around them.

      None met their mark.

      It didn’t matter.

      An arrow in Zandor’s back was no different than an arrow in hers. She would never leave him, just as he would never leave her.

      He turned his face to her. “Go. Save yourself.”

      She slapped the back of his head. “Don’t be stupid.”

      “Please.” His voice was desperate. “I don’t want you harmed.”

      “Shut up so I can think.”

      His head dropped back onto the sand, and then he struggled to rise.

      Peckle meowed and, every hair standing, sprinted to the mermaid.

      The little traitor was leaving them to their fate! Peckle turned to hiss at her, and then he was off again, headed down the beach.

      No, he was showing her what to do. The best—the only thing—to do was to brave the arrows and to get Zandor to the safety of the Guardian. She understood, and Peckle was right.

      Heart threatening to explode, she gripped Zandor under his arms and helped him stand. Ignoring his groans of pain, she tossed her arm around his shoulder and started to run for the mermaid.
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      Raith shook his head to clear his thoughts, still unable to believe that Aurora had been led away for murdering her brother.

      Shock. That was the word.

      Surely, no one could be stupid enough to believe it? The Intelligentsia just couldn’t stand the idea of an Infirm woman in government.

      Worse, they had stolen his feast from him.

      He stomped through the woods away from the Guardian, ignoring Carian following him through the trees.

      Tired, angry, and craving blood, he slumped down on a rock ledge that dipped sharply down to the sea.

      He had lost. Even when he had beaten Jorah, he had still lost.

      “So that’s it?” Carian growled behind him. “You’re just going to give up?”

      Raith spun. “What do you expect me to do now, Carian?” he snarled. “She’s gone.”

      “Get up,” Carian seethed. “We are not done. Not by half.”

      Raith turned back to stare at the sea. Below him, another of those hateful Guardians turned—this one, a mermaid.

      “Get up, you piece of filth!” Carian grabbed Raith by the collar and yanked him to his feet. “You don’t give up. You don’t sit down until we have what we want.”

      Raith gagged under the pressure on his neck. He flailed his arms to swat Carian off. Finally, a lucky punch caught Carian on the nose. The psychopath jumped back and let him go.

      “I’m not going to marry her! I have no power in Ryferia! Artemis and the Intelligentsia hate me almost as much as they hate her! I have nothing! That means you have nothing! Get used to it!”

      “So you lost the bitch—big whoop!” Carian shouted right back. “There are thousands of Magical people in Ryferia you can suck on.”

      Raith threw his hands up for emphasis. “None will be as powerful as her. People with Aurora’s power only come around once every few decades, if not centuries. If I can’t have her, right now, I don’t want anyone.”

      That wasn’t entirely true; the craving was killing him. But his psychotic brother—no one—would ever understand his craving for Aurora. For days now, he had courted her, smelling her skin, dreaming of her blood.

      And now, to be denied, was devastating.

      Carian took a deep breath—then smiled. “Okay. Let’s look at this logically.” His tone was placatory. He patted the rocks. “Let’s sit.”

      Exhaustion made Raith sink down next to him.

      Carian draped an arm around his shoulders. “You have done well, Raith. Really you have. But don’t give up now. We can go into town—find one of those brothels that bastard Artemis was talking about. We can use it as a base. I will make the potion, and then you can go out and feed. Soon you will be so strong that—” The psychopath broke off as bells began to peal.

      Raith and Carian both turned toward the sound.

      And then Raith saw her . . . and his breath snagged in his throat.

      Aurora, hemmed in by Zandor and that hated cat, tore down the beach toward the mermaid.

      Even without his powers, this would be his last chance to sink his teeth into Aurora’s neck. Perhaps that alone would be enough to still his cravings.

      He shot to his feet and burst into a run.

      Carian called to him, but he ignored the cry and scrambled to a gully on the side of the ledge. Filled with loose stones and exposed roots, it would be a treacherous path down the hill.

      The prize was worth it.

      He jumped off the ledge and landed on the shale just as a storm of fiery arrows rained down around Aurora and her friends.

      One of them hit Zandor in the back.

      At last! Something was going his way. He threw his fist up into the air in a victory salute.

      With the centaur gone, Aurora was defenseless. If he moved fast, he might even have time to get her through that confounded mermaid before the musketeers arrived.

      Excitement lent speed to his helter-skelter slide down the hill.
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      The Nautilus Spray drew parallel to the mermaid when Jorah spotted Aurora, Zandor, and Peckle.

      Wild locks blowing like sails in the wind, Aurora half-carried, half-dragged her stumbling bodyguard. Zandor was trying to help her, but he was pale and weak—and with an arrow protruding from his back.

      Around them, more arrows thudded—how they missed Aurora, only Maleficent knew.

      His heart skipped a beat, and he almost dropped the broom he had commandeered to use as a crutch. He shouted, “Aurora!”

      The sound was swallowed by the wind and the crash of the waves on the beach.

      He doubted that she’d even seen them riding parallel to her.

      Peckle looked his way. The cat skidded to a stop and then spun to dart in front of Aurora. She almost fell over him. From her flailing hand, she had to be cursing the cat. Peckle darted back across her feet, this time in the direction of the breakers.

      Aurora’s head followed him—to the caravel. Her shoulders sagged, and she almost dropped Zandor.

      Jorah was just as thrilled to see her. He waved.

      She gave him a furious one-handed wave in return.

      He gripped his broom tighter and hobbled into the wheelhouse. Niing and Keahr sat on the floor behind Arwan at the wheel.

      Jorah yelled, “Arwan, get in closer. The centaur’s down, and Aurora isn’t strong enough for this.”

      “Can’t,” Arwan snapped. “There’s a reef just off the breakers. It’ll rip us apart.”

      Niing and Keahr sprang to their feet to look over the railing.

      Jorah swore, then yelled at his lieutenant, a powerful sea-snake shape-shifter, “Baylon, drop a boat. Get the princess and her people here, now.” He cursed his leg, wishing he could do it himself. “And then take the boat and open the chain mail.”

      Baylon and two fae, Simeon and Asher, rushed across the deck to obey. Skilled hands quickly lowered a rowing boat into the wind-whipped water. Weapons strapped across their backs, the men paddled with strong strokes to the shore.

      Jorah couldn’t rip his eyes from Aurora. Filthy, hair a tangled mess, face red and gleaming with sweat, she had never been more beautiful.

      More powerful, even without her magic restored.

      Someone on The Nautilus Spray screamed. It was followed by a thud of something—a body?—hitting the deck.

      Jorah swore as he spun on his broom. One of his crew sprawled on the deck with an arrow through the eye. Another clutched an arrow in his belly. Two dangled from the rigging, both dead. Another hung with his head over the railing. The inertia proved too much, and he slid off and splashed into the sea.

      Five men out of his crew of fifteen.

      They may have been too far from the beach to help Aurora but clearly not too far from the battlements encircling the outer rim of the palazzo, where Artemis’s archers swarmed.

      “Archers!” Jorah bellowed.

      Every man, except Arwan, who was needed in the wheelhouse, nocked arrows and pulled bowstrings taut. A mess of twangs as each arrow was released. They whistled through the air.

      Without the height of the battlements and the wind on their side, most fell short of the mark. The one or two that did breach the honey-colored stone crenulations shot true.

      It was too much to hope that Artemis was there to receive his due.

      Another shower of arrows hit the ship. Some stuck to the masts. Others ripped holes in the sails.

      A few even cut down some of his precious crew, leaving the deck slick with blood.

      Jorah hobbled to where Niing and Keahr crouched, holding their heads in a feeble attempt to protect themselves.

      “Get below deck,” he yelled above the chaos that had erupted aboard his ship.

      “I’m not leaving until Aurora and Zandor are on board!” Keahr yelled straight back.

      Niing remained silent.

      “You are on my ship now, Keahr. And that wasn’t a request. Get below deck. Now.”

      “Cut it, dragon,” she shouted back. “I’m not leaving. So get used to it.”

      He was about to manhandle her to safety with his free arm when one of his crew shouted, “Maleficent help us. More of the bastards. On the beach. A whole army of them.”

      He spun to look.

      A swarm of musketeers, some carrying bows, others swords and shields, spilled out onto the beach from somewhere in the palazzo. Running like the wind, they tore to the spot where the rowing boat would breach.

      At sixty men, he stopped counting—and yet more came.

      He had three fighters on the rowing boat. And less than five crew left on the caravel.

      He yelled to those men, “Take out that army.”

      Arrows thudded down on the musketeers.

      Even though men screamed and fell, it wasn’t enough—on and on the soldiers came. And the arrows flew.

      Amid shrieks and curses, he swung back to the rowing boat.

      It had reached the shore.

      Baylon was the first to leap out into the swell. He sprinted up the beach to Aurora and ripped Zandor out of her arms. A grunt, and he heaved the wounded bodyguard onto his shoulder. He grabbed Aurora with his other hand and started to run with her down the beach.

      She tripped over her skirt.

      Keahr and Niing gasped. Jorah’s knuckles, holding his broom, whitened to bleached bone.

      Simeon and Asher scooped her up by her elbows and ran with her to the boat.

      With all the disdain in the world, Peckle picked a path through the foam and hopped onto the boat first. He took the prime spot on the prow.

      The first line of musketeers were just yards away.

      Too close for Jorah to risk arrows. He yelled, “Hold fire until our people are safe.”

      He held his breath, watching Baylon bustle Zandor onto the boat. Zandor said something, and Baylon handed him a bow and the quiver of arrows off his back. Baylon plunked down and grabbed an oar.

      Zandor swept the cat off the seat at the prow, dragged himself up onto it and let fly a barrage of arrows.

      Ten musketeers dropped onto the beach.

      More replaced them, tripping over their wounded and dying to reach the boat. The archers amongst them responded by raining a volley of arrows.

      Simeon and Asher, still carrying Aurora, dodged the deadly hail. Jorah was almost sure they would make it to the boat when an arrow grazed the side of Aurora’s neck. It left a bloody trail across her skin.

      Niing wailed.

      That anyone dared harm her made Jorah’s back muscles, where his wings were hidden, itch. In his true form, he would have annihilated that army.

      Next time I come to Ryferia, I come in power to exact vengeance for every wrong ever committed by this scum.

      And then Asher was hit. He stumbled, then fell into the surf. The surging swell ran red.

      Jorah closed his eyes to contain his fury. But not knowing what was happening with his mate—Aurora—was untenable.

      He opened them just as she and Simeon reached the boat. A flash of filthy petticoats, and she tumbled into its bowels. And then she was up, next to Baylon, with an oar in her hand.

      Simeon shoved the boat into the swell. But instead of jumping onboard, he pulled out his sword and faced the onslaught of musketeers.

      Jorah wanted to scream to him to get on the boat.

      He didn’t.

      Simeon’s sacrifice bought Baylon and Aurora enough time to make it back to the caravel.

      The little boat nudged the side of the ship.

      With eyes only for Aurora, Jorah left it to Arwan to control the vastly outnumbered defenses of The Nautilus Spray.

      Sweaty and pale, she smiled wanly up at him. “You’re alive. You don’t know how happy that makes me.”

      He touched his heart in salute. “Likewise. Now let’s get you and Zandor on this ship so Baylon can go and tear open the chain mail. We need to get out of this benighted place before they pick us all off.”

      Her eyes flashed toward the beach. “We’ve come this far and at such loss. We are not letting them stop us.”

      Voice bleak, he said, “My view exactly.”

      A crewman dropped a rope. Zandor clambered to his feet.

      Aurora grabbed him. “No! Be careful. Wait until we help you.”

      “I can manage.” The centaur gave a strained smile. “Now I know how irritating the constant offers of help must have been.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You have no idea.”

      Jorah guided the rope to Zandor. “Pony. Let her help you tether this to your waist. We don’t want you tumbling into the sea.”

      A glare from Zandor, but he obeyed. Hands gripped the rope and hoisted him up into the caravel. He flopped back into Keahr’s waiting arms.

      “Incoming!” Arwan shouted. “Arrows from the beach.”

      Swearing curses at Artemis, Jorah hung over the side of The Nautilus Spray to drop a rope to Aurora.

      A hail of steel thudded into the little boat and splashed into the sea around it. Baylon gurgled, then fell backward, only to hit his head on the bench behind him. Blood pooled around his face as his sightless eyes looked up at the rising sliver of moon.

      Hand reaching for Jorah’s rope, Aurora froze.

      “Aurora! Take it!” he yelled.

      Her perfectly green eyes met his. And it clicked.

      All of his men on the rowing boat were dead. Dead crew littered the caravel. He was injured. Who was left to open the chain mail?

      “I have to go.” She tossed the rope aside and picked up both oars.

      And he was too far away to stop her.
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      Hands blistered and aching, Aurora pulled hard on the oars.

      “Maleficent curse me, Aurora! Get back here now!” Jorah shouted.

      She had recognized the moment the awful truth clicked in his brain. The moment he realized they were trapped.

      If she hadn’t seen him hobbling with that broomstick as a crutch, perhaps she would have stayed to argue with him. But he was injured, and in no position to scramble around Guardians.

      He’s done that enough today.

      She would hate Raith and Carian until the end of time for harming him. Determined to free herself and her friends from their enemies, she set a course for the mermaid.

      Dark and brooding, it leered down at her from its spindle at the very farthest tip of the peninsula.

      Nothing but loathing burned in her as she watched it draw near with each agonizing sweep of the oars.

      “This time, nothing in Ryferia is stopping me getting through you.” The familiar throbbing in her head began again, and she cringed. “And I don’t care how sick you make me, either.”

      A sharp meow, followed by a vibrating purr. Peckle hopped up onto the prow and stared at her.

      She had forgotten that the cat was still on the boat.

      “I take it you approve.”

      A narrowing of his eyes was his only answer. His message seemed clear: Save your energy for rowing.

      He was right. The muscles in her arms trembled, refusing to move as fast as her mind. Still she pushed, harder than she ever had.

      Shouts from the beach reminded her that her lack of strength was not the only enemy tonight. The musketeers would know exactly where she was headed. She shuddered to think of all the men—her subjects—who had died tonight trying to arrest her.

      I guess I really am a traitor now.

      At least the darkness would offer some cover.

      On she rowed.

      When she finally thought she could do no more, the rocks at the end of the peninsula loomed, black and threatening, before her. In the limited moonlight, silvery foam bubbled and popped from where a monster wave had crashed on them. With no crew to help her, the only way on those rocks was by riding just such a wave and beaching onto those mussel-encrusted crags. She gripped the sides of the boat and waited to be dashed ashore.

      The boat spun and bobbed in the turbulent wake churned up by the water meeting land. But these little waves, while enough to make her hurl, were not powerful enough to sweep her where she needed to be.

      And then she saw it coming. A monster wave rolling in.

      “Brace yourself, Peckle! This is where we leave the boat!”

      The cat looked at her as if she had gone mad.

      “How did you think we would get to the Guardian?” She laughed; it sounded manic. “And I thought it had been hard to walk across the beach to get to her. I knew nothing about hard back then.”

      The wave surged in. The boat wobbled precariously—but it rose as it pitched and yawed.

      And then she was screaming with a combination of exhilaration and terror. The wave chucked her, the boat, and Peckle onto the rock.

      An almighty crack, and then the splintering of wood made her gasp. Water rushed into the little craft. It teetered. They would be washed back out to sea.

      She grabbed Peckle despite his protests. His claws dug into her back as she readied to jump onto the razor-sharp rocks.

      And then the boat juddered, crunched, and settled. All around her, water rushed back to the sea.

      With water dripping from her sodden dress and Peckle fighting to escape her arms, she struggled to stand. Her legs wobbled as she stepped away from the shattered boat onto the sharp rocks.

      How she’d get back to the caravel, she didn’t know.

      That was a problem for after she opened the gate.

      Seaweed hooked on her ankles as she slithered and slipped her way to drier, higher ground. The ground on which the spindle turned.

      She tossed Peckle down. “You rescued me. I rescued you. Now we are even.”

      He stalked off toward the Guardian. She followed.

      The metal scraping of the mermaid’s tail squealed above the relentless crash of the sea. The wind blowing into her face was hot from passing across the Guardian’s furnace.

      Once on the peninsula, she joined a rutted track, made by the carts that arrived once a month to pour fuel and herbs into the Guardian’s hopper. It stopped at a rusted door that led into the mermaid’s spindle.

      Rust had frozen it open just enough for her to wedge her fingers between it and the jamb.

      She yanked, once, twice, three times, before it swung open enough for her to pass through.

      Peckle followed.

      Heat enveloped her from the furnace built into a pit below the spindle cogs. The glowing embers sent shadows dancing along the walls, daring her to explore them.

      A hacking cough doubled her over, driving all such notions from her mind.

      The cat rubbed against her legs. Perhaps trying to comfort her?

      Fingers numb with exhaustion rubbed his ears to say thank you.

      No time to play. Just open the gate and then get out.

      She grabbed the iron railing of the spiral staircase, dreading another huge climb. But up she went, one rotation after another. Her head throbbed, and she groaned.

      On she climbed.

      Her eyes swam, colors and edges blurring.

      Hurry.

      It wouldn’t take long for Artemis to send in reinforcements to take the caravel and to slaughter everyone on board.

      Jorah. Zandor. Niing. Keahr.

      She stumbled up another step.

      Jorah. Zandor. Niing. Keahr.

      The words were nothing but a whispered thought, but she refused to stop repeating their names.

      Legs like jelly, she finally she reached the top. The door on the landing was rusted, too. Only this one was open all the way.

      She staggered through, only to collapse against the open hole that made the mermaid’s right eye. It gave her a moment to assess her surroundings.

      The only furnishings were a panel mounted on one of the Guardian’s cheeks. Cogs, buttons, and knobs bristled. She pushed off the wall, stumbled to it, and then huffed, trying desperately to focus on the labels written in black ink on yellowing parchment above each knob and button.

      The word gates jumped at her.

      She slammed down on the button, and—with renewed energy—rushed to the eye to see what was happening in the water below. On this side of the Guardian, the sea lapped onto the gently sloping beach she had walked along the night Lazard died.

      A creak of machinery, followed by a shudder. The cog turned the winch to drop the chain mail.

      Her heart soared. She’d done it.

      And then Peckle yowled. A sound so distressing it made the hair on her body stand.

      She spun.

      Raith stood in the doorway, his eyes burning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Raith cocked his head to the side as he watched Aurora. Dirty, dress wet and tattered, hair a bush of tangled curls, she slumped against a round, glassless window set in a sloping sheet of copper—the eye of the mermaid.

      Her filth and disarray didn’t matter. Even with the Guardian pulsing its vile poison, he could smell her blood—and it was delicious. His smile spread wide even though his fangs zinged uselessly in his gums and hunger gnawed his stomach.

      He crooned softly, “Hello, wife. You didn’t think I’d let you leave, did you?” A deep breath. “I can smell your magic.” Knowing how his eyes affected her, he allowed them to flutter. “And your fear.”

      She looked away and cringed back against the wall with its gaping hole, but there was nowhere for her to go.

      As he stepped up to her to grab her face so she had no choice but to look at him, pain, like a thousand needles, pierced his back. He yelped and writhed a mad jig to dislodge whatever it was attacking him.

      A yowl, and the claws sunk in deeper.

      The cat.

      Aurora started to slide past him along the wall. If she got too far, she’d be out the door.

      Stopping her escape was more important than a bit of pain.

      Yes, he could easily catch her on the stairs, but first he had to taste her.

      He pounced in front of her and pinned her to the mermaid’s face with a hand on each side of the wall. “No, you don’t. And call your cat off before I skin it with my bare teeth.”

      She glared at him. “He’s not my cat. He owns himself. And if he wants to shred you, I’ll never stand in his way.”

      Raith reached behind him with one hand, ripped the beastly creature off his back, and tossed it out the window.

      Aurora gasped, then flew at him with her fists flailing.

      Raith grabbed her. Skinny, lanky thing that she was, it was a simple matter to dangle her in the air. “I don’t have time for this. The musketeers could be here at any moment.”

      His logic screamed that he should knock her unconscious the way Jorah had knocked him out and flee with her before the soldiers arrived.

      Craving for her blood drove all logic and reason from his mind.

      Mouth watering, he shoved her back against the window with all his strength.

      Pinned against the wall and the nothingness below, she squirmed like a worm on a hook. Her little fists, so ineffectual, pummeled him.

      He buried his nose in her neck and inhaled. Below the sweat and grime and blood from an arrow nick, her magic hummed.

      All control snapped.

      He pulled back his lips, sank his very human teeth into her skin, and bit down hard. Even her shriek didn’t stop him sucking on the blood that welled up in his mouth.

      Nectar.

      Bliss like no other, he swallowed and sucked, swallowed and sucked.

      Would it transfer her magic to him even if neither of them could access their powers?

      He didn’t know.

      Perhaps Carian does.

      The thought had barely germinated when blinding pain and nausea doubled him up. Mouth bloody, he rocked back from her, clutching his burning groin.

      “You bitch!”

      Her eyes, wide and strained, darted to the door.

      Even in his agony, he could not—would not—let her escape. Not now that he had tasted her.

      “I’m not done with you,” she yelled. “Not by half. Watch yourself, because I will be back. And when I come, every plant you see will be out to kill you.”

      And then she fell—straight out the window he’d tossed the cat through.

      He screamed and flailed his fists, but to no avail; she was gone.

      Still clutching his groin, he hobbled to the window.

      All that remained was a silvery circle of ripples.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Seven

        

      

    
    
      Jorah watched as Arwan, already soaking from pulling Peckle from the sea, dove into the swell to rescue Aurora. Helpless, angry for that helplessness, Jorah clutched a rope as he leaned against the railings on The Nautilus Spray.

      Niing clasped his elbow. Jorah didn’t resist.

      The cat sat on the deck behind him with Zandor, licking his bedraggled fur.

      Aurora had already sunk twice below the surface. Given the way her lifeless body drifted, it was only the churn of the waves that had tossed her back up into the glare of the spotlight Keahr held.

      In the distance, a dozen Ryferian ships raced toward them. With only two crew left alive aside from Arwan, Jorah stood no hope of fighting them. His best bet was to slip through the gate Aurora had opened—a gate he would never cross until he had her safe onboard with him.

      Seeing Peckle tossed out the window like trash was bad enough, but when Aurora had followed moments later, his world had clanged to a halt like two cogs jammed together.

      How was it possible that Aurora had wheedled her way into his heart in such a short time? He steeled himself against a racking shiver. He now had to live through the pain—again—of losing a woman he cared deeply for.

      His heart ached in his chest for this fiery nymph.

      Without her by his side when he reached Warrendyte, he would have to face Sabrisia and his failure. His honor—the lodestar of his life—refused to accept that the fight was over. Not while Raith stalked and Artemis ruled.

      Sabrisia would need to call on more than the Silver-Tongued Oracle to enforce the terms of that blood bond. Maleficent herself could not make Jorah relinquish his quest to avenge his mate, to destroy Raith, and to purge Ryferia of men like Artemis.

      Arwan reached her. He grabbed her under her arms.

      Jorah threw him the line, which Arwan wrapped around her. Jorah and Niing pulled her onboard.

      Arwan followed. He ran past Jorah yelling, “All hands on deck! Let’s get through that gate before the enemy has us.”

      All hands.

      Jorah’s face hardened. There would be time enough to mourn them all. For now, Aurora was his only priority.

      Teeth gritted against the pain of his broken leg, he laid her gently on the deck and rocked back to assess her.

      Limp body, heavy with water; bright red hair darkened and wet; mouth open; lips blue. Green eyes closed.

      “I need to get the water from her lungs. Help me kneel,” Jorah snapped at Keahr.

      The fae set her lamp on the deck and ran to him. He creaked down and shifted the hair from Aurora’s neck so he could feel for a pulse.

      A white but unmistakable bite mark marred her skin.

      Raith.

      Anger surged through him, but he suppressed it. There would be time enough for revenge after he had done everything in his power to save his mate. He pressed his finger against her neck—and felt nothing.

      Next, he pressed the heels of his hands on Aurora’s chest. It took three plunges before water trickled from her mouth.

      No cough. No stirring that said she was alive.

      Hands pumping, he pressed his lips to her icy ones and blew gently into her mouth.

      Still nothing.

      Keahr, kneeling next to him, sobbed.

      On the other side of him, Niing puffed on an unlit pipe.

      Even Zandor, face pale from his injury, knelt next to her. Only the cat ignored them.

      “Come on, my nymph,” Jorah pleaded. “Don’t give up on me—us.”

      She didn’t move. Her eyes didn’t flutter.

      Despair settled like a heavy hand on him—and then his skin tingled. His wings, buried so deep, twitched as if waking from a long sleep. A familiar healing itch crept into his leg and his aching shoulder. He looked up to see the mermaid Guardian trailing behind them.

      His magic was back!

      Under his hands, Aurora coughed. Her back arched as her deathly blue lips gasped for air. A couple of gulps, and her breathing settled back into its natural rhythm.

      Relief flooded Jorah. Before he knew what he was doing, he leaned down and kissed her.

      He pulled back, shocked with himself.

      And then her oak-green eyes flew open. Wild as her hair, she raked the faces circling her. “I—I’m alive?”

      “Yes!” Keahr shouted through her tears. She fell down and hugged Aurora. “Thrilled. That’s what we all are.” She dropped a kiss onto Aurora’s lips.

      Aurora patted her hair. “No more than I am, I assure you.” Her voice was as smooth as molten gold. “Now move so I can sit up.”

      Keahr fell back.

      Aurora sat up and frowned. “I feel different. Strong. I can breathe.” She touched her face. “Why?”

      “Jorah!” Arwan shouted. “The Ryferians—they’re here.”

      Jorah lunged to his feet to look. The ships were indeed bearing in on them.

      Aurora clambered to her feet. Her hand flew to her mouth. “There are so many of them. What are we going to do?”

      Jorah’s eyes narrowed to slits. Already changing form, he gave her his best reptilian smile. “We are going to sink the bastards.”

      “Wait.” Fearless, despite the long black talons morphing from his knuckles. “Let me handle this.”

      Longing to unleash a plume of fire at the closest ship, he peered down at her instead. “I love your enthusiasm, but you’ve never used your magic. Leave it to me and my remaining men. We’ll give those Untalented scum a trouncing they will never forget.”

      She backhanded his stomach. “No! Enough people have died today. I will not let you kill every man on those ships.”

      Smoke trailed from the sides of his mouth. “Aurora, they want you dead. They will never stop until they get that.”

      Green eyes adamant, she snapped. “I know that. And I know some will have to die before they stop. But let me deliver that message. If it doesn’t work, then you and your crew can—do whatever you do.”

      Jorah didn’t know whether to be angry or overjoyed at her resolve.

      He waved a claw at the gathering Ryferian ships. “Crew, wait. This I want to see.”

      Everyone on The Nautilus Spray froze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      Aurora expected her hands to tremble the way they always had when she was scared, or tired, or excited . . . or anything. They remained still and steady despite every eye on her.

      With Jorah morphing into a magnificent black dragon with golden scales and feathered plumes trailing his back on one side of her, and Zandor in his centaur form on the other, she dove deep into herself, searching, waiting for . . .

      There it was . . . her magic. It had lain dormant for so long.

      It stirred, answering her call.

      And not a moment too soon. If she was ever to be taken seriously by anyone—especially the dragon circling above the ship—she had to prove that she was more than just an Infirm girl with a loose tongue.

      She snatched at the blossoming within, but it slipped away from her grasp.

      A gentle touch, she told herself.

      Again, she reached in—only to sense fingers reaching back at her from the deep.

      Excitement trilled through her. Careful not to drive them away, she let her mind drift, imagining the water lapping the barnacled hull. Her mind nudged the seaweed drifting below the caravel.

      Come to me, she pleaded to ribbon-like strands.

      The weeds swayed toward her.

      Go away.

      Again, they obeyed.

      She opened her eyes and called out, “Surround the closest ship!” She wasn’t sure if they would obey a verbal command. She wasn’t sure of anything with this new power.

      The water rippled, then bubbled against the sides of the leading Ryferian ship as if it were boiling. Great gouts of water erupted as lengths of seaweed as thick as her limbs burst from the surface like serpents from the deep.

      She threw back her head in wonder. They had obeyed her!

      She turned her focus inward, to the magic humming in her veins like fire. She pushed more of it at the plants, imagining them sliding onto the ship, grasping it like a shell in a fist.

      The plants responded.

      In her mind’s eye, magic, bright as sunlight, flowed unfettered and powerful around her. She pictured weaving it through her fingers, feeling it writhe and dance with her every thought as she controlled the seaweed. It was all she could do not to close her eyes and revel in the power.

      The screams of her countrymen cut her pleasure short.

      Some jumped into the churning water. Others tried desperately to hack away at the seaweed with their swords. But for every bough they cut, three more took its place. More and more men dove off the ship. There, at her command, her weeds ignored them.

      She raised her hands high as a crescendo of magic rushed through her.

      She was a queen. A traitor. A rebel.

      A dryad.

      And she wasn’t going down without a fight.

      She curled her fingers in, folding them into her palms, and wondered what the seaweed would do.

      It closed its fist around the ship. Wood cracked. The last few men on the deck screamed, giving up hope of cutting themselves free.

      “Enough!” she commanded.

      The seaweed sank beneath the sea, taking the broken ship with it.

      The water stilled as the mast, the last visible part, snapped and disappeared under the waves.

      No one moved. Not aboard Jorah’s ship, or the eleven remaining Ryferian ships that came to a halt behind the Guardian line.

      Trembling like a leaf, she yelled at the top of her voice, “Just you wait, Artemis! Enjoy being king while it lasts. I’m coming back for my kingdom!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Raith huddled with Carian on the side of the hill above the mermaid Guardian. Neither of them said anything as the moon cast a ghostly glow on a broken ship wreathed in seaweed. It sank into the inky black.

      Aurora had found her magic.

      Still, the taste of her blood lingered on his tongue. Just enough to drive him insane, but not enough to give him power.

      He closed his eyes. I will find you, little princess, and then I’ll suck each of your friends dry. He clenched his fists. And then I’ll tear into your precious Jorah and take his dragon magic from him, as you watch. And then I will sup on you.

      Carian slapped him on the back. “Come. Time to go back to the city. We have a potion to brew and Magical to reap.”

      Raith stumbled after his brother, ready to drink whatever Carian offered if it gave him what he wanted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifty

        

      

    
    
      Aurora stood on the prow of The Nautilus Spray, watching her homeland, a mere speck of light on the horizon, vanish from view.

      “A new beginning.” Jorah’s low voice.

      A thousand butterflies swooped through her belly at the sound of it. She turned awkwardly to face him, hopelessly aware that she was falling in love with him. Love he didn’t return.

      He had changed back into his human form—and devilishly handsome he was, with his shoulder-length blond hair and powerful body. Heat pooled in her stomach for him. If things had not gone so horribly wrong, they would be married. Now they were just two people locked together on the high seas for the week it would take them to get to Warrendyte. She wasn’t sure she could handle being in such close proximity with Jorah Thalyn and not touch him, kiss him—

      Generally make a fool of myself.

      She swallowed. “A scary beginning, you mean.”

      He stood right next to her. In her personal space. Those butterflies took flight. His blue eyes hooked her, but not like Raith’s had. With Jorah, she could look away at any time. She didn’t want to.

      A small crooked smile. “You delivered that message well, my nymph.”

      His nymph? Another hard swallow to rid her throat of a lump the size of the caravel. She found her voice. “It saddens me that people died.”

      “I know. But they won’t be so keen to go after you again. That is why we use violence.”

      She nodded, far too aware of the blond hair on his arm tickling her skin. “You are quite a sight in dragon form.” She coughed a laugh. “I like it. A lot.”

      He grinned. “Do you now?”

      A shrug. She closed her eyes against her feelings for him. Giving in to them would just lead to heartbreak.

      Time to take control here.

      She fixed him with a sharp gaze. “Will the council in Warrendyte help me?”

      A long sigh from Jorah. “That’s . . . complicated.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I struck a contract with a water fae named Sabrisia that I would kill Raith and then marry you. As king of Ryferia, I would have removed the Guardians. With that done, I could return to Warrendyte a free man. The council would have sent an emissary to manage our interests in Ryferia.”

      He would have just upped and left her? Where was the honor in that?

      He touched her face with a gentle finger. It irked when her skin sent out a thousand delicious shivers. She pulled away, scowling.

      “Don’t look so angry, nymph. I didn’t know you then.”

      “And now?”

      He canted his head. “You don’t ask what will happen now that I didn’t win your hand?”

      She tucked her hands into her sleeves to stop herself from saying, Here, have one.  “No doubt you will tell me.”

      A soft laugh. “Sabrisia can claim my life.”

      Her jaw dropped before she could stop it. “Over my dead body.” She blushed, mortified that she had exposed such raw passion for him.

      His hand touched his heart. “I thank you for your care, but fear not. Sabrisia thinks she can fight against a dragon and win.” A grunt. “She’s a fool who didn’t stipulate a timeframe.”

      “So . . . she won’t harm you?”

      “Which brings us to your quest.”

      Aurora leaned in closer, uncertain how this all fit together.

      He pointed to the sky. “The solstice. From tomorrow, Sabrisia takes over the chair on the Warrendyte council. She will bay for my blood.”

      Aurora closed her eyes again, suddenly exhausted by all the politics she did and didn’t understand. She whispered, “I had hoped Warrendyte would be . . . kinder than Ryferia.”

      A snort. “Fae. They can be arrogant, capricious, and cruel. Too many of them think the sun rises and sets for their personal benefit. Sabrisia is one of the worst. She will hate you for no other reason than that I like you.” He took her hand. “A lot.”

      Her skin tingled even though she wasn’t sure if he meant that Sabrisia would hate her a lot or that he liked her a lot. As his thumb turned small circles on her hand, she figured it was both.

      “So, it is unlikely she will hand me an army?”

      A slow smile. “You forget the parasite. He’s our . . . how can I put this? Our ticket to success.” His face hardened. “His death has merely been delayed, but that will be enough to put a thousand shades of fear into the council in Warrendyte. After he has supped in Ryferia, a dragon will be the only force powerful enough to take him. I am the only dragon left in Warrendyte.”

      It was her turn to sigh. “Who would have imagined an incubus could be an ally—however unwittingly.”

      “Indeed. And don’t forget, no matter what happens, I promised you my sword.” He leaned back against the railing on the prow and looked at her. His steady blue gaze made her blush. He smiled, then brushed a curl off her face. “I find myself conflicted. You are nothing like Lila, yet . . .”

      Her pulse sped up. Hating that she was so needy, she asked, “Yet?”

      “Yet I have an overwhelming need to—” His head dipped, and he brushed her lips with his.

      She gasped.

      He smiled, feathering her lips. She clutched his shirt with both hands to stop from swaying, and also because she wanted to touch him. His stomach was hard beneath her fingers.

      His arm wrapped around her waist. Then a tug, and she was pulled tight to him. His tongue slipped into her mouth. With soft, gentle strokes, he sought hers. She gave it to him, reveling in the taste of him.

      The sweeps became harder, more demanding. She was happy to give him exactly what he asked for. And she took what she wanted—the opportunity to run her hands down his back, to feel his silky, soft skin, such a contrast to the muscles rippling under her fingers.

      A low, bubbling laugh, and then he broke away from her. Still holding her in his arms, he said, “We will take on Warrendyte together.”

      Heart pounding, she smiled back. “We can’t fail.” She faced the east, toward the Pearl Sea, where an unknown isle awaited. Would she find favor there, or would Jorah’s warning about the mysterious Sabrisia prove her undoing?

      Magic nipped at her, a reminder that no matter what she faced, she was a dryad, a powerful one for whom the plants would bend.

      Whatever Sabrisia threw at her, she would be equal to it.

      
        THE END

        Thanks for Reading!
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        The power to bring someone back to life is trapped inside him.

      

      At six months old, Thomas speaks in sentences.

      At one year old, he figures out how to stop his runny nose by shutting down his secretion glands.

      At two, he can tell when a cold is coming and head it off with the exact dose necessary of vitamin C.

      At three, he startles his parents with the memory of his birth.

      At four, Thomas discovers Crichton and Cornwell, and asks for medical texts for his birthday.

      At five, Thomas regulates his autonomic nervous system when he is anxious or frightened. He puts himself into a stupor several times before he figures out the proper balance for his body.

      At six, he discovers he can heal wounds by producing platelets and deliberately growing new skin cells. He calls up adrenaline and floods his body with it to win a race. He grows his hair back when his mom insists on a dreaded buzz cut that makes his ears stand out like flags waving in a breeze.

      

      But being able to control his entire body can’t help Thomas with everything. It can’t help his mom, who dies in a car crash two days before his dad is redeployed in the Navy. It can’t help him connect with his grandma, who he’s met twice in his life and comes to stay with him after the accident. It can’t help him make friends.

      

      Though he has the intellect of a man, Thomas has the yearnings of a six-year-old boy to bring his mother back to life. He has the power, but it’s trapped inside his own body. NERVOUS SYSTEM is a novel about how far we will go to get what we want, and just because we can, doesn’t always mean we should.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Sometimes I get distracted.

      I’m sniffing the eraser on the end of my pencil. It has a sweet, gummy scent, untainted by graphite, factory fresh. The pencil itself is only about three inches long, used for eight school days now, and sharpened to a near-perfect point each morning when I enter the classroom and hone it with the electric sharpener on Mrs. Gardener’s desk. I am the only student she allows to use the sharpener without asking her first.

      The smell reminds me of the first time Mom taught me to hold a pencil and write my name. I sniffed the eraser then, too, but that time I also chewed it. I don’t recommend doing that. Erasers have no taste.

      Abbey scents my moments of distraction like a mosquito scenting sweet flesh. She goes in for the sting before I can swat her, grabbing the red crayon on my desk and throwing it at my head. She’s only a foot away from me, but I duck smoothly, and the crayon sails into the dry erase board on the wall behind me, landing in the metal tray beneath it with a ping. Abbey giggles while I scowl at her.

      “Abigail!” Mrs. Gardener says sharply. “We do not throw things in class. Move your clothespin to blue, please. You‘ll have to miss recess.”

      Thank God the little heathen is missing recess. Maybe I’ll try to get in a game of handball. As long as she isn’t there to torture me, the other kids will probably let me play.

      “Here you go, Thomas.” Mrs. Gardener stands over me, holding out my red crayon. I take it from her with a small smile.

      “You know, when people tease us, it’s only because they like us a lot and don’t know how to tell us.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. G,” I whisper, “but sometimes a bully is just a bully.”

      I hear her sigh.

      I place my pencil neatly inside my pencil box, snap it shut, and place the box in my desk. I bend back over my worksheet and continue to color all the pictures of things that begin with the letter “R” in red.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      It’s my turn to bring a book to school to share. I have to read it out loud.

      Unable—or maybe unwilling—to make a choice, I run my hands back over the books on my shelf. Foundation, Friday, Neuromancer, Misery, Odd Thomas, Dune, all of Tolkien’s works. I know that none of them are appropriate. I need Dr. Seuss, but the closest thing I have is J.K. Rowling.

      Where the hell (language!) are all the children’s books? I know I didn’t come out of the womb reading Heinlein and Herbert.

      I follow the sound of music into the kitchen. Mom kneels before the open fridge, swiping out one of the drawers with a sponge. Depeche Mode’s “Just Can’t Get Enough” plays softly enough from her iPod dock on the counter that I can hear Mom’s pitchy hums clearly. I stand behind her and belt out the lyrics.

      Mom startles and clutches her chest.

      I laugh. “Where are all my children’s books?”

      “All your books are on your bookshelf,” she says, going back to her wiping.

      Depeche Mode tells me I’m a rainbow. “No, I mean books for kids. Young readers.”

      She finally stops wiping and blinks at me. “Why do you want those?”

      “I have to bring a book to share with the class. I need something for them.”

      “Oh.” Mom smiles, shuts the drawer, and stands. She closes the fridge and turns the radio off. “I can take you to the library.”

      “That’s fine,” I say, “but where are all my old kids’ books? I know I remember reading them, but I can’t recall where they went.”

      Mom’s brow furrows. She pitches the sponge into the sink and puts a hand on my shoulder. “I have boxes of them in the garage. I thought you were done with them.”

      I blow out a breath, relieved that my memory is correct and, once upon a time, I read picture books and rhyming stanzas. “Can we get them out?” I ask.

      Mom nods and we enter the garage.

      I never noticed all the boxes before. Plastic bins in muted colors of blues, greens, and beige, each labeled with black marker, line all three sides of the garage, continuing up into the rafters where someone laid plywood for extra storage.

      I read the labels of the bins at my eye level. Most of them contain things from my past.

      “Thomas Year 1”

      “Thomas Year 2”

      “Thomas Year 2, #2”

      “Matchbox Cars”

      “Blocks”

      “Thomas Year 5, #6”

      “Grandma Ruth’s China”

      “Why do you keep all this stuff?” I ask her.

      She laughs. “For you. So you can have it one day. And so that your kids can have it.”

      “Wow,” I say. “Is there a system?”

      She laughs again. “Not really, but I’ve been pretty good about labeling. And I know where most of the stuff is.”

      Mom walks to the back wall of the garage where the bins are stacked four high and pulls on a bin from the top row. It’s too heavy for her to handle, and it crashes to the ground with a thump.

      “Sucker’s heavy,” she gasps. “Let’s open it here.”

      Mom lifts off the lid, and we both bend over the bin.

      “Magic Tree House,” she says. “Would one of those work?”

      Forty or fifty Magic Tree House books are stuffed into the bin. I begin to unload them.

      “No. No chapter books. I need a picture book or early reader.” I stack the dog-eared books in teetering piles beside the bin.

      “Why do you need a picture book if you can read something more advanced? Honestly, Thomas, you don’t have to hide.”

      “I’m not hiding,” I mumble. “I’m fitting in.”

      This is a familiar argument, and one Mom knows she can’t win. Wisely, she gives up and digs into the bin.

      “Here. This was one of your favorites.” She hands me Noah’s Ark, a picture book by Jan Brett. I take it and flip through the pages.

      “I did love this one,” I say. “The illustrations are breathtaking. But nope. Won’t work.” I pitch it to the floor.

      “Why not?” Mom asks.

      “Separation of church and state. No sense bringing a religious book to school. The last thing I need is to be labeled that Bible-thumping nut.”

      “You’re being ridiculous,” Mom says, and I suspect she’s right. But too bad. I refuse to give my teacher and classmates any more ammunition against me.

      I dive back into the bin and pull out the five or six books that are left. On top is Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day by Judith Viorst.

      “This is perfect,” I say, holding the book up for Mom to see.

      She smiles. “Let’s put the rest back, then.”

      “Wait,” I say, and Mom raises an eyebrow at me. “Can we put these back on my bookshelf in my room?”

      “Why? We don’t have much shelf space as it is.”

      “You can always give away your Susan Elizabeth Phillips collection to make more room.”

      Mom narrows her eyes at me. “Not on your life, buster.”

      I laugh. “Can I keep them out, please?”

      Mom softens and throws an arm around my tiny shoulders. “Of course. But why?”

      “I just want to feel normal,” I say.

      She looks away, sniffles, and grabs a handful of books. “Let’s go, then.”
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* * *

      I finish my reading of the book and close the cover.

      The class erupts into cheers and wild applause.

      Actually, no, they don’t. They sit there in silence, glaring at me, until Marco Vincetti yells out from the back, “I don’t get it. What’s Australia?”

      Mrs. Gardener gently pushes me from the stool in front of the class and guides me back to my desk.

      “Australia is a country on the other side of the world. The boy in the book, Alexander, threatens to run away there when he’s having a tough day.” She moves to the world map tacked on the wall and points. “Here is Australia. And here we are, in California, in the United States. Quite far apart. Thank you, Thomas, for sharing your book. That was some amazing reading.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Any other questions, class?” she asks.

      “Why don’t they want black shoes?” Abbey asks without raising her hand. “Nobody wants white shoes with blue stripes. Those are stupid.”

      “Abigail, we don’t call other people’s choices stupid. They are just different,” Mrs. Gardener says.

      I know I should keep quiet, but I can’t. I turn in my seat to look at Abbey. “Actually, white tennis shoes with blue stripes were very popular when this book was written. They didn’t even make black ones back then.”

      “Sure they did,” Abbey says, but I can hear a bit of doubt in her voice.

      “Nope. They also wore socks with colored stripes. The boys would pull their socks up, almost to their knees, so people could see the stripes on them.”

      “No!” Abbey says with a sneer. “Only girls wear knee socks.”

      “Not then.”

      “That must have been like a hundred years ago,” she says.

      “About forty years ago,” I say.

      Seeing an opportunity, Mrs. Gardener jumps in. “How much is forty?” she asks. “Who can count to forty by fives?”

      I tune out. I slide my sketchpad out of my desk and into my lap. I sketch a little girl with ratty braids, lip comically curled, saying, “No!”

      It’s a damn good picture.
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* * *

      As soon as I get in the car, it hits me.

      “I need vitamin C, Mom,” I say by way of greeting, and she pulls away from the school curb and into traffic.

      “You want a pill or some orange juice?” she asks.

      “I’ll just take a couple pills. Maybe 500 milligrams. I had a stressful day.”

      “Oh,” Mom says. “Did the book not go over well?”

      I sigh. “It was fine. I just worked myself up quite a bit about it.”

      Mom pulls into our driveway and we head for the house. We enter the kitchen, and Mom pours me a glass of milk and takes out a bottle of vitamin C from our pill cabinet.

      “Is this all you need?” she asks, tapping two large horse pills into her palm.

      I sip my milk and swallow. “For now. I’m a little low on iron, too. Have any liver for dinner?”

      Mom hands me the pills, screws the cap back on the bottle, and grimaces. “No way, José.”

      “Fine. Beef, then.”

      “Done,” she says. She leans back on the counter and smiles at me.  “Do you remember the first time you swallowed a pill?”

      I raise an eyebrow at her over my milk glass.

      “Of course you do. Anyway, the pill wouldn’t go down, and you gagged, spewing milk out your mouth and nose all over the bathroom floor.”  She laughs and hugs me. “You just stood there, two little drips of milk sliding from your nostrils, and do you remember what you said?”

      I don’t say anything.

      “‘Well, at least we know my gag reflex works.’” She says “weflex” instead of reflex, because at the time, I couldn’t pronounce my Rs very well.

      “One for the memory book,” I say.

      “Oh, you,” Mom says, tapping me on the nose with her finger. “Even when you were one year old, you were so worried. You thought you’d be sick forever if you couldn’t get that pill down your throat.”

      I move away from Mom and sit at the kitchen table, twirling my milk glass around and around in my hand.

      “Do you think it’s unnatural?” I ask. Twirl, twirl, twirl.

      Mom is scrubbing the sink. “What’s unnatural?”

      “Me. Knowing what I know.”

      “How can it be unnatural?” she asks. “You came by it naturally.”

      “I suppose, but most people can’t do it.”

      “Most people can’t play piano like Mozart, either, but I wouldn’t call those that can unnatural. It’s another ability. Another blessing.”

      I nod and sip some more milk. It’s another ability, for sure. But a blessing? The jury’s still out on that one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      Mom and I sit in the principal’s office with Mrs. Gardener. My teacher has spread copies of my various test results over the table in front of us. Mom barely gives them a glance.

      “I thought this was a goal-setting conference,” Mom says.

      Principal Wasserman and Mrs. Gardener exchange a look. My principal speaks.

      “It is, Mrs. Van Zandt. As you know, Thomas is exceptional. When we run across…we don’t usually run across students like Thomas, at least not without some warning.”

      Mom smiles serenely. If the principal is trying to scold her, it has no effect. My eyes dart between them.

      “I assume you’ve had him tested?”

      “For what?” Mom says.

      “According to Mrs. Gardener, Thomas is a genius. He should be tested for his IQ. And for autism.”

      Mom guffaws. “Autism? Seriously?”

      Principal Wasserman sits straighter in her chair. “No need to take offense,” she says. “These things often go hand in hand.”

      “Offense?” Mom says. “I’m not offended. I’m stunned at your—”

      “Mom.” I place a hand on her arm to stop her. She shuts her mouth and looks down at me. “She’s correct. There are similarities. Many people with high IQs can be placed on the autism spectrum.”

      The corner of Mom’s mouth quirks up. And Principal Wasserman’s mouth drops open—I’ve never spoken in her presence before. I assume all her information on me comes from Mrs. Gardener. I’m used to getting the open mouth from adults who meet me for the first time.

      “Actually,” I say, settling back in my chair and swinging my legs, “there’s an interesting article in Scientific American pointing out the similarities between so-called geniuses and psychopaths. You know, like the Unabomber and other serial killers. They have very little emotion and are more objective than the average person. Geniuses are this way. It allows them to notice details that others overlook, to come up with out-of-the-box solutions. But I hesitate to categorize myself like that. I mean, there’s no evidence I’m a genius. I haven’t cured cancer or invented some new high-tech gadget. I haven’t started a business, or led a revolution. I mean, I’m only six. I know a lot of stuff, sure. I’d probably do okay on an IQ test. But genius needs to be demonstrated, not tested. And autism? Research is sketchy, but it’s characterized by problems with social interaction and communication skills. Arguably, I have such problems, but since I’ve never been in school before or been around children my age, I think I’d like to wait to be tested. If it’s okay with you.”

      “You’d like to, uh, wait?” my principal manages to say.

      Mom squints her eyes at me, my signal to pipe down. “Obviously, I’ve known that Thomas is advanced for a long time. I didn’t put him in preschool or kindergarten because I felt I could help him more at home, catering specifically to his needs. But he’s right—I cannot teach social interaction unless he has a society to interact with. He needs to be here.”

      “And an IQ test? So we know what we’re dealing with?”

      Mom shakes her head. “I really don’t see the need. We know he’s bright. Let’s assume he’d do well. What does that change?”

      Principal Wasserman sighs. “The classroom will not meet his needs. He’d be better off at a private school or with tutors. If we had solid test scores, he would be eligible for university programs, scholarships, even studies.”

      Mom’s eyes narrow. “No tests. And private anything isn’t in the cards for us. My husband is deployed, and I’m basically a single parent for the time being. I need your help.”

      My teacher and principal exchange another look, and Mrs. Gardener shrugs.

      Mom continues, “So is this meeting really about railroading me into taking my son out of school?”

      “No, of course not,” Mrs. Gardener says. But we know she’s not the authority in the room. All of us look at Principal Wasserman.

      I decide to play my trump card. “My father is a member of the SEAL teams, in the United States Navy. He’s a captain. And he’s on the front lines. We worry about him a lot.”

      Principal Wasserman takes in a sharp breath and her face softens. “That’s amazing, Thomas. You must be proud of him.”

      I nod.

      “I didn’t know…the SEALs…you’re dealing with a lot of stress for a six-year-old.”

      I shrug. “It would be nice to have a few friends to talk to. You know.”

      She nods sagely, as if in perfect understanding. “Do you not have any close friends yet?”

      I swallow hard and try to make a joke. “Abbey threw a crayon at my head the other day.”

      Mrs. Gardener smiles, but no one else does.

      “Okay then, here it is.” Principal Wasserman selects a piece of paper from the mess on the table and pulls out a pen. “Your primary goal for this semester is to make one close friend.” She writes as much on the paper under the comments heading.  “Even though you have reached all the first-grade academic goals, and though your mother is in charge on that front, we are still an academic institution, and I cannot let you get away without any academic goals whatsoever. Ladies,” she says, “and gentleman, of course, what say you?”

      “Thomas?” Mom asks me, and I appreciate it.

      “Well, I have a little anxiety…I mean, it’s not much to speak of, really, but it might be considered an area in which I need some improvement…”

      Mom pokes me.

      “Public speaking. I don’t like it. Makes me nervous.”

      “Excellent,” Principal Wasserman says, scribbling some more on the paper. “What else?”

      “How about anatomy?” Mom says. “You’re very interested in the human body.” She winks at me, so that I’m the only one who can see her.

      “I like that,” the principal says. “How about learning the bones of the body?”

      “I know all 206 bones,” I say, “but I have been planning to do some research on the nervous system. How about that?”

      “How about we tie the two things together?” Mrs. Gardener says. “You make me an outline about the nervous system with nine major topics. And each week, you can give the class a speech about what you’ve learned. You can be the teacher that day.”

      “Really?” I ask. “I can teach the class?”

      “As long as you use words they’ll understand,” she says, smiling.

      “What about his homework?” Mom asks. “It’s fine with me if you want him to do the assigned work, but can I give him work of his own?”

      The three of them launch into a discussion of curriculum, areas where Mom can give me harder homework, and how she and Mrs. Gardener can collaborate to make sure I’m learning.

      I’m not really listening.

      I’m thinking about the nervous system and how to present it in nine succinct lectures.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      Dad comes home today, Flight 227 United Airlines, arriving at 11:09 AM.

      Mom lets me stay home from school.

      I finish vacuuming my room for the third time, and I wrestle the behemoth thing back down the hall and into the closet of the laundry room. I have to wipe the sweat from my brow, the damn vacuum’s so heavy.

      I grab two rags from the laundry cabinet, along with the Pledge, and head back to my room. I spray every exposed piece of wood I can reach and wipe and wipe some more.

      My room smells lemony fresh.

      I think about reorganizing my books alphabetically, but Mom calls out to me instead.

      “Thomas! Time to go!”

      I snatch up the dirty rags and can of polish and rush out.
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* * *

      Mom says she used to be able to meet her parents at the gate and watch them step out of the airplane tunnel.

      I wish we could do that now, but since I support the extra security at the airport in light of 9/11 and other terrorist threats, I have no room to argue.

      So we stay in the car and circle John Wayne Airport, waiting for Dad to appear outside of baggage claim. On our third pass, I spot him.

      He cuts an imposing figure. Standing 6’4” tall, muscular without looking like the Hulk, he leans forward on his duffel bag, world-weary yet strong. He’s wearing clean fatigues, “Van Zandt” stitched across the breast, but the “Z” is gone, a ragged hole replacing it.

      Mom gasps, and I know she’s seen the hole.

      She pulls over directly in front of him—even though it’s crowded, no car has claimed that space, whether out of deference for his uniform or in caution of the dangerous-looking man, I’m not sure—and Dad leans in my window as I lower it.

      “Hey, Champ,” he says.

      “Dad!” I unbuckle my seatbelt as fast as my stubby fingers allow and throw the door open. Dad steps back just in time to avoid me clocking his kneecap.

      I hurl myself into his arms. Dad sighs into my neck.

      “You smell like french fries,” he says, chuckling. “I could use some of that.”

      Mom is standing a few paces away on the curb, waving a McDonald’s bag in his direction.

      “Big Mac, super-size fries, Coke extra ice,” she says.

      Dad releases me, kisses the top of my head, and moves to Mom.

      “I knew I married you for a reason,” he says.

      “Wasn’t for my cooking,” she says.

      The bag rustles as Dad envelopes her. I see her eyes close, her face buried in his collar, hear Dad sigh the sigh of homecoming.

      Then the ritual begins.

      “You smell of salty grease, Cherry Blossom body spray, warm nights…” he catches his breath, “…cool sheets, promises.”

      Mom speaks through her sobs. “You smell like dust, sweat, victory and defeat, hope…and promises.”

      They pull back at the same moment and draw back together as though one is a magnet, the other iron. Their lips meet, almost a smack, but they’ve done this too many times to mess it up. They mold and then they meld.

      I smile.

      Dad’s home.
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* * *

      We cuddle up in Mom and Dad’s bed, Mom and I resting our heads on Dad’s shoulders. He has an arm around each of us, and it takes Mom about two minutes to start snoring.

      For her, the difficult part is over. Dad is home, he’s alive, there’s nothing else to worry about.

      It’s not that simple for us guys.

      I can feel Dad’s weariness radiating from every muscle in his body. I can feel his tension, too, coiled within those muscles, ready to spring to action at a moment’s notice.

      “Dad, what’s it like in Afghanistan?” I ask him.

      Dad isn’t moving, but I feel him go still.

      “Why do you think I was in Afghanistan?”

      “I haven’t heard of any special ops in North Korea, except for those documentary people taken hostage, and I don’t think they’d waste you on that assignment.”

      “There are special ops going on all over the world,” he says.

      “Probably,” I say.

      He sighs. “It sucks. It just flat out freaking sucks.”

      I giggle.

      “I’m glad to be home, Thomas. You’ve grown.”

      I lift my head and look at him. “I have. Three and a quarter inches in the last fourteen months. Plus I’m gearing up for a growth spurt. Mom’s gonna have to buy more milk.”

      Dad chuckles. “She buy you that Wii yet?”

      The last time I Skyped Dad, about three months ago, he told Mom to buy me a Wii. She said it wasn’t in the budget, but maybe I’d get one for Christmas. They argued about money. Apparently, Mom’s been living off Dad’s regular paychecks, and saving up all his hazard pay in a special trust for me. Dad said he’d earned the right to spend the hazard pay on me now. Mom didn’t agree.

      “Not yet. Christmas.”

      “We’re buying one tomorrow. I want to play MarioKart with you.”

      Dad and I have never played video games together. We play poker when he’s home, and he makes sure that we hit the batting cages, and he even taught me how to drop kick a soccer ball. But Mom doesn’t like me in front of the television.

      “Mom might not be too happy about that,” I say.

      “She’ll come around. Every kid should play video games. She can even play with us.”

      I try to imagine Mom playing a video game, but my imagination won’t go further than her turning the television on.

      “Maybe we should just wait. You’re not the one who has to live with her.”

      I immediately regret my words, but there’s no way to snatch them out of the air and stuff them back in my mouth. Dad stiffens and pulls me tighter against him. I lay my head back down, and it bobs up and down with Dad’s stoic sobs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      Dad’s been home for three days, and it’s been the best three days of my life. No school, no Abbey, no schedules at all. Just the three of us, sleeping late, wearing pajamas until noon, eating ice cream and pancakes and Dad’s favorites treats for dinner.

      It can’t last. I know that. I go back to school tomorrow, and I know that without me home as a buffer, as the object of my parents’ attention, things will begin to get tense. I’m dreading it.

      My parents love each other. I don’t doubt that. But there’s a dynamic to our lives that becomes unbalanced when Dad gets home after being away for a while.

      I don’t expect you to understand unless you have a parent in the military. See, when Dad’s gone, Mom and I have our routines. We have our rituals. We get to decide how we spend our time, what we want to eat, when we want to go to bed (or Mom decides, at least). Then suddenly there’s a new person in the mix, someone who is used to giving orders rather than taking them. Someone whose own routine is the complete opposite of ours, someone who likes things a certain way. He’s not wrong. I know Dad has to do things a certain way just to survive. It’s just that it’s different.

      And keep in mind, he’s only home for a month. We have to wiggle and shift and compromise and make room for this gigantic personality, and quite suddenly, he’ll leave us again. And we’ll have to go back to our pre-Dad routines, trying to fill the void of his absence.

      It’s tough. Glorious, and tough, all at the same time.

      Dad hasn’t had a month of leave in over three years. Usually he just has a week. I wonder why he suddenly has this chunk of downtime—maybe the hole in his uniform has something to do with it.

      So three and a half more weeks, and Dad’s taking the opportunity to do things he’s never done before. Like visit me at school. He’s actually going to spend an entire day in my class with me, helping out. I have mixed feelings about it. I like that he won’t be out of my sight, and I like that my mom will have some time to herself. I don’t like the possible repercussions of having my “daddy” around for a whole school day. I cannot predict how the other kids will react. Dad’s pretty cool, so it could be good. Or it could be disastrous for me.

      Dad hasn’t exercised since he’s been back, probably a record for him. So we decide to walk to school. He holds my tiny hand in his large one, and he quizzes me about school as we stroll.

      “So tell me about your friends,” he says.

      “Um, there are twenty-six kids in my class,” I say, hedging. “In alphabetical order, there’s Abigail, Brian, Britney, Casey—”

      “That’s nice,” he says, “but I’ll never remember them all. Tell me about the ones you play with. Your close friends.”

      “Look at that,” I say, pointing to a bush growing beside us. “Honeysuckle. Can you smell it?”

      Dad squeezes my hand a little too tight—he doesn’t know his own strength, like I do. “Thomas,” he says.

      I sigh. “I’m not too close with any of the kids,” I admit. “I don’t have much in common with them.”

      Dad knows that, but I don’t think he expected me to be a loner. He doesn’t call me on it, though.

      “Well, who are the nice kids, then?” he asks.

      “Tessa,” I say, a little too quickly. And Dad flashes me a grin.

      “She cute?”

      “In that girl-next-door kinda way,” I say. “She wears glasses, which I’m quite fond of. They make her green eyes look like stars twinkling in her face. Blonde hair to her shoulders. Sprinkle of freckles across her nose. Cute.”

      Dad chuckles. “And she’s nice? Smart?”

      “The best reader in our class after me. And when Abbey called me a freak a couple of weeks ago, she told Abbey to shut up.”

      “Some kid called you a freak?” Dad asks. His voice is tight with anger, and I realize my mistake.

      “Oh, I, it’s no big deal. I did something stupid. It’s over.”

      “You are not a freak. You need to stand up for yourself, Thomas, or people will run right over you.”

      I study the sidewalk. “I know that. I do stand up. I do.”

      “This Abbey. Is that the only incident you’ve had with her?”

      “No, sir,” I whisper. I think furiously, trying to come up with a way to diffuse this situation. I do not want my father confronting Abbey.

      “Hmm,” he says, swinging our arms between us. “Well, there’s an idiot in every bunch. We’ll see if we can knock some sense into her.”

      I grimace, but hide it from Dad. I’m not sure what his idea of “knocking some sense” into Abbey might entail.
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* * *

      We line up outside of class at the bell, and Dad senses the potential awkwardness of the day, I think. He hovers off to the side at the back of the line, as if he doesn’t even know me. I don’t know whether to be hurt or grateful.

      After we settle into our seats, Mrs. Gardener takes roll, and then she motions Dad to the front of the class. He walks straight and proud to her side, dwarfing her by a good foot.

      “Class, this is Captain Van Zandt, Thomas’s father. He is an officer in the Navy, and often travels around the world for his job, keeping us and our country safe. He’s been gone for a long time, and he hasn’t had a chance to see our school or to visit Thomas’s class before, so he will be staying with us today to help out.”

      Abbey leans over her desk toward me. “Your dad doesn’t want to be around you, either,” she whispers a little too loudly.

      I’m stunned. If Dad hadn’t been there, I’d be bawling. But I simply clench my fists and ignore her.

      Mrs. Gardener is still talking—she missed Abbey’s remark. But I finally calm myself enough to look up, and I see Dad’s face, glued to Abbey’s. She’s oblivious. I’m the only one who realizes that the most dangerous man I’ve ever known has just targeted an enemy.

      There’s a bit of silence, then Dad clears his throat. “May I say a few words, Mrs. Gardener?”

      She smiles at him. “Of course.”

      Dad smiles for the class, and I squirm in my seat. Dad quells me with a sharp look. “I’m excited to be here today. My job is pretty dangerous, and it’s nice to be in a place where I feel safe. All of you are very lucky to be here, and to have such a nice school and a nice teacher. I spent the last year in a country where a lot of the kids don’t go to school at all.”

      Tessa raises her hand, and as it attracts my dad’s attention, I can see that he recognizes her from my description. “Yes?” he asks gently.

      “How do the kids learn if they don’t go to school?” she asks.

      “That’s a great question,” he says. “The answer is, they don’t learn. They don’t know how to read. They don’t know that places like this classroom exist.”

      Abbey blurts out without raising her hand. “They can just play all day. I want to go there.”

      Dad frowns. “I don’t think you do,” he says. “Because the people don’t learn, they don’t know how to do things. There aren’t many doctors, or dentists, or lawyers, or teachers. Many people are sick. They don’t know how to make money. They are very poor. They don’t have time to play all day—they are too busy trying to find food, trying to survive.”

      “Can’t they just go to the grocery store?” Abbey asks.

      “They don’t have grocery stores like we do. The land there is too dry for most food to grow. And you need money to buy food. Most of the people don’t have real jobs to make money. They have some skills—maybe like sewing—and so they trade their sewing skills for the things they need. But it’s never enough. Without basic education, the people don’t know how to do much.”

      The class is silent as they take that in. Dad clears his throat again. “But anyway, I want you to know how lucky you are. I’m happy to be here.”

      “Any other questions?” Mrs. Gardener asks us.

      Marco yells out, “Do you carry guns and stuff? Did you shoot anybody?”

      The class seems to hold its breath as it waits for an answer.

      Dad looks at Mrs. Gardener, who shrugs. “Yes, I am soldier, and we carry guns when we’re working. We don’t go around shooting people, though. We just try to keep everyone safe.”

      “But have you ever had to shoot anybody?” Marco asks.

      Dad goes still. I watch him prepare a lie, but Mrs. Gardener saves him.

      “Marco, let’s give Captain Van Zandt a break. He’s on vacation. And it’s time to go over the calendar.”

      Dad and Mrs. G exchange a smile, and she seats him at her desk while she starts class. I wish she hadn’t interrupted. It would be very useful to me for Abbey to know exactly how many men my father has killed.
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* * *

      We are dismissed to attend to our reading centers. Monday is a free day, so we can pick whatever center we want.

      A lot of the kids wander over to Alphabet Bingo. Boring. Even in kindergarten, identifying letters would have been easy for most of the kids in my class. I cannot understand why they all want to play such a mindless game.

      If I don’t want to play bingo, I can choose Rhyming Poems, Sentence Writing, or a phonics game on the computer. Three kids have already claimed the computers, so I decide to write a poem. Maybe the fact that Tessa is sitting at the poetry table by herself has something to do with my choice.

      I sit beside Tessa, grab a blank lined piece of paper and pencil, and select a card from the top of a pile. The card says, “MAT.” Mrs. G really knows how to challenge us with rhymes.

      “What did you get?” Tessa asks me, leaning into my shoulder to look at my card. Dad sits beside me, perched uncomfortably on the tiny blue plastic chair. I’m surprised it hasn’t collapsed under his weight.

      I want to be close to her, but my body moves away from hers involuntarily. Unfortunately, nothing my body does is involuntarily.

      “Mat,” I say, my voice a little too high. “What about you?”

      “Cat,” she says, holding out her card to me. “We rhyme!”

      I nod. It’s all I can manage with her so close.

      “Maybe we can write a poem together,” she says.

      I look at Dad, who’s grinning. He nods at me. I turn back to Tessa.

      “That would…yeah. Great.”

      “I’ll go first,” she says. She sticks the eraser end of her pencil in her mouth and thinks. Then she bends over her paper, writing. “Silly, silly cat,” she reads to me.

      I write her first line on my paper.

      “Silly, silly cat,” I say. Then I write as I say out loud, “Playing with yarn on a mat.”

      Tessa giggles. “Good one.” She writes the second line.

      “Run or you will get fat!” she says, laughing.

      I laugh, too. “Be quick and catch the rat.”

      We grin at each other and finish writing our poems.

      Dad applauds softly. “Very nice,” he says. “Good teamwork.”

      Tessa looks at Dad and her eyes glitter behind her glasses.

      “Thomas is the smartest kid I ever met,” she tells him. “And I have three older brothers, and he’s smarter than all of them.”

      “I’m not smarter than older brothers,” I say, but Tessa just nods her head.

      “You are. Matty can’t remember his multiplication tables, and I can read better than Sam, and you read better than me. I saw you read a chapter book.” Her eyes are wide with awe. She leans over as if to share a secret with us. “And you don’t like Abbey and neither do I,” she whispers. “She’s a meanie.”

      I would probably have agreed with her if Dad weren’t here, but my parents don’t like me to speak ill of others. “I thought you had play dates with Abbey,” I whisper back to her.

      She shudders. “My mom babysits her sometimes. She bit the fingers off my Barbie doll.”

      Dad and I exchange a glance, and I cannot tell from his expression what he wants me to say.

      “Well,” I say carefully, “maybe my mom could talk to your mom, and you could come over to my house on the days Abbey has to come over.” I hold my breath, uncertain of her reaction.

      “Really?” she says. “I could see your house?”

      I nod. “I don’t have any Barbies, but we could do a puzzle, maybe. Or eat ice cream. Or…” I can’t think of anything else at our house that might interest her.

      “Do you have Legos?” she asks. “I love Legos.”

      “I do.”

      “My brothers got the Harry Potter castle, but they wouldn’t let me help them build it.”

      “I’ll tell you what,” Dad says. “I’ll buy you guys the Harry Potter castle, and when you come over, Tessa, the two of you can build it.”

      “Really?” Tessa says with a grin.

      “Really,” he says, winking at her. Tessa giggles.

      I want to tell Dad that the Hogwarts Castle is close to a hundred dollars, and maybe he should wait and ask Mom’s permission to buy it. But I’m grinning too hard to speak.

      I have a friend.
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* * *

      “I think they’re a bit messy,” I say as we walk hand in hand home from school. “I’ll have to sort them. Do you think I should sort them by color? Or maybe by shape? Probably by shape, size, and color would be best, but I don’t have enough bins for that. Of course, color isn’t really all that important. If I’ve got the Legos sorted by shape, we can just reach in and choose the color we want.”

      I’m babbling, and Dad’s listening to me politely. I’m sure he doesn’t care one way or the other whether or not my Legos are sorted before my play date with Tessa.

      “I should also dust my bookshelf. I dusted right before you came home, but you know how our house is. The dust just accumulates. What if she has allergies? I wouldn’t want to aggravate them.”

      Dad chuckles, breaking his silence.

      “What?” I ask.

      “The house is perfectly clean, Thomas.”

      “Yes, but it can always be better. I don’t want her to think we’re dirtbags.”

      Dad laughs. “Most six-year-olds don’t think about that stuff, Thomas. Stop worrying.”

      “I’ve never had a friend over before,” I say.

      Dad stops walking and I pause beneath him. “Never?”

      I shake my head.

      “Well, you were being selective, then,” he says diplomatically. We start walking again. “I think you made a great choice for your first friend.”

      “You do?” I ask, because Dad’s opinion is very important to me.

      “Yep. She’s a keeper. And cute, too. You were right.”

      I smile.

      “Thank you for talking to Tessa’s mom,” I say. “You charmed her.”

      “I did, didn’t I?”

      I pull on his hand. “Let’s speed up. Tessa will be over in an hour, and those Lego bins really need some attention.”

      Dad chuckles again, puts his hands around my waist, and hoists me up to his shoulders. He breaks into a jog.

      “Time’s a-wastin’,” he says.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Thomas!”

      “What?”

      I look away from the mirror to stare at Mom, who’s yelling at me from the doorway of the bathroom. She looks panicked.

      “Are you okay?” She stands beside me and smooths a hand over the top of my head.

      “Sorry. How long were you trying to get my attention?”

      “About thirty seconds,” she says.

      I sigh and lean into the mirror to study my eyes. The pupils have constricted back to normal. I straighten up and turn towards her.

      “I was just regulating.”

      Mom’s expression softens. “You’re that nervous, huh?”

      I shrug. “I was sweating, my heart was galloping in my chest, and my pupils looked like saucers. I was afraid if I kept it up, I’d smell like b.o.”

      “Six-year-olds don’t smell when they sweat,” Mom says.

      “Why take the chance?” I say. “And besides, I was starting to feel like I needed to vomit. I do not want to vomit in front of Tessa.”

      “Good thinking,” Mom says. “Everything… regulated?”

      “Parasympathetic has kicked in,” I say, nodding. “I’m good.”

      “Excellent.” Mom guides me out the door. “‘Cause she’s here.”
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* * *

      Tessa and her mother are hovering awkwardly just inside the front door.

      “Hi, Thomas!” Tessa says, giving me a wave.

      I wave back. “Hello, Tessa. Welcome to my home.”

      Tessa’s mom laughs. “Well, aren’t you a polite young man?”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Halter,” I say. We smile at each other.

      “It looks like you’re in good hands, Tessa.” She plants a kiss on Tessa’s head and turns to Mom. “What time should I be back?”

      “How about 5:30?” Mom says. “That’ll give them a couple hours to play.”

      “Great. I’ll see you then.” And Mrs. Halter leaves.

      Tessa and I stare at each other.

      Mom tries to get the ball rolling. “Thomas, you said that Tessa likes Legos. Why don’t you show her what you’re building?”

      I shake my head, trying to clear the fog. I may have overcompensated for my nerves earlier—I feel like falling asleep.

      “I would be honored to show you my collection,” I say to Tessa.

      She giggles.

      God, I’m an idiot. I can’t even be normal at home.

      I turn without another word and head to our playroom. It’s a big space, originally an enclosed patio, so there’s lots of sunlight and great views of the yard. Mom insists that all my toys stay out here so I don’t clutter up the rest of the house.

      Thankfully, Tessa follows me. As soon as we enter, she brushes by me and runs to the far end of the room, where I’ve created a giant marble contraption, with twisty slides, teeter-totters for the marbles to activate, and even a bucket with a pulley system.

      “What is this?” Tessa asks, eyeing the thing.

      I grab my jar of marbles from the bookshelf on the wall and hand it to her. “Marble contraption. It starts here,” I say, pointing to a slide at the top right. “Drop a marble in.”

      She selects a large blue and white marble and drops it in.

      “Cool,” she whispers as the marble slides and drops.

      Tessa watches me watching the marble.

      “Did you build this by yourself?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re more smarter than I thought.”

      I beam.

      Tessa wanders over to the bookshelf and peruses the contents. I keep most of my fiction in my room, and the books out here are mostly reference. She selects a large hardback on mummies and flips through the pages.

      “Gross!” she says, slamming the book shut.

      I take the book from her gently. “It’s not too gross once you understand it,” I say, opening the book back up. Tessa’s body tenses, but she doesn’t move away. Very brave of her. “Yes, mummies are dead people, but they became mummies because the people around them loved them so much. They wanted the people who died to be happy in their next life.”

      “All dead people are happy because they go to Heaven,” Tessa says.

      “In Egypt, the country where most of these mummies were made, they didn’t believe you automatically go to Heaven. They believed you had to wrap the body up in cloth and put it in a pyramid with gold and jewels before the person could go to Heaven.”

      Tessa is now examining the pictures closely.

      “Look at this cat,” she says, pointing. “They made a mummy cat!”

      “They did,” I say.

      “They must have loved that cat a lot,” she says.

      “Yes. Cats were very special to the Egyptian people.”

      Tessa looks at me. “Did you learn all that from reading this book?”

      “A lot of it, yes.”

      “Can I borrow it?” she asks. “I like cats, too.”

      “Of course.”

      She smiles at me, and I feel my heart stutter. Strangely, though, I don’t feel the need to correct it.

      “Hey, guys.”

      We turn to see Dad walking toward us, a giant Lego box in his arms. I run to him.

      “You got it!” I say. Tessa squeals behind me.

      Dad sets the box at our feet and we pounce on it.

      “You need any help with that?” he asks.

      I wave him away. “We’re good. Thanks, Dad.” I don’t even look at him.

      He takes the hint. I’m concentrating on pulling the plastic bags full of Legos out the box, and Tessa is already flipping through the directions, but somehow I know Dad’s smiling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      I can’t seem to keep my eyes open.

      We’re in the middle of dinner, greasy slabs of lasagna piled on our plates, and I’m trying to lift the fork and put it in my mouth, but I stab my cheek instead.

      “Ow!”

      I drop the fork, splattering my t-shirt with red sauce, and rub the corner of my mouth.

      Mom gets up and squats down next to me.

      “I think it’s time for bed,” she says. She grabs my napkin out of my lap, dabs at my shirt and mouth, and helps me from the chair.

      “Are you alright?” Dad asks me, rising from his own chair.

      “Fine,” I mumble. “Just done. Sleep.”

      Dad stands and watches as Mom guides me to my bedroom. She doesn’t even insist on pajamas—just strips my stained shirt over my head and replaces it with a clean one. Then she tucks me in, kisses my cheek, and leaves.

      Ah, the pillow molds to my head and I feel better instantly. It can’t be much later than 6:30, so I’m not really sleepy, just physically tired. Regulating my body on purpose does that, though I don’t know why. Yet. As soon as I start my nervous system research, I’m sure I’ll have the answer.

      I even out my breathing and take stock of my body. Viscera—all the major organs—functioning normally. Bones, muscles, blood, nerves, and…there are things in my body I’m aware of but have no name for. I haven’t studied them yet. Everything’s tip-top, except for the lethargy that forces me to remain in bed. The “rest and digest” part of my nervous system has kicked in, and unless I want to regulate again, I’m lying here.

      I don’t know the long-term effect of self-regulating. I doubt anyone knows. So I just ride the feeling of rest and peace that has come over me, and listen to the homey sounds of dishes being washed in the kitchen and my parents chatting softly.

      They’re trying to whisper, not to wake me, but I have super-human hearing. I would hear them even if they were standing in the yard. It’s simple, really. I expand my tensor tympani muscle, the large muscle in the middle ear. This muscle normally contracts involuntarily at loud sounds in order to dampen vibrations. It works all the time, especially when you chew, or you’d be deaf with the first bite of an apple. Some people can even contract it voluntarily, causing a rolling rumble in the ears. But I think I’m the only one who can expand it.

      I do it without really thinking, because I love to hear Dad’s voice. It’s soothing, to know he’s there, just down the hall, safe with us. I don’t even care what he says. I just like that he’s near.

      Plates clink. Water runs into the sink.

      “Does this happen a lot?” Dad asks.

      I snuggle deeper under the covers. Dad’s home.

      “Yes.” Mom’s answer is clipped, emotionless.

      “How often?”

      Mom sighs. “Whenever he fights the normal responses of his body.” She turns the faucet off. “I want to take him to a doctor. The time is right.”

      “Right for what?” Dad asks.

      “I know I promised you…we put it off at first because it was so incredible, we didn’t think anyone would believe us. And Thomas doesn’t get sick—he’s his own doctor. But he’s only six. He’s not a doctor, no matter how many medical texts he reads. And he can finally explain what’s going on. I think he’s ready.”

      “You said it yourself, Trish. He’s only six. And he’ll be a specimen.”

      “We won’t let that happen. I…I’m…I need to know he’s okay.”

      I hear Dad’s heavy footsteps as he paces around the kitchen.

      “He’s fine, Thomas is fine. He’s better than fine.”

      “Fine?” Mom’s voice shoots up an octave. “What if he has cancer, or tumors? What if a brain tumor is giving him this ability?”

      Dad snorts. “Thomas would know if he has a brain tumor. I mean, wouldn’t he? He says he knows every part of his brain.”

      “But he’s six! How would he know? How does he even know what his brain’s supposed to look like?”

      “He understands those texts better than most doctors I’ve met,” Dad says. “There’s nothing wrong with him. You’re creating a problem where there is none.”

      “Yes, I’m just the hysterical mother, worrying about nothing.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “But that’s exactly what you meant.” Mom takes a deep breath. “I know we agreed I would keep him away from doctors. But I’m scared for him. Truly scared.”

      Dad heaves a sigh. “I know you would never harm Thomas,” he says. “I can’t prevent you from taking him, anyway. Fine. It’s your call. You’re the one here with him. I’ll support whatever you think is best.”

      “Goddamn it, don’t do that to me!” Mom explodes, and my tensor tympanis contract before I even realize it’s happening. I sit upright in bed and expand them again. “…your son, too,” is all I catch of her last sentence.

      “What? I give you what you want, and then you want to argue with me? You’re already the martyr in this relationship.”

      “Don’t you dare put that on me,” she hisses at him. “If you have any guilt about the lopsidedness of our relationship, it’s all on you. I never throw it in your face. So don’t you dare try to turn this on me.”

      The faucet begins to trickle again.

      “I want your honest opinion regarding Thomas, our son. I want you to take a reasoned stance—”

      “I have!” Dad says.

      “—and not a blind one that says he’ll be exposed and studied, no matter what. Weigh the costs and benefits. Support your opinion with facts.”

      Dad actually growls. “Okay, here are the facts. One, Thomas would know if he’s sick, so there’s no reason to have him see a doctor. Two, he’ll be wanted by governments and researchers all over the world. Three, most doctors won’t believe him anyway. Four, if, and that’s a big if, something does go wrong, you can take him to a doctor then.”

      Mom is silent for a while. Then she speaks. “One, he’s too young to understand his body the way an experienced doctor can. Two, I won’t let anyone study him. Period. Three, maybe it doesn’t matter if they believe. I only have to convince someone to check for tumors and disease, and if everything’s fine, I’ll let it go for now.”

      “And if the doctor does believe? What then? How do you keep this under wraps?”

      “I don’t know,” Mom whispers. “I know it might create issues, but I have to know. I have to know that he’s okay. That peace of mind is worth it to me. And I think it should be worth it to you.”

      “Does Thomas…what’s his take on all of this?”

      The splashing water stops again, and I can picture Mom turning around to face Dad head on. “He wants to go.”

      “Why? Does he actually want to be studied?” Dad asks.

      “We haven’t talked about that, but I assume he’d like to pick a doctor’s brain. Ask questions. It’s not easy for him, Mike.”

      “If I were here…I don’t know. I don’t know enough about what’s been happening. I haven’t seen what he goes through.”

      “I email you every goddamn day,” Mom says. “Whether you answer or not. I give you the updates. I include you as much as I can. You know everything I know.”

      “But I don’t know him!” Dad says. “I don’t know my own son! I don’t know how he reacts to things, I don’t know how he makes his choices, I don’t know what he thinks about. You do.”

      “Then figure it out,” Mom says through clenched teeth. “If that’s what you need to know to be able to weigh in on this decision, then spend every second of your leave with your son. I…I need you on this. It’s too much to ask of me. I know what I signed up for as your wife, and I’m there. I respect what you do…but Thomas needs his dad on this. I need my husband on this. Please.”

      More footsteps. Mom’s muffled sobs, probably hidden in his chest.

      I grip the covers around my neck with clenched fists.

      I want to see a doctor. I want an expert to consult with. I want it so badly that I’m suddenly wide awake and have to fight the urge to jump out of bed and weigh in on the argument myself.

      But I don’t want to interrupt them. My parents need time together without me in the mix. I know that their marriage can’t be easy. And I don’t ever want to be the one to make it harder.

      At least not on purpose.

      I hear them pass my door as they make their way to bed. They close their door and lock it. I can take a hint.

      I get my sketchpad and a pencil out of my backpack and sit criss-cross applesauce on the bed. I sketch Tessa from perfect memory. My hand moves as though on autopilot, like a computer printer programmed to print the exact copy of the picture on the monitor. My brain’s the monitor. I can make my hand produce exactly what I envision.

      Tessa has a widow’s peak, an inherited trait. Her green eyes came from her parents as well, although neither of them needs to exhibit green eyes for her to possess them. I wonder if she has a crooked pinkie—I can’t recall ever looking at her hands. I wonder if she can roll her tongue into a perfect pink taco. I wonder if she can flare her nostrils at will.

      I can do those things, though my pinkies are straight, and no amount of body control can make them crooked.

      I wonder if she can contract her tensor tympani muscle. I’ll have to ask her. I wonder if I can teach her to do it, or if that is something of an inherited trait as well.

      I fall asleep against my sketchpad, my cheek stuck to Tessa’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      I’ve grown overnight. More than usual. I can’t tell exactly how much, but I know where—more neurons, length to my legs, my bottom tooth is higher up in the gums and loosening my baby tooth. Cool. I can use some pocket change from the Tooth Fairy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      My reflexes are slow.

      Dad and I are racing our go-karts on the Wii (I’m Mario and he’s Donkey Kong), and I cannot anticipate the turns fast enough, cannot avoid the banana peels littering the track.

      I call up a hefty dose of adrenaline and order the neurons from my optic nerve to my brain to fire faster.

      I whoop with exhilaration as the adrenaline hits me. The images of the track become crystal clear, high definition without the actual high definition—I am processing it all at super speed.

      I come in first place thirteen times in a row before Dad finally concedes defeat.

      “How the hell did you do that?” he says with a laugh.

      “Neuron boost,” I say.

      And then I try to stand. But my knees are like rubberbands, too flimsy to hold my weight, and I collapse, shaking.

      Dad reaches for me and lifts my head into his lap.

      “Thomas?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, wriggling to sit up. Dad gives me a boost with his hand on my back. “Just coming down.”

      “Coming down?”

      “Adrenaline. Used too much, I guess.”

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, but I could use—”

      “Orange juice. Got it.” And Dad bounds up to get me a glass.
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* * *

      “I’m concerned because he manipulates his own system. There’s a reason people can’t do that.”

      “Thomas is healthy. He hasn’t had a cold in five years.”

      “But what about the long-term effects? He makes his own adrenaline, for god’s sake. What if that’s not a good thing?”

      “Trish, you’re worrying for nothing. If Thomas is sick, he’ll tell us. If something goes wrong with his body, we’ll take him to the doctor.”

      Mom falls silent.

      “You’ll take him to the doctor,” Dad says, correcting himself.

      I can hear Mom take a deep breath. “I want you to be there, Mike.”

      “I don’t do hospitals.”

      “We’re not going to the hospital. Just the doctor’s office.”

      “I can’t.”

      “I need you there,” Mom says.

      “It’s a superstition, I know, but I can’t. You know what I’ve been through, Trish. You know! How can you ask this of me?”

      I step into the kitchen, and their heads whip around at my intrusion.

      “Hey, big guy,” Dad says, a forced smile on his lips. “Mom and I are talking. Is there something you need?”

      Mom has turned away from us, busying herself at the sink.

      “You don’t need to come with us, Dad. I’m quite prepared for my visit to the pediatrician’s office.”

      Dad grimaces. “You heard that, huh?”

      I nod.

      “It’s not about you, Thomas. I mean, it’s not because of you.”

      “I know that,” I say. “They’re called personal hang-ups because they’re personal.”

      Dad hangs his head and speaks into his chest. “I have men counting on me, Thomas. I have to have my head in the game.”

      “I understand the position you’re in,” I say. “And I know of your agreement with Mom, that she was the one who wanted a child, not you. Take me out of the equation. I don’t need you—you’re never here. But Mom is your wife at her sufferance only, not at yours. She runs your life while you run around the desert or the jungle, and it’s clear what you get out of the arrangement. But what about Mom? Have you even once thought about what she gets out of this arrangement?”

      “That’s enough, Thomas,” Mom mumbles at the sink.

      “And further—”

      “That’s enough!” she shouts.

      I grit my teeth. “Fine. My position on this subject has been made clear. But,” and I toddle over to Dad and look way up at him and stretch my arm up so I can poke him in the vicinity of his chest with my finger. “You are a man. A husband. A father. Act like one.” And I walk slowly to my room, silence at my back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Mom steers me to the door with her hand on my shoulder. I want to shrug her off—how will it look with Mommy touching me when Tessa opens the door?—but I’m too nervous. I need the support.

      Mrs. Halter opens the door wearing an apron smeared with chocolate and a wide smile.

      “Hello, Thomas.”

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Halter.”

      She and my mother laugh, for what reason I have no idea, and Mrs. Halter waves us inside.

      “It smells wonderful in here,” I say.

      “Oh, good,” Mrs. Halter says. “We’re baking treats for the Halloween party at school tomorrow. I thought you and Tessa could help.”

      I nod enthusiastically. I love to bake, but Mom doesn’t let me eat sweets too often. Plus, she can’t forget the time we were making fudge balls rolled in chocolate sprinkles for Christmas. She left me alone to use the bathroom, and when she returned, she watched while I rolled a sticky ball in my hands, dropped it in the bowl of sprinkles, licked all the chocolate off my hands, then rolled another ball. And repeat. She managed to catch it on videotape, and it’s her favorite holiday movie. I was only three, but she still doesn’t trust me around chocolate.

      “Please don’t lick your fingers,” she whispers to me.

      “Let it go, already,” I whisper back.

      She laughs. “I’ll be back at five,” she says, squeezing my arm goodbye. I prepped her on foregoing a kiss.

      In the kitchen, Tessa is kneeling on a stool at the counter. She has chocolate on her shirt, on her cheek, and conspicuously at the corners of her mouth.

      “Thomas!” she squeals when she sees me. “We’re making spider cupcakes.”

      “Yum,” I say, crawling up on the stool next to her. “How can I help?”

      “Would you like to frost the cupcakes or make the spiders?” Mrs. Halter asks.

      “The spiders sound like fun,” I say. “What do I have to do?”

      Mrs. Halter shows me how to cut black lace licorice into spider legs and how to stick the legs into a large marshmallow for the body of the spider. I make a few of them, and Tessa sticks them on top of her chocolate-frosted cupcakes.

      I look over at Mrs. Halter, who is assembling round cakes into a giant cake tower. “What are you making, Mrs. Halter?” I ask.

      “Oh, I make cakes for fancy parties,” she says. “This one is for a Halloween party for a software company.”

      “Which company?” I ask.

      “Blizzard. Have you heard of it?”

      “Yes, they’ve seen quite a lot of success lately, with World of Warcraft.”

      She laughs. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you know that, but I am. Have you played the game?”

      “No, ma’am. I’m not allowed to play video games,” I say, and then I remember the Wii. “Generally speaking,” I add, so that I’m not lying.

      “I don’t play, either, but I had to do some research for this cake. It’s a World of Warcraft cake.” She holds up some screen shots of the video game that she has in a pile on the counter.

      “Cool,” I say, breathless. “May I look?”

      She hands them to me.

      I’ve seen how they do these on television. Cake Boss is one of the shows Mom and I like to watch together. “Do you have sketches of the cake?”

      “Right here,” she says, handing me those also.

      Her planned cake has four tiers, each depicting a different aspect of the game. It’s very intricate, but I see right away how I would have designed it.

      “This dragon, I love it, but what if instead of just sitting there, you unfurled its wings so it looks like it’s in mid-flight? You could also have it breathing fire, and have the fire trail down the tiers, maybe even setting this castle on fire.”

      Mrs. Halter comes to stand next to me and leans on her elbows on the counter, studying her drawing. Then she studies my face.

      “Do you draw, Thomas?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “Thomas, I’m ready for more spiders,” Tessa says.

      Mrs. Halter leaves the room while I assemble another spider and comes back shortly with some blank white paper and colored pencils.

      I drop my half-finished spider and grab the pencils.

      Tessa licks her fingers. “You done yet?” she asks.

      I quickly snip twenty-four licorice legs and push them toward her.

      I draw a four-tiered cake in the shape of a castle. Different creatures peek out of each window, some waving swords, one aiming a bow and arrow. I draw the dragon wrapped around the turret, wings spread for balance, fire erupting from its jaws and twisting around the entire structure.

      When I look up, Mrs. Halter is breathing over my neck, staring at my drawing.

      “Unbelievable,” she says.

      “It’s just a quick sketch,” I say. “I’m sorry I didn’t take more time. I know it’s a bit of a mess.”

      “You’re joking, right?” she asks.

      I stare at her blankly.

      She picks up the paper. “I wish I could do this. It would be amazing…but I don’t think I could get the cake to look like this.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “I’m good,” she says, “but I’m not that good.”

      “How do you make the decorations?” I ask.

      “I was going to use molding chocolate, then paint them. It’s like molding clay.”

      “I’ll do it,” I say.

      “What?”

      “I love Play-Doh. I made my mom a vase once.”

      “It’s a bit trickier than that,” she says.

      “May I try?” I ask.

      “Why not? It’ll take me a bit to get the chocolate ready. You and Tessa go play and I’ll call you when I’m ready.”

      “Okay,” I say. I look to my right, at Tessa’s chair, but Tessa is gone.

      I slip off the chair and wander through the house, looking for her. I find her in what appears to be her bedroom, sitting on the floor and flipping through my mummy book. She looks up as I enter and quickly turns her back on me.

      “What are you reading?” I ask her, even though I already know.

      She doesn’t answer me.

      I sit down next to her, and she swivels away from me again.

      “Is something wrong, Tessa?” I ask.

      “I’m mad at you,” she says.

      I feel my stomach contort into a giant knot.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” she says. “When you say sorry, you gotta say what you’re sorry for.”

      “Um, I’m sorry you’re mad.”

      “You don’t know why I’m mad, do you?”

      “No, but I’m still sorry.”

      Tessa blows out a loud breath and faces me. “We were making spiders and you stopped. Then you talked to my mom and not to me.”

      “I thought I was supposed to be polite to your mother,” I say.

      “But you came over to play with me.”

      I suddenly see my error.

      “You’re right. That was rude of me. I’m very sorry that I stopped making spiders, Tessa.”

      She smiles. “Thank you. I forgive you.”

      I sigh in relief. “Thank goodness. I didn’t mean to make you mad. Is there something you’d like to play?”

      “How about doctor?” she asks.

      Oh boy. For about thirty seconds, I’m tempted to go along—after all, how many opportunities will I have to play doctor with a female body? But as I play the scene out in my head, I find myself veering in inappropriate directions, and I know we need to steer clear of doctor.

      “Would you show me your brothers’ Harry Potter castle?” I ask. “Let’s see if they messed up on any of the directions.”

      “Yes!” she says, jumping to her feet.

      This friend thing is so new to me that I feel like I’ve been dumped in a foreign country, with no knowledge of the cultural nuances. I have to rely on Tessa as my guide and hope that, even if I make mistakes, she doesn’t leave me stranded.

      Mom arrives about twenty minutes early, and I realize I didn’t get a chance to try my hand at molding any chocolate. Mrs. Halter did check on us once, but we were so engrossed in finding all the mistakes Tessa’s brothers had made on their castle that we didn’t take much notice.

      As we leave, Mrs. Halter hands Mom a giant baggie of white clay.

      “Thomas took quite an interest in my latest cake,” she tells Mom. “This is molding chocolate. I thought he might like to try making some figures out of it.”

      “Thank you,” Mom says. “What a neat idea.” I can tell she’s both grateful and dubious about me playing with chocolate.

      “If you come up with anything you’re proud of, bring it by. I’d love to see what you make,” Mrs. Halter says to me.

      I nod to her.

      Then Tessa pounces on me, wrapping her arms around me and kissing my cheek. “Thanks for coming over,” she says.

      I put my palm to my cheek to keep the kiss from floating away. “Thanks for having me,” I say softly.
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* * *

      After dinner, Mom agrees to let me mold if I promise not to eat any of my creations.

      I debate whether I should print out some pictures for reference, but there’s really no need. I’ve seen the pictures and every detail is clear in my mind. Better to save the ink.

      I start on a dragon first. The chocolate is similar to clay, but different in that it tends to get sticky if you handle it too much. A few minutes in the freezer stiffens it right up, though.

      I love the process of creation. I love using my hands to make something useful. My creatures start out clumsy and a little ham-handed, until I raid the kitchen drawers and even Dad’s toolbox for tools that will help me be more precise. A toothpick. An Exact-o knife (though Dad hovers over me until he is sure I won’t cut myself). A butter knife. A rusty chisel. A small flat-headed screwdriver that Mom uses on her reading glasses. A mug of hot water to slip my tools in so that they slice through the chocolate like it’s warm butter.

      Mom and Dad have to pry me away when it’s bedtime. I carefully wrap my dragon, an orc, and a shaman in plastic wrap and place them on the highest shelf in the fridge.

      I go to bed smiling. Art and a kiss. Not bad for a day’s work.
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* * *

      I spend my recess in the classroom, setting up for my first presentation on the nervous system. I’ve decided to start with the brain. It’s an organ everyone knows, and I can easily add a “wow factor”: the cow’s brain that Dad got me from the local butcher. It’s sitting in a jar on the desk in front of me, and I hope the other kids find it as fascinating as I do. Dad said we could eat it tonight, if I don’t keep it out of the ice chest too long. Mom said she’ll be going out to eat at Italian Express and could we please call her when we’re done.

      I made two handouts. One is a cartoon diagram of the brain labeled with some of its key functions—like our senses, talking, and balance. My other handout is more technical. I only made five copies of that one, in case someone is really interested and wants to learn more. I don’t expect any takers, but I’m optimistic.

      Mrs. Gardener leads the class inside and everyone shuffles to their seats. Tessa smiles at me and waves. I wiggle a finger at her from about waist high. Colton Summers spots the jar, and in five seconds he’s got the whole classroom buzzing and craning their necks.

      “My friends, settle down. Thomas is going to talk about the brain. He’ll tell you all about the jar in a minute.”

      While studying the nervous system, I’ve also been researching how best to give a speech. The experts recommend grabbing your audience’s attention early.

      I hold the jar up for the room to see.

      “This is an actual cow’s brain,” I say, to oohs and aahs.

      And ewws.

      “Gross!” Abbey yells, cringing back, even though she’s nowhere near me.

      “It is a little gross, if you’ve never seen one before,” I say, “but it’s the most important part of our body. Our brain is like a computer. It controls everything we do.”

      There are at least ten hands in the air, and a couple of kids have shouted out questions. I am so focused on getting their attention that I’ve forgotten the introduction to my speech, including the part where I tell them to hold all questions until the question-and-answer period at the end. I suppose it was dumb for me to assume that would work with a bunch of first-graders. I have to regroup. And improvise.

      “Does anyone have any questions about the brain?” I ask.

      Ten more hands go up to join the first ten.

      “Daniel?” I ask, pointing at him.

      “Where did you get that?” he asks, pointing to the jar.

      “At the butcher’s. A butcher is a man who takes a cow and cuts it up into steaks and hamburgers and stuff. Some people actually eat cow brains.”

      The class gasps.

      “Colton?”

      “What does it feel like?”

      “A little like jelly. Like solid jelly.”

      “Can we feel it?”

      I hesitate. I don’t really want to eat anything that my classmates have poked and prodded, but this is an opportunity to send the wow factor off the charts.

      “What do you think, Mrs. Gardener?” I ask her.

      She wrinkles her nose. “It’s up to you,” she says.

      I nod enthusiastically.

      “Only if everyone promises to wash their hands after.”

      Everyone lines up in front of me as I screw the lid off the jar.

      My speech has gone to hell, but I don’t really mind. The kids are interested. They are listening. They are paying attention.

      To me.
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* * *

      I wonder what part of my brain I’m using to control my brain.

      A thing should be able to control itself, or it is just a puppet.

      Why would God create something that works without will?

      Am I a higher life form or a lower one? Perhaps autonomic nervous functions are the highest form—why worry about breathing when your body can do it for you? Automation frees up the human being to concentrate on other things, like building, creating art, or having fun. Like when people learned how to farm, and they could spend their days inventing things rather than scavenging for food.

      That would make me an evolutionary throwback. Which means that long ago, human beings had control like I do. But there is not one scrap of evidence to support this theory.

      So I must be a higher form. Which means that maybe I’m the first, the only one, that can do this.

      Why me? Is it nature, or nurture, or both?

      I don’t think Mom and Dad did anything special in the parenting arena that encouraged my brain to grow differently than other kids’. They’ve been affectionate. They’ve been attentive (Mom, anyway). They’ve encouraged my interests and my talents. Standard parenting stuff, for our culture.

      Must be nature.

      Either my brain is truly different in structure, or I somehow tapped a portion of it that no one else is able to tap, or maybe it’s some unknown enzyme, that allows me to grow neurons faster and in different places than a normal person can. Or, hell—I could have some new organ in my body that no one’s ever had before. I’ll call it the Tommy. If I can identify it and take some samples, maybe we can grow Tommys with stem cells for every person alive. It’ll be a moneymaker, for sure. I want my Tommy! Sign me up!

      I really need some brain scans. Some full body scans, too. I cannot wait for my doctor’s appointment tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      I haven’t seen Dr. Morley since I was nine months old, but I remember him well. He has the same kindly eyes, the same saggy skin, and the same laughter in his voice.

      Dr. Morley, of course, does not remember me.

      Mom requested the last appointment of the day. One, she didn’t want me missing school, and two, she reasoned that we would get more time if the doctor didn’t have other patients waiting.

      Mom introduces us, and Dr. Morley shakes my hand.

      I smile wide at him, and he chuckles.

      “Young man, most kids are not so eager to see me,” he says with a wink.

      He examines my records on the computer attached to a mount on the wall.

      “Looks like he’s behind on his immunizations,” he says. “I know there’s been a lot of hysteria about them, but I highly recommend—”

      “Oh, he’s got them,” Mom says, pulling my records out of her purse. “We just got them at the clinic down the street.”

      Dr. Morley examines the yellow immunization card. “Do you have other records, too?”

      Mom shakes her head. “No. Thomas has only been to the clinic to receive his shots. No other checkups.”

      “You must be a healthy one,” he says to me. “I recommend, though, that Thomas at least get yearly physicals, so we can make sure his growth is on track and we can prevent any problems that may come up.”

      “Yes,” Mom says. “I’ve kept track of his growth—height, weight, and head circumference—every three months since he last saw you.” She hands him three sheets of paper stapled together.

      “My,” he says. “Is there a reason you’re visiting me today?”

      Mom nods slowly, and I can see that her eyes are beginning to tear. “I know it looks like I’m a horrible parent,” she says, “but I’ve kept Thomas away from doctors for a very good reason.” Her voice breaks at the end, and she has to swallow a few times to fight off the tears.

      “May I?” I ask her. Dr. Morley swings his head to me. Mom nods. “I can control my entire body, including my autonomic nervous system.”

      “What?” he asks.

      “Let me put it another way,” I say. “I know what’s going on in every part of my body at all times. And I have control over it, too.”

      “You what?”

      “Take my heart beat,” I say, holding out my wrist to him.

      Dr. Morley doesn’t move.

      I sigh.

      “Just take my heart beat. Right now it’s beating at 111, no 112 beats per minute, a little high, but I’m terribly nervous. If you give me about thirty seconds, I can have it up to 140 exactly.”

      Dr. Morley doesn’t speak. He takes my wrist and looks at his watch. Ten seconds later he mumbles, “One ten.”

      I take a deep breath and speed my heart. “Take it again,” I say.

      “One forty,” he breathes.

      We stare at each other.

      “What…what else can you do?” he asks.

      “I can flood my stomach with bile to aid digestion. I can call up adrenaline as required. I can tell when a virus has penetrated my system, and I can invoke my immune system to fight it directly. I can count my existing neurons…well, it’s more a knowing of how many there are than actually counting them, which would take too long…I can tell when my body needs more of a specific vitamin or mineral, or if I have too much of something and need to counter it, I can tell you what’s happening in my kidneys, and if they’re functioning properly—”

      “How old are you?” Dr. Morley asks, even though I’m sure he knows the answer.

      “I’m six years old, sir,” I say.

      “And you’ve never been to a doctor?”

      “Not since I last saw you,” I say.

      Dr. Morley goes back to his computer screen.

      “Oh…you’re the one…the baby that was talking at nine months. I remember.” He turns to me. “I palpitated your stomach and you grabbed my hands and said, ‘That tickles.’”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “You remember that?” he asks.

      “I also rubbed your beard and said, ‘Prickly.’ I have perfect recall.”

      “Perfect recall?”

      “Yes.”

      Dr. Morley lays a hand on Mom’s arm. “Do you have somewhere to be?”
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* * *

      I’m sitting on a cold metal table, wearing only a thin cotton robe and a thoughtful smile, when I hear Mom raise her voice outside the door.

      She’s arguing with Dr. Morley. He wants to bring other specialists in; she doesn’t want anyone but him to know.

      I hop off the table and dress.

      “Get dressed!” Mom yells as she bursts through the door.

      I stand there with the robe in my hands.

      “Oh. Good. We’re leaving.”

      Mom grabs my hand and yanks me towards the door, but I dig my heels in and begin to slide.

      “No,” I say. “Not yet.”

      “What?”

      Mom looks down at me as though suddenly realizing I can speak.

      “Don’t I have a say here?” I ask her.

      Mom blows out a breath and doesn’t say a word.

      “I would like to speak to Dr. Morley myself.”

      “My job is to protect you, Thomas,” she says, squatting down in front of me. “I’m the parent and you are the child.”

      “I won’t countermand anything you’ve said. I just want to speak with him.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Then we’re leaving.”

      “Yes.”

      She straightens and opens the door, waving Dr. Morley inside.

      “Thomas would like a word.”

      Dr. Morley fights a smile and looks down at me.

      “What do you think?” I ask him.

      “I have no idea. This is not my area of expertise, as I pointed out to your mother. We need specialists to look at all the test results.”

      “You’re an educated man,” I say. “You can look at test results and at least know when something doesn’t look right. You know what specialists to call in. So where, exactly, does my problem lie?”

      “I’m not trained to give those kinds of answers, Thomas.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Dr. Morley’s eyes widen and he lets out a bark of laughter.

      “You’re a pistol, aren’t you?”

      “You’ve no idea,” Mom says.

      Dr. Morley looks me in the eye. “The brain stem. The cerebrum. The pituitary gland. The cerebellum. You want me to go on?”

      “Anything outside the brain?” I ask.

      “Not that I can tell.”

      “Any…tumors?” I ask, holding my breath.

      “No,” he says. “But we haven’t done all the tests yet, and something could be hiding.”

      I chew my lip. Of course he has to hedge his bets, but it’s good news.

      “Blood work?”

      “Not finished yet, but a couple of the preliminary results are ridiculously normal.”

      “Ridiculously?” I ask.

      “Perfectly in the middle of normal. Abnormally normal.”

      I smile. “Excellent. So what do you recommend?”

      Dr. Morley glances at Mom, still aware of the authority figure in the room. Mom nods.

      “We need a plan. A long-term plan. I suggest bringing in neurological experts first, then we can add others as needed. You should be monitored regularly, so we can see what effects you are having on your body.”

      “You mean studied, not monitored,” Mom says.

      I do not want to argue. I decide we need time to process.

      “Okay. Thank you, Dr. Morley. Mom and I will discuss this tonight with my father, and we’ll be in touch.” I hold out my hand and he shakes it. I glare at Mom. She sighs and shakes his hand as well.

      “I just want what’s best for him,” she says.

      “Me, too, Trisha,” he says, looking her in the eye. “I promise.”
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* * *

      “Thomas, I don’t think you understand the possible consequences here,” Mom says, for the thirtieth time.

      I have to try a new approach.

      “Let’s just say the worst happens,” I begin. “Say everyone finds out about me. Say I’m on the front page of every magazine in the world. Say doctors are knocking down my door. Say paparazzi follow us wherever we go. Say you homeschool me, and I spend most of my day in a laboratory being studied. So?”

      “So? So? Is that the life you want, Thomas? Is it? Because you know what that means? No more school. No more friends. No high school dances, or football games, or dates, or trips to the beach on a whim. No more normal life.”

      I snort. “You think that’s the life I have now? ‘Cause I don’t. I don’t! You want me to have friends, and I don’t have any. Nobody calls me up and says, ‘Hey, Tommy, come shoot some hoops with us.’ And school is a joke! It’s an excuse for you to get some time without me.”

      “Thomas!” Dad says.

      “Sorry, but it’s true. I’m leading the life you want me to have, the best way I can, but it’s not for me. You have to see that.”

      “You’re only six,” Mom says. “Give it time. Things will get easier as you get older.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      My parents don’t respond.

      “Look, maybe I’d like life in a lab. I could study. I could actually use my brain for once. Why would that kind of life be so bad?”

      Mom starts to cry.
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* * *

      When I was younger, I had this recurring dream where I floated away in a hot air balloon. I didn’t know where I was going, and I didn’t care. I just floated. Up and away in the big blue sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      Mom and I are at an impasse. I want to study my body, and she doesn’t want me to.

      I ask her why she bothered to take me to the doctor at all—she had to know that this would be the outcome. But all she says is that she wanted to make sure I was okay, no inoperable tumors lurking in my brain, no cancer cells flooding my system. Her worst fears have been put to rest, and now she wants to move on with our lives.

      We vacillate between arguing and silence. There is no middle ground. I don’t think I’ve ever been this angry with her. I’ve been disappointed, or frustrated, or even annoyed, but I’ve never felt such unreasoning, all-encompassing anger before. It clouds my vision. It consumes my thoughts. And it seems to be spreading. This morning I woke up filled with rage at God, who I don’t even believe in, for giving me this life. I am mad at Mrs. Gardener for not being able to teach me more. I’m pissed off at Dad for not siding with me, and for not siding with Mom, and for simply not making a choice like a man should.

      I’m just mad, I tell you.

      I sit in class seething, plotting ways to get what I want, when Principal Wasserman interrupts to take Mrs. Gardener outside for a chat. Damn her. The class starts whispering and getting generally unruly, and it’s so loud in here that I can’t concentrate on brooding.

      The two women come back in, and the class immediately quiets. I take out my notebook and a pencil and sketch a wispy cloud. I add a couple of birds. An airplane. But my drawing is wobbly. Someone is shaking my shoulder.

      “Thomas!”

      “What?”

      I look up into Principal Wasserman’s puffy face, and she’s crying and not even trying to hold the tears back. She pulls on my arm, and I follow her and my teacher outside.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her, and then I catch sight of Mrs. Gardener, who also has tear tracks on her cheeks. She takes my hand and leads me to the office.

      Dad is standing by the window, wearing holey jeans and a ratty t-shirt. This in itself is alarming, but then I see his feet—he’s got on two different tennis shoes, and no socks. A soldier always takes care of his feet. My head snaps up to meet his eyes.

      “Where’s Mom?” I say, suddenly frantic.

      Dad swallows.

      “What’s happened to Mom?”

      Dad collapses to his knees and hugs me tight.

      “A car accident,” he whispers.

      “Where’s Mom?” I whisper back.

      “Gone.”
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* * *

      You’ve probably read The Monkey’s Paw by W.W. Jacobs. These parents wish on a magical monkey’s paw for money, then their son is killed, and as restitution, they are paid the exact sum of money they wished for.

      It’s a cautionary tale.

      Or a bunch of fictitious, superstitious crap.

      Either way, it’s now my reality.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      Grandma comes to live with us. Or me, since Dad’s scheduled to leave in a couple of weeks. The Navy gave him six extra weeks of bereavement leave. Very generous of them.

      Grandma turns out to be a savior. She wrinkles her nose when she walks in the house and marches straight into the kitchen. She sets her powder blue hard-sided suitcase in the middle of the room and attacks the dirty dishes and crusty pizza boxes with robot-like efficiency.

      I don’t know her all that well since she lives in Florida and has only visited once, when I was born, and we’ve only been there to see her once, when I was a year old. So instead of trying to have a conversation with a virtual stranger, I drag her suitcase to the spare bedroom and set it by the door. I resume my place on the couch next to Dad. The only difference between us (except for the height, of course) is that I’m sipping orange juice from a box and he’s sipping beer from a can.
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* * *

      I want to be sad. I’m usually sad when Dad leaves.

      Today I don’t feel much of anything except relief.

      We don’t say much. A couple of “I love you”s, a hug, a “Take care of yourself” and a “Take care of Grandma.”

      He lingers at the door, with the airport shuttle and five other passengers waiting, and I just want him to leave. I need him to leave.

      And suddenly I’m yelling.

      “Just go already, will you?”

      I shove at his thighs.

      “Go! Go! Just get out of here!”

      I’m pushing at him with all my might, and beating on him with clenched fists, and I call up all the adrenaline I have available and beat him harder.

      “Leave! You have to go! Get out, Dad! Now! Go!”

      And suddenly I’m airborne, and the world turns upside down as Dad flips me over his shoulder, and I’m still screaming as I watch the shuttle take off down the street, its most important passenger missing.
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* * *

      I’ve read about what stress can do to the body, but I’ve never experienced it.

      I had never experienced it until a month ago.

      Now I look like a little old man.

      I am hollowed out. My cheekbones stand at attention. My eyes have sunken into their sockets and are surrounded by bruise-like shadows. My memory is sketchy. I cannot remember what I ate for breakfast, if I ate at all. I don’t sleep. My head aches. My heart rate is up, and I cannot calm it down.

      I haven’t gone back to school. That would require me to get up on time, shower, and look presentable. Ugh. Just thinking about the effort that would require sends me back to bed.

      Where I don’t sleep.

      Grandma puts up with me. She feeds me runny oatmeal and orange juice with pulp in it. I get soda crackers with butter on them for a snack. And she even lets me stay in my pajamas all day, though I’m not allowed to watch television unless I’ve brushed my teeth. She tries to get me back into a routine, but she can’t make me. And she eventually stops trying.

      I don’t see much of Dad. He’s here, I know, because I see his empty beer cans in the trash and on the coffee table before Grandma can scoop them up. And I find his tennis shoes or his keys lying around in odd places. But he doesn’t spend much time at home.

      I lie in bed.

      I eat oatmeal.

      I watch TV (after brushing my teeth).

      I eat crackers and watch more TV.

      I nap.

      I refuse dinner.

      I lie in bed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I drift up in my hot air balloon. The ground recedes beneath me. I lean out over the edge of the basket and watch it all rush away. My hair flutters in the breeze, tickling my forehead. I feel wonderfully dizzy.

      I tip myself back to my feet and rest my chin on the railing. A scuffling sounds behind me and I turn. There is Mom, her back to me, poised over the edge of the basket, her body a perfect mirror of what mine was moments ago.

      “Mom,” I say.

      She doesn’t move, but she speaks.

      “You’re drifting, Thomas.”

      “We are,” I say.

      “You can’t live your life adrift.”

      I sigh. “I suppose not, but it’s beautiful.”

      “And lonely,” she says. “And aimless. And unproductive.”

      “Must life be productive?” I ask her.

      I can feel her smile. “Not everyone’s, but I was talking about you.”

      I gaze out to the sky, study the wisps of clouds.

      “I miss you.”

      “Nothing’s changed,” she says, “except that now the responsibility for your life falls on you.”

      I snort. “Yeah, that’s nothing, alright.”

      “You can do it,” she says.

      “Of course I can,” I say. “But it’s so much easier not to.”

      “The farther you drift, the longer the journey back.”

      I turn back to look at her, blink, and she is gone.

      I feel my tear ducts activate and I quickly shut them down.

      I will the balloon to return to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      I wake with an odd sense of purpose. I have no idea what time it is, what day it is, what I’m supposed to be doing. But I know that I’m supposed to get up.

      I shower and wash my hair. It takes me longer than usual—my wet hair is sticking to the back of my neck. I have been out of it longer than I thought.

      “Who’s there?” a frightened voice calls into the bathroom.

      “It’s just me, Grandma,” I call back.

      “Thomas? You’re in the shower?”

      “Yes.”

      She blows out a loud breath. “You gave me quite a start. I thought you were asleep.”

      I can sense her hovering just beyond the shower curtain.

      “I’ll just be another couple of minutes,” I offer.

      “Oh. You…would you like breakfast?” she asks hopefully.

      My stomach grumbles.

      “That would be delightful.”

      Grandma laughs and quietly shuts the door.

      I finish rinsing off. I spy Dad’s razor on the edge of the tub, and I pick it up. I cannot recall when I saw him last—I can recall the moment, but I have no sense of time—but the razor means he’s still here. Razors are hard to come by on the job.

      There is a little chunk of soap caught in the blades. I run my finger over it to pick it out, and the blade slices cleanly through the pad of my finger. Blood wells from the neat cut. It starts to sting. I call up platelets, will my skin to knit back together.

      And it does. While I watch.

      I’m dumbfounded and totally fascinated. I have never tried to heal a cut before. It seems so obvious, now that I’m doing it.

      I run the same finger back over the blades and cut myself again. I squeeze the cut, widen it a bit, and heal myself just as cleanly.

      How far can I go? How much can I heal and how fast?

      I lose track of time again.

      Grandma finds me sitting in the tub just beyond the water spray, my body covered in hundreds of straight cuts all in various stages of healing, the water swirling pink down the drain.
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* * *

      I am not strapped to the bed, but I’m in a bed with straps. I suspect they didn’t use them because I am so small—strapping me to the bed would be akin to putting me on the Rack.

      Grandma sits in a chair to my right. Her liver-spotted hand clutches the bed rail. She is squeezing the rail so hard that her veins threaten to pop through her translucent skin.

      I don’t want to frighten her any more than I already have, so I try to speak softly.

      “Grandma?”

      Her head snaps up. Her eyes are red-rimmed and swollen but sharp.

      “Thomas,” she gasps out. Her skeletal hand finds mine and squeezes surprisingly hard.

      “Why?” she says.

      “It’s not what you think, Grandma.”

      “You know what I thought?”

      I nod. “I didn’t try to kill myself. I didn’t. I wouldn’t.”

      Her eyes start to tear. “Truly? I thought…your mother…you’ve been so sad. I didn’t know it was that bad. I thought you’d get over it.” The tears roll down her cheeks.

      “It’s not,” I say quickly. “Don’t cry. I’m over it. Not over it…it’s not that bad. I wasn’t trying to hurt myself. It was an experiment.”

      “An experiment?”

      “You know…my abilities. I figured out I can heal a cut.”

      Grandma squeezes my hand so hard that it throbs. “Of course you can heal a cut, you idiot! You can hear me fart at the other end of the house! You can metabolize a piece of chocolate cake without absorbing the calories! You can redistribute your body fat to plump up your…well, you might not have need of that one, but you can do it. Has your father taught you nothing?”

      My eyebrows shoot to my hairline and my eyes open as wide as they’ll go.

      “My father?”

      Grandma snatches her hand back and stares at me. Then she lowers her eyes to her lap. “Dear God, you don’t know.”

      “Know what?” I ask, already knowing. I feel a wave of anger crash over my head and spread throughout my body. My heart races and my cheeks start to burn. “Know what?” I repeat.

      “Your father and I, we have the same abilities as you.”

      “Did mom know?” I ask.

      Grandma shrugs. “We never spoke about it, but I assumed she knew. I assumed your father told her.”

      I gnash my teeth together. “He didn’t.”

      “Are you certain?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      “I…I’m so sorry. If I’d known that your father…” Grandma’s voice fades. She takes a deep breath and stands. “I’ll be back.”
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* * *

      Bastard. The fucking bastard.

      Fucking, fucking, bastard.

      That’s all I can think. No coherent thoughts, no planned speeches for the next time I see the son of a bitch. Just, what a fucking bastard.

      How does a parent do that to a child? How did my father lie to my face, pretend he didn’t know what I was going through, feign ignorance when I was crying out for help?

      He could have blown me away at MarioKart. He could have built the Harry Potter castle in ten minutes without reading the instructions. He could have prepared me for school, for chrissake! Given me pointers on how to deal with the other kids. He could have helped my mother.

      He could have helped my mother.

      He could have helped Mom.

      Mom was the brave little soldier in our house. Mom took on all the worry, all the responsibility, all the decision-making, all the work. Mom figured it all out, even when she’d had no freaking clue what was going on.

      I hate him.

      He’s nothing to me. He’s a sperm donor. He’s a useless piece of furniture taking up space. He’s a coward.

      I start to cry. That’s the thought that brings the tears—that my father is a coward. He was my hero. I thought he was brave enough to face anything. But all my worshipping was laid at the feet of a false god.

      And while one could argue that a six-year-old who knows about intercourse and death and national security and war has no innocence left to lose, one would be wrong.

      I lose my innocence in a flood of tears with the knowledge that my father is not a god.

      He’s just a man.

      A very flawed man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      Grandma wanted a daughter, or at least a granddaughter—that is clear from the beginning of our lessons. She doesn’t say as much, but come on.

      “Puberty will be a very interesting time for you,” she says, “and while you might be tempted to encourage the growth of certain body parts,” and she pauses to cup her sagging bosom, “I highly advise against it.”

      “I don’t think I need bigger boobs, Grandma,” I tell her.

      “What?” she asks, startled. She looks down at her chest and removes her hands quickly. “Well, of course not. Um…this could apply to any body part.” She glances quickly at my groin.

      “Grandma!” I say, shocked.

      She giggles. “I meant your legs. Men always want to be tall.”

      “Oh.”

      “And monthly, well, I guess you don’t need to know about that. Hair! Yes, hair. It’s important to take care of your hair.”

      “My hair?” I say.

      “Yes. During puberty, your oil glands become especially active. The oil is good for the hair, makes it shiny and provides moisture, but too much will make your hair appear greasy and unkempt. You must brush it, at least twice a day.”

      I rub the top of my flat top. I just got it shaved a couple of days ago. “I need to brush my hair?”

      She nods. “Twice a day.”

      I try to steer her away from the puberty discussion, and somehow we arrive at fashion.

      “Clothes are so important for a person. You want to purchase clothing that’s appropriate for your body type and shows it off to its best advantage.”

      “Huh?”

      “Where do you shop for clothes?”

      “Shop?”

      “Yes. Where do you purchase your clothes?”

      “Um…I think Mom bought my stuff at Target.”

      Grandma wrinkles her nose.

      “Grandma, I appreciate all this information, but I’m getting a bit of a headache. Do you mind if I lie down for a spell?”

      “Oh dear. Of course. Let me get you something.”

      She takes a bottle out of her purse and taps two Midol into my palm.
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* * *

      We decide that I will go back to school after winter break. Grandma’s lessons have been…well, interesting, but even she knows they are not a substitute for formal education.

      Dad has been gone for a week, back to wherever he went. We never had it out, didn’t bother to exchange two words since my hospital stay. I was tempted to start a conversation (read: argument), but then I thought, I’m not the adult here. Plus, I didn’t do anything wrong. He is the one who needs to come to me.

      Now it’s too late. He’s gone. And I regret everything left unsaid between us. Life is short. Look at what happened to Mom, and she didn’t face down enemy bullets and terrorist plots and heavy machinery and scorpions lurking in the sand beneath her cot.

      The regret haunts me. It’s like a chigger burrowed underneath my skin, a constant irritation that I can’t ever quite ignore completely.

      I pack my backpack the night before school starts. Grandma comes in with a pile of papers and sits on my bed, watching me.

      “All ready?” she asks.

      I nod. “Everything’s packed up.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know.”

      She holds out the papers to me.

      “Dad left these on his bureau for you.”

      I take them and sift through the pile.

      There’s a sympathy card from the staff at my school—it looks like every teacher there signed it. There’s a spiral-bound book of sympathy notes from my class—each child has written me a note and drawn a picture, and Mrs. Gardener bound them together. There are three notes from Tessa, hand-delivered from the look of them. One is a drawing of Tessa and I holding hands under a tree, with the caption, “From your friend Tessa.” One is a drawing of a field of flowers. One is a note:

      Dear Thomas,

      We miss you at school. Abbey colored on one of the computer monitors and her mom had to buy a new one. Abbey missed recess for a week. We learned about penguins and how they slippy slide on their bellys. Mommy wants to take us to Sea World to see the penguins and I asked and she said you could come to. If you want. Sam recked his casle and he let me build it. I think I messed up the top and could you come over and help me fix it? If your sad, we can make cake. I won’t get mad if you want to make cake.

      Your friend love,

      Tessa

      I read Tessa’s note five times before I can speak.

      “Why didn’t Dad give me these before?”

      Grandma just shakes her head.

      “I wish I knew, honey.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Today is January 28. I’m all set to give my second presentation on the nervous system, and I find I’m rather looking forward to it. I made a model of the spine out of clay—Grandma indulges my new-found urge to sculpt now that I’m back in the land of the living—and I found an old piece of telephone wire in the garage to use as the spinal cord. I threaded the wire through my sculpture, and even shredded the ends of the wire to show how our nerves spread from the cord itself. Impressive, if I do say so myself.

      I come out into the kitchen for breakfast and find Grandma spreading pink frosting on an angel food cake.

      “What’s the occasion?” I ask her as I pour myself a glass of milk.

      “It’s my birthday,” she says.

      I feel awful. Of course, I had no way of knowing this, but it feels like something I should have asked her about in the last couple of months.

      “Happy birthday, Grandma,” I say, kissing her papery cheek.

      She smiles. “Thank you. I thought we could have a special dinner together tonight. Your grandfather would only cook one day a year, on my birthday. He’d make my favorite—fried chicken.”

      “Yum,” I say. “I love fried chicken. I don’t know how to fry anything, but I know how to make mashed potatoes. Would you like mashed potatoes with it?”

      “Splendid!” she says. “And gravy. Have you ever made homemade gravy?”

      “I’ve seen it done, at Thanksgiving. Mom would let me stir in the cornstarch.”

      “It’s a date, then.”

      I take my daily vitamins and put a couple of pieces of toast in the toaster. Grandma hums while she frosts.

      “How old are you today, Grandma?” I ask. “Or is that a rude question?”

      “I’ll allow it since you’re my grandson. I was born in 1948. How old does that make me?”

      “Sixty-five. That’s a milestone.”

      She chuckles. “Every day at my age is a milestone.”

      I study her face out of the corner of my eye. Sixty-five is not that old, at least not these days. People that age have wrinkles, yes, and their hair is turning mostly gray, but Grandma looks like she’s eighty. She’s thin, skin and bones. Her short-cropped hair is completely white. Her shoulders hunch over, and she walks as though her muscles can barely support her weight. Her hands are craggly claws covered in liver spots.

      “Grandma,” I say slowly, wanting to approach this cautiously, “how come you have wrinkles? You told me that we could plump up our skin, and shift our body fat around and stuff.”

      Grandma licks a bit of frosting off her wrist. “I also told you that just because we could doesn’t mean we should.”

      “Is it a moral question, then?” I ask. “Smoothing wrinkles is wrong?”

      Grandma sets down her knife and sits across from me and my toast at the kitchen table.

      “Your grandfather Harry, you never met him, and you don’t know how much that just burns me up, what with Ray and Eddie and Earl and all his friends just parading those photos of their grandchildren out at every bridge game I went to, every week it was, going to a different friend’s house, and their husbands were all there, always home, always under foot, scarfing down the pie I brought like I brought it just for them. And I always said, don’t they play golf? Don’t they have a poker game to play? We girls had our bridge, but the men, all those damn men in Florida had nothing better to do than show off pictures of their buck-toothed, homely faced grandbabies.”

      I sit mesmerized by her unexpected tirade, and I try to figure out where she’s going with this.

      “Well Harry, he woulda done the same, no doubt about it, but he was already gone by the time you were born. But just you know, he woulda done the same.” She nods her head once for emphasis.

      “Uh, thank you,” I say.

      “Yes, well Harry just loved him the babies. Took to your dad right away and wanted ten more, the way he went at me day after day, not that I’m complaining. But anyway, I used to.”

      “Used to what?” I ask her.

      “I used to heal myself all the time. Gets to be something you don’t even think about. I’d start every morning eyeing myself in the mirror and smoothing any line that appeared. And one morning Harry, he’d just come out of the shower and he was all wet and drippy but he hugged me from the back and rested his chin right here on my shoulder and he squeezed and do you know what he said? Ruthie my love, you don’t look like you’ve lived thirty-two years. And I smiled and winked at him in the mirror and I wiggled just a little bit against him and I said, well isn’t that lucky for you? And do you know what that corker did? He sighed. Sighed! And kissed my cheek, and wrapped himself up in a towel and he said, we’ve been married for twelve years. You’ve suffered the death of your father, your uncle’s up the river for stealing from your mother, your niece Addy ran off with that no-good Burt character and sleeps on a bench in San Francisco, and you have a child. But I look at your face and it doesn’t show me one damn thing you’ve been through.” Grandma shakes her head. “And I started to cry. Couldn’t help it. And Harry, he just laughed at me and hugged me again and he said, the outside should match the inside.”

      Grandma turns away from me and looks out the front window to the yard.

      “Was the best and hardest lesson I ever learned, me being able to do what we can do. Scars and wrinkles are proof of life, Thomas. Life. I was wiping away the very record of my existence, the medals of my valor. I’ve earned these wrinkles. They are me. The aches, the pains, the stressors…God, I hate those wiry little hairs that grow out of my chin faster than I can pluck ‘em! But our body is a miracle. I learned to stop tampering with miracles.”

      I close my eyes and imagine Grandma at thirty-two, smooth and perfect and plump in all the right places, and totally uninteresting and washed out.

      “He sounds like a remarkable man,” I say to Grandma.

      “He was. Your dad thought he was a fool.”

      “Why?” I say, surprised.

      “Your dad was mad that I stopped using my abilities. He thought Harry just didn’t want to grow old alone, but he was wrong. Harry loved me to death. He just wanted me to live.”

      Harry sounds pretty good to me, but since I never had the chance to meet him, I guess I’ll never know his motives. But I think about doing as Grandma did, giving up my abilities to experience life as a normal person. That possibility has never occurred to me before. Sensing my body is as natural as breathing, and I don’t even know if I could stop doing it if I wanted to.

      “Grandma, can you still do it?” I ask her.

      She turns her head and looks at me.

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know, if you’re not doing it anymore?”

      “I…did you ever wonder why I never came to visit you?”

      I nod to myself. I had wondered. “Yes,” I say.

      “Cancer,” she says, and I suck in a loud breath. “Breast cancer. I was fighting the good fight, in and out of remission. If pain is the mark of being alive, man but I was living.” She chuckles to herself, but I don’t join her.

      “Do you…are you in pain now?” I ask carefully.

      “Oh, Thomas,” she says. “I healed myself when I made the decision to come out here and take care of you.”
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* * *

      Wow. Grandma gave up the life she’d been living for thirty-three years for me. And how have I repaid her?

      I retreated to my own world for a month, barely communicating with her and certainly never expressing any gratitude for what she’d done. I cut myself, scared her half to death, and ended up in a psych ward. I threw tantrums and refused to heal my relationship with her son, who’s now gone, and it suddenly occurs to me that it can’t be any easier for her having him gone than it is for me.

      Dad is her son. Of course I always knew this, but I never really connected the emotional components of that fact. Dad was the one she gave all her knowledge to, the legacy of her abilities. The only one in her world just like her. And Mom was her daughter-in-law. How much has she been grieving, so oblivious I’ve been in my own grief?

      I walk to school with heavy footsteps, careful of my sculpture and also juggling the weight of all my feelings, all my regrets. I want to do something for her, but I know there’s little I can do except be a good boy and try not to add to her burdens. That much I can do.

      And I vow to carve out some time today to write her a poem for her birthday.

      
        
        Autumn’s Child

        Summer is done

        Playtime’s over

        No more shining sun

        Or fragrant clover.

        The sun has set

        It’s golden time

        Harvest the bet

        Hoard the lemon and lime.

        It’s a few months more

        ‘Til winter shows his face

        You know the score

        You ran the race

        Still time, my child

        For life’s great glory

        Savor the miles

        And finish the story.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      As I walk into the classroom, Mrs. Gardener jumps on me and gives me a giant hug.

      “Thomas,” she whispers into my hair. “We’ve missed you so much.”

      I hug her back, and it’s not as awkward as I might have imagined.

      “Thanks. I’ve missed you, too.”

      She beams.

      We all settle into our seats, go through the roll, and then Mrs. Gardener beckons us all to sit in a circle on the carpet.

      “We’re going to do something a little different from now on,” she says. “Every morning, we’re going to start the day out with our friendship circle. It’s where we sit in a circle and tell each other what we love about our friends. I want each of you to know how special you are.”

      We’re all a little confused, but we sit in a circle and wait patiently for further explanation.

      “Let’s start. We’ll go around, and each of you is going to say something nice about the person to your left.”

      I look to my left. Colton is picking his nose. Tessa is on my right.

      “I’ll go first,” Mrs. Gardener says. She is sitting in the circle directly opposite me, and she turns to her left. “Destiny, I love the way you keep your desk so clean. You are a very organized person.”

      Destiny giggles. “Thank you. Katie has the longest most beautifulest hair I ever seen,” she says.

      Katie smiles. “Um…Daniel…uh…Daniel has the loudest voice in the class.”

      Everyone laughs. Daniel speaks. “Do I hafta?”

      Mrs. Gardener glares at him.

      “Abbey likes to color,” he mumbles.

      “That is a fact, but please give Abbey a compliment,” she says.

      Daniel sighs. “She works really hard at coloring.”

      I slap a hand over my mouth before a guffaw escapes.

      We work our way to Tessa. She looks at me. “Thomas is the bravest kid I ever knowed,” she says.

      I feel tears stinging the corners of my eyes, and I wipe at them roughly. “Thank you, Tessa,” I say. “Colton, you were very interested in the brain I brought to school. You have a very curious mind.”

      “Just like a monkey,” he says, and he starts to hoot like an orangutan. He actually leans into my face, scratching his armpit and pursing his lips with an “ooooh ooooh ooh, aah, aah, aah.”

      I laugh. Everyone laughs. And just like that, I know it’s going to be okay. Mom was right—my place was here all along.
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* * *

      I think I might be in love.

      We’re on the playground at recess, climbing on the jungle gym. No one bothers me. It’s like I’m just another kid.

      I give Tessa credit for this. She took my hand as we exited the classroom, and though I tried to tug her over to the soccer field to wander around and sit in the shade (my usual activities), she gently pulled me in the opposite direction.

      “I want to climb,” she said.

      So we climb. And as the playground noise enfolds me, and I watch Tessa giggle and smile and call encouragements out to me, I realize I love her. I mean, how can I not? She’s lightness and sunshine and cheer and friendship and everything I’ve never had. I want to be worthy of her.

      She called me brave. “The bravest boy I ever knowed.” I want to be brave for her.

      So I climb as fast as my legs will allow, and I clamber over a railing, intent on the apex of the structure.

      “Whoa,” she says. “Thomas, we’re not allowed over the rail.”

      I smile down at her. “It’s fine. I want to get to the top.”

      “I don’t think you’re allowed,” she says.

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “I’m not scared.”

      Tessa bites her lip and watches me.

      It’s January in Southern California, but it’s a sunny day. I hadn’t counted on that. I haul myself up to the roof of the jungle gym and burn my hand on the metal shingles. No problem. I cut off the nerves sensing temperature in my hands and continue on.

      But my foot slips. The metal roof is smooth, and there’s nowhere to get a grip with my feet. I slide backwards on my belly, digging in vain with my fingertips to try to get purchase.

      Someone screams. I grip harder, but the effort’s futile. I slip right off the edge of the roof, my dangling legs tangling in the railing below, and I’m pitched headfirst over the rail to the blacktop below.

      There is a loud crack, like a rifle shot. A few thumps. Warm liquid runs down my forehead and into my eyes. I hear voices, shouts, running feet. I’m dizzy. I know that I have a concussion, a cracked skull, a broken arm, a sprained wrist, two broken ankles, my right leg is cracked in half at the knee and all the tendons and muscles torn.

      My body threatens to shut down and I fight it. I heal the cracked skull first, so I don’t bleed to death, but there’s nothing I can do about the blood that’s already escaped. The blood loss slows me down, and I’m sure it looks ghastly.

      I heal my brain next. It’s not a critical section, thank goodness, but a brain bleed or aneurysm could negate my abilities. I know that my life depends on my abilities.

      Two adult women are hovering over me, calling out to each other. One cradles my head in her lap. Someone needs to teach her about first aid—never move the victim’s head—but it’s too late. Something in my neck snaps, a vertebrae, pinching my spinal cord. My body from the neck down goes limp.

      I abandon my brain to heal my spine. It pops loudly and the woman holding me jumps and starts to cry silently. I’m sure she fears I’m dying.

      With my spinal cord repaired, I finish the brain. Blood has seeped into my left eye from the brain, and I heal the blood vessels that have burst there.

      Next comes the knee. It hurts the worst of all my injuries, so badly that I have trouble concentrating. I turn off all my nerve endings, and my body goes limp again, this time with relief. I lift my head slightly to stare down the length of my body. My right leg is twisted underneath me where my knee snapped and is hyperextended about ninety degrees so that my calf is pointing the wrong direction. Ouch.

      “Don’t move, honey,” the woman at my head says in a tear-strained voice. “Don’t move. Help is coming.”

      But I have to move to heal. I straighten my right leg out and it kinda flops around since it’s only connected by skin at the knee. I can’t get it straight enough to mend the bone, so I heal my left arm, my sprained wrist, the muscle bruises in both arms, and I reach out and place my leg the way I want it. I have to dig my fingers into the skin of my leg, pulling and massaging all the inner parts to connect. The two women are leaning over me, hands across their mouths, murmuring prayers and obscenities both.

      “I’m oway,” I try to say, but I realize I’ve bitten my tongue nearly in two and the words come out garbled. I heal my tongue and speak again. “I’m okay.”

      I finish with my leg. I try to stand, but my muscles shake uncontrollably and I don’t have the strength to stop them. I reach out to the women to help me, but they don’t move.

      And suddenly Tessa is there. Her eyes are wide green pools and her mouth trembles but she is there, solid and bright, and she puts her hand in mine and falls to her knees beside me.

      I let myself pass out in her arms.
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* * *

      No one believes the two women on playground duty. No one believes I was close to death with broken bones and a severed spine.

      I suppose that’s a good thing, for now. If I’m going to be a miracle of science, paraded before the world, I want it to be my choice.

      Grandma met me at the emergency room, where the baffled doctor had nothing to do but clean off the blood. Grandma promptly got me released and drove me straight over to Dr. Morley’s office. We only waited long enough for the receptionist to inform Dr. Morley that I fell thirty feet onto asphalt, and then the doctor himself ushered us into an exam room.

      Dr. Morley is thorough, though I tell him I’m fine. He is examining me a second time from head to toe, urging Grandma to allow x-rays be taken, when an unbelievable thing happens.

      Dad walks in.

      He’s wearing his dress whites. I’ve only seen him wear them a couple of times, so I immediately know that something’s up. But even more unsettling is the look of guilt plainly written on his face.

      The doctor’s office suddenly seems claustrophobic.

      “I’ll be taking my son,” Dad says.

      Grandma, who’s been sitting in a chair silently watching my exam, nods at me behind the doctor’s back.

      “Thank you, Dr. Morley, but I’m really fine,” I say, hopping off the table and scooting around him to take my shirt from Grandma’s hands.

      “Your son was injured very badly,” the doctor says to Dad. “He really should finish his exam.”

      Dad nods. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Dr. Morley sighs. “I guess you will.”

      Dad reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his wallet. He produces a wad of hundred-dollar bills and holds them out to Dr. Morley. “We appreciate all you’ve done for Thomas.”

      Dr. Morley stares at the money, then stares down my dad. “Keep the money,” he says. “Go to hell.”

      Dad’s jaw tightens. “I’m doing what’s best for him. No one will stand in the way of what’s best for my son.”

      “On that, we agree. But if you’re taking him to the Attic—”

      “What do you know about the Attic?” Dad says.

      Dr. Morley glares at him. “It’s no place for a six-year-old boy.”

      Dad turns to me. “Out. Let’s move.”

      I move to the door, but Dr. Morley steps in front of me and holds out his hand. I shake it firmly.

      “Take care of yourself, Thomas. Please. I…I’ll be praying for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      “Michael, please don’t do this.”

      “It’s already done.”

      “What’s done?” I ask from the back seat.

      I can hear Dad gnash his teeth together.

      We pull into the driveway, and Dad’s barking orders before the car is even in park.

      “Out. Pack. Both of you. Now.”

      I open my door, but Grandma says, “No.”

      I stop and look at them. They’re glaring at one another.

      “Michael, this is beneath you.”

      And Dad explodes. “Beneath me? Thomas almost died out there on the playground! He healed himself in front of civilians! He can’t go back there.”

      Grandma squints at him. “He was already exposed to the doctor. You’re not worried about that.” She sucks in a breath. “You are taking him to the Attic.”

      “He belongs with me.”

      “He’s never belonged with you before.”

      “It’s different now,” Dad insists.

      “Don’t try to tell me it’s because of Trisha. You asked me to come out here. You practically begged me to fill her shoes. Not that you needed to beg. This wasn’t the plan.”

      “What’s the plan?” I ask.

      They ignore me.

      “What the hell have those monsters thought up now? What brave new scheme do they need Thomas for so badly?”

      “It’s not like that,” Dad says, but his voice has grown quieter.

      Grandma drops her voice in response. “Please, Michael. Tell them no. Whatever they want, tell them no. Do you remember what you went through? Because I remember. I will never, ever forget what they did to you and Viv.”

      “Who’s Viv?” I ask.

      “And you were an adult, making an adult’s choices. Thomas is a child! I know you’ve never been a parent to him, but you have to be one now. Trisha can’t protect him anymore.”

      “Protect me from what?”

      Dad looks at me over his shoulder and swears. He kicks his door open, slams it shut, and stalks into the house.

      “Excellent,” Grandma says.

      “Excellent?” I say. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I think I just bought you a childhood.”
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* * *

      Dad has shut himself in his office, and we can hear him typing on his keyboard. I wish he’d call someone so I can eavesdrop on the conversation.

      Grandma steers me to the kitchen table and pushes me into a chair.

      “Sit. I’m gonna fix you something to eat. You look like a bag of bones.”

      I do feel more…less substantial. I pull up my shirt and examine my chest, which is sucked up tight against my rib cage. “I think I lost about eight, no nine, pounds,” I say absently.

      “About fifteen percent of your body weight,” Grandma calculates in her head. “Not good, but over twenty percent is seriously dangerous. You’ll live.”

      “Thank goodness.”

      She smiles at me from the open fridge. “You’ll also eat whatever I put in front of you. And fast. I’m surprised you’re still standing. Got it?”

      I nod.

      Grandma cracks six eggs into a bowl, adds milk and cheese, and whisks like a madwoman.

      “So…I’m assuming I lost weight when I healed myself.”

      She nods.

      “So I burned up like a mega-amount of calories to heal that fast.”

      She pours the mixture into a skillet and starts chopping broccoli and spinach. Ugh. I hate spinach.

      “Our abilities are not magic. They are pure science. And they don’t work for free.”

      I look at my chest again, and my stomach, and I try to feel where the fat cells are in my body. A quick mental assessment tells me there aren’t many left.

      “Could I have chosen what fat cells, or muscle cells, my body burned up for energy?”

      “If you’d been thinking that clearly, yes. But I know from experience this is easier said than done when you’re in pain and time is critical.”

      “Have you ever been in that situation?” I ask her. “I know you had cancer, but have you ever had to yourself quickly?”

      “Not anything life-threatening,” she says. “I’ve been lucky. Your dad, though, he’s the one to ask.”

      “Dad’s almost died before?”

      “Several times I know of, and probably several more I don’t.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Oh, Thomas,” she says, stirring the vegetables into the eggs. “He’s the one who should tell you all this.”

      “But he won’t!” I say, suddenly furious. “He won’t tell me anything. He didn’t even tell me he had any ability. I hate him, Grandma, I hate him! I wish Mom were here and not him. It isn’t fair! Why did she have to die and he get to live?”

      Grandma squats down in front of me and hugs me close.

      “I know you miss your mom, honey, we all do. She was so good, so very good. And she loved you with all her heart. But she loved your dad, too. There’s good in him, and she saw it. Just give him some time.”

      “You sound like Luke Skywalker,” I say into her chest. “He doesn’t love me. He doesn’t care what happens to me. His men are more important than I am. He wouldn’t even go to the doctor with me. He didn’t see me in the hospital.”

      “He did today,” she says.

      I pull back from her and wipe my eyes. “He had an agenda. You said it yourself.”

      Grandma checks on the eggs, stirs them a bit, then slides the heaping mound on a plate and sets it front of me. I dig in. I’m ravenous.

      “You know, some people are born to be parents. Me, if I do say so myself. Harry. Your mom. We just have a desire to pass a piece of ourselves along, and we’re willing to sacrifice and protect and honor that responsibility. It’s not only innate, but it’s also a choice. A daily choice. Sleep in or feed our child? Pursue our dreams, or help our children pursue theirs? Buy a new car, or save for our children’s future. For us, these were no-brainers. We want you to have more than us. We want you to be more than us. Your dad never wanted a child.”

      “I know,” I say.

      “He is married to his job. He sacrifices, and protects, and honors all his responsibilities his job entails. He never had to do more because your mother was here. But he will step up. He can do no less.”

      “Because I’m a responsibility,” I say. “Not because he cares about me.” I thump my chest.

      “He doesn’t know you very well, and you don’t know him either. Give him a chance, Thomas.”

      “Will I even have a chance? He can’t stay. He needs to go back to work.”

      “I don’t know how much choice he has. He doesn’t have a normal job, even by military standards.”

      I ponder this. Somehow, I know she’s not referring to his role in the SEAL teams. She’s talking about something else.

      My body starts to shake as I finish up my eggs. Grandma notices the trembling in my hand and gently takes my fork away.

      “Time for bed, soldier,” she says.

      I open my mouth to protest, but no words come out. I feel my legs sliding out from underneath me.

      Grandma catches me about the waist and holds me up. “Not yet, young man. You’re too heavy for me to carry. Now move!”

      I put one foot in front of the other and fight to hold myself upright as Grandma continues to order me. Any drill sergeant would be proud of her.

      We make it to my room and I collapse on the bed. Grandma tucks me in and kisses my forehead, just like Mom used to do.

      “You’re gonna sleep for a while,” she says softly. “Don’t fight it. Get your rest.”

      My eyes are already closed. I’m two sheep away from bliss. But I think of Grandma’s kiss, and I think about Mom, and I think about why God would let someone be born without the ability to heal themselves.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      I wake up in a cold sweat, my sheets soaked. Gross. I wrap myself in my robe and walk out to the living room.

      It’s completely dark. Must be the middle of the night. I make my way to the couch when a voice nearly stops my heart.

      “Are you alright?”

      I calm my heart and clear my throat. “Dad. You startled me.”

      I cannot see his eyes, or any of his face. He’s like a black statue sitting in the corner of the couch.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks again.

      “Fine. Shaky. The usual.”

      I hear him shift. “Can I get you some orange juice?”

      “What?”

      “Orange juice. Your mother probably would have tapped a vein with it by now if she were here.”

      I feel like he’s making fun of her. It pisses me off.

      “She took good care of me.”

      “Better than I’ve ever done.”

      “You said it, not me.”

      Dad has the audacity to laugh.

      “This isn’t funny,” I say.

      “Laughing beats the hell out of crying,” he says.

      “What do you have to cry about?”

      Dad is silent for several heartbeats. “She was my wife, Thomas. I loved her.”

      “And now you’re stuck with me.”

      “I’ve been stuck with you since the moment your mom told me you were coming. I’m not about to cry over it now.”

      “You asshole!” I yell.

      “I can be. I knew what you’d have to deal with. I live it every Goddamn day. I didn’t want to put you through that.”

      “You played, and I paid. Great. Thanks a lot. The least you could have done was told me. Told me that I’m like you.”

      I hear him sigh. “I hope to God you’re nothing like me.”

      “I’m not a heartless asshole, that’s for sure,” I say.

      “I think you’re pretty heartless where I’m concerned,” he says.

      I don’t reply.

      Dad rises and stops in front of me. “I have to go back, for a month, maybe two. And then I’m done. I promise you I’ll be back.”

      “I’ll be counting the minutes,” I say.

      Dad doesn’t say anything else. He walks past me and goes back to his room.

      I sit on the couch in the exact spot Dad was sitting. Even though the room is cold, the space that Dad vacated is still warm.
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* * *

      I’m still sitting in the same spot when Grandma comes out in the morning.

      “Thomas,” she says, sitting beside me. “You’re awake.”

      “Guess I didn’t sleep much,” I say. “I woke up hours ago.”

      Grandma laughs. “Honey, it’s been two days. You must be starving.” She gets up and goes straight for the kitchen.

      Holy crap. Two days? My stomach rumbles eagerly.

      I follow Grandma and lean against the counter.

      “Have you ever read Frankenstein?” I ask her. She’s whipping more eggs.

      “No. I’ve seen the movies, though.”

      “I haven’t read it either, and I never got to see a movie about it, but the way I understand it, Dr. Frankenstein sews a body together and basically, a bolt of lightning gives the body life, right?

      “As far as I know.”

      “Do you think that could really work?”

      “You mean the bolt of lightning?”

      “Yeah. I mean, our brains run on electrical impulses. It should work in theory.”

      Grandma sniffs. “Theory is not reality. A bolt of lightning would stop a heart, not start one. And it would probably fry a brain.”

      “A direct bolt, yeah,” I say. “But I think there’s something there. We’re just a bunch of tissue animated by energy.”

      “Energy?” Grandma asks. “Is that what you think? What about the soul?”

      “The soul?” I feel inward, trying to discern whether or not I have one. “I don’t feel like I have a soul.”

      Grandma gasps. “You don’t? What makes you walk and talk? What makes you laugh?”

      “My brain does that. I can feel it.”

      “Yes, but…the essence of you, Thomas. You like blueberry pie and soccer and sculpting things. You hate the taste of butterscotch and spinach, and you like Tessa’s green eyes. You wrote me a very thoughtful poem. Where does this all come from?”

      “I thought it came from my brain. Positive experiences reinforced become preferences. My taste buds are programmed a certain way. I don’t know. How can it be a soul?”

      “How can it not? If you die, and I feed energy into your body, you will not live. It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Maybe only because nobody’s ever figured out the right way to do it.”

      “Maybe because it cannot be done.”

      “Now, where we would be if Steve Jobs’s grandmother had said such a thing to him?”

      “We’d still be running around with Walkmen and CD players instead of iPods. What’s your point?”

      “I could bring her back to life,” I whisper.

      “Oh, honey,” Grandma whispers back.

      “It’s possible, I feel it, in my soul. It is possible. We can heal ourselves perfectly, from the inside. There must be a way to harness that.”

      “Thomas, your mother is gone. Please don’t waste your life hoping for a miracle. Miracles are for the living.”
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* * *

      Grandma cannot convince me that I have a soul. I simply don’t feel it, so it must not be there. And if I don’t have one, no one does. So it’s possible to re-animate a body and have the real person back, instead of a just mindless zombie.

      I suppose if I’m going to approach this scientifically, though, I have to consider the possibility of souls. If we have a soul, and we die, then what happens?

      A. The soul could go to Heaven, or beyond, or roam around like a shade for eternity; or

      B. The soul could stay in the body, dormant; or

      C. The soul could die with the body, never to return.

      But the bigger question is, if I re-animate a dead body, will all its memories and personality be retained?

      Brain cells, which hold this information, die from lack of oxygen. This is proven even in people who never technically die—if there’s a brain injury, if certain brain cells die, memories and personality die with them, and they don’t come back. They have to be built back. And the person is no longer the same.

      I ponder these questions for hours, writing them down, sketching out possible answers, trying to make sense of it. And I finally come to one conclusion: if I want Mom to be able to come back, I have to believe in the soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      Grandma makes me stay home the rest of the week, and I mostly sleep and write. Today is Sunday, and I’ve asked her to take me to church.

      She says she grew up going to a small Episcopal church in Tustin. You had to dress up and sit real quiet, and they sang a few songs, and then the minister talked about a portion of the Bible and how it related to real life.

      “Will they talk about souls?” I ask her.

      “They might. I don’t know what the minister is going to talk about.”

      “Then how do we know this is the day we should attend?” I ask.

      Grandma laughs. “This is church, Thomas, not a conference. You don’t get to pick which days you show up. You should go every Sunday.”

      “Why is that?”

      “To reinforce your faith. To build and maintain a relationship with God.”

      “Will they let me in?” I ask.

      “Why wouldn’t they?”

      “Well, God must know, that is, if He really exists, that I don’t belong.”

      “That’s the wonderful thing about God,” she says. “Everyone belongs.”
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* * *

      The only clothes I have that are nice enough for church are the ones I wore to Mom’s funeral. I don’t want to put them on. Grandma says she understands, and we can wait, buy new clothes this week, and attend church next Sunday.

      I don’t want to wait. Even though I hate these clothes, I dress dutifully, thinking it is fitting that I am paying tribute to Mom again. She is the reason I am going to church anyway.

      “Ruthie? Ruthie Hunt?”

      We both turn to see a woman in a pink suit waving her hand frantically at us and dragging an older man reluctantly behind her.

      “Grace?” Grandma says.

      “It is you! Honey, come here.” She pulls the man up beside her, and he gives us both a smile, as if in apology for his wife’s exuberance.

      “Grace, you look marvelous!” Grandma says, giving her a hug.

      “Oh you too, you too! Where is that gorgeous man of yours? This is my husband, Reggie. Reggie Komanski. I married a Pole, if you can believe that, and I know you can, since you married that Jew. But he was one fine man. Is he here?”

      Grandma shakes Reggie’s hand. “He passed away, oh, ten years ago now.”

      Grace clutches her chest. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      “Me, too. He was a fine man, and a fine husband, even if he was a Jew.”

      They laugh.

      Grandma puts a hand on my shoulder. “Grace, I’d like you to meet my grandson, Thomas.”

      Reggie holds his hand out first. “Hello, Thomas. I’m Reggie.”

      I shake it firmly. “Hello, Reggie. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I hold my hand out to Grace. “And you, Grace. Did you attend school with my grandmother?”

      Grace laughs. “Well I never! Hell-raiser Ruthie Hunt has the politest grandson I’ve ever met. Lord, you do work in mysterious ways!”

      I raise an eyebrow at Grandma. “Seriously?” She waves her hand as if dismissing Grace’s words. “You’ve been holding out on me, Grandma.”

      Everyone laughs.

      Reggie suggests that we all go inside.

      As we walk into the church, Grace leans into Grandma.

      “Are you on the Facebook, Ruth?”

      “No.”

      Reggie turns visibly red. “Facebook. Facebook. Not the Facebook.”

      “Whatever. You should sign up. On the web thingie. We’ll talk.”
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* * *

      The service is dull as a cloudy day, and only the possibility that the minister might talk about souls keeps me awake.

      Afterward, there is a line out the door, which Grandma says is for shaking hands with the minister. I insist we get in line.

      “Welcome to St. Paul’s,” the minister says as he shakes my hand, then Grandma’s. “Is this your first time here?”

      “Yes, sir,” I say.

      “Well, I hope you come back. We’d love to have you.” His eyes move to the person behind us in line.

      “I appreciate that,” I say. “I have a few questions for you.”

      The minister, Dr. Rumson, his nametag says, shifts his eyes back to me. “Indeed?”

      I glance back at the line of people behind us.

      “I know this is not the proper time, but perhaps I could make an appointment with you.”

      His eyes twinkle, but he doesn’t smile. “If you go inside the church office, just over there, the secretary can schedule you. What’s your name, young man?”

      “Thomas Van Zandt,” I say.

      “Van Zandt?” he says, raising his eyebrows. “I look forward to it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      Grandma decides that one more week of missing school won’t kill me, and it will probably ease everyone’s mind since my injuries seemed so severe. She calls Principal Wasserman and speaks with her at length, explaining that I have a nasty gash on the back of my head (under the hair, of course), which accounts for all the blood, and multiple bruises beyond that, but nothing more serious.

      The principal inquires about my twisted leg, which both yard duties had reported. Grandma says I dislocated my knee, but it popped back into place without further incident. It is suggested that I rest and read instead of playing during recess, and Grandma feels compelled to agree, because what sane guardian wouldn’t? So no more climbing for me. It’s just as well. I may have healed, but I still remember the pain.

      On Friday of this second week, Grandma drives me back to St. Paul’s church to meet with Dr. Rumson. I saw him the previous Sunday as well, and he remembered me and even noted the time I had made for an appointment. I was impressed that someone who had a direct line to God would remember me.

      We enter the waiting area of the church office, and Grandma speaks to the secretary. She asks us to wait while she sees if Dr. Rumson is ready.

      My palms begin to sweat. I almost regulate, but I decide against it. Our bodies respond a certain way for a reason. Maybe I’m supposed to be nervous. If God wanted me to be calm, He would make me calm. If He exists, of course.

      That is what I learned at last Sunday’s service—we don’t have control of everything. Sometimes we just have to sit back and accept what comes, knowing that God is with us and that He has a plan. I don’t entirely understand that, since I believe in free will, and apparently, so does the Church. But this is one of the questions I intend to ask Dr. Rumson.

      The secretary announces that Dr. Rumson would be pleased to see us, and we follow her back into a spacious office crammed with books and papers and knickknacks. Two worn chairs sit in front of a very messy desk, and Grandma and I each stand next to one.

      Dr. Rumson shakes my hand, and I introduce Grandma.

      “Her name’s Ruth Van Zandt, but everyone calls her Ruthie. She grew up at this church, so she’s pretty well versed in all its teachings. I asked her some of my questions, and she had decent answers, but I really wanted to consult with someone a little higher up in the chain of command.”

      Dr. Rumson is staring at me with an odd smile. Grandma clears her throat.

      “Thomas is quite bright,” she says carefully, watching his face. “Exceptionally bright.”

      “Indeed.” He shakes his head and moves to sit in his desk chair. We follow suit. “How old are you, Thomas?”

      “Six and a half.”

      “And what church did you attend before coming to St. Paul’s?”

      “I’ve never been to church, sir, before coming here.”

      Grandma grips her purse tightly in her lap.

      “Thomas’s mother passed away a couple of months ago. His father is deployed in the Navy. I’m only recently on the scene.”

      I fight not to defend my parents. I know Grandma feels compelled to explain my lack of religious training, but I don’t think it’s something she should have to apologize for.

      “I’m so sorry to hear about your mother,” Dr. Rumson says.

      “Thank you,” I say. “It’s been a difficult time.”

      “Is that what you would like to speak to me about?”

      I shake my head. “Not exactly. Well, maybe so, now that I think about it. I’m curious about souls.”

      “Souls?”

      “Yes. Do you believe in them?”

      “Of course. The soul is the divine part of the human being, the part connected to God. When we die, our soul goes to Heaven, to be rejoined with the One who made us.”

      “Do you believe the soul carries our memories and our personality?”

      “A difficult question. Our memories, yes. Of who we loved, and who loved us. Of our experiences and relationship with God. Personality, I think, is not so important when we pass on.”

      “But what if, say, someone were selfish. Or generous. Or a liar. Or honest. Wouldn’t that be important for God to know?”

      “Those things are recorded in our actions, which directly affect our relationship with God. When a pie is cut, for example, we all salivate, we all hunger for the biggest piece of the pie, but do we take it? If we give that giant piece of pie to our mother, who loves pumpkin pie, we’re acting as God intended. We’re bringing ourselves closer to Him. If we take that piece of pie for ourselves, we move away from Him. We act, and God knows.”

      “So God doesn’t know our thoughts?”

      “He does,” Dr. Rumson says, “but He doesn’t care about them. He knows that since we’re trapped in these earthly bodies, sometimes we think all kinds of crazy things. That’s okay. It’s our actions that matter.”

      I think about this. I tuck my legs underneath me in the chair and sit up on them to get a better view of the minister. “I’ve seen in movies where people go to confession and they confess unpure thoughts.”

      “That is in the Catholic church, not in the Episcopalian. There are many different denominations of Christianity, and each interprets our religion differently. I don’t want to encourage you to think bad thoughts, but I don’t believe that God will punish you for them.”

      “So how do you know that we all have a soul? I don’t feel like I have one.”

      Dr. Rumson laughs. “Do you feel like you have a spleen? Kidneys? A gall bladder?”

      “Yes.”

      Grandma pokes me.

      “I mean, we can take a human body apart and see those things. We know they’re there.”

      “The Holy Scripture, the Bible, says we have a soul.”

      “But I don’t see it, don’t feel it.”

      “It’s called faith, Thomas. Some things cannot be known with our heads—we have to feel them with our hearts. If you study the Bible, and you pray, and you try to live your life the way God would want you to live it, you will feel His presence. You will know that He’s there, and that He loves you.”

      “God wants me to live my life a certain way? How do I know what way that is?”

      “God just wants you to be a good person and to be close to Him.”

      “So the rest is up to me?”

      “Yes,” Dr. Rumson says.

      “On Sunday you said that God has a plan for each of us. How can He have a plan and at the same time let me choose?”

      Dr. Rumson removes his wire-rimmed glasses and rubs the bridge of his nose. “Even the adults in my congregation are not so challenging,” he says.

      I feel abashed. I look at Grandma, and she gives me a smile of encouragement. “I’m sorry if I’m being a nuisance,” I tell him.

      He laughs. “You are anything but. I wish everyone were as thoughtful as you about their faith. I’ve always thought the strongest faith comes when you question and doubt, and God still makes His presence known.” He replaces the glasses on his nose. “God’s plan for all of us is to live a good, selfless life, close to Him. That’s it. The particulars are up to you. You can be a doctor or an electrician. You can have children of your own or be a doting uncle. You can come to church three times a week, or you can pray to God every night in your bed. Your choice.”

      “You mean I don’t have to come to church to be a Christian?” I say, surprised.

      “I’d like you to. It will strengthen your relationship with God and give you a sense of community. It’s a very real sign of our faith. But it’s not necessary. God knows what’s in your heart. He’s always with you.”

      “Dr. Rumson,” I say, “here’s the thing: I wasn’t raised to believe in God. My mother said that religion was a crutch for the weak. She said that there was too much evil in the world for God to exist. She taught me to believe in myself, and she was a good person. She always tried to do the right thing.”

      Dr. Rumson says softly, “Even the best of us can be misguided.”

      I nod slowly. “I just don’t think I’m ready to remember her that way.”

      “I can understand that.”

      I sit back on my knees and sigh. “I think that’s it for now.”

      “Can we speak again?” Dr. Rumson asks as he rises. “Next week, same time?”

      Grandma stands and looks down at me. “What do you think?”

      “Yeah, a week,” I say. “I don’t think I’ll be mad at you by then.”

      They exchange an awkward smile, and we bid the good minister goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      I berate myself all through the afternoon and on into dinner and after dinner and even as I lie in bed for not having foreseen the outcome of my meeting with Dr. Rumson.

      Mom’s in Hell, or she’s in Heaven, or she’s dust.

      Mom is gone.

      I cry myself to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    
    
      Tessa walks home with me from school, and we’re both licking lollipops we earned for picking up ten pieces of trash and depositing them properly in the garbage can before the bell rang.

      “Is your dad home yet?” Tessa asks me.

      “Nope.”

      “Did you Skype him last night?”

      “No.” I let Grandma handle that, at least after I gave her a three-hour tutorial on how to accept Dad’s calls.

      “He didn’t call?”

      “He did,” I say, licking. “I missed it.”

      “What a fail,” Tessa says, using some new phrase her brothers taught her. “I love Skype. You can see yourself, just like the other person can see you. I love being on the computer.”

      “Yeah, it’s fun,” I say.

      “Maybe we can Skype somebody when we get home.”

      “Well, they have to accept our call, but we could try it. Who?”

      “How about my brothers?”

      “Okay. We’ll do it.”

      We get home, have a snack, and get on the computer. Tessa knows her brothers’ numbers, and we try to call them, but they don’t pick up. She even calls her house, asking them to answer, but they’re not interested.

      “Fail,” she says with a sigh. “Gigantic fail. Isn’t there anyone else?”

      My list of Skype contacts includes exactly one person: Dad.

      “No, no one else,” I say, rising from my chair.

      “Oh, here,” Tessa says, pointing at the screen. “Your dad. Let’s call your dad.”

      “He’s really busy, Tessa, and I don’t think we should bother him.”

      Tessa’s eyes go from excited to disappointed to ashamed.

      “Oh, yeah. I’m sorry,” she says.

      Damn it. I cannot stand to see that look in her eyes, and I didn’t mean to make her feel bad.

      I sit back down. “We’ll try. He probably won’t answer.”

      Tessa squeals and hugs my arm. God, I’m a sucker.

      I call up Dad, fully expecting nothing to happen.

      He answers on the third ring.

      “Thomas…is everything alright?”

      He looks ill. His skin is pale except for the purple bruises under his eyes, and he’s wearing a white t-shirt, wrinkled and stretched-out around the collar.

      “Hi, Mr. Van Zandt!” Tessa says, waving at the screen.

      “Tessa,” Dad says, and he seems to perk up a bit. “Hey. What are you guys up to?”

      “Not much. We tried to Skype my brothers, but they didn’t want to talk. So we decided to talk to you.”

      “So I’m your second choice, huh?”

      Tessa laughs.

      “Are you guys having fun?”

      Tessa looks at me.

      “Yes, sir, we are. We just got home from school.”

      “We got lollipops for being good helpers,” Tessa adds.

      “What are you…up to, Dad?” I ask

      “Oh, just work, you know…trying to tie up loose ends so I can get out of here.”

      “Are you…coming home soon?” I ask carefully.

      “Two more weeks, I think. I’m finishing my last assignment.”

      “Is that like homework?” Tessa asks.

      Dad laughs. “Exactly like. And I better get back to it.”

      “Okay, bye!” Tessa says, waving again.

      “Bye, you two. Be good for Grandma. Take care, Thomas.”

      I swallow. “You, too.”
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* * *

      We spend the rest of the afternoon molding homemade play dough. I found the recipe on the Internet, and Grandma made a batch earlier today. It doesn’t feel right, like the stuff you buy. It’s grainier, and less stiff. If I mold something tall, it tends to fall over. Fail, as Tessa would say.

      Tessa leaves, we have dinner, and Grandma goes to take the trash out while I clear the table. She opens the door and screams at the top of her lungs. I drop the plates on the counter and run out to her.

      “Grandma! What is it?”

      She is standing at the doorway, looking down. On the mat is a dead mouse.

      “Yew,” I say, grimacing. “Another present from Mr. Sprinkles?”

      Grandma clutches the doorjamb. “It would appear so. That damn cat is going to give me a heart attack.”

      I have a sudden idea.

      “Here, I’ll get it. You go on and do the dishes.” I take the bag of trash from her hands and push her along.

      “Don’t touch it, Thomas, not with your bare hands.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Get the dustpan from the pantry. You can scoop it up into the trash bag.”

      I dutifully follow her instructions, but instead of putting the trash bag in the large trash bin, I stash it behind a bush on the side of the house.

      I help Grandma clear the rest of the dishes. Then I begin to worry about ants getting to the mouse, or maybe Mr. Sprinkles nosing around in the trash bag. I find a shoebox in my room, tell Grandma I’m going to throw it away, and rush back out to my bush. I carefully tip the mouse into the box, put the trash bag in the bin, and wonder where I can put the box where it will be undisturbed.

      I could put it in Grandma’s car—no ants. But it might smell. Anywhere in the yard is a bad idea. Maybe in a tree? No, ants can climb, and we have squirrels and raccoons and opossums. Damn it, my time is running out.

      “Thomas?”

      “Coming!”

      I decide to bring the box back in the house with me.

      “Sorry,” I say, holding up the box. “I was debating whether or not to get rid of this thing. But I think I thought of a use for it.”

      “Okay,” she says with a puzzled smile. “Gimme a kiss before you scamper off.”

      Scamper. Like the mouse. I giggle. And kiss Grandma on the cheek good night.
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* * *

      I get in my pajamas and take out a pencil and notebook. I need to make plans.

      I’ll need wires for sure. Batteries, probably nine volt, because I don’t want to mess with anything stronger. Alligator clips, which I have in the garage on my workbench. My soldering iron. I’ve never used it without Dad before, but I know how it works. A transformer. Might have to take something apart to get one—I’ll have to look in the garage. A switch. Got that.

      All set.

      I’ll try electricity first and see what happens. Probably nothing, but the idea’s stuck in my head and it won’t leave until I try it. But when it fails, I’ll move on to Experiment 2: Needle and Thread.

      Materials? Tweezers of different sizes and shapes, found in Mom’s bathroom drawers. Needles, from the sewing kit in my scarce-used travel bag. Alcohol, and maybe use of the oven, to sterilize my tools. Paper towels, several rolls, to mop up blood. Cotton balls and sterile gauze might be better (look in first aid kit under kitchen sink). Soldering iron, to cauterize (pretty sure that will work).

      To do? Collect items this week. Study any surgery footage I can find on the Internet. Remember to calm nerves and cut off all nerve sensation before proceeding. Find a way to be alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

      

    
    
      I cannot get Grandma to leave me alone for an extended period of time. Even if I’m doing homework and ask her not to disturb me, she pokes her white-haired head in every fifteen minutes to see if I need a snack or to ask me if I need to use the potty. Sheesh.

      I finally realize that I just have to go ahead with my electricity experiment before the damn mouse rots. But if I’m going to get caught, it would be better to have the smell of Mickey barbecue in the garage instead of my room.

      I set everything up on my workbench in small bursts of five-minute activity. Then I tell Grandma I’m going to build a light circuit out in the garage, for a science project.

      “Oh, how exciting,” she says. “I always loved science. May I help?”

      “Um, I don’t think so,” I say. “I’m supposed to do it myself.”

      “Oh, I’ll just watch.”

      “Well, I was thinking, I might work up quite an appetite. Maybe you could make that beef stew of yours that you made a couple weeks ago.”

      I can see Grandma blush. “You like my beef stew?”

      “Mmmm, hmmm,” I say, trying not to lie.

      “But you hardly touched it. I didn’t think you liked it all.”

      “My stomach was off that day, so I couldn’t really enjoy it. But my stomach’s fine now.”

      “Well, then,” she says, puffing out her chest. “You go be a scientist, and I will go be a chef.”

      “Thank you, Grandma,” I say.

      She smiles and heads to the kitchen. I make a beeline for the mouse.

      It’s been two days, and the mouse doesn’t look so bad, but he smells like sewer rot. Ugh. But I planned for this. I slip a paper mask over my face and secure the elastic behind my ears.

      I think about opening the mouse up and connecting the alligator clips directly to its heart or brain. But the mouse isn’t fresh enough. And intellectually, I know this won’t work. So I simply attach the clips to both of its forepaws and hit the switch.

      Nothing visible happens. I hit the switch again. Nothing. I hit the switch on and off, back and forth, about fifty times. The mouse’s paws begin to smoke.

      Enough.

      I unhook the mouse and put him back in the box. The box goes in the trash bin. I’m tidying my workbench when Grandma opens the garage door and peeks in.

      “Yum. Someone must be grilling.”
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* * *

      Step number one for Needle and Thread: Can I incorporate something not of my body into my body?

      First, I need to know if I can feel an object inside of me. I already know I can feel bacteria and viruses, but they integrate seamlessly on their own, attaching themselves to my cells. What about a foreign body that’s inside me, but not actually connected to any of my cells?

      I lock myself in the bathroom. I insert a cotton swab into my ear canal, far enough that it’s uncomfortable. I close my eyes. I can feel the cotton tickling the cilia, the little hairs in my ear. I can feel that the cotton is close to my eardrum, but that’s all the information I can gather.

      Next, I take a marble out of my pocket. It is small and blue and smooth. I thought about using a coin, but knowing that the object must come out once it goes in, I wanted something smooth and easily passable.

      I wash the marble in the sink with hot water and anti-bacterial soap. I pop it in my mouth, far back on my tongue, and swallow. There’s a moment where I feel like I’m choking, then I force my throat muscles to contract, and I chase the marble with a gulp of water. It slides down smoothly and drops into my stomach.

      Bile immediately floods my stomach with no prompting from me. I doubt it will have any effect on a glass marble. I try to feel my stomach. I sense a hard glob resting on the bottom left of my stomach lining. I sense the water I swallowed. There’s a bit of mostly digested food—probably the apple I ate after school. But I don’t feel the marble as a marble. It could be anything.

      I force my body to expel the contents of my stomach into my intestines and beyond. It’s interesting. I’ve never actually followed the path of my food before. I squat on the toilet and let everything come out. I suppose I won’t be gaining any nutrients from the apple.

      I examine the contents of the toilet for curiosity’s sake. Mushy, liquidy apple, complete with bright green peel. One blue mottled marble. I’m tempted to rescue the marble but decide against it. I’m not a squeamish person, but poo marbles are just gross. I flush it away.

      Grandma’s stew is bubbling happily on the stove when I come out. She gives me a heaping bowlful, and I hold my nose and dig in. It’s for a worthy cause.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

      

    
    
      Grandma has a doctor’s appointment today.

      “Just a checkup,” she says.

      “Why do you need a checkup?” I ask while I pack my lunch. “Just feel inside yourself.”

      “We are not infallible, Thomas, and we are not doctors. It doesn’t hurt to check in with an expert.”

      “I think we’re pretty much experts on our own bodies.”

      “That kind of arrogance will get you in trouble. I’m an old lady. I’ll take the help.”

      I hug her. “Whatever will keep you here with me.”

      I have my third presentation to give today, this time on the lungs. Grandma bought me a package of balloons, and at recess, I open the package and set a single balloon on each person’s desk. I’ve learned that when my presentations are interactive, the kids are more engaged.

      I talk a bit about our lungs, how they function, then ask everyone to blow up their balloons with a single breath. Half the class can’t do it. I tell them that lung capacity and the force of your breath is something you can increase with practice. I tell everyone to take their balloons home and practice every day. At my next presentation, we’ll all try again. Anyone who can blow their balloon up will receive a lollipop. And the person who expands theirs the most will win a special prize.

      Another good presentation. Before I even finish up, though, I start to worry about the next one. I need to research nerves. I’ll just have to think of some way for that topic to be interactive, too.
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* * *

      “How was the doctor?” I ask when I get home from school.

      Grandma is sitting on the couch, drinking her afternoon tea. She offers me some every day, and I always turn her down. Why would I want to drink a cup of liquid grass? And why can’t she remember that I don’t like tea?

      “Hello, my darling,” she says with a smile. “How was school? Can I make you a snack, a cup of tea?”

      See?

      “I’m fine. School was great. The balloons were perfect. Thank you.”

      She pats the space on the couch next to her. “Tell me all about it.”

      I do. Grandma laughs at my description of Abbey, red-faced, cheeks blown up like a puffer fish as she tried in vain to blow up her balloon.

      “So tell me about the doctor,” I say again.

      Grandma blows gently into her teacup and takes a small sip.

      “Not much to tell. Standard physical. Everything’s tip top.”

      “Grandma,” I say slowly, “if something were wrong, would you tell me?”

      “Thomas, there is nothing wrong with me.”

      “But would you tell me,” I insist, “if there were?”

      She bows her head. “My instinct would be not to tell you.”

      “I know that,” I say. “What I’m really asking is for you to fight that instinct and please be honest with me.”

      She sighs, then meets my eyes. “If anything ever goes wrong, I promise to tell you. You know, though, that I would prefer it the other way. You don’t need to worry about me in addition to everything else.”

      “Too late, Grandma. This conversation has already given me ulcers.”

      She smiles. “I promise you I’m completely healthy.”

      “Then I believe you.”

      “Good,” she says, sipping more tea. “Now why don’t you tell me about all these experiments you have brewing.”

      “Pardon?” I say, and if I were drinking tea, I think I would have choked on it and spewed it all over Grandma’s lap.

      “Come now. You are the one who demanded honesty. Let’s make it reciprocal, shall we?”

      “I need a drink first,” I say. I go to the kitchen and pour myself a stiff glass of orange juice. Then I return to my seat next to Grandma.

      “You know when I asked you about Frankenstein the other day?”

      She nods. “You tried it on the mouse.”

      “You…how did you know that?”

      “I smelled it, both rotten and fried.”

      “Damn it,” I say.

      “Language.”

      “Sorry. So the smell gave me away?” I ask.

      “Confirmed it, but your questions give you away. You never ask a question without a purpose. And, honestly, a light circuit? You could build one in your sleep. And beef stew? You are intensely visual. Anything that looks like dog food is on your do-not-eat list.”

      I’m frustrated, but also a little flattered. Grandma hasn’t been here that long, but already she knows me.

      “It would have worked on Mom,” I say sadly.

      “Your mother trusted you. As did I. I let you carry on with your elaborate scheme, remember.”

      “It wasn’t all that elaborate,” I say. “I was kind of winging it with that stew bit.”

      “Brilliant improvisation.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So what’s up next? Please don’t tell me you need a bigger test subject.”

      I laugh. “No, I’ve abandoned the electricity. I have a better idea, but it’s kind of dicey.”

      She nods for me to continue.

      “You might not like it,” I say.

      “Try me.”

      “Well, my goal is to be able to heal other people. To bring our abilities outside of our own bodies. But to do that, I figure I have to bring another person to me. Into me.”

      “Hmm. How would that work?”

      “I think I could hook them up to me, like make neural connections to their neurons. If I can connect to their brain and to their spine, I’d have access to their whole nervous system. I could re-grow their tissue, heal tissue, whatever needed to be done.”

      “How would you…you mean to surgically attach a sick or damaged body to yours?” she squeaks out. Her lip is curled and she visibly leans away from me.

      “Why not?’ I say. “I mean eventually. I wasn’t planning on cutting you open while you sleep and attaching myself to you like some parasite.”

      “Thank God.”

      “I’m serious,” I say. “This could really work.”

      “No.”

      “Yes, it could.”

      “No. I don’t care if it will work or not. I forbid you to do this.”

      “I’m not doing anything at the moment, and I wasn’t planning on doing it all the way. I just have a little experiment planned to see if it could be done.”

      “I’m afraid to ask.”

      I sip my orange juice. “So do you want to hear it?”

      She nods.

      “I have these fake claws that I wore for Halloween a couple of years ago. They’re like plastic nails, the kind where you peel off the backing and press it on top of your nails. You know what I mean?”

      She nods again.

      “I thought I could remove the nail from my pinkie finger, then put the fake one in its place. Then I would tell my body to attach itself to the fake nail, and I would try to make my nail grow again. But what I really want to know is if I attach myself to the plastic, can I feel the plastic as part of my body.”

      “Interesting. You could do that. I don’t know how much you’d be able to sense about the fake nail, though. There’s not much to sense about our real nails.”

      “True,” I say, “but that’s only the first step.” I take a deep breath. “The second step would be to cut off my pinkie toe.”

      “What?!”

      “My pinkie toe. It’s pretty much a useless appendage. Some scientists believe we’re already evolving to lose it.”

      “Dear Lord,” she says. She takes a deep swig of tea.

      “Then, you know, I would attach something else in its place.”

      “Like the foot of a Barbie doll?” she offers.

      “You just said plastic doesn’t offer much in the way of information. I was thinking of something else, like a frog’s leg or something.”

      Grandma gets up and goes to the kitchen. She comes back with a bottle of whiskey, and pours a few fingers into her teacup.

      “A frog’s leg, you say?”
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* * *

      I lie in bed thinking about my experiments. Grandma is adamantly against them, and I already promised myself I wouldn’t be difficult for her. So I won’t carry them out. Yet.

      I have plenty of research to do. Nerves, neural regeneration, axons and growth cones, and that’s about all I know, so I have a lot of learning to do. I’ll make notes on everything and practice on my own body without the tissue of other living things.

      Grandma says I’m dangerously close to playing God. She suggested that I give up all these notions of grandeur and focus on being a six-year-old boy.

      If only I knew how to do that.
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      I start my research with a simple Internet search on neural regeneration. If I ever hope to grow nerves in other people, I need to learn about the process, even if I can do it in my own body with barely a thought.

      I start with a Wikipedia article. Normally, I’m not too high on Wikipedia, but it’s a decent place to begin.

      The article on regeneration divides the nervous system into two parts: peripheral and central. Nerves are routinely regrown in the peripheral nervous system. If you slice your finger with a knife, or crush your toe under a rock, the nerves will grow back, though full recovery is dependent on the type of injury. Crushing or stretch injuries are more difficult to heal than cut-type injuries.

      Nerves in the central nervous system—the spine and the brain—do not regenerate.

      I have to read that part again to make sure I read it correctly the first time.

      Nerves in the central nervous system do not grow back.

      But I do it all the time. I grow neurons in my brain. I attach them where I want them to go. I healed my spinal cord after I fell off the jungle gym.

      I shouldn’t be able to do that.

      I shut my laptop and lie on my bed.

      I am a freak, I’ve always known it. I can do a thousand things that the average person and even the exceptional person cannot do. But this, this is something that universities and private research firms have been spending billions of dollars to learn how to do. And I can do it.

      People in wheel chairs could walk again. Quadriplegics could be taken off respirators. Millions of people could have a life again.

      I pound my pillow. Why am I only six years old? Why can’t I be an adult?

      I have to know if I’m the only one.

      I find Grandma and ask her if she can grow neurons in her brain.

      “I’ve never tried,” she says.

      “Well, try it,” I say impatiently.

      She’s quiet for a minute, and her face goes blank. I wonder if my face does that when I’m feeling inside.

      “I can sense the neurons,” she says. “I can trace them. I can tell you where they are connected, how they are connected. But I can’t grow them. It’s…there’s a block. A protein, maybe? Something is blocking their growth.”

      “I can do it,” I say.

      “Interesting,” is all she says.

      “Interesting? Is that all? If scientists could figure out why you have a block and I don’t, they could heal brain injuries!”

      “You don’t have to scream,” she says calmly. “I understand the implications.”

      “Can Dad do it?” I ask her.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll ask him,” I say, going back to my room and my laptop. I bring up Skype and call Dad. Grandma comes in as I wait for an answer and hovers in the doorway.

      Dad doesn’t answer.

      “Damn it,” I say, closing my laptop.

      “Language,” she says. She pulls me up and hugs me. “Patience. Dad will be home next week.”
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      This has been the single longest week of my life.

      We’ve been studying owls at school. They are nocturnal. They hunt. They hock up pellets. Hoo, hoo. Hoo cares?

      This week’s spelling list consists of irregular plurals, like dresses and messes. God help the person who writes down dresss.

      Dad comes home tomorrow. Maybe. He’s taking whatever flights he can, some military, some commercial, from wherever he is, and we don’t know exactly when he’ll be home.

      The only thing that keeps me from jumping out of my own skin in impatience is my meeting today with Dr. Rumson. Our meetings have become something I look forward to, more even than play dates with Tessa.

      The last play date we had was on Tuesday. I wanted to sculpt, since Grandma had bought us some actual clay, and Tessa wanted to color. I asked her why she wanted to color in someone else’s drawings.

      “I like to color,” she said.

      “But you already know how to color,” I said. “You even stay in the lines, most of the time.”

      I remember how Tessa narrowed her eyes at me. “I color beautiful pictures, and I know how to stay in the lines just fine,” she said.

      “Yes, but you’re not creating anything,” I said.

      “I am,” she said. “I’m making a colored picture.”

      She didn’t get it. I’m finding that she doesn’t get a lot of things. That’s okay, I guess. Grandma says it’s okay and I need to be more understanding. Tessa is a normal kid. When I hang out with her, Grandma says, I need to do normal things. I should not expect anything more from her.

      That conversation with Grandma frustrated me at the time, but I’ve thought about it a lot this week. If I want to avoid being frustrated or disappointed, I have to have realistic expectations where other people are concerned. I cannot expect everyone to act, or react, as I would. Case in point? Dad. I figure I need to give him a very small break.

      But anyway, unlike Tessa, Dr. Rumson gets it. I can talk to him about anything, and he has a pretty reasoned opinion. I’m not sure I agree with all those opinions, but he gets me thinking.

      Today Grandma drops me off at the church and says she’s going to run errands. Dr. Rumson ushers me into his office himself, and we take our normal seats.

      “So, what did you think of my sermon last Sunday?” he asks.

      “I thought it was a little dry, to be honest,” I say.

      Dr. Rumson chuckles. “Indeed?”

      “And I’m not the only one who thinks that. Mr. Komanski fell asleep and was snoring in my ear.”

      “Oh dear,” he says. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Well, I talked to him, so I don’t think you should make a big issue of it. He was very sorry. And his wife pulled on his ear to get him to wake up in time for the end.”

      Dr. Rumson smiles. “Thank you for taking care of that.”

      “No problem,” I say.

      “So if my sermon didn’t raise any questions for you, what’s on your mind, Thomas?”

      I sit up on my knees. “Do you remember during our first talk, you said that God has a plan for each of us?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that this whole time. What’s God’s plan for me? What could He possibly expect out of me?”

      Dr. Rumson nods.

      “And I’m not one hundred percent sure of that yet, but I was wondering, if a person has certain talents, certain abilities, do you think God means for that person to use them?”

      “Of course. Talents are meant to be exercised and developed.”

      “What if it’s a bad talent? Like, say you’re good at stealing things?”

      “I would not call that a talent,” he says, frowning. “If someone has some initial talent, say in stealth, or slight of hand, or planning and organization, those do not necessarily result in thievery. A person could put those talents to some positive use, but a thief is not doing God’s will. He has turned from the path.”

      “Okay,” I say, “what about a good talent that’s not used? My mother used to play the piano, and my dad said that she was amazing. She would play at parties and at the holidays, but when her parents died, she stopped playing. I never got to hear her play. Was she going against God’s will?”

      “That is a difficult question. I think God would have taken much joy in your mother’s playing, but I don’t think it’s a sin that she stopped. It obviously hurt her to play. Maybe the memories were too much. Maybe she took great pride in playing for her parents, and without them, playing the piano made her sad. I would not condemn your mother for her choice.”

      That’s good, I think to myself.

      “What about a talent for something that can really help people? What if a very skilled surgeon refuses to operate on anyone except those who can pay him a million dollars? Is that sinful?”

      “Yes, I believe that is,” Dr. Rumson says. “Greed is one of the seven deadly sins. Such a doctor would be putting his own greed above the health and welfare of his fellow human beings. That is not a choice God would want him to make.”

      “What if that skilled surgeon simply got tired of working? What if the money never mattered, but at age 50, with a line of sick patients out his door, he simply said enough?”

      “I think we would have to know what was in his heart. People get tired, they lose interest, they choose different paths. One person is not responsible for the fate of the world. God would like everyone to try to make a difference, to help others to the best of their abilities, but we are all human. God understands that.”

      “What if that surgeon finished up medical school, finished his residency, and he was the most talented surgeon the world had ever seen. But before he even accepts his first job, he decides he’d rather be a pro golfer, even though he’s never made par in his life. Is he committing a sin?”

      Dr. Rumson laughs. “Again, it’s a question of what’s in his heart. If he only wanted fame and fortune on the pro tour, then yes, he’s committing a sin. If his father’s dying wish, though, was to see his son play on the professional golf tour, I think he might be forgiven.”

      I wrinkle my eyebrows. “But how do you know, then, if the path you’re choosing is the right one?”

      “Look inside your heart. Keep God in your mind. When you’re making a decision, ask yourself, is this what God would want me to do?”

      “You make it sound so simple,” I say.

      “It really is,” he agrees. “Don’t hurt anyone. Be good. Do good. Help others. Strive to make a positive difference in the world. You know, the other thing I tell people, mostly adults, is to imagine what people will say about you at your funeral. Live a life that you would be proud for others to hear about.”

      “That’s a little morbid,” I say, “but it makes sense.”

      “Indeed.”

      “You know, my dad is coming home tomorrow. Did I tell you that?”

      “No.”

      “I’ve been…very angry with him.”

      Dr. Rumson is quiet.

      “He just…he hasn’t been a great father. And he wasn’t a great husband. He hasn’t been around much at all. And he…he lied to me about something very important.”

      “Did he explain, or apologize?”

      “He tried, but I have the feeling he’s still lying to me, like there’s more to the story.”

      “Thomas, I know this will be hard for you to understand, because you are very bright and inquisitive, and I know you have a mind like a steel trap. But here it is: your father is your father, and you are his son. His six-year-old son. Even if you can converse with him about politics, and economics, and any other complex topic, he still sees you as his son. If you were his best friend, he could tell you everything in his heart, he could relate all his experiences in the military, he could explain the whys behind his actions. But you are his son, a young boy. He does not need to answer to you or explain himself. Complete honesty is not something a parent usually gives to a child. A parent opens up by degrees.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that much of an adult’s life and choices are not appropriate topics of conversation with a child. For example, if a parent is divorced, and the child asks about the divorce, most parents will say that they grew apart, or that they wanted different things out of life, or something equally generic. A good parent is not going to unload on the child and say your father had an affair and I started taking pills, so we had to get away from each other.”

      “Why not?” I ask. “Why wouldn’t the parent just tell the truth?”

      “Because the truth is not always appropriate. I know you think you could handle any honest answers your dad might give you, and maybe you could. But as the parent, it is your dad’s call. He has a responsibility to decide how much information is good for you.”

      “That’s…I don’t like that answer too much,” I say.

      “I understand that,” Dr. Rumson says. “From what I gather, your father has been a good man. He provided for you and your mother. He put himself in harm’s way to protect our country. Whatever hand he has had in raising you, he certainly didn’t screw up. You are an amazing young man. Your dad has to be given credit for those things.”

      I frown, thinking about that.

      “So your father will be out of the military for good, is that right?”

      I nod.

      “It will be an adjustment. I think you know that. For all of you. Your father is used to living a certain life. Being a member of our armed forces is probably important to his identity. I hope you will be patient with him.”

      “Yeah, I get it. We always have to adjust when he comes home on leave. I’m used to that.”

      “Except this time, your dad won’t be leaving again. There will be no end point. You’ll have to find a way to live together. And you’ll have to find it in you to forgive him.”

      “Why must I forgive him? He’s not sorry for what he did.”

      “He had his reasons, Thomas. Until your father gives you a reason not to, trust him. Trust that he’s making the best decisions he can for you.”

      “I don’t know if he even thinks about me like that,” I say.

      “Do not forgive him for his sake. Forgive him for yours. You cannot find peace unless you can move past this.”

      “That’s probably true.”

      “Good. Keep it in mind: what would God want me to do?”
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      I’m still thinking about Dad and forgiveness and opening up by degrees the next day, as I sculpt at the kitchen table. The clay in my hands, the tools, having a definite task in mind and seeing it to fruition…it all calms me. It’s even better than regulating, because there are no after-effects. I can create and think and ponder.

      I’m making a model of Mom’s right hand. She had the most beautiful hands, slender, refined, long nail beds kept short, feminine. They were the hands of a pianist. The hands of a gentle mother.

      Her right hand was dominant, and she would often gesture with it, or stroke my hair, or poke me on the chin. She wore a single silver filigree ring on her middle finger, which once belonged to her mother. She always wanted to wear it on a different finger, but it was too large. She was afraid to get it sized, because sizing it would have required cutting into the design.

      The ring always fascinated me. It was something out of another era, a connection to my grandparents, who I never had a chance to meet. I have it in my top dresser drawer, under a pile of socks. I want a way to display it, and when I’m finished with this clay hand, I will slip it on the middle finger.

      Dad liked the ring, too, I think. When he thought no one was looking, he would take Mom’s hand in his and kiss the ring. Mom would smile the smile she only gave to Dad. Dad would sometimes wink at her.

      I wonder if Dad knows I have the ring. She wasn’t wearing it when she died; I found it on the rim above the kitchen sink. Mom must have done dishes that morning.

      I cry a bit as I sculpt. Nothing dramatic, but a few tears slip down my cheeks, and I wipe them away and push them into the clay. This seems poetic, and fitting.

      I finish the basic shape of Mom’s hand, and start to carve in the details. I wonder if Dad remembers her hands. He certainly has the ability to, but I have no idea if he pays attention to things in the same way I do. Maybe by the time I am his age, the details won’t be so important.

      I remember Dad’s hands, too. They are large and strong, with thick calluses on the palms. He has hairy knuckles, and a long pink scar on the top of his left hand. I wonder why he has a scar at all.

      I really know nothing about him.

      He is a Navy SEAL.

      He never went to college, but was recommended for Officer Candidate School on the basis on his service.

      He taught me how to dribble a basketball, and how to play MarioKart.

      He loved my mother.

      My mother loved him.

      He never wanted a child, but he’s changing his life for his child.

      My tears speed up.

      Dad has been a pretty fun dad, all in all. Maybe he missed a lot of my childhood, but lots of dads work instead of raising their kids. Maybe my childhood has been completely normal and I never realized it. Maybe Dad has given me everything he was capable of giving. Maybe I have expected too much.

      I finish up Mom’s hand and grab another piece of clay. I begin to make Dad’s hand, upside down and fingers curled in, as though he is cradling her hand in his.

      It seems fitting.

      Grandma makes me a peanut butter sandwich for lunch, and we watch a recorded episode of Top Chef. Grandma loves Tom Colicchio. I don’t see much to love about a bald man with a high opinion of himself.

      Grandma goes down for a nap around two. I work on my hand sculpture. Grandma wakes up around four and starts dinner. She wants to make meatloaf and mashed potatoes, Dad’s favorite. We haven’t heard from Dad, and I force myself to stop glancing at the door, and the clock, and the phone. No expectation means a happy me. Yeah, right.

      Dinner at eight comes and goes; we waited as long as we possibly could. I show Grandma my finished sculpture, and she gasps and gets teary-eyed and hugs me as though she’ll never let go.

      We watch more television, and I finish a ridiculous homework assignment—a writing prompt: Without owls, how would the world be different? At ten, Grandma is snoring in Dad’s recliner and I am not sleepy.

      I watch TV. Sometime after midnight, the front door creaks open.

      I run to the door. Dad has dropped his duffle bag on the floor and is simply standing there.

      I run to him and burst into tears.

      He holds me, just holds me, and he carries me to bed with him and we fall asleep tangled together.
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* * *

      I wake up in Dad’s bed alone. I take a moment to orient myself and hear him and Grandma talking in the kitchen. She’s cooking for him, of course.

      “He’s handling it all remarkably well, Michael,” Grandma says. “No thanks to you.”

      “We’re not having this conversation again,” Dad says. “You know my reasons. I don’t expect you to agree with them. But I’ll make it up to him. I’ll do my best to make it up to him.”

      “Do you ever wonder what would have happened if you hadn’t joined the Navy?”

      “No.”

      “Come now, Michael, you must —”

      “No, I don’t,” he says. “It’s a fruitless exercise. It hasn’t been all bad. It gave me Thomas. It gave you Thomas.”

      I must not have heard that right—the Navy gave me to Dad?

      “You would have had children anyway,” Grandma says. “Eventually.”

      “Not bloody likely,” Dad growls.

      “How can you say that?” Grandma asks.

      “I’m speaking the truth. You always took joy in your abilities. They delighted you at every turn! That is not me, and has never been me. They are a curse, not a blessing. Look at Thomas. Look at his life. How can you say we’ve been blessed?”

      I sit up straight in bed and strain my muscles, making sure I don’t miss a word.

      “No! How can you say we are not blessed? I healed myself of terminal cancer! Thomas healed a spinal cord injury! We would be long gone if we didn’t have our abilities, and you’re right. I delight in every minute I’m here, every Goddamn minute I get to spend with your son!”

      “What?”

      “Our life is God’s gift to us. It was bestowed upon us with a purpose. It may be difficult at times, it may—”

      “What did you say?” Dad asks again.

      “I said you need to count your blessings, you ungrateful idiot!”

      “Not that! What you said about Thomas. He healed a spinal cord injury?”

      “Yes. Of course. I thought you knew that.”

      A pause. “No. Who else knows?”

      “No one. Maybe Dr. Morley. I think Thomas explained that part to him.”

      A chair scrapes on the kitchen floor. Ten seconds later, Dad bursts through the bedroom door and moves to his dresser.

      “You heard all that?” he asks, taking out a t-shirt and fresh underwear.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did you tell Dr. Morley you healed your spinal cord?”

      “No.”

      He glares at me. “Grandma thinks you did.”

      “I didn’t. I told him I broke my neck. Nothing else.”

      He throws the clothes on the floor and sits next to me on the bed. “You’re sure?”

      “I could relate the entire conversation word for word if you’d like.”

      He takes his time thinking about it. “No. I trust you.”

      Huh.

      “Dad, can you heal nerves in your central nervous system?”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “Grandma can’t do it either,” I say.

      “No.”

      “How do you know that? Grandma didn’t even know that.”

      “No one else has ever been able to do it,” he says.

      “No one else? You mean, there are others?”

      Dad blows out a breath. “Yes. Not a lot, but some.”

      I want to scream at him again, condemn him for keeping me in the dark, but I force myself to remain calm. I regulate, just a bit.

      “Why would you not tell me that?” I ask gently.

      “It’s complicated, Thomas,” he says.

      “Okay,” I say.

      Dad barks out a laugh. “Okay? Just like that?”

      “Well, no, not really. But I trust you. You had your reasons for not telling me. You have your reasons for not telling me everything now. I can wait.”

      He searches my face, which I’ve made carefully blank. “Really?”

      I nod. “I will wait somewhat, but not entirely, patiently.”

      Dad smiles. “You must take after your mother. I have never been a patient man.”

      “I’d like to give her the credit, but honestly, I got it from Dr. Rumson. He’s a minister I’ve been seeing at Grandma’s church.”

      “You’ve been going to church?”

      I nod. “I know this goes against your beliefs, but I’m starting to believe in God.”

      “Oh, I believe in God, all right,” he says. “I just don’t like Him all that much.”
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* * *

      We take our showers and dress for the day, and I tell Dad that I’d like to go to church with Grandma. I invite him to come along.

      He says, “I think I’ll pass.” But at least he doesn’t try to stop us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      For someone without my abilities, Tessa has quite a memory. As soon as I walk into class, she pounces on me.

      “Your dad. Did he get here?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I say. “Late Saturday night.”

      “Did your grandma let you stay up?”

      “She did.”

      “How late?”

      “Past midnight. I don’t know exactly how late.”

      “Midnight? That’s like the middle of the night! You’re so lucky. Mommy never lets me stay up that late. When do I get to see him?”

      “See who?” I ask her.

      “Your dad. He’s so cool. Maybe I could come over today after school.”

      I would like to spend time with Tessa. I’d like to ask her about her dad—I’ve never met him. He is a computer engineer, and builds and maintains computer networks for large companies. Tessa told me he works a lot of funny hours, because he can only fix the computers when other people aren’t using them. At Christmas, a major bank had a computer problem, and a lot of their customers did not have access to their money. The bank paid Tessa’s dad a “buttload” of money, Tessa had told me, giggling (her brothers had used that word), to fix the problem. Mr. Halter missed their annual Christmas Eve caroling, and didn’t show up until two days later. Tessa’s mom made all the kids wait to open their presents, and they had a late Christmas on December 28th. Then with the extra money he’d made, Mr. Halter took them all on a surprise trip to Big Bear for the New Year.

      Tessa’s story didn’t mean much to me when she told it to me. I was still missing Mom terribly, and Dad wasn’t home, and I felt sad for Tessa that she missed Christmas, and sad for me that I missed her snow trip. I’ve never seen the snow in person, never touched it. I remember wondering what it would be like to feel snow falling on my tongue.

      But now that I’ve had my epiphany about Dad, I wonder about Tessa’s father and how much of Tessa’s life he has missed because he’s working. Sure, he can be home most nights. Sure, his presence is felt more than my dad’s. But I don’t think he’s any more involved in Tessa’s life than Dad’s been in mine. Maybe even less, from the sound of it.

      “Let’s find your mom after school, and if she says yes, you can walk home with me.”

      “Yes!” Tessa squeals.

      At our free center time, Tessa snags a computer right off, but I am too slow to get one of the others. Sitting next to her is Sophie Barone, one of Tessa’s friends. I don’t know Sophie very well, but she seems like a nice girl. She’s polite in class, a good listener, and very detail-oriented. She is always the last one to finish her tests, and I’ve observed that it is not because she doesn’t know the answers, but because she likes to double-check them.

      I sit at the poetry table next to Colton. He mines for some gold and sticks his finger in his mouth. Gross. I have to remember to wash my hands after sharing his space.

      My word is “read.” I try to write my poem while listening to Tessa and Sophie.

      “You haven’t seen it yet,” Sophie is saying. “My grandpa painted it white and pink, my favorite colors. And my mommy sewed pink curtains to match.”

      “Do you have furniture for it?” Tessa asks.

      “I got a bed for the mommy and daddy, and a couch and a lamp and a table, and the kitchen has stuff. Like a frigerator and an oven and a clock.”

      “I have some things from my old doll house,” Tessa says. “I got a bunk bed, and a potty, and a cat. I could bring them over.”

      “Okay. You could bring them over today,” Sophie says.

      What is in your face I read, I write on my paper.

      “I can’t today. I’m going to see Thomas.”

      “Thomas?” Sophie says. “You mean him?”

      “Yeah, Thomas in our class. He’s over there.”

      I assume she’s pointing at me across the room.

      “Do you like him?” Sophie asks.

      “Yep. He’s my new friend,” Tessa says loyally.

      “But he doesn’t play dolls, does he?”

      “No, he’s a boy. He plays stuff like my brothers, except he’s way smarter.”

      “Is he nice?”

      “Pretty nice. He taught me about mummies. And he’s nice to my mommy, too.”

      “He’s nice to your mom? I didn’t know that boys were nice to moms.”

      Tessa laughs. “That’s ‘cause you don’t have brothers. You don’t know anything about boys.”

      “Maybe I could come over to his house, too,” Sophie says. “He sounds pretty good.”

      “You can’t just invite yourself over,” Tessa says. “My mommy says that isn’t nice.”

      “Well, you could ask him.”

      A thought forming, a sprouting seed, I write.

      A longing born of want and need,

      “Maybe we can play together at recess,” Tessa says. “You can talk to him.”

      “He might think I’m dumb,” Sophie says. “I don’t know about boys or brains or any of that stuff he knows.”

      On your friendship let me feed.

      I finish my poem and hand it to Mrs. Gardener. She is silent a few moments after she reads it.

      “This is beautiful, Thomas,” she says.

      “Thank you. May I…would it be okay if I had a conversation with Sophie? I know we’re not really supposed to talk during centers.”

      “Sure,” she says. “Just keep your voices down and try not to disturb anyone.”

      I walk over to the computers and pull the nearest desk chair up next to the girls.

      “Hello, Tessa. Hello, Sophie,” I say.

      “Hi, Thomas,” Tessa says. Sophie stares at me, mute.

      “How is the computer going?” I ask them.

      “Pretty good,” Tessa says. “I shot all the silent Es, and I’m on long Os.”

      “Cool,” I say. “What about you, Sophie?”

      “Uh,” she says.

      I scoot closer to her so I can see what she’s doing. “You’re on S with the H brother. That’s awesome.”

      “It is?” she asks.

      “Sure. When I first learned to read, I had a tough time with those. I was reading to my mom out loud about the Bishop of Canterbury. I didn’t say bishop, though. I said biz-hop.”

      I laugh. The girls just look at me.

      “Guess you had to be there,” I say.

      “See?” Tessa says to Sophie. They share a secret smile.

      I give myself a little spurt of adrenaline and take a deep breath.

      “You know, Sophie, Tessa is coming over to my house today after school. Would you be interested in joining us?”

      Tessa raises her eyebrows at Sophie and nods her head furiously.

      “Um, sure. I have to ask my mommy.”

      “Wait a sec,” I say. I run back over to the poetry table where Colton is staring at his word card (“pin”) and a blank piece of paper. I grab another piece of paper and a pencil and run back to the girls.

      “Here, I’ll write down my phone number and address, and your mom can call my grandma after school.” I scribble the information and hand it to Sophie.

      She stares at it, open-mouthed.

      Tessa pokes her with her elbow. “I told you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Dad and Grandma and I settle into a routine. Dad sleeps in, and I usually don’t see him in the mornings before school, but he’s always there when I get home, and we eat dinner together, and he checks my homework, and he gives me hints on cool things to study. The pyramids. The ancient Greeks. Rene Descartes. The microwave.

      None of his suggestions include the human body.

      I’ve become something of a celebrity at school. Maybe celebrity is the wrong word, but I’ve become—dare I say it?—popular. The girls love me.

      For some reason, every girl in my class has become my buddy. They all want to hang out with me and with Tessa, and they want to see the mummy book and the marble contraption and make cupcakes with Grandma. And strangest of all, they want to hang out with Dad.

      He’s a good-looking man, I know. But he’s also pretty scary. If he were walking toward you on the street, you would cross over to the other side just to be safe. The aura of danger around him is visible.

      But the girls don’t see it. They see a man who will challenge them to play Wii Fit and will often lose. They see a man who licks the cream filling out of an Oreo without eating the chocolate cookies. They see a dad who’s around.

      Initially, Dad was a little concerned about having all these girls over to the house. I mean, the potential for him to be labeled “that creepy dad hanging out with the little girls” was definitely there and something he was conscious of. But without expecting it, the girls’ moms began to hang out at our house, too. They have tea with Grandma, laugh at all my conversations with the girls, and even join in on the Wii Fit challenges. Destiny’s mom and Sophie’s mom are divorced. They seem to hang out the most.

      At night I go to bed listening to Grandma and Dad talk. It reminds me of the times when Dad was home on leave, and he and Mom would chat for hours, late into the night. I miss Mom the most then. During the day I’m busy and don’t have a lot of time to think about her. But every night as I start to fall asleep, I listen hard for the sound of the running faucet and Mom’s soft voice.

      My birthday is coming up in a couple of weeks. April 25th. It occurs to me that I could have a birthday party, with actual friends in attendance. I have friends now, lots of them. They might even bring me a present.

      Grandma is making another cup of tea. I hear her spoon clink on the cup as she stirs.

      “So how’s the new schedule working out?” she asks Dad.

      “It works,” he says. “The place runs itself pretty well. Good men are there. I just don’t feel very productive during the day. I don’t know how Trish did it.”

      “You have enough responsibility,” Grandma says. “And you’re raising Thomas. You’ve earned the downtime.”

      I hear Dad take a swallow of whatever he’s drinking. Probably coffee.

      “Money’s not an issue, I know, but I have to do something.” He pauses. “You remember Bill? Bill Hanlin?”

      “In the SEALs with you?”

      “Yeah. He’s got a security firm. They’re working with the Iraqis.”

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Grandma says.

      “No joke. But I’m not thinking of going to Iraq. He does stuff local, too. Celebrity events. Bodyguarding.”

      “Sounds dangerous,” Grandma says.

      “Not really,” Dad says. “Bill’s been pushing me pretty hard.”

      “Because he knows you’re the best. I don’t see how that will make you feel more productive, though. Being a bodyguard sounds pretty boring. In between the dangerous stuff, of course.”

      “It’s good money,” Dad says.

      “You said money’s not an issue.”

      Dad sighs. “No, it’s not.”

      “Then why don’t you start your own company?” Grandma asks. “You could ask Thomas to help you. He’d be a whiz at business.”

      Dad pauses, probably to think about it.

      “There are lots of things I could do, but nothing I really want to do,” Dad says. “Nothing else I’m passionate about. I’m still…figuring it all out. I’m not sure I want to tie myself down to one thing, day in and day out.”

      “Then be the seed money. Do something that Thomas is passionate about. What a great project it would be for the two of you.”

      Dad sips again. “Like what?”

      Grandma tsks. “You know your son now. You tell me.”

      Dad laughs. “The Wii, though I’m not sure how we’d make money off that. Sculpting. Kind of tough to break into the art world when you’re six.”

      “But he could do it,” Grandma says, and I smile into my pillow.

      “Yeah, he could.”

      “How about cakes? Like Tessa’s mom?”

      “Erica struggles enough with her own business. I wouldn’t want to compete against her,” Dad says.

      “Why not partner up?” Grandma suggests. “You could open a storefront bakery. Erica could run most of it, and Thomas could help with decorating and accounting.”

      Dad laughs. “Jesus, Mom, what would the guys say?”

      “Who cares?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty

        

      

    
    
      Sophie and I are making kites. It’s a windy day, and though we ask Dad if he’ll go buy us one, Grandma immediately chimes in that we are old enough to make our own. I’m dubious about getting the physics of a kite correct, but Grandma says that as long as it’s light, it will fly.

      She gives us glue, plastic straws, and an assortment of tissue paper from her Christmas wrapping stash. I choose green tissue paper with little candy canes all over it. Sophie chooses white tissue paper with blue snowflakes. We cut out large diamond shapes and glue straws on the back. Sophie rips her first two diamonds just trying to lay them flat on the ground.

      “Fail,” she says the second time, selecting a piece of plain red tissue to try again. “We need something stronger.”

      The glue on my straws is causing my tissue paper to bleed green all over my hands.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I say. “Any ideas?”

      “How about foil? I think the shiny silver would look cool flying in the sky.”

      “The foil would conduct electricity,” I say. “What if lightning struck? We’d be crispy fried.”

      Sophie looks at the playroom windows. “I don’t see any clouds.”

      Wow. That was actually a smart thing to say.

      “Just to be on the safe side, maybe we should use something else.”

      “How about Kleenex?” Sophie offers. “We could tape them together, then tape them to the straws. This glue stuff is a fail, too.”

      “Okay. Be right back.”

      I run to the bathroom and grab the box of tissues. Then I run to the kitchen to get the tape out of Grandma’s junk drawer.

      “Dad, I need some tape!” I yell as I run into the room.

      And then I stop.

      Sophie’s mother is sitting in Dad’s lap at the kitchen table. I cannot see what they’re doing—I only see her back—but I have to assume they’re kissing.

      “Sorry,” I say, covering my eyes and inching toward the drawer. “I only need some tape.”

      Mrs. Barone stands up a bit too quickly and turns away from me.

      “Thomas,” she says. “We didn’t hear you. Is Sophie okay?”

      “She’s fine,” I say. And I think, You might not have heard me, but he did.

      I get the tape and go back to make our kites.
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* * *

      I tried not to put too much tape on my kite, because I knew tape would weigh it down. That which makes the kite stronger also makes it incapable of flying.

      We stand out in the backyard holding our kites in one hand and a yo-yo in the other. I had two old yo-yos, and I was never able to make them work, so I sacrificed them for this. We taped one end to the middle straw on our kites, and I’m hoping we can let out a bit of string at a time as the kites climb. Sophie’s yo-yo is red; mine is purple.

      “You go first,” she insists.

      I stand at one end of the yard and run as fast as I can. I let go of my kite and give some slack on the string. The kite catches in a gust of wind and soars. I don’t let out the string fast enough, though, and as I continue to run, I pull the kite straight into the back of my head.

      Sophie laughs. “You gotta give it more string,” she says.

      “Thank you, Einstein,” I say, glaring at her. And them we both crack up. “You go.”

      Sophie positions herself at the edge of the grass and starts to run. She cradles the yo-yo, watching it instead of the kite. As the string begins to go taut, she rolls the yo-yo in her hands and lets out more string. The kite sails above her head until all of the string is out. Only then does Sophie slow her steps and look up.

      “I did it, Thomas. Look!”

      I look. The kite is flying merrily. One corner of tissue has come loose and flaps along in the breeze. When the wind blows through the hole in the loose tissue, the kite seems to do a jig.

      “Were you paying attention?” she says without taking her eyes off the kite. “Do exactly what I did. Your way didn’t work.”

      Obviously. Cheeky girl. And then I grin to myself as I prepare for another run. No one else has ever dared to tell me I didn’t do something well.

      I run. I pump my legs and run as fast as I can. And when I reach Sophie, I run right into her and tackle her to the ground.

      “Oof,” she says.

      And before she can say another word, I kiss her.

      She smells like glue and sweet sweat, and she tastes like the peanut butter apples we ate after school.

      Then she shoves me off her. “What are you doing?”

      I roll to my side and sit up. Sophie is standing over me. It happens so fast, I don’t even see her move.

      “Kissing you,” I say.

      “Why?”

      I think about that. I don’t want her to know that my dad kissed her mom.

      “You’re nice to me,” I say. “And you told me I should fly the kite like you.”

      She gives me a funny look. “You ruined my kite.” She holds up the shreds of what was once a kite and now looks like a sad pile of mummy wrappings.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll make you another one.”

      “Nah. Are you my boyfriend now?”

      I raise my eyebrows. “If you like me, too.”

      She holds her hand out to me and I take it and stand up. We walk back into the house, Sophie kind of pulling me along behind her. We stop in the kitchen. Dad and Sophie’s mom are sitting in separate chairs at the table.

      “Thomas is my boyfriend now,” Sophie announces.

      “Oh?” her mother says. She gives my dad a knowing glance. Dad smiles at her and then looks at me. I glare at him. He starts to cough.

      “Thomas, uh…cough, cough, maybe you, uh, cough…I think it’s time for Sophie to go home.”

      “Oh, Mom,” Sophie starts to whine. I drop her hand so she can gesture dramatically.

      “It’s okay, Sophie,” I say. “I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”

      “Maybe tomorrow night us girls can cook you two men some dinner,” Sophie’s mom suggests.

      Dad stands up and walks them out. “I may have a meeting. I’ll call you in the morning, Leah.”

      “Great!” she gushes.

      Ugh.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m mad at Dad but I don’t even know why. I usually have a better handle on my emotions than this.

      Dad closes the door behind them and turns to me.

      “So, Sophie, huh?”

      I shrug.

      “What about Tessa?”

      Oh yeah. Tessa. I feel my stomach squirm.

      “It happened kind of fast,” I say.

      Dad chuckles. “Same here. One minute we’re talking about movies, and the next thing I know, Leah’s sitting on me.”

      “Spare me the details,” I say.

      Dad searches my face. “Are you upset with me?”

      “Yeah, but I have no right to be.”

      “That’s the funny thing about emotions,” Dad says. “We can’t control them. We can change how our bodies respond to them, but only after they’re there.”

      “I guess I’m not really mad,” I say. “It’s just weird. And it kind of makes me sad.”

      Dad scrubs a hand through his hair. “Me, too.”

      We walk into the kitchen and Dad gets a beer while I get some orange juice. We sit down at the table.

      “Why would kissing Sophie’s mom make you sad?” I ask him.

      “It just means that Mom is really gone. I wouldn’t be kissing someone else otherwise.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I say.

      “So are you sure about Sophie?” he asks.

      “No. I like her, though. She has a lot of common sense. And common sense isn’t something a lot of first graders exhibit.”

      “Common sense is good,” Dad says.

      “I agree,” I say. “But I didn’t even think of Tessa until you brought her up. Now I can’t un-think her.”

      “Do you think you betrayed her?” Dad asks.

      “Not exactly. I mean, I’ve never kissed Tessa.”

      Dad raises an eyebrow. “Does that mean you kissed Sophie?”

      “Yes. It was sort of an experiment,” I explain. “Then it got out of hand.”

      “Kissing experiments have a way of doing that.”

      “Why is that?” I ask him. “If I’m conducting an experiment, I control all of the variables. I decide what steps to take next.”

      Dad laughs. “Kissing is the ultimate experiment, with so many variables you can’t possibly control them. How can you control how the other person will react? How can you control your emotions?”

      “Not very well, apparently,” I say.
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* * *

      I’ve read that the male sex drive is the most powerful force on the planet. When I hit puberty, it will take on a life of its own, forcing me to plant my seed in any fertile ground within reach.

      I find this difficult to believe. When I kissed Sophie, I didn’t feel any urge to plant anything. It was interesting. And it was kind of strange being that close to another person that wasn’t my family. People smell weird close up. And it was a bit exciting, doing something I knew I probably shouldn’t be doing.

      How do I feel about Sophie? I like her, as a person. She’s spunky, and she’s smart. She understands what I’m saying, without me having to explain it to her. I feel comfortable around her.

      Tessa is a different story. Yes, she’s smart, but it’s not intuitive like it is with Sophie. Tessa is the nicest person I’ve ever met, and she is my best friend, the first person who took the time to get to know me. I’m not totally comfortable with her, though. She walks in a room and my stomach flip-flops. She smiles at me and my pulse races. I’m afraid of making a misstep in our friendship and driving her away. She has such faith in me, and I don’t want to disappoint her. She makes me feel like I can be brave and kind and good.

      Do I love someone for the person they are, or because of the way they make me feel? Can it be both? Should it be both?

      Before bed, I find Dad watching TV, and I sit down and explain my love dilemma. I can see him fight not to smile.

      “That’s the big question, Thomas,” he says, muting the TV and turning to face me. “Why do we fall in love?”

      “What’s the answer?” I ask.

      “I have no idea,” he says. “You cannot control the feelings. We fall in love with who we fall in love with. But we can control our actions. Just because we fall in love doesn’t mean we have to act on it. I think the strongest relationships come when we blend the head and heart.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “We listen to our feelings, and then we decide if they’re good for us. If they are, we give in to them. If they’re not, we walk away.”

      “I thought all love was good,” I say.

      “Love is good,” Dad says, “but it’s not always good for us. What if you fell in love with Abbey?”

      “I’d kill myself first.”

      “A little dramatic,” Dad says, rolling his eyes. “Anything goes where love is concerned. But if you fell in love with her, and knew that she was a mean person, you’d have to force yourself to get away from her.”

      “Why would I love a mean person?” I ask. “By definition, Abbey’s unlovable.”

      “Her parents don’t think so. Everyone has flaws, Thomas. The trick is finding someone to love who makes us stronger, whose strengths balance out their weaknesses. No one is perfect. Not even you.”

      “Hmpf,” I say, not ready to concede the point aloud.

      “Take me, for instance,” he says. “I’ve got some things going for me. I had a steady job, a noble job. I’m reasonably smart, in shape, extremely handsome.”

      I snort, and Dad grins.

      “But my job kept me away, and I wasn’t too keen on having a family when I knew I wouldn’t be around. I dated a lot of women before I found your mother who wouldn’t put up with me.”

      “So why did Mom?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Your mother wasn’t a head person. Heart all the way.”

      “Did you know that about her when you married her?”

      “I counted on it. I bet my freaking life on it. She was the only person I ever met who really got me.”

      “So you married her because of the person that she was,” I say, thinking of Sophie.

      “Yes, and because she made me feel like I was worthy of someone like her.”

      “Both,” I say, and Dad nods.

      “Yes, absolutely both.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

      

    
    
      I haven’t made up my mind yet about Sophie and Tessa, but at school the next day, I find that what I want doesn’t always matter.

      I greet Sophie in line before class starts, and she barely looks at me. I say hello to all my friends, and the reception they give me can best be described as cool.

      Tessa arrives late, just as we’re all sitting down at our desks. She gives me a smile and a wave, and my knot-contorted stomach loosens a bit.

      But at recess, the girls all disappear before I can join them. I spy them sitting in a loose circle out on the grass, braiding the small white flowers that grow there into necklaces. I’m tempted to eavesdrop, but I decide to just give them some space, and I join the line waiting for handball.

      Tessa corners me in line after recess.

      “I didn’t know you liked Sophie,” she says.

      “Oh, I, uh…I’m not sure how I feel about Sophie,” I saw honestly.

      “Sophie says her mom is going to marry your dad.”

      I nearly choke on my tongue. “Seriously?”

      Tessa nods.

      “That’s not true,” I say. “They haven’t even been out on a date.”

      Tessa blinks hard, and I suddenly notice that her eyes are beginning to fill with tears.

      “Are you okay, Tessa?” I ask.

      She nods and wipes underneath her glasses. “I just thought I would marry your dad.”

      “What?”

      “It’s stupid, I know,” she says.

      Oh boy.

      “I think he’s a little old for you, Tessa,” I say as gently as possible.

      “Probly,” she says. “Your dad should watch out. My mom says Sophie’s mom is on the hunt. I don’t want your dad to get shot.”

      “Thanks, Tessa,” I say. “I’ll tell him to be careful.”

      “And Sophie said she doesn’t like you anymore, ‘cause you failed at the kite.”

      I don’t know what to say to that.

      Tessa pats my arm. “Love stinks, huh?”

      And Mrs. Gardener opens the door and we walk inside.
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* * *

      When I get home from school, I see Grandma sitting in a patio chair out back, talking on the phone.

      I go into the kitchen to get a snack, and I see the left-front burner of the stove still on, with nothing cooking on top of it. Grandma’s teakettle is sitting on the counter, and a full teacup sits beside it. I turn off the stove and pour myself some orange juice.

      Dad bursts through the front door and into the kitchen.

      “Hey, Thomas. How was your day? Where’s Grandma?”

      “Out back on the phone,” I say. “Rough day. How about you?”

      “Excellent. I have some exciting news, but let’s wait for Grandma.”

      I sip my juice. “Please tell me you’re not about to announce your impending marriage to Sophie’s mom.”

      Dad coughs. “What?”

      I smile. “Sophie seems to think you two are getting married.”

      “We’re not even having dinner,” he says, and I sigh in relief at that. “We’ve got more exciting things to do.”

      “More exciting than love?” I ask.

      “Well, when you put it that way…”

      Grandma comes into the kitchen, still talking on the phone. “What a hoot it will be!” she says. She picks up her teacup and sips. Dad raises an eyebrow at me and I shrug.

      “Dinah’s all set for May the second. No, no, they’re staying a month. I don’t think I could handle Ray that long in my house. No, it’s no trouble at all. I have four bedrooms. You and Earl will fit right in.”

      Dad coughs.

      “Look, Sharon, I’ve got to run. Send me your itinerary and I’ll pick you up. No, it’s no trouble. Of course. The second, I just can’t wait. You take care now.” And she clicks off, smiling. “Well, well, do I have a surprise for you.”

      “We’re getting visitors?” I ask.

      “Yes, we are. My best friends from Florida are coming for a visit. They’re wonderful. You’re just going to love them.”

      “Have I met them?” Dad asks.

      “No. Ray and Dinah just moved down, oh, three or four years ago. I think Earl was having knee surgery the last time you came to visit.”

      “Great,” Dad says sarcastically. “How long will they be here?”

      “Sharon and Earl will be here just a couple of weeks. Ray and Dinah will be here longer, but they’re staying at the beach. Dinah’s never seen the Pacific Ocean.”

      “Sounds like fun, Grandma,” I say. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Thank you.” She’s practically bouncing. The tea in her cup slops along the sides and a few drops splash to the floor. She finally sits. “What have you been up to, Michael? You’ve been gone all day.”

      “I have big news,” he says. He props his butt on the edge of the counter. “I just purchased an old church in Old Towne Orange. I’m going to turn it into an art gallery.”

      “Wow, a church?” I say. “Will God let you do that?”

      They both laugh. “Sure. It’s been vacant for over a year. Needs some renovating, but it has stained glass windows and mahogany trim. It’s beautiful. I thought I’d contact local artists and sell their work on consignment, and I thought you could create some pieces, Thomas.”

      “Wow,” I say again.

      “I thought we’d call it The Heart.”

      “That’s perfect,” I say.

      “Well, let’s go,” Grandma says, jumping to her feet. “Let’s go see it.”

      “Mom, I thought maybe I’d just take Thomas down with me. Just the first time. I’d like us to go alone.”

      “Oh.” I see the disappointment flash through her eyes, but she squashes it. “Of course.” She smiles at me. “Tell me all about it.”

      I smile back.

      “Oh, and I’m having a few things delivered. Between three and five. Just tell the guys to put the stuff in the garage.”

      “Will do.”
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* * *

      We spend an hour in the church re-imagining the space. Dad was right. It’s beautiful.

      Then we spend another two hours walking around Old Towne Orange. I’ve been here before, to see the fountain in the Circle and to get a root beer float with Mom at Watson’s Drugstore. But I’ve never had a chance to explore the area before. It is quaint and charming, a slice of 50s Americana right in the smack of suburban Orange County. I fall in love with it, an instant blend of head and heart both.

      We get Kentucky Fried Chicken to go for dinner. Pot pies all around. Grandma loves their pot pies.

      At home, Grandma is still full of energy. She doesn’t even wait until we’re through the door before peppering Dad with questions.

      “What in the world did you buy? I thought maybe it was a piece of furniture for the new gallery, but it looks like a UFO. You didn’t buy a hot tub, did you? I know you’re a man with a man’s needs, but if you think you’re gonna sit out there in the back with one of these girls who likes to drool all over you, think again. You didn’t buy a hot tub, did you? I can’t imagine why you’d need one, except for those girls. You’re not dating one of them, are you? You would have told me, wouldn’t you? I’m old. You could give me a heart attack. Say something!”

      Dad smiles. “It’s a kiln.”

      “A what?”

      “A kiln. Thomas will need to fire his pieces. I thought it would be convenient to have a kiln here at home.”

      “Cool!” I say.

      “So it’s not a hot tub?” Grandma asks.

      “No.”

      “Damn it.” She digs into her pot pie. “These old bones could use a hot tub.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Two

        

      

    
    
      My friends quickly begin talking to me again. Sophie finds another boyfriend—Austin McWilliams, who is a second grader and runs the quarter mile we have to do for the President’s Fitness Challenge faster than anyone. I’m starting to see a pattern. Sophie wants an athlete.

      It’s too bad I haven’t shown her my drop kick. Or my batting skills. I can see the balls, sense their speed, intuit the perfect timing. Damn that yo-yo. If Sophie only knew, she’d kick Austin to the curb. But I wonder why I even bother thinking about it. I don’t really want Sophie that way—she’s back to being my buddy, and I like that.

      I finally realize that I am competitive. I just want to beat Austin. That’s kind of twisted—to want somebody just so you can say you’ve beaten all the rivals. I make a mental note to guard against such behavior in the future.

      In the classroom, Mrs. Gardener has a large wall calendar with significant events pinned on red cardboard. “Thomas - 7!” it says on April 25th. Grandma has already sent out invitations for my party to every kid in my class. I argued against this, but Grandma insisted. She didn’t want anyone’s feelings to be hurt. What about my feelings? I do not want Abbey ruining my first real party. But maybe she won’t show up. I mean, why would she? I wouldn’t show up to her party.

      Grandma also insisted that I have a theme for the party. She suggested Super Mario. Fail. Babyish, I told her. I wanted a Survivor party, like the reality show. Outplay, Outlast, Outparty. We could divide into teams, wear bandannas, and challenge each other to eat bugs. Then at Tribal Council, we could vote Abbey off and make her go home. Sounded like a good plan to me, but Grandma said no one wants to eat bugs. Even though the party is only a week away, we still haven’t agreed on a theme.

      Mrs. Gardener dims the lights and asks us to please pay attention. Owls are over, and our new science theme is the life cycle of the butterfly. We watch a slide show of fat green caterpillars, cocoons, and various winged creatures, from the lowly brown moth to the yellow Monarch butterfly. She gives us each a handout with three labels: caterpillar, chrysalis, butterfly. We have to draw a picture of each one.

      I take out my box of crayons and a pencil. I like to sketch in pencil first before coloring, because I can make crisper lines and more detail. Crayons are simply too fat. Mrs. Gardener comes over while I sketch.

      “Thomas, may I ask a favor?”

      I look up at her. “Of course.”

      “Would you please share your crayons with Abbey?”

      I turn in my seat, and my eyes immediately go to Abbey at the desk behind mine. She’s sitting there motionless, with a slight frown on her pouty face.

      “Doesn’t Abbey have crayons?” I ask.

      Mrs. Gardener shakes her head. “No.”

      Oh, yeah. The coloring-on-the-monitor incident. Yikes—I didn’t realize her punishment had been so harsh. Abbey without crayons is like…an arsonist without a match. I almost feel sorry for her.

      “Okay,” I say. I put the box of crayons on Abbey’s desk. “You go ahead. I’m going to use my pencil first.”

      Mrs. Gardener smiles at me and goes back to her desk.

      Abbey doesn’t say thank you. But she does open the box carefully, without even ripping the cardboard, and selects a green crayon. I watch her. She draws the body of a caterpillar. It’s surprisingly well-shaped. I’m just about to tell her so when she speaks.

      “I heard Sophie dumped you,” she says.

      All the sympathy I had for her moments ago drains away.

      I turn away from her and pick up my pencil.

      “I thought you liked Tessa,” she says to my back. I clench my fists. “Tessa’s just a dummy. I can’t believe she’s friends with you.”

      I whip my body back around. “Do not say another word about Tessa.”

      Abbey smiles. “Why not? You loooovvve her? Is that why? Thomas looooovvves Tessa.”

      “Shut up,” I say quietly.

      “Thomas luh-uhves Tessa. Thomas luh-uhves Tessa,” she sings.

      I stand up and face her. “You shut up!”

      “Thomas!” Mrs. Gardener says. She comes over to us. “What is going on?”

      I point at Abbey. “Abigail will not shut her mouth!” I narrow my eyes at her. “You are rude. You are mean. Nobody likes you. Ask anyone in this class, anyone, and they will all say that they don’t want to be around you. You know what, Abbey? I heard your dad doesn’t want to be around you, either. He took off for Vegas with a waitress and left you and your mother because he couldn’t stand you! Do not ever, ever insult one my friends in my presence again, or so help me God, I will make it my life’s work to make you miserable. You ungrateful, hate-mongering little bitch!”

      “Thomas!”

      I stand over Abbey, chest heaving, and look around. No one speaks. Everyone is looking at me as though I’ve grown a third eye.

      Abbey starts to bawl.

      Mrs. Gardener grabs my arm and drags me outside. She shuts the door tight and faces me.

      “You crossed the line,” she says.

      My stomach clenches. “I’m sorry.”

      “I heard the whole thing,” she says, “and I’m not asking you to apologize. At least not to me. Abbey had it coming.”

      “Not like that,” I say, replaying my tirade in my head.

      Mrs. Gardener sighs. “I’m actually fine with everything you said except for the part about her father. That is personal information, Thomas, painful information. And not true. You hit her in the worst place imaginable.”

      “Yes,” I nod. “That’s why I did it. I wouldn’t do it again, and I regret it, but she pushed me.”

      “I know,” she says. “But you still have to apologize to her. And you’ll miss recess for a week.”

      “I understand,” I say.

      “Abbey will be missing recess, too. In fact, I’m going to make you spend it together.”

      “What?” I say.

      “Abbey has issues. You have issues. Maybe you can help each other.”

      I give her my best stink eye. “You’re not serious.”

      “It could happen.”

      “And pigs might fly out of my—”

      “Now where does all this bad language come from?” she says.

      I smile. “My dad’s a sailor.”

      She smiles back. “Let me go in to speak with Abbey first. Then you will go to the front of class and apologize.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Everyone is quiet when we go back in, and Abbey is still sobbing at her desk. Mrs. Gardener takes her outside for a chat.

      And the classroom begins to hum.

      “You were awesome, Thomas!” Sophie says.

      “Wow, I’ve never seen Abbey cry.”

      “You said the b-word.”

      “Abbey probly peed her pants with all that crying.”

      “Fail,” Tessa says.

      Everyone turns to look at her.

      “Major fail,” Tessa says again.

      I swallow hard. “You’re right.”

      “Right? Not right. Abbey’s not nice to anyone,” Sophie says in my defense.

      But there is no defense, and as I look at Tessa, and she looks at me, I know it, I finally know it, heart and head.

      I love her.

      In this moment, for the person that she is, and the shame that she fills me with, I love Tessa.

      And I’ve just completely blown my chances with her all to hell.
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* * *

      My first recess stuck in the classroom with Abbey goes pretty much how I thought it would.

      We ignore each other, while Mrs. Gardener steals occasional glances at us from her desk.

      Our second recess is the same.

      The third is not.

      Mrs. Gardener goes to the office to make some copies, leaving us alone.

      I continue to stare at the top of my desk. We are not allowed to do anything, except talk to each other, if we wish.

      Abbey cannot be idle for long. As soon as our teacher leaves, she speaks.

      “My dad is the same as your dad, you know. He left to go to work.”

      I snort, but only in my head. Out loud, I say, “You told me my dad doesn’t want to be around me.”

      “I was only teasing,” she says.

      “It’s not nice to tease,” I say. “You hurt my feelings.”

      “I did?” she says. “I thought you didn’t have feelings.”

      I sneak a peek at her face. It doesn’t seem like her comment was intended maliciously; instead, she looks rather curious.

      “Why would you think I don’t have feelings?” I ask. “Everyone has feelings.”

      “You never showed ‘em,” she says. “When that third grader hit you in the head with a basketball, you didn’t cry or nothing.”

      “I was being brave,” I say. “It really hurt.”

      “It did?”

      “Of course it did. Basketballs are hard. You try getting hit with one.”

      “I have. My brother threw one at my stomach once. I couldn’t breathe. Then I threw up.”

      “Ouch,” I say.

      Abbey nods seriously. “And on the playground, I saw you fall. I thought you was dead. But you was fine. And you touched that brain and you didn’t get scared. I wouldn’t touch that yucky thing.” She chews on her lip. “I thought you was a robot or something.”

      “You were a robot,” I say automatically.

      “No, I weren’t,” she says.

      I smile. “No, I mean it’s proper to say you were, instead of you was.”

      “Oh yeah, my mommy says that, too. I forget.”

      “I’m sorry, Abbey. I didn’t mean those things about your father. I shouldn’t have said them.”

      “Why don’t you like me?” she asks.

      Whoa. There are a lot of ways to answer that question, but I settle for, “You tease people a lot and it hurts their feelings, like I said.”

      “It’s only teasing,” she says, scowling. “My brother teases me all the time.”

      “Well, I don’t have any brothers, so I don’t know about that. But you should be nice to people. Don’t tease. And don’t steal things. And don’t color on anything except paper.”

      “But when I color on different things, it looks cool,” she says. “Sometimes things are bumpy, and you can make a bumpy colored line. And some things, like our desk, are smooth, and you get a perfect smooth line. And when I colored on the monitor, the colors on the screen got bright and wavy, and where I colored purple, the words looked purple.”

      “So you were experimenting,” I say.

      “Yeah, sperimenting, like a scientist,” she says, nodding.

      “That’s pretty cool. I like to experiment, too. You just have to experiment on things that you won’t ruin. Maybe you could try chalk instead of crayons, because chalk washes off easier.”

      “I have some chalk at home. I got it in my Easter basket.”

      We chat for the rest of recess.

      I can’t say that Abbey’s my favorite person, but maybe I understand her a little bit better.
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      My birthday party starts in thirty-four minutes.

      We never did agree on a theme, so Grandma and Dad just planned lots of games and food and treats. Tessa’s mom is making me a cake. She called to ask me my favorite flavor, and I politely told her to surprise me. Though Mom was wonderful, she hardly filled my life with sweets, so I’m not picky.

      I haven’t spoken with Tessa since my outburst with Abbey. I was afraid that means she wouldn’t be coming today, but since Mrs. Halter is bringing the cake, I’m fairly certain Tessa will come with her. I want her to be here. I need her to be here.

      The doorbell rings at 1:42, and Grandma lets Mrs. Halter and Tessa in. I know I should ooh and aah over the cake, but I don’t even notice it. I only have eyes for Tessa. She’s dressed in a bright purple top with jean shorts. She has pink rubber flip-flops on, and blue nail polish on her toes. Her eyes look like Easter basket grass. Her hair shines golden as the sun.

      I have to catch my breath.

      “You came,” I finally manage to say.

      She smiles. “It’s my best friend’s birthday.”

      My eyes sting. “I thought…I thought I lost you.”

      Tessa laughs. “I’m not lost, silly. I’m right here.”

      I feel a tear slip down my cheek.

      “Are you crying?” she asks.

      I wipe the tear away. “Nah. Crying’s for babies.”

      Tessa walks over to stand in front of me and takes my hand. “You wanna see the cake?”

      I squeeze her fingers. They’re sticky. “Yes.”

      We go to the kitchen, where Grandma and Dad and Mrs. Halter are chatting. The cake is on the table.

      It is three layers high. The top is red, the middle white, and the bottom blue. There are chocolate sculptures of different body parts—the ones I’ve done in my presentations—all around the cake. There is a pair of purple lungs. A yellow brain. A green spinal column. A red lump.

      “This is amazing,” I say, walking around the table. “What’s this?” I ask, pointing to the lump.

      “I did that one,” Tessa says, beaming. “Guess.”

      “Uh…a kidney?” I haven’t done a presentation on kidneys, but who knows?

      “No, it’s a heart.”

      I bend down and look at it more closely. I see now what she meant it to be. I look closer. Near the bottom, Tessa has carved her name.

      “See,” she says, pointing at the letters. “I signed it like you taught me. An artist always signs her work.”

      I run my fingers over the letters. Spine, lungs, brain, heart. My heart, tattooed with Tessa’s name.

      “Perfect,” I whisper. “This is absolutely perfect. I couldn’t ask for a better birthday present.”

      Tessa bumps my shoulder with hers. “It was my idea. Mom was gonna do dragons, like the big one with wings you drew at our house. But you never even played that game. I thought this was better.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Halter,” I say.

      “Don’t thank me. Thank Tessa. It was all her.”

      I am so overcome with all these feelings, I can barely get the words out. “Thank you, Tessa.”
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      “Thomas, I can’t seem to make the phone work,” Grandma says as she comes into my room. I am researching brain injuries on my laptop.

      “The phone’s not working?” I say.

      “You try it,” she says. She hands me the phone.

      I stare at it. She has handed me the TV remote.

      I laugh. “Grandma, this isn’t the phone.” I hand it back to her.

      She stares at it. “This is the clicker.”

      “Yes,” I say.

      She laughs. “Oh my. Silly me. What a dodo.”

      I go back to my research.

      I run across a series of articles on concussions in the NFL. Apparently, ex-NFL players are suffering long-term effects from their multiple head injuries. Those effects include memory loss, depression, sleeplessness, and mood swings. Some doctors claim that concussions can even lead to dementia and Alzheimer’s.

      I do a search on Alzheimer’s.

      There is no cure, and no definitive test for diagnosis. No one knows exactly what causes it. Early symptoms include confusion, memory loss, loss of balance, and mood swings. Unfortunately, those are the same symptoms for a lot of diseases. The symptoms ring a bell for me, and I immediately think of Grandma. She should have perfect memory, but she left the stove on a few weeks ago. She tried to make a call on the remote. But she can’t have Alzheimer’s. If she had any disease at all, she would know about it and heal herself.

      But what if her disease affected her abilities to sense her own body?

      I’m briefly panicked, so much so that my hands shake too badly to type. I have to regulate just to get control.

      Grandma doesn’t have Alzheimer’s. She is invincible. Well, she might get hit by a car, but barring that, she’ll be fine. Dad and I make mistakes sometimes, don’t we?

      Not like the ones Grandma’s made, I think, but the thought won’t stick. I’ve regulated myself too much. When my eyelids start to droop, I close my laptop and lie down for a brief nap.
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* * *

      Grandma’s friends Earl and Sharon come to stay with us. Earl is a slim stick of a man a head shorter than his wife. He has a graying mustache, a balding head, and a twang in his voice. I like to listen to him talk. He owns four car dealerships in South Carolina, though his son runs them now. He and Sharon drive up there every other month to spend time with their grandkids.

      Sharon is a slight person as well, though tall. She claims that the tallest men in town were already taken, so she had to go for the most charming. “My Earl could charm a pair of panties off a nun,” she says, laughing. And with Earl’s voice, I have to believe her.

      They haul out pictures of their grandkids before they’ve even unpacked. Grandma rolls her eyes at me over their heads, but she politely gushes over all the pictures, and I follow suit. I ask them lots of questions, about the kids’ ages and schools and interests. Sharon and Earl are surprisingly well-versed on their progeny. They even know that Trevor likes Captain Crunch cereal and Miranda hated the movie Tangled.

      I wonder if Grandma knows such information about me.

      The pair has been on a plane all day, but they are still full of energy. The three friends plan to drive down to the beach and meet Ray and Dinah for dinner.

      “Tell me the directions again, Michael,” Grandma says to Dad before they leave. “I don’t want to get lost.”

      Dad gives her a strange look. “I gave you the directions yesterday,” he says.

      Sharon laughs. “Good lord, you can’t expect her to remember them a day later.”

      “Of course not,” Grandma chimes in.

      Dad repeats the directions, even writes them down, and then they leave.

      Dad gets bread, cheese, and butter out of the fridge for our dinner. Has to be for his famous grilled cheese sandwiches, Dad’s go-to dinner whenever Grandma’s not around to cook. You’d think a man who can kill someone with his pinkie finger would be a little more self-sufficient about feeding himself. I say as much as I watch him spread butter on the bread.

      “We can dig up some roots in the backyard if you want,” he says. “Boil some gutter water over an open fire. You can filter water through your t-shirt. Did you know that?”

      “Of course I know that,” I say. “I watch Survivor, remember?”

      Dad grunts. “Real life is a little different from television.”

      “Not that much, apparently,” I say. Dad ignores me.

      “Do you remember Mom’s grilled cheeses?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “She never made me grilled cheese. Low nutritional value.”

      Dad snorts. “God, she was a pain in the ass sometimes.”

      I gasp. “How can you say that?”

      Dad doesn’t answer me.

      “She’d make them for me on special nights. She wouldn’t use this American crap, either. She’d buy a big block of Swiss cheese, and when we were first married, Swiss cheese was a real treat. It was expensive for us. She’d cut thick slices of it and arrange them perfectly so they peeked out over the outer edges of the crust.” I watch Dad rearrange the cheese slices on the sandwich he’s making. “The cheese would melt out of the bread and crisp up in the pan. She knew I loved the crispy parts. She’d peel them off her own sandwich and feed them to me.”

      A tear slips down his cheek.

      “Do you really think she was a pain?” I ask.

      “She’d get so irritated with me when I came home from leave. I left my dirty socks on the bathroom floor again. Why couldn’t I put a new roll of toilet paper on if I used the last bit? Was it too much to ask that I use a glass instead of drinking milk out of the carton? Couldn’t I breathe a little quieter?” He shudders. “I miss her, Thomas. I freaking miss her.”

      I miss her too. But I’d never say she was a pain, except…she could be. I suddenly remember how angry I was with her the day she died.

      “Do you think…should I go to football games?”

      Dad swipes at his cheeks. “Football games?”

      “Mom thought I should go to football games.”

      “I think you should do whatever you want to do, but I hope you’ll remember what she said. Moms have a lot of wisdom. We don’t always acknowledge that fact when we’re young—we think we know everything. I wish I’d listened to my own mom.”

      That reminds me. “Hey, do you think Grandma’s been acting a little weird?”

      “You mean the directions thing?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      Dad shrugs. “She probably wants to be normal in front of her friends.”

      “She left the stove on the other day.”

      Dad carefully places a sandwich into the hot pan. “She did?”

      “Yes. And she tried to make a phone call on the TV remote.”

      “What?” He looks at me.

      “She thought there was something wrong with the phone. But she was using the remote.”

      “Seriously?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Is something wrong with her?”

      Dad thoughtfully waves the spatula around. “Well, she’s getting up there. Some forgetfulness is normal with age.”

      “Even for people like us?”

      Dad flips the sandwich. “Grandma’s the oldest one of us I know. So who’s to say what’s normal?”

      “The oldest? Grandma’s only sixty-five. She’s not exactly ancient.”

      “Let me finish these and we’ll talk.”

      Dad takes another ten minutes to grill his famous sandwiches. In that time, I think of at least a dozen questions I want to ask him. Then I think about Dad opening up by degrees, and I figure that my questions might actually hinder Dad’s openness instead of encouraging it. I decide to let him take the lead.

      He cooks and cries silently.

      The night is warm and still. We carry our plates onto the back patio and eat in the dusky light.

      “So, documented, there are thirty-two people worldwide with our abilities, from twenty-six separate family lines. We estimate the real total is probably closer to two hundred—a lot of the world is still fairly rural and un-advanced, plus you have a bunch of countries that are not about to share information with us.”

      “Wow. So you know thirty-two people like us?”

      “Not personally. For example, I know you and Grandma, but the others don’t know you two. They know of you, but you haven’t met. I’ve only met twenty-one.”

      “Are they all here in the United States?”

      “They are, but they’re not all from here.”

      “How do you know them?” I ask.

      “Through the military,” he says, and a light bulb goes on in my head.

      “The Attic?” I say.

      He nods.

      God, I want to talk! I want to ask him a million questions about the Attic, but I don’t. I force myself to remain silent.

      “When I was eighteen, I joined the Navy. Colleges all over the country and all over the world were bending over backwards to recruit me, and Grandma wanted me to get a degree. She did not want me in the military. She thought they’d use me for some nefarious purpose. But I couldn’t picture myself in school. School had always been boring for me…well, you know.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      Dad smiles. “I couldn’t take another minute of it, of trying to pretend I needed to be there. I wanted to travel. I wanted to see the world. But Grandma and Grandpa didn’t have a lot of money. So I joined the Navy, against her good advice. Changed everything.”

      I nod and bite into my sandwich. A string of cheese sticks to my chin, and I pick it off and pop it into my mouth.

      “Right away, they do a physical. Test you in every way possible. Not even halfway through Boot Camp, they isolated me. Didn’t say why. They asked me to do impossible things—500 sit-ups in a minute, 200 push-ups, bench-press 500 pounds.”

      “Yow,” I say.

      Dad takes a bite and nods. “Of course I couldn’t do them at first. We’re skilled, but we’re not the Hulk. So they pushed me. Yelled. Threatened. Threw me in the brig. Told me I’d be dishonorably discharged and my whole life would be ruined if I couldn’t pass their tests. I was eighteen and naïve, so I bulked up my muscles, increased my lung capacity, did whatever it took. And in two weeks, I passed.”

      “You must have been sore,” I say.

      Dad laughs. “I couldn’t even get out of bed, but they forced me to. So I shut down my nerves and trudged on. They put me on a special diet, forced me to drink these God-awful concoctions. As you know, I should have lost weight. I should have been incapacitated. But I wasn’t. I didn’t miss a day of training. Went off to Officer Candidate School, and I was ready.

      “So there I was, eighteen, lean as a whip but stronger than Arnold Schwarzenegger, and thinking I was pretty much the biggest badass who ever lived. I thought I owned the place. I knew they were going to send me on some elite mission, right into the heart of a war zone. I mean, I was a weapon. I was a super-soldier. Strong and smart and couldn’t even feel pain.”

      “Wow,” I say.

      “Yep. So I get my orders after OCS. I’m thinking Iraq. I’m thinking Kuwait. I’m thinking freaking China, who knows. But guess where they send me?”

      I think about it. “North Korea?”

      “Nope.”

      “Cuba?”

      Dad shakes his head.

      “Nicaragua? Israel? Iran?”

      “Good guesses. Those would have been mine. But I got orders to report to Naval Medical Center, San Diego.”

      “A medical center?” I say. “Not a base?”

      “Nope. Not even a base. A lot of guys who were in Boot Camp with me were assigned to Naval Base, San Diego, or even the Marine base, Camp Pendleton. But I was the only one who got assigned to the medical center.”

      “So what did you think?” I ask, finishing off my sandwich and dusting my hands off under the table.

      “I didn’t think, I knew. I knew I’d been had. They were using me for research. The sad thing was, at that point, I still believed I would be the researcher, not the researched.”

      I gasp.

      Dad chews, swallows, and nods. “They call it the Attic. Eight guys were there at the time, and one woman. Her name was Vivian.”

      Dad’s voice softens when he says her name.

      “You loved her,” I say. I want him to stop talking at this point. I’ve never thought about my parents’ lives before they met each other. I love Tessa and I’m only six, so it stands to reason that Mom and Dad loved other people, too. But I don’t want to know about it. I want to go on believing that all his love went to Mom, period. Just a few minutes ago, he was missing her.

      Dad looks at me, surprised, and then smiles. I realize that he does miss Mom, and maybe that makes him vulnerable, a little more human. Maybe he needs to remember the good things in his life.

      “First love,” he says. “She was eighteen, too, had only been there a few weeks. When I walked in, she was lying there on a cot, motionless. I thought she was dead. One of the doctors told me she was trying to build up her lung capacity, see how long she could hold her breath. So I stood there and watched her. The clock crawled, and as the minutes passed, I grew more and more anxious. She wasn’t visibly breathing. She wasn’t moving. I watched her for twenty-two minutes, and then I just couldn’t stand it anymore. I pounced on her and tried to give her mouth-to-mouth.” Dad chuckles, thinking about it. “She was furious. Screaming and yelling and pushing me off her. I didn’t care. She tasted like whipped cream.”

      I try to imagine that. But whenever I think of kissing, I think of peanut butter.

      “Took her two days to calm down, but we became inseparable. And the doctor there, Dr. Raymond Sykes, he noticed. And he used us. He decided we should try to have a baby.”

      “A baby?” I say. “You have other children?”

      Dad shakes his head. “No. We didn’t have a child. But Dr. Sykes made us try. Normally, males with our abilities cannot father children. Only females pass on our abilities. But something about my body was different. Dr. Sykes was sure we could produce a child.”

      “Well,” I say, “as far as experiments go, you lucked out. I mean, you were probably crying in your milk over that assignment.”

      Dad sighs. “You’d think. But you have to understand the Attic. It was a place of research. Every experiment was done out in the open, in front of the other Dwellers.”

      “Dwellers?”

      “Attic Dwellers. That’s what we called ourselves. Nothing was hidden. Everything was shared. Imagine it from Viv’s point of view. She was being forced to become a mother when she was barely an adult herself. Sure, I was being forced to become a father, but it’s just different for women. All Viv’s choices, her important life choices, were being taken away from her. And…”

      He pauses and clears his throat.

      “And…Viv was innocent. She’d never been with a man before. And Dr. Sykes was making it an exhibition.”

      I shudder. I cannot imagine someone watching my first kiss, let alone anything more intimate.

      “The other Dwellers rallied around us. They refused to watch. But Dr. Sykes outranked us all, and in the military, you have to follow orders or there are consequences. So they brought blindfolds and earplugs, God love them. Dr. Sykes ordered them to take them off. Viv was pretty much resigned at that point, but I refused. They threw me in jail. I was there for twelve days when they injected Vivian with something that caused her to go blind. She wasn’t strong enough to overcome it. Dr. Sykes said he would make it permanent if I didn’t cooperate.”

      “So you cooperated,” I say, knowing Dad.

      He nods. “It was the worst and most wonderful moment of my life. Except for the day you were born.”
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* * *

      The night air is growing cool, so we decide to move inside. We sit on the couch, and I prepare myself for an hour of TV before bed. Dad has already revealed so much that I don’t dare to hope for more.

      But he doesn’t turn on the television. He clicks on the floor lamp beside the couch and turns to face me.

      “So Viv and I were on baby-making duty. They made us try for a year and a half. Viv got pregnant eight times, but the pregnancies never lasted more than a few weeks. Her body attacked the fetuses like they were some kind of virus.”

      “Couldn’t she stop her body from attacking them?” I ask.

      “Dr. Sykes thought so. He thought Viv was aborting them on purpose, so he employed the same tactics they used on me in Boot Camp. He yelled, he threatened, he flattered her. He even claimed to set up a trust fund for the baby, with a million dollars in it. None of it mattered. Viv could not carry my child.”

      “Why didn’t you run away?” I ask.

      “We thought about it. But where would we go? Neither of us had much money. Little family. And I think both of us were still awed by the military. I mean, you see it in movies. They have resources. Scary surveillance. We figured there was nowhere we could go to hide.”

      “So what happened?”

      “So one day I show up, and Viv’s not there. She was required to sleep there, in case she was pregnant, and they gave me a small apartment a few blocks away. The other Dwellers told me they’d sent Viv away in the middle of the night. No one knew where. Dr. Sykes said we had failed our experiment and were already re-assigned. They sent me to Coronado.”

      “The SEALs,” I say.

      Dad nods. “I tried to find her. I scraped as much money together as I could and hired a private investigator. I spent all my downtime trying to talk to anyone who worked in the medical center, anyone who might have knowledge of Viv. But no one knew where she was. The investigator came up empty-handed. I never saw her again.” Dad rubs his face in his hands. “I still look. I’m still looking. I don’t know if you think that’s a good thing or a bad thing, but I want you to know, I never gave up on her.”

      That’s the kind of question I would have liked to ask Dr. Rumson. I think about what he might say. “Did Mom know?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I think you’re doing the right thing. You cared about her. You wonder if she’s okay. I think you have to keep looking.”

      Dad smiles sadly. “Thanks for that.”

      I nod. “So you went off to the SEALs?”

      “Yep. Five years with them, and I finally got to travel. The work was exciting, but I couldn’t enjoy it. I hated what they’d done to me and Viv, and I still carry that bit of hatred around with me, but I also got to see the good side of our military. The honorable side. I believe in it. Do you think…I’ve always done my duty. I love my country. I’ve lived the last twenty-two years torn in half.”

      “You could think of it like I think of school,” I say. “Sure, I support education. It’s very important, and for most kids, public education fits the bill. But in many ways it drags me down. It will never be right for me, and in many ways, it dooms some kids. But I don’t think I would ever say education is a bad thing.”

      Dad smiles. “You’re so like your mother. Me, I’m black and white, right and wrong. It’s hell for me to live in shades of gray, and that’s been my entire adult life. Mom had a way of just…rationalizing. Not making excuses, but understanding nuance.”

      “How did you meet her?” I ask.

      “We’d just gotten home from Iraq, and I thought we’d be going back pretty quick, but we got new orders. My team was returning to the Middle East without me, and I was sent to the medical center. It was the last time I really thought I’d see Viv again. I mean, I didn’t want to go back to the Attic, but it was our only connection left. I was sure she’d be there.” He pauses. “You know, hope is not a good thing.”

      “It can be,” I say.

      “Not in my experience. I’d built up so much hope, I floated in on it. And, of course, Viv was not there.”

      “No news?” I ask.

      Dad shakes his head. “Dr. Sykes said that he had determined that I couldn’t have a child because Viv was a Dweller. Something about our chemistry didn’t mix. So he ordered me to continue with the SEALs, and find a girl to impregnate. He gave me five years.” Dad shifts on the couch and curls his legs underneath him. “I met Mom at the grocery store on Coronado. She was on vacation with her family. We married ten months later.”

      My eyes sting and I blink. “Did you love her? I just need to know that you loved Mom, that she wasn’t just another experiment to you.”

      “You are not just an experiment to me,” he says. “You are my life, Thomas.”

      “That wasn’t the question. I don’t care about me. I’m asking about Mom.”

      Dad hangs his head and leans his chin on his hands. “I loved her. But I couldn’t let myself feel it or it would have interfered with my job every time I left her. I shoved it down and locked it away. Only when I was back with her could I allow myself to feel how much I cared for her.”

      It is an honest answer, and makes sense with what I know of their relationship. When Dad was gone, he was cool. Aloof. Often impatient, and never given to long phone conversations or whispered endearments. But the moment he would step off a plane and into her arms, he belonged. He did love her. I wonder how I could have doubted it.

      I wipe at my eyes. “She loved you, too,” I say, and Dad barks a laugh.

      “The greatest mystery of all.”

      “No. What happened to Dr. Sykes?”

      “Retired. Florida, last I heard. A senator found out about the Attic, probably knew about it all along, but he used it as a platform for his campaign. Medical research reform, or some bullshit like that. Good riddance. The Attic became a much different place without him.”

      “So you still go there?”

      “On and off. They’re doing amazing research. When you’re older, I’ll take you.”

      “Really?”

      Before Dad can reply, we hear the front door open and voices laughing.

      Dad smiles at me, as if to say, “Here we go.”

      The group enters, Grandma leading the way, and we see that she has brought along the other couple, a fit man in slacks and a polo shirt, and his much younger wife, blonde with too much make-up.

      “Michael! Come meet my friends,” Grandma says.

      I stand up to greet them, expecting Dad to do the same. I turn to him, hold out my hand to help him up, but the look on his face makes me take a step back. He has sighted an enemy.

      “Michael,” the fit man says with a nod.

      Dad glares. That’s a description of what he’s doing, but it doesn’t give Dad enough credit. Dad is ripping the man’s throat out with his eyes.

      “You’re not welcome in my home,” Dad growls out.

      The man sighs. “I respect that. But I’d like to speak with you.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Grandma gasps. “Michael, what is going on?”

      Dad turns his head to her and bares his teeth. “You brought him into my house.”

      “Who?” Grandma asks. “My friends?”

      Dad untucks his legs and stands. “Dr. Raymond Sykes.”

      Grandma opens her mouth, but no words come out. “No. Surely…no.”

      Everyone turns to “Ray.”

      “Your mother doesn’t know who I am. This is not her fault.”

      “But you knew who she was,” Dad accuses.

      “Of course.”

      “Ray, you know Ruthie’s son?” Sharon asks.

      Ray turns to the group, as though he is used to leading. “I really must insist on a private talk with him. Will you excuse us?”

      “Ray, what’s this all about?” his wife says, clinging to his arm. He gently untangles himself.

      “I’ll explain it later. Please. This is very important. A few moments is all I ask.”

      The woman who must be Dinah, though confused, nods. Sharon takes her arm, and the three of them retreat to the kitchen. Grandma turns on Ray.

      “How could you? You befriended me. I trusted you!”

      Ray nods. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      Grandma stands there helplessly, but Dad laughs. “Don’t listen to him. He’s the serpent. Ask him to show you his forked tongue.”

      Grandma gathers herself and looks at Dad. “Would you like me to call the police?”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary,” Dad says. “He’s in our home. If I have to shoot him, we’ll just call it self-defense.”

      Grandma shoots Ray one more murderous look and takes my hand. “Let’s go,” she says.

      Dad and Ray head out the back door to the yard. As soon as we’re in the kitchen, I tell Grandma I’m going to my room. I leave my light off and creep to the window. I slowly slide it open.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Dad spits out.

      “You look well, Michael,” Ray says.

      “Cut the bullshit and get to the point.”

      I hear Ray sigh. “I’d hoped to break it to you gently, but I see your feelings about me haven’t changed.”

      Dad is quiet.

      “I know where Vivian is.”

      I hear Dad suck in a breath. A chair leg scrapes on the concrete. He must have sat down.

      I hear paper rustle. “St. Joseph’s Hospital in Wichita, Kansas. She’s in a coma. Has been for almost twenty years.”

      “What? Why?”

      Ray sighs again and starts to pace. I can hear his clipped footsteps on the patio.

      “She was pregnant when they took her away. I didn’t want to separate the two of you, but my superiors thought it best. They thought you were encouraging her to abort. So they put her in a drugged coma, sent her to our facilities in Bethesda, and kept her under.”

      Dad coughs. “She had the baby?”

      “Yes. A girl. They tried to reverse the coma after delivery, but Vivian did not respond. I tried to get her transferred back to us, but they refused. She was eventually transferred again, this time to Virginia. I lost track of her after that.”

      “I have a daughter,” Dad whispers.

      The emotion in his voice makes me start to cry.

      “The address is on that paper. She’s in Los Angeles. A grad student at UCLA. She’s like you, Michael.”

      “You’ve met her?” Dad says threateningly.

      “No. But I found out she’s been monitored her whole life. They put her with a military family in D.C. It’s just luck that she ended up out here.”

      “What does she know?” Dad asks.

      “That she was adopted. That her mother died after giving birth. That her father died a war hero.”

      “So I’m dead,” he says.

      More metal scraping on concrete. “I only found this out a few months ago. They called me in to consult on a few cases, and somehow I ended up looking at Vivian. The new doctor didn’t realize I was originally involved. Apparently, Vivian’s been shuttled around quite a bit.”

      “You can go now,” Dad says.

      “I…I am sorry for what happened. I never meant for things to turn out this way.”

      “Get out.”

      A few seconds later, I hear the back door creak open. I close my window and lie on my bed.

      I have a sister.

      Then I bounce back up. I open my closet and pull out a red nylon duffel bag. I pack it with underwear, socks, t-shirts and jeans. A jacket. I don’t know what Kansas weather is like. I add an umbrella. A picture of Mom. My sketchpad and a set of colored pencils. I sit on my bed and wait.

      Dad comes in about an hour later. He looks at my over-stuffed bag and sighs.

      “You want to come with me,” he says, leaning on the doorjamb.

      “Please. I know…would you have taken Mom if she were still alive?”

      Dad sighs again and leans his back against the wall.

      “No. I wouldn’t have lied to her about it, but I wouldn’t have taken her.”

      I hate him a little bit for that.

      “Do you still love Vivian?”

      “I feel…responsible for her. She doesn’t have any family, well…no one that would be looking out for her.”

      “What about your daughter?”

      “You mean, do I love her?”

      “No,” I say. “What are you going to do about her?”

      “I’d like to find her someday. Not now. One thing at a time.”

      “Do you love her?” I ask.

      “I don’t know, Thomas,” he says. “I don’t know her. But she’s my daughter, and I’ll try.”

      I nod. “Please take me with you. I can’t take…I don’t think I can take you leaving again.”

      Dad crosses to my bed and sits beside me. He hugs me tight.

      “Catch some sleep. We leave for Wichita in the morning.”
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      Grandma doesn’t argue this time about going with us. Frankly, I am surprised that I didn’t have to argue more. Dad would most likely have an easier time of it without me.

      Maybe he just needs the company.

      We board a plane at John Wayne Airport bound for Dallas. There are no direct flights to Wichita. I try to compose myself and not be a bother to Dad, but the anticipation of the flight has me bouncing in my seat. I’ve dreamed of getting back up in the air for years. And this time, we’ll be flying over the Heartland. Wheat fields as far as the eye can see. Amber waves of grain.

      I’ve only been on an airplane one time before, and that was five years ago. We flew to Florida to visit Grandma, and I begged Mom and Dad to take me to Walt Disney World. They said it wasn’t worth it, since we lived fifteen minutes from Disneyland, and I argued about all the things that were different in Orlando from Anaheim. I didn’t win the argument, but that was sort of the point—I really wanted to go to the Kennedy Space Center and see the space shuttles, and I figured that if I argued for something bigger, they’d give in and take me on the smaller outing.

      They did.

      I have a photo of the three of us that Grandma took, beside a retired shuttle. Mom’s holding me on her hip, looking up at Dad. Dad’s smiling at the camera with his arm around her waist. And I have my fist pumped into the air, my face frozen in mid-shout: “To infinity and beyond!” I’d cried.

      We spend our flights mostly in silence. Dad’s thinking pretty hard, I can tell. I’m thinking, too. I’m trying to remember what I know of comas. Precious little, unfortunately. Something about a coma is our body’s response to extreme trauma. Advanced healing can occur while a person is in a coma. But a twenty-year coma? Few people have ever come out of that, and most of those for only hours or days. Even if we can get Vivian to wake up, she might not stay awake. Her muscles will be atrophied. Her memory will be impaired. Nothing about the news of her fate is good.

      But something tells me that Dad is not hoping to walk out of the hospital with her. He is done with hoping and wishing. He wants to see her. He probably wants to touch her. Maybe he wants to kiss her creamy lips one last time.

      I wish he would tell me what he’s thinking, so that I could set my own hopes appropriately. Because even though I’ve been warned, and I’ve seen the evidence of how hope and high expectations can lead to disappointment and misery, I still can’t help myself. I want Dad to be happy. I thought about it all last night, about him and Mom, and him and Vivian. This is a chance for Dad to gain closure for something that’s been an open wound for twenty years. I cannot deny him that chance, not even in my heart. I want him to have the fairytale ending. Silly, I know, but true nonetheless.

      As we descend for our landing in Wichita, I gather enough courage to at least broach the subject.

      “So, Dad, what’s the plan?”

      He looks momentarily startled, as though he’s forgotten I am sitting beside him.

      “Well, Grandma booked us a rental car and a hotel near the hospital. I suppose we should check in there first. Are you hungry?”

      My stomach is growling angrily at me, but I ignore it. “Nope. I vote we go straight to the hospital.”

      Dad just looks at me.

      “You’ve both waited twenty years. I think our stomachs can stand a few more hours.”

      “Thomas, I…” Dad looks at me helplessly, and I know what he wants to say.

      I lace my fingers through his. “She won’t look the same, you know that. She won’t be able to speak to you. Hell, the doctors might not even let us see her. I think we need a story.”

      “A story?”

      “Yeah, like a cover story. Only immediate family will probably be able to see her, and we can claim to be her brother and nephew, but we don’t have any proof of that. You’re going to have to prove you know her. Did you ever see that movie, Overboard, with Goldie Hawn and Kurt Russell?”

      Dad finally cracks a smile. “Kurt told the doctors that Goldie had a birthmark on her thigh as proof that he was her husband.”

      I nod. “Yes. Does Vivian have any birthmarks?”

      “No. But she has a tattoo on the back of her neck. A heart.”

      “That should do it,” I say.

      Dad looks over my head and out the window. “She got the tattoo when her mother died. Her father had died of a heart attack, and her mother went into a deep depression. When Viv turned eighteen a few months later, her mother told her to join the Navy and tell them she wanted to be assigned to the Attic. Then she went to bed and burst her own heart.”

      I don’t know what to say to that. I try to imagine loving someone so much that I would want to die without them. It felt like I was going to die when Mom passed, but I didn’t want to die. I wanted to live so she would be proud of me. And if I had a child who counted on me? Wouldn’t that be even more reason to live?

      Vivian has the power to get herself out of a coma, as long as her brain isn’t damaged. Could something emotionally traumatic have made her stay under all these years? I don’t really think we’ll ever have an answer for that.

      But I still hope.
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* * *

      Wichita is supposedly a big city, but I guess “big city” is relative when you’re surrounded by farmland and open sky.

      I instantly like Kansas, but it makes me feel very small. In Southern California, we are hemmed in by mountains. You see an end point to the sky. Here, the world goes on forever.

      We get into our car surrounded by ninety-degree sticky heat, and before we’ve even left the airport behind, the skies open up and pound us with rain. It comes down in thick gray sheets and pools in the potholes on the road. I open my window and stick my hand out. The rain hammers down so hard that it stings my hand. I suck in a deep breath, amazed. The air smells unlike anything I’ve ever smelled—sweet and wet and hot and grassy. I pull that smell inside of me. It is the smell of hope.

      Following the GPS on his phone, Dad drives smoothly through the rain, and in thirty minutes, we’re staring up at the hospital. It is brick-sided and ivy-covered, rather than white and sterile like the hospitals back home. I wonder if they realize that the ivy is not good for the building. Aesthetics seem to have taken a backseat to function. Not good for a hospital.

      The rain abruptly stops, as though it knows we’re about to step outside. We follow the sidewalk from the parking structure to the lobby of the hospital. A guard stands duty at a small podium, a stack of bright orange nametags in front of him. I can see Dad debate where to go. He decides to avoid the guard, and makes his way to the check-in desk to our left.

      He smiles wide and leans casually on the desk. A pretty girl in pink and white stripes is tapping away on a keyboard. She looks bored. As soon as she sees Dad, though, her face lights up.

      “Hey,” Dad says in a husky voice. I’ve never heard him talk like that.

      “Hello,” she says. “Can I help you?”

      “Oh, I’m sure you can,” he says, flashing his teeth. “I’ve…I’m sorry. Give me a sec.”

      Immediately, Dad’s smile falters. He struggles to paste it back on, turning away from the girl for a moment. He turns back, blinking furiously, and takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry. This is difficult for me.”

      The girl reaches up and pats Dad’s arm. “It’s fine. I understand. Is someone you love here?”

      Dad takes another deep breath. “I believe so. You see, my sister…we lost her about twenty years ago. A missing person’s case, she just vanished. We’ve been looking…all this time. My private investigator, he thinks…he believes…he may have found her. Here. In a coma this whole time.”

      The girl gasps and squeezes Dad’s arm tight. “Oh my!” she says. “What’s her name?” She straightens up at her computer, prepared to type.

      “Vivian Westlake. But I believe she’s a Jane Doe here, if it’s really her.”

      The girl types something. “No Westlake,” she says, “but we do have two Jane Does. One is, well…the other is in our long-term care facility.”

      “My God,” Dad says. He takes my hand and squeezes it. “It’s her, I know it’s her. I have to know. May we see her?”

      The girl hesitates. Dad furrows his brow and pleads with her with his eyes.

      “Do you have ID?”

      Dad takes his wallet out of the back pocket of his jeans and shows her his license. She copies the information on a sheet of paper.

      “How old is…is this your son?”

      “Yes. He’s seven years old. But he’s all I have in the world besides Vivian. Please. I need him with me.”

      The girl bites her lip and stands up. “Hey, Manny, could you watch the desk for a few?”

      The guard nods to her.

      “Thanks.” She walks out from behind the desk and over to the podium. She writes “Michael, Room 3” on one of the nametags.

      “And what’s your name?” she asks me.

      “Thomas,” I say. She makes out a nametag for me and hands them over. We smooth the neon orange labels on our chests.

      “Just follow me and we’ll try to get you in,” she says, turning away to walk down the corridor.

      Dad touches her arm gently and she turns back. “Thank you,” he says, and he means it. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

      The girl smiles and bats her eyelashes. “Maybe after, you know, I get off at five.”

      Dad smiles back. “Let me see how this goes. I may be a poor date.”

      “I doubt that,” she says, and she spins away and leads us down into the heart of the hospital.
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* * *

      St. Joseph’s long-term care facility, as the girl called it, is eerily silent. A nurse sits at a u-shaped desk, surrounded by monitors. The air hums through the vents. Nobody whispers. Nobody laughs.

      The girl motions us to wait beside the wall while she has a conversation with the nurse.

      The nurse glances at us briefly, and then steals a longer glance as the girl explains our story.

      “Is he from here?” the nurse asks. “Because our Jane Doe isn’t.”

      The girl shakes her head. “His license is from California.”

      I can sense the nurse debating, when Dad pulls out his wallet again and walks over to the desk.

      “I have a picture,” he says. He pulls a faded snapshot from beneath a pile of business and credit cards. He hands it to the nurse.

      The nurse stares at it, dumbfounded.

      “It’s her,” she says, jumping to her feet. “It’s absolutely her.”

      Dad shoots me a smile, but it’s sad at the edges. I know he was half hoping Dr. Sykes was wrong. It would be so much easier if he were wrong.

      We follow the nurse and the candy striper to room number three. The door is closed.

      The nurse puts her hand on the lever, and Dad tenses. “Wait.” We all look at him. “Just a moment.”

      Dad takes my hand and leads me twenty feet away. He crouches down in front of me, still clutching tightly to my hand.

      “It’s okay, Dad. I don’t have to go in if you don’t want me to.”

      He shakes his head. “No, I’d like you with me. That’s not it. I just…I don’t know how I’ll react. I think…I want to prepare you.”

      I nod solemnly.

      “I mean, just remember that I loved Mom. I, I’ll never be the same without her. I loved her as a man. Viv, I loved her as a boy, a naïve, wild, careless boy. Both strong, both totally different, okay?”

      I have no idea what he’s talking about, but I nod anyway.

      “Okay,” he says, a kind of self-pep talk. He stands back up and steels himself.

      We’re ready.
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* * *

      I prepare myself for every horror imaginable.

      A fully grown woman whittled away to forty pounds.

      Shriveled skin like a wrinkled old peach.

      Drooling.

      There is none of that.

      “It smells like lavender in here,” I say.

      The candy striper leans into my ear. “They use Febreze.”

      The three of us hang by the door and let Dad pass us. He walks straight to the bed, hands grasping the side rails tight, and stares at the person in the bed.

      He inhales sharply. I think we all do.

      Sleeping Beauty has been in Kansas this whole time.

      Vivian is lovely. I don’t know how to judge a person’s age too well, but she looks young. Her skin is clear and smooth, with freckles across her nose. Her golden hair is long and brushed and carefully arranged on the side of her pillow. She breathes slowly but strongly, the sheet on her chest rising and falling gently. I can see the outline of her legs beneath the sheet, and they don’t look one bit shriveled.

      “She looks the same,” Dad whispers.

      We all watch, mesmerized, as Dad reaches out a hand and brushes Vivian’s cheek. It might be my imagination, but I swear her cheek turns pink while I watch.

      Dad lowers the side rail on the bed and kneels beside it. He takes her hand in his, stroking her fingers, and whispers in her ear. “Hey, Beautiful.”

      Vivian’s heart monitor beeps loudly, and we all jump. The nurse rushes over to it and pushes a button.

      “Talk to her,” she says. “Talk to her again.”

      Dad clears his throat. “It’s me,” he says. “Mikey. God, I’ve…you look beautiful. Gorgeous. Like the day we met. I kissed you and you yelled at me. Remember? But I know you kissed me back. You know you kissed me back. Don’t deny it.”

      The monitor beeps again, a series of three. The candy striper actually takes my hand and holds it to her chest.

      “You remember, Viv, the nursery rhymes? This little piggy went to market, and this little piggy stayed home.” Beep. “You had the cutest little bear-claw feet. At night, you couldn’t keep them still. I’d try to cuddle you,” BEEP, BEEP, “and you’d rub those cute little toes up against mine. You said you couldn’t get close enough, that you wanted to get closer to me.”

      BEEP, BEEP, BEEP.

      “Squeeze my hand, Viv, I’m right here. I’m holding you, I’ve got your hand. Squeeze my hand, baby. Please. Let me know you’re here. Let me know you hear me.”

      The candy striper has a death grip on my hand.

      Dad cries out. “She did it! I swear, she did it.”

      “Call for Dr. Trent. Call him now. Hurry!” the nurse yells to the girl. The girl practically throws my arm at me and rushes out of the room.

      “Keep talking,” she says to Dad. “Keep it up. Don’t stop.”

      Dad’s shoulders begin to shake. I walk over to him and put my hands on his shoulders. Like the trooper he is, he speaks through his sobs.

      “You, you thought I should grow my hair out, that, that, it would be…sexy if it were long.” Beep. “Feel it.” He bends down, takes Vivian’s hand, and rubs it over his hair. “Not long, but no more buzz cut.” BEEP, BEEP, BEEP. “We…we have a daughter, Vivian. A daughter. You have a daughter! Our child. Wake up, for chrissake. Wake up!”

      And Vivian’s eyes open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Dad is so startled that he drops her hand, but he quickly picks it up again.

      “Vivian?” he says.

      Vivian doesn’t move, doesn’t blink. Dad continues to speak to her.

      The doctor comes in and checks Vivian’s vitals.

      “It’s amazing,” he says. “This patient has been unresponsive since she arrived six years ago.” He looks at Dad. “Her response, though, is not necessarily indicative of anything. Do you realize that?”

      Dad climbs to his feet and pulls a chair up beside the bed. He sits down heavily.

      “Yes, I understand.”

      “She probably will not wake up. Her increased heart rate, even the eyes opening, could just be reflexive or an autonomic nervous system response to new stimuli.”

      “I want to move her,” Dad says.

      The doctor wrinkles his brow. “She’s being cared for at the state’s expense. If you claim her, you may be responsible for the cost of her care, past and present.”

      “I understand,” Dad says again.

      “Do you…the resources required are considerable.”

      Dad stands up and walks to the window. Since this area is underground, the window looks out at a concrete courtyard rather than the hospital grounds. But at least there’s a view of something beyond the room.

      The doctor discreetly leans over the bed and closes Vivian’s eyes for her.

      “Vivian’s military,” Dad says. “The military has been paying for her care, and will continue to do so. She will be well looked after.”

      “You’re not Vivian’s brother,” the doctor says.

      Dad turns back from the window and looks at him. “Who do I have to speak with to transfer her?”

      “Me. Where are you planning on taking her?”

      “You’re military?” Dad says, surprised. I am surprised, too. The doctor is relatively young, with long dark hair pulled into a ponytail. Hardly soldier-like.

      The doctor nods once and holds out his hand. “Sean Trent, out of Fort Leavenworth.”

      Dad shakes his hand. “Michael Van Zandt, SEAL teams, and Naval Medical Center, San Diego.”

      Dr. Trent gapes. “The Michael Van Zandt?”

      I watch Dad fight not to smile. “I’m the only one I know of.”

      “I’ve been trying to get assigned there for several years. I can’t believe this.”

      “You want to go to the Attic?” Dad asks. “How long have you been here?”

      “Six years,” he says.

      “So you’ve been taking care of Vivian the whole time she’s been here.”

      Dr. Trent nods. “I knew she was a Dweller as soon as I looked at her and checked her age. It’s not in her records, though.”

      “It never is,” Dad says. “How do you know about the Attic?”

      “People talk,” he says with a shrug. “And I knew a guy who knew Dr. Sykes. My specialty is neurology. As soon as I heard about it, I wanted in, but it’s not something you can really make noise about.”

      “I appreciate you keeping it quiet,” Dad says. “The Dwellers are not specimens, they’re people.”

      “That’s how I treat all my patients.”

      Dad turns to the bed and looks thoughtfully at Vivian. “If you can get to San Diego by the weekend, you’re in.”

      Dr. Trent raises his eyebrows. “Just like that? I don’t think I can make it happen that fast. The paperwork…they’ll never let me go. I’ve got three more years in the Army.”

      “I’ll make it happen,” Dad says, his eyes still on Vivian. “I’ll deal with the bullshit. You find an apartment and move.”

      Dad walks back to Dr. Trent and holds out his hand again and they shake on it.

      “I don’t believe in God, but for me, this meeting is a miracle,” the doctor says.

      Dad laughs. “Trust me, God wouldn’t be able to pull this off. Only the director of the Attic could do it.”

      Dr. Trent claps Dad on the shoulder. “Then I’m lucky I met you, Director Van Zandt.”
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* * *

      We stay for a couple more hours. Vivian’s heart rate increases every so often, but other than that, she remains unresponsive.

      There is no daylight to tell the hour, but around six o’clock, the lights on the entire ward dim. Dad flips on the lamp on the nightstand beside her bed. “Viv doesn’t like the dark,” he says.

      My stomach rumbles loudly, and Dad laughs. “I’m sorry. I’ve kept you here too long.”

      He stands and brushes a kiss on Vivian’s forehead. “I’ll be back,” he whispers.

      Dad informs the nurse that we’ll be back in the morning, and we walk hand in hand back to the car.

      “So, how are you doing?” I ask as we buckle in.

      Dad puts his forehead down on the steering wheel and sighs. “Holding up. Hungry. Exhausted.” He lifts his head and starts the car. “About the same as you, I’m sure. Let’s hit the first drive-thru we see.”

      “That wasn’t what I was asking,” I say.

      “I know. I never imagined this outcome. Never. I thought of a million things that could have happened to Viv, and this just wasn’t one of them.” His knuckles turn white as he clenches the steering wheel. “She’s still in there. She hasn’t aged, that’s the proof. She’s keeping herself from aging.”

      “You don’t think,” I say, swallowing, “that maybe her body was just conditioned to respond that way? We can’t automatically assume that she’s doing it on purpose.”

      Dad nods slowly. “I’m hoping again, aren’t I?”

      “Yes, but I don’t see how you can help it. I don’t know Vivian, and I don’t love her, but I’m hoping. You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t hope. You know…did Grandma ever tell you about my experiments, the ones I was doing before you came home?”

      Dad shakes his head. “No.”

      “I tried to bring a mouse back to life with electricity. It failed miserably, of course.”

      “Of course,” Dad says with a smile.

      “Grandma said the same thing. But anyway, I was thinking that we have this amazing ability to heal, and me in particular, I can heal my central nervous system, so there must be a way to bring my abilities to someone else.”

      “We’ve been working on it at the Attic,” he says. “We’re pretty sure it’s a protein, and you must have that protein.” He glances at me. “It’s your choice, completely your choice, but I’d like to try to isolate the protein in your brain.”

      “Of course,” I say.

      Dad smiles. “Don’t be so quick to agree. I won’t give consent for brain surgery of any kind, but we can access the protein in other ways. A lumbar puncture, for example.”

      “Painful,” I say, “if I couldn’t turn off my nerves.”

      “You may have to do it cold,” he says. “Turning off your nerves might interfere in some way.”

      I swallow. “I can handle it.”

      “Maybe…you might have to injure and repair yourself, so we could harvest the protein as it works.”

      “You said no brain, so what? The heart?”

      “Or the spine. We’ll have to consult with the doctors I have there.”

      “So are you a doctor?” I ask.

      “No. Might as well be, though. I know the body in ways a doctor without our abilities never will.”

      “When did you become the director?”

      Dad turns into a Kansas BBQ drive-thru. We order barbecue chicken sandwiches and fries, and Cokes with extra ice. Mom would never have let me eat this stuff.

      As soon as the girl at the window hands him our food, he shoves the bags in my lap and slurps greedily on his Coke. I do the same with mine.

      “Aaah,” he says. “Twelve years ago.”

      “Do you still do stuff with the SEALs?”

      “When they need me.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I mean, I know the Attic’s super-secret, but you could have said you were doing medical research.”

      Dad sighs. “You would have wanted to help. You would have asked questions. You would have wanted me to take you there. And when I refused, you would have done research on your own.”

      I sit back in my seat and stare out my window. A hug marble-sized lump has formed in my throat. “You told Mom you didn’t know me.”

      Dad stops the car at a red light and looks at me. I see his reflection in the window and turn to face him.

      “I lied, Thomas. You may be like Mom in a lot of important ways, but you’re also like me. I fucking lied.”
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* * *

      Dad wasn’t kidding about living in shades of gray.

      Or maybe he is just that sure of himself, that lying to Mom and to me was the right thing to do.

      I think about Vivian, lying in bed for twenty years, waiting for…something. I agree with Dad. Vivian has been waiting.

      I think about Tessa. What if it were her lying in the bed instead of Vivian?

      I’d get a hundred lumbar punctures for her.

      I’d rip open my chest with my bare hands and tattoo her name on my heart with a scalpel if it would help her.

      I’d consent to doctors poking around in my son’s brain if it would bring her back to life.

      But I’m not Dad.

      But I’m like him, and he’s like me.

      If there’s a way to help Vivian, no matter what is required, I will do it.

      And I swear I will find a way to get Dad to let me.
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* * *

      Dad immediately takes advantage of the hotel’s free wi-fi and gets on his laptop. He has to somehow transfer Dr. Trent to San Diego in three days. He has to arrange for Vivian to be transferred, and he has to prepare the Attic for her. He wants to consult with the doctors and get them ready for me.

      He spends an hour on the phone with some admiral. As the director of the Attic, Dad should have been apprised of Vivian’s whereabouts and condition. Of his daughter. Someone high up hid them from him. He wants to get to the bottom of it. The admiral doesn’t seem to know much. Dad ends the conversation visibly frustrated, and I can’t say I blame him.

      “Does it really matter?” I ask him as I crawl under the covers well past midnight. “What’s done is done. None of you can get the time back. You know what the Chinese say.”

      “Actually I don’t,” he says.

      “They say, ‘When you’re preparing for revenge, best dig two graves.’”

      Dad slips under the covers beside me and stretches out with his arms over his head. “You agree with them?”

      “Sort of,” I say. “I think getting justice is a separate issue, but if we’re just talking about revenge, yes. It’s like what I went through with Abbey. When I finally tried to get her back for being so cruel to me, I just ended up feeling worse and getting in trouble. It wasn’t as satisfying as I’d imagined it.”

      “Are you sure you’re only six?” Dad asks.

      I kick him under the covers. “I’m seven, remember?”

      Dad chuckles. “That explains it.”
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      I’m disappointed to the point of tears when we arrive at Naval Medical Center, San Diego.

      Dad is not taking me to the Attic. It is not an appropriate place for a seven-year-old, he says.

      Instead, he has reserved the top floor of the hospital, usually the space for politicians who have heart attacks or rock stars who have twins. It’s almost like a house. We have our own reception area, complete with twenty-four-hour nurse. We have our own x-ray room, a hot tub Grandma would envy, and even a surgical room. If I weren’t so pissed off, I might even appreciate it.

      There are eight bedrooms. Dad has one, I have one, Vivian has one, and one will be for Grandma when she gets here. She’s still entertaining her friends, though Ray and Dinah have gone back home. And she’s going to take me out of school. What the hell did I need first grade for, anyway?

      Which reminds me of Tessa. Thinking about her, about maybe not seeing her for a long time, gives me a stomachache. I unpack my few belongings into the dresser that sits under the window. I take out my sketchbook and pencils and sit on the bed.

      I draw a slice of my brain. The wrinkles are a maze. I close my eyes and sketch while they’re still closed, picturing the winding roadmap of brain cells in my head. No one really knows what color the brain is when it’s still encased in the skull. Exposure to oxygen often changes the appearance of a thing. Perhaps my brain is flashing purple at this moment. Maybe it’s green.

      I color it a throbbing red.
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* * *

      Dad gives me a day to settle in, but I settled myself plenty way before I got here. I’m bored and impatient. Dad has meetings all day and leaves me alone in the suite with Vivian asleep in the next room and only a nurse on duty at the desk. I can’t make myself go into Vivian’s room. Dad said I could spend time with her if I want, but what would be the point? I want Dad to be happy, but Vivian waking up presents a whole new set of challenges. I will do my best to face them if and when I have to, but I’m here to help by using my abilities. I want to be a part of the Attic. Vivian is just the means.

      I’m not sure if I really mean that.

      I ask the nurse if it’s okay to make a phone call. She asks if it’s to someone in the hospital.

      “No, in Orange County,” I say.

      She says that only the phone in Dad’s room can make long-distance calls. I sit on his bed and pull the phone into my lap. It’s an old-fashioned thing weighing a good ten pounds with thick push buttons and a spiral cord that keeps the receiver attached to the base. I want to be able to pace while I talk, but that will not be possible. So I arrange Dad’s pillows comfortably against the headboard, settle back, and dial the number from memory.

      I get his secretary.

      “Hello, Mary Kate,” I say. “This is Thomas Van Zandt. Is Dr. Rumson in?”

      “Oh, Thomas,” she says. “We’ve been worried about you. You missed Friday’s appointment.”

      Oops. Grandma was supposed to cancel for me.

      “I’m sorry about that,” I say. “There was a miscommunication. I had to go out of town.”

      “We’re just glad you’re alright. Let me get him. Just hold on one minute.”

      I only have to count to fifteen before Dr. Rumson picks up.

      “Thomas,” he says. “It’s good to hear from you.”

      “I apologize for missing our meeting, sir,” I say. “My grandma was supposed to cancel it. I guess she forgot.”

      “No harm done. Is everything okay at home?”

      “Yes,” I say. “It’s a long story, but I had to go out of town with my father. We may be gone quite a while.”

      “But everything’s okay,” he says.

      “Yes. We’re fine. But I have another dilemma to run by you.”

      I imagine Dr. Rumson’s eyes twinkling. “Shoot.”

      “Well, I’m wondering if our intentions always matter. Like, if you’re doing the right thing for the wrong reasons.”

      “Can you give me an example?” he asks.

      “Say there’s a fire, and you rescue someone from the burning building. But you didn’t really care about the saving the person. Say you saw a bunch of news vans pull up, and you thought it would be cool to be a hero on TV. Is that bad?”

      “It’s always important what’s in your heart,” he says. “I think, though, in that case, the action was more important than the intent. You saved the person and did the right thing, no matter why you did it. I think God would be okay with it.”

      “What if something went wrong? In the process of trying to save the person, say, a firefighter rushes in after you and he’s killed because of your recklessness, even if you and the person inside made it out safely.”

      “I think your intent is more important in that case,” he says. “Someone died because you thought it would be cool to be on TV. That’s wrong, even if you did save the person.” Dr. Rumson pauses. “These are rather complicated scenarios.”

      “I want to do the right thing,” I say. “I know what that right thing is, except there are variables outside of my control. I cannot guarantee a favorable outcome. Plus, I’d be doing it for a selfish reason.”

      “What is that reason?”

      “Because I want to see if I can do it,” I say. “And if I can do it, a lot of other people will benefit. I mean, I could change the lives of thousands of people.”

      “Then why do you think you’re being selfish?” Dr. Rumson asks. “It sounds as though this act will be extremely unselfish.”

      “Well, the person I would be helping first…I’m not sure I want to help her, specifically.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Well, she’s…” I pause, not really knowing how to put it in words. I decide not to think about it, and just spill it. “If I help her, my life will change. My dad might leave again. He might, I don’t know, get married again, or something.”

      “But knowing all those possibilities, you’re still willing to do it.”

      “Yes.”

      “It sounds like the only person who may come to harm as a result of your actions is yourself,” he says. “And you’re still willing to do it.”

      “Yes,” I say again.

      “You know, every time we choose to help someone we’re giving something up. If you buy your grandmother a present, you can’t spend the money on candy. If you run into that burning building, you may not come out. If you help a friend with homework, you have less time to spend on your own. None of those choices is selfish, Thomas.”

      “But if you look at why you do those things, they might be considered selfish.”

      “I think as long as you’re helping someone, and your intent is not to harm, then you’re on the side of right. As I’ve said before, human beings are complex. Relationships are complex. No one can be completely selfless one hundred percent of the time.”

      “So it’s okay that I’m ambivalent about helping the actual person involved,” I say.

      “You are human,” he says. “And just the fact that you’re worried about being good is enough for me and enough for God.” Then he sighs. “I know you still question God’s existence and His love for you, but I believe He’s listening to you. He knows you’re searching. He knows your heart. You are more than worthy.”

      “Dr. Rumson,” I say, fighting not to cry, “I do believe in Him. But how does He know that? I haven’t been baptized or anything.”

      “Baptism is just the outward ceremony, Thomas. God doesn’t need you to go through a ceremony. Trust me, He knows. And when you’re ready to do this right thing, He’ll be right there beside you.”

      “Do you…do you think I’ll go to Heaven?” I ask.

      “If you live your life the way God wants. You’re on the right path. I have no doubt of it.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I whisper.

      “Thomas, you’re worrying me just a bit. What is this thing you have to do?”

      “I can’t tell you that, exactly,” I say, “but…it’s similar to donating a kidney. Someone needs something I can give in order to survive.”

      “A transplant? You’re going to have surgery?”

      “It’s not quite that dramatic, and not that dangerous, but similar, yes.”

      “And your father is with you?”

      “Yes,” I say. “He’s given consent.”

      “And…is your father giving consent for the right reasons?”

      I pause at that. “I believe so, yes.”

      “Would you…I’m going to keep in touch with your grandmother. She’s knows what’s going on, right?”

      “Yes, she does.”

      “Okay, then. Trust in yourself, Thomas. Trust in God. I will be praying for you.”

      “That would be nice,” I say. “Do you think you can get me on next Sunday’s prayer list?”

      Dr. Rumson chuckles softly. “I’ll do it right now.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “That will really help. Oh, and one other thing. I have a friend at school. Her name is Tessa Halter. I don’t think you know her, but maybe you could find her, if you needed to. She goes to Red Hill Elementary in Tustin, and she lives on Afton Lane.”

      “Wait, let me write that down,” he says. “Tessa Halter, Afton Lane. Okay.”

      “I left a letter for her in my top dresser drawer. If I can’t…if something happens…nothing’s going to happen, but if it does…could you make sure she gets my letter?”

      “You’re sure there’s nothing else you’d like to tell me?”

      “No, sir,” I say. “I know I’m being overly dramatic, and I can hear the worry in your voice, and I apologize for that. It’s just, my mother left us so suddenly. I feel like I should be better prepared than she was.”

      “Thomas,” he says, alarmed, so I cut him off.

      “I’m sorry again. That sounded bad. I’m just covering my bases. Nothing bad is going to happen.”

      Dr. Rumson is quiet so long that I think I’ve lost our connection.

      “Are you still there?” I ask.

      “I am. Thomas, does Tessa know you had to leave?”

      “No, sir. My grandmother was supposed to let her know, but…you know how she forgot to call Mary Kate about our appointment. I’m afraid she’s forgetting a lot these days. That’s why I wanted you to know about the letter.”

      “Would you feel better if I contacted her, let her know where you are?”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. “That would ease my mind.”

      “Then I’ll do it. Do you know when you expect to come back?”

      “Well, what we’re doing, it’s kind of experimental, so we might have to try a few different things. I think probably at least a month. Three, tops. Unless…”

      “Unless?”

      “My dad works here. We may move. I just don’t know.”

      “Will you be able to talk while you’re gone?” he asks.

      “I don’t see why not,” I say. “I may have a few down days, but I should be able to.”

      “How about we keep up our Friday meetings, then? You can call me at 2:30, same time as our other meetings.”

      “I would love that.”

      I feel Dr. Rumson smiling through the phone. “Until next Friday, then.”

      “Next Friday,” I agree.

      “And Thomas, please take care of yourself.”
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* * *

      I hang up the phone and replace Dad’s pillows. I leave his room and enter Vivian’s.

      Vivian breathes softly. Her heart monitor beeps quietly with every heartbeat. My own heartbeat pounds like a war drum in my ears.

      I sit in the chair next to her bed and look at her. Vivian is the reason I am here, in this room and on this earth. If things had been different for Vivian, I wouldn’t even exist.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m sorry for what you went through.”

      Vivian doesn’t respond.

      “I’m Michael’s son. Mikey. You knew him a long time ago. He says you loved him. I know what it’s like to lose someone you love. It sucks.”

      I laugh at my own words.

      “I think I can help you.”

      I stand up next to the bed and fumble with the side rail. I finally get it lowered. I drag the chair closer to the bed and kneel on it. Leaning over, I take Vivian’s hand in mine. Her hand is warm.

      I take a deep breath.

      I lay her hand flat on the bed and place my palm over hers. It is not a perfect fit; my hand fits inside hers but doesn’t match up. I place my hand so that the tops of our palms line up, and each of my fingers is placed perfectly on top of hers. I press down.

      I will my skin to fuse to hers. My hand feels like it’s been dipped in fire, but I don’t dare mess with my nerves. I ride the pain and force myself to go on.

      Finally our skin is perfectly fused. I try lifting my hand, and Vivian’s is stuck to it. Her hand lifts enough with mine to bend at the wrist.

      I press our hands back down on the bed. Now comes the hard part.

      There is a skin barrier between us, and I have to pierce it. Maybe I should have cut both of us before I started this, but it’s too late. I’d have to cut us apart and start over. Too messy.

      Bone is the only way to go. I force my finger bone to grow out and down. It’s painful. I feel the bone tearing through muscle, tearing through skin, until it penetrates Vivian’s hand. The heart monitor beeps loudly, continuously. I pause to catch my breath, and the nurse rushes in.

      “Thomas, is everything alright?”

      I nod, placing my other hand over the one holding Vivian’s. There’s some blood, not a lot, but enough. I don’t want the nurse to see it.

      “We’re fine,” I say. “I’m just talking to her.”

      The nurse checks the heart monitor and smooths a hand over Vivian’s hair. “It’s good that you’re talking to her. She obviously likes it.”

      I want the nurse to leave.

      “I’ll let you know if anything happens other than her heart rate,” I say.

      The nurse nods. “Okay. I’ll leave you alone, then.”

      She does.

      I wipe the sweat from my brow with my free hand. The pain is difficult to think through.

      I have the opening to Vivian now, through our ring fingers. I switch from bone to nerves. I extend my nerves along the bone until they are deep in Vivian’s hand. I plant the nerve in the palm of her hand and fight the pain to sense what I can of Vivian.

      She is in pain, too. Her hand is crying out, ordering her to move away from the source of the pain. But her body is not responding. I connect my nerve to a couple of Vivian’s, then I trace those nerves up to her brain. I get as far as the top of her spinal cord. The nerve signal won’t go any farther. Vivian’s body is lacking the proteins necessary to carry the message on.

      I have the right protein. I picture it in my head as I flex my fingers, the protein that allows all the nerves to join up and the signals to travel. I have to get that protein inside Vivian.

      I force my body to produce that protein. It floods my brain, and I gasp out loud. All the signals my body is sending out are traveling at super speed, and I’m on sensory overload.

      I shake my head to clear it, but I can’t get rid of the proteins yet. I have to…do something. I have to send them into Vivian.

      It takes me a few minutes to get used to the onslaught of signals. And it leaves me light-headed. Feeling faint but purposeful, I gather all those proteins in my brain and send them on their way along my nerves. Down my neck to my spine. From the spine to my arm. Down my arm to my hand. Down my hand to my finger. Down my finger to Vivian.

      The next part is the trickiest. I can sense the nerves I’ve connected to, but the rest of Vivian’s body is a mystery to me. I do not have a direct connection to her brain. So I simply follow the network of nerves. It’s like following a rope in the dark. Hand over hand, you let the rope guide you, but you have little idea of where you are unless you reach a hand out to feel. So that’s what I do. I follow the nerve in her hand until I come to another one. I sense it. I’m in the meaty part of her palm. I follow that nerve down until I come to another at the top of wrist. I continue on, following and sensing.

      When I hit a nerve connected to the muscle in her forearm, the monitor beeps loudly. I ignore it. I find that outside stimuli are becoming easy to ignore. I process them so fast that they are barely a blip on my radar.

      I notice that my breathing has become shallow and labored by the time I reach Vivian’s brain. I’m sensing a good portion of her body, the left side, at least, and besides the pain I have caused and the lack of proteins, her body is healthy. As I penetrate the brain, I begin to sense her mood. It is curious. She knows something is happening, but she can’t yet feel what that is. I probe deeper into the frontal lobe, and Vivian and I both gasp aloud.

      The pain overwhelms her. I had a buildup of it, and I knew what was happening and what to expect. Vivian did not. But she’s a seasoned Dweller. Before I can say a word, Vivian shuts down the nerves in her hand and arm.

      She opens her eyes and slowly rolls them in my direction. “Who?” she says.

      I’m in her brain. I know what she wants to say.

      “I’m Thomas Van Zandt, Michael’s son.”

      She tries to speak again, but her tongue is too dry.

      “I’m not…” I start to say, and then I realize that Vivian doesn’t know anything about what she’s been through. Her memory stops back at the Attic when Dad was still with her. I can’t explain everything to her now, and she shouldn’t hear it from me even if I could.

      “I’m your son,” I say, confirming her belief. “I’m trying to help you. You were lacking the protein necessary to come out of a coma. I’m giving you the protein.”

      Vivian nods in her head. You’re adorable, she thinks. Perfect. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you.

      Tears fill my eyes. I cannot believe that her first thoughts would be for me. Or her child.

      You look like Mikey, she thinks.

      “People tell me that,” I say, and my vision blurs.

      Vivian must be able to sense me, as well. She is suddenly alarmed. You’re sick, she says. Where is Michael?

      “Around,” I say, trying hard to remember where Dad is.

      You need to eat, she thinks. You need to eat now. Please. Call someone. Where is Dr. Sykes?

      “I don’t know,” I say, my words slurring at the end.

      Cut the connection, she screams in my head. Cut it now!

      I fight to remember what I’m supposed to be doing. “I’m not there yet,” I say. “Almost there. Need to get to the cerbllmmm.”

      My mouth isn’t working right.

      Vivian shuts down more of her nerves, but the process is slow. Her brain is not responding as quickly as she wants it to. But she’s making it difficult for me to work. I’m like a salmon fighting to swim upstream.

      I can no longer speak. So I think to her.

      Let me help you.

      No! she thinks. Not for me. Please! Not for me. She is sobbing in her head.

      I finally reach her cerebellum and repair the deadened parts of her brain. Some kind of chemical had saturated her brain cells and essentially numbed them. I regrow them. I restore them. I give her the power to create the protein on her own.

      I bring Vivian back to life.

      “No!” she screams out loud.

      And my heart sto….

      
        To Be Continued…
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* * *

      
        Continue the System Series in book two, Systematic.

        On Amazon

        http://www.andrearing.net/
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* * *

      
        Subscribe To My Newsletter by clicking HERE!
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        A young boy faces tragedy and must become a warrior!

      

      Soron and Velaina thought they could escape the dangers of their past…but they were wrong. 

      Fourteen years after their escape from a perilous royal life, their son Nathan begins to show signs of possessing magical abilities that will put all of their lives at risk.

      Before they can share their secret past with their son, a tragic series of missteps by an arrogant and ambitious duke leads to tragedy.

      Now alone in a world he doesn’t fully understand, Nathan's quest pits him against deadly bandits, vicious mythical creatures, and a northern king who may stop at nothing to bring him death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue

        

      

    
    
      Velaina dipped finger into the drink then slowly ran the wet digit across her lips. An old habit, one her mother’s family had ingrained in her. The dinner was in the royal courts, the drink a simple fruit juice for the expecting mother and her considerate husband. While the rest of the guests drank wine, a servant had filled their goblets with the nectar. Suddenly she felt it, a startling and unexpected tingle in her lips. Poison she thought to herself as she leaned over to her husband Soron. “My dear, I am not feeling well. Would you take me home?”

      Soron gave his young wife a puzzled look, knowing something was out of sorts. “Of course, my love,” he said.

      Her mind was racing at the realization someone was trying to kill them. She signaled the servant who had poured their drinks to come to the table.

      The young serving girl came over with a smile. “What can I get for you, your grace?”

      Velaina studied the girl closely, sensing no guile or sinister intent. “Where did you get the juice you served us?”

      The girl replied honestly, “The man in the kitchen said you were with child and would not drink wine, that you would prefer this instead.”

      “What man?” asked Velaina.

      “I… I don’t know your highness. It happened so fast I never got a look at him. He just put it in my hands and told me you would prefer it instead of wine. He said there was only a little of the juice and to only serve it to you and your husband.” The servant looked at the jug of juice suspiciously, worried she had done something wrong. “Did I make a mistake?”

      Again she sensed innocence. The girl was not trying to murder them. Velaina smiled, “It’s okay, the mistake is not yours.” She poured her goblet of juice and her husband’s back into the jug. She handed the jug to Soron as she rose from the table. “Take that with us my dear, we wouldn’t want anyone else drinking it.”

      Soron frowned and furrowed his brow as he realized what she meant. His marriage to Velaina had made many unhappy in both families. The impending birth of their child may have awoken old angers. Soron looked about the room. He smiled as if nothing was amiss; his protective instincts were fully aroused. Attentively he helped fasten his young bride’s cloak, as they graciously excused themselves.

      The journey back to their cottage was made in silence, with an eye to every shadow, an ear to every noise. Behind their locked and barred door, they collectively sighed in relief. Soron gathered his wife into his arms, hugging her, comforting her. The city of Venecia was no longer a safe haven. Their marriage had caused divisions, created enemies. But until they knew who was behind the attack, all they could do was to be careful and alert. Venecia was now a dangerous city for them.

      
        …

      

      The salty coastal air mingled in with the scents of the market. The blend was exotic and yet familiar, it was one of the things Soron liked most about Venecia. Today as he strolled through the market with his lovely Velaina he smiled, the previous night’s near fatal events momentarily forgotten. Glancing at the blonde-haired, blue-eyed goddess he called wife, he noted the color in her cheeks and the sparkle in her eye. When his glance went down to the protruding belly, he saw the unmistakable sign of her carrying a special package inside. Motherhood suits her, he thought to himself. She is as lovely today as the first time I saw her.

      His musings on the bliss and happiness brought into his life by this wonderful woman were cut short by pain in his hand. His lovely wife was squeezing the life out of it. Velaina had always been able to sense the emotions of others, a trait shared among a few of those with magic blood; motherhood had heightened this mysterious ability. Her clenching of his hand was a warning. Someone in the market had evil intentions toward them.

      Alerted to her concern, Soron casually looked around. The multitude of vendors and throngs of citizens mulling their way through the large city market had now caught his attention. He did not need to share his wife’s magical sense to note the pair of men ahead of them who were trying not to stare as they stalked Soron and his young bride. Stopping at a spiced meat cart, Soron stalled. He inspected the cooking spiced meat, haggling with the vendor all the while watching for signs of other possible dangers. Two more men who had been walking in the same general direction as they were had suddenly stopped walking when Soron paused at the food vendor’s stall.

      Soron smiled at Velaina as he took a bite of his hot and savory chunk of charbroiled venison. Pretending to make a funny observation, he smiled then leaned in to whisper, “I see four of them. What does your magic tell you?”

      Velaina gave a half-hearted attempt at laughter, understanding her husband’s ruse. She leaned in close and whispered back, “Five. There is one farther back in the crowd. Are we going to be okay?”

      

      Soron gave her a reassuring smile. “Of course we are my love. I waited my whole life for the joy of having such a lovely wife. Nothing in this world will thwart me from seeing my child born. Besides, five men is not enough, not nearly enough.” Soron was not idly boasting to his wife. On more than one occasion, he had been in a battle where the odds were stacked even higher against him. His being alive today—along with a multitude of scars across his body—were testimony to his battle skills. Knowing the number and intention of his enemies before their impending attack was a huge benefit to Soron. He could now manipulate the circumstances to increase his odds of victory. His first priority was the safety of his wife and unborn child.

      Leaving the food vendor’s stall, he steered Velaina in a new direction. Before, they had been meandering through the markets, heading north towards the city center. Now, he veered west toward the nearest stable. As they approached the building, Soron was able to get a few quick glances of the men following them. The assassins were closing in. They could tell the stable was the intended destination and likely thought it was a good place to spring their attack.

      Walking into the cool, darker and confined space of the stable, Soron quickly surveyed his surroundings. Against one wall leaned a pair of tools: a pitchfork and a shovel. These would have to suffice, he thought to himself. He was carrying his dagger but other weapons would help. He grabbed the shovel in both hands and drove the handle down across his raised knee, snapping the end of the shovel off. He handed both parts to Velaina. “If anyone gets close to you use the metal end as a shield and spear them with the jagged end of the handle.” Soron paused, looking around. “Hide in that first empty stall; they won’t be able to get to you without passing me.”

      Velaina silently took the makeshift shield and spear from her husband. In the two years they had been together, she had never seen this side of the gentle giant she loved. She knew his history as a warrior but never witnessed the intensity of his anger or any hint of his violent past. She could sense the change in his mood today. The deep, inner rage for the unknown assailants plotting to harm his family was disguised by a cool veneer of calm. That calm, a product of training and experience, gave him the level-headedness to harness his internal rage. Velaina no longer felt fear, only pity for the families of the men about to die. The assassins deserved no mercy.

      Closing the thick, oak door of the stable stall behind Velaina, Soron turned his focus to the coming battle. First, he took out his dagger and whittled the bottom of the pitchfork until it was sharp. The stable tool so handy for moving hay was now a two-sided weapon as deadly as he would need against most foes. Then, with the loose soil and hay of the stable floors hiding the deadly pointed addition he had made to the already dangerous tool, he stood waiting.

      The stable doors slowly opened. Carefully, four men slid into the building. Silently they stalked closer, pulling out clubs and swords, making no pretense of being in the stable other than to deliver death. As they approached Soron, they formed a horseshoe around him. The stall door protected his back, but he now had attackers on both sides.

      “Gentlemen, tis a fine day that brings us here together at this moment in time,” said Soron in a solemn voice. “If you don’t mind I would like to say a small prayer for those about to leave us for the next world and whatever gods occupy it,” he continued with his head slightly lowered as if in prayer.

      The thug to his left gave a grunt of dismissal before replying. “You can save the sermon, your highness. Northern prince or not, you are about to die and your body will be thrown to the pigs. No royal burial for you.” The would-be assassin smirked as he shifted his sword between his hands.

      Another of the men spoke, “Now Rory, don’t be so hasty. This is a nasty bit of business no matter how you look at it. Having the gods’ mercy might not be a bad thing. Someone is going to die any moment now. Only the number remains in question. Let the prince say a word or two.”

      Soron scanned the faces of the other two men. The first seemed to be nodding in agreement with the second man, while the last warrior’s stoic face showed nothing. Soron took the silence as a sign to continue. “Right then, may all the gods witness this. As we stand here today, four souls are going to the beyond. The crime they attempt: murder of a woman and unborn child. May the fate they suffer in the next realm be slower and infinitely more painful than the end I bring to their worthless existences today.”

      The attackers were taken aback. They had thought the prince would ask for mercy upon himself and his family, not say words to damn them. As they realized the significance of his words and started to react, it was already too late.

      As the grunter to his left moved to attack, Soron flew into action. With his left hand holding the pitchfork, he blocked the swinging sword. As the tines of the pitchfork caught the incoming sword, Soron smoothly, with practiced hand, pulled his dagger out and stepped into the assailant. His dagger slid into the man’s belly. The attacker’s eyes bulged as the blade worked its way through his innards. While the man slumped forward dying, Soron reversed his direction, pulling back hard on the pitchfork.

      As he lunged backwards, Soron stabbed the second attacker in the throat with the sharpened handle of the pitchfork. The assassin had not noticed the deadly modification before the wood punctured his throat. Using his momentum, Soron spun around towards the stoic attacker, throwing his dagger into the man’s chest. The man looked at the blade in his chest then up at in Soron in disbelief. Without delay, Soron quickly grabbed the sword out of the hand of the second dying warrior.

      The fourth warrior already had his sword speeding through the air towards Soron. Soron was able to raise his borrowed sword in time to partially block the attack. His enemy’s sword sliced into his shoulder before his blade rose to counter. Soron pushed the attacker back. The man stumbled back, unused to dealing with the extraordinary strength of a northerner, he was caught off guard by the forceful push. Soron surged forward, bringing down an overhand attack. The off-balance mercenary tried to block the attack, but the mighty force continued down into the man’s head despite his attempts to stop it. Pulling the sword out of the assassin’s skull, Soron took a step back and recovered his dagger from the body of the once-stoic, third man. Despite the four dead men at his feet, Soron stood ready, weapons in hand, waiting. Finally, slowly entering the stable, the fifth attacker made himself seen.

      The man wore a long, grey cloak with a hood which hid the man’s face and body well. The mysterious man undid the concealing garment, letting it slide to the ground. Although the cloak was gone, the man’s identity was still unknown; however much could be told from his physical appearance. The well-toned muscles, encased in a honey-brown skin, hid behind a veritable map of tattoo’s covering the man’s entire body. Even his face and clean-shaven skull were covered with intricate designs. Soron had seen many sailors with tattoos and had heard of the tribes of island warriors that would celebrate the death of an enemy with an additional marking. The tattooed warrior stood there, his eyes going over the scene in the stable, looking at the carnage of blood stained hay where the four bodies rested. He then looked at Soron standing defiantly before the stable stall that he was blocking. Finally, the warrior spoke in a low and surprisingly warm voice. “The man who hired me said he was sending these men and I was just to make sure the job was done. I told him these men were a waste of time. He should have sent for a half-dozen of my tribesman. He laughed and said these men had never failed and I should not worry so much.”

      Soron was not fooled by the friendly tone of the warrior’s voice. He knew from experience that when a snake is rattling its tail is not when it is most dangerous. When the noise stops, that is when it attacks. This warrior, like a deadly viper, would soon strike.

      Ignoring the warrior’s attempt at conversation, Soron simply prepared himself. He lowered his body slightly, putting the weight of his large, lithe body on the balls of his feet, relaxing his hands while keeping his eyes focused on the warrior.

      The warrior smiled, this northern prince was no fool. He pulled out his ornate, silver handled scimitar. Stepping sideways almost like a dancer, he moved rhythmically from side to side as he worked his way towards Soron. In an explosion of cat-like speed, the tribal warrior lunged at Soron, his blade slicing through the air. Soron’s sword adeptly blocked the attack, while the threat of Soron’s dagger kept the warrior from moving any closer. The men stood there trading parries, a flurry of attacks and counter-attacks that displayed the deadly skills of both men.

      The tattooed warrior drew first blood, catching Soron with a quick strike that sliced a shallow but long cut across his thigh. Neither man slowed at this successful blow. The tribal assassin continued to press the attack, his scimitar sliced through the air only to find the cold steel of Soron’s blades blocking each attack. The warrior, thinking his opponent should be slowing soon, spun around in a pirouette. The risky maneuver brought him alongside the northern prince and should have ended with his scimitar in the large man’s back. Instead, the dancing blade found nothing but air. Soron had countered his maneuver with a spin of his own. His dagger found a home between the warrior’s shoulder blades.

      As the assassin dropped to the stable floor, Soron slumped against the stable wall. His wounds were superficial, but the loss of blood and physical excursion of battle had exhausted him.

      Velaina opened the door to the stall and reached out for her husband. Ignoring the bodies on the floor, she grabbed the assassin’s cloak off the ground. Taking Soron’s dagger from him, she cut the fabric into long, narrow strips to secure his wounds. Silently, she worked while her husband regained his breath. With the bleeding stopped, they cautiously headed home, keeping a wary eye on the shadows for further danger.

      Back in their cottage, Velaina cleaned Soron’s wounded shoulder and thigh, and then applied a salve. As she carefully worked on the small wounds, they discussed the attack. Velaina had sensed the men’s intentions during the walk. All five attackers had the same goal: death of her, her husband and their unborn child. She shared this insight with Soron. “Those men were hired to kill the three of us, I could read their emotions. My death was more important to them than yours, Soron. They want to prevent the birth of our child. Two attempts on our lives in two days. Someone wants us dead very badly.”

      Soron sighed, he had feared as much. Someone had gone to a lot of effort: poison, then a group of four assassins with a fifth warrior as a backup in case they failed. Whoever wanted them dead was a dangerous enemy, and since they wanted Velaina dead to prevent the birth of their child, it seemed likely that the root of the attack had to do with the forbidden crossing of bloodlines. The question was whose family? His father was a northern king, with many enemies. Her father was a Baltan king, in a land where magic and intrigue were commonplace. The threat could have come from either family. They had hoped living here in Venecia would keep them an arm’s length away from the politics and superstitions of their families. That hope died with the attack. “We shall leave in the morning.”

      “Where shall we go?” asked Velaina.

      Soron looked at his royal wife with a sorrow-filled gaze, saddened by the turn of events forcing them from their home. “East, we will go to the one of the small villages south of the Applomean Mountains. Those villages don’t belong to any kingdom. We shall go and live as commoners for the safety of our child.”

      Velaina embraced her husband. To the east they would go. She placed a protective hand across her baby bump.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Lying on the cool, mossy, forest floor, Nathan wondered what the heck just happened. One minute he had been running through the forest chasing his friend Ava, the next minute he was looking up through the trees into the blue sky above. While he sat there trying to regain his senses, he noticed how interesting the sky looked from this angle, sprawled out flat on his backside. The delicate, white clouds deviously danced through the treetops while the sun wrestled with them, fingers of sunlight trying to push their way into the trees. Nathan would have stayed there a while enjoying the artistic display had not giggles and the shadow of the girl standing above him brought him back to reality.

      “You okay?” Ava asked demurely, as she tried not to giggle. Her concern for his well-being was suspect. He detected a distinct lack of sincerity in her query.

      “Ugh, my head hurts. What the heck happened?” Nathan had a sneaking suspicion that he knew what happened, but waited for a reply anyway.

      “You were running past that big cedar when you tripped over a stick,” said Ava.

      Ava was not smiling but Nathan saw a look of mischief written all over her freckled face. The dimples were a dead giveaway despite her best attempts to look contrite.

      Nathan, still lying on the ground, tilted his head back and looked behind him to the big cedar in question. Sure enough, a long stick sat at the base of the tree. He was sure the stick had not been there a few moments ago. “Where did that come from? I totally didn’t see that there at all.”

      Ava broke into laughter, no longer able to hold a straight face. “Well, it may not have been there the whole time. I might have been holding it and accidentally lifted it when you came around the tree.”

      Nathan groaned. Her lifting the stick just as he was running by certainly did not sound like an accident. “That is not playing fair, tripping and trying to kill me is not part of the game.”

      Ava smiled to herself, getting away from Nathan was getting harder all the time; he was getting bigger and faster. Luckily, she could still outsmart him and was willing to play dirty to win. “Well you always catch me if I don’t cheat. Besides, you are barely bleeding. You are certainly not dying… I swear sometimes you are the biggest wimp ever.” Ava reached down and wiped a small bit of blood off his cut lip. “All better. Now let’s go, we are almost there and I want to pick flowers.” The ‘there’ Ava mentioned was a small meadow hidden within a fortress of thick pines. A gentle, flowing creek sliced through the meadow and, at the bottom end of the meadow, ran into a small, dark pond that was great for swimming and fishing. It was their special place.

      “Since when do you pick flowers?” asked Nathan. He tried to picture Ava as a demure lady, dressing fancy and picking flowers, but the image didn’t fit at all. Ava was anything but ladylike.

      “Oh shut up. I promised Rose I would bring her some flowers. It was the only way to keep her from tagging along,” said Ava. She didn’t mind bringing her little sister once in a while but sometimes it was nice when it was just the two of them.

      Ava grabbed Nathan’s arm and yanked him to his feet. Side by side, they walked through the forest to the waiting meadow. It was a gorgeous, sunny day and despite Ava’s commands to get moving, they were in no hurry.

      While Ava picked through the assortment of wild flowers growing throughout the meadow, Nathan carefully tiptoed his way across the top of a mossy log which had fallen across the creek. Keeping his arms out wide for balance, he carefully walked one foot directly in front of the other over the slippery moss covered surface.

      “If you fall in, I will laugh so hard.” Ava said while she sat down beside the pond, placing the flowers at the water’s edge so the stems stayed wet. She gave Nathan a dirty look that warned him not to make any more comments about the wildflowers. “Hurry up and get to your side of the pond. I am going to kick your butt.” There really was no winner to this game but her competitive nature made everything a contest.

      Nathan laughed to himself at Ava’s bold exclamation. As if, he thought to himself as he claimed his usual spot, parking himself beside his leftover cache of pebbles. They were sitting on opposite ends of the pond playing their customary game of splash, a simple game of throwing rocks at each other’s feet attempting to get the other player wet without the rock hitting the shore, when Ava froze mid throw. Not wanting to make a sudden move, she slowly lowered her hand and spoke to Nathan in a soft, deliberate voice. “Nathan turn around very slowly. There’s a wolf behind you.”

      Nathan read the expression on Ava’s now pale face. This was not one of her normal jokes, which she often tried to play on him; there was a touch of fear in her voice. Slowly, he turned and scanned the edge of the forest. Ava was not lying; a big grey wolf was sitting there looking right at him.

      Nathan, surprisingly calm, looked back at the large predator. The wolf stopped its advance. For what seemed like forever, the wolf and Nathan just sat there staring at each other. After several minutes, the wolf walked towards Nathan.

      Now nervous and starting to get scared, Ava spoke, “Nathan-”

      Nathan cut her off mid-sentence before she could suggest some plan involving him jumping into the pond and her throwing rocks at the large and potentially dangerous beast. “Shhh, it’s okay Ava. He is not going to hurt me.”

      Nathan did not know how he sensed it, but he was certain that the wolf posed no threat. Even as it continued walking closer and closer, Nathan did not panic. Finally, the beast was right in front of Nathan— so close he could reach out and touch the magnificent beast. The wolf had golden eyes, glossy, healthy fur and glorious black and grey markings. The animal was now near enough to Nathan that he could hear its breathing. His heart pounded with excitement; Nathan was fascinated by what was happening. The wolf stopped and sniffed at Nathan then studied Nathan’s face. Nathan could tell the wolf was curious about him. He was not sure why, but it was almost seemed like he could understand the wolf, as if he could read the thoughts of the creature. Seconds passed before the wolf turned and walked back into the forest, looking back only once, as if it too was unsure of what to make of this meeting.

      Once the wolf disappeared back into the forest, Nathan turned and looked at Ava. Some of the color had returned to her face. He gave her a confident grin. “See, I told you it was going to be okay.”

      Ava could not believe what had just occurred. Nathan was not normally that brave. He had just sat there while the wolf came right up to him. “I can’t believe that just happened! Weren’t you even a little scared?” asked Ava.

      “No,” Nathan said before pausing for a moment. That wasn’t totally true, he thought to himself. “Well, I was scared when you said there was a wolf behind me and your face turned white, but when I looked at the wolf the fear went away… I just knew it was going to be okay. He wasn’t going to hurt me.” Nathan’s face showed he was just as bewildered by this as she was.

      Nathan and Ava walked back to the village discussing the strange event that had just taken place. “It was so weird, Nathan. Like the two of you were talking to each other. I’ve never heard of a wolf walking up to a man like that before.”

      Nathan agreed that he had never heard of such a thing either. And to himself he admitted that yes, it had kind of felt like the wolf had been talking to him. But that wasn’t right either; it wasn’t talking to him as much as connecting to him. Strange… strange indeed.
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      Soron swung his hammer, striking the hot metal sitting on the anvil. He enjoyed the work; the methodical pounding of the iron was soothing to him. Soron took pleasure from turning iron into useful tools or, when the opportunity presented itself, into artistic creations. Elderwood was a small village. If not for the traders passing through, he would not have enough business. Luckily, the traders who frequented these roads sought out his talents as he had a reputation as a creator of fine jewelry and tools.

      Soron created items favored by traders for their black color and exceptional quality. Despite his being a foreigner, any question of his origins had long ago been forgotten by the long years he and his family had spent in the village.

      Today, Nathan joined his father in the workshop. Nathan at fourteen was just now growing bigger than the other youths in his village, a marker of his northern heritage inherited from Soron. But one look at his blue eyes gave away that, while his father came from the north, his mother came from even farther away. Velaina’s blonde hair and blue eyes stood out as much as her husband’s size. Her beautiful blue eyes hinted at her lineage being from Balta, a kingdom in the continent of Mithbea.

      Soron carefully handed the pair of tongs, which held the hot metal rod, to Nathan.

      Nathan eagerly took over. He loved watching his father work, but much preferred it when he got the rare chance to put his lessons into action. He jumped at the opportunity. The biggest challenge with using the forge was the intense heat. Once the metal turned a dark orange, Nathan knew it was time to take it out of the heat. Next, Nathan carefully sprinkled graphite and phosphorus dust over the molten, hot iron rod. He then placed the rod on the anvil and hammered the metal.

      Soron watched carefully as his son worked on the metal. He frowned for a moment as Nathan let the metal twist. He did not interrupt his son, as he was curious to what his intentions were.

      Nathan rarely pushed the limits of his skills as he did today. As the metal continued to twist, a pattern emerged. An intricate pattern of folds appearing to look like braided metal formed. The process was slow and tedious. Sweat poured off his brow as he took a metal chisel and engraved the final touches on his work.

      Soron said nothing while Nathan put the bracelet into a bucket of water. The water steamed as the metal cooled into its final shape. Finally, after a few minutes Nathan brought out the bracelet and nervously handed the finished product over to his father.

      Stepping outside of his workshop, Soron held the bracelet to the light to examine it closely. The bracelet now looked like woven vines with tiny leaves along the side. Impressive, Soron thought as he inspected his son’s work. “It’s beautiful,” Soron told his boy as he handed back the bracelet.

      Nathan nodded his head and smiled.

      It was obvious he was proud of his work, and rightfully so. Soron himself would be hard pressed to mimic the design his son had just made. “A very tricky design. What are you planning on doing with it? Giving one of the village girls a present?” Soron teased.

      Nathan blushed and looked sheepishly down at the bracelet. “I didn’t know if it would work or not, I just wanted to try, and no, it’s not for some girl. It is for Mother, tomorrow is her birthday,” Nathan said.

      Soron grabbed the boy by the shoulder and pulled him in for a hug while messing the boy’s dark and shaggy hair with his free hand. “It is a wonderful job and a present worthy of a queen. Your mother will be proud to wear it.”

      After Nathan finished at the blacksmith shop with his father, he spotted Ava coming out of her family’s house. He walked over to her. “Hey Ava.”

      She smiled. “Hey wolf boy, let’s go for a walk.”

      Nathan did not mind her teasing; she was his best friend and, despite her sharp tongue, was always there for him. They walked through the village, and then stopped and chatted with the widow Noggin.

      She was on her front steps sweeping up dirt a patron had dragged all over her plank floors. “Hello Nathan, Ava. What are you two up to today?”

      “Oh nothing much, we’re just going for a walk, maybe head towards the creek,” Ava replied.

      “I’m going to make some pies tonight. If you bring me back some apples I will pay you in pie.”

      Nathan and Ava jumped at this deal. Widow Noggin was an excellent cook and made the best pies in the village. “You’ve got yourself a deal” Ava piped up for the both of them. Nathan grabbed the large empty basket from Miss Noggin and ran to catch Ava, who was already running towards the orchard.

      As they picked fruit, Ava climbed up one of the biggest trees. She liked to climb to the middle and top branches where, she insisted, the best fruit came from. Nathan knew it was just an excuse to climb, but there was no point arguing about it as long she picked apples while playing on the high-up branches. While working, they discussed the previous day’s adventure.

      “I thought that wolf would eat you, and then I would have to drag your half-eaten carcass back to the village to show your father that a wolf killed you and not me.”

      Nathan laughed. “Mom is the one you would have had to worry about. She knows all about poisons, she would make you a tasty pie and poof your belly explodes and you are dead.”

      Ava scrunched her face up. “That’s gross, Nathan.”

      “Hey, you were the one who was carrying my half-eaten carcass into town.”

      Ava giggled. “Yes, but you getting eaten by a wolf is possible. The idea of your mom poisoning me is ridiculous, she likes me.” As she explained the flaw in Nathan’s logic, she picked a worm-eaten apple and threw it at Nathan.

      Nathan dodged the edible projectile, refusing to get into an apple tossing fight with his friend. He’d lost way too many already. Besides her quick wit, one of her best qualities was that she threw with more accuracy than any boy in the village did. Any contest involving throwing between them was a losing proposition. “Well, I really don’t think I was in any danger. It seemed like the wolf knew me.” Nathan knew it sounded strange but he really had sensed that the wolf posed no threat.

      “I don’t care. It’s just really weird. Have you told your parents about it yet?”

      Nathan was not sure he wanted to try explaining to an adult how a wolf walked right up to him, looked him over and then walked away. It sounded a little unbelievable. “No, but I suppose you are right for once. I will tell mom about it.”

      Another apple whipped by Nathan’s head. He barely ducked in time. “What do you mean ‘for once’?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      Velaina loved the days she got to spend with Nathan. She and Soron shared the responsibility of training their son. On Soron’s days, they worked in the blacksmith shop, on her days, she took her son out into the forests and swamps to learn about the different plants and wildlife. Velaina came from a family of healers and herbalists. Her potions and salves sold to healers all over the continent. Her herbal skills were as much in demand and as valuable as her husband’s metal works.

      Today, they were on the edges of the Great Northern Swamp. A vast, isolated, murky and vile land thought by most people to be cursed. She knew this swamp released a large amount of methane. If you weren’t careful it would cause you to pass out, usually into shallow water where drowning often followed. A few foolish travelers and injured animals had died this way and the bones left future travelers to wonder at the deadly swamplands. These bones were at the heart of the curse stories but Velaina discarded the stories for the misinformed gossip they were.

      After collecting some of the reeds that grew along the banks of the dreaded swamp, Velaina and Nathan retreated to higher ground to have a quick lunch. They sat together under a tree watching the birds flying above and diving into the swampy waters, preying on the fish beneath the surface of the murky waters. Later, they would continue further into the swamp in search of other valuable herbs. Many - such as bilbub ferns, a dark purple flowered plant with a sweet, almost candy-like aroma- grew only in the treacherous lands.

      Velaina opened her small basket and brought out their lunch as they sat under a large willow tree, enjoying the shade it provided from the bright sun above. As she handed Nathan his lunch, he took the sandwich from her outreached hand and returned a small, handsomely wrapped package in its place.

      Surprised at this unexpected offering, Velaina looked at the package wrapped in balsam leaf and twine. “What is this?” she asked.

      Nathan smiled at his mother. “You didn’t think I would forget your birthday did you mother? It is your gift.”

      Velaina was very proud of her thoughtful son. With curiosity, she opened the package; inside she found a beautiful bracelet. In the shade of the tall willow, the dark metal seemed almost black, yet the speckles in it caught the leaf-filtered sunlight and sparkled like tiny stars on a dark night. The intricate pattern of woven leaves reminded her of ivy curling around the base of a young cherry tree.

      “It’s gorgeous, Nathan, thank you so much. You must have done a lot of bargaining to get your father to make such a bracelet that won’t be sold.” Velaina put the bracelet onto her arm. The dark metal contrasted perfectly with her light, golden-brown skin.

      Nathan smiled with pride. “No, mother. I made it for you myself. Father let me forge my own rod yesterday.”

      Velaina cast her eyes back and forth from her young son, who was beaming with pride, and the beautiful piece of artwork that now decorated her arm. She knew Nathan was not lying to her, but the bracelet was a very intricate and detailed piece of work. There had been a time when she’d worn jewelry often, she knew exactly how valuable a piece like it was. She could not help but be impressed that her young son had done this himself. After the initial shock of discovering the depth of his talent, she realized that it shouldn’t have been that big of a surprise. Nathan was a clever and creative child. His northern strength mixed well with the creative mind and dexterity- of-hand that came from her people.

      While watching her son, Velaina thought about the many hours of training and education that she and Soron spent on their son. One day he would need all the skills they could pass onto him, but that was a darker thought for another day. Velaina pushed that thought away. It was far better to bask in the beauty of the day, be thankful for their quiet life, and enjoy her son’s wonderful gift. Life had not always been so good. Tranquility was to be enjoyed.

      “Mom, I need to tell you something.” Nathan gave her a serious look as he spoke. “The weirdest thing happened to me. The other day, Ava and I were sitting in the meadow by the pool…” Nathan paused for a second to gather his thoughts.

      “Nathan, Ava is a beautiful girl. It is natural for you to like her. I just hope—.”

      Nathan looked at his mother with a bewildered look. “What? No, mom. That is not what I am talking about. Nothing happened between Ava and me. We’re just friends."

      Velaina gave a sigh of relief; whatever Nathan was going to tell her now was not nearly as terrifying as where she had thought this conversation was going. “I’m sorry son, I thought we would be having a birds and bees conversation. I’m glad to hear it is not time for that yet... Now what was so weird?”

      Nathan gave her a funny look. The birds and bees? What was she talking about?

      She laughed, sensing his discomfort at this idea. “I’m sorry son. Continue your story.”

      He cleared his voice before continuing. “We were sitting on opposite sides of the pond just playing around when Ava tells me to turn around, that there is a wolf behind me. I could tell she wasn’t joking around so I turn and there is a big grey timber wolf sitting there watching me. I stare back at it just watching. Then, it slowly walks right up to me, sits there for a few minutes, sniffs me a couple times, and then turns around and slowly walks back into the forest. That was the weirdest part. It seemed like he knew me. It was so strange. What do you think it means?”

      Velaina’s heart raced, despite her calm exterior. She had expected that one day she would have a conversation like this but still was unprepared now that it was happening. Pretending to be calm and indifferent, she replied. “Well, it means that the wolf did not feel like having you for lunch, and for that I am grateful. If something ate you, who would make me such nice jewelry? Now let us pack up, it’s time to head home,” Velaina replied as she gave her son a big hug. Picking more herbs would have to wait. Velaina needed have to have a discussion with Nathan’s father before she admitted the truth of the wolf to her son.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Later that night while Nathan slept, Velaina shared with Soron the news of Nathan’s encounter with the wolf. She relayed the event as Nathan had described to her, along with her sense that Nathan had held back explaining the full story. “It is likely that the wolf sensed magic and was attracted to him. It will probably happen again with other animals.”

      

      Soron absorbed this information. They had talked about the possibility that this might happen one day. Velaina was a’kil, an Ingla word for magic blood. She had gifts the villagers knew nothing of, such as the ability to sense people’s emotions. This ability was how she always knew when Nathan was lying. Soron’s family also had a history of having a’kil among them. The chances of their son being born with magic blood had always been a concern. Being a’kil was not bad, most born with the gift were happy to have it. However, it also came with great risk.

      The problem was that a large majority of Solotinians feared magic and over the years many a’kil were killed or driven off. Most a’kil hid their talents or moved to safer, more magic-tolerant lands. Velaina and Soron had chosen to live in a small village outside of any of the kingdoms partly for that reason. If Nathan was a’kil, it was better to live in a small village where hopefully no one would fear him if he started to show signs of magic. Even in a small village, there were many who shunned magic as evil. Nathan’s life would be changing drastically soon.

      As Soron pondered the repercussions of this information, Velaina continued to think about Nathan’s encounter with the wolf. Animals being attracted to and forming bonds with a’kil did happen, so the wolf was a very good indicator that Nathan was, in fact, an a’kil. Soron had already known that Nathan might be magic blood, like her and others of his own family. Lately, Soron had been thinking that Nathan’s ability to make black steel and how easily he shaped it was much too good for someone his age and size. Being especially strong a’kil would explain this. They had often wondered if the mixing of Velaina’s magical bloodlines with his own would produce weaker or stronger magic in their children. It seemed they now had an answer. Soron had little magic. It affected his ability to work metal, but not like Nathan already had.

      “Your bracelet that Nathan made is far better than any fourteen-year-old should be able to make. Truth is, it is better than even I can make. I have suspected for a little while now that there was some earth magic involved. The wolf only confirms it. Nathan is a’kil,” said Soron. “The ability to bond with animals is in my bloodlines as is an affinity for earth magic. Who knows what other powers he’ll gain as he matures.”

      Velaina looked down at her bracelet. It truly was a beautiful piece and magic or not she was proud Nathan could make something so wonderful. But this was still a troubling revelation. Being a’kil in Solotine was dangerous. “Do we raise him here or take him to Mithbea?”

      They both pondered this question. They were all happy living in Elderwood and, for now, they were safe. A few of its residents, such as the previous blacksmith, resented them. But for the most part, the villagers were their friends. If Nathan developed other magical powers, or people started noticing the ones he had, they would probably need to go to Mithbea and the kingdom of Balta. Mithbea was a land where magic was more common and better accepted than Solotine. However, there was no guarantee that he’d be any safer in Balta than he was here in Elderwood.

      Finally, her husband answered the question. “At this time, we stay. I shall start training the boy in weapons. If his magic continues to grow, then you can start teaching him about it. But for now, we will leave it. If things change, we shall go to Balta.”
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      “When you’re done with your breakfast don’t bother putting your shoes on. We are working inside today,” said Velaina.

      Nathan was surprised by this. The weather was nice outside and rarely did they stay in on such a nice day unless she had a particular lesson in mind. More often than not, those lessons would wait for a wet or cold day. Done eating, Nathan joined his mother.

      “Yesterday, I made up several potions. Today, you will identify them,” said Velaina to Nathan as they entered into the small workroom. It looked like a small storage room filled with shelves full of herb, barks, bags of different ground plants ground into powders, bottles of fluids and medicine-filled jars. On the main workbench were four large vials.

      Knowing that this was his was going to be his project for the day, Nathan took his time and examined the vials one at a time.

      The first two vials took Nathan very little time to identify. Within minutes he recognized the ingredients. The first two vials were common concoctions that his mother made to sell. “Lavender, honey and white birch bark in spring water, used to cure a sore stomach or headache. Also used for cleaning wounds, but it is best to boil it down to a salve for that. The second one is a combination of black current, pine needle, and swamp pod mixed in cedar sap.”

      Nathan smiled. He knew by his mother’s silence that the next two vials would be much trickier. With this in mind, Nathan took his time with the third vial. Looking closely at the vial he studied the dark-red, almost purple, fluid. He gave the vial a small swirl and watched the fluid swish around in the vial. The fluid moved quick and easily but was a slight bit thicker than the contents of the first vial. Again, he went through the practiced motions of holding the vial away from himself while he uncorked it then wafted its scent up towards his nose. The familiar fruity and pungent aroma filled his nose. Nathan frowned; this one seemed too easy. Was she trying to trick him? He decided to go through all the identifying steps before making a judgment on its contents. Nathan took a mint leaf and dropped some of the mystery fluid onto it. Carefully he folded the leaf and rubbed the drops between the leaf halves paying particular attention to keep the potion off his skin. He took a close look at the mint leaf. Against the dark green leaf, the stain appeared almost black, the leaf veins a dark red.

      Next, Nathan went back to the shelf behind the table and selected an empty vial. He took a jug of spring water and filled the vial half-full of water and added two drops of the fluid to the water. He let the drops sit for a minute and watched the fluid slowly start to disperse into the water. He vigorously stirred the mixture until the water turned a light purple. A deep frown set into his face. Nathan walked to a smaller cabinet in the corner of the room and took out a small bottle. Returning to the workbench, he added a small drop from the bottle into the vial. In an instant, the water turned from a light purple to a hazy orange. Nathan looked up at his mother in surprise. “It’s poison and a really strong one!”

      Finally, Velaina moved from the wall where she had been quietly observing Nathan as he worked on the vials. “Yes, it’s elderberry wine with velmadine leaf extract. It looks, smells and tastes like ordinary elderberry wine yet the smallest sip is strong enough to kill a man.”

      Nathan was surprised to hear this. He knew his mother had a vast knowledge of poisons and the remedies for them but never had she given him a poison to identify.

      “What’s in the fourth vial?" asked Velaina.

      Nathan looked again at the vial of poison then looked into his mother’s piercing blue eyes. “The fourth vial is crushed ramble cactus and juniper needle in apple cider.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Velaina. “You don’t want to inspect it?”

      Nathan shook his head. “I’m positive.”

      Velaina smiled and nodded. “That is correct, but how did you know without looking? “

      Nathan finally relaxed a bit and returned her smile. “It’s the antidote for velmadine poison. It had to be in apple or plum cider for the acidity to be right. And since there was a chance I might have drunk it, you would have used the apple cider. If I had drunk the poison, you would have felt bad about me spending the next couple hours retching and vomiting. You would have used the apple cider so I wouldn’t spend rest of day complaining about throwing up nasty plum juice, not to mention the after-effects on my bowels.”

      Velaina smiled softly at her son. She hated to give the types of lessons where the results could be so unpleasant. Sometimes, the only way to learn about how different remedies and poisons worked was to feel them. A few years prior, during Nathan's unguarded curiosity period, Nathan had a bad time with a remedy that required plum cider to choke it down. Worse than choking it down was the hour spent bringing the concoction back up. He never looked at plums the same way after that, nor did he trust sweet-smelling concoctions in glass vials.

      “If we don't learn from our mistakes…,” Velaina prompted.

      “There is no use in making them," finished Nathan. “Why do you make poisons, mother?” he asked. “Do you get requests for them?”

      Velaina studied his face. The look was earnest. “I do not sell poisons. My art is intended for healing. Healing sometimes requires potions to negate the effects of poisons for those evil ones who would poison their foes or friends for power or money. If ever in a hostile land, or an unknown place, dip your finger in any offered wine or drink. Touch it only to your lip and wait. If your tongue detects an off taste, if your senses tingle or your tongue feels numb, pretend to spill your drink.” Velaina thought back to that incident long ago where that very habit had saved all three of their lives. The incident was the first of several attacks which had forced them to come to Elderwood so long ago.

      Nathan heeded her words. “’Tis a good thing I'm not rich or powerful. No one needs to kill me to gain a kingdom. It is quite safe to drink the wine in these parts!” he teased, naively unaware of the discomfort his teasing caused his mother, and how wrong his words were.

      Velaina took a deep breath. Life had not always been quiet and peaceful, nor were there any promises it would remain that way. One could hope, but considering their secrets, preparing for unwanted eventualities was wise, if not a necessity. Nathan had a sheltered existence thus far. She could only hope it stayed that way.
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      Is there anything better in the world than warm apple pie? Nathan thought to himself as he took another bite of the delicious dish. Earlier that afternoon, Ms. Noggins had let Ava know that today she was making good on her promise of pie in exchange for the apples they had picked for her, and she and Nathan could come by in an hour or so to get them right out of the oven.

      Sitting at one of the few tables in Ms. Noggin’s Inn, the Burning Candle, Nathan and Ava had a whole pie sitting in front of them. Well, a whole pie, minus the two rather large pieces the pair were devouring.

      “One piece each, right?” Ava mumbled between bites.

      “Yes. We will save the rest for after we get back from the games.” Today was Sunday, and every Sunday the children of the village would gather in the forest and play bartoh. Bartoh involved a lot of running, so being stuffed full of pie would be a very bad idea.

      Ava finished her piece of pie, licked the last few flakes of pastry off her finger, and gave Nathan a big smile. “Okay, maybe just two pieces,” she conceded before cutting herself another large piece of the warm, delicious desert.

      Nathan took the last bite of his first piece and was reaching for a second piece before he even finished the first. “Right, but this is it. No more pie before bartoh…”

      “I can’t believe we ate the whole pie,” said Ava. She then let out a loud burp and rubbed her belly in satisfaction.

      Nathan chuckled, “Nice one! You are such a refined and delicate lady.”

      Ava almost looked offended by this statement as she reached across the table and gave Nathan a push. With a thump, he hit the ground, falling off his bench.

      “Oof! Hey, why did you do that?" said Nathan as he stared up at her.

      Ava sat up straight and in her most prim and proper voice, spoke. “A lady never appreciates her manners being questioned by a servant.” She then let out another, even louder burp.

      Nathan groaned. “Hmmph, servant my eye. Give me a hand up, I’m too stuffed with pie to get up on my own.” They both laughed as she got up from her bench grabbing Nathan’s hand, yanking him to his feet.

      “Come on, let’s get down to the forest,” said Ava.

      Bartoh was a simple game. Two teams each had a scarf, which would be hung around a tree on their side of the creek. The first team to get the scarf across the creek won. Each team comprised of a troll, a witch (or warlock as some of the boys insisted on being called) and the rest were knights. If a troll touched you, then you were dead, unless someone saved you.

      Only a witch or warlock was able to save dead players. Touching a dead player revived them. The player was now able to walk back to their side of the creek. Once they got back across the creek, they were alive and able to go back to hunting for the scarf.

      This particular Sunday, Nathan, Ava and Rose joined a team with Jordan, a small, quick boy Rose’s age. They were playing against Tomas, Regan, Sharon and Edward. Tomas and Sharon were both sixteen, while Regan and Edward were younger, like Rose and Jordan. Nathan, stuffed with pie, volunteered to be his team’s troll; he figured hanging back and guarding the scarf would be much easier on his poor rumbling belly. Rose wanted to be the witch, leaving Ava and Jordan to be knights.

      Once the scarves were hanging on any tree within a hundred feet of the creek, the game would start.

      As the game began, Nathan picked an old, fat, cedar tree to hide behind. It was only a couple paces away from the birch tree where they had placed their scarf. Nathan was confident from this position he would be able to see any knights racing up to grab the scarf. The bonus of this position was being able to rest his pie-filled belly while he waited for the enemy knights.

      It took a quiet ten minutes before Nathan noted the first person start to come close enough to see the scarf. With a quick peek around the cedar, he saw Regan. Regan was almost to the scarf before Nathan jumped out and attacked. Despite the heavy lump of delicious apple pie sitting in his stomach, Nathan would have been more than quick enough to catch Regan if the younger boy had made one more step towards the scarf.

      This was not the case though, because as soon as Regan noticed Nathan, he turned and bolted back towards the creek screaming “TROLL....” Nathan smirked; Regan was overly dramatic and loved to run off in terror at the first sign of a troll.

      The next one to make an attempt was Tomas. The older boy had heard the screeching of Regan and quickly honed in on the scarf. Nathan had already returned to his hiding spot and was in position when Tomas came running up to the scarf. Just as he had when Regan appeared, Nathan sprung out to attack the knight before he could grab the scarf. While Regan had bolted off in the other direction, Tomas kept running towards the scarf. Nathan quickly positioned himself between the scarf and Tomas. Tomas made no move to change his direction. In fact, he ran harder once he saw Nathan get in front of the scarf.

      Nathan readied himself. As soon as Tomas changed directions to try get around him, he would reach out and tag him. Any second now, any second now thought Nathan but the second never came. Instead of trying to get around Nathan, Tomas simply lowered his shoulder and ran right through him, knocking him hard into the ground. It was the second time this week Nathan found himself on his back looking up into the sky.

      “What the heck, Tomas. What is your problem? You didn’t even try to turn,” said Nathan in frustration as he rose to his feet.

      Tomas simply smirked at the younger boy. “Oops, I am sorry about that. But since you tagged me and I’m going to be here until a witch can rescue me, we should have a talk.”

      Nathan wanted to accept this apology but the smirk and tone of Tomas’s voice were leading him to think it was not a very sincere apology. Warily, Nathan replied “Alright, sure. I tagged your shoulder with my face. Now what do you want to talk about?”

      “I’ve been trying to get Ava to come spend time with me. She keeps saying no, that she has plans with you. It is really starting to become a problem, so I want you to stop bothering her. That way she will some free time.”

      Nathan couldn’t believe it; this horse’s ass had run him over on purpose and now was telling him to not hang out with Ava? As if! he thought to himself. “Look, Tomas, who Ava spends her time with is up to her. If she wants to spend time with you, I have no issues with that. But I’m not going to stop spending time with her on your say-so.”

      Tomas’s smirk quickly turned to a sneer. “You’re not getting it, Nathan. I am not asking you, I am telling you.” With that, Tomas threw a punch right squarely onto Nathan’s already wounded jaw.

      Nathan, caught unprepared, once again ended up on the ground. Tomas quickly took advantage and jumped onto Nathan’s chest, pinning him to the ground. Tomas landed a couple more, stiff jabs to the face while he held the younger boy down. “Are you going to leave her alone?”

      Nathan, despite being in an indefensible position, did not intend to cower before his new rival. “Hell no!”

      Tomas rained down several more punches to Nathan’s face.

      As Sharon came running up to revive Tomas from the dead, she found him not lying on the ground pretending to be dead but on top of Nathan striking him. Sharon quickly made her presence know. “Cut that out you two. Tomas, get off of him right now.”

      Tomas leaned down and whispered into Nathan’s battered ear, “Better keep your mouth shut about this. Stay away from Ava or I’ll thrash you again.” Tomas got up, looked over at Sharon and gave her his best “I’m innocent” shrug before turning back and looking at Nathan. “Sorry about that, Nathan. You tagged me hard and I got angry. Here, get up,” said Tomas as he reached towards Nathan.

      Nathan, too groggy and hurt to bother arguing with Tomas’s version of events, took Tomas’s proffered hand and with a nod started to walk towards the village. “Okay, no problem Tomas, stuff happens.”

      And, with that, so ended Nathan’s least favorite game of bartoh ever. Nathan avoided the other kids and headed home.

      As Nathan purposely set his path along a route that would avoid the other children, he pondered what had happened. Tomas had always been a horse’s ass, that was nothing new, but usually he reserved his aggressive behavior for the older boys. When had Nathan become a threat to him? Nathan pondered. And when had Ava suddenly become such a lightning rod for comments? Lately, both his parents had made comments about his relationship with her! Now, so was Tomas. What was he missing? Tomas always flirted with the older girls, pretty girls like Sharon. Did Tomas think Ava was pretty? Nathan reflected on this for a moment. Sure, she was the smartest kid around and pretty funny. She wasn’t as curvy as Sharon but she certainly had an athletic and distinctly female body. I suppose if you like freckles and a button nose, flaming red hair and smoldering dark eyes… Oh damn! Nathan thought as realization hit him. His best friend was beautiful. No wonder life was getting complicated. Beautiful girls were trouble! Life would be easier if his best friend weren’t a girl.
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      Soron and Velaina were sitting at the table when Nathan arrived back home. Nathan went out of his way to avoid them and head straight to his room.

      Soron noticed that Nathan kept his head down and had avoided looking at them. When Velaina asked him if he would like something to eat, he said no, he was full from pie and just wanted to go to bed early. Soron saw from Velaina’s raised eyebrow that Nathan had not told his mother the full truth. Soron gave the boy a couple hours to himself and then went to see him in his room.

      When Soron went to check on him, Nathan was lying on his bed but not asleep. Even in the low light of the bedroom, Soron could see Nathan’s bruised and bloodied face. Ah, his first real fight. Is it just his pride that is wounded or is he injured? Soron wondered to himself as he went over and sat on the corner of his son’s bed. “Want to talk about it?”

      Nathan had long ago stopped trying to figure out how his parents always seemed to know when something was wrong, especially his mother. When he could not avoid talking, Nathan had found the best way to deal with his parents was to just be honest.

      “I got into a fight with Tomas today. I don’t even know how it happened; one minute we were playing bartoh, the next he is sitting on top of me punching my face in, telling me to stop spending time with Ava.”

      “Ah, Tomas is a little jealous of you and Ava, is he? Well, can’t blame the boy for that,” said Soron with a little smile.

      Nathan gave his father an incredulous look. “Father, do you not see my face? How can I not blame him for that?”

      “I didn’t say he might not deserve blame for his role in the fight, I meant his jealousy is natural. Ava is a smart and pretty girl; why wouldn’t he be interested in her? Tell me, son, what bothers you more: that you were beaten or that he wants you to stop seeing Ava?”

      Nathan pondered this one for a minute. He was a bit embarrassed and his face hurt like heck, but he had no intention of leaving Ava alone to allow the buffoon to court her. “I’m not sure, father… it’s a little bit of both.”

      Soron smiled. “Okay, son, one thing at a time. Are you going to avoid Ava so that Tomas stops rearranging your face?”

      Nathan grimaced at his father’s blunt question but did not hesitate to reply, “He can try rearranging my face every day. I’m not avoiding Ava because of that jerk.”

      Soron chuckled. His son may have lost the fight but he certainly was not a coward. “Now, I can’t help you with the girl, but I can certainly help you prevent having your face look like that every day. Tomorrow, we will start changing up your training. Hold on for a minute, I will be right back.”

      Soron slipped out of his son’s room, returning a couple minutes later with a small package of salve. “Here. Put this on your face so the swelling goes down before your mother sees it. If she saw you tonight, we would be burying poor Tomas tomorrow.”

      Nathan couldn’t help but laugh, his mother probably would have over-reacted. But he wasn’t so sure about the way his father’s choice of words. “Poor Tomas? Why poor? I didn’t even land a punch.”

      Soron gave a hearty laugh. “Trust me son, if I know anything about woman, Tomas is going regret his actions today. Ava is not the kind of girl I’d want to get on the bad side of.”

      Nathan thought about it. Maybe his father was right. Ava had a ferocious temper at times. The thought of Ava tearing a strip off Tomas made Nathan smile just a little bit. It probably was ‘poor Tomas’ after all. As Soron got up and went to let leave the room, Nathan called out “Thank you for the salve and the talk.”

      Standing at the door for a second to look back at his son, Soron thought about how fast his son had grown. “Get some sleep; you are going to need it.”

      The next morning Soron woke Nathan up early and took him for a walk. Velaina had not yet woken and Nathan was grateful for this. Having told his father about the fight was one thing; his mother was an entirely different story. While the swelling of his face had gone down considerably, it was still puffy and bruised. He was happy to avoid seeing anyone right now.

      Soron had Nathan take him to the spot in the forest where he had fought Tomas. Nathan showed him the tree where the scarf had been and the cedar he had been hiding behind. Next, Nathan described how Tomas had run into him, the brief conversation and the rest of the fight.

      “Tell me why you lost the fight?” Soron asked.

      Besides getting the wind knocked out of me, sucker-punched and pinned to the ground? Nathan thought to himself before replying. “The fact that he is older and bigger probably had a lot to do with it.”

      “Yes and no, son. Yes, the element of surprise was a factor. Tomas running you over was an effective attack, but that wasn’t the end of the fight. The fact that he caught you off guard with a punch after he’d already hit you was a failure to judge your enemy. Tomas being older means little. While he is certainly heavier that you, I rather doubt he is any stronger. He got you in a position where his extra weight neutralized your strength.” Soron paused for a second to let this information sink in before continuing the lecture. “Surprise attacks are just that, a surprise. So there was nothing you could do about that. After that point, how you react will dictate the outcome of combat. Fighting with your hands is no different than fighting with weapons. You need to know your opponent and fight to your strengths and not his. Since you are not going to stop talking to Ava, it is very likely that Tomas will try again. Most of the damage he inflicted was after he pinned you to the ground. Let me show you how to counter that.”

      For the next couple of hours, Soron taught Nathan the basics of wrestling and striking. By lunchtime Nathan was exhausted, so they stopped for the day and headed back home. As they walked back, Nathan asked his father where he learned to fight.

      “The north can be a dangerous place; all young men are trained to defend themselves. I had good trainers,” said Soron.

      Nathan knew from previous attempts to get his father to talk about his past that this was all the he would say on the subject. It frustrated him that his father was so secretive about his past, but there was nothing he could do to make him talk about his past. Nathan had tried everything at one time or another.

      When they got home, Velaina had a pot of hot soup waiting for them. As Nathan came to the table, she came over and inspected Nathan’s face. “After lunch, put some more salve on, and then again before you go to sleep. Now eat your lunch.”

      Nathan was surprised and relieved. He had expected a much different reaction. His father must have talked to her about the one-sided fight last night. Nathan looked over at his father who gave him a quick wink before focusing on his own lunch.

      “Ava came by while you two were out. She said for you to meet her by the pond this afternoon,” said Velaina.

      Ava would often come by after her daily chores were done so that was nothing out of the ordinary, but he suspected that Ava had heard about Tomas. She probably wanted to hear from him what happened. Nathan finished up his soup, then thanked his mom for the meal and messenger service. He put some more salve on the bruises and headed out to the pond. Halfway to the pond it occurred to Nathan that his mom had made soup so it would be easier for him to eat. He made a mental note to thank her later. He appreciated not being coddled; perhaps his mother realized he was not her little boy anymore. She had made more than one joke about how fast he had been outgrowing his britches. Now to meet the second most important female in his life and hope it went as well as it had with his mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      Ava was not there when Nathan got to the pond, so he laid down to bask in the sun on one of the big flat rocks that surrounded the pool. Between his face being sore from fighting Tomas and his body hurting from training with his dad, Nathan felt happy to take a short nap and relax his aching body. He yawned. He reminded himself to chew some henta leaf to relieve the pain before going to sleep in the evening.

      When Nathan awoke from his nap, he was no longer getting the full light of the sun; something blocked the rays of warming heat and light. Opening his eyes, he found Ava standing above him studying his face. “That looks like it hurt,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “You think my face looks bad? You should see his hand. Now that fist took a beating, let me tell you,” Nathan quipped. “Now do you want to get out of my sun please? I was enjoying my nap.”

      Despite Nathan’s attempts at humor, Ava did not smile or laugh. She sat down and then she stretched out beside Nathan so they both got the pleasure of the warm afternoon sun touching them.

      “So are you going to tell me what happened?” asked Ava. “Sharon told me she found Tomas on top of you punching you, and then you disappeared." She did not look at Nathan. She just closed her eyes and waited. The sun warmed the dusting of freckles across her cheeks.

      Nathan gave Ava the full story from getting knocked to the ground to being pinned and then Tomas’s threat about Ava.

      “Fie! Tomas is a disgusting jerk,” said Ava when Nathan finished his account of what had happened. She continued, “He is a pig. He was with Sharon before and she liked him but he kept trying to touch her and kiss her. Finally, she told him to get gone. Now, he is trying to get all friendly with me. The fact that he thinks beating up you will help his cause is so stupid. I am going to kick his creepy arse for this." Ava’s anger was apparent from the way her volume rose with each statement.

      As much as he’d enjoyed the idea of Ava yelling at Tomas, it now sounded like a bad idea. Nathan didn’t need Ava getting involved in this. “Please don’t attack Tomas. Let me deal with him," Nathan begged her. It was bad enough he had lost the fight, having Ava try to make it right by attacking Tomas would be humiliating.

      Ava turned so she faced Nathan as they sat on the warm rock. “Well, I don’t want this happening again,” she said, reaching out and gently touched his face. She grimaced as she turned his face to inspect it further, tsk-tsking then adding, “You are ugly enough without getting your face smashed up.”

      Nathan produced a small grin. Her gentle caress felt nice. “What are you talking about? I was already too beautiful; these war wounds make me look more manly and rugged. All the ladies are going to love me now. I should be thanking Tomas.”

      Ava’s gentle caress of his bruised face was quickly replaced with a swift punch to the arm. “Watch it, mister, or Tomas won’t be the only one making your face manly and rugged.”

      Nathan felt relief. This had gone better than he had envisioned it, and having Ava caress his face felt good. Maybe things weren’t so bad, he mused to himself. For the rest of the afternoon, they just sat there enjoying the sun. Occasionally, the silence would be broken by a short argument about what each unique cloud looked like, but by their standards, this wasn’t an argument. It was merely an ongoing dialog to interrupt the comfortable silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      Raul Ventego’s feet hurt! His high-quality, Morthon leather boots were excellent for riding but left a lot to be desired when it came to walking. From now on, he would travel with a second pair of shoes just in case, he thought to himself as he walked down the road.

      Half a day’s ride north of the village of Birchone, his horse had come up lame, and so he walked. For two days now, he walked to keep the horse from suffering further injury. He looked forward to reaching the village of Elderwood, where he could get the horse looked at by the blacksmith and spend a night at the local inn. If he remembered correctly, they served darn good pie there.

      Raul was one his way to Progoh, the largest of the nine cities that comprised the kingdom of Tarnstead. Raul, along with his brother Paulo, ran a large trading company in Venecia. Once every couple of years, one of the brothers would make the journey up from the coastal city through the eastern plains and into Progoh, searching for new vendors and goods to send back in return for the goods they sold.

      This trip, however, he was also acting in an official capacity as an emissary of the Venecian council. Bandits were starting to cause serious losses for many of the wealthy families that ran Venecia; losing money was not a popular pastime in Venecia. Raul was carrying a letter to the king of Tarnstead, demanding action as much of the bandit activity was situated just outside the lands surrounding the kingdom of Tarnstead—the very roads he walked on now, Raul mused to himself. He regretted the impatient decision that had led him to leave the safety of his company’s well-guarded caravan. The blasted group just traveled too slowly. Now, with a lame horse, he was in a precarious position. With luck, he would reach Elderwood soon. Tired of the walking, he decided that when he reached Elderwood he would wait there for the caravan. That would give his horse a day or two to rest and he would enjoy some of that town’s famous pie.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Edmar, a short, shifty-eyed bandit scout, quietly yet swiftly moved up to the large oak beside the road where the bandit leader Ungar waited. For three days now, Edmar had been scouting the road from Birchone to Elderwood and had found several interesting targets. The one with the most potential was coming up the road now.

      

      “He is coming around the bend now, and will be walking up the path in a minute,” the scout reported. Ungar was, even by bandit standards, a vicious man and the scout did not want to cross him, so he quickly finished his report. “He is well dressed, southern style. He has a high-quality saddle on a good-looking horse with two saddlebags. His horse has a sore front right hoof and, for at least the last day and a half, the southerner has been walking to save the horse.”

      Ungar nodded, quietly absorbing the quality scouting report. All of Ungar’s men were good woodsman and fighters, many having deserted or served time in the king’s army. The gent would be tired, an easy kill. The horse would be valuable if its front hoof had no permanent damage. If the hoof was bad, no matter, the rest of the horse would fill their bellies nicely.

      “I want that horse and it’s about time I had a decent saddle. Kill him. Don’t give him any chance to escape.” The bandit scout was used to this type of order. Often, if the intended victim argued about being robbed, he ended up dead. Apparently, this poor sod was not even going to get the chance to argue, the scout thought to himself.

      A minute later, as Raul walked up the road into the clearing before the oak tree, he caught a slight movement to the side of the tree. Before his brain could recognize the danger, the arrow was in his heart. Quickly the bandits descended onto his lifeless body, looting his possessions and grabbing the reins of the horse.

      Ungar slowly walked up and stared down on the recently deceased stranger, feeling no remorse or pity. “What did he have?” he grunted to the bandits looting the body.

      “A couple gold coins and a letter for the king. It seems our friend here was an emissary from Venecia,” came the reply from one of the men.

      Ungar seemed not to care as he ordered the men to drag the body off the road into a ravine. Politics and kings irritated him. He cared not what was in letter, but he stuck it in his shirt. He was illiterate. He would have someone read it to him in private. Gold coins and a horse was a good day’s work; he was rather happy with the outcome of today’s heist. Little did he know the chain of events that killing this messenger would lead to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Venecia, the largest of Solotine’s southern cities, was a sprawling, diverse group of communities rolled into one, thriving city. As a port city, it was the central hub for traders from the continent of Mithbea and the far western lands. Grains, fruit, wood and wine would come from the eastern Kingdom of Tarnstead. Minerals and cotton, clothing and other materials would come from the nearby southern lands. If something was worth trading, it would come to Venecia. But the rulers of Venecia had a problem. Traders, the lifeblood of Venecia, were refusing to travel to the kingdom of Tarnstead. Bandits and pirates were harassing and killing traders and, more importantly, cutting into profits.

      The council of Venecia gathered to address this very problem. Trade with Progoh and the other cities of the kingdom of Tarnstead was becoming increasing less profitable due to losses from bandits. The ruling party in Venecia was the council, a collection of merchants, a few key tribal leaders, and landowners that together governed the city.

      Four weeks had passed since Raul Ventego, a prominent member of the council, had left to discuss the issue with the king of Tarnstead. He had been expected back in three weeks according to his brother Paulo Ventego, who spoke before the council. “And what of my brother? Do we just sit here and wait for his return? If bandits or the king of Tarnstead has held up or injured him, I demand action."

      Other members of the council nodded and spoke in agreement. Council members being killed or imprisoned was a very unsettling thought. Raul was a good swordsman, a strong man capable of looking after himself quite well. Perhaps the bandit problem was direr than they realized. Either something foul had happened to Raul or they had angered the king of Tarnstead with their ultimatum to make safe the distance between the cities or be cut off as a trading partner.

      Barouta, leader of the Chundo tribes, a strong and aggressive nomadic tribe known for their proclivity for war and horsemanship spoke next. “I will send a troop of my finest warriors. They will find Raul and deal with the problem.”

      Baron Tarozan, a prominent landowner, was one of the more level-headed of the council members. He feared his fellow council members would allow Barouta to take the problem of bandits and turn it into a war. Barouta frequently spoke of the advantages Venecia would gain by conquering the lands to the north and east. He often said Progoh needed new leadership and a change of fealty. The baron cleared his throat and spoke. “Make it a small troop Barouta; we don’t need you starting a war.”

      Barouta coldly looked upon the baron. “Barouta does not start wars, he ends them,” and with that, the meeting was over.

      As Barouta left the city, he turned to one of his fellow tribesmen, Ashuna. Ashuna was one of the finest warriors he knew and a capable commander who would know how to deal with royalty. There other warriors who could lead if only battle was required, but for this mission Ashuna was perfect. “Take fifty horsemen, find Raul and if you can’t, find an answer from the king.”

      “As you wish, and what shall I do if Raul is in the custody of the king?" asked Ashuna.

      “If those fools have given me any reason to press for war, I want ample proof. But do not be too aggressive with the king. If war is to come, it will come.” Barouta almost smiled. He welcomed the idea of war with the northeastern kingdom. “We will not start a war without provocation. The rest of the council is too soft for such action.” Barouta stroked his braided beard. He hadn't specified how little provocation he would ignore. Allowing too much lenience was a sign of weakness. He dismissed Ashuna. He was bored with peace. A war stirred his blood, and winning a war brought wealth and status. It had always been the way of the Chundo. Alliances were hard to balance and shifted often.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      The warm afternoon sun felt good on Nathan’s face as he sat by the creek. Nathan, sore all over from the last few days training with his father, was glad to have gotten a reprieve today. This afternoon, his father let him quit his training early. Nathan thought he would go find Ava and head out to the pond, but his mother had other ideas. She wanted fresh fruit for their supper and since Nathan wasn’t working with his father this afternoon, he got volunteered to pick some fruit from the orchard. Not that Nathan minded terribly, it was several hours until dinner so he was having a rather enjoyable time alternating between picking fruit and lazily stretching out in the sun. Nathan’s basking in the sun was soon interrupted by a familiar and increasingly annoying voice.

      “So you ratted me out? You little shit! Ava won’t even acknowledge me now. I am going to beat the snot out of you, you arse-licking, mixed-blood bastard.”

      Nathan sighed and quickly got up, despite being sore. He had been expecting to run into Tomas sooner or later, so he was not surprised by Tomas showing up.

      Warily, he corrected Tomas. “Actually, she found out about it from Sharon, but that doesn’t matter; I told her what an ass you are anyways. I am not going to stop being Ava’s friend because you have designs on her. If you are stupid enough to think beating me up is going to help you get her attention, that is not my problem.”

      Nathan watched as Tomas’s face went a deep red and his fist clenched. Nathan was not going to be caught off guard this time. He squared his feet to the older boy and relaxed. He would not start a fight with Tomas over Ava. But if Tomas thought he would be beating him up easily, he would be in for a surprise. Nathan didn’t know if he could defeat the older boy or not, but he darn well intended to give a better showing that the last fight.

      “Oh, so I’m stupid? You are the one with a purple face. You damnable mixed blood shit. I’m really going to hurt you this time.” Tomas was already swinging his fist as he yelled at Nathan. However, this time, things went much differently.

      Nathan, expecting Tomas to take a punch at him, easily slipped under the wild haymaker. He countered by planting a jab to Tomas’s face, causing blood to gush from Tomas’s nose. Enraged, Tomas yelled and continued to throw wild punches with everything he could muster. Nathan, using his father’s lessons, kept dodging and weaving, delivering stinging jabs to the face and hooks to the kidneys.

      Tomas now had a swollen eye and a fat lip to go along with his bloody nose. Frustrated by his lack of success throwing punches, Tomas tried to tackle Nathan. Again, Nathan was well prepared for the change in tactics and was anticipating the attack. He pivoted, grabbing Tomas by the head and back of the pants. Using his momentum, he sent Tomas tumbling to the ground. Nathan followed Tomas to the ground, delivering a hard knee to the older boy’s soft belly, driving the wind out of him. Tomas was completely defeated and did not try to get up. “Don’t try it again, Tomas, or I won’t be as nice next time.” Stepping away from his fallen opponent, Nathan let out a deep sigh of relief. It gave him no pleasure to beat Tomas, but it did give him great pleasure to know he could protect himself. All the work with his father was worth every sore muscle and bruise.

      Nathan took up his bucket of fruit and headed home, leaving Tomas on the ground in a heap, trying to regain his breath. Turning back, Nathan couldn’t help but adding “and if I were you, I would avoid Ava for a while. She isn’t interested in you at all. She doesn’t like bullies.”

      After Nathan left, Tomas sat on the ground stewing over his defeat to the younger boy. Tomas hated Nathan with a passion, born from a lifetime of listening to his father Ned complain about “those damn foreigners”. Before Soron had moved into Elderwood, Ned had run a small blacksmith shop himself. His metal was cheap and poorly made, but that did nothing to stop him from taking advantage of unsuspecting traders in need of repairs or goods. When Soron opened his shop, it took little time for Ned’s blacksmith shop to become customer-less. All Tomas’s life, he heard how that damn northerner and his Baltan witch wife were a plague on the village. How Elderwood would be better off without the damn foreigners and their damn mixed blood child.

      Growing up with such jealousy and prejudice, it was natural for Tomas to take a dislike to Nathan. He never had reason for that dislike to grow into anything more until Ava thwarted him. Tomas always had a way with the girls. His quick smile and confidence made him interesting and he took full advantage of it. It was only when Ava rejected him that he turned his attention to Nathan. When Tomas realized his competition for Ava's interest was Nathan, he thought it would be easy to scare off his competition. He miscalculated. The skinny kid was not a wimp after all. The bigotry of Tomas's family now combined with jealousy. The seeds of hate his father had planted now grew. Tomas got up and headed for home. This was far from over; he vowed to find a way to hurt Nathan no matter what the cost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      Nathan was sitting at the pond waiting for Ava. So far, he was having a pretty good day. The previous night he had told his father about the second confrontation with Tomas. Today as part of his lessons, they once again went through the fight, this time analyzing what he did right. His father had said he was proud of Nathan for trying to resolve the issue without violence. He also praised Nathan for properly using his lessons. But, as Nathan watched Ava approach, he could tell from her body language that the following conversation would not add to his level of happiness. Ava had both hands on her hips, a sure sign of her irritation. What had he done now? he wondered as she approached.

      “You were fighting with Tomas again,” Ava said with a certain tone to her voice, which she reserved for when Nathan did something dumb.

      Nathan sighed. Yep, she was not happy at all. But this was so not his fault, he thought to himself before replying, “It’s not like I wanted to. I was picking apples for supper when he confronted me. He called me a rat for telling you about our first fight, started insulting me and then started swinging.”

      Ava groaned in frustration. “Boys are so stupid.”

      “Hey, ease up on the boys part. I did nothing wrong.” Nathan would not be taking the blame for this mess. This was Tomas’s doing and he should take the blame. “All I did was defend myself.”

      Ava sighed, removed her hands from her hips, and came over to inspect Nathan. “Your mother’s healing salves are amazing; I can’t even see where he hit you this time.”

      “What are you trying to say? He didn’t hit me this time.” Nathan felt like a piece of meat as Ava poked and prodded his ribs, his chest, moving his head around looking for any telltale signs of bruising.

      “Oh, well, Sharon ran into Tomas and said his whole face was swollen and bruised, and he had a big black eye and a cut lip. I figured you would have the same or worse,” said Ava.

      Nathan tried to not sound like he was bragging. No point setting her off again. “Nah, after the first fight, my father started teaching me how to fight. After sparring with him, Tomas is not much of a challenge, he’s actually pretty bad. I doubt he’ll ever try again.”

      Ava showed her surprise at this revelation. “Your father was a fighter? He certainly is big enough. I’ve just never seen him do anything but work in the blacksmith shop and he is always so friendly,” said Ava.

      Nathan thought about this for a while before replying. “He doesn’t talk about it much but I get the feeling he actually was a warrior for a long time. If you ever see him with his shirt off, he has all sorts of scars on his body. I think he has seen a lot of fighting.”

      “Oooh, your father with his shirt off, I would like to see that, all those big muscles…,” Ava teased.

      “Not funny, Ava, that’s my father you’re talking about.”

      Ava just laughed “Oh relax, as if anyone has a chance with your dad while your mother is around. She is so beautiful. Come to think of it, both of your parents are beautiful. I wonder what happened to you? Do you think you were adopted or maybe they just dropped you on your face as a baby?” Ava sprinted behind a tree as she taunted Nathan.

      Nathan laughed and chased after her. He might be bigger and stronger, but Ava was as quick as a rabbit and hard to catch. He was getting better at it when she wasn’t using branches to trip him up. Nathan yelled at her as he ran, “You know I am not adopted. How many blued-eyed villagers are there? Just mother and me, and I am much too smart to have been dropped on my head.”

      A few moments later, Nathan was again looking up into the sky, groaning at his bad luck. How did she always manage to trip him up? Did she plant branches in strategic spots before teasing him into chasing her?

      Ava leaned over top of him. “Too smart to have been dropped, eh?”

      Nathan just groaned and admired the sky.
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* * *

      
        Soron grew up in a world of violence. Northern Solotine was a harsh and violent land, its inhabitants as forbidding as the land itself. In the north, resources meant more than just wealth, it meant life. Those who controlled the mines controlled the ability to make weapons. Superior weapons often were the difference-maker in battles being won or lost. Controlling the mines meant fighting for them, and Soron had fought often. Soron was Nathan’s age when his father sent him to the mines to learn the secrets of northern steel and how to become a warrior. Lessons in steel and blood came often for Soron. By twenty, Soron had seen, and caused more death than many warriors ever partake in a lifetime.

      

      Now, he was content to live in the small, peaceful village of Elderwood as a simple blacksmith. But with the discovery of Nathan’s magic and the increasing number of bandit attacks in the area, Soron was putting aside his own aversion to combat to teach Nathan the skills that may well one day keep him alive.

      As Soron reflected on his own childhood, he watched his son work through the progression of footwork, blade block and attack combos he had been teaching him. “Eyes up, son. If you are watching your feet, you are not watching the enemy.”

      He is too much like me at his age, thought Soron. He enjoys this too much. Training with weapons had always been enjoyable to Soron, as a young boy he always found the physical training to be challenging, yet fun. The desire to absorb his trainer’s knowledge and prove his worth as the son of a tribal chieftain had pushed him to be the best. Training was fun; actual combat was not fun, it was bloody, violent and left a mark on a man’s soul. Soron could still remember the face of the first man he killed. Bloodshot, red eyes and a bulbous nose, the look of shock on the man’s face as a boy half his age pulled his sword out of the dying man’s chest.

      I can prepare him for battle, but how do I prepare him for the sour taste of victory? Soron pondered, while watching the boy swing his daggers in a smooth rhythm, as though he was moving to the beat of a song.

      The large, northern, sword-breaker style daggers were unique and almost never seen south of the Applomean Mountains. At just over two feet long, the blades were shorter and wider than a normal short sword. Often, northern warriors would use one of the daggers with a large sword. But for Soron’s purposes they were perfect, giving Nathan a strong defensive weapon easily carried yet not completely offensive in nature.

      The daggers featured a thick, up-curved cross-hilt and three grooves cut into each side of the wide blade at the base just above the cross-hilt. When a sword would strike the blade, it could slide down toward the cross-hilt until it got caught in one of the grooves. When a strong man turned his wrist, the sword came right out of his opponent’s hand. A very strong man like Soron often broke a poorly-made sword this way.

      For Nathan, a strong yet agile boy with excellent hand-eye coordination, learning to fight with two of the sword breakers would give him a skillset he could master now before he gained his full size and strength. His training would give him an advantage over most adult fighters. Used by someone with the proper training and skill, the two daggers would be as deadly as any sword. It would take years of training to be an elite warrior, but most warriors had surprisingly bad training, especially here in the south.

      While Soron hoped Nathan never had to use his training in combat, he felt a certain amount of pride in how quickly Nathan progressed with the blades. In the smithshop working metal, Soron often could see how his own northern bloodlines were giving Nathan great strength and size for a lad of his age. Out here in the open training with the daggers, Soron saw the speed and agility for which Velaina’s Baltan bloodlines were known. The physical traits Nathan had gained from their combined bloodlines were perfect for a warrior. Many in Southern Solotine frowned on mixing bloodlines, especially with those they deemed to be foreigners. Those same prejudices he’d faced in Northern Solotine. The only difference was they considered southerners to be weak and inferior. The idea was stupid as far as Soron was concerned. Any breeder of animals knew that fresh bloodlines made for a stronger breed. People were no different. All it took was one look at the royal families that mated too often with close relatives. Nathan was a combination of two special bloodlines, and he would gain the abilities blessed on both lines. Soron only hoped he didn’t also inherit the problems that came with those bloodlines.

      This combination of power, speed and agility gave Nathan a frightening, natural ability as a potential warrior. Soron was glad he and Velaina chose to raise the boy in the small village of Elderwood. If Nathan had grown up in the north with his own people, he would probably become a great warrior. Great warriors often died young or lived with terrible memories of the battles they fought.

      Nathan did not have dark thoughts about learning to fight like his father had teaching. He enjoyed learning the block and parry combinations, how to stab and slice with the large daggers, and how to thrust his dagger forward once an opponent’s sword struck the blade, forcing the sword down towards the hilt and the waiting grooves.

      Once the sword slid into the grooves, Nathan quickly got used to snapping his wrist. He was at the point where he could actually turn the sword in his own father’s hand, a hand far stronger than any future warrior or bandit he might face. While Nathan did enjoy working as a smith, being outside for the fighting lessons was always better. As Soron attacked him with his large wooden practice sword, Nathan worked on blocking his father’s strong attacks.

      When they first started training his father’s brute strength simply overpowered Nathan, but as he learned to angle his blades and counter thrust, he found he learned how to hold off his father’s powerful attacks.

      However, finding a way to counter-strike against his father’s longer reach and superior technique was proving to be a much more difficult task. Soron continued his aggressive attack, pressing harder and harder. Nathan continued to use the right blocking techniques despite the ferocity of his father’s efforts. When Soron ended the day’s training, he was satisfied that Nathan was ready for a new opponent.

      Before the training went any further, it was time for Nathan to forge daggers of his own. The wooden replicates his father had made were excellent training tools, but to truly master the techniques he would have to get used to the proper weight and balance of his actual blades.

      Nathan took his time, honored that his father let him forge his own weapons. The forging of these blades wasn’t much different than other knives he had done in the past. The biggest difference was the blade being bigger and wider, with the sword-breaking grooves above the hilt.

      As Nathan pulled a blade from the fire, he applied the graphite and phosphorus that would strengthen the metal into something special. As the first blade cooled, he repeated the process on the second blade. It took days to complete then, as Nathan strived to make his weapons the finest work he’d ever don. Every blow of his hammer was with care. Finally, when he was done two perfectly made daggers were sitting on the workbench waiting for his father’s approval. Nathan knew the blades were excellent. The balance was perfect and would only require a little work with a whetstone before each edge was razor sharp. Besides the bracelet he had made for his mother, the daggers were indeed his finest work yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      Count Mavane, of the city of Salma, had a problem, actually several problems. All of which revolved around the main issue: bandits. As the farthest west of the cities under the rule of kingdom of Tarnstead, Salma did a lot of trade with the villages and cities to the west and south. But those travel routes were not part of the kingdom and thus were not patrolled by the king’s army.

      For years, Count Mavane regularly petitioned King Parth to increase patrols in the lands surrounding Salma and along the main roads to the south. Unfortunately, armies cost money and patrols are not cheap. So, until now, the king’s army had protected only the city of Salma and the roads east to the capital. As Count Mavane predicted, the lack of patrols led to an increase in the number of robberies along the trade routes. Bandits became more aggressive as they realized no reprisals would come as long as they attacked only along the western and southern trade routes.

      Count Mavane did have a small contingent of men-at-arms and scouts under his control. They would visit the nearby villages and assist them when possible, but this presented only a small deterrent to the more aggressive groups of bandits. With the recent increase of attacks along the trade roads, the king finally had decided to dedicate some the king’s army to address the issue. The king’s solution was the count’s latest problem.

      King Parth was sending a small battalion under Duke Evollan to deal with the bandits. Duke Evollan, a fierce and loyal warrior, had served with great distinction in many battles during the wars to unify the eastern kingdom. This gave the duke great stature with the king and a place in the king’s war council. But while fierce and loyal, Duke Evollan was also a boorish and arrogant man. He was quick to anger, and was not known for being the most tactful or likeable member of the royal families. Count Mavane privately had often wondered if some of the older royal families had a little too much inbreeding. Perhaps that was a bit of a reach, admitted Count Mavane to himself. Duke Evollan wasn’t a stupid man, he was just shifty and brutish. Duke Evollan was known for winning battles, not for diplomacy.

      Count Mavane thought killing and apprehending bandits seemed a task even Duke Evollan could handle. The problem being that the small villages to the west and south were not part of the kingdom, and often had stronger ties with other regions. Dealing with these villages would require diplomacy. Something Count Mavane feared Duke Evollan was not well-equipped to handle.

      As Count Mavane pondered this newest problem, his main steward, Bannah, entered the room. “Bannah, have we received a reply from my note to Duke Evollan yet?” Upon learning that Duke Evollan was leading the small battalion, the count sent a message offering use of his local scouts to the duke. Count Mavane hoped having his men, familiar with the local villages and roads, would keep Duke Evollan from causing too many problems when dealing with the different, friendly, but independent communities.

      Bannah replied quickly, “Yes, my lord I’m afraid we have. Duke Evollan has refused your offer and wants you to remember he answers only to the king. He is not subject to local lord authority and, as such, does not need or want your assistance in this matter.”

      Count Mavane had feared that the prideful Duke Evollan would not respond well to his offer. He grunted and frowned at the thought. His scouts could be the difference between innocent people haphazardly being accused of wrongdoing. With disgust in his voice, he replied, “Well, let us hope then that Duke Evollan is as adept at defeating bandits as he is at storming castles.” The count sighed. He suspected this was not going to be the case.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      After his second fight with Tomas, Nathan’s life fell back into a normal rhythm. He spent his days in the old routine of lessons with his parents and book learning with the other children of the village. During his spare time that wasn’t spent with Ava, he would take his practice daggers out into the woods to work on his form. He was determined to get past his father’s defenses at least once. As weeks of training went by Nathan had never been able to defeat his father. Just once he would like to surprise his father.

      Soron would use different weapons during their sparing sessions—staves, pikes, sword and shield, sword and dagger and war hammer, but the most common was simply a single sword. Most bandits and warriors used only a single sword; carry weight was important to looting and traveling. So, Soron trained Nathan mostly with the single sword. Normally, the sword-breaking nature of the daggers was enough to defeat someone using a sword. But Soron, adept in the use of the daggers, was able to counter Nathan’s attempts to lock up his blade. Continually attacking and using his superior length to keep Nathan from scoring any vital blows, Nathan was determined to beat his father’s defenses at least once. In his mind, a maneuver began to take form.

      Fortunately for Nathan, he did not have to wait long to attempt the maneuver with his father. The very next day, Nathan and Soron were sparring again, and again, Soron was able to thwart all of Nathan’s attempts to get past his single sword defense. Then, the moment Nathan had been waiting for came. Soron came on the attack, backing Nathan up. He used a downward strike that Nathan would normally have blocked with his left dagger, forcing the blade off to one side while he attempted to counterattack with his right dagger.

      This time, Nathan pivoted on his right foot swinging his body out of the way of the sword swinging down at him. Bringing both blades up, he crossed his daggers and let the sword strike the blades. But instead of trying to push the sword off to the side, he turned his daggers and forced the sword to continue on past. As the sword hit the ground, he pushed down on his daggers keeping the weapon momentarily pinned to the ground.

      He used the momentum of pivot to swing his left leg around and behind the legs of Soron. As Soron pulled back on the sword to release it from the wedge formed by the ground and Nathan’s daggers, Soron’s own momentum forced him back onto Nathan’s leg. This caused him to lose his balance and take and awkward step back to regain his balance. During the step back, Nathan kept his left blade on the sword, now pushing it off to his left.

      Still balanced on his right foot, he pushed up and forward, bringing him close enough to his father’s body to lightly strike him in the chest with his free dagger. He finally scored a clean hit on his father, the first time he had ever been able to do so.

      Soron had to laugh. It had been a long time since anyone scored a hit on him during a training session, and to have a fourteen-year-old do it was unheard of. Granted it was a fourteen-year-old with months of daily training under his belt, but still it was a proud moment for Soron. “Excellent job, Nathan, but I didn’t teach you to use a leg sweep or to use your daggers to push a sword into the ground. How did you figure out to do that?"

      Nathan smiled, and replied, “It was the only thing I could think of that might get you off balance long enough for me to get close enough to strike. I knew it had to be quick enough to prevent you from seeing it coming, and then just stepping over my leg and chopping it off.”

      Soron was impressed by his son’s ability to recognize the short comings of his own weapons and create an attack without being formally taught it. “Using two daggers always give you an advantage when it comes to quickly blocking and turning attacking blades. But, against a skilled opponent or multiple opponents, you will have to use your body to gain an advantage on the attack. That leg sweep was a good move against a single opponent. Another option is to pivot like you did but instead of following the sword down, let your opponent’s momentum bring the sword down to the ground. It won’t stay stuck like it did when you used the daggers, but it will free-up your daggers for a quick-spinning attack from two angles.”

      Soron was proud, but Nathan still had a long way to go. The training was progressing well. Nathan was now at the point where he was not just reacting to attacks but formulating his own counters, a very good skill. There wasn’t much left for Soron to teach Nathan. It was now a matter of continuing the practice and growing into a man’s body. The skills that Nathan needed to become a warrior were now ingrained. With repetition and more sparring, he would continue to improve, but the boy had a skillset that matched most warriors. There was more to being a warrior that just skill with a blade, but they would work on that soon enough. Soron wanted Nathan to remain innocent and carefree as long as possible. The burden of his bloodlines could wait.

      As Soron and Nathan continued sparring, they failed to see the set of eyes watching them from the distance, eyes that carefully noted the skill which they displayed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      Duke Evollan and his company of soldiers had been patrolling the stretches of roads outside Salma for several days now. Upon arriving in the area, the duke and his men purposely avoided entering Salma. Doing so would only allow the meddlesome Count Mavane to give suggestions on how to approach the bandit situation. He was sure the count just wanted to ride his coattails on this endeavor. Duke Evollan did not need some minor lord from a low-bred, outlying western city telling him how to deal with bandits. The accolades for this tedious venture were going to be his and his alone.

      For one long and unfruitful week, they had been scouting along the roads west of Salma. Signs, in the form of decomposing bodies dragged off the well-traveled roadways and pathways, were noticed only because of noisy scavenging birds. With the few bodies they found, the corpses remained nameless, stripped of anything of value, flesh eaten by birds and other scavengers. The duke left the bodies to the forests, unburied. Unscrupulous bandits along the northern road that led to the village of Elderwood had been busy. The duke was finally closing in on the bandits, and all signs led toward the area around the village of Elderwood.

      Earlier that day, the duke had sent out his scouts and they were now returning to camp. As he ate the barely adequate roast pheasant and sautéed wild onions, the duke pondered the lack of amenities. On the next excursion, the king sent him on he would take a larger contingent of his house staff. A duke should not have to suffer such hardships as he currently was. Taking a sip of his wine, he listened to his first scouts report. “There is a small village to the northwest of here, sir, about a mile through the forest. From what I could tell, mostly berry-pickers and the sort, but I did see a large, northern warrior and a young man sparring in a meadow at the edge of the village. Both looked to be skilled warriors, not the sort I would want to run into on a forest road.” The duke took this information in, a northern warrior and a young man sparring together. This could be the important.

      Bailmont, his captain, an efficient, if not overly blood- thirsty soldier, echoed this thought, “A northern warrior living in a small village south of the mountains? And training a local? If that doesn’t sound like bandits, I don’t know what does.”

      Hearing Bailmont’s words further solidified the idea in the duke’s mind. That idiot Count Mavane had a whole village of bandits being trained by a northerner right under his nose. Before Duke Evollan had time to think through his faulty logic, a second scout rode into camp.

      The scout, having been on the wrong end of Bailmont’s temper before, quickly delivered his news. “Fifty or more riders are coming up the southern road and fast. They all look like tribal warriors, my lord. They will be here by mid-afternoon.”

      Duke Evollan thought about this for a moment. The southern lands were full of tribes known to be fierce warriors. If these horsemen were part of the group of bandits working out of the village, he and his men would be hard pressed to defeat them together. The duke was no stranger to battle tactics. He quickly surmised the path to victory was to attack first, destroy the village before its reinforcements could arrive. “Bailmont, gather the men, we attack the village now, before those horsemen can help them.”

      Several of the men looked carefully at the duke before one replied, “Yes, my lord, but are you sure? There are villages around here that trade with Salma. Maybe this village isn’t bandits.”

      Bailmont, eager for battle, scoffed at this idea. “You heard the scout, a northerner sparring just outside the village miles from where travelers are regularly being attacked? No, it has to be a bandit village. And if we get caught between them and those horsemen, we will be in danger of being defeated. We attack.”

      The duke nodded his agreement with Bailmont. Bailmont was a particularly vicious killer. Putting him in charge was a mistake the duke would live to regret. But at this moment, all the duke could see was the praise and glory he would receive.

      As they charged the village, Bailmont yelled, “No mercy. No survivors. We shall teach them a lesson that will strike fear in every bandit throughout this kingdom.” Bailmont was not worried about reprisals. If any of the villagers were not bandits, they could blame it on the bandits themselves. The duke had never worried about his tactics before. This would be no different.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Soron and Nathan were in the blacksmith shop when the screaming started. They quickly went out the door just in time to see a villager drop from a soldier’s arrow. Soron reacted quickly. “Nathan, go next door, grab the Dollan’s kids. Do it quickly. Take them to the great swamp and wait there. If we don’t come, you wait a week before returning." As Soron spoke, he turned back into the blacksmith shop, grabbing his hammer and a knife he just finished repairing.

      

      Nathan was scared but did not want to leave. “I can fight, father. You know I can. I want to help.” Soron turned and looked as his son. Nathan was grabbing his daggers.

      “I know you can, son. But part of fighting is protecting those who can’t. Grab Ava, Rose and any more children you find on your way. But you must get to the swamp quickly. I am going to find your mother.” Soron paused for a moment. He was trying to speak as fast as possible, as clearly as possible. So much he needed to say, and too little time to explain.

      “Son, there is a lot about my past and your mother’s past that we haven’t told you about. I don’t have time to explain, but someday when you are older, I want you to go north of the mountains and learn of your heritage.” Soron put the dagger in his belt and grabbed an axe he had sharpened for a neighbor, arming himself further as he spoke.

      As Soron returned to the door, he carefully looked in all directions, scouting for an escape route for Nathan. Hugging himself carefully against the walls, he advanced to the corner of the building. Nathan followed his father’s lead, stretching out flat against the wall.

      Soron saw enemies advancing. Holding his son against the wall, he continued speaking as he calculated how many eyes would be in their direction. “You have birthrights and one day will have to choose to accept them or not. It will be your choice and I will be proud of you regardless of the choice you make. When you go north, tell them you are Nathan Stoneblood, son of Soron Stoneblood. Whoever you meet will take you to our people or try to kill you—either way, be ready. Your mother and I are proud of the man you are becoming; when this is over we, shall explain everything.” Soron saw that the time to move had come. “Get ready to run on my command. I love you, son.”

      Soron watched the closest soldiers engaged in combat with his fellow villagers. Once he saw them all with their backs turned, he gave Nathan a push. “Go now.”

      Nathan's heart pounded as he sprinted the seemingly forever distance to Ava's house.

      Seeing Nathan escape the notice of the closest bandits, Soron charged out from the edge of the blacksmith shop. Velaina was in danger! He could see her across the village helping a wounded neighbor. Soron skirted the village, running as hard as he could, commanding women and children to run and hide as he hacked and slashed through the unknown assailants on his way to aid Velaina. The soldier closest to him was hacking down a villager; he never saw the mighty swing of the hammer coming down upon his head. His death unfairly swift, but in his haste to save his wife, Soron had no time to mete out justice fairly.

      Nathan had no time to ponder his father’s cryptic message about birthrights and his last name; he was focused on getting Ava and Rose, and then fleeing to the swamp. His ears heard the pounding of hooves, the clanging of metal and the cries of villagers in the distance as he burst through the Dollans’ door.

      Edward and Suzie Dollan were elderberry pickers. At this time of day, they were either still out in the forest or at the creek on the far side of the village, rinsing the berries off. While they were working, their two girls stayed with Edward’s father. Edward’s father was one of the oldest villagers and his family had lived there for generations. For years, the children of the village had been affectionately calling the elder Dollan “Bends” a none-too-subtle reference to the old man’s walking gait. The Dollan house was just across from the blacksmith shop. Nathan was there and in the door in moments.

      As he burst through the door, Nathan was relieved to find the girls inside with Bends. He hurriedly exclaimed, “Bends, I’ve come for the girls. I've been ordered to hide them in the swamp!“

      Bends was already brandishing an ax, the girls behind him with fearful eyes. The sound of pounding hooves and screaming struck terror in their hearts. The frightening sounds were drawing closer. “We have been expecting you, Nathan. Your father and I discussed what to do if something like this ever happened. The girls are packed and ready to go, take good care of them.” Bends handed Nathan a pack with food in it before turning to the girls. “Rose, Ava, go with Nathan!”

      The girls looked up wide-eyed and terrified but nodded and followed Nathan to the door. Bends made certain it was safe for them to dart into the nearby cover of the pig hut. It was near enough to the bush to provide the children with cover. Bends ordered, “Run, run as fast as you can. Do not look back.”

      They ran with hearts pounding. They ran ‘til they were out of breath. With most of the noise from the attack coming from the east side of the village, Nathan led the girls in the opposite direction, deeper into the woods, following deer trails and wild hog trails.  When the sounds coming from the village were faint in the distance, he then made his way northeast toward the Great Swamp.

      While Nathan took the girls into the swamp regions, the battle in the village did not take long. A few of the village members were ex-soldiers from the east or the southern cities. But for the most part, the villagers were farmers, elderberry pickers, wine-makers and other simple folk. Against trained soldiers, they had no chance. Within minutes, most of the defenseless villagers were dead.

      Duke Evollan’s men led by the bloodthirsty Bailmont did not make exceptions for gender. By the time Soron fought his way to Durant’s farm, he found Velaina trying to defend the injured Durant from a small group of attackers. She swung a scythe like a sword, courageously attempting to keep the soldiers from slaying the defenseless farmer. Her blonde hair whirled as she fiercely fought off her assailants. Before Soron could reach her side, a soldier came from behind and thrust his sword into her back, the blade pierced through her heart. As she stood there dying, their eyes met one last time. While the light quickly flickered and faded from her eyes, Soron stood frozen for moment watching as his love fell to the ground.

      Soron roared with rage and despair. Within seconds, he reached the group of soldiers around the fallen body of his beloved Velaina. He sliced through the soldiers, his rage-induced attack destroyed all in his path. His hammer crushed through helm and armor while his axe found throats and hearts. But as the last of the resisting villagers died at the hands of the duke’s men, soldiers still thirsting for blood joined the fray against the blood-soaked, raging northerner who was decimating their numbers. Even with several arrows in his chest, the tall northerner continued to slay the attacking forces. More deadly arrows found their mark. Mighty Soron fell. His once-towering body fell across the lifeless body of his soul mate. Sword wounds had weakened him. The arrows killed him. Over twenty of the king’s rogue soldiers lay dead by his hand.

      Nathan was deep into the woods leading the girls swiftly away from the conflict when the souls of his parents were passing from this world. At that very moment, he felt a pain throughout his entire being that he could not explain. Despite his pain, he had to think of the girls. Rose was tearful and exhausted, her arms were scratched as were Ava's. Rose was slowing them down, so he swept her up and piggy backed her. Already, Nathan was thinking of shelter, water and food. Ava was silent, speaking only to reassure Rose. She, too, was thinking about the necessities, and her parents and her grandfather. Being with Nathan and Rose was her only consolation.

      Nathan was acutely aware of the wind direction as they approached the treacherous swamp. The deadly vapors would follow the wind and kill them if they could. He calmed his breathing once again. If strangers followed them and strayed from the exact paths they were taking, the swamp would vanquish them, claim their bodies and use the decaying bodies to nourish the dark and forbidding trees. It paid to know the swamplands, to follow where animals traveled safely.

      With every visible villager dead, Evollan retired his bloodied troops, leading them back east of the village and into the forest. If the southern riders were allies of the village of bandits, it was far better to meet them in the forest and not on open ground where horses would give them too much of an advantage. The duke was not overly concerned that the village of bandits and murderers consisted mostly of now-dead farmers, berry-pickers, women and children. The attack at Elderwood was to be another crowning glory. While the duke might now be willing to concede to himself that the village was not full of bandits as his original assumption had been, it mattered not. His justification would be that the villagers were supplying the bandits with food and weapons, profiting from a liaison with murderers and thieves. As long as the bandit raids eventually stopped, he would be well rewarded. Any rumors of unjust massacres would be swept away as hearsay or rumors from jealous sources. Evollan congratulated himself for his cunning. He prepared himself to deal with the mysterious riders advancing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Ashuna, with his horseback warriors, arrived at what was left of the village of Elderwood. They had been riding hard, not to join in on an attack on Duke Evollan and his troops, but to make it to Elderwood before dusk. Elderwood was the last village on this northern road before it turned east towards Salma.

      Ashuna intended to buy food for his warriors before continuing on the way to Salma. When Ashuna and his men rode into the still burning village their faces were grim. At first glance, it appeared bandits, ruthless murdering bandits, had struck the once peaceful village. But the assortment of bodies on the ground told a different story. For some unknown reason, soldiers had struck this village. He sent scouts to look in the woods for survivors. Survivors were found; terrified, hiding in the woods. Something very dark and evil had happened here.

      When Ashuna got to the body of Soron, he did not need a villager to tell him what had transpired here. The bodies of the soldiers lying around the arrow ridden body of a great northerner told him, at least, this part of the battle was not so one-sided. This man, above all, was a warrior.

      Ashuna had his men help tend to the wounded while others buried the dead. He sent a few scouts back out into the woods to find out who perpetrated this attack. It did not take long for the scouts to find the company of soldiers fortified in the forest east of the village.

      It seemed the soldiers in the woods were waiting for the Chundo to attack. When Ashuna and the warriors finished tending to the wounded and burying the dead, they remounted and went toward the east to see what this company of soldiers intended to do. Ashuna had important business in the eastern capital and had no time to deal with this. He sent a rider to the edge of the forest under a white flag to arrange a parlay with the soldiers. A meeting was negotiated.

      Duke Evollan came cautiously to the edge of the forest to meet the leader of the horsemen. Ashuna rode up to the edge of the forest and greeted the duke. “Greetings, my name is Ashuna and I am an emissary from Venecia, en route to Progoh. “The duke looked at Ashuna with a degree of disdain and distrust. “An emissary traveling with fifty horsemen; to me that seems excessive.”

      Ashuna gave a small acknowledgement to the duke’s math skills. “Yes, well the last emissary never returned from visiting Progoh. Apparently, these roads aren’t safe. My men are simply here to discourage any bandits from attacking me.”

      Duke Evollan relaxed. “Well, you needn’t worry. My men and I just finished dealing with a large group of the bandits causing problems in the area. Your travels should be safe from here to the capital.” The lie rolled off his tongue easily.

      Ashuna did not let his face reveal the disgust he felt. The stink of deceit was stronger than ever. It would be satisfying to cut the lying tongue out of the officer before him. Ashuna’s sharp eyes missed nothing. The duke was truly an idiot to think the village was the source of the bandit problem, but he held his tongue. “Indeed, I was just at the scene of the battle in the bandit village.” The sarcasm in Ashuna's voice was creeping out. “I hope you don’t mind, but we buried all of the dead including your men." Ashuna put emphasis on the word men. He had no time to challenge the dastardly duke. Killing the waste of skin would have suited him just fine, but he did not relish starting a war at this particular time.

      The duke did not notice the distain which Ashuna was trying to hide as he spoke. “Thank you. We would have done it ourselves, but with a large group of horsemen coming from the south, retreating to the woods seemed a prudent plan.” The duke smirked and gave a final goodbye to Ashuna sending him off to Salma. The southern warriors leaving now were one more problem he would not have to deal with today.

      
        …

        Late the next day, Ashuna and his men reached the city of Salma. Ashuna was brought to see Count Mavane immediately. “Welcome to Salma. How has your journey been?” Word of the events at Elderwood had not yet reached Salma. But none-the-less, an emissary riding with fifty warriors had Count Mavane on edge. “The journey has been fine. There was a small delay yesterday. But other than that, no issues,” replied Ashuna, unsure what role the kingdom of Tarnstead had in the recent events. Count Mavane could feel the tension in the room. “Oh, did you encounter trouble? Bandits?” asked the count.

      

      Ashuna watched Count Mavane as he explained, “We encountered a battle scene at a small village west of here. Apparently, the village was full of bandits and then we had a small encounter with a company of the king’s army. They had just finished fighting the ‘bandits’ and were waiting in the tree line for us. Ashuna could see the color leave Count Mavane’s face as he heard the news.

      “Did you see these bandits?”

      Count Mavane hoped that there was some mix-up here, but Ashuna’s next comments completed filling his heart with sorrow and shame. “Well, to my untrained eye, it appeared to be a village full of farmers and berry-pickers. And one northerner who almost defeated the king’s men on his own, but your Duke Evollan assured me it was a marauding horde of bandits. So I can only assume I am mistaken in thinking the king’s army is attacking innocent villages.”

      The count had feared that Duke Evollan would do something stupid. But, he never dreamed that the man could be so ignorant as to attack the village of Elderwood. The thought of Duke Evollan’s men killing the northerner living there was even more terrifying. “This northerner you spoke of; he didn’t have a blonde woman with him by any chance?” Count Mavane had a hard time getting the words out his mouth was so dry.

      Ashuna sensing that Count Mavane was not at all pleased with this news became a little more detailed in his description of the scene he found in the village. “Yes. The body of the northerner had fallen across the body of a young blonde-haired woman. She died trying to defend an injured farmer. Am I wrong in assuming you know the place and the people there?”

      “I know the northerner and his wife. He was a friend. The village you speak of is called Elderwood and its people are no more bandits than you or me” replied Count Mavane with sadness in his voice. “Your news is quite distressing, Ashuna. Forgive me, but I am going to need a brief amount of time to deal with this. Then I can join you and your men in a feast to honor your arrival to the kingdom.”

      Ashuna understood then that the massacre of the villagers was not a plan for the expansion of the kingdom of Tarnstead. Rather, it was an incredibly stupid blunder of the arrogant Duke Evollan that he met on the road. Ashuna graciously answered back, “Take whatever time you need. The sooner this unseemly business is resolved the better.”

      Taking his leave, Count Mavane quickly assembled his staff. He directed the scouts to go to Elderwood as soon as possible. He wanted them to confirm what happened and provide any help they could. A wagon with supplies and a doctor were to leave for Elderwood as soon as possible. He sent a rider to inform the king of the tragic news. Next, he sent another rider to Duke Evollan requesting he immediately come to Salma. Count Mavane’s, stomach was hurting as it often did when he worried. He remembered how many times he had sent for stomach calming potions from the lady Velaina in the village of Elderwood. Then Count Mavane began writing two letters. Two letters that, he hoped, could prevent a war.

      Three days passed before the arrogant Duke Evollan finally arrived in Salma. He purposely had taken an extra day to arrive, angered that a lowly count had presumed to summon him.

      “Count Mavane, I thought I made it clear I did not want your involvement in this matter. I have already encountered and defeated a large number of bandits. Now, I would like to get back to the task. Why have you dared to summon me?”

      Count Mavane’s scouts had already reported on what they found at Elderwood, so the count did not have to swallow any of the duke’s lies. “No. What you have done is slaughter the majority of an innocent village. Not only did you slaughter innocent farmers and berry-pickers: men, woman and some children. But you also, through your sheer stupidity, killed Soron Stoneblood, a northern prince, and his wife Velaina, a princess of the kingdom of Balta. You have single-handily placed the entire kingdom in jeopardy of war with the villages of the western lands, the southern kingdoms and the entire North.”

      Duke Evollan, still too arrogant and stupid to understand what was happening, replied snottily. “Impossible, I dealt with one village of bandits and peasants. That rabble? They were hardly worth mentioning, except for the one northern bandit who killed a fifth of my men.”

      “That one northern bandit that you speak of was the village blacksmith. If armed with more than a hammer and a knife, he probably would have killed half your men. But, he was not just a blacksmith. He was Soron Stoneblood, son of Theron Stoneblood, king of the northern tribes. He and his wife had been living in that village for thirteen years,” said Count Mavane.

      The reality of the situation finally started to sink in for Duke Evollan. This campaign, to gain him favor and riches, was a disaster. War with the kingdom of Balta would be costly if it came to pass, but war with the north would leave the kingdom in ruins. The northern clans were a fierce nation and with a slain prince for cause, they would pillage the entire kingdom. The duke would be lucky if the king didn’t have him executed for this. “I suggest you head back to Progoh as soon as possible. Beg the king’s mercy because you are going to need it, Duke Evollan.” Count Mavane spoke with utter distain. The actions of one man had ruined the lives of many and threatened the lives of countless more. Count Mavane turned on his heel, walking away from the duke, unwilling to look at evil one moment longer than necessary.
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      It’s no wonder father sent us here, Nathan thought to himself as he led the girls through the treacherous lands. The Great Swamp was a group of marshes, swamps and ponds that intertwined in the forested lowlands at the base of the Applomean mountain range. This meant that there were large areas of firm, solid land hidden within marshy areas, muskeg and quicksand. Travel in the Great Swamps was a dangerous business if you did not know the territory or were in a hurry.

      Anyone coming looking for them would likely be unfamiliar with the area and have to move slowly. Some of the trails that Nathan was taking were so narrow you needed to walk single file, else risk being sucked into the thick, swamp waters.

      Looking up into the trees, Nathan could see glowing hues of red and orange. The sun was falling over the horizon in glorious color. This beautiful sight was a warning that that darkness would soon follow; Nathan encouraged the girls to pick up the pace. They were not too far from their destination, a small island of high ground only a few hundred yards deep and a quarter of a mile long. The island, secluded and dangerous to travel towards, was a perfect place to stay.

      They arrived, tired and wet, at the small island late in the afternoon. Nathan and Ava worked together to build a small camp fire. Nathan encouraged the girls to eat some food. He explained that they would be staying there for days, so they needed to make themselves a shelter to stay in. Ava nodded in silent agreement; she kept her fears and trepidation over the fate of their families to herself. Rose questioned why they had to come to the forest, but seemed to accept that it was the safest place to be. The girls were young and scared but old enough to adjust to their predicament; it seemed Bends had told them what to expect and how to act.

      As they sat around the fire, Nathan organized his thoughts about how to deal with this situation. Ava, the older of the sisters, was the same age as Nathan while Rose was much younger. Nathan, not sure how much the nine-year-old understood about what had happened in the village, hoped to avoid talking about it. No point in worrying the girls even more by thinking about things beyond their control, he thought to himself.

      Much like her older sister, Rose was loud, boisterous, bubbly and happy. Even today, she was trying to find positives in the situation. “Camping is fun. Are we going to do any exploring?”

      Nathan smiled at her glad to have her thinking of anything but the village and her parents. “First. we are going to build ourselves a castle and then we will explore.” Nathan gave Ava a wink, while Rose perked up.

      “A castle?” she asked.

      In the middle of the small island was a small cedar grove. Nathan had spotted one large cedar that had two dead tree trunks leaning up against it. With some smaller tree branches and limbs, they could easily build a good-sized shelter that would keep them dry and warm. “You see that tree?” Nathan pointed towards it. “We are turning it into a castle.”

      Working fast to take advantage of the little remaining daylight, Nathan and the girls gathered sticks and branches. Using bigger, older pieces, they built an outer structure around the dead trees that leaned against the towering cedar. Then they used smaller, still-green branches to make a roof. Within a few short hours, they had a well-built, little lean-to with two rooms: one for the girls and one for Nathan. The shelter was warm and cozy. The crisp, clean smell of pine needles filled the space, a refreshing change from the, at times, nauseating smells of the swamps.

      Nathan was exhausted physically and emotionally, and was ready for sleep. Having said goodnight to the girls, he retired to his little section of the shelter. He was almost dead to the world when Ava came to him. “Are you awake?” she whispered.

      “Barely, I am almost asleep now. How are you?” said Nathan groggily.

      “I’m ready for sleep, too. I just wanted to say goodnight properly, now that Rose is asleep.” She gave him a big hug, holding him for what seemed like forever. Nathan felt Ava disengage the hug. As she lifted herself up and away from him, she stopped to place a gentle kiss on his forehead. She whispered “thank you” before retreating to her bed and a well-earned sleep.

      The next morning, they ate a breakfast of berries and some of the biscuits that Bends had packed for them. Rose demanded to know when they would start exploring. Nathan explained, “After breakfast, we are going to explore. While we are exploring, I am going to teach you some of the lessons mother taught me.”

      Rose was curious. “What kind of lessons, Nathan?”

      Nathan looked around and spotted a good plant to use as an example. “See that big purple plant with the pink flowers?” The girls looked to where Nathan was pointing and both nodded. “What can you tell me about it?” asked Nathan.

      Rose’s forehead crinkled as she studied the plant “I’m not sure…, but it’s very pretty.”

      Nathan smiled. “Yes, it is. Ava, how about you? Can you tell me anything about the pretty, purple plant?”

      Ava gave Nathan a funny look. He knew from all their walks in the forest together that she cared little for what flowers were called or good for. “Nope, but I agree with Rose. It is very pretty.”

      Rose smiled when her big sister agreed with her.

      Nathan gave a small laugh. “Well I, too, agree it is a pretty plant. But it is not just pretty. It is a violet brettal bush. If you were to eat its berries you would get very sick. On the other hand, brettal bush leaves can be very useful. I am going to teach you as much as I can about every plant we see while exploring.”

      Nathan worried about keeping the girls minds busy, distracting them from thinking about all the bad possibilities of what transpired in the village while they fled to the swamps. He would use all the lessons and knowledge his mother passed onto him to fill the days they would stay there.

      Rose smiled and lifted her hand like she was in a class room “violet brettal bush, don’t eat the berries but keep the leaves. Got it”

      Nathan was glad the girls were receptive to this. “Excellent, now let’s go explore.”

      Every day, they would walk through the swamp trails; Nathan would explain which plants were edible, which were poisonous and as many uses as he knew for each one. Then, he would quiz the girls, occasionally trying to trick them up by misidentifying a plant. However, the girls were both smart and quickly caught onto his tricks. By the end of a week, the girls knew more about the swamp than most adults.

      It was a few days before Nathan and Ava had a real discussion about the attack. Nathan reassured her that it was likely her parents were not even in the village when the attack occurred; she knew this was mostly, wishful thinking but left it alone. Instead, she mentioned his parents and her fear for their safety.

      Nathan wasn’t sure what to say, should he be honest as to what his fears were or continue to pretend that. things would all be okay. He decided he should be honest with her. He would try being gentle about it, but the truth was going to be hard to deal with, now or later. Nathan looked to make sure Rose was out of hearing distance. She was safely out of listening range, chasing butterflies. “Honestly, Ava, I think something happened to my parents. They know where we are and would have come for us by now. Bends knows we are here, but really, only my mother and father know to look for us here. Everyone else has to wait for us to return." Nathan paused for a moment, having finally said it made it feel more real and he knew it to be true. His parents were gone now. Tears began to flow.

      Ava hugged him tight. “It’s okay, Nathan. We will get through this.”

      Nathan tried to compose himself, with a sniffle he wiped the tears away. “I know we will. It’s just so hard to accept. You know what one of the last things my father said to me was? For the first time ever, he told me something about my family. My full name is Nathan Stoneblood. And that I have birthrights in the north, whatever that means.” This was something that confused him. Why had they never told him about his last name? What did it mean? Why was it a secret? he thought while waiting for Ava’s reply.

      “Stoneblood? That sounds ominous. Well, it always was strange: A northerner marrying a woman from Balta and living in a small village like Elderwood. You had to know they were keeping some secrets from you,” replied Ava.

      Nathan admitted this was true; this wasn’t the first conversation he and Ava have had about the subject. “Well, I always knew there was something, sometimes I could see it in their eyes when I would ask about their pasts. They wanted to tell me, but something always held them back.”

      “Well, you promised your dad you would keep us out here for a week, let’s keep that promise then we can try figure things out.” Ava said.

      Nathan agreed, they could get through the next few days easy enough. What came after might be a different story though.

      On the seventh day since the attacks, they had yet to see another soul. “Rose, I have very bad news,” said Nathan.

      Rose gave him a very stern look. “Pardon me?” she said in a haughty voice.

      Nathan had forgotten, ever since he told her they would be a building a castle, she had insisted on being called ‘Queen Rose’ and that he was a lowly servant there to provide for the ladies’ entertainment. Ava had further enhanced the game, building her little sister a crown out of vines and flowers. “Forgive me your highness. Queen Rose, I’m afraid that our castle has been bewitched and is no longer safe for your highness to sleep here. I must insist that we go back to the village today.”

      Rose looked at him and then gave her a sister a big smile. “We are going home now?”

      Ava returned her smile and nodded. They were finally going home.

      Rose turned back to Nathan “Very well, good sir, by royal decree I declare this castle no longer our home. To the village we go…” she turned to Ava, “Can I keep the crown?”

      Ava laughed and replied “Of course you can, your highness. Now come on, let’s go home.”

      By noon, they made it back to the village. Nathan sat for a few minutes at the edge of the woods and surveyed the situation. He noticed a few homes were completely burnt and there seemed to be no one around. Once he was sure that no soldiers were around, he carefully took the girls into the village, going directly to the Dollan house to check if they still lived.

      When he opened the door to the Dollan house, Nathan was full of trepidation. Would old Bends be there? Were the girl’s parents alive? He didn’t even want to think about his family or the rest of the village yet. He just focused on finding the girl’s family. But, as soon as he opened the door his questions were answered. Right away he saw Suzie Dollan. As she recognized him, she froze with nervous energy “My girls…” she started to ask. Before she could even finish the sentence, Rose and Ava ran past Nathan and into their mother’s arms. The trio sobbed with joy, re-united.

      As the mother and her children huddle in joyous reunion, old Bends came into the room and spoke to Nathan. “Glad to see you, son. We began to worry that you wouldn’t be coming back.” But as cheerful as the words were, Nathan felt the sorrow behind them.

      “Bends, my parents are gone aren’t they?” Bends, with tears in his eyes, confirmed Nathan’s fears.

      “I’m sorry, son, they both died during the attack. As well as many others…” Bends said as his eyes shifted from Nathan to the girls who had begun looking around for their father.

      “Mother, where is father?" asked Rose. She looked around, hoping that he was hiding in a corner and would appear at any second.

      Suzie, still holding both girls, looked down with sadness “Your father is gone. He was very courageous and brave. He tried to help fight the soldiers, but there were too many, and they killed him.”

      The joy of being home was now lost to the girls as a wave of sadness hit them. Bends took Nathan outside to leave the girls to mourn with their mother. Outside, Bends filled in Nathan on what happened during the attack and the week he spent in the swamp. “The king sent a company of men to track down bandits and they followed the tracks of one group to the forest east of here. One of the scouts saw you and your father training. The leader, a duke, decided that the village was full of bandits. At the same time a group of horsemen from the south came up the main road. So this duke thought it prudent to attack the “bandits” before the horsemen could help us.”

      Nathan interrupted at this point. “But the village has been here for over a hundred years and we trade with Salma all the time. How can they assume we are bandits?” Nathan exclaimed. Anger edged every syllable and sound coming from his mouth. He wanted to sob, to hit, to scream. He wanted ...well he really did not know what he wanted. His worst fears had been realized. His fragile hopes that his parents would be waiting with open arms were dashed.

      “This duke was ignorant of our long and peaceful history of trade with Salma. He refused any help from Salma or any council from its leaders. He wanted the glory of defeating the bandits all to himself. Hours after the attack, the horsemen from the south arrived. They helped with the wounded and with burying the dead, then continued on to Salma. The next day, the count’s men arrived with supplies and medicine. They took the wounded back to Salma and said anyone who wanted to leave with them would be looked after in Salma. The count made it clear that this duke was the one at fault and that the king felt terribly sorry for the actions of his men and would do whatever he could to help our people.”

      Nathan listened as Bends explained. He was glad to hear that the count and king were sad and wanted to help, but even a king can’t bring back the dead.

      Bends continued his story. “Only a few families are still here. Some of us older bodies that didn’t want to go to Salma and Suzie who needed to wait for you to bring the girls back. A few of the young ones are still around as well. From over a hundred villagers down to barely a dozen now, Elderwood will never be the same.” Bends spoke with regret at the tragic loss of life. “The count left word for you. When you are ready, he would like you to come to Salma so he can talk to you.” But Nathan wanted nothing to do with anyone from the kingdom at this point. He was too full of hurt and anger over the loss of his parents.
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      During the week in the swamp, Nathan accepted that his parents were likely dead and had gone through a range of emotions: from being angry at whomever was behind the attack on the village -this duke people were speaking of or the bandits that caused the soldiers to come- to being filled with sadness and grief from the loss of his loved ones. Now he was alone, and all he felt was numb. Except for when something reminded him of his parents, then the bouts of anger and sadness came roaring back.

      “Bends, when I came and got the girls, you said that you and my father had made a plan for if something were to happen. What did you mean by that?”

      Bends put a caring hand on his shoulder. “When your parents first came to Elderwood, they were strangers here. They worried that people from their pasts would come looking for them, that your life would be in danger. They made me promise if the day ever came that someone came looking for them, we would hide you. As years passed, this fear faded but was never forgotten. I never did learn what they were worried about, but it was always obvious that your mother was a lady and that your father was a warrior. Definitely not the normal sort of people who would choose to live in a small village, but they made it their home and yours as well. They gave you a good life here.”

      Nathan took this in. Bends didn’t know any more about his parents than he did. He could see that Bends was eager to get back into the house to see his grandchildren. “Go back in, Bends. The girls missed you terribly when we were in the swamp and will need you more than ever.” Bends looked grateful to hear this. He wanted to do more for the boy who had made sure the girls were safe, but he truly needed to be with the girls right now.

      “I can never thank you enough, Nathan. If there is anything you need, come see me,” said Bends as he turned back to his grieving family.

      Leaving old Bends to be with his family, Nathan walked towards his own home. He came past his father’s blacksmith shop on the way to bringing the girls home. It looked intact. He was glad the shop looked to be okay and would inspect inside later but right now he just wanted to go home.

      As he walked closer to home, the degree of devastation increased. Many of the homes in the area around his parent’s home were burnt to the ground. The Burning Candle, the local Inn run by the widow Noggins, remained intact. Nathan could see signs that the Inn had been cleaned up; hopefully, the kind widow was still alive. Not ready to speak to anyone right now, Nathan did not go in. While the Inn still stood, the next three houses had burned completely to the ground. When Nathan came to his own home, he was not surprised by the fact it remained partially standing. It certainly had not escaped the fighting unharmed. Most of the roof was gone, as well as the front door.

      His father had built the small cottage himself using cob, a mixture of clay, straw and sand. The cob was not as quick to build with as lumber but retained heat better in the cold months and stayed cooler in the hot months. It obviously was harder to burn down Nathan noted, as he walked into the wreckage that once was his home.

      The cob walls had not burned and were probably the only reason there any of the house remained. Once the roof finished burning, along with the interior support beam and the door the fire had obviously died off. This left the house furnishings blackened and partially burnt yet intact. The smell of burnt wood and soot assailed his senses; normally he would enjoy the scents but right now they triggered visions of burning houses, and images of his slain parents filled his mind. He could not be here right now.

      It would take a lot of work, but if he chose, Nathan was sure he would be able to rebuild the cottage. At this point, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to. Right now, it seemed all that had made this his home was gone, and being in the burnt home reminded him of what he had lost. Nathan decided then, that for at least a while, he would head back to the woods and the solitude of the swamp.

      It was only mid-summer now, so there would be months before it would be too cold to stay out camping in the woods. Nathan went through the house grabbing what supplies he could find: a few changes of clothes, his mother’s herb satchel with a handful of vials, his mother’s tools and a large pack of food such as dried meats and small blocks of cheese from the pantry. The forest would provide everything else he would need. Nathan gathered his supply packs and his daggers, took one last look around the house and headed off to say good-bye to Ava.

      He headed back to her house and knocked on the door. Bends answered the door and noted right away that Nathan was packed to leave. “Are you sure you want to do that, son? I know you lost your parents, but there are still people here that care about you. The girls will be devastated if you leave.”

      Nathan knew this was true but was feeling overwhelmed by the sadness of losing his parents. He wanted to leave as quickly as possible to get away from the pain. “I just need some time to myself. The house and everything in the village reminds me of mother and father. I think I will be back soon, but I need to say goodbye to Ava. Can you get her for me?”

      Bends certainly understood what Nathan was going through. Everyone that remained in the village had lost family or good friends. “I’ll get her right now.”

      When Ava got to the door she looked terrible. The joy of finding her mom and grandfather alive, followed by the pain of learning of her father’s death had been hard on her. When she saw Nathan at the door, she ran up and gave him a huge hug. “Are you okay, Nathan? Bends told me about your parents.”

      Nathan held her tight. To leave her right now was so hard to do, but he had to get out of the village. “I’m at a loss. When no one came out to the swamps to get us, I knew something bad had happened. So I was somewhat prepared for the news. It wasn’t bad ‘til I got home. Now everything reminds me of them, it hurts so much.”

      Ava held him tight before finally letting go. It was then that she noticed his bags. “What is going on? Why are you packed? You can’t leave me.” Ava started to cry.

      Nathan held back his own tears. “I’m sorry, Ava. I need to go away for a while. I can’t stand being here. The cottage, my father’s blacksmith shop -every time I look at them I think of my parents. I am so sad and angry; I think I am going to burst.”

      Ava thought about how hard it had hit her finding out her father was dead. She could only imagine how it was for Nathan losing all of his family. “Promise me you will come back. Swear it.”

      Nathan exhaled loudly and took a deep breath. He gently lifted Ava’s chin so that he was looking into her eyes. “Ava, I swear I will be back.”

      Ava held his gaze for a moment longer then leaned in to give him a kiss. The kiss seemed to last forever to Nathan, but, in reality, only seconds passed when their lips parted. “You better come back, Nathan. Don’t make me have to come find you.”

      With that, Nathan released Ava and took up his packs. If he lingered any longer he would lose his nerve and stay. He needed to be away from everything for a while. He turned and headed for the forest.

      Nathan knew every inch of the land within a day’s walk of the village but, beyond that, found himself in new territory. To the east of the village lay the road towards Salma and the kingdom of Tarnstead.

      To the south, about two days walk away, was the village of Birchone, a slightly larger village than Elderwood. Nathan and Velaina would visit it once every couple months to sell herbs and medicinal salves at its daily market. From Birchone, it was a quicker journey to Salma. During the summer months, most travelers would take the direct route until the few creeks ran dry, making it expedient to take the more northern route past Elderwood.

      To the north, lay the swamp lands and then the land started to rise quickly into the mountains. In the west, lay more forests and plains with few villages or roads. Nathan decided he would head north into the familiar swamp lands which offered plenty of food and shelter. Then, he would start working his way west to explore some new land.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      The next couple of weeks went by quickly for Nathan. Every day, he would follow roughly the same routine. He continued traveling through the forest and swamp lands, keeping to high ground, until his eye caught sight of a berry bush or swamp pond of value. He would pick the berries, herbs and wild vegetables as he found them. As much as berries and edible roots were abundant enough to help fill his belly, he needed to hunt for meat. Worpon, a small docile variety of wild hog, was an animal easy to hunt and provided a satisfying meal that replenished his energy.

      Most curious and fortunate for Nathan was the day he had been stalking a rabbit when from out nowhere came a fox and quickly snatched the prize. Nathan groaned. In his mind he thought, drop that damned rabbit, I saw it first. He swore out loud. The fox dropped the rabbit. Nathan could not believe his luck. The fox stopped and looked back at Nathan, then at the rabbit, before taking one last look at Nathan and running off into the woods. The incident reminded Nathan of his encounter with the wolf.

      By mid-day, he would stop and eat the berries and vegetables he had gathered, along with any leftover meat from the night before, if he had been successful hunting. With hunger almost satisfied, he would spend hours working with the daggers, remembering each move his father had taught him. He would work on each progression of attacks and counter-attacks. When he tired, he would sit for a few minutes and practice controlling his breathing. Many of his father’s lessons on fighting had been not only about how to use weapons but also how to control his own body and mind. Losing control of one’s emotions or not being able to control one’s adrenalin during a fight was as dangerous to a warrior as any enemy’s blade. Nathan focused on the breathing techniques his father taught him to bring his heart rate down and calm his mind.

      He would continue wandering and spend the afternoons looking for more food and herbs, always keeping an eye out for a suitable spot to make camp for the night. Each night before dusk, he would make camp by finding a sheltered spot to sleep and make a fire. If he had a successful hunt, it was a cooking fire. If he came up empty-handed or had leftover food, it was a comfort fire.

      In the firelight, he would sort his daily pickings. Velaina had taught him well. He knew what to look for while wandering through the forest and swamps. Each day, he would pick wild rose petals, any aromatic flowers petals he came across, wild mint leaves and white cedar to make perfume. Perfume wasn't very useful but it always sold for a good price in the markets. Cattails, marsh mallows and birch sap made a good salve for cuts and bruises, and a liquid version with ginger root and honey was good for indigestion, colds, fever and upset stomach. Nathan knew many other cures and potion formulations, but the perfume, salve and ginger root drink would sell quickly anywhere. With his mortar and pestle, he ground up the herbs and made his potions. Many of the herbs that Nathan picked also were edible. Cattail roots made nutritious flour. The flour would have been tastier had he been able to fry it in butter. However, no matter how much he wished he could pull out a cow in the middle of nowhere, butter was not on the menu. Taste was not the main concern. Survival, therefore food for energy, was the main concern. Strawberries, small and tasty, were in season. He ate the berries and saved strawberry leaves. The leaves made a fine tea for treating disteria. Each day, after he was done gathering materials for making potions and salves, he would eat supper sitting by the fire looking up at the stars, wondering if his parents were up there watching him.

      Nathan was stretching out after a tasty meal of a particularly fat and juicy quail when he heard a ripping sound. He looked down at his shirt. He had just torn the seams of his tunic. His clothes were getting old, ragged and rather on the small side. Before long, he would need to trade or make some new clothes or end up walking around the forest naked. I really do need new clothes Nathan thought to himself. While he enjoyed the solitude and peaceful surrounding of the forest and swamps, he was starting to miss the sound of other people, not to mention Ava. While not ready to return to Elderwood, he was ready to socialize with the world once more.

      Deciding to leave the swamplands, he contemplated heading south. He was already several days walk west of Elderwood. If he headed south now, it would take only him a few days to reach Birchone, even with his heavy sack filled with nature’s bounty. At Birchone, he planned on selling goods at the market, staying in an inn for a few nights and eating someone else’s cooking.

      As he walked south, the land changed. The damp wetlands filled with cattails, birch and bushes full of berries became dryer. The trees became taller, growing pines and cedars. Even the scent of the forest changed. The lighter, woodsy smells of cedar, and combinations of wild flowers, started replacing the musky pungent odors of the swamp. Nathan enjoyed the walk. As much as the northern swamplands were filled with valuable herbs and plentiful amounts of food, they were not the prettiest or most inviting lands.

      The woodlands to the south presented a much more appeasing landscape. After three days of walking south, Nathan started to recognize some of the land. He was back in familiar territory and only a day’s walk from Birchone.

      Following a meandering brook, Nathan stopped at a small waterpool for the day. First he built a fire, then started collecting a few items from his packs and started making some soap. It wouldn’t help his sales to come into the village smelling like he had been camping in the woods for months.

      He crushed up some wood ash to make lye. This, he combined with aloe and sunflower oil, mint leaf and lavender. Nathan heated the mixture then carved out a chunk of bark to create a mold for the soap. He poured the soap mixture into the bark mold and let it cool. The lye combined with sunflower oil turning the oil into a harder, more solid bar of soap.

      Nathan stripped down and jumped into the pool of water, finding it cool and refreshing. He quickly scrubbed himself with the soap and then gave his clothes a quick scrub as well. As his clothing dried in the afternoon sun, he took one of his daggers and used the reflection of the pond to give his hair a trim. He had been getting rather shaggy.

      Looking into the pond, he was almost startled by his reflection. He had grown in the last months. Taller and leaner, his skin was bronzed by the daily sun. His dark hair and brown skin make his bright blue eyes stand out even more. He had not gotten his dark hair from his mother, but he certainly had gotten his bright, light-blue eyes from her. While he was lean from constant walking, he was wider in the shoulders. Tall and strong with narrow hips and wide shoulders, he stood over six feet tall now. He would look most men in the eyes or down on them. Nathan was quickly becoming a young man.

      Birchone, while by no means a city, was a much busier place than Elderwood. Being on the main trade route from the south to the east, it drew a fairly steady stream of travelers, most en route to the large cities of Progoh and Venecia. The village of Birchone had many farms in the surrounding area. They would bring their grains, vegetables and livestock to sell to the traders, who would take those goods into the larger markets to resell. Nathan had always enjoyed coming to Birchone with his mother to sell their goods.

      The markets were always full of interesting things, as the professional traders were always willing to exchange goods instead of coins. Every time they sold a good in Birchone, it gave them more space to take on new goods to sell in the cities.

      Besides the trading markets, Birchone was home to several businesses that catered to travelers, such as blacksmith shops, a livery, and several inns and pubs.

      The Winking Mule was Nathan’s first order of business on entering the village. It was his favorite place to stay when in Birchone. The inn was a two-story building, with individual rooms upstairs and a large common room on the main floor. They served excellent meals and made rather tasty, honey mead.

      Nathan walked into the building and looked around; behind the bar stood its proprietor, the man known as Big Willy. Hearing his name, one might conjure an image of a large, burly man with an oversized belly, but Big Willy was nothing like that. Big Willy, or William Biggs, was a small, slender man in his later years. His stature may have been small but Big Willy had a large smile and was always friendly with Nathan and Velaina when they traveled to Birchone.

      As Nathan walked up the bar Big Willy gave him a thoughtful look before breaking into a smile “Why hello there, lad, I hardly recognized you. You have grown some since the last time I saw you." Big Willy chuckled. “But your clothes haven’t. It looks like you are going to have to spend a coin or two at the market and get some new ones.”

      Nathan looked down. He had managed to do a good job cleaning his clothes the day before. But no amount of cleaning could hide the fact that his shirt and trousers were a couple inches short. “Clothes and some good shoes for sure, but first a room and meal,” said Nathan with a sheepish smile.

      “Certainly, I’ll bring a bowl of stew and some fresh bread out for you in a few minutes with a mug of mead. Take the first room on the left; you will be able to see the traders set up for market in the morning through your window. You can get a peek at who has some decent clothes.”

      Nathan placed two silver coins and a copper on the bar. “I’ll want the room for at least a few nights; this should cover it and my meals."

      Big Willy took the coins and laughed. “Well, I don’t know about that. It will cover the room for sure but, from the size of you, I would say you’re going to eat enough to drive me into the poor house at that rate” and with a wink he slapped Nathan on the arm. “Take a seat and let me go get you some food.”

      Big Willy headed back to the kitchen while Nathan took a moment to survey the room. Besides the large bar and hearth, the inn’s common room was filled with an assortment of large and small tables. Most were filled with patrons finishing off their dinner while enjoying a pitcher of mead or wine. In the corner, Nathan found a small empty table at which to take a seat.

      Soon, Big Willy came back out with a large bowl of steaming stew and a half a loaf of fresh bread. The aroma of the fresh-baked bread made Nathan’s mouth water. He took a mouthful of the savory meal and sighed contently. He enjoyed eating someone else’s cooking, especially a nice, hot stew like this, full of chunks of beef and garden vegetables. It was a welcome change from the mostly wild fruits, game and plants his meals had consisted of during his stay in the swamps and woodlands.

      After enjoying the stew and fresh bread, Nathan headed up to his room. A proper bed was a winning proposition on all accounts. As Nathan got to the stairs leading up to his room, Big Willy stopped him for a brief moment. “We heard what happened in Elderwood. I am sorry for your loss. Both your parents were fine people and always treated me well. They will be missed,” spoke Big Willy solemnly. Nathan thanked him and headed up to his room. The room was sparse but clean. Nathan sat down on the bed, his lanky frame filling it. This was so much better than sleeping on the ground, he thought to himself as he fell into a restful slumber.

      The next morning, Nathan woke refreshed and full of energy. The quality sleep and prospect of new proper-fitting clothes did wonders for his mood. As he exited the inn, Big Willy gave him a heads-up that several traders had set up in the market this morning and that he should visit the tall balding man at the north end of the street. Big Willy explained that his clothes were more expensive, but they were high quality and he was the most likely to give Nathan fair value for his perfumes. Big Willy had already spoken to the man and let him know that Nathan’s family always produced goods that fetched top dollar among the royal families.

      “Thank you, Big Willy, that sounds perfect. I will go right now.” Nathan was feeling sheepish about his clothing, or lack thereof. It was time to remedy the situation.

      The tall, balding trader was expecting him when Nathan arrived. He quickly sized up Nathan’s build and picked out several garments for Nathan to look over. Many of the tunics and pants were obviously meant for richer city folk, bright colors and intricate designs were a common theme. But the clothing was all high-quality, thick, Morthon cotton with silk threading. Hester, the tall, bald trader, had evidently been trading clothing for a while. His experience showed when the garments he had chosen for Nathan all fit perfectly.

      After Nathan picked out a few that he might like, he opened his satchel to show Hester his own goods. His mother had been known for her high-quality perfumes despite the fact she did not often make them. She had preferred to spend most of her efforts on healing salves and potions, but she always got excellent value in trade for her fragrances. Hester examined a few of Nathan’s vials looking to see how clear the oils were. Cloudy oils would indicate a low-quality perfume that was not properly mixed. Satisfied that they were all very clear and of a good consistency, he opened one of the vials to give it a sniff.

      Hester could tell right away that he would get excellent coin for the perfume. The combination of rose petals, jasmine and a hint of lavender were the notes that Hester could detect. After a short bit of haggling, Nathan traded six vials of perfume and two small pouches filled with a healing salve. He received two pairs of pants, three tunics and two pair of shoes.

      Once Nathan was done trading with Hester, he spent the next hour wandering the market and making small trades. He found a glass trader and replenished his supply of vials for future potions and traded several pouches of salves for a large sack of food; the cured ham, cheeses, bread and fresh fruit were a welcomed change from his previous road meals.

      He sold his last vials of perfume for twenty copper coins. He probably could have received better value trading for merchandise, but having the coins would allow him to eat and sleep at the Winking Mule for as long as he wanted.

      Taking all his new clothing and supplies back to his room, Nathan went back down to the common room for a mid-day meal. Sitting at the same small table as the night before, Nathan looked around the room observing the different people talking and eating at their tables. At the table next to Nathan sat three traders exchanging tales of their journeys.

      Nathan was not eavesdropping, but when he heard one of the men at the next table mention Elderwood, he started paying attention. “Hardly worth even stopping in Elderwood anymore, only a dozen or so villagers left. All they have now is Elderberry wine. Which is fine but hardly profitable enough to justify worrying about all the bandits that have moved into the area,” a portly gentleman spoke.

      Nathan looked him over, he remembered him. The portly man was one of the many traders that would find cheap goods in the small villages to sell in the next village or he would sell something from the previous village. He would dicker and deal, trade his way south or east until he got enough goods to make a profit in one of the capital cities. If traders like him were avoiding Elderwood, the village would be in trouble. Even before the devastating attack, most of food supplies for the village came from trading. Now, even more than before, a higher percentage of the villagers would be relying on these traders. Nathan felt a pang of regret that he had been gone from the village this whole time. He wondered how he could help the villagers, his friends. An idea formed. He could help the remaining villagers recover from the tragedy they all had suffered.

      Nathan stood and took a step over towards the men’s table. “Excuse me sir, I couldn’t help but overhearing and I just wanted to tell you that on your next trip it would be wise to stop in Elderwood.”

      The three men looked at Nathan. At first glance he could be mistaken for an adult due to his tall wide frame, but his boyish face and soft voice gave strong evidence of his true age. Nedd, the man who had been speaking earlier, recognized Nathan. “Ah! Hello there, lad, I have not seen you in a while. You have grown. Since your parents’ deaths and the burning of the mill, Elderwood hasn’t been the same.”

      Nathan relaxed, the fact that the trader recognized him would make getting him to come back to the village easier. “I’ve been gone from the village since it happened. But I am on my way back now and will be selling a lot of the same perfumes and medicines that you got from my mother."

      At this, all three traders perked up. Elderberry wine was okay but perfume and medicines had much higher profit margins in the cities. “Alright, lad, if you can promise that, all three of us will make sure we come through Elderwood. “Are you looking for coin or goods?”

      Nathan thought about it for a moment and decided that the best thing would be as much food as possible, and supplies such as vials and small pouches. Once the village was reestablished as a good trading post he would ask for coins. “Supplies mostly. Once we have re-established good trade, I would like more coin, but to start, I will need goods.”

      The traders had no problem with this. Glass, leather and food were not exotic items so they would not have to make any special preparations before visiting Elderwood again. “Well, I am still not fond of the idea of taking the northern roads into Salma with all the bandit problems of late, but good perfume gives me a better paying clientele in the cities. I will come to Elderwood for that,” spoke up the other trader Nathan had overheard. The trader and his traveling companion were taking their wares south to Valencia and would be back in about six weeks. Nedd had business to attend to in Progoh and would visit Elderwood in about three weeks. Nathan was satisfied with his efforts. He would have plenty of time to organize and make potions to trade. The men had treated him as man, not a child. Indeed, he was surprised and satisfied all at the same time. He was not used to being treated as an adult. His size was deceptive. His maturity and mannerisms added to the deception. Nathan had changed greatly.

      Having made the decision to return to Elderwood, Nathan returned to the market and traded the remainder of his salves and potions for additional food and more empty vials. His pack was now completely full and he had a second, smaller pack of supplies. His walk back to the village would take longer with the heavy packs but would be well worth it in the long run.

      With clean new clothes that fit, two full packs of supplies and a new found purpose, Nathan was ready to return to Elderwood. With eager anticipation of his return home, he quickly packed his gear, gave his room a tidying and headed back down the stairs to say farewell to Big Willy. “Once again, your hospitality has been delightful, Big Willy. I believe I have gained five pounds eating here these last few days, but I am off to Elderwood now.”

      Big Willy smiled; he took pleasure in having the best food in the village. “You take care, boy. I am glad you found some clothes that fit; you look like a young prince now instead of a vagabond. Be wary of strangers. The roads are a dangerous place these days.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      Nathan left Birchone with a spring in his step. A lovely day to travel, he mused to himself as he adopted a ground-eating pace. The journey home on the main path would be much shorter than the winding, meandering walks of the last few weeks. Eventually, the heavy packs would make the journey a very tiresome endeavor but for now he strode with purpose. With good weather and lightly burdened, the trek from Birchone to Elderwood was normally about two days, but with the heavy packs, he would not be able to keep to that timetable.

      As Nathan walked, he breathed in the clear, crisp, woodsy air and smiled to himself as the familiar scents triggered memories of walking through the forests with Ava. By the gods, I do miss her so, he thought to himself. It seemed like forever since they last walked through the forest to sit at the pond, able to enjoy each other’s company without a care in the world, before their innocence had been prematurely stolen by the tragic events. Vivid flashbacks invaded Nathan’s mind as he walked. Memories of her infectious laugh, the gentle caresses followed by swift punches, the way her lips felt on his skin… He knew the decision to go off and be alone was the right one. He felt much more at peace with himself having had the time and space to properly mourn the loss of his parents. Yet, the whole time he was away, he never stopped thinking about Ava. He wondered how she felt about him and how they would interact when he returned to the village.

      With his thoughts bouncing from scenario to scenario, the miles and hours moved quickly. That first day, he covered a great distance before the heavy weight of his packs and the nonstop jaunt took its toll. Finally, he gave in to the desire to rest for the evening. He ate a quick meal and slept the night away dreaming of a certain girl. The next day, Nathan continued his stroll towards home. The journey was uneventful; with the roads being mostly deserted, he encountered no travelers. But nightfall would reach the land before Nathan could make it all the way back to the village. He would need to spend one more night on the road before reaching his destination. Nathan remembered a nice camping spot a short way up the road that would make an excellent place to sleep for the night. It was a spot where the creek came close to the road; fresh water would let him clean up a bit before completing his journey.

      Not much later, he found the spot from his memory. From where the creek lay, it was only five miles to Elderwood. He would be home the next morning. Grateful that his journey was almost complete, Nathan set up his camp, making a fire and washing up at the creek. Later that night, while Nathan sat beside his fire, staring up into the stars, musing his upcoming return to Elderwood, he heard a twig crack; someone or something was coming from the road towards his fire. It was not unheard of for travelers to be on the main path this late at night since Elderwood was a couple hours away. But the custom of the road was always to yell a greeting before walking up to a stranger’s fire. Whatever or whoever was out there was not friendly.

      Nathan was sitting on the creek side of the fire opposite of road so his unknown visitors lurking out there would have to look into the fire to try seeing him. Nathan slowly and as quietly as possible grabbed his daggers. He slipped away from the fire into the darkness of the trees besides the creek. There, he crouched and waited. Dark forms made their way towards the fire. Two armed men were standing beside his fire: bandits!

      “Come on out, boy. We saw you walking up the road. No point hiding. We know how heavy your bags are, and we just here to help you out. We will be taking those bags for you, along with any money you have,” said the tall bandit beside the fire. His rough voice left no doubt, that while his words were almost pleasant, this was a robbery. Nathan calmly thought about the situation. Many of his father’s lessons about combating multiple enemies came to his mind. He readied himself for what was to come.

      As the first bandit moved closer, Nathan analyzed his opponent. Against the light of the fire, Nathan saw his rough leather clothing and iron sword, at least this one was not well-armed. Nathan took another step back into the trees. His body disappeared into its shadows. As he waited beside the tree, he watched the second bandit circle the fire. Once the bandit was outlined by the fire, Nathan spied a double-sided ax and a large dagger on his belt. Well put together and soft moving, this one was the danger.

      Nathan now had a good assessment of his enemies, so he stepped out of the shadows and spoke. “You’re welcome to sit by my fire. I will charge you only five coppers a piece, but I’m afraid my bags stay with me.” He was not nearly as confident as he sounded, but his father had taught him well. He would not dishonor his father by cowering from the likes of these men.

      The bandits laughed. It amused them that a young boy, albeit a large one, armed with only two large daggers would be so cocky. They would soon show him that he should have been much more afraid. In unison, the two bandits attacked without a further word. The talkative one came from the right with an overhand swing of his sword. While the other came from the left taking a low swing towards Nathan’s knees. It was obvious that these two had worked together before by the well-timed and coordinated attack. Nathan quickly jumped towards his left to get out of reach of the ax swinging towards his knees. The sword that had been coming down from the side was now directly overhead. He easily blocked this attack with his left dagger while bring his right dagger up to slice across the body of the sword wielding bandit. The sharp northern steel sliced through the man’s breeches and quickly drew blood. The sharp intake of breath gave evidence of stinging pain. The bandit growled deep in his throat.

      Nathan circled farther to his left, bringing the now-wounded bandit between himself and the ax man who was readying himself for another swing. Enraged by the sting of his wound, the first bandit swung his sword wildly around. He just missed the second bandit on his backswing, before slicing through the air toward Nathan’s chest. Again, Nathan easily blocked the blow, this time with his right dagger. Pushing back against the attacking sword, he forced its blade up against the hilt of his dagger where it caught in the grooves above the hilt. Nathan gave a hard twist of his wrist catching the bandit off guard and removing the sword from his hand. At the same time, his left dagger sliced across the bandit’s face opening up his cheek and carving a small chunk out of his ear.

      The now sword less bandit lifted both hands toward his face instinctively covering the cut across his cheek. The second bandit was still behind the first. So Nathan had time to place a hard kick into the man’s now defenseless chest, sending the wounded and defeated bandit backwards into the fire. Now that the bumbling would-be swordsman was out of his way, the second bandit swiftly resumed his attack. From the calculated and smooth way the bandit moved, Nathan could tell he was a dangerous adversary, unlike the one crying and desperately rolling to put out the flames on his clothing.

      The bandit swung his ax in quick short swings, not allowing his momentum to carry the ax past a point where it would not swing back to block any attacks from Nathan. They fought by the fire for several minutes. Nathan blocking the ax attacks with his daggers but unable to gain any advantage over his opponent. Finally, the bandit made a near-fatal error. He brought his left foot back around him, to take a larger swing at Nathan. This larger backswing gave Nathan the opening he needed to get close enough to the bandit to strike. Nathan quickly stepped up towards the bandit stabbing into the man’s right leg with one dagger while the second dagger sliced out across the bandit’s chest from the right. The dagger coming towards his chest forced the bandit to stop his swing and turn his momentum backward in an attempt to avoid the incoming blade.

      The bandit now stood on his good leg and warily watched Nathan who had quit advancing. Nathan sensed that his combatants’ desire for combat had been dampened; he wondered if they would leave now if given the chance. “If I were you two, I would take this opportunity and leave before you both end up as crows’ bait.” Nathan’s words no longer sounded as those of a boasting child to the bandits. They now sounded like a trained fighter giving a beaten opponent a merciful opportunity to retreat. The ax man wisely took the opportunity to gather up his accomplice and hobble back to the road.

      Nathan’s heart was pounding as he carefully watched and listened as the two enemy combatants retreated into the night. Remembering one of his father’s lessons on combat, he started controlling his breathing by taking deep breaths. Holding them in for a ten count and then slowly exhaling. As he did this he closed his eyes and replayed the battle in his mind.

      He found fault in several things, starting with sleeping too close to the fire. He had been lucky the bandits had come directly from the road and made too much noise. If he had not had the opportunity to retreat into the shadows, he could have been attacked while on the ground, which could have been deadly.

      Next, he went through the battle, retracing his footsteps and moves. He had scored blows against both opponents, but none had been fatal. Against two more skilled warriors, he would need to have more accurate strikes to vital areas of the body. A man will fight through a sliced thigh, but a sliced groin is another story. Overall, he had to be happy he had survived his first real combat without injury. He also had to concede that luck and poor opponents were the main causes of victory. Nathan would not make the same mistakes again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      When Nathan awoke, the sun had not yet begun to show itself over the eastern horizon, but it was fast coming and the dreary pre-dawn light was enough to see the creek. Stripping down, Nathan tiptoed his way into the cold water. Crisp and invigorating, the water quickly removed any mental fog. Nathan was now wide awake. He wasted little time cleaning himself; with a final dunk of his head into the water, he flipped his head back to remove some of the excess water from his hair.

      After exiting the water, Nathan did some light stretching while stark naked, mostly to remove the water but also to insure he didn’t have any tight muscles from the long walk or the brief, yet intense action of the previous night’s fight. Dry and feeling the blood flowing nicely from the stretches, he donned his second set of clothing. It felt good to return to town wearing his new clothes. If he was being honest, he would have to confess that he wanted Ava to see him at his best. As he finished dressing, the sun finally started to push its way into the horizon. The gentle, first rays of morning felt good on his face. Able to clearly see the path ahead now, he began the last leg of the journey home.

      It was a bright and clear, sunny morning as Nathan walked up the road and into the village. He could see signs of rebuilding on a few of the homes and buildings but for the most part there was still a lot of damage from the attack. As Nathan approached his own family’s house, he was surprised by signs of work.

      Someone had started replacing the roof timbers. Nathan did not know what to think. Why would anyone squat in a damaged house when there were several, empty houses? Many had been abandoned or left empty when the families living in them died during the attack. As he pondered this, he carefully walked up to the building, hand resting on the handle of one of his daggers just in case some squatter wanted trouble over him retaking his family’s home.

      As Nathan entered the front entrance, still missing a door, he looked around. The room was clean and tidy; someone had done a lot of work here. As he looked for evidence of the mysterious and industrious guest, he heard a voice from above.

      “Well, are you going to just stand there, or are you going to pass me that timber leaning against the wall?” spoke out a mysterious voice.

      A slender, blonde-haired man with delicate facial features sat on one of the main support beams for the roof, notching in a side beam. He looked to be middle aged and in good health, not someone he would assume to be a squatter. The friendly tone of his voice made Nathan relax the grip on his dagger. Nathan grabbed the timber from the wall and handled it up to the stranger.

      “What is it that you are doing here?" Nathan asked as he watched the man put the timber into place.

      “I am fixing the roof. What does it look like?” said the stranger with a smile.

      Nathan chuckled, if nothing else this man had a sense of humor. “I can see that, but why are you fixing my roof?”

      The stranger laughed. “Well, I hear it tends to rain around these parts. A roof will keep the water out of the house."

      Nathan was beginning to think this man was a little crazy. “Okay, that make sense, but I am still not sure why YOU are doing it.” The man stopped working on the roof for a moment and studied Nathan. “You surely look like your father but you have your mother’s eyes. I am Verin Albet and I am your uncle.”

      Nathan was surprised to hear this. Neither of his parents ever spoke much about their pasts. Nor had they ever mentioned any family. But it was rather possible that this Verin could be his mother’s brother. His blonde hair and blue eyes were a match and the delicate facial features very much resembled his mother. It struck Nathan that this was the second time he had learned a family name under weird circumstances; it was the first time hearing his mother’s maiden name.

      Taking a second look at the man, he compared his memory of her to the face of the man on the roof. He could only wonder why he hadn’t noticed it when he first saw him. This man Verin was obviously his mother’s brother. “You will have to forgive me; I did not know I had an uncle.”

      This did not surprise Verin. Velaina and Soron had wanted to live a simple life together and had come to this small village far away from the intrigue of either of their native homes. “Your parents had good reason to keep their pasts quiet. I am sure, as you got older, they would have filled you in on who you are and why they were so secretive.” Verin paused for a moment then sighed. “Let me come down. We will eat a bit of an early lunch, then I will tell you all about Velaina Stoneblood.”

      Verin swung down so he was hanging head down from the timber. Then with a twist, he pulled his feet back so he would drop to the floor, did a half-summersault and deftly landed on his feet. Verin pulled out some bread and elderberry jam from one of the newly restocked pantry shelves while Nathan grabbed some dried meats from his supplies. They ate in silence, both wanting a few moments to collect their thoughts before getting into the story of Nathan’s mother.

      Finishing his meal, Verin told Nathan about his mother Velaina Stoneblood, or Velaina Albet as she had been before marrying Soron Stoneblood. Verin began his story by giving him some basic family background. Velaina Albet was the third of five children of then-ruler King Vellin Albet of the kingdom of Balta. Velaina’s mother Muriel came from a family of healers and it was said that King Vellin met her after a great battle in which he had been wounded; Muriel had helped heal the king who became infatuated with her.

      As a young girl, Velaina learned the healing arts from her mother. When she was of a marrying age, King Vellin sent her to live in the courts of Venecia to be properly courted by nobles from the city and surrounding lands. Velaina, while a beautiful young woman, was also a practical one. Despite being of noble birth, she enjoyed going out and picking herbs and plants for making medicine. It was on one of her journeys into the countryside of Venecia where she first met Soron.

      She was walking her horse through the forest when she came upon a small meadow filled with wildflowers. She stopped, dismounted and was gathering flowers when a small group of men entered the meadow.

      Velaina greeted the men with confidence. A smart woman, she noted the high quality clothing of the men and way they were following a deer path through the forest. Nobles out on a hunt, she quickly surmised. The men seeing how beautiful she was, gave up the search for deer and came up to Velaina. While the men were dressed like nobles, Velaina had warning signs going off in her head.

      She wanted to step back and create some distance herself and the approaching men, but could not see a way of doing so without appearing rude. So far, the men were acting nice and were friendly as they talked to her about the forest and any signs of deer she may have noticed. One of them, a shifty-eyed, scarecrow-looking fellow, smiled and commented about the fine form of her horse. His eyes however were not fixed on the horse. She grew nervous. When he asked where her companions were, she recognized danger and her fear showed in her eyes. She had read his emotions changing and they were ugly.

      While she spoke, one of the men came to look at her horse. Suddenly the man was right beside her with his hands firmly around her horse’s reins. The shifty-eyed man who had smiled while talking to her was now smirking. A rather, sinister tone to his voice had Velaina preparing to jerk away and flee. “Relax, princess, you are not going anywhere.”

      Velaina was getting ready to make a run into the forest when a voice responded from behind her, “Why would she be going anywhere? It is a beautiful day and there are still many flowers to be picked.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Verin stopped his story to take a sip of elderberry wine.

      

      Nathan had been hanging on every word. His impatience at the break in the story-telling showed on his face. Nathan was just picturing his young and beautiful mother on a horse surrounded by hunters on foot when Verin upped the suspense with silence. “That is a terrible place to take a break. Please keep telling the story,” spoke Nathan in protest of the dramatic pause.

      Verin gave a small chuckle before quickly continuing with the retelling of the romantic meeting of his sister with the handsome stranger who would rescue her. Watching the face of his nephew, he saw reflections of his beloved sister Velaina. Finding her son was a blessing of the gods.

      Verin began artfully retelling how the men quickly turned to see who joined them in the meadow.
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* * *

      
        Velaina had never seen four faces turn so white and fearful so fast before; the man behind her terrified these men. They began backing away, the one who had been holding on to the reins hastily let go to rejoin his companions as they continued to back away from her.

      

      The sinister-sounding one now took a contrite and fearful tone as he mumbled, “You’re absolutely right. But picking flowers won’t catch us that deer, so we will be leaving now.” The men almost tripped over each other as they turned and ran into the forest.

      Velaina watched with amazement as the men ran off. Finally, she turned to see who had inspired such fear. Velaina was looking at an incredibly tall and strong-looking stranger with long dark hair and a clean-shaven face.

      Besides his great size, Velaina could only wonder what terrified the men so much. The big man did not appear to have a weapon on him. “They sure ran off fast. You must be one dangerous man to scare them so.”

      The giant man smiled, “Maybe to scoundrels like them; a lady such as yourself has nothing to fear from me. Those spineless cretins are sons of noblemen who flaunt the law as if they are above it. There used to be ten in their little group of rapist bastards."

      Velaina was shocked to hear that she had so narrowly avoided a dreadful outcome, but she kept her calm. This tall, dark stranger made her feel safe. She smiled. “Used to be ten?” she quizzed.

      The big man shrugged his shoulders. “Things happen.”

      She could imagine what things he had done and it explained the fear the men had shown at his arrival. She suspected his arrival was no more a coincidence than the deer hunter accidently finding her in the meadow. This big man had been stalking her stalkers. Before she could even thank him, he gave her a brief farewell telling her she would have no more problems on her journey today and disappeared back into the forest. She regretted that he had not given her his name. He was foreign. He was intriguing. And she suspected he was the sort she had been warned to stay away from.

      Later that week, she sat at a royal dinner when in walked her mysterious and handsome rescuer. He sat at a table of visiting emissaries from around the world. Wanting to find out more about the man before he had the chance to disappear again, she walked over to his table and smiled “You turn up in the most interesting places, sir. Are you going to at least introduce yourself tonight? “

      The tall northerner smiled. “My name is Soron Stoneblood.”
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* * *

      
        Verin stopped his story for a moment. “Your mother told me all about how she met your father when she came home to announce that she would marry a northerner and be staying in Venecia. Your mother was always a strong and independent woman. Where others feared your father for his sheer size and ferociousness in battle, your mother saw a shy, loving man with no love for killing. At times, it was hard to tell who courted whom. Your mother would show up at functions where Soron was acting as an emissary for the northern tribes and would wait outside for him to walk her home.

      

      Nathan was enthralled by the story of his parents meeting. Excited to learn more, he peppered Verin with more questions. “What about my father? What can you tell me about him?”

      Verin gave it some thought before beginning “Soron Stoneblood, son of Theron Stoneblood. Theron is the leader of the northern tribes, a fierce collection of warriors and hunters. Soron and most of the northerners, or Pellians, are decedents of giants. Although very few giants still live in the north their blood lines run strong. Many of you northern-blooded men are big and strong beyond comparison. “

      Nathan was surprised, so there actually was something to the children’s stories of Giants and other mysterious creatures roaming the north. Being the descendent of a giant was a shocking, yet very intriguing idea he thought to himself as Verin continued his explanation of the northern people.

      “The northern tribes are often nomadic, moving from hunting area to hunting area. Others are raiders living off the wealth they accumulate attacking other northern village and tribes. Along the northeastern coast, there are seamen who raid along the entire continent’s eastern-shore line. Theron Stoneblood was a fierce warrior in his younger days, defeating all those who would try invading Stoneblood lands. Your father’s tribes control the northern slopes of the Applomean Mountains and the valleys below. They are rich with minerals and they produce some of the best steel known to man.”

      Nathan knew a little about this, his father may have avoided telling him about his past, but he had passed along his knowledge of metal work. Nathan knew all about northern steel and Verin’s explanation about it was not necessary but he said nothing, glad to just hear any talk of his father.

      “Northern steel is harder and less brittle than any other steel produced today. Looking at your daggers, I can see your father taught you some of the Stoneblood blacksmith secrets. Stoneblood weapons are still even harder than northern steel and are some of the finest weapons ever produced. When your father was a young man, barely older than yourself, his father sent him to learn how to forge the steel and to help protect the mines. Such valuable steel-producing mines were often the target of other clans trying to steal any weapons or minerals they could. Your father had countless battles before his sixteenth birthday. “

      “By the time your father turned twenty, he was a grizzled war vet tired of the bloodshed. He spoke to your grandfather about his dislike for the violent nature of the north and ended up helping a caravan make its way from Salma to Venecia. It was there that Soron met Velaina. After your father met Velaina, he returned to the north. He told his father that he had met a woman in the southern lands and would be returning to her. Theron became furious and told Soron to never let him see him again. Later, Theron would realize his mistake and try to make amends with your father, but Soron was in love with no intentions of returning to the north. Your parents lived in Venecia for a year, but when they found out she was pregnant with you they moved here to this small village. In Venecia, Soron and Velaina were always in danger because of their bloodlines. They did not want you to live like that so they moved here, stopped using their full names and became simple tradespeople, a blacksmith and a maker of potions.”

      Suddenly, it all made sense to Nathan. That was the big mystery and why they kept so many secrets. His parents had chosen to raise him in a simple village but in order for that to work no one could know of their true pasts, not even their own son.

      “How did you come to be in Elderwood, Verin?” Nathan was happy to learn more about his parents and their pasts. But he was also curious as to his own future, and what role Verin planned on playing in it. “When word got out that Duke Evollan attacked the village and that your parents were among the dead, Count Mavane, one of the few people in the continent with knowledge of both your parent’s identities, informed both families.

      He explained how the duke had been sent to deal with the bandit issue. That through bad timing and poor decision making the duke came to think the village was full of bandits. And a group of southern horsemen were racing towards the village to join in an attack on him and his men. Instead of using logic or common sense, the duke decided to attack the village before the horsemen would arrive. The duke gave his men orders to attack everyone, women and children included, as a way of punishing the bandits.

      A vile man, that duke Nathan thought to himself. Nathan knew that the king’s army had been involved in the attack on the village, but he had never understood what really had happened until now. “And what happened to the duke?"

      “When the count told him how badly he had screwed up, killing innocent villagers, and two members of royal families from other kingdoms, he understood that the king would have no choice but to imprison him and have a trial. The honorable thing to do would have been to submit himself to the king’s mercy, explain the circumstances of the situation and hope that the king would be able to avoid war with Balta or the north. Instead the duke went into hiding and is now a wanted man. No better than the bandits he was sent to find,” said Verin.

      Nathan was startled by this “Why would a war start?” Nathan was a bit confused by this idea.

      “Your parents may be a simple blacksmith and a healer in Elderwood. But in Balta and the north they are still a prince and a princess slain by a king’s army. Wars have started for much less. If my father had still been king, then, yes, war surely would have started. But father has been unwell for a few years now and my older brother Verbon is now king. It was Verbon who sent me here to find out the truth of what happened and to find out if you were alive or not. “

      Nathan had much to digest. He remained silent. His father was a prince and his mother a princess. He suddenly remembered the funny smile his father had given him when he said his arm bracelet gift was fit for a queen. He sighed. So much he did not know. Verin appeared to believe it was the infamous duke that blame and retribution needed to be heaped upon. Nathan listened as Verin explained his perception of what the truth was.

      Verin had been in Elderwood over a week and spent that time talking to the remaining villagers and a few scouts that Count Mavane sent to the village to check on them. Verin believed that it truly was the duke at fault and that war between Balta and Progoh could be avoided. Verin was not so sure about the prospects of war with the north being averted. Northerners were a proud people and the death of a prince was something not likely to go unanswered.

      Nathan was not sure what to think, he wanted retribution for the atrocities committed but war sounded like a terrible idea. “And now that you know I am alive, what is your plan?" asked Nathan.

      “Well that’s up to you, Nathan, if you like I can take you back to Balta or stay here with you for a while. I’ll show you a bit of the world if you like, and there are many things I am sure your mother did not teach you that you should know,” said Verin.

      He thought about this for a few moments. He had just gotten back to Elderwood and wasn’t ready to leave yet, but the idea that he had more family in Balta was intriguing. “I would like to see Balta but before I leave Elderwood, I would like to help the village. The ones that have chosen to stay need some help. Without the mill that burnt down during the attacks, the main income is elderberry wine. Elderberry wine is not enough by itself to bring traders north during the wet season when they can travel straight from Birchone to Salma and on towards the capital. They need to do something different.”

      Verin took pride in his nephew’s words. Often the children of royal lines were raised to believe they were better than their fellow man and grew into selfish, uncaring adults. His sister raising Nathan in a small village had been a good thing despite her tragic end. “Okay and how do you intend to help the village then Nathan, son of Soron?”

      “I have a plan.”

      Verin laughed, “That may be so, but first there is a certain girl that has been coming here every day to check if you were back yet. If I were you I would go talk to her, then we can discuss plans.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      Leaving Verin, Nathan went to the Dollan house to find Ava. With trepidation and excitement, he looked forward to seeing her again. When he knocked on the door, Bends answered, letting him in.

      “Nathan, it good to see you, boy.” Bends paused for a moment, taking a good look at Nathan. “I might need to stop calling you ‘boy’ if you keep growing like this.”

      Nathan smiled. It was good to be around a familiar face again, even if it was ol’ Bends teasing him about growing. “Hello, Bends. It’s good to see you again too. How are things here?”

      Bends gave a half-hearted smile, “Things are a little slow. Not many villagers are left and hardly any traders come through the village any more. But we are getting by.”

      Nathan suspected that they were not getting by as well as he made it sound. But he didn’t want to put a damper on the friendly reunion by questioning him further. “You wouldn’t happen to know where Ava is? I would like to say hello.”

      Bends chortled. “I was wondering how long it would take for you to get around to asking me that. I should say you better go find her to say hello. If she walked in here and found you just chatting up this old man, she would probably come unhinged and kill you. “Bends rubbed his chin, pretending to ponder this for a moment. “Say, that might be worth watching. Stick around, she will be back eventually.”

      Nathan laughed, he could picture it happening that way. “I would rather not die today if it is okay with you.”

      With a wink, Bends told Nathan where to find Ava. “She’s with her mother and sister, picking elderberries. At this time of day, you will likely find them at the creek washing the berries off.”

      Grateful for the warm welcome, Nathan said goodbye. “Thank you, Bends. If you will excuse me, I am going to avoid the grim reaper by finding her now.”

      Bends waved him off. “Get out of here. Welcome home, Nathan.”

      The creek was only a short walk from the house and took less than a few minutes to get there. Immediately, Nathan spotted the women working and waved to them, “Hey, everybody.”

      Ava’s and Rose’s heads popped up at the sound of Nathan’s voice. Within seconds, Nathan found himself crashing to the ground enveloped in a bear hug with both of the girls. “Hey, you are getting my new clothes dirty,” Nathan protested.

      But the girls were having nothing to do with it. They kept hugging him. “We missed you, you big, bung beetle. I thought you were never coming back,” said Ava.

      Finally, the girls let Nathan up. “Hello, Nathan. It is good to see you again,” said Suzie, the girl’s mother. “You seem different. You have grown, and those new clothes suit you well.”

      Nathan dusted off his dark green tunic and new pants. “They are a bit fancy, but my old ones didn’t fit any more so these will have to do.”

      Ava agreed with her mother. “You look very nice, Nathan, and you certainly have grown.”

      All of a sudden, Nathan felt a strong kick to his shins. Rose had wound up and given him a hard kick. Before she could think of doing it again, he stepped back and exclaimed “Oww! What was that for, Rose?”

      The younger girl was frowning and giving Nathan a stern glance. “That is for leaving.” She stepped closer and delivered another swift kick to Nathan’s shin, “And that is for not saying goodbye.” With tears in her eyes, Nathan could see how hurt she was.

      Nathan squatted down so he was eye level with the girl, took both her hands in his and spoke softly. “Rose, I am so sorry. Can you ever forgive me?”

      She choked back a few tears, gave him a big hug then stepped back, breaking into a big smile “Okay, but don’t let it happen again.” Rose shook a berry-stained finger at him for good measure.

      Nathan was grateful with how quickly the young girl’s mood cleared up, leaving the past behind them. Wanting to spend some time with Ava, Nathan helped the girls finish up with the elderberries. When they were done, he took Ava for a walk into the woods. They naturally headed for their favorite spot, the pond. They said little on the way, just content to be in each other’s company once again.

      When they arrived, Ava finally spoke, rapidly asking a series of questions. “How are you, Nathan? Have you been home? There is a man there that says he is your uncle, and he does remind me of your mother, is he?”

      Nathan laughed. The quick series of questions was a thing Ava used to do when excited, some things never change. “Yes, I was home. Verin is my uncle. He has already told me so much that I never knew about my mother and father. It is nice to be around family again.” Nathan looked very thoughtful. He wondered what else he didn't know about his extended family. When he had asked his parents about family, the topic was changed, re-directed and sometimes the reply was they were a part of a sad past and that the future was what counted. As a young boy, the answers had satisfied him. He was a child no more and the simple answers no longer satisfied.

      Ava nudged his elbow. She prompted him, “and....”

      Nathan continued filling in Ava about his travels through the swamp and how he ended up in Birchone. He talked about the bandits on the way home and about meeting Verin.

      Ava smiled at his tales. “You have been busy. I am glad you have grieved losing your parents enough to come back. It has not been the same here since the attack.” Ava grabbed a hold of Nathan, held him tight and whispered, “I really missed you.” She took his hand, squeezing it tight.

      Nathan was awash with emotions and simply replied, “I missed you, too,” while gently squeezing her fingers back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    
    
      After Nathan returned from spending time with Ava, he found Verin preparing a stew for supper. “Have a seat, Nathan. Dinner will be ready in an hour or so—plenty of time for us to talk about this plan of yours.”

      Nathan’s plan was simple. Of the remaining villagers, the majority were elderberry pickers. Only a few others like Haren Frinkle, the only remaining elderberry wine maker, and the widow Noggen, who ran the village’s single inn, remained. If enough traders purchase Haren Frinkle’s wine, then he would keep buying elderberries and the rest of the village would have work. If the elderberry trade died off, then the village would die off.

      Since his visit to Birchone, Nathan understood that if he stayed and made salves and perfumes that traders would come. Nedd, Balvin and Verto, the three traders he had met in Birchone, already intended to come to Elderwood. More would follow if Nathan stayed. The problem was he wasn’t sure he would stay. He wanted to stay out of loyalty, to rebuild… but he wanted to go. Nathan looked forward to travelling with his uncle.  He wanted to learn more about his parent's past and the world beyond that which he knew. To keep the village going, Nathan knew someone other than himself would have to produce the medicines and perfumes that would entice traders to keep coming back to Elderwood. Nathan was torn by this; his mother had taught him many secrets that could be dangerous in the wrong hands. He decided he would not have to share all the secrets, just those safe and innocent enough to produce desirable salves and perfumes. As much as his mother had taught him, he did not see himself as a healer in the future. Passing those skills onto others would be a way of honoring her memory.

      The solution to this problem was simple. When the attacks had happened, Nathan took Ava and Rose into the swamp for a week. He had spent a large portion of the time teaching the girls about the plants and flowers and what they were good for. Since they already knew which plants to gather, it would not take long to teach them how to make the perfumes and enough medicinal salves to sell. When Nedd came in a few weeks, he would be bringing the supplies that Nathan had requested. Suzie Dollan and the girls would be able to use those supplies to make potions for Balvin and Verto when they came in a few months.

      While Nathan explained his plan with Verin, he told him about his trip to Birchone and how he was attacked on the road. Nathan gave an honest retelling of his battle with the two bandits, to which Verin commented, “Your plan to teach the Dollans basic potion making is solid. But it won’t help them if you don’t solve the bigger issue.”

      Nathan was not quite sure what his uncle meant by this. “What do you mean? What is the bigger issue?”

      Verin walked over to where Nathan was sitting and, after asking permission, took one of Nathan’s daggers. As he inspected the weapon, he continued to talk, “The big problem is bandits. Bandits started this whole mess and as long as there are bandits roaming free in the woods along the roads to Elderwood, then Elderwood will struggle. Those bandits you fought will still be in the area and likely belong to a large group.”

      Nathan understood his uncle’s logic, but was not sure how they could solve that issue. “But we aren’t in the kingdom, and after the duke’s attack, the king’s army will not leave the kingdom. They don’t want the outlying villages and cities fearing an expansion. Nobody wants war.”

      Verin flipped the large dagger, catching it by the tip, and then flipping it again. “Bandits may be the king’s problem, but once you made the village’s survival your problem, then the bandits became your problem. Are you going to wait for someone to take care of your problems for you or are you going to take care of them yourself?”

      Nathan watched his uncle play with the dagger. He was obviously familiar with his weapons and had excellent hand-eye coordination to handle the weapons so easily. He pondered the question of the bandits for a moment. He had not thought of hunting the bandits down. He was no warrior yet, but he was not afraid. “So, how do I do that?”

      Verin smiled and pointed the large dagger in his hand at Nathan. Flicking his wrist, he flipped the knife around so that the blade was in his hand and threw it towards Nathan. It sunk deep into the timber beside his head.

      Wide-eyed, Nathan looked at his uncle as he calculated how easily he could have died.

      “While you train Suzie and the girls how to make potions, I will train you to become a ranger,” said Verin.

      Nathan nodded thoughtfully and smiled. If all rangers could throw knives with accuracy like his uncle demonstrated, he wanted to become a ranger. “I will be your pupil,” he said to his uncle. “When can we start?”

      Verin chuckled. “Finish your stew first, and then, go talk to your friends. Tomorrow will be soon enough.” Verin was beginning to really like his sister's son. Nathan had shown loyalty and courage, and was eager to learn. Perhaps Velaina had been wise to raise her son away from pampered courtyards where entitlement ruined many a royal prospect.
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* * *

      When Nathan approached the Dollan family about his plan, they were very excited, especially Ava and Rose. Ava clasped Nathan’s arm and turned to her mother. “We can do this, mother. Nathan showed Rose and me all sorts of plants and what to make with them. We really do know what to pick.”

      Even Rose chimed in proudly, “Yep, we experts, mother.”

      Suzie laughed and smiled at her confident daughters. The truth was, she had been anxious about the future and Nathan’s plan sounded better than anything she had come up with. “Okay, Nathan. The girls know what plants to collect. But we don’t have the tools or the ability to turn them into potions.”

      Nathan just smiled. “Not yet.”

      The next morning Verin took Nathan into the small meadow where he had trained with his father. “Judging by your sword breakers and the account of your battle with the bandits, your father has obviously given you some training. Before I can train you further, we will have to see what skills you have. Once that is done, we can start adding to them. Defend yourself.” The second he said defend yourself, Verin drew his sword and in one, quick motion was attacking.

      Nathan barely got his daggers out in time to block the attack. Verin moved quickly. Not only were his sword attacks fast, but he also moved incredibly fast laterally, attacking Nathan from one side then instantly attacking from the other. It was all Nathan could do to keep blocking the attacks and reposition his body to try and counter Verin’s quick movements. This differed greatly from the style of attack his father used against him, but Nathan’s training showed. He was able to successfully block all of Verin’s attacks. After five minutes of the fast-paced swords play, Verin stopped.

      Nathan was sweating and he already could feel his heart starting to pound faster. He took the opportunity to take some deep breathes and control his body. Verin watched as he did this. “Good, your father taught you well. The sword-breaker style daggers are not conventional but with your strength, speed and hand-eye co-ordination you defended perfectly. I can see now why he chose those weapons for you. The fact that you understand the value of controlling your breathing and heart rate is also good. One less thing to teach you, but eventually you are going to have to learn to do the breathing techniques while fighting and not just after. Controlling your heart rate and breathing is vital. If we had stayed fighting at that pace, you would have slowed down and been susceptible to quick attacks.

      As he worked to get his breathing under control, Nathan thought about what his uncle had said. It was similar to the things he was working on with his father before he died. Nathan could almost hear his father saying the same things.

      “Now, close your eyes,” Verin commanded. He waited a full, two minutes before continuing, “In detail, describe to me your surroundings.”

      Nathan did as he was told. He used his memory to describe the meadow, where Verin was standing, how far they were from the edge of the forest, every detail he remembered.

      “Not bad. But what about the wind? What direction was it coming from? From what angle is the sun coming down. Are there any clouds in the sky that will change how much sun and shadow there is? Is the ground clay or rocky under the grass? From what spots in the tree line would be most likely to find an archer waiting to attack? You must learn to be completely aware of your surroundings: what can be used against you and what can also be used to your advantage.” Verin smiled. “You have a good base of skills to start with. It won’t take too long to get you up to being a respectable ranger. Somethings you can only learn through experience, but the rest I can teach you, and much faster than a normal apprentice ranger. Having only one student and nearly unlimited time is a great way to speed up your learning curve.” Verin paused then signaled the end of the lessons for the day. “Go teach the girls potions. Tomorrow, we will continue your lessons.”

      Nathan smiled. He was proud that his uncle thought he was worthy of becoming a ranger. He was also proud that his father’s training was showing. Content with the lessons, Nathan headed towards the Dollan house.

      When Nathan had talked to Suzie Dollan and the girls about learning to make potions, he had given them instructions to go into the swamp and look for several plants. That next day, they had gone to the swamp. The girls taught their mother which plants Nathan was talking about, they also took Bert, one of the single men left in the Village, for protection. Nathan had given the girls only a small list of plants to harvest: skunk cabbage, white birch bark, black currents, cedar sap and lavender. Today, he would teach them a simple salve with those ingredients.

      He stood at the table of the Dollan house with the women and old Bends on the other end watching him. It felt a little bit intimidating to be teaching adults and he told them so.

      Suzy said, “Don't worry. If you get too bossy and cocky, I'll let you know,” she laughed, putting him at ease. And on that note, the lessons began.

      “First thing to remember, always have a clean workspace. Wipe the table and all your tools with lemon water before you start.” Nathan paused and waited while they followed his instructions. “Second, get a pot of water and put it over the fire. You want it to be hot but not yet boiling. While the water is getting hot, start crushing the plants. Suzie and Bends probably know what I am talking about, but I will explain everything so Ava and Rose know for sure," said Nathan.

      Ava smiled at Nathan. She was grateful that he was teaching Rose and herself in the same way as the adults.

      “The mortar and pestle are the basic tools used for crushing plants. The mortar is a clay or hard wood bowl and the pestle is a little club shaped piece of wood. I brought four sets from my mother’s supplies for you to use. Today we will make a salve for cuts. It’s a simple one and the ingredients are easy to find in the swamp. It sells well with healers from the cities, so traders will always buy a few bundles when they come through.”

      “First, crush and grind the plants and flowers—lavender, white birch bark, black currents.” As Nathan talked them through the lesson, they eagerly got to work using the mortar and pestles to crush and grind the plants. The combined scents of the plants filled the room. “Next, add the ground plants to the hot water. Make sure you use the right amount of water or you will waste time waiting for more water to heat, or for too much water to boil off. As you do more potions, you will get a feel for how much water to use, depending on the amount of dry ingredients you are using. Add the cedar sap into the water. Now, lower the pot so the water boils. Keep stirring the mixture. As the water boils off, you will have a thick, oily paste. Let it cool and scoop the salve into the skunk cabbage leaves. Only put a small hand-sized scoop onto each leaf so the leaf can be wrapped several times around it. If you can’t find skunk cabbage, swamp lily also works,” said Nathan.

      Nathan watched as they worked on their potions. Everyone seemed to understand his lessons. He had worried that he wouldn’t be nearly as good a teacher as his mother had been. “Tomorrow, you will go back to the swamp and get more ingredients. I will teach you another potion, but the basics will be the same as today. Good job, ladies."

      Everyone enjoyed the lessons, particularly Ava and Rose, who appreciated the fact that Nathan was a patient and thorough teacher.

      Ava smiled and flirted with Nathan. “Now that our lesson is done, can we go to the pond and I will teach you how to play splash.”

      Nathan laughed. “Ha! We shall see who teaches whom.”
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* * *

      Verin, too, was a patient and thorough teacher. Early the next morn, back in the meadow, he told Nathan, “Your black steel daggers are excellent weapons up close, but not all battles are fought up close. The bow is a valuable weapon for a ranger and is the main tool of a hunter. So today, we are going to start your bow work.”

      Verin held up two different style bows, “A long bow and a recurve bow,” he explained, while showing Nathan the two weapons. The long bow was exactly as it sounded: a sturdy-looking bow almost as tall Nathan, with a slow gentle curve. The recurve bow was a little smaller in length and when Nathan held it, the ends were bending back away from him.

      Verin continued, “Long bows are easy to make quickly, are a perfectly fine weapon, and are the most common in this part of the world because of that. The recurve bow is harder to make and is harder to pull, which is a negative for some. But it also gives more energy back, so a smaller recurve bow can fire as far as a bigger long bow. Because you are such a strong lad and are only going to get stronger, we are going to build a bigger recurved bow.”

      Nathan liked this idea. He was proud of inheriting his father’s strength. If building a bigger bow would take advantage of it, he would certainly do so.

      “At first, it will be difficult to pull but, once you get the hang of it, it will give you range beyond any normal bowman. Northerners are not known for being fond of the bow, yet those who do have great range. However, range without accuracy is useless. We shall practice with both bows while you learn. Once we get a good piece of wood, we will build you a proper bow that takes full advantage of your strength.”

      Verin set up several targets at different distances in the meadow. Each large chuck of wood had targets painted on with three rings. A ring about foot in size, a smaller second ring half that size inside it, and finally a small bull’s-eye the size of a coin in the middle. Verin took the long bow and quickly, with a smooth singular motion, pulled the arrow back and released at the first target. While the first arrow was still in the air, Verin launched the second arrow and again the third arrow with speed and precision.

      Nathan retrieved all three arrows from the targets. All were in the bull’s-eye.

      Verin was an excellent marksman to no surprise. Verin handed Nathan the long bow and an arrow. He held the grip with his left hand, cocked the arrow into the nocking point with his right and then pulled back until the string was touching his cheek. He looked down the arrow at his target and adjusted his left arm to bring the arrow into line with the target. Slowly exhaling, he released. His arrow flew high and wide, missing the target by a good foot. Nathan bit his tongue in frustration. His uncle made it look so easy.

      “Not bad. Your aim needs work, but your draw strength is impressive. Your arrow flew farther than I expected. Try it again,” said Verin.

      Nathan drew another arrow. He focused on the center of the target and fired. His arrow flew true and hit the target with a thud. He had hit the outer edge of the second ring. It was nowhere near perfect but Nathan was proud that he hit the target. Maybe he could do this.

      Verin approved of his first attempt. “Good. Exhale slower as you shoot. You want to be as steady as possible when you release the arrow, but once you have fired, give it just long enough to clear your bow then begin notching your next arrow. Watching your arrow is not going to help at this shorter distance. Work on precision, then speed.”

      Nathan tried again, his next arrow barely hit the target. This time his aim was off to the right. He’d overcompensated for his last miss. Nathan’s brow furrowed as he looked at the target. He notched another arrow and let it fly. This one was two inches closer to the center of the target but a little high. On the positive side, he’d managed to hit the target three times in a row. On the other hand, he had zero consistency as to where he was hitting the target. However, Nathan was unperturbed. He knew he had an excellent trainer and he would take whatever time necessary to master this new skill.

      After a few hours of working with the bows, they stopped and went on the next lesson. Hunting, whether for game or enemies, involved learning to read the signs on the ground. Broken branches, bent grass, depressions in wet ground, all help to show a path where someone had traveled. A skilled hunter reads the signs like a book. A lot of this was already known to Nathan because his mother had taught him so much about the forest and how to read the scat and trails of forest animals. But Verin’s lessons were much more focused on the small details. Nathan learned how to recognize each animal’s prints, how shod horses had unique markings and how to recognize individual horses and how they moved. Nathan’s days alternated back and forth between working with Verin and teaching the Dollans. The days were long but fulfilling.
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* * *

      
        “Perfume is going to be your best seller. My mother, Velaina, had an excellent reputation for the quality of her perfume, even though she tended not to make a lot of them. She preferred to make more useful things like salves. But for you, I would make more perfume. It will keep traders like Nedd coming back,” said Nathan.

      

      As he passed his students a vial to examine, he continued the lesson. “Perfume ingredients are basic and it is easy to make. The trick is getting the ratios right and blending it well.”

      For a week, Nathan had been teaching the Dollans mostly about medicines and remedies that would be useful to them as well as be something to trade. Today, he was going to start with perfume. Good perfume was hard to find in the cities despite how easy it was to make. Few had the inclination or knowledge of plants to make it, and even fewer were willing to go into the swamp lands and forests to gather the necessary ingredients. Most importantly, being able to make a pleasant, long lasting scent was a bit of an art form. Nathan had learned from Verin, that even at a young age, his mother had an excellent nose for the art and made her own perfumes. It was only when she and Soron moved to Elderwood that she began selling them.

      “All perfumes we make will be mostly a combination of almond oil and sunflower oil. These are the carrier oils that are good for the skin. The extra oils are added to the carrier oils to change the scent. Different oils not only smell different but also have different potency and longevity. Lemon oil is light and easy to notice, but it also doesn’t last very long. Cedar oil is not as strong smelling but lasts for a long time. Lavender and jasmine are in the middle. The perfume we are making today is mostly scents of rose, lavender and jasmine with a little bit of lemon and cedar.”

      As he spoke, he carefully added small drops of oil to a vial. Five drops rose oil, eight drops jasmine, eight drops lavender, three drops lemon oil and three of cedar oil. This filled the vial about a fifth of the way up. The rest of the vial he filled with half sunflower and half almond oil.

      Rose wrinkled her little nose as if exercising it for the perfume testing. Old Bends laughed. Rose did the wrinkle thing with her nose again, and they all laughed.

      Putting a piece of cork in the vial, Nathan started shaking it. “It takes a few days for the oils to blend properly, so make sure to not sell blends you just made. Quality control is vital to making a reputation of being a seller of good perfume. For each perfume vial, shake it daily and remember to keep it out of the sun. Mother had three different perfumes that seemed to sell really well in Progoh and two that sold really well in Venecia. This is one for Progoh and Salma,” explained Nathan.

      

      For several weeks, the routine stayed the same. Nathan would spend most of his time with Verin sparring, practicing with the bow and then going out into the forest hunting and learning to track. During the weeks while Nathan and Verin were out hunting and working on Nathan’s woods-craft skills, they were also keeping tabs on all the human tracks they encountered. They now had a pretty good idea of where the bandits were coming from.

      When Nedd, the first trader, arrived in the village, he was greeted warmly by the remaining citizens of Elderwood. His supplies were a welcome sight. Nathan explained to Nedd that Suzie and the Dollan sisters made most of the potions and would continue to do so in the future. Nedd, pleased by the quality and quantity of perfumes and salves the girls made under Nathan’s supervision, promised to return to Elderwood for more.

      When Nedd traded his goods with them, he also gave them information on the bandit situation. Often the bandits traveled in smaller numbers, like those who had attacked Nathan on his return trip from Birchone, and seemed to have one main camp in the mountains, which was the base of operations. From Nedd, they had learned that the bandits had been becoming increasingly dangerous and brazen in their attacks. Besides Nedd, who had been willing to risk the trip for he had given his word and had customers lined up for a very healthy profit, very few were willing to risk traveling in the area. The time had come to deal with this problem.

      During their suppers and before sleep, Verin would often talk to Nathan about Balta, or the southern cities, teaching him about how the politics in the cities worked and how he should behave as a young member of royal bloodlines. Sometimes, they would discuss the bandits and what would be the repercussions of Verin and Nathan attacking them. While Nathan had previously had combat with bandits, he had never been in a battle like the one that was to come and he had never had to kill anyone. It was a depressing topic, but Nedd’s recalling of the harm the bandits had been doing lately solidified the idea in Nathan’s mind. They must stop the bandits and that would mean killing them.
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* * *

      
        It was Sunday. No lessons from Verin, no teaching potions to Ava and the rest of her family. Today Nathan and Ava were back at the pond in the forest having a lazy day to themselves.

      

      Nathan didn’t want to admit it but the lessons were coming along well and soon he would be out of things to teach them. Soon it would be time to leave. As excited as Nathan was about the prospects of going to Balta, he dreaded the idea of leaving Ava behind. As they sat in the meadow grass looking up through the trees into the sparsely clouded sky, Nathan looked over at Ava. She was picking dandelion heads and blowing them into the sky and then letting them fall onto her face. She would wrinkle her freckled nose, puff a breath of air up to blow the particles from her face then repeat the process.

      Ava turned and threw a handful of the dandelion heads at Nathan. “All right, spit it out.”

      Nathan had been trying to figure out how to broach the subject of his coming departure; obviously Ava had sensed something was up. “What? I said nothing,” exclaimed Nathan.

      Ava sighed. “Exactly, you haven’t said a word in the last hour. Even for you, that is way too long. Something is bothering you, so spit it out.” Ava had known Nathan long enough to know all his moods; it was obvious Nathan had something to say.

      “Well, I guess you are right. I just don’t know what to say.” Nathan was unsure how to proceed.

      Ava, frustrated by the way the conversation was going, blurted out, “You’ve been thinking about it for over an hour and that is the best you can come up with? Why not start with the fact you have been practically teaching the same lesson for the last three days, or fact that you are going to leave with your uncle soon? Why can’t you just admit you are stalling because you don’t want to leave and you are going to miss me?”

      Nathan was floored; everything he had been struggling with trying to find the words to say, Ava had just covered in one mouthful. “If you knew what I was thinking, why did you let me sit here and struggle with it?”

      “Because you were supposed to say it, you big dummy. If I mean so much to you that you are delaying leaving, the least you could do is say it.” Ava leaned over and wacked him on the arm, emphasizing her point.

      “I’m sorry Ava. This is hard for me. I still miss mother and father a lot and being around Uncle Verin has really been nice. I want to go meet the rest of my mother’s family, but I also am not looking forward to leaving you. You are my best friend and I don’t know what I will do without you.”

      Ava moved over so that their bodies were touching. She grabbed his arm and pulled it around her, forcing him into a warm cuddle. “I understand your wanting to be with family, I just don’t want to lose you. I’m afraid that when you get to Balta, you will never come back.”

      Nathan couldn’t imagine never seeing Ava again; the idea hurt him just to think about it. “Ava, I promise when I go to Balta, I will come back.”

      Ava turned so that she was looking Nathan in the eyes “Say it again.”

      Nathan locked eyes with her and slowly said, “I promise to come back.”

      Ava reached over and grabbed the back of Nathan’s head pulling him in even closer. “You better come back or you’ll never get another of these,” she stated before passionately kissing him.
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      “HAVE YOU SAID GOODBYE to her yet?” asked Verin. He had watched the telltale, frequent looks between Ava and Nathan. As much as they said they were just very good friends, their friendship had all the signs of a romance. Verin remembered his first love and wished Nathan better luck in love than he had. Being a warrior was easy compared to figuring out females. It had taken him years to figure out a fine figure and face did not mean a fine and true heart. He remembered his dalliances as a spoiled prince, and the lessons he had learned.

      “No, not yet.” He wished he could put it off longer, but the time had come. Nathan knew that before he left Elderwood to begin hunting down the bandits, he would have to say goodbye to Ava. He and Verin were all prepared to begin the task; the only thing left to do was say his goodbyes. This is going to be difficult, he thought to himself before answering his uncle. “I’m headed there now—just preparing myself.”

      Verin smiled with sympathy for the boy. Leaving loved ones before a battle or dangerous trek was tough even among veterans. “Be honest with her and respect that this is just as hard for her as it is you.”

      Nathan nodded. “Okay, I am going now.” With his uncle’s advice in mind, he headed out to meet Ava. Earlier, he had left word at her house to meet him at the pond for dinner.

      He placed the basket down beside the blanket. Nathan had put together a simple meal of meats, cheeses and fresh bread, hoping a meal would make the dreaded conversation go better. He even had Miss Noggins bake him an apple pie for desert. Not long after he laid the meal out on the blanket, Ava arrived.

      She smiled at the arrangement of foods. The smile was a bit forced, as if she wasn’t really happy to see it. It wasn't the first time Nathan used food to soften her up or appease her. Something was up. “Eat and then talk?” she queried.

      Nathan was more than happy to simply sit and eat together. He readily agreed. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be so bad after all. But as they ate, the silence became like a cloud over the meal. Normally, silence between them was accepted and natural; this time, it felt like a brewing storm. As they nibbled on the pie, Nathan broke the silence. “I am leaving with Verin tomorrow.”

      Ava looked at Nathan for a while. She stared into his eyes before asking, “Are you going to Balta now?”

      Nathan looked down, unable to hold her fierce gaze. “No, we are going to go look for bandits. I will be back before I leave for Balta.” Nathan understood that she didn’t want him to leave. What Nathan did not understand was that Ava was as frustrated with him for going hunting bandits as she was for him wanting to take the trip to Balta.

      “This whole hunting bandits idea is so stupid. Why can’t you just leave it to the king’s men?” Ava was angry and it showed. “You are just a boy and will get yourself killed.” Nathan took exception to these comments. “Do you not remember the last time the king’s men came hunting bandits? And this won’t be my first altercation with outlaws.”

      Ava could not accept the idea of Nathan being a warrior. She saw only the gentle friend who never minded when she hit or tripped him. She saw the boy but not the fire inside him. Raising her voice, she took a hard stance. “Fine, go get yourself killed. See if I care. And while you are at it, you might as well just head to Balta when you are done getting killed. Obviously, there is nothing important here in Elderwood for you.” Ava had tears in her eyes but was not backing down.

      “I am going after the bandits because there is something important in Elderwood for me: you. And Balta is not forever, I just want to see my family and learn who I am. Mother and father kept so many secrets from me.”

      “Just go,” said Ava as she walked away.

      Nathan watched as she left him, not looking back. Tears ran down his face. He did not know what he could say to her to make it different. He was going no matter how much it hurt. As much as it hurt him to leave her, the idea of leaving for Balta before making the area safe was crazy. He would not be able to live with himself if something happened to her while he was in Balta. No, Nathan thought to himself, his resolve strengthening, I have to do this. Wiping away his tears he picked up the basket and blanket and headed back to the village to say his goodbyes to the others, especially Rose. She was upset but not nearly as much as Ava. Rose thought killing bandits sounded exciting and wanted to tag along.

      When it was time to go after the bandits, Verin let Nathan lead the way. While he was the more experienced tracker and had years of combat behind him, he felt that the best way for Nathan to learn was to do. And since Nathan had made helping the village his mission, it was he who needed to find the bandits and determine how to defeat them.

      Verin would help as much as necessary, but the burden of responsibility lay on Nathan’s shoulders. Nathan was more than willing to accept this role. He appreciated everything that Verin was doing for him, but he needed to do this and would face this danger head on. Moreover, he was ready for this. Between his father’s training and that of his uncle, Nathan had gained an incredible knowledge of fighting skills. So similar and yet so different, he mused to himself. His father had focused on defensive skills using his weapons and strategy to stay safe while fending off any number of attackers. Verin’s lessons were much more offensive, using weapons and strategy to defeat the enemies as they were found. Both styles had merit and when combined gave Nathan a well-balanced approach to battle. One he would need as they tracked and hunted down the bandits who terrorized the lands surrounding Elderwood.

      The bandits’ trails, when backtracked towards their mountain stronghold, led a couple hours north and to the east of Elderwood. Despite finding these trails several times, they had not ventured too close at any time. They had not wanted to run into any bandits before they were ready to make an attack. Now that they were prepared to do so, they carefully followed one of the trails into the mountain. It was an older trail and whoever had come this way had made an effort to hide his tracks. But Verin was an excellent teacher and Nathan had learned more than enough to pick up the traces left by the bandit. They climbed at a rapid pace into the mountains. Still in the thickly wooded forestlands, the terrain was now becoming steep and rocky. The trail that they followed soon joined a set of tracks from another well-used trail, and within minutes a third trail; they were getting close.

      The trail was leading up a shallow ravine that was sloping off to the left. It widened and flattened out into a small meadow high in the mountain. Knowing the general direction of the paths all lead this way, Nathan decided to leave the trail and veer off to the right, further up the slope circling high above the meadow. As they got higher, they saw the entire meadow. At the north end of the mountain meadow, they found the bandit encampment.

      Nestled into a corner, where two steep slopes of the mountain met the meadow floor, the bandits had built a large wall across the V formed by the two slopes. Any large force attacking the bandits would have to break through the thick, sturdy-looking gate centered on the wall. At the far end of the encampment was a narrow and steep trail that went further up the mountain. It looked like it would eventually lead over the mountain into the northern lands. The bandits had turned a mountain pass into a veritable fortress easy to defend and with a built-in escape route. Impressive, thought Nathan, while he looked for opportunities and weaknesses.

      Continuing up the mountain, Nathan and Verin were able to get across the side of the mountain through the trees and onto the steep path. They carefully walked up the trail until they were almost at the top of the mountain range. They were almost a mile above the bandit’s camp. High enough for them to see that the path did lead across and down onto the northern side of the mountain range. If they attacked the encampment from below the bandits would easily slip up this trail over the mountain and be free to return and harass the lands whenever they chose. They backtracked down the path towards the encampment.

      As they walked down the mountain, Nathan began to formulate a plan. He knew Verin would give him advice now if he asked, but would leave the decision up to Nathan unless his plan was so terrible it could lead only to their deaths. Before they got too close to the encampment, Nathan stopped and explained his plan.

      “The encampment is well built and would withstand an attack from any of the king’s army for days. Or, if they wanted, they could slip out this way and into the north. We can’t allow that. But maybe what makes it a strong camp against a large force, would be a weakness against a small one. The path up the mountain is step and narrow, hard to move fast on. Up here, an archer could pin the bandits in so they have to stay in the encampment or go out the front gate. The front gate is heavy timbers lifted by pulleys and ropes. Difficult to breach from the outside, but if those ropes were cut then the gate would be locked shut, and the only way out would be up the mountain,” said Nathan.

      Verin could see Nathan had thought the plan through well, before mentioning it. It was risky and meant they would have to split up, but two men attacking almost twenty always would be. “You want to me sneak in, cut the rope and cause havoc while you pick them off from the road. It is dangerous, but it could work.”

      Nathan was not willing to let his uncle take the hard job; it was he who made the decision to help the village, so it was up to him to take the point on this attack. “No, Uncle. You are the better archer and inside the encampment are lots of narrow spaces where one man with daggers can attack and defend against many. A sword would be harder to use and less effective in that close range. I sneak in while you attack from the high ground. We wait ‘til tomorrow’s first light. I can sneak down the mountainside during the night and get into the encampment. The sentries will be tired and the rest will still be sleeping. We can narrow the odds down drastically before they know what hit them,” said Nathan.

      Verin nodded, impressed with Nathan’s willingness to take the lion’s share of the risk. He was also impressed with the fact the plan seemed logical and had a good chance of success. It would be almost impossible for the bandits to get to Verin and he would be able to provide cover for Nathan. He would pick off any bandits who snuck behind him unnoticed. It was almost dusk now, so while the shadows of night would be useful, waiting for the enemy to be tired and asleep was the prudent plan.

      Nathan and Verin slipped back into the trees farther away from the trail down into the encampment. They ate a dry supper, not risking a fire, and sat hidden in the trees. They needed some sleep before the attack. It was still dark out when Nathan woke. He knew about an hour remained before the sun would come over the mountain and bring with it dawn. Verin was already awake and was just waiting for him to make the call; Nathan was ready. He would sneak into the encampment very slowly and very carefully. Moving around in the dark was risky business when trying to be quiet.

      They made their way back down the slope to a point on the path where almost the entire encampment was in view. They were still about two hundred yards from the encampment, close enough to be within bow range, but far enough that shooting required a high degree of skill. Nathan turned to Verin. “I’ll take the two on the wall. When I kill the first sentry, shoot the two sentries walking around on the ground. After that it will be pretty chaotic… once someone wakes up and starts yelling, hit anything that moves.”

      Before Nathan started down the mountain, Verin clasped his arm and wished him luck.
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      Slowly Nathan crept down the path until he was almost to the bottom. The first twenty feet, where the trail hit the meadow, was very steep and the trail zig-zagged. Nathan wanted to avoid this section, as it was easy to see and, even in the dark, would be dangerous. He crawled along the slope, winding his way down the mountain, using trees and rocks to lower himself into the meadow and the flat ground of the encampment. Inside sat two log cabins, a large half-shelter that looked like it was mostly for livestock and a couple of small buildings that might have contained supplies or stolen loot. Waiting until he could place the sentries’ locations, he sat frozen in place, eyes down and just listening for the sentries’ movements. Once he had the basic pattern of the sentries’ movements, he started working his way behind them towards the front wall.

      The sentries on the wall were looking out into the meadow watching for any movement coming from the south. As long as he was silent, the only worry would be the sentries on the ground. When Nathan got to the wall, he found a spot where he could see both wall sentries. If they didn’t move, this was where he would fire the first shot. Taking his bow off its sling, he removed it from his back and sat his quiver of arrows down in front of him. From this position, he could fire at both sentries with a good line of vision towards the door of one of the cabins.

      Nathan could find no spot where he could see both doors and the sentries, but this was as good a location as he could find. This is the spot, he thought to himself. He silently waited against the wall; the first light of dawn would be coming any minute. As he sat there in a camp full of bandits, waiting for the combat to come, Nathan focused on his breathing. Deep breaths in, hold and then slowly release. He repeated this until he could feel his heart rate slow. The sky had begun to grow light and Nathan could see the forms of the men walking on the ground. Against the wall, he was still hidden in shadow but in a few moments that would change. Nathan drew back his first arrow and lined up the bandit on the far side of the wall.

      Just breathe, he thought to himself. Nathan fired his first arrow. As soon as he shot it, he knew it would be a solid hit. He quickly turned his attention to the second sentry. He was closer, only twenty feet away. Nathan could not afford a miss. As the first sentry slumped against the wall, he slid off the narrow walkway along the top of the wall and fell to ground with a loud thud. As his body hit the ground, Nathan had his second arrow ready and was taking aim. The sentry barely registered his companion falling before an arrow pierced his chest.

      Verin had not been able to see Nathan moving through the camp in the dark. He did not try. Instead, he focused on the dark forms of the sentries walking around on the ground. When Nathan took the first sentry on the wall down, he would begin firing his arrows. The light of morning was just cresting the mountain when he saw the first body slump. He let fly the cocked arrow. As quickly as possible he located the second sentry and dropped him with another deadly shot. All four sentries had died within five seconds and with almost no noise. Things were going according to plan.

      Once all the sentries were down, Nathan quickly made his way to the front gate. The top of the gate was attached to two ropes on pulleys that came down to one long double-handled winch. Using one of his daggers, he quickly jumped and cut the ropes as high up as possible. Since the gate was already in the down position the task was done without any noise. While Nathan was focused on cutting the ropes, Verin had been firing into the sleeping bodies of the second group of sentries sleeping along the wall. The first two shots had found their targets but for some strange reason the third bandit was sleeping backwards and the arrow intended for his chest caught him in the leg. Awaking with a scream, the bandit jumped out of bed, despite the arrow in his leg, and yelled out the alarm.

      Verin’s second arrow cut him down but the damage was done. The entire encampment had heard the scream and was waking up. Nathan, having cut down the ropes, returned to his previous spot. He reclaimed his bow and was reaching for an arrow when the first cabin door burst open. A panic-filled bandit burst out the door and looked towards the wall to see if the gate had been breached.

      Before he could notice that the gate was closed but unusable, Nathan’s arrow brought him down. Two more bandits quickly exited behind the first. As their companion fell, they noticed the movement of Nathan releasing his arrow. “Archer inside the wall,” they yelled back into the cabin before attacking Nathan.

      While the two men came at Nathan, the door to the second cabin, which was tucked behind the first, came open and three more bandits entered the yard. Verin waited for the three to get a few more steps away from the door before unleashing his attack. The first bandit dropped dead from a shot to the chest. The second bandit was more fortunate, having turned at the last second; he caught the arrow in his arm instead of a more-deadly blow to the body. He did not see Verin but knew the arrow had come from up the mountain. He turned the corner to get around the end of the cabin and out of Verin’s line of sight. The bandit yelled to his companions, “Archer to the north. He is up the back trail.”

      As the two bandits ran at Nathan, he could see more pouring out the door behind them. Nathan fired one last arrow into the closest attacker and dropped the bow. Pulling out his daggers he met the charge of the second attacker. This bandit had expected Nathan to continue using his bow and had been running as hard as he could, trying to get to Nathan before that could happen. When Nathan dropped the bow, the man did not slow down which brought him within striking distance of Nathan. The charging man had been so focused on closing the gap, he had failed to bring his sword into a ready position. As he raised his sword to take a swing, Nathan’s blade was already penetrating his chest.

      Pulling out his dagger, Nathan let the man fall. He surged forward to meet the second wave of attackers who came out the door behind the two fallen bandits. These bandits had moved a little slower and were in a battle-ready position when Nathan came to meet them.

      As one, two of the men swung their swords to strike Nathan. He quickly deflected these blows and countered with an attack of his own. An arrow from Verin caught the one on the left in the chest and dropped him. The one on the right made the mistake of looking up to see where the attack came from. His glance upward gave Nathan all the time he needed to sidestep to the right and bring his dagger around into the bandit’s side. Unblocked, metal met bone with a sickening crunch.

      While Nathan turned to meet the third and final attacker in this group, Verin turned his attention back to the two men coming out of the second cabin, who were attempting to sneak closer to his position on the mountain.

      One stood at the corner of the cabin with only a foot showing, while the other was behind a wagon readying an arrow. With deadly precision, Verin fired an arrow into the exposed foot. The man stumbled forward in pain, exposing the rest of his body. Verin’s second arrow relieved the agony of his foot. The man dropped dead to the ground.

      The bandit behind the wagon fired a shot up the mountain, toward Verin, but his arrow came well short of hitting him. Verin could not see the bandit behind the wagon so he raised his bow up and fired a high, lobbing shot over the wagon and into the man. He scored another hit.

      The warrior attacking Nathan was skilled with his sword. But he was slow and unprepared when Nathan blocked his attack with both daggers. Nathan pushed hard on the right dagger, causing it to hit the sword against its cross-hilt. With a jerk of his arm, he snapped the bandit’s sword; his left dagger sliced through the shocked man’s neck.

      Ungar, chief of the bandits, watched the battle unfold before him. He recognized the boy killing off his men from the description Bareth and Merla had given him. He had scoffed at their tale of a boy who whipped their asses. He had thought they had been drunk and stupid. Perhaps they were not stupid liars after all. The boy, whoever he was, was accompanied by a deadly archer, raining down death with unnerving precision from high on the mountain. As far as he could tell, this archer and the boy had completely decimated his forces. It was pathetic, unthinkable.

      Two men, one of which was only boy, had wrecked all his plans. Ungar felt the rage building inside. He would kill the boy himself, then deal with the mysterious archer. He would do what his men had failed to do. Ungar, an outcast warrior from the north, had found this hidden pass through the mountains and built it into a bandit safe-haven. He would have been rich within another year just from the raids his men did around Salma and the northern roads around Elderwood. He would not let it end like this.

      While Ungar’s men had rushed out to meet their doom, Ungar slowly and methodically put his armor on. He then took his time at the door studying his opponent as Nathan slew his men. Finally, once everyone else was dead, Ungar lifted his shield and exited the cabin. He felt no remorse for his men. They deserved to die if they were so pathetic that they could not defend themselves from an army of two. Using the shield as protection from the archer, Ungar slowly walked out of the door to the side of the cabin hidden from the archer’s line of sight. If the archer wanted to help this boy, he was going to have to come down to where Ungar was.

      Verin watched as the giant man in full armor exited the house slowly with his shield raised high. While Verin’s arrows would kill a man at this range, they would do little against this man’s armor. Nathan would be on his own for the next few minutes. Verin started down the mountain, moving as fast as he could. Nathan faced a battle-hardened northerner warrior. Verin could only hope the training Nathan had was enough to overcome this difficult adversary. He rushed to gain a position where he could help the boy.

      As the bandit leader walked out of the cabin, Nathan knew that he was in trouble. The man was as big as Soron his father had been, only thicker around the waist. In his armor and with sword and shield, there would be no help from Verin’s arrows, which would be ineffective against this foe. His own weapons would be less effective as well. But armor and shields were heavy and slow, so agility was Nathan’s advantage, if he could survive the northerner’s attacks long enough to find an opportunity to use his speed to deliver an effective blow.

      The bandit leader carefully walked around the corner, keeping his shield positioned to protect from Verin’s arrows. The large bandit leader stopped and stood there, scowling at Nathan. He is man-sized, yet truly is just a boy, Ungar thought to himself. How pathetic his men were for dying at this youngster’s hands. “You never should have come here, boy. You may have killed this rabble, but I am going to cut your heart out and feed it to you. Then I am going to kill your archer. Once I am done with the two of you, I’m going to find any family you have and do worse to them,” the giant raged as he prepared for Nathan to attack.

      Nathan knew the man was trying to goad him into attacking where the bandit was safe from any of Verin’s arrows. Nathan was not falling for this. He also wasn’t waiting for Verin either. This was his fight and he would meet it head on. Trusting in the lessons his father and uncle had given him, Nathan walked behind the cabin slowly to meet the outlaw who had caused so much pain and terror over the last few months.

      Once Nathan was well past the corner of the cabin, Ungar made his attack. Coming fast, he attacked with a vicious, downward swing of his sword. Nathan blocked the attack but Ungar used his shield to bash Nathan back. Nathan stepped back quickly but still was hit hard by the shield. He barely had time to raise his weapon and block the next attack. Ungar was relentless in his attacks. He wanted to kill the boy quickly before the unknown archer could join the attack, but Ungar was unable to get past Nathan’s defenses. While this boy was young, he was quick and almost as strong as Ungar. And he had skill with those damned daggers, thought Ungar. He would not go down. He had underestimated the boy and, as much as he was intending to kill him, he actually admired the boy. Yes, he thought, the little bastard has guts!

      It only took Verin two minutes to get down the mountain and into meadow where he could see the fight taking place. Verin did not fire on the bandit chief. There was a chance that he would hit Nathan by mistake. Instead he walked up and just watched. Verin couldn’t help but think of Soron as he watched Nathan battle the northern warrior. The warrior was a huge hulk of a man, even for a northerner, but his technique was sloppy. Verin decided it was a much fairer contest that it appeared at first glance, size and power against technique and speed. Nathan had been training every day for months on end. First with his father and then with himself, what had the bandit been doing?

      Ungar saw the man standing there and was baffled that he had not yet joined the fight. The boy has skill, but surely this man didn’t think the boy would beat him. As much as he was glad for the reprieve of not having to fight this second man, he was further infuriated by him watching Ungar fight a boy. He would kill that one slowly.

      Nathan sensed his body beginning to tire. He started to worry that he would not be able to defeat this giant. He was too strong, and Nathan was getting too exhausted. The relentless pounding of the giant man’s sword was taking its toll, but Nathan began to breathe deep, despite being in constant motion. He was able to control his breathing and keep his adrenaline from releasing too fast. While Nathan breathed his way back into control, the giant man was starting to lose his. While bigger and stronger than Nathan, Ungar had heavy armor, a shield and a large sword to wield. The continued attacks were beginning to leave Ungar short of breath. He would need to end this quickly or have nothing left with which to face the archer.

      So Ungar surged forward giving one massive effort into a downward swing. Nathan’s instincts kicked in and, as he had learned to do against his father, Nathan pivoted on his right foot, swinging his body out of the way of the sword coming down at him.

      Bringing both blades up, he crossed his daggers and let the sword strike the blades. But instead of trying to push the sword off to the side, he turned his daggers and forced the sword to continue on past his turning body to hit the ground. He pushed down on his daggers, keeping the sword momentarily pinned to the ground. He then used the momentum of his pivot to swing his left leg around and behind the legs of Ungar.

      As Ungar pulled back on the sword to release it from the wedge formed by the ground and Nathan’s daggers, his own momentum forced him back onto Nathan’s leg. He lost his balance and took an awkward step back to try to regain it.

      During this step back, Nathan kept his left blade on the sword, now pushing it off to the side. Still balanced on his right foot, he pushed up and forward bringing Nathan close enough to his opponent’s body to strike him. While he had only tapped his father on the chest to finish the maneuver, this time he struck hard, sinking his dagger into the bandit chief’s exposed neck. Ungar was dead before he hit the ground. The bandit did not even complete the thought going through his mind, that his awkward step would be trouble.

      Now that the battle was over, Nathan looked over at Verin, then around at all the men they had killed. With the sun out, he could see the faces of the men. They weren’t just dark forms in the dusk that needed to be killed, they were cold pale corpses. In the light, Nathan saw that the two sentries on the wall were, in fact, the two bandits that previously attacked him on the road. This did little to make the sorrow that was building in him go away. He felt nauseous. Death was ugly. He looked at the blood spatters on himself. He felt remorse and satisfaction at the same time. His eyes showed their confusion when they looked toward Verin.

      Verin embraced him, placing a hand on his shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Let it out, boy. It is okay to weep for the loss of life here today. Even bandits, thieves and murderous scum like this deserve someone to cry at the last. There is no shame in feeling bad about having to kill. The shame comes when you no longer care.”

      Tears streamed down Nathan’s face as he held his uncle tight. Adrenaline had carried him through the battle, but now it was fading fast, leaving only sorrow.

      “The number of lives you saved today and the number of wronged souls that you have avenged is worth that pain. Let it out now, so it doesn’t haunt you later. Whenever you wake in the night and see the faces of dead foes, concentrate on their deeds and the lives that have been saved because of your actions,” said Verin.

      Nathan absorbed his uncle’s words, and understood them. When he thought of Ava and the rest of the villagers who would be safe now, the emotional pain started to dissipate. He did what was needed here, nothing more. They started burying the bodies. Verin was tempted to leave them to rot, but the route over the mountain pass intrigued Nathan and he did not want to have to look at the bodies ever again. The battle itself took only a little time, less than half an hour from the first arrow till the falling of the northern bandit, but the cleanup took a full day. By the time Nathan and Verin finished burying the bandits, it was almost dark.

      Despite the availability of the cabins, they chose to spend the night camped outside where they could see the stars and not think about sleeping in a dead man’s bed. Someday, the cabins might be useful but it was much too soon to use them without thinking of the men that slept in them.
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      Having slept later than usual, Nathan woke to the smell of Verin cooking breakfast. He looked around to see where the aroma that whetted his appetite was coming from. He stretched and more than a few muscles protested. The soreness in his arms was from grave digging, not fighting.

      Verin saw the wince Nathan made as he stretched his arms above his head. He made a joke that next time they should let a few bandits escape so there would not be so much digging.

      Nathan looked apologetic; he had insisted on burying the men. He appreciated his uncle’s attempt at humor. Dealing with the emotions of having killed these men was hard. He wondered how his father had felt after his first kills. Would his father have been disappointed that he had hunted down these men?

      Verin watched Nathan carefully; he could see the range of emotions he was struggling with. The boy would make it through this, but it would change him. “Should we head back to the village, check on the potion making?” asked Verin. He did not want to camp here any longer than necessary; doing so would keep Nathan focused on death, something Verin wanted to avoid. Going back and seeing the people he was fighting for would be a good reminder of why they had come here.

      Nathan thought about this, he remembered Ava’s last words to him. He wasn’t ready to deal with her yet. “Actually, if it is okay with you I kind of want to try this path over the mountain. The nearest pass through the mountains dad had mentioned was weeks of travel to the west." Nathan paused to see Verin’s reaction, when no negative response came, he continued “This would be a good opportunity to get into the northern lands and gather some witch oak; there are some projects I want to make before we leave the village for Balta. I am going to need some for them. I also want to try making a bow out of a witch oak.”

      Verin nodded, he knew a bit about making black steel from Soron. Verin knew the value of witch oak, the strongest and densest wood known to man. It was only found in the northern lands and was vital to getting the forge fires hot enough to work the graphite and phosphorus into the metal. “Making black steel are you? Well, I’m okay with that. I would like to watch you do it. I have seen black steel blades like yours before, but I have never seen it made." Verin had no problem with the idea of spending a few days traveling through the north. New country always intrigued him and a quest for the rare wood would keep the boy’s mind off more unpleasant things.

      “Black steel?” asked Nathan, unfamiliar with this term.

      Verin explained to Nathan that while in the east the metal was simply called northern metal after the men who forged it, in the south, it was called black steel for the dark tinge the graphite added to the metal. Steel was a rare commodity throughout the land, black steel an even rarer commodity.

      Preparing for the journey into the north, Verin and Nathan went through the bandit’s supplies. While they had not wanted to sleep in the beds the previous night, they had no problem taking some of the food supplies on hand for their trek over the mountain. Being that it was late summer, it was a perfect time to travel north. Despite the cooler weather they would encounter at the summit, they would likely be dropping to lower elevations right away and would not need to worry about freezing. With restocked supplies and no real timetable for the journey, they began the trip to the summit.

      Normally, to get to the northlands one would traverse over several large mountains with very hostile conditions. The altitude, high winds and barren rocky lands made travel near impossible. In a few places like this one, there were natural breaks in the groups of mountains. One only had to travel over a small mountain top and down a much less forbidding path than what most of the mountains had to offer.

      The weather was clear and Nathan could see for miles. He had never been this high before and was taken aback by how far the eye could travel. Mountains and more mountains comprised the view to the east and west. To the south, he could look past the woodlands that he called home and onto the plains beyond. He wondered how much farther the plains went beyond what his eye could see before you got to the coast. To the north, all he could see was the mountain rising above. They journeyed above the tree line now and were rapidly approaching the rocky summit. While the mountain itself rose much higher on both sides, the pass was low and not so steep that they could not walk up. On this side of the mountain, they could easily use horses or mules to travel with. What the other side of the mountain looked like remained to be seen.

      By early afternoon, they reached the summit of the mountain pass. Nathan took a moment to survey the northern lands. His first impression was that the land seemed more patchwork than the land to the south. While the south had a gradual transition from mountains to hills, woodlands to prairie, the north seemed to be quillwork of valleys, forests and dry, barren- looking land.

      Verin interrupted Nathan’s musings on the different land formations with an important question “Where do you expect to find witch oak, Nathan?”

      Nathan had been thinking about this when not absorbed in the raw beauty of the land they looked upon while traveling through the high mountains. “The mountain pass father used is to the west of here, but he mentioned that witch oak was fairly common all over the northern valleys. So if we keep heading north into the valleys we should find some. If not, we can just keep heading west until we reach the lands my father mentioned.” Soron had given several descriptions of the landmarks he used traveling the north to Nathan as he was growing up. He had described the twin mountains that marked the western pass well enough, that even from the north side, Nathan thought they should be recognizable.

      When darkness fell, it found them camped under a ledge. The ledge had been formed by an outcropping of rock which jutted out from the otherwise slow-sloping mountain. Under the ledge, they had plenty of room for a fire. They were sheltered from the cool winds that hinted the changing of seasons was about to come. The fire danced, shooting sparks up every now and then. It was a comfortable camp. It was a perfect time for conversation, a perfect time to ask Verin more questions as they sat eating a meal of dried meat and fruit. Nathan asked Verin what he did back in Balta; there was so much he wanted to know about his mothers' family.

      Verin finished chewing a piece of jerky before explaining, “In Balta, I am a ranger. When I was a boy not much older than you, Balta was attacked by Morthon. Morthon is a smaller neighboring kingdom only separated by a narrow patch of desert, and the forests. From the coast of Balta, you could view almost Morthon. Morthon, besides having a large cattle and sheep industry, did not possess much wealth. The king of Morthon looked with envy on the comparative wealth that blessed Balta. With mines of gold and silver along with a healthy agricultural base, we were and still are considered a wealthy nation.”

      Verin paused, taking another bite of jerky. “The biggest differences between Morthon and Balta are political though. In Morthon, the king owns the majority of the land in the kingdom, and its entire population is subject to the king. Only a few select lords are allowed to buy property. In Balta, your grandfather and great-grandfather have changed the structure of our own laws. Property rights have been given to our subjects. For example, a farmer can own the land he works, or a fisherman chooses when and where to sell his products, all without consulting the king. This has worked great in Balta, people are happier. They work harder and pay fewer taxes. The kingdom has grown because of it. And while our families’ wealth initially decreased quite a bit from giving up our land to the people, we have actually gained a lot as well.”

      Nathan thought about this while listening to the story. Balta sounded like a good place.

      “The people are more loyal than ever before; they are happy and live better. Freedom and hope are powerful tools in running a kingdom, but the rulers in Morthon don’t see it that way. They think our kings have grown weak, that we give up our lands because we cannot hold them. They believe that the gods created kings to rule over the masses and only a true king can own land. This is why Morthon attacked Balta and the wars began,” continued Verin. "I was a squire at the time, training to become a knight. I served Sir Edmont the Red. He was a very brave and noble man. Like you and I, he was my uncle on my mother’s side, and he taught me much about warfare and fighting. When the Morthon army struck, it was Sir Edmont and his battalion of knights that turned back the initial wave of attacks. His knights were so fierce that they were defeating three Morthon soldiers for every knight that fell. Which was excellent except Morthon’s soldiers outnumbered Sir Edmont and his knights five to one. Sir Edmont died in that first, big battle but not before slaying the commander of the Morthon forces. Leaderless and with the majority of their troops dead, the Morthon army retreated. But the Morthon leaders have no intentions of letting us live in peace, so they send small scavenging outfits in to harass and scare the free landholders. We developed a network of scouts and rangers keep an eye on our lands for further attacks and track down any scavenging outfits we find. Because of my status as a prince of Balta, I became the leader of the rangers and still am. But I prefer to be out in the field with my men, not in a castle. The last couple years have been relatively quiet so I have been home to the capital more often. It was on one of those visits to the capital that we received word of your parents’ death” said Verin.

      They talked more about Balta that night. Compared to life in Elderwood, it sounded exotic and mystical. Nathan was excited. He had decided that he would join Verin and take the journey to see the land of his mother’s people. He would miss Elderwood, but now that he had taught the Dollans basic potion making and dispatched the bandits, he could leave without feeling guilty. He thought about Ava and her parting words. They still stung. He wondered if she missed him. Perhaps, it would be good to stay away longer, till her temper had truly cooled off. That red hair of hers was as fiery as her tongue. He missed it; he decided he could miss it just a little while longer. She hated goodbyes, so he would save them from having to say another goodbye. It just seemed logical. He decided he would go back to Elderwood after visiting Balta. Before he went to sleep, he thought about the strange directions his life was taking and the mystery shrouding his parent’s lives. A warrior prince and a princess living incognito in a small village: it was like a fairy story his mother had once told him to help him settle down and sleep at bedtime. Had it really been a fable? Life was changing too fast. Nathan had pictured himself being a blacksmith as was his father. Now. it seemed not so cut and dried. He could skip the royalty thing. However, the idea of being a protector seemed noble.

      Nathan did not want to abandon his smithing. Working with metal reminded him of his father. He missed working the metal, then he realized perhaps he missed his father more. Life was getting more confusing. Nathan sighed before he drifted off to sleep. Verin had assured Nathan that in Balta he would have all the access to blacksmith materials he wanted, so that wasn’t a problem. The issue being, in order to make the black steel, he needed to have graphite, phosphorus and witch oak. The first two weren’t that rare and could be found in Balta, but witch oak was a different story. As far as anyone knew, the only place it grew was on the north side of the Applomean Mountains, the land of the Pellians.
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      Nathan and Verin continued their journey down into the valleys of the north. As they got lower out of the high mountains, Nathan started to see some subtle variations in the vegetation and landscape that were different from the south. While the area they were in was forested, it was sparse. Instead of thick clumps of cedar, pine and birch there were towering, red oaks that were so big that small trees didn’t grow around them. The undergrowth was rocky and mossy with less vegetation altogether.

      For two days, they traveled west. They were taking their time, hunting and enjoying the scenery as they went. It was new land to both of them and they were savoring the experience. They had been following a small creek when they came upon a deep pond. It looked promising for fish as it was dark and deep. When the first trout jumped out of the water in front of them, Verin insisted they stop. Nathan laughed, thinking that catching fish would be a fine idea, so they stopped and built themselves fishing rods out of a couple of oak branches and thread from one of Verin’s old shirts. Nathan was too reluctant to rip the fine clothing he had purchased in Birchone. He carved small hooks and attached them to the newly-made fishing rods. They used small bits of dried fruit for bait and had a most successful and fun day. By nightfall, they had caught and smoked a dozen, good-sized fish and eaten three more. With bellies full and replenished food stores for travel, they continued their journey in relative comfort.

      On the fourth day in the north, Nathan and Verin came to a village. They were not sure how the northerners would react to strangers, but it would be better to walk straight up than be found lurking in the forest. So they took their chances and entered the village. It was a small village, eight houses of modest size with a large, main lodge in the middle. The houses and lodge formed a horseshoe around a relatively open space with only a well in the middle.

      When Nathan and Verin walked into the village, there were a few children playing in the open space by the well. When they saw Nathan and Verin, they scattered into various houses. As Nathan got closer to the well, he could sense that all the eyes on him were not just in the houses. While they had walked up into the village, someone had come up behind them. Slowly Nathan turned to find a towering, older man with a large spear standing not over ten feet behind them. The old warrior walked as quiet as a soft wind to get that close without being noticed.

      Nathan thought about the old warrior sneaking up behind them, if he had meant them harm, he likely would have already done so. Nathan smiled and raised a hand in greeting. “Hello, we have been traveling west when we came to your village. We thought it best to come in and announce ourselves before continuing on our way.”

      The old northerner looked over the two men. Verin with his blond hair and slender build was much smaller than the most from the north and stood out as being from the south. Nathan with his dark hair and large frame was harder to place until you noticed the blue eyes that marked him as having at least some southern blood. “I didn’t think you were very war-like yesterday when you two spent half-the-day fishing. Otherwise, I would have killed you in your sleep. What are you doing here?” The old warrior’s words sounded harsh, but the smile on his face and twinkle in his eye showed he was having a little fun at their expense. Letting them know that they had been watched for at least a day without their knowledge.

      Nathan laughed. “Well, I meant war on those fish. Northern trout is mighty tasty.”

      “Come with me, the men will back from the mine soon. We will eat, then you can tell me how two southerners ended up in Arith. The old warrior led them to the main lodge. Inside the lodge were two long tables with a large fireplace on the far end. The old warrior walked to one of the tables and took a seat at the head of the table. He gestured for Nathan and Verin to sit beside him. “My name is Burinn Oggson; I welcome you to my table,” said the warrior.

      Verin, having had some dealings with Soron and other northern men, relaxed a bit. Now they were safe as Burinn had declared them guests. They were under his protection as long as they were in the village.

      “My thanks, Burinn. My name is Verin and my young companion is Nathan,” said Verin, giving a small, formal bow as he spoke.

      As the introductions were completed, a woman came into the room with a pitcher and three mugs. Burinn told them a little about the village as they watched the room begin to fill with men woman and children. Soon, all the curious villagers were in the room and dinner was brought in.

      The meal was delicious, roast duck, elk steaks, yams and wild asparagus. The villagers were polite, yet wary. Mainly Burinn and a few of the men at his table spoke with them while the other men talked amongst themselves. This changed when one of the men, Manyal, noticed Nathan’s black daggers.

      “Fine looking knives you got there, boy, where did you buy them?” asked Manyal

      Manyal was one of the men who was being friendly and his voice held a curious tone, so Nathan did not take this as a threat and replied honestly, “Actually, I made them.”

      The room went silent and everyone focused their attentions on Nathan. “That is a lie,” spoke a man from the opposite table. He stood from his seat and walked over towards Nathan. “You are here as a guest of Burinn, but if you disrespect me again by lying in my presence, I will take out your lying tongue.”

      Nathan wanted to be polite and make sure nothing bad happened, but to be called a liar made his blood to a boil. He had never been so insulted and he would not back down to appease this man. Nathan raised his voice so the entire room could clearly hear him. “The blades are mine, I made them myself and if you call me a liar again, I will show you how good I am with them.” Nathan smiled at the man but did not look happy. He looked more like a predator about to strike.

      Before the man could say anything more, Burinn raised his voice “Enough, Magnus, sit down. I will deal with this.” Burinn turned and stared at Nathan. “You are my guest, but no southerner can forge the black metal. To continue this tale would be disrespecting me, and as such, I would have to end my hospitality and let Magnus continue this conversation. It would not go well for you.”

      “I am not sure I like the hospitality of this village anyways, calling guests liars without knowing that of which they speak and I will not change my claim. The knives were made by me." Nathan was fuming, this was so insulting! He just wanted to lash out and hit someone. He stared hard at Magnus, wishing the big man would attack him.

      While Nathan argued with the northerners, Verin was surprised. He had never seen Nathan lose his cool before, even in battle he had remained calm. He knew that Soron was similar in that he was quick to anger, but Soron had always controlled his anger in front of Verin. It seemed he still had much to teach young Nathan.

      Before things got too far out of hand, Verin decided it was time to calm things down and explain who the boy truly was. The explanation could be useful, or very dangerous if Verin had read the men wrong. He hoped, as he had gathered from their earlier conversation, gleaning bits of information, that these villagers were friendly to the clans that called Stoneblood their king. Verin gambled. “Nathan, sit now!” Verin commanded in a sharp tone that Nathan had not heard before.

      Surprised by the sharp authoritative command, Nathan momentarily forgot his building rage and took a seat.

      As Nathan sat, Verin continued to address the northerners. “Burinn, we are grateful for your hospitality and do not wish to cause trouble. The boy is speaking the truth. The fault lies with me for not giving a proper introduction. My full name is Verin Albin, from Balta, and this is Nathan Stoneblood, son of Soron Stoneblood.”

      The entire room started to mumble at this, Soron Stoneblood, son of Theron Stoneblood, a king of the north. While Nathan sat rigid, seething in anger and waiting for someone to call this a lie, Burinn started to laugh. “Well that certainly does explain the knives and the temper. I’ve never heard of a Stoneblood who could take being called a liar.” The tensions in the room disappear with Burinn’s hearty laughter. “Hell, boy, why didn’t you say so earlier. We would’ve cooked something fancy for you.”

      Nathan, while starting to cool down, was obviously still furious so Verin answered for him, “Young Nathan and I are not familiar with the north. But we do know that not all the tribes are loyal to Theron Stoneblood. I thought it prudent to not mention it.”

      Burinn and the others all could see the logic in this, as there was many northern chiefs who would gladly take the life of a Stoneblood, any Stoneblood. “Well, you certainly did pick the right village to wander into. This village owes a lot to Theron Stoneblood.”

      Magnus came over to Nathan again, “My apologies, Nathan. I should have recognized by your size that you had some northern blood in you. Magnus paused for a second. “But those damn blue eyes are so southern.”

      This was finally the moment where Nathan’s anger dissipated. He joined in with the villagers in their laughter. “I too am sorry, Magnus. I lost my temper.”

      The rest of the night went much smoother and many laughs were had as the food was taken away and the mead got stronger. As the night went on, more and more of the villagers returned to their houses until only Burinn and Magnus were left with them.

      “Time for sleep now, we have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.” Burinn announced as he and Magnus stood up. “You will sleep in here tonight. There are furs for you to sleep on beside the fireplace. Then tomorrow, the four of us are going to see Theron Stoneblood. At which time, you will be given an opportunity to prove yourself or die for impersonating a Stoneblood.” Burinn winked at Verin before giving Nathan a friendly slap on the arm as he headed to the door “Sleep well, boy.”
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      EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, Magnus came and brought Nathan and Verin outside. Burinn was already standing outside with four horses. Nathan gave the older warrior a funny look that Burinn noticed right away. “What, you don’t have horses in the south, boy?” he laughed as he mounted his horse.

      Nathan had seen plenty of horses. He had even helped take care of a few for traders coming through Elderwood, but he had never actually ridden one. “Sure, we have horses. But, that doesn’t mean I have ever been on one.” Nathan laughed and the men joined in the mirth.

      Verin, an excellent horseman, who had been around horses his whole life, gave Nathan a lesson on horsemanship. “Put your left foot in the stirrup, climb on its back and grab the reins.” Nathan did as he was told, climbing on the animals back and quickly grabbing the reins. “There, now you are a horseman,” Verin quipped.

      Nathan laughed as they took off at a canter. There certainly was more to being a horseman than getting on and not falling off, but for now he was grateful that he was still on the animal's back. After a few hours, Nathan felt a lot more comfortable about not making a fool of himself. His mount was well-trained and readily responsive whenever Nathan cued him to change direction by pulling on the reins. Even then, Nathan hardly had to use the reins as the horse was good at picking out the easiest path and sticking with the rest of the horses. All Nathan needed to do was stay on.

      Verin could see that Nathan was finally comfortable enough on the horse that it was time they had a little talk. Verin brought his mount alongside Nathan’s. “Your ass sore yet?"

      Nathan laughed. He certainly was not used to this type of travel. “Yes, thank you, it is. “

      “Speaking of asses…”

      Nathan cut Verin off before he could continue the thought. “I’m sorry, Verin. I know I behaved like an ass. I don’t know what came over me. I have never been that angry in my life."

      Verin could see that the boy was being sincere. “It happens. You probably have never been called a liar before, but that is not the point. The point is, as you grow into a man you are going to need to control all your emotions. That is why your father spent the time to teach you those breathing techniques. They are not just for controlling your heart rate and adrenaline. They will also help you control your emotions. So next time your emotions get out of control, just breathe,” said Verin.

      It was late afternoon when the four men road into the town of Amradin, the home of Theron, the king of the north. It was the largest place Nathan had ever been. Hundreds of houses surrounded a main street where blacksmith shops, taverns and assorted buildings lined both sides of the main street. At the end of the street lay the Great Hall. As they entered the town, Nathan stopped his horse. “Wait. Before we go and see my grandfather, Burinn, you and Verin need to go have a drink or two. Magnus and I have to settle something.”

      The men peered at Nathan and could see he was serious. “All right, we will go eat and drink. You two just don’t go killing each other while we gone” replied Verin.

      After Verin and Burinn left for a tavern known to Burinn to have the honey mead he favored. Nathan turned to Magnus, “You know any of the blacksmiths in this town?”

      Magnus said he did and took him to one just down the road. Dismounting, they entered the shop where Magnus introduced Nathan to Sur’ath the blacksmith. Nathan explained that Magnus had questioned his abilities to forge northern steel and Nathan wanted the opportunity to prove himself. As it was Magnus who had questioned his abilities, he needed to witness them for himself.

      Sur’ath asked to see Nathan’s daggers and after a quick inspection of the weapons simply said “The shop is yours.” The large, burly northern smith handed Nathan his hammer and went and stood beside Magnus to watch.

      Nathan felt at home in the shop. Its setup was very similar to his father’s smithy, so Nathan was quickly able to find the materials he was searching for. Out of the corner, he picked out a small iron rod, and then with Sur’ath’s tongs he inserted it into the flames. Sur’ath had been working on making horseshoes when they had entered the shop, so the fires were hot. But the heat necessary for horseshoes was not the same as for making northern or black steel as Verin called it.

      Nathan let the tongs sit on the edge of the forge keeping the iron heating up while he turned to Sur’ath. “Witch oak?”

      Sur’ath simply pointed to a large sack, sitting against the opposite wall. Nathan went to the sack and took out two small pieces of the witch oak and threw them into the fire. He waited a few minutes to let the reaction start to take place. Now the fire was exceptionally hot and the iron rod was glowing red and orange. It was ready to be worked.

      Nathan used the tongs to take the rod out of the fire and place it on the anvil. He took the hammer in his right hand and began to strike the metal. It felt good to be working in a smith shop again. Nathan worked like in a trance. He really didn’t have a plan or the time to do anything too involved. That said, he did intend to show Magnus and anyone else that cared, that his father had taught him well.

      Suddenly, inspiration came to Nathan. Using the tongs, he put the now-flatter metal rod back into the heat of the forge. He needed the metal to be very hot for this to work.

      For two hours straight, Nathan worked and Sur’ath and Magnus stood silently, watching as the metal began to take shape. For the first hour, it didn’t look like much other than Nathan turning the thick foot long iron rod into a much longer, narrower rod. After he worked the graphite and phosphorus flakes into the iron, Nathan once again put it into the flames. Now the extra heat from the witch oak would be essential. As the iron reacted with the graphite and phosphorus, it would turn incredibly hard. The high heat delayed the process allowing Nathan to mold the metal into something new.

      As he hammered on the metal, he gave it a twist giving the rod a curl. Once the entire rod was curled, he bent the rod in half and began twisting it so that the two pieces intertwined into a weave. Once he had this weaved, he put it back in the heat for a moment. Next, he began curving the woven rod into a circle the size of a fist with two ends crossing and extending past each other. Then, he hammered the two ends together flat and began to shape the end. Finally, he put the metal into a bucket of water to cool. While the metal cooled, Nathan found a leather strip. Taking the circle out of the water he strung the leather strip through the small hole and tied the ends of the strip together in a knot. He quietly walked over to Magnus and placed the newly-made medallion around his neck. The medallion was of a dagger within a woven circle.

      Magnus and Sur’ath had not spoken the entire time Nathan had been working. Now, as Sur’ath examined the medallion hanging the other man’s neck chest, Magnus spoke. “Well, I suppose you have a little skill. I guess you got some northern blood in you after all. “

      Sur’ath gave Magnus a look that suggested he thought the man a little daft, before finally speaking. “Magnus, next time you call a man a liar for saying he’s a smith, look at his hands and forearms, not his eye color. I would’ve told you this boy was a smith the second he walked into this shop.” Sur’ath turned to Nathan “That was some of the finest work I have ever seen. Anytime you want to borrow my shop, be my guest."

      Nathan thanked Sur’ath for the use of his shop, offering to pay for the metal he had forged and bade him farewell. Sur'ath declined payment, thanking Nathan for a lesson he stated, “You are very skilled, watching you work was a pleasure. If you ever need work, I would hire you... just don't' set up a shop in competition with me.”

      Nathan smiled, “Wouldn't dream of it, sir.” He had no interest in shoeing horses and making mundane things. He could and would if he had to, but he took more pleasure in making beautiful objects. His father's influence had been very strong.

      When they got to the Inn, Burinn and Verin were happy to see both alive and no physical marks on either man. But both were annoyed that they had been gone so long. Before walking into the Inn, Magnus had tucked the medallion inside his shirt so no one could see the piece yet. Instead of telling the story, he simply said, “We are good, I am satisfied that Nathan here has more than an ample amount of northern blood in him. Now, someone bring us some food. I’m starved.”

      Nathan and Magnus sat down and ate while Burinn and Verin teased Magnus. They tried to coax out of him the story of why he now believed Nathan, but the proud northerner would say nothing about their trip to the blacksmith shop, only that Nathan had proven his claim. Now that the men were sated and full, the time had come to go see the king of the north.
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      As they entered the Great hall, the guards stopped them at the entrance, making them wait for a steward to come to the door. When the steward reached the door, Burinn addressed him. “Tell the king Burinn is here to see him.”

      The steward recognized Burinn but was not going to let them in immediately. “The king is eating his dinner at this moment and does not wish to be disturbed. He will have a few moments for you later if you would like to wait.”

      Burinn growled at the steward, “No! The king will see me now or I will stick my spear right up your pompous ass. Tell the king he has waited long enough for the news I bring. Take us to him or you will regret it.”

      “One moment, please,” the steward gulped. He could tell that Burinn was serious so he moved hastily, almost running, to see the king and tell him Burinn’s message.

      Burinn shook his head as he watched the steward leave. “Put a fancy coat on them and they start thinking they’re special. I ought to skin that pompous jackass.”

      Shortly the steward returned, his back straight and head held high in a haughty expression. It seemed that the king had found time for them. “Follow me please.”

      Down the hall they went until reaching a small dining area. The king sat by himself at the table. As the men entered the room he spoke to Burinn. “There had better be a damn good reason you are interrupting my meal, you old goat. I was enjoying the silence.”

      Burinn had known Theron for as long as he remembered, well before the man became a king, and was immune to his insults. They hardly ever spoke to each other without an insult or two thrown in for color. Burinn went to the king's table, grabbed a chicken leg off his plate and started eating it. “Fine, if you don’t want to meet your grandson today, we can come back tomorrow,” said Burinn between mouthfuls of chicken.

      At this, Theron looked sharply at Burinn, then at his three companions. Magnus, he had seen before, and the small blonde man was obviously no kin to him. The one in question was the dark-haired boy with the blue eyes. Theron studied him for a minute without saying anything. Looking him over, head to toe the way he might inspect a young colt, finally he spoke. “Sort of looks like Soron did at his age, excepting the blue eyes, of course. I don’t suppose you can prove it.”

      At this, Magnus took a step towards the table. “Excuse me my lord, but I can be of service in this matter. I can’t say if the boy is truly Soron’s offspring or not, but what I can show you speaks for itself…I met the lad last night and I called him a liar for saying that he forged the daggers that he carries. This afternoon, Nathan and I went to Sur’ath’s smith shop and he made this in two hours.”

      Magnus pulled the black steel medallion out from under his tunic and placed it on the table so all could see it. The king picked up the medallion and examined it closely. The metalwork was flawless, a full circle of braided metal with a tiny dagger in the middle. Only an extremely talented smith could make this out of steel. Only a northerner with giant blood heritage had the strength to forge the black steel. To do it into such a beautiful piece was the work of a true artist. Very few smiths were able to produce something like this. Soron, his son, had been one of them.

      The king smiled, the medallion brought back pleasant memories. “Your father used to love making jewelry and fancy artwork when he was younger. It was a sad day when your father left for the south. I have always regretted letting him leave on bad terms. Even more, I regret not taking the time to fix it.

      Nathan was relieved to hear the king’s words. He had not been sure of how he would be received by his grandfather.

      “When I received the letter explaining his and your mother’s deaths it was a terrible blow. When the letter mentioned that there was no news of whether you were alive or not, I realized it was the first time I had ever thought about getting to know you. I mourned the loss of a son, a daughter and a grandson I never knew. Today, I am happy beyond imagination meeting you, Nathan Stoneblood,” spoke the king, gesturing for Nathan to come sit at his table. “Now tell me about yourself.”

      Nathan gave his grandfather an accounting of life in Elderwood. He spoke of his how his mother and father lived, the training they gave him; he went on to talk about the duke’s attack, and how life had changed for him since that tragic day. When Nathan became emotional at the memories, Verin continued the story, telling how he had come to Elderwood. He told how Nathan helped the village by teaching his mother’s skills then leading the excursion to find the bandits.

      Theron was impressed with his grandson; his story was one of love and happiness followed by tragedy. Life in the north could be sudden, violent and filled with turmoil. Soron had struggled with that. His son had found peace and joy in Elderwood. Even if his life had been cut short, it was comforting to know he had many years of peace. Verin’s telling of the story was more eventful than Nathan’s and showed that his grandson was following his father’s example. The young man was a warrior, but one with a kind and gentle soul.

      The next day, Theron took his grandson for a walk around the town. Amradin was a very interesting place to Nathan. He was learning a lot about his father’s people. One of the first things he noticed was that while some of the men were incredibly large like his father had been, not all were so. On average, everyone was certainly a little taller than people on the south side of the mountains, but he didn’t see any true giants either. He asked his grandfather about this.

      Theron laughed, “I remember how those southerners talk about the north. They like to think we are all fierce, scary giants and the weather is freezing all the time and we devour children if they don’t eat their vegetables.”

      Nathan smiled; this wasn’t far from the truth.

      “The truth is, there barely are any giants left in this part of the world and most of our people only have a little giant blood in them. Occasionally, you see a throwback, someone who exhibits giant traits; someone who is exceptionally big and usually as strong as an ox. But for the most part, our people are not much different than those south of the mountains. Some of the bloodlines are a little stronger. Our bloodline has more giant blood than most and it is very likely you will grow to your father’s size. Even for a northern boy, you are exceptionally strong for one your age. Sur’ath told me how you forged the medallion. Two hours straight without a break, and barely broke a sweat. That is strong; it is no wonder your father chose sword breakers as weapons for you.”

      Theron and Nathan walked towards the stables and looked at the horses within. Even Nathan who had little to do with horses understood that these were magnificent creatures. “Beautiful aren’t they. Besides blacksmithing and fighting, raising quality horses is one of the things we do best in the north.” Past the stables towards the fenced off pasture they walked. One horse, in particular, caught Nathan’s eye. It was a large, well-muscled stallion with a deep night- black coat, and thick, long, jet-black mane and tail. It walked with a majestic pace and seemed to stare right back at Nathan. Theron watched as Nathan and the horse eyed each other. Some of Theron’s thoughts about Nathan were now starting to make sense.

      Theron decided to put his theory to the test. “Nathan, I want you to close your eyes and don’t open them until I tell you. Now, picture that black stallion you were looking in your mind. Focus on the stallion and without talking call it to you. Just picture the stallion walking towards us. Keep doing it until I tell you to stop.”

      Nathan was not sure what was going on but he knew there was something special about this horse. He closed his eyes and focused hard, imagining the stallion standing there looking back at him. He thought about the horse walking up to the fence and putting its head over the fence close enough to rub his nose. He could almost feel the animal in front of him now.

      “Now without moving or saying anything, I want you to open your eyes,” said King Theron.

      Nathan continued to humor his newly-found grandfather and opened his eyes only to be staring right into the eyes of the magnificent stallion. Nathan was amazed, he had never done anything like this before, but then he remembered the wolf and had a flashback to the fox dropping the rabbit.

      As Theron watched the stallion walk up to the fence, he knew that he guessed correctly. Nathan was a throwback, but not to just giant’s blood. The Stoneblood family tree did not just include giants but also members of the ingla, an ancient race from the far west. Many of the ingla had lived in the north hundreds of years ago, enjoying the company of giants. Ingla were some of the strongest users of magic ever known. But as the currian people who had already populated the southern part of the continent began to move north, the ingla people began to return home to the far west.

      Currians, for the most part, were a decent people. But they held a deep distrust for the supernatural and rarely reacted well when an ingla of any real power was around. Of the few ingla that stayed in the north, most had very weak powers or chose to hide them to make staying in their new home easier. Theron had heard of ingla who had an affinity for nature. Some were simply attuned with the weather and would tell you days and weeks ahead what was coming. Ingla mages were often talented with controlling fire or water. Other, more powerful, ingla would control or communicate with animals. Theron did not have any of the ingla traits, but his father had shown the affinity with animals. He could not control them, but certain animals had been drawn to him and understood his wishes and thoughts. Knowing his own bloodlines were strong in giant and ingla blood, it did not surprise Theron that his grandson would show the same talents.

      Theron had briefly wondered if Nathan has some of the ingla abilities when Sur’ath had described the way Nathan had forged the black steel medallion. Forging black steel took giant strength, but what Nathan was doing went beyond strength. Sur’ath had described the way Nathan focused on the metal as if he was in a trance. With each blow of his hammer, the metal seemed to move exactly where Nathan wanted it, as though the metal wanted to be changed. It was very uncommon for a smith to make detailed work like the medallion out of black steel. The graphite and phosphorus made the metal very hard and difficult to work with. Nathan being able to produce such a detailed medallion was an indicator of possible ingla powers. When Theron saw the stallion focusing on Nathan, he had guessed this was another indicator of the ingla abilities. “Come, Nathan, let us go find Verin. The three of us have much to discuss.”

      They found Verin with Burinn and Magnus waiting for them at the steps of the Great Hall. Burinn and Magnus were getting ready to leave. Magnus tried to give back the medallion to Nathan. Nathan refused and told Magnus it was a gift to remind him that Nathan did not lie. Once Burinn and Magnus were gone, the three went to the king’s private chambers and sat down around the small table.

      King Theron started the conversation “Verin, what do you know of the ingla?”

      Verin looked at the king then over at Nathan. “There are still a few ingla on Balta. They often possess some degree of magic. The ingla name for people with magic is a’kil. At one time, they were rather common in Solotine, but like giants in the north, few remain. Back in Mithbea, the a’kil are much more common.”

      “Forgive me if this is rude, but were there any ingla among your family’s lines?” asked Theron.

      “Actually, there were several. Several of my relatives have some sort of magical power. Nathan’s mother, Velaina, had the unusual ability to tell when someone was lying. It was why she hated living in Venecia and dealing with all the royal politics. Everyone lied and it would give her migraines. It was also one of the reasons she loved your Soron so much. He never lied to her.

      Nathan, surprised to hear that his mother had magical powers, thought back to how she always seemed to know how he was feeling and when he was lying. This certainly made sense.

      “You’ve noticed the boy has powers then.” Verin was speaking to the king but looking at Nathan. The king was also looking at Nathan while he spoke. “His metal craft had me wondering, it was a little too good, but today at the stables a stallion was attuned with him.”

      Theron Stoneblood looked at his grandson. “Our family has always been filled with magic users. The Stoneblood bloodlines has been filled with mages and warriors with unique and special gifts. Some of the traits passed down are purely physical, Your father and I both have the size and strength that comes from giants blood. That blood also tends to run a little hot. Anger can be an issue for those with giant’s blood. I suspect you share those same traits, but because your mother had her own magical powers it is hard to say what is going on within you.”

      Nathan was starting to be a little uncomfortable with the way the conversation was going but held his tongue. Verin saw that Nathan was getting frustrated. “Basically, it comes down to this. Both of your parents’ families have ingla bloodlines, and you, boy, are going to have special abilities. The only question is how strong they will eventually be.”

      Have I magic power? Nathan thought to himself. I guess that explains some of the things that I can do. “So what do I do now?” Nathan asked earnestly. Weird magic sounded terrible and yet intriguing at the same time.

      Verin smiled, “You can relax. These abilities are a blessing, not a curse. So far, all you have shown is a rare connection with nature. Certain animals seem to respond to you and your ability to work with metals seems to be enhanced. You are not going to turn into a dragon…. Well, I don’t think you will.” Verin winked at his nephew.

      Nathan chuckled at the thought of turning into a dragon, now that was a little absurd, but the rest seemed possible. If it was true that his mother was a’kil, then it certainly wasn’t a bad thing, and he did not feel any different. Having the stallion come to him was very cool. Nathan decided being a’kil might not be so bad after all. It was time to go see his magical companion again. “Grandfather, is it okay if I take the stallion for a ride?”
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      When Nathan got back to the stable, Taneal, the stable master, was waiting for him. “The king said you would be coming. I warned him the beast of a horse isn’t rideable but he gave instructions to let you try. He seems to imagine you are just going to jump on and go for a jaunt” said the man with a small smirk.

      Nathan could sense the stable master was hesitant to let him ride the stallion. “He seems gentle, what is the problem?”

      Taneal gave Nathan an incredulous look, “Gentle? Are you crazy? That horse is wild. It has been in the stables for almost a month and no one has been able to ride it. Three good horsemen have nearly died trying to get on that black devil. But you go ahead, boy, I will not argue with the king’s grandson. He is over there in the big corral.”

      Nathan walked up to the edge of the corral and hopped over the rails. He continued a gradual walk towards the magnificent, black stallion. The horse was standing in the middle of the corral, as if waiting for him. It did not move as he came up to it and started rubbing its chest. Not sure how the connection between him and the horse was supposed to work Nathan thought back to earlier, when King Theron made him close his eyes and visualize the horse coming towards him. Nathan did the same now. He closed his eyes and imagined himself jumping up onto its back while the stallion stayed still.

      Nathan opened his eyes. He grabbed a handful of mane in his left hand and jumped up. He swung his right leg across the animal until he was sitting on the stallion's back. So far, so good, he thought to himself. Next, Nathan closed his eyes imagining the horse slowly walking up to the corral gates and then going off at a trot. He added some detail to his thoughts this time, visualizing the stallion responding to gentle steering by pulling on its mane to the left or right. As Nathan opened his eyes once again the stallion started walking towards the corral gates.

      As Nathan walked right up to the wild horse, Taneal’s jaw nearly hit the dirt. He was surprised that the animal did not move. He was even more surprised as the beast stood its ground while the lad jumped on its back. As the boy rode the horse towards him, he silently opened the gates and let them out. Taneal was flabbergasted; amazed how gentle the stallion was with the young boy. Never would he have believed it had he not seen it with his own eyes. And even then he doubted what he had witnessed. It was as if the boy had magic. Taneal's face grew concerned. Worried, he looked about to make certain no one else had seen what he saw. He muttered some more about fools and kings that ought to warn a body. Taneal was loyal to Theron, but it could not be said the same of everyone in the kingdom or the castle. The castle oft had ears and eyes unseen.

      Nathan rode the stallion for hours that day. Despite having no reins or saddle, he was so excited by the ride that he ignored the pains in his bottom side. After a short time, Nathan realized that he did not have to close his eyes and visualize. As long as he kept his thoughts about what he wanted the stallion to do, the animal responded. Being a’kil was amazing. The stallion was amazing. Whatever concerns he previously had about magic blood evaporated into thin air.

      The cool, northern wind felt good on his skin as they galloped aimlessly along. Riding a horse, especially one like his big, black stallion was exhilarating. But his bottom really was getting sore, so Nathan thought about heading back to Amradin. As he finished the thought, the horse began to curve to his left bringing them around to head for the town. As they made their way towards Amradin, Nathan decided that he needed to have a conversation with Taneal. A saddle was going to be necessary.

      While Nathan was out riding the stallion, Theron and Verin were discussing Nathan’s future.

      “There is not much love for the a’kil in Solotine. Even here in the north, the boy would have problems. In Amradin, I rule by bloodlines. The surrounding clans accept me as king because I am the strongest chieftain. When my rule is over, the next king won’t be chosen by bloodline but by power. The clans will gather and if one chieftain is strong enough to enforce his will on the majority then he will be king. If a king is not chosen, there will be fighting amongst the clans until one emerges.” Theron paused for a second before continuing, “If Nathan stayed in the north, he would one day be chieftain of Amradin and possibly king of the north, but not without much hardship and shedding of blood. Nathan would be seen as an outsider because he was not raised in the north. His being a’kil would further the distrust that many would have. Amradin does not need Nathan here to thrive. I have other strong family members that will be capable of leading our people. Nathan should go with you to Balta. In Balta, he can be accepted for being a’kil. That won’t happen anywhere in Solotine, even the north,” said the king with a hint of sadness in his voice.

      Verin was in agreement with Theron. As much as the boy might enjoy growing up in the north with his grandfather, he would be much safer in Balta where being a’kil was not frowned upon. “I’m afraid that regardless of where he goes Nathan is going to see war and bloodshed. Balta has been at war with Morthon for many years and that is not likely to change. But it is true that in Balta being a’kil will not make him an outsider. In Balta, he can learn about magic so that his abilities don’t become a danger to himself or others.”

      Theron sighed, he was not pleased to think that Balta was safer, but he would not jeopardize his grandson’s life for his own selfish reasons. “Then we are in agreement, the boy stays with you and goes to Balta,” said the king.

      Verin nodded, he could see that Theron was not happy to make this decision; he would like to have the boy grow up with him, but he was making the decision that was best for Nathan.

      Glad that Verin agreed with him, Theron continued, “magic blood may be more common on Mithbea, but there are still very powerful ingla in the north. To the east of here lives an old ingla mage that is very adept at reading the powers of others. I would like you to take Nathan to meet him on your way south. There is a pass to the east of here near where the ingla mage lives, so it would not be out of your way. I marked down a grove of witch oak that grows just to the east of the pass so you will be able to get the wood as you head back south.”

      Theron handed Verin the map.” I will be giving Nathan the stallion; you will accept a mount for yourself and two packhorses as my gift. When Nathan returns from his ride, I will take him for a walk and tell him of our decision. You will leave in the morning. I would like to spend more time with the boy but fear the longer he stays in the north, the greater the danger for him.”

      True to his word, Theron was waiting at the stables for Nathan when he returned from his ride. While he waited for Nathan, the stable master filled him in on Nathan’s success with the wild stallion. “Walked right into the corral, sauntered on over to the big beast and jumped on his back like he had known the horse his whole life. He rode him out of here without a bridle or saddle. It was like riding a pet pony. I’ve never seen the likes. It was almost like magic…”

      Theron gave a half-hearted smile, the boy certainly shared a connection with the glorious stallion. “Don’t worry, old friend, I know how some around here feel about magic blood, I will be sending the boy away. Besides, he is too much like his father to truly thrive in the north.”

      When Nathan returned, he was grinning ear to ear, ignoring the pain in his lower buttocks region and his inability to walk straight. Nathan found his grandfather. “Oh, Theron, he is wonderful. I could ride him forever.”

      “Well, if you did that you would want to use a saddle.”

      Nathan laughed and rubbed his sore posterior, obviously his grandfather noticed his funny walk. “Yes, a saddle sounds like a good idea.”

      Theron gave Taneal a nod “I’m sure we will be able to come up with a decent saddle. Now come with me Nathan, we have much to discuss.” As Theron and Nathan walked, the king filled Nathan in on the conversation that he had had with Verin about going to Balta. The king explained the dangers for him in the north and why he wanted him to go to Balta with Verin; he also announced his gift of the stallion.

      Nathan was torn; he understood the logic and agreed that going on to Balta was the right decision. He was sad that he would be leaving Theron so soon and sadder to think of not seeing Ava while he was in Balta.

      “Now tell me, Nathan, you have your very own horse. It is a beautiful, black beast. But what are you going to name it?” Nathan looked at his grandfather “His name is Thorn.”

      That evening the king hosted a great feast, and they spent the night laughing and hearing stories of a young Soron, and his bride, Velaina. The time of mourning had passed. To mourn longer would dishonor the dead. As custom dictated the departed were to be celebrated and honored with stories of victories and tellings of attributes. It was a fitting tribute to Soron and Velaina.

      The next morning, Nathan and Verin spoke with King Theron one last time before they left to complete their journey. Besides the horses, King Theron had one last gift for Nathan.

      “Here take this,” said the king as he handed Nathan a small, leather pouch. Nathan gave Theron a look silently asking permission to open the gift, which the king granted with a smile and slight nod. Inside the pouch were a large handful of gems. There were at least two each of diamonds, rubies, sapphires and garnets. Nathan could see a half-dozen emeralds and amethysts at the least. The small pouch contained a small fortune.

      Theron explained his gift, “When your father was a boy, his favorite thing to smith was jewelry. I used to get mad at him and tell him that pretty things didn’t win wars. That swords and spear were the only thing worthy of a blacksmith's time. Sometime after Soron left the north, I started to realize that being king was about more than winning wars, it was about providing my people with a better quality of life.” The king paused, reflecting back on his past. “Your father always appreciated beauty and knew its importance. It wasn’t until I grew old that I began to understand what Soron knew all along. So a few years ago, I started collecting these jewels. My intention was to give them to your father as a late wedding gift. My choice of wedding gift was my way of explaining that I came to understand why he chose to leave the north. Now that he is gone, these are yours. Do whatever you like with them. But I would ask that at least some of them you make into jewelry. I would like to see them again one day. In addition, you should show the jewels to the mage. He is trustworthy, and will be able to teach you something special about gems.

      Nathan thanked Theron for the wonderful gift. Thinking of his lost parents was always tough and now leaving his grandfather was proving to be difficult. Nathan’s voice was wavering as he spoke. “They are beautiful. I promise to make something worthy of such a wonderful gift.”

      Theron was very pleased by Nathan’s reaction to the gift. “In the supplies I also included a large bag of hexin. It is a rare mineral which can be used like graphite, except instead of making iron into steel, it makes it into a softer metal. Your father used to try making jewelry out of it. But he rarely had enough of the mineral to make it work. See if you can make something of it.”

      With one last embrace with his grandfather, Nathan mounted Thorn and settled in to the new saddle that Taneal had found for him. Satisfied that traveling for long periods of time would now be much more comfortable, Nathan gave a last wave and headed out of Amradin.
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      For several days, they traveled east following the directions and map that Theron had provided. Thorn carried Nathan effortlessly. Horse and rider moved as one. If a scent on the wind alerted Thorn, Nathan knew it. If Thorn saw a movement, or picked up a suspicious sound, Nathan knew it. As they headed east the land became drier, the vegetation became sparser. Even the air seemed different to Nathan, almost acidic. However, the dry, flatter land made for easy travel for the horses so they made good progress. On the third night, they were making camp when that changed.

      The campsite they had chosen was a good one. A small clump of alber elm provided cover and firewood in an otherwise barren and exposed area. Verin tethered and unloaded the horses while Nathan gathered dry twigs and branches and then started a fire.

      As they ate their supper, the horses were acting a bit unusual. Filled with nervous energy, the animals were jostling about with heads high, noses into the wind. “They smell something out there, either a storm is coming or they have picked up the scent of a predator. If they don’t calm down soon we will take shifts keeping watch,” said Verin as he gave a cautious watch over the camp. Verin rose and took a long walk around the perimeter of the camp but failed to notice any obvious signs of anything moving out in the night.

      By the time Verin was finished his walk around the camp the horses had already started to calm. Whatever had bothered the animals was gone or no longer worrying them as much. Despite this, Verin was wary. “Forgive me if this offends your ears, but I am going to sing to the beasts for a while. Singing always seems to calm herd animals, even bad singing.” And with that, Verin began to sing. His voice not nearly the calamity he had insinuated it to be.

      Fair lady I remember thee

      Heart bound by in fire

      I burn every time you get to close to me

      Darkness of night and time past has taken my besot heart and turned it to stone

      But even the stone heart burns every time you get close to me

      Fair lady I remember thee.

      Fair lady I come for thee

      My broken stone heart still searches for its home in the fire of your love

      Distance and time matter not for one day a time will come

      Fair lady I will come for thee

      

      As Verin sang his love song, the horses calmed and stopped moving about. The sad melody put Nathan into a contemplative mood. Afterward, Nathan asked about the song. “Mother used to sing to me all the time but I never heard that one before.”

      “It is not one of the popular songs of Balta. In fact, very few have ever heard it. It is just a song a lonely ranger wrote for a girl he knew long ago,” said Verin in a reflective tone as he stared off into the distance.

      Nathan could tell from the sound of Verin’s voice that it was most likely that he was the lonely ranger and the song was a reminder of a lost love. Not wanting to embarrass his uncle or reveal that he had figured out where the song originated from Nathan simply replied, “It was lovely; your singing on the other hand...” Nathan drifted off into sleep dreaming about a certain village girl with freckles like the stars in the night sky.

      It was after midnight when Nathan awoke with a start. The camp was quiet. The fire had died down to just coals. Verin was asleep, as were the horses. Wait, all the horses except Thorn slept. Nathan sensed that Thorn was awake and was scared. Not many things scare a wild stallion so something dangerous was close to the camp. Nathan quickly added a handful of wood to the fire hoping that some flames would scare off whatever was out there, or at least provide more light to see the danger with. He grabbed his daggers and quickly walked towards the horses.

      Before he could get to the horses, dark terrors sprung out of the shadows in all directions. Only a movement, spotted out of the corner of his eye, saved Nathan. A large beast had sprung from the bush at him. Nathan instinctively jumped back and the large projectile flew past him. But not before a vicious set of claws caught him across the shoulder. The next attack came from a second beast trying to bite his leg while the first one corrected its path and turned back to attack Nathan again.

      Nathan struck the second beast hard. He slashed it across the chest, but the blade made no cut. The beast’s skin was incredibly hard and did not yield. As Nathan slashed at the seemingly invincible beast, the first one again pounced at Nathan. This time, the attack was successful. Nathan was knocked to the ground.

      The beast was on top of him and about to sink its razor like teeth into Nathan’s neck, when in one, last desperate counter-attack Nathan drove his blade into the beast’s mouth. This time the blade did not bounce off but pierced into the brain, killing the monster immediately.

      Nathan pushed the beast off of him and looked around. The second beast was on him just as Nathan finished shoving the dead one off himself. Nathan felt a searing pain as a set of claws sliced through the back of his leg. Nathan spun to his side and jabbed his dagger into the second monster’s mouth. The animal reared in pain before dying beside the first dead beast.

      Nathan lunged to his feet looking around. The fresh pieces of wood had caught ablaze and in the light of its flames Nathan saw Verin trying to fight off three of the beasts. Another was attacking Thorn. The wild stallion was raised up and striking down with its hoofs, keeping the monster at bay. Nathan yelled at Verin “Strike them in the mouths. It is their weak spot.” He then ran to help Thorn.

      The monster, trying to avoid the ferocious strikes of Thorn’s powerful front legs, failed to see Nathan coming up from behind. Nathan struck the beast to get it to face him; his dagger pierced through its mouth and into the brain of the ugly beast. The jaws of the beast had almost snapped close fast enough to immobilize the blade of Nathan's dagger. Had the beast’s mouth been deeper, Nathan’s hands would have been cut by the razor-sharp teeth. Now that Thorn and the other horses were safe from immediate danger, Nathan turned and rushed back to help Verin against the remaining beasts. Verin had killed one of the beasts while Nathan had been seeing to Thorn’s attacker. But he still faced two of the beasts, while a third one was coming around behind him. Nathan ran towards the beast behind Verin hoping to distract it before it could jump on his uncle’s exposed back. As Nathan ran at the beast, Verin struck one of the two in front of him killing his second monster. Suddenly, the two remaining attackers turned and ran off into the night.

      Verin hobbled closer to the fire before collapsing to the ground. Nathan quickly came to him, checking to see the severity of his wounds. Verin had a deep wound in one leg where one of the beasts had bitten him and several claw marks over the rest of his body. The leg was bleeding profusely and Nathan noted with concern that Verin had lost a lot of blood.

      Grabbing a piece of cloth Nathan made a tourniquet and tied it around the leg to stop the bleeding. As he worked, Verin talked “I have to say waking up to a vraber bite is not as pleasant of an experience as it sounds.” He grunted as Nathan gave the tourniquet another tug to tighten it more. “I am taking a dislike to the north. Not a friendly place at all.” Verin coughed, already weakened by the loss of blood.

      “Vraber? I’ve never heard of one before,” said Nathan as he worked on the wounds.

      “While you were visiting with the king, Magnus and I were having a drink of ale and he was telling tales of the north. Magnus warned me about these god-awful creatures that looked like a cross between a wolf and a lizard. He said they have scaly hide that supposedly makes great armor. I can see why now. They are pack animals who live in the desert and will attack anything. I thought Magnus might be exaggerating his stories a bit for my enjoyment. If I ever see him again, I will have to apologize. They truly are a dangerous animal.” Verin was rambling a bit at this point. Nathan suspected that the vraber wounds were causing a reaction in his body.

      Nathan cleaned up the rest of Verin’s wounds and gave him some water. “Go to sleep, uncle. You have lost a lot of blood. Water and rest are essential now.” Verin mumbled in agreement before closing his eyes. In moments he was passed out. Once Nathan was finished with Verin, he worked on cleaning his own wounds. He washed them out with water and applied salve. The rest of the night, Nathan stayed awake to make sure the vraber that had fled did not return. As Thorn settled, Nathan knew, he too, could relax. He would trust Thorn to raise an alarm.

      When the soft, morning sun started to rise in the east, Nathan finally got a good look at the dead vrabers that had attacked during the night. The description of a wolf crossed with a lizard was not far off. The murderous beasts were a combination of gold and black color with a hide that resembled scales. The mouths were short and wide, the mouths full of razor-like teeth. The eyes were sunk back into the head and the ears were tiny-not a pretty creature at all. The bodies of the beast stank. The smell bothered the horses; he would have to do something with the bodies soon if they were to stay here.

      Done with his inspection of the dead creatures, Nathan started sorting through the packs of supplies Theron had sent with them. He started to boil some water to make soup. When Verin awoke, he would need to replenish his fluids and gain strength. A good soup was an excellent way of doing this. Once he had the soup started, Nathan checked on the horses then began walking around the area of their camp looking to see if he recognized any plants that would help Verin heal quicker.

      After an hour, Nathan found some bai cacti. He had never seen the plant before but from his mother’s lessons, he recalled the distinct purple and pink flowers that protruded from the prickly plant. The cacti were very fibrous and good at retaining moisture. Chunks of the cacti in the soup would help the body retain water. Nathan chopped up a few pieces of the bai cacti and returned to the camp. Once he finished adding the cacti pieces to the soup, Nathan sat down and quickly fell asleep. Exhaustion had finally over taken him.

      When Nathan awoke a few hours later, Verin was awake but not moving much. He still seemed weak but at the least was now fully coherent. “I’ve been awake for almost an hour now but too weak to get up and get some of that soup that’s cruelly teasing my nose. I don’t suppose you would mind handing me a bowl.” Nathan smiled, Verin might be weak, but his sense of humor had not disappeared. The soup was nourishing, but with the healing herbs he had put into it, the smell and taste was rather awful. Once he had finished the bowl of soup, Verin weakly thanked Nathan and went back to sleep.

      Nathan assessed the situation. Verin would be too weak to travel for at least a day or two as his body recuperated from the loss of blood. As long as he didn’t catch a fever he would start recovering soon. After that, he would be fine, but for at least another day, he would need plenty of sleep and drink lots of water and eat more soup.

      Since he was going to be there for a while, Nathan decided it was time to do something with the vraber bodies. The vraber hide was incredibly tough. The one he had slashed several times showed almost no damage, only small marks where the blade had passed across its chest, nowhere deep enough to penetrate the tough hide. If he could find a way to skin the beasts he could definitely use the hides for something. Going through Verin’s gear, Nathan found his skinning knife, a small, curved-blade tool.

      Taking the skinning knife, Nathan went to work on the first animal body. He found that while the hide was incredibly tough where the scales of thick hide were, the chest back and neck- the areas around the belly and legs were thinner. Even these thin areas were extremely tough, but with a lot of work Nathan was able to remove the hides. As he finished, Nathan took the carcasses far away from the camp so the scent of blood would not linger and bother the horses. Finished with that unpleasant task, Nathan made a small stand to hold the hides. Once they were secure, he scraped clean the insides of the hides. Once the hides were cleaned, Nathan crushed some alber elm bark into a paste he applied this to the skins then left them to dry.

      Nathan checked on the sleeping Verin. His wounds were healing nicely with no signs of infection or fever and some of the color was returning. Verin would likely be on his feet again soon. When Nathan cooked supper that night, Verin awoke and got himself up to eat without any assistance. He would be weaker than normal for a while but Verin was ready to travel once again.
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      When morning came, Nathan loaded his vraber hides onto one of the pack horses and finished reloading the rest of their gear. After a quick breakfast, they were once again riding their way east towards the mysterious ingla mage that his grandfather, King Theron, had sent them to see.

      At first they almost missed the mage's dwelling. Theron had described a cave near the bottom of a steep mountain of dark-red rock beyond the third creek to the east. Finding the mountain had been easy enough. But the entrance to the cave was well hidden by an overlap in the rock and a few bushes in front of the opening. They had ridden past it twice before Verin noticed the way the rocks overlapped, so he moved closer to find the cave entrance.

      Making a small torch, they carefully entered the cave. While the entrance to the cave was a narrow and dark tunnel, after about fifteen feet they began to see light. Soon the tunnel opened into a large main cavern. The cavern was a surprisingly comfortable-looking dwelling. Furs covered a large part of the floor and glowing rocks gave off a strange, warm light that filled the space. In the middle of the cavern at a large table sat an old man. The old man was reading a parchment and hadn’t even bothered to look up at them

      “Well, don’t just stand there looking like idiots. Put out your torch and pull up a chair, Stoneblood. “Nathan, surprised by this greeting, did as he was bid. He took one of the two chairs across the table from the old ingla mage. Finally, the mage looked up and examined Nathan. “I’ve known a few Stonebloods in my day. From the look of you I’d say you are one of Theron Stoneblood’s bloodline. You are too young to be Theron’s boy, his grandson perhaps?” Nathan nodded, curious as to how the old man knew that he was a Stoneblood.

      “I could tell you are Stoneblood by your magical aura; it is similar to that of your grandfather… only much stronger. Your father must have married someone with a strong magical presence.” The mage took in Nathan’s blue eyes and then looked over at Verin. “Judging by your blue eyes and the look of your companion, he married a southerner. Baltan, if I am not mistaken, strong ingla bloodlines in Balta.”

      “Yes sir, my name is Nathan Stoneblood, son of Soron Stoneblood, son of Theron Stoneblood. My mother, Velaina Stoneblood, was born in Balta and this is my uncle, Verin Albet.”

      The old mage gave a small smile. “Greetings, Nathan Stoneblood and Verin Albet, my name is Amaden Blugroson. What can I do for you?”

      Nathan appreciated the old mage's warm, friendly greeting. “Grandfather told us to come here. He said that you would have an idea of what type of magic I am capable of and you could help me to understand some of my power.”

      The mage got up from his chair and walked around the table. He took both of Nathan’s hands in his own, examined both sides then let go, then he examined Nathan all over before placing one hand on Nathan’s chest. He closed his eyes and stood like that for a minute. Without a word he removed his hand, went back around the table and sat down again.

      “It is good that Theron Stoneblood sent you to me. He is partly correct, I can tell you some about the innate magic you possess, but magic, like any other skill, can be learned, strengthened and honed. So what magic you can perform in time will come from what you learn and practice. You will have certain magical powers that others cannot use, and there will be some types of magic that are beyond you. The key will be finding out the limits and range of your magic. That will happen with time and experience.” Amaden paused a moment to study Nathan before continuing, “I can teach you about being a’kil, and how magic affects you and the world around you. First, we need to each lunch. From the looks of him, your uncle is still weak from his wounds and could use some rest.” The mage looked at Verin, “Forgive me for looking into your mind. I needed to know your intentions towards young Nathan here. Even in Balta there are those who frown upon the a’kil.” The mage touched his bony fingertips to Verin's forehead.

      Verin gave a weary smile, “Theron Stoneblood trusts you, it is enough for me, and it’s not the first time a mage has snooped around in my mind.” Verin knew a lot about mages. Magic was much more common in Balta, and he had some training in how to shield his mind from such invasions but had chosen to allow the mage to look into his mind. Verin had nothing to hide.

      As they ate a stew that Amaden had already been cooking, Nathan took the time to study the old mage. A gray and white beard covered a pale and wrinkled face. He possessed bright, green eyes with a twinkle that made guessing his age very difficult. As Nathan tried to figure out the mages age, Amaden interrupted his chain of thought. “How long have you been connected with the stallion?”

      Nathan thought back over the last few days of travel and the time spent in Amradin. It seemed to him the time had flown faster than possible. “I first laid eyes on Thorn a week ago.”

      Amaden nodded, “That makes sense. The bond between you two is still somewhat weak. As you spend more time with the animal the bond between you will grow.” Nathan understood that he had a bond with Thorn, but he still didn’t understand how it worked so he asked Amaden about it.

      “There is no easy way to explain magic. It is something like the energy within all living things, yet magic can also be in non-living things as well, stored like energy. The glowing rocks that give off the light in this room are an example of that. In your case, the magic within you has an attraction to the magic within your horse, Thorn. It creates a special connection between your minds. You will be able to feel his emotions while he can also feel yours and understand your wants. You will be able to tell where each other is even over long distances and be able to find each other. You will not likely have a connection like this with another animal, it is hard to say. Some with this ability only connect with one beast, others with several. Also, if you have strong feelings for another person, it is likely that a bond can develop. I actually sense that you have already started to form this bond. Eventually you will be able to talk to that person through your minds if the bond becomes strong enough, but that is a dangerous thing and you shouldn’t try it without the training of a master. You also have a very strong bond with the earth. From your hands, I would say you have taken on the family trade and are a blacksmith. I would guess that smithing comes easy for you. Am I correct?”

      Nathan told him that he was correct.

      Amaden continued his explanation of magic to Nathan. “The earth bond is very powerful. It opens the door to many different types of magic. With training, you will be able to potentially call upon the elements. At the least, learning runes and imbuing jewels will be within your powers. Your earth affinity is particularly strong, which is interesting, most Stonebloods I’ve known have other affinities aside from earth, they shared they ability to imbue gems but with a different type of magic.

      With the mention of jewels, Nathan opened up the pouch of gems his grandfather had given him. “Theron said to show you these."

      Amaden inspected the gems. “Ah, these are perfect, but we will get to imbuing another day. Today, we will work on your connection with Thorn. Verin, would you please go outside and untie Thorn." Amaden waited for Verin to return before giving his next command. “Nathan, tell Thorn to go for a run. Don’t specify a direction just tell him to go fast.”

      Nathan focused on Thorn and told him to go for a fast run in any direction.

      “Now I don’t want you to communicate with Thorn, but just feel where Thorn is.” After a few minutes, Amaden continued, “Tell me which direction Thorn is going right now.”

      Nathan was focused on Thorn and could tell which way the animal was headed; he turned and pointed out towards the northeast.

      Amaden smiled, Nathan was picking up things very quickly. “Excellent, now how far away is Thorn?”

      This took Nathan a while but once he focused just on Thorn’s location he was able to feel the stallion moving away from him. “He is about half a mile away and getting farther away. He turned and is heading more towards the east now.”

      Amaden clapped his hands together. “Excellent, young Stoneblood, you will now always be able to tell which direction Thorn is from you. Over longer distances, you will not be as precise but still you will have a scope of the range between you and if it getting smaller or larger. Enough talk about magic for one day, tell me how my old friend Theron is doing.”

      Nathan was pleased by the first lessons he was receiving but at the same time was disappointed the day's lessons were already finished. He would have stayed up all night to continue learning from the old mage. He thought to himself this was well worth the dangerous trip as they chatted about his grandfather and the events in Amradin.

      The next few days were a bit of a letdown for Nathan. Amaden did not spend a lot of time talking about magic. Instead, he would have Nathan do breathing exercises like his father had done. Sometimes they just did stretches or went for walks. Nathan was ready for more magic. Finally, he could not help himself, he asked, “Why are we just walking and stretching? I thought you were teaching me about magic?” Nathan and Verin had been there a week, and other than working on his bond with Thorn, they had not done much new.

      “Magic is not for the impatient. You are still young and need to understand that magic can be dangerous. I needed to be sure you had the right temperament before I shared more. But you are correct. It is time that we did more work.” Amaden signaled Nathan to follow him. “Your patience lasted longer than I thought it would, but you could have waited a little more, young man. Patience is a power unto itself.”

      Amaden walked to a small shelf and grabbed a bowl and a small knife. He returned to Nathan and ordered him to hold out his arm. “I shall require a measure of your blood, son of Soron.”

      Nathan held out his arm. I hope the knife is sharp and quick, he thought. He steeled himself to show no emotion or fear.

      The old mage made a small cut on Nathan’s arm. Letting the blood drip into the bowl, he then selected a small rock up off the ground. As he put the rock into the bowl of blood he spoke to Nathan. “Like your connection with Thorn, you also have a connection to the earth. While the earth can’t talk to you, it does hold a strong magic. Even this small rock contains it, but it is inert. You can activate the stones powers using you own, but only by soaking it in your magic-filled blood do you gain the ability to increase its power. Put the rock in your hand. Focus on the rock. Imagine it is as heavy as one the size of your head. Keep focusing on that idea until the rock actually does feel that heavy.”

      After a few minutes of focusing on the rock, Nathan felt the rock getting heavier. He looked up at Amaden who took the rock out of his hand. It took Amaden both hands to remove it. “Oof, next time think of a lighter rock. That is the basics of imbuing. Different types of materials have different abilities to help create magic. Stones are excellent for weight or heat. Gems are particularly good as a storage device. You can transfer some of your magical energy into gems to use later or with other materials like steel or gold. You can make an iron sword stronger by imbuing it with your blood. But make an iron sword with a blood stone gem in it and you will have a much superior weapon. The ability to imbue relies on your imagination as much as it does the energy within you and the stones. And remember, magic takes a toll on the body. You can’t go endlessly imbuing every rock and jewel you see. Always try to have energy left for an emergency. Also keep in mind the rocks and jewels you imbue will not last forever. If you imbue a jewel for another magic user they will be able to draw on that power until it is empty. Depending on the type of jewel and how much of your magical energy you use, it can be very quick or almost a life time. I would be very cautious with how you use this gift.”

      For the next couple days while Verin continued to heal, Amaden had Nathan work on imbuing. There were more areas of magic that could be explored but mastering a few was better than spreading oneself too thin. Although Amaden had much that he could still show Nathan, he was satisfied that the boy had enough training to control his powers. Nathan had strong magic and the sooner he left for Balta the better.

      After almost two weeks of living in the cave with the wise, old ingla mage, Nathan was ready to go make the journey through the mountains once more. Before they could do that they still needed to find the grove of witch oak trees. It seemed forever since they had defeated the bandit chief and hiked over the mountain pass into the north. But in actual fact, they had been gone for barely over a month
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      Duke Evollan was livid. His face was red. His nostrils were flared and the deep furrow in his brow was a sure sign to those around him they had best not cross him, question him or even speak unless spoken to. Not only was his wilderness campaign to gain favor with the king a failure, but there was actually talk that the king was recalling him to Progoh for a trial.

      The idea of being imprisoned for killing a bunch of low-bred rabble that were not even part of the kingdom was beyond the duke’s comprehension. It wasn’t his fault a southern princess fell in love with some northern tribal leader’s son and decided to live incognito in the woods like peasants. Living life like a peasant was as bad as going to prison and neither option was acceptable to the duke.

      Bailmont, the duke’s captain, walked into the library where he found the duke staring out a window while playing with a dagger. “You summoned me, my lord.”

      “Tell me, Bailmont, how many of our men are going to disappear into the forest and become bandits when they find out that the king is calling us to Progoh for a trial.” Bailmont thought about it for a few seconds before replying, “I would say of the hundred men under your command that about a dozen will disappear. The rest consider themselves loyal subjects of the king and will show up at the trial declaring their loyalty to the king. They will beg forgiveness and remind the king that they were following your orders.”

      The duke had thought the number would be close to that. That would give him a dozen men similar to Bailmont. Men that enjoyed killing and pillaging, but found it prudent to do so in the name of the king instead of as outlaws. They were exactly the sort he would use. Men smart enough to see the value of serving under a lord but still ruthless enough to do whatever was asked of them.

      “Okay then, inform the men of the king's decision to hold a trial. Assure them that it is only a formality. Also let them know that the only one likely to receive any punishment is me, and that I am fully confident that our actions were justified and will be proven so. I intend to show the king that the village was, indeed, a gathering point of bandits” said Duke Evollan.

      “Yes, my lord. I will give the order. May I ask how you intend to prove this to the king?” said Bailmont with a bit of a smirk on his face.

      The duke gave Bailmont a hard look, “I don’t intend to. When you inform the men, send them at a slow march towards Progoh. Have them stop half way and wait for me to arrive so I can lead my men into Progoh. Let the men know that I am waiting upon vital news that will prove our innocence and will make towards the capital with all haste once my messengers return. I will keep a small number of men here as a personal guard, about a dozen will do.”

      Bailmont saw where this was leading, “When the main troops are gone, what are the orders for the dozen that remain?”

      “Ransack the estate. Take all the gold and anything else small enough to worth taking. Then, send one of the men to Salma to tell Count Mavane that the king has found out that I am leading my army towards Progoh and intend to lead a rebellion against the king. The king wants Count Mavane and all his men to ride to Progoh immediately. Once Count Mavane has left Salma, we will enter the city. We shall ransack the king’s coffers and make our way south. By the time Mavane reaches Progoh, we will be half way to Venecia and then Morthon.”

      “Morthon?” Bailmont had no issue with betraying the king of Progoh, nor with leaving the kingdom for new lands. He was simply curious towards the direction the duke intended to lead them.

      “Morthon and Balta have been at war for years. In Morthon, killing a Baltan princess does not make me a criminal; it makes me a hero. Morthon is far enough away from Progoh that the king can’t waste time or men to chase us down. Once we are in Morthon, I will be able to buy land with the king’s gold. Then we will find some use for your particular skill sets.”

      Bailmont was pleased to hear this. “Oh and what skill set is that, my lord?”

      “Raping, pillaging and murder of course. Speaking of which, we will be making a stop in a certain village on our way south. We have unfinished business in Elderwood.”

      
        …

        Days later when Duke Evollan walked his men into Count Mavane’s estate, it was unguarded and practically empty. As he had arranged with his misleading message, the count and all his men at arms had left to help thwart the false attack on Progoh. Besides a few cooks, servants and stable hands that remained the only person of interest to the duke was Bannah, the count’s main steward. When the duke entered the estate, he had his men gather up all the servants, cooks and stable hands. Bailmont was sent to find Bannah.

      

      Bailmont soon returned to the main hall of the castle with Bannah in tow. The duke wasted no time setting the tone for this encounter. “Ah, Bannah, there you are. We have been waiting on you. Now shhh, please don’t talk. Just listen carefully. Before you stand nine men and women.” The duke pointed to the lineup of servants against the wall of the room, hands tied behind their backs with a gag over their mouths. “How many of them live to see the morning is completely up to you. But to prove how serious this situation is, I will provide a small demonstration."

      At this point, the duke gave a signal to one of the men standing beside the group of prisoners. The man without a word pulled out his knife, walked up to the nearest hostage, an older male cook, and slit his throat. The man wiped his blade clean on the fallen cook’s housecoat and returned to his previous position. Bannah stood rigid, appalled by this senseless act of violence.

      “Right then” the duke continued his speech “now there was nothing you could do, Bannah, to save that poor soul. He was going to die regardless of your actions. Now the other eight, if they live or die completely relies on how you answer my questions. If you answer truthfully and are co-operative, then you and these fine people will all live to see the morning. If you lie to me, then everyone here will wish they had died as quickly as that poor soul.”

      Bannah was terrified and his eyes showed it. Yet he managed to keep his composure and answer in a strong voice “I understand completely your lordship, how may I assist you?” said Bannah.

      “Excellent, Bannah, that is just excellent. I was hoping you would take that approach to this situation. Now, what I need from you is all the tax money that you store on the king’s behalf put in a large chest and brought to this room as soon as possible. Oh, and while you are at it, bring any gold or jewels that the count might have with you, as well.” The duke’s smile and pleasant tone did little to hide his traitorous, evil intentions.

      Bannah could not believe his ears. The duke, the very man who the king sent to rid them of robbers, murderers and thieves, was now murdering and robbing from the king. But again, Bannah held his facial expressions and simply replied “would it be possible for you to spare two men. I’m afraid the chest is going to be quite heavy.”

      With a large grin that Bannah would later describe as that of a mad man the duke replied, “That, my good sir, is absolutely possible. Almod, Marthin please assist the good steward in retrieving our gold.”

      Once Bannah and the duke’s men returned to the hall with the large chest filled with gold and an assortment of jewelry, the duke was most pleased. “Bannah, you are a man of your word, and so shall I be. You and these fine people deserve to live. Now I have one last condition that must be met for this to happen. I am confident you will see the wisdom of agreeing to it. When my men and I leave, I will be leaving one man behind. If even one soul tries to leave this room before morning, he will kill you all.” With that final warning, Duke Evollan left the estate of Count Mavane having committed murder, treason and robbery. It also made the duke very rich, which was the only fact that mattered in his mind.

      After the theft of the king’s gold, Duke Evollan wanted to get south as quickly as possible to escape any attempt by the king the retrieve his gold. He also needed some time for his intended stop in Elderwood. Elderwood was where his plans for becoming king of Progoh had come burning to the ground. It was only fair that Elderwood burned with them.

      When the duke entered the village, he did it at the first light of dawn. He had his men break down every house door and had the villagers gathered in the center of the village. When his men finished gathering the scared and confused villagers, the duke spoke to them. “Greetings villagers of Elderwood, I am Duke Evollan. I apologize for getting you all out of bed so early on this fine morning but I am in urgent need of your assistance. Among you is a child of a north man and a woman from Balta. I need to speak to this child. Someone please point the child out so we can all move along in our lives."

      The villagers all looked around at each other. Everyone knew who he was looking for, but the boy had been gone for nearly a month, if not longer.

      The duke paused and waited for someone to point the boy out, but no one moved or spoke. “Come now, does no one know who I am speaking of? Big man, a blacksmith, with a Baltan woman and a child? Does this not sound familiar?”

      Tomas spoke up. “Sir, I believe you are speaking of the Stoneblood family. Nathan Stoneblood is the boy you seek.”

      The duke clapped his hands together and smiled “There we go. Nathan Stoneblood, alright, now we are getting somewhere. So which of you is this Nathan Stoneblood?”

      Again, Tomas was the only one to speak up, “I’m afraid he has been gone for weeks. He left with his uncle to hunt bandits." The duke was not pleased by this bit of information. Having the boy alive was a loose end that he did not want to have to deal with.

      “Okay, so the boy is hunting bandits. That is rather bad timing. I was looking forward to meeting the young man. I don’t suppose you know a way I can get his attention?”

      The duke and the sadistic-looking Bailmont terrified Tomas. He recognized that these were the men that had raided the village before. He did not want to die. Far better for Tomas to try gain the favor of the fearsome duke. Join them, rather than gamble that the duke would not finish what he had started before. Tomas had no problem giving up Nathan to the duke. It would serve two purposes, save his life and get rid of Nathan. The prospect of doing harm to Nathan outweighed any fear of the duke. Tomas spoke up, “The girls. If you took the girls, he would come to you."

      “And what girls would that be my lad?” said the duke, pleased this young man was so willingly giving up the information. “Ava and Rose,” spoke Tomas. As he pointed to the two girls, Sharon could be silent no longer. “Tomas, you sniveling little coward. How could you? Nathan is our friend,” cried out Sharon.

      The duke looked at the attractive girl who had spoken out. “Another friend of Nathan Stoneblood? Bailmont, we will be taking these three girls with us.” As Bailmont and two of the duke’s men grabbed the girls and tied them up, Tomas spoke once more. “What about me, my lord…I mean what about the rest of us, my lord? I have answered all your questions.”

      “Oh forgive my rudeness. I thank you all for your assistance, especially you, boy, most helpful. But I am afraid that it is time for us to part ways. Bailmont, burn everything, kill them all, starting with him.”

      Tomas shivered and cowered on his knees sobbing, “But I told you everything.”

      The duke gave Tomas one last look before giving the signal to destroy Elderwood. “Nobody likes a traitor or a coward, boy, at least die like a man.”

      Ava, Rose and Sharon could only watch in horror as their families, and the rest of the villagers died before their eyes. The bodies were thrown into the Inn to burn like the rest of the village. The girls screamed and sobbed for mercy, but none was to be found.

      The next day while travelling south, Bailmont had a thought; he asked the duke how he intended to find Nathan now.

      “Oh, when he finds out we kidnapped his girlfriends, I am sure he will come to us” the duke replied.

      Bailmont wasn’t so sure, “But we killed all the villagers, who is going to tell him?” The duke thought about this for a moment, he had almost made a grievous tactical error, “It would appear that killing everyone wasn’t as prudent as it seemed at the moment. Perhaps we should have let the coward live after all” mused the duke. “Oh well, nothing we can do about that now. The count seems to like involving himself in the affairs of the boy, so send a note to the meddlesome count that we have taken the girls with us. And If Nathan Stoneblood would like to see them again then he should come to Venecia to rescue them.”

      Bailmont gave a sadistic smile, “We are going to wait in Venecia for the boy?”

      The duke looked at Bailmont as if he had grown a second head. “Gods no! We are going to continue on to Morthon as planned. We will simply spend a little of the king’s gold in Venecia to hire assassins to do our waiting. They can kill the annoying young man for us.”
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      NATHAN WAS READY TO return to Elderwood, say goodbye to Ava, and begin the journey to Balta. He knew after seeing Ava again it would be ever harder to say goodbye again. Would she be hurt and angry? Would she understand and wait for him if he left her behind one more time? After many years of listening to the warnings that magic was dangerous and evil from those outside of his home, it was strange to find out that he was a'kil and that because of that, he was considered evil and could be hunted and killed. The sacrifices his parents had made to protect him did not escape him anymore. Obviously, the warnings of evil were false. His heart told him he was not evil, his mind told he was not evil, and his mother certainly had not been evil.

      Those who hunted a'kil, he decided, were evil. To hunt a being that was different, just because it was different was abhorrently wrong in Nathan's mind. He wondered about hunting them. Then he realized he would be no different than them. However, he concluded that he would not run, nor avoid those seeking to destroy him because he had gifts of magic that they feared or hated. Nathan thought about his father. Soron had taught peace, avoided violence and still had been slain. Nathan reasoned that avoidance failed. His heart argued with his mind constantly. He wanted justice. It felt like justice when they killed the bandits. It troubled him that it also felt a bit like vengeance. He wished he could go back in time, be an innocent child once more and ask advice of his father. He let out a deep sigh. A tiny voice inside said, Verin will give good counsel.

      After thanking Amaden for all his help and hospitality, Nathan once again mounted Thorn, who seemed more than ready to get moving again. Thorn snorted and pawed the ground to show his impatience at standing while the men said their farewells. With Nathan mounted, the horse flicked his tail wanting to gallop. Nathan laughed when he realized he had heard the silent voice of his horse. He nudged Thorn's sides as he silently gave the stallion permission to run.

      Verin smiled, and urged his mount to keep up to the young warrior. Nathan was fast becoming a skilled rider. This pleased Verin to no end. Nathan was eager to learn, he absorbed as much as he could from every lesson given him. He showed no signs of arrogance. If he made mistakes, he owned them. Outside of his outbursts of anger, Verin could find little wanting. His sister would be proud to see that her efforts held strong. That Amaden had taken the youth as a pupil spoke volumes, for the mage had been known to turn away would-be apprentices as he cursed them for vanity, greed and malice. Amaden had taken Verin aside and told him he foresaw great things and great sorrows ahead for Nathan. The old mage told him to be prepared, to help guide Nathan with the difficulties ahead.

      As they rode towards the grove, Verin and Nathan discussed what lessons Nathan had taken from his time with Amaden. “Besides learning about imbuing the gems, the most important thing was to control the magic. Just like my temper with Magnus, if I don’t control myself the magic can become out of control and dangerous to me and people around me. Breathing and focus are as important in magic as they are in battle."

      Verin, who for the last couple weeks spent with Amaden had been a silent observer, was glad that this was the main piece of knowledge that Nathan had absorbed from the lessons. In the future, Nathan could learn many powerful uses for magic, but as long as he remained centered and focused, he would be safe. The king had been right to send Nathan to Amaden Blugroson.

      The towering trees of the witch oak grove they sought were visible from miles away. It took longer for Nathan and Verin to reach the trees than it did to find them. Once they reached the large grove of majestic trees, they set up camp. After they had the camp setup complete, Nathan and Verin talked in more detail about what they wanted to find. “The more dried branches we find the better. Any dead branch bigger than your wrist and smaller than your arm is perfect for using in a forge."

      Besides wood for the forge, Nathan still planned to make a bow out of the strong, witch wood. This was Verin’s area of expertise. “We want to find a live sapling, slightly smaller around than your wrist, but it also has to be at least a year old. Going through winter hardens the core of the tree and gives it the strength needed for making a good bow.

      For the rest of the day, they walked through the forest picking up dry wood and bringing it back to the camp. By nightfall, they had a large amount of dried wood ready to be cut and three pieces of sapling to make into bows. While Nathan cut the dried wood up into chunks the size of a fist, Verin was peeling and shaping the saplings.

      The next day, while Nathan continued cutting the branches, Verin worked on carving and bending the strong and supple saplings into the shape they would dry into. By the time Nathan was done cutting the branches up for the forges, the three bows were drying and ready to be transported. After one more night in the witch oak grove, they began the journey over the mountain and back into the eastern kingdom of Progoh.

      From the grove, it was only a few short miles before their path started to rise up into the mountains. By mid-day, they located the twin peaks marked on the map. And by late afternoon they were high into the mountains pass on a small winding path. Too narrow for a wagon, the path was easy for the four horses as long as they rode single file. That night they made their last camp on the north side of the Applomean Mountains. As they slept in the crisp, clean, light mountain air Nathan wondered if he would ever return to the land of his father’s people. He liked his grandfather, gruff and intimidating at first, but by the time he had left he had been very comfortable around him.

      Once they were over the top of the mountain pass, travel down the mountain was easier. The path was gone but the southern slope of the mountain had a gentle decline and, without the need for switchbacks, the way down was simple.

      When they reached the bottom of the mountains, they stopped for lunch and to decide if they should make their way towards Progoh or Salma. By going to Progoh they would be able to talk directly to the king and find out what had been done in the name of justice for the village of Elderwood and Nathan’s parents. On the other hand, Salma was closer to home and it had been a letter from Count Mavane in Salma which brought Verin to Elderwood. After a brief discussion, they agreed that while knowing what happened to the duke was important, it was likely they would find out what transpired in Salma. Regardless of that, it was the count they both wanted to thank for his compassion in the way he dealt with the tragedy that had befallen Elderwood.

      As they rode into the small city, Nathan admired the view. Built on the shores of Salman Lake, it had a thriving fishery and was the home base for several mines in the nearby mountains. Walking the horse up the trail towards the town, Nathan looked out onto the lake. Between the reflections of the setting sun and the town buildings along the lakeshore, the lake painted a serene and beautiful picture, he thought to himself, I wish Ava could see this; she would want to skip rocks along the water, just to shake things up. He felt happy, for he was eager to see Ava and share his adventures and secrets with her. It would not be long before he could hope for another kiss. That kiss felt like it had a magic of its own. Would kissing get better with practice? He wondered and anticipated. If it did, it would sure beat the hell out any other magic he had learned. Nathan was happy. However, his happiness was soon to be shattered.

      When they arrived at the estate of Count Mavane and identified themselves to a steward, they were quickly led to see the count.

      “Count Mavane, may I present Verin Albet of Balta and Nathan Stoneblood." As Bannah gave them the formal introduction Nathan was studying Count Mavane. Slender and stately, the count appeared to be in his mid-forties if gray hairs and laugh lines could be trusted. Nathan noticed that while the count's clothing looked be of a very high quality and traditional, there was no great amount of jewelry or furs. There was nothing pretentious about the way the count dressed, Nathan noted. So far, his first impression of Count Mavane was a positive one.

      The count greeted them warmly, “Nathan Stoneblood, I am so glad to see you here today. First, I wish to offer both of you my condolences for the tragic loss of life of Soron and Velaina. I had the pleasure of knowing both of them and two finer people I did not know. Your father was a good friend.”

      “On behalf my brother, King Verbon Albet of Balta, I would like to thank you, Count Mavane for your timely letter after the death of our sister and her husband Soron. Without your assistance, we may never have been acquainted with young Nathan here. For that, you have my eternal gratitude.”

      Nathan observed the formal tone his uncle was taking when speaking to the count. He would have to get used to the careful wording and tone used among royals. Even among friends, the conversations always seemed to start formally. Nathan wondered to himself if this was for each other’s benefit or for the audiences that would see them. It did not take long for the conversation with the count to take a more friendly and relaxed tone. Nathan was grateful for this.

      “Thank you, Verin, sending a letter was the least I could do. I spoke true when I said that I was saddened by the loss of Soron and your sister Velaina, but I must confess I had a secondary motive beyond notifying you of the tragic events. I hoped, and still do, that my transparency in the matter would help prevent a war.”

      Nathan, surprised by this talk of war, had not considered that the death of his parents could cause such an event to occur. He was equally surprised by his uncle Verin’s reply.

      “I appreciate your honesty, Count Mavane, now let me be equally honest. The possibility of war remains a real threat. When I make my report back to my brother, the king, he will decide what course of action Balta will take in reprisal for the death of two members of our royal family. My role here in Solotine was simply to find the boy and to find out more about the attack."

      The count nodded his head; he had not expected the problem would go away easily. “Verin, all I ask is that you let me be of whatever assistance necessary in avoiding a war. The kingdom does not want war with Balta nor the north for that matter. The attacks on Elderwood will not go unanswered.”

      Nathan knew that despite the friendly tone this conversation was very serious and that it would be best if he did not interrupt. But the way the count had said attacks… "Excuse me, did you say attacks?”

      The count paused for a moment, did they not know about the second attack? Carefully, he answered. "I am afraid I did say attacks. When is the last time you were in Elderwood?”

      “We have been gone for over a month. We took care of the bandit problem and then went north. We are just returning now.” Nathan was getting more than a little worried now.

      Count Mavane was now also a little nervous. Whatever goodwill he had gained with his prompt letters could be going out the window when they found out that once again Elderwood had been wronged. “I am afraid once again I am the bearer of bad news. It is time we spoke in detail of the activities of Duke Evollan. I think it is probably best if I start at the beginning and work forward.”

      Verin and Nathan already had knowledge of how the first attack had played out and Verin sensed that Nathan did not want to wait to hear of the recent news of Elderwood. But it was very important to have a clear, complete idea of what was happening, so letting Count Mavane take his time and tell the back story as he knew it would be the right way to go. Placing a hand on Nathan’s shoulder Verin spoke out, “We are anxious to learn of Elderwood. But I agree, start at the beginning.”

      A chill went through his body and Nathan’s eyes were starting to become moist. He could barely hold his emotions in as the fear of the worse seeped into his mind. The way they were talking was bad, really bad.

      Count Mavane began his story about bandits being a problem for Salma and how he had tried to deal with it. But with Salma being on the outer reaches of the kingdom, the king had been very hesitant to send troops into the west. Only when entire caravans were being robbed did the king allow troops to be sent out beyond the lands of Tarnstead. Duke Evollan and his soldiers were the men assigned to deal with the problem.

      The count, knowing the duke’s reputation for violence and his lack of knowledge of the area, tried to convince the duke to use some of his local scouts who were familiar with the villages and people beyond the kingdom. But the duke saw this as meddling and an attempt to diminish the amount of credit he would receive for ending the bandit problem. He refused all offers of assistance.

      The duke had then come to Elderwood and his scouts saw Soron and Nathan training in the meadow. While that happened, a large group of tribal warriors from the south rode up the trail towards Elderwood. Scouts reported all this to the duke and he mistakenly assumed that the warriors were re-enforcements coming to protect the bandits, who were using Elderwood as a base of operations. The duke decided, against the warning of his scouts, to attack Elderwood. His orders were to kill anyone who fought back. From reports of the soldiers there, the attack almost failed due to the ferocity of Soron after seeing his wife slain trying to help a wounded villager. But eventually Soron fell to the multiple arrows and wounds that he received.

      After slaying the villagers, the duke and his men retreated to the forest to await the horsemen riding up the road. It was then he found out that they were from Venecia and coming to Progoh to investigate the death of an emissary. At this point, the duke came to Salma to brag about so quickly ending the bandit issue. When the count heard the story he sent the letters to Balta and Amradin, and then sent his own scouts to Elderwood to see what happened and to help any of the villagers still remaining. Once this was done, the count sent word to the king of the tragic events.

      The count paused for a moment before continuing his story, “After the duke realized that he had not solved the bandit problem but possibly started two wars through his stupidity, he returned to his estates in the east. When the king sent for him to come to Progoh, he decided to forego the trial. Instead, he became a traitor, taking with him a dozen soldiers of the worst kind. The bastard then sent the rest of his men towards Progoh, setting up a ruse to get me and my men out of Salma. He then raided the king’s gold, along with my own." The count took another deep breath; he hated to have to deliver this news. “After the duke left Salma, he headed to Elderwood where he killed every living soul.” The count paused letting this sink in before finishing his terrible news. “He is now headed south, as far as we can tell.”

      Verin took a deep breath, instantly thinking of Amaden’s warnings of great sorrows ahead. Could the mage have seen this coming? Was Nathan cursed to a life of misery? Not if he had any say in the matter.

      Nathan was stunned. The news hit him like a hammer, stealing his breath away. His chest felt empty as if someone had ripped out his heart and lungs. The only thing he could think of was the words He killed every living soul…Dead. Everyone was dead, Rose, Bends, Ava…

      Ava was dead.
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      Ava was grief stricken, devastated by the loss of her loved ones. Had it not been necessary to be strong for Rose she would have completely lost her mind. It had been horrifying watching her mother and Bends being killed by the duke’s men. Flashbacks of the horrific slaughter plagued her each time her eyes closed and she tried to sleep. The only remotely good thing to happen that day was that bastard Tomas getting what he deserved. She had been missing them like crazy for the first couple of days. Thank the gods I still have Rose, Ava thought. Rose was her reason to be strong, without her Ava would fall apart, without Rose and Sharon she would have lost everything close to her heart. For days now, locked in a carriage, they traveled south away from Elderwood. Now her mind was wondering towards Nathan. Was he alive? Would she ever see him again? Why was the duke so fixated with him? Nathan, with his goofy smile and the way he was always bleeding. Ava smiled at the thought, well most of his bleeding was her fault, she thought to herself.

      Sharon noticed Ava’s small smile. It was the first one that she had seen since they left Elderwood. “What are you thinking about?”

      Ava looked at Sharon for a moment. She thought about how to answer. She checked to make sure Rose was still sleeping before confessing to her friend. “I was thinking of Nathan. I miss his goofy smile.”

      Sharon smiled; talking about boys was a good way to stop thinking about the terrible images that had been filling her mind. “I’ll bet that is not all you miss. Tell me, did you guys ever have sex?”

      Ava’s eyes popped open wide. Sex! With Nathan? That was ridiculous… wasn’t it? “What? No! Why do you ask that?”

      Sharon laughed at her friend’s discomfort talking about sex. “Well he loves you, would spend all his free time with you and let’s face it, your boyfriend is hot. That dark hair, those blue eyes, I’d totally be all over him if he wasn’t yours.”

      Ava stammered “My boyfriend? He’s not my boyfr— you think he loves me?”

      Sharon could not believe how oblivious her friend was to the feelings Nathan obviously had for her. “Hey, I was there when Tomas was on top of him beating his face in. Tomas would have stopped if Nathan agreed to leave you alone. Nathan told him to piss off. And when the village was attacked the first time, what was the first thing he did? Save you and Rose, taking you out into the forest.” Sharon paused recalling the other evidence of his affection. “Then after he leaves, the first thing he does when he gets back? Teach you, Rose and your mom how to make perfume and medicine so your mom can support you without leaving the village. Face it, Ava, that boy is yours. Are you telling me you never even kissed him?”

      Ava thought back to all those moments. Nathan had always been there for her, and now that she thought about it, his blue eyes were more than a little fascinating and she could admit it he was very cute. “I kissed him a few times, but we were just friends…” She thought back to the last kiss, maybe they were more than friends now.

      Ava closed her eyes and thought where are you, Nathan? I need you, we need you, please be alive, please come for me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      While Ava was talking to Sharon, Nathan was sitting by himself in front of Salman Lake. He sat there throwing rocks into the water to watch the ripples make their way towards the shore. Salma truly was a beautiful spot, but all Nathan could think of was Ava. He thought he had done enough to keep her safe by killing the murdering bandits responsible for bringing so much death to Elderwood. But while he was off adventuring in the north, that bastard the duke had come back and killed her, killed her and everyone else remaining in the village.

      Nathan wanted to get away from all the killing. What good was being a warrior, when he wasn't there to protect the ones dearest to his heart? His heart was heavy and his mind in turmoil. What good was magic when it came too late to protect Ava? He decided to go Balta with his uncle and start over. Elderwood had too many ghosts. He steeled himself not to shed any more tears. His knuckles went white as his fists curled and tightened. His blue eyes looked cold. But one day... One day he would meet this duke. He gripped the handles of his daggers. One day...

      Nathan lay back on the pebbled beach. He pictured Ava's face. He remembered how her hair looked all messed up from wrestling and tree climbing. He imagined looking into her eyes, and the last kiss that held so much promise. Suddenly, Nathan noticed something change in his mind. He focused on Thorn for a minute to see if the animal was in danger. No, he was back in the count's stables, nothing amiss there. Then, Nathan realized there was another presence, he was connecting with something else, a distant pulse, weak but distinct from Thorn's. Then it hit him, he was connecting with Ava, he could barely sense it, but it was her. His heart soared. She was alive.

      Nathan rushed to back to the counts estate to find Verin. Ava was alive!

      Nathan found Verin in the courtyard talking with the count. He ran up them “Verin, Verin… she’s alive, she’s alive.” Nathan was so out of breath from running all the way back from the lake that his words were hard to understand, but Verin caught the last alive.

      “Take a few breaths, and then tell me what you talking about.”

      Nathan took a few deep breaths before exhaling loudly. “Ava is alive. Verin, I can sense her the way I sense Thorn.”

      The count gave a skeptical look. Verin could see the count thought Nathan was grasping at straws. Verin, thinking that the count could be trusted, explained that Nathan was a’kil and had a connection with his horse, Thorn, that allowed him to sense the horse and allowed him to send it thoughts. Verin explained that while they were up in the north they stayed with Amaden, an ingla mage, who told them it was possible for Nathan to develop the same connection with some people.

      Verin turned to Nathan “Can you sense her location?” Nathan shook his head.” No, it’s like she is just barely there. I can sense she is alive, but I can’t tell direction or distance. Maybe she is hurt or too far away, I don’t know. But we have to get to Elderwood and look for her right away. Nathan's voice conveyed the urgency he felt.

      The count spoke to them both “go now; if you hurry you can get there before nightfall. Don’t worry about your things. I will have a rider bring your pack horses and gear to you in the morning. If you haven’t found her by the time the rider comes back, I will come to Elderwood with my men to help you search.”

      “Thank you, Count Mavane. You have been a most gracious host. We will talk again soon.” While Nathan had already taken off for the stables to ready the horses, Verin spoke to the count for a few more seconds. Cautioning him that Nathan's powers, his magic, was to be kept a secret. The count agreed to secrecy knowing how his people felt about magic.

      They departed Salma at a gallop. Nathan rode Thorn, the big, black, wild stallion and Verin on the beautiful bay mare that Theron had given him. The bay had nice lines and good endurance, but she did not have the speed of Thorn. Several times Nathan had to slow Thorn to give Verin a chance to stay close. Once they were close to Elderwood, Nathan gave up on this and pushed Thorn ahead. He wanted to get there as quickly as possible.

      Nathan rode into Elderwood at a full gallop. Thorn was breathing hard at the exhausting trip but showed no other signs that they had just ridden hard for two hours straight. Nathan jumped down and began yelling “Ava, where are you? Ava.”

      Nathan ran from building to building, desperately searching for her. Most of the wood homes had been partially or completely burnt. Places built out of stone and masonry like his father’s blacksmith shop were still standing, but none of them contained Ava.

      Nathan was just finishing looking through the empty buildings when Verin rode in. He could see from Nathan’s expression that he had no luck so far. “First, let us build a fire. If she is hiding in the woods, it is possible she will see it. If she is out there somewhere hurt, she will need the warmth when we find her. Nathan worked fast building a fire. That night they walked all through the forest calling out her name but with no results. An hour before dawn, Verin made them stop looking and return to the village to get some rest. “Sleep for a couple hours, then when there is enough light, we will look for tracks. If she was alone there could still be sign of her movement.

      In Salma late that same night, a trader arrived with a letter for the count. “I’m not sure who it was, but he said it wasn’t urgent and to take my time getting here. But I thought that it was strange. Any letter for the count is important. So I made my way here as fast as possible.”

      Bannah thanked the trader and quickly brought the letter to the count in his office. “Someone headed south asked a trader heading east to drop off this letter, sir. I thought with all the goings on as of late that it would be prudent to bring it to you right away.”

      Count Mavane thanked his loyal servant and opened the letter

      Dear Count Mavane

      As you read this letter, I will be half way to Venecia. I do apologize for spilling blood in your great hall. I hope the stains come out.

      If you would do me a small favor, I would appreciate it greatly. The next time you write a letter about my actions in Elderwood could you be a dear and address it to Nathan Stoneblood. I would like it if he knew that I have his wonderful little friends with me, and if he would like to see them again, he should join us in Venecia at the Dew Drop Inn at his earliest convenience.

      p.s. If the king has not been informed yet do let him know that I officially resign from my position in court. I have taken the liberty of helping myself to a small sum of gold from your stores to offset the cost of my future endeavors.

      Your dear friend

      Duke Everode Elmore Evollan the Third

      The count was shocked. Nathan was right; the girls were still alive. “Bannah have my horse ready to go at first light, I will be taking the pack horses to Elderwood myself.”

      When the sun came up the next morning, Nathan had hardly slept a wink, but now was no time to catch up on sleep. With the full morning light, he and Verin would be able to search for tracks. For hours, they searched in a circular pattern around the village. They started at the center and make the circle ten feet bigger each time. Nathan would go in one direction Verin in the other. Each time they completed a circle they would switch the direction, so that they were both making circles in both directions. The hope being that looking at things from different angles would help them find her.

      By noon, they stopped and returned for a bite of lunch. As they ate, Verin thought about the lack of tracks around the village. If Ava was indeed alive, she was nowhere near Elderwood. As he thought of a tactful way to discuss this with Nathan without upsetting him further, he gained a reprieve as Count Mavane road into town with their horses.

      Stepping down from his horse the count greeted them. “Gentlemen, I swear that someday I will bring you good news.”

      Verin knew well the next line in this conversation, “But not today.”

      The count simply handed the letter to Verin, “No, not today.”

      Once Verin had read the letter, he passed it to Nathan to read for himself.

      When Nathan was done reading the letter, he didn’t know if he should be happy or terrified. Ava, Rose and he assumed Sharon were alive. His senses had been correct; His magic had sensed Ava. Of course, the being kidnapped by the Duke part was not an ideal situation to say the least, but despair had been replaced with hope and purpose.
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      Verin thought about how best to catch the duke. The man only had a few days’ head start and he would not be expecting them to get his letter so quickly. “We shall stay here today. We rode our horses hard last night and the pack horses have been going all morning. The trip to Venecia takes almost a week by horse. That gives the duke only a few days’ head start on us. Either way, the duke has no way of knowing that we have received this letter so fast. He won’t harm the girls yet if he plans to use them against you.” Verin looked to Nathan to see if he agreed with this assessment of the situation.

      Nathan nodded. Pushing the horses hard now would help no one. Besides, neither he nor Verin had slept well the night before and they were exhausted.

      Verin addressed the count, “Thank you for personally bringing the note to us. Once again, you have done our family a service. While I cannot speak for my brother, the king, let me assure you that I will reporting of the help we have received in this matter. I will tell my brother the only war we need is with the duke, not the Kingdom of Tarnstead.”

      “Thank you, Verin. That is a great relief to hear. Duke Evollan has gone quite mad it seems. I fear his actions will cause even more death if a war started. Now, I can only hope that Theron Stoneblood sees it the same way.”

      Nathan realized then how difficult of situation the count was in. Trying to avert war, while dealing with the destruction left in the wake of the duke, was a delicate position for the count to be put in. The count was an honest and good man, so Nathan decided to try to help the count. He only hoped the count would not dismiss his efforts because of his youth.

      “Count Mavane, how much trade does Salma do with the north? “

      The count thought about it. “Very little, we used to have good trade with the north. But over the years the distrust grew faster than the trade and with the increase in bandits the last few years there has been almost none.”

      “If you could have Salma trade with Amradin would you be interested?” Nathan asked.

      “I would love that. Salma would benefit greatly from trading with Amradin.” The count was confused though. With kidnap and a possible war, trade was the last thing on his mind.

      Nathan could see the count’s confusion, “If you wait here for a couple hours, I will give you a message to take to my grandfather. If you do, it may mean peace and trade for Salma.”

      Count Mavane looked closely at the young man, “Nathan, I would personally take your message if it only meant a chance at peace. I will wait gladly.”

      Nathan turned to Verin. “I will be in the blacksmith shop for a couple hours. Would you draw a map from Salma to Amradin using the mountain pass at the bandit hideout?”

      Verin had a pretty good idea of what Nathan was thinking and even if it didn’t work out it was well worth an attempt. And right now that gave his nephew something to think about other than Ava and the girls. He agreed to draw the map.

      Before going into his father’s workshop, Nathan went to the packhorses and grabbed a couple chunks of the witch oak along with the small bags of minerals.

      Once in the blacksmith shop, Nathan started a fire in the forge and got his tools ready. It frustrated Nathan sitting around in Elderwood while the girls traveled farther away. But Verin had been right, leaving today would not gain them anything, and this way he would fulfill a promise to his grandfather while possibly helping Count Mavane at the same.

      Now that Nathan understood that part of his ability to craft steel was not just from his father’s lessons but from his magical energies, his bond with the earth, it made things so much easier. Instead of thinking about what he was trying to accomplish, Nathan just focused on the image in his mind. The hot iron moved and flowed like never before.

      Nathan finished his project and headed back out to see Verin and the count. As he walked, he thought of his father. He would have approved of the brooches for their artisanship and the symbolic gesture towards peace they represented. Nathan hoped the count would feel the same. Verin and the count were quietly relaxing while they waited to see what Nathan was up to. Before he revealed his latest project, Nathan needed to write a letter. Grabbing parchment, a vial of ink and a pen he sat down to write.

      To King Theron Stoneblood

      Grandfather, I have safely returned to Elderwood, but things are not well here. Duke Evollan has betrayed his king, stolen from him then came to Elderwood and murdered the rest of the villagers except for my friends Ava, Rose and Sharon, who he has kidnapped. Verin and I are going after them.

      Before I leave for the south, I would like you to get to know Count Mavane of Salma. He has been very helpful to me and has done his best to account for the duke’s actions. I have sent him to you in hopes that you will get to know him and consider him a friend as I do.

      I have suggested to the count that trade between Salma and Amradin is a good idea, I also ask you to consider this as well.

      Nathan Stoneblood

      p.s. the count has a trinket for you. As promised, I tried to make something pretty.

      p.p.s you never told me the hexin makes iron white. I think it is rather beautiful. It is no wonder dad liked it.

      Done with his letter he handed it to the count and told him to read it in case something happened to the letter. Then he pulled out the two brooches he had made. Both were exactly the same size and style, a rose with a jewel in the middle. The difference being one was made with the dark black steel with a small diamond in it and the other was made with hexin. This one was a soft white color and had a ruby for a gem.

      “The black rose brooch is a gift to you, Count Mavane. The white rose brooch is for my grandfather if you would please give him it to him when you deliver the letter I would be most thankful.”

      Count Mavane accepted the gift and letter with as much grace as he could. He was very moved by the wording of the letter and the beautiful brooches. The fact that Nathan spoke of him as a friend meant much to the count. The young man showed wisdom beyond his years; he exhibited a desire for peace and peacemaking when he could have easily focused on his own losses. If the boy survived his encounter with the duke, he would surely go on to great things. “Nathan, Verin, it has been an honor to meet the both of you. I will wear my brooch with pride and hope that I can do as much for you one day as you have for Salma. I pray that you find the duke and save those girls.”

      As Count Mavane left to return to Salma Nathan returned to the blacksmith shop, calling out to Verin as he went. “I have one more thing to make today. “

      With the count gone, and Nathan occupied in the blacksmith shop, Verin decided to finish making the witch oak bows. The curves of the bows were already completed. All Verin needed to do was carve the ends, grip and arrow nook then sand the bows down before applying linseed oil. Verin made two of the bows this way and left the third in case Nathan wanted to do it himself.

      When he tied on the hemp string, the bows looked great. Verin tried to pull draw back the bowstring. Pulling as hard as he could Verin was only able to pull the string back a few inches. As he had suspected, only a northerner would have the strength to use the bows. Frustrated but glad to be busy, Verin went out into to the forest to find some good wood to make arrows of.

      While Verin worked on the bows and made arrows, Nathan was making weapons. When Nathan and Verin defeated the bandits, they had surprise and luck on their side. Not to mention the only really well-trained warrior was the bandit leader himself. All of Duke Evollan’s men were trained veteran soldiers and they knew Nathan and Verin were coming. Better weapons might be the only advantage they would get.

      First, he made a new sword for Verin. This sword was almost identical in design to the one Verin already had, same length and blade size with exactly the same grip. But Nathan gave the new sword a few key changes that made all the differences in the world. First, Nathan forged it out of black steel and made the blade thinner and sharper. Normally, this would also make a blade more fragile and susceptible to breaking. However, the combination of being made of the harder black steel and the magical nature of the blade countered that effect. To give the blade its magic, Nathan inserted one of his blood gems into the helm, a blood emerald that would attune the sword to its owner, making it lighter and stronger when its owner used it.

      After Verin’s sword was completed, Nathan restarted the process to make new weapons for himself. Once done, Nathan took his whetstone to the swords. He spent a lot of time while forging the swords on getting the edges flat so it would not take long to work the edges until they were extremely sharp.

      Taking a short break, Nathan headed back outside. Verin was nowhere to be seen, he was out collecting wood for arrows. Nathan noticed that while he had been working on the blades Verin had completed the bows. Taking one of the bows up, he pulled as hard as he could, but the string barely moved. The witch oak bows were too stiff. Perfect, Nathan thought to himself, this will do nicely.

      Nathan then went to their supply packs and got his stack of vraber skins. On the return trip from the north Nathan had thought of a way to cut the skins so that they could make use of the extremely tough material. Grabbing the skins and the two bows, Nathan headed back into the blacksmith shop.

      When Verin returned to camp Nathan was still hard at work in the blacksmith shop so he kept making more arrows. He barked and straightened the wood until he had a large bundle of arrow shafts ready to go. While gathering the wood, Verin had come across a wild turkey. The turkey provided all the feathers Verin needed and was going to make a tasty supper.

      It was almost dark when Nathan finally came out to see Verin. “All done in there?” asked Verin.

      Nathan had come out only holding a small bowl and dagger. “Actually, I am almost done. I just need one more thing. Hold out your hand.” Nathan pricked Verin’s arm and let the blood drop into the bowl. Once a small pool had formed in the bottom of the bowl, Nathan stopped. “There, put some pressure on that and it will stop bleeding in a minute. I’ll be back shortly.”

      Verin did not know why Nathan was taking his blood. Apparently, he should have been paying more attention to what Amaden Blugroson was teaching the boy.

      True to his word, Nathan came back out of the shop only a few minutes later. This time he carried a handful of gear. “Here, try out this bow and then this sword.” Nathan handed the weapons to Verin.

      First, Verin tried the bow. It looked exactly the same as before with the exception of a small gem carved into the handle. Verin lifted the bow and tried to pull the string back “It feels heavier than before and I can’t even pull the string back.”

      “hmm, okay now try the sword.” Nathan could feel Verin’s disappointment start to mount.

      The sword looked beautiful. The thin, black blade was razor sharp with an emerald in the helm. “It is beautiful and I’ve never seen a blade so thin and sharp but it is really heavy and awkward feeling.” Verin put the sword down and shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t use either of those weapons.” Verin did not want Nathan to feel too bad. He had obviously put a lot of effort into making the weapons.

      “That is because those are my weapons. Now try these ones.” Nathan handed the bow to Verin. This bow felt completely different. It was so light that it hardly even felt like he was lifting a thing. Then, when he pulled back on the string he was surprised by how easily the bow bent and he was able to get the string back to his cheek.

      Nathan smiled, the magic he had put into the weapons was working as planned. “Ah, much better right? Now try this sword.”

      Verin put the bow down and accepted the second sword. Like the first, it was a thin, black steel blade with a small gem in the helm. When Verin took the sword it was just like the bow. Super light and well balanced, the sword felt perfect. He could not believe the quality of weapons his nephew had made him.

      Verin turned to Nathan, “They are perfect. How did you do it?”

      Nathan explained the bloodstones and how the bow and sword were now attuned to him. If Verin used the weapons, they were light and easy to use. If anyone else tries to use them, they would be heavy and unyielding.

      Verin marveled at the weapons, they were truly wondrous. It then hit him like a bolt of lightning. “Bloodstones, Stoneblood, you are not the first of your line to do this.”

      Nathan nodded “No, I’m not. Amaden said that for hundreds of years the Stoneblood family used magic to imbue stones. But as the use of magic died off in Solotine it became a forgotten art."

      “I almost forgot, here try these on” Nathan passed Verin a pair of pants and a sleeveless shirt. “I figured out how to cut the vraber skins. I made a cutting knife out of a diamond. I imbued them as well. They will feel light and soft to you but no normal blade will slice through them. “

      Verin remembered all too well how tough the vraber skins were, those deadly beasts had almost killed him. “These are excellent Nathan. We are well prepared to take on the duke and his men. Now get some sleep, tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

      Nathan agreed yawning. He was tired, very tired.
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      At first light, they were off. Refreshed from a decent night’s sleep, they pushed hard. The last time Nathan had gone from Birchone to Elderwood, he had walked it in three days. Today, they rode into the village before noon. When they got into the small town, Verin explained that he and the count had spoken about the journey and how to make it as quick as possible. The count had come to Birchone yesterday and arranged for two fresh packhorses to exchange for their own tired ones.

      As they arrived at the stables, the owner had the horses ready for them. “The count explained the situation; these are my best two horses, grained and ready to go. The count also said to tell you he sent a rider to Kerth last night and two more horses will be waiting there.”

      Nathan and Verin quickly removed the packs from their tired horses and switched them to the new ones. The kindly stable owner also gave them each a loaf of bread and a couple chunks of cheese, telling them to eat as they rode. They thanked the man for his kindness and were off once more.

      As they headed off again, Verin explained that while the road to Venecia was long, most of the journey was through the plains. Thorn and his own mount would have little trouble keeping up a fast pace all day. The packhorses, on the other hand, would be working harder and tire quicker. By changing out the pack horses here and in Kerth they would be able to push hard and cut days off their travel time.

      Nathan was glad his uncle and the count had thought of this, he hadn’t given any thought of the burden the packhorses would have been enduring. The time savings made by switching packhorses along the way would be substantial. Nathan filed this away for future reference. He wondered what other things he would learn from his wise uncle over time.

      Onward they rode. Nathan had never been south of Birchone before and while they rode at a fast pace he was still able to notice the changes in the landscape as they went. With each hour they rode, the land seemed to flatten out more. Instead of always being in the forest like the road between Birchone and Elderwood, now they were going through small forests into large, open, hilly land and then back through lightly treed regions once again. If Nathan had not been so focused on Ava, he would’ve enjoyed the different landscapes.

      Kerth was a decent sized town. It was built at the mouth of the Elmon river, where it joined into the bigger Betine river. When they made their way into Kerth, it was late afternoon. With haste, they made their way to find the stables. The stable hand took one look at the two of them and knew these were the men that would be exchanging horses. “You got here quick, the count's rider only got here an hour ago himself."

      While they exchanged the packhorses, Verin let Nathan know that they would go as far as possible that night, then camp till dawn. Nathan did not complain about the amount of riding. He would ride as long as possible to get to the girls. Besides, riding the wonderful stallion was no hardship now that he had a saddle to alleviate that issue.

      When they finally stopped riding that night, Nathan was tired. Even Thorn, who never seemed to tire, seemed grateful for the reprieve. The spot where they were camped was one Verin had camped at once on his way north to Elderwood. They were more than halfway to Venecia and would arrive the next night.

      Verin asked Nathan if he was getting a stronger sense of Ava.

      Nathan had been trying his hardest to gain a better sense of her but nothing worked, the connection was still too weak. “It comes and goes. It is still very weak but is getting stronger.” It was like catching a scent, but not quite being able to recognize it.
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* * *

      When the duke got to Venecia, the first thing he did was find a small cottage on the outskirts of town. He paid the owner to go visit family. In reality, the cottage owner simply went up the street three blocks and rented a room. The leftover money he spent on drink and a woman. This mattered not to the duke, he simply needed a quiet place to hide the girls for a few days while he arranged for a boat to take them across the narrow sea to Mithbea and the port of Pailtar. From Pailtar, he would travel on to Morthon. Pailtar was much like Venecia, a port city that did not owe allegiance to any of the kingdoms in Mithbea. Being a port city and a natural gateway for travel, it attracted great amounts commerce, as well as a healthy amount of shady enterprises. Whores, thieves and slave runners were common in Pailtar.

      The question now was what to do with the girls? Bailmont wanted to use and then give the oldest one, Sharon, to the men as a gift and kill Rose and Ava. Prisoners were an inconvenience. In Bailmont’s twisted mind, women were to be used and thrown away, not kept as bargaining chips.

      The duke took a more practical approach; he cared not for the lives of the girls only the results that keeping them alive would achieve. “No, for now the girls are the bait to bring the boy to us. If she is dead, we can’t very well exchange him for her. Besides, once we kill the boy we can sell the girls in Pailtar as slaves, but you can let the men use the oldest one. It won’t matter as long as no one roughs her up too much.”

      Bailmont smiled at this. He had been pushing the duke to let him have the girl. The men might get a turn, but he was to be first.

      It was late when Bailmont came and grabbed Sharon from the small bedroom the girls were tied up in. When Ava started to yell at him to leave her alone, Rose started to wake up in a panic wanting to know what was going on. Sharon calmed her, despite the fact she was being pulled out of the room. “Nothing, my dear. Go back to sleep. Ava was just having a bad dream.” Sharon wanted to scream, but Rose had been terrified enough. Her eyes darted from Rose to Ava appealing her to be calm. Bailmont was ugly, leering. He smelled of sour wine, and his touch, as he untied her, was rough and indecent. Sharon shuddered as he shoved her outside the bedroom door.

      Ava stopped yelling, Sharon was right. There was nothing she could do, and yelling just scared Rose more. If Sharon could be that strong in the face of such evil, so would she. She would not cry in front of Rose, even though she was terrified that they would take her next. Frantically her mind raced, searching for some way out of this situation. Where was Nathan? He rescued her before. Where was he now when she needed him again? Where are you, Nathan? She yelled in her mind.
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* * *

      Nathan awoke at that very moment, sensing her distress. Something was happening and it was bad. But he had her in his mind now, something had strengthened their connection. He could feel where she was. Nathan forced himself to go back to sleep. In his mind, he kept saying the same words over again. I’m coming, Ava, I’m coming.
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* * *

      A few hours later, Bailmont returned Sharon to the room, her dress torn and her face stained from the constant tears. After Bailmont finished tying her up beside Ava and left the room, Sharon spoke in a cracked voice. “Just tell me we are going to live. I can manage the pain of them using me… but I don’t want to die, Ava.”

      Ava leaned into Sharon giving her as much of an embrace as she could while being tied up. “We are going to live. Nathan is going to come for us. I swear I can feel it; we are going to live.”

      Sharon thought it was a lie, but a sweet one, and right now any lie sounded better than the truth of the nightmare they were living. Neither girl got any sleep that night, both were too terrified Bailmont would return to take one of the girls again.
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* * *

      Before dawn, Nathan was up and getting the horses ready to go. When Verin awoke, Nathan had already packed everything and was waiting to go. Nathan passed Verin a hunk of bread to eat and simply said “Let’s go.”

      Verin accepted the bread. He noted the look on determination on Nathan’s face. He could see that Nathan didn’t want to talk, he simply wanted to get moving as soon as possible. Verin wanted to keep Nathan focused, and not let that determination turn to rage. If what Theron had told him was true, Nathan needed to control his anger. The consequences of not doing so could be horrifying. The Stoneblood bloodlines held many gifts but they didn’t come without potential downfalls.

      Today, they took a slightly slower pace. There were no villages between here and the coast, so the packhorses would get no reprieve today. As they rode, Nathan focused his concentration on Ava. He could not push his thoughts towards her, but he was getting a better sense of her location. Nathan picked up the pace a bit, they were getting closer.
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* * *

      Bailmont entered the cottage. “I found a ship, sir, and I spoke to the captain. A secured cabin and no questions asked. It has enough cargo room for the men and horses as well.”

      The duke was pleased, the previous day they had no luck securing a ship across the narrow strait because the ships had no room or they had captains that asked questions. “Excellent work, Bailmont. When does our ship set sail?”

      Bailmont grinned. “Couple of hours, sir, for an extra gold piece the captain adjusted his schedule.”

      “And did you manage to find someone to keep an eye on the Dew Drop Inn for our young friend?” asked the duke.

      Bailmont smile got bigger. “Got that taken care of as well, the desk clerk is a crooked sort with very questionable friends. If young Stoneblood shows up, he will be taken care of. It isn’t the same as doing it ourselves, but I’m afraid we’ve no time for such luxuries. He won’t leave Venecia alive.””

      The duke was pleased by the turn of events. Things were going well. Soon they would be in Morthon and he could focus on working his way into power in this new land. With a large supply of gold and men like Bailmont working for him, anything was possible.
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      Nathan and Verin were close enough to Venecia to see the cities shadow when Nathan felt movement from Ava. “She is here, but they are moving.” Nathan wanted to push the horses to go faster, but after the long day’s ride, they were exhausted and could go no faster. Once they made it to the outskirts of the city, they slowed to a walk.

      When they were about four blocks into the city, Verin went to turn right onto a side street. “If I remember correctly the Dew Drop Inn is about a block up this street.”

      “Okay, but Ava isn’t there. She is this way and still moving away from us.”

      Verin processed this information, what was the duke up to? “The wharfs are down there. He is not staying in Venecia; he is taking them across the narrow strait to Mithbea.”

      Nathan was confused. “He is taking them to Balta?”

      “No, he is probably taking them to Morthon. He will be sailing to Pailtar. There aren’t many ships sailing directly to Morthon these days. We cannot let him get there or we will never get the girls back. “

      They hurried to the docks but even as they got there, Nathan could tell Ava was still farther away. He looked up and seen a ship making its way across the strait. “There! They’re in that ship, Ava is there. Are we too late?”

      Verin looked at the ship. “No, it is a merchant ship. Big and it can carry a lot of cargo, but it’s not the fastest of ships. How strong is your sense of Ava right now? Can you track her now?”

      Nathan nodded. I’ve been able to since last night. Something bad happened and seems to have triggered a stronger connection. I won’t lose it now.”

      “Okay then, we are going to need to get across the strait. Come with me.” Verin led Nathan away from the docks towards a large estate on the ocean shoreline. As they walked the horses up to the gates of the estate two guards stopped them and asked them to state their business. “Lord Verin Albet of Balta, I am here to see Paulo Ventego.” One of the guards excused himself to go announce their arrival, while the other escorted them to the stables.

      “Lord Albet?” Nathan questioned his uncle. It was the first time he had ever heard him use the label. Verin simply shrugged. “They like their titles here in Venecia, even more than in Progoh. Dropping the lord in is a friendly reminder that my brother is the king and helping us is a good idea. Paulo is a good man. He would help us regardless, but servants talk and it benefits Paulo if the rumors are that he entertains foreign dignitaries who refuse to see anyone else. Royal politics is a pain in the ass, but necessary sometimes.”

      Nathan saw that while Verin disliked the nature of politics it did not prevent him from using to his benefit. Nathan could see the prudence in the subtle methods Verin used to strengthen his ally.

      Paulo came to the door. “My old friend, Verin, what brings you my humble abode? Come in please.”

      Once inside and sat down with an offer of tea and pleasantries out of the way, Verin gave Paulo a brief explanation of the situation from the attack on Elderwood, to his arrival all the way up to following the duke to Venecia.

      “I actually know of the attack on Elderwood. Bandits killed my brother, Raul, on his way to Progoh. The horsemen that the duke encountered were Chundo warriors sent to find out what happened to my brother. After they met with the king and were told that Raul never made it to Progoh they began to scour the country sides in search of the bandits. Eventually, they tracked them back to a mountain hideout. But by the time Ashuna and the Chundo got there the bandits were all dead. The scouts say two men killed them all. This was your doing, I presume?”

      Verin and Nathan nodded in unison.

      “Well, you did Venecia a service. Those bandits were costing us a lot of money, not to mention the loss of lives. Now you are here. The duke is sailing across the strait. Obviously his letter to get you to Venecia was a trap. The girls are still alive, so he is keeping them for insurance… for now. But for how long? We need to get you across the narrow strait as soon as possible and make sure that the girls don’t disappear into a slavers camp. “

      Nathan shivered at the mention of slavers camps. He refused to consider that a possible outcome. He would die before letting that happen.

      Paulo rose and walked to the doorway and called out for Peter, his servant. “Peter, send for Captain Berthal. Tell him to have the Lady Bonita ready to sail within the hour. Then have someone find Ashuna and send him here immediately."

      Peter left without a word, matters of intrigue were common in Venecia and Peter had proven his value many times over. He always came through for Paulo.

      “Peter is going to get Captain Berthal. He will take you across the strait tonight. The Lady Bonita is a small cutter, you won’t be able to take your horses across with you, but it will get you there fast. In fact, I would wager you will arrive in Pailtar before the duke. I have also taken the liberty of sending for someone who will be able to assist in the slaver issue. But I will explain that if and when he gets here, so for now let us discuss more banal topics.”

      As the conversation between Verin and Paulo drifted into the politics and trade of Venecia and Balta, Nathan focused his thoughts on Ava. He felt her getting farther away, but the bond was not weakening. He was learning how to focus and not let distractions interfere with his silent focus. The trick in the future would be to be able to do both at the same time, be aware of everything around him and still focus on magical connection.

      When Peter returned, he informed Paulo that the captain was almost ready and would be able to set sail within a half hour. Along with this news, he brought with him another man. Paulo greeted the stranger. “Ashuna, please come join us. I thank you for getting here so quickly. Ashuna, this is Lord Verin Albet and Nathan Stoneblood.”

      “A pleasure to meet you.” Ashuna was impressed. A lord and a young boy were the ones who wiped out the entire collection of bandits that Ashuna had been tracking in Solotine. Ashuna would not have suspected that Nathan was so young from the scene of the bandit hideout. He had envisioned a seasoned warrior. Ashuna was glad that his mistaken judgment had happened in these circumstances, making that mistake in a battle would cost you your life. Likely, the bandits found that out the hard way mused Ashuna. Paulo called Verin a lord but Ashuna cared not for titles; he knew these men were also warriors and very skilled ones. He respected that. “How can I be of service?”

      Paulo explained how the duke had gone back to Elderwood, kidnapped the girls and was now sailing across the narrow strait to Pailtar. Ashuna asked them what they would like him to do. Paulo addressed this carefully. “I was hoping that you would accompany them across the strait to Pailtar. If you were to spread the word that the Chundo were looking for the girls, then no slaver in the city would dare take them. The duke would be forced to take them to Morthon.”

      Ashuna could see this working. Slavers were a cutthroat bunch and would do anything for a dollar. However, as much as they liked money, they liked living more. The Chundo were well feared in Pailtar. “This is a good thing, the duke taking the girls to Morthon?” was Ashuna’s reply to the request.

      Nathan, seeing what Paulo was suggesting, spoke up, “No, but the duke trying to take the girls to Morthon is a good thing. It is a long way from Pailtar to Morthon. If the girls are all together it makes rescuing them easier.”

      Ashuna understood this logic. “Very well then, Ashuna will go to Pailtar with you.” Ashuna liked the idea of traveling with the lord and boy warrior, they took on great odds with little fear. He would enjoy the prospect of joining them in battle.

      With the matter settled, Verin arranged with Paulo to have the horses and the rest of their gear taken directly to Balta. Paulo let them know that Captain Berthal and the Lady Bonita were at their disposal for as long as necessary. They could sail to Balta once they finished rescuing the girls.

      Paulo walked the men down to the docks where he introduced them to the captain. He explained to him that he was under the orders of Verin until no longer needed. Once they were on board the ship, Nathan gave Paulo one last goodbye.

      “Paulo Ventego, it has been an honor to meet you and I cannot thank you enough for your help. It means a great deal to me. I am in your debt.” Nathan was relieved that, thanks to the assistance of Paulo, the duke would not get far away before they could cross the narrow strait.

      “You are welcome, Nathan Stoneblood, good luck on your journey.”

      The Lady Bonita was a cutter, a small, but agile ship. It could not carry a large amount of cargo but was among the fastest ships in the sea the captain assured them. “No merchant ship would get to Pailtar before the Lady. Even with a couple hours lead. This is a Baltan built ship, as fast as they come. We will likely pass them in the dark. I’ll sail a bit of a wide berth around them so they don’t suspect we’re following them.”

      Nathan didn’t say anything to the captain but he knew that he was telling the truth. They had only been a sea for an hour, but Nathan could tell, through his a’kil bond with Ava, that the distance was closing.

      Traveling across the sea was a very new experience for Nathan. The crisp, salt water gave the air a different texture. The motion of the craft, as it cut through the ways took a while to get used to. He mentioned this to Verin. “The sea is a moving thing, the waves and swells of the sea cause the rocking motion. Many first-time sea travelers spend the majority of the journey getting sick. You are handing it well.”

      It had been late afternoon when the Lady Bonita had set sail from the port of Venecia, and now night was coming fast. Nathan asked the captain about sailing at night. “It is not a problem on a night like tonight. With no clouds, the stars give you enough light so you can tell by the shadows if you are close to hitting anything in the water. The narrow strait is deep water so no worry about running aground. Sailing all night will not be a problem for us or the merchant ship. We should arrive at Pailtar around dawn, and the merchant ship will be a couple hours after that.”

      By nightfall, Nathan was accustomed enough to the motion of the ship that he was able to get some sleep. Comforted by the fact that they were so close to getting the girls now, Nathan drifted off into a deep sleep. Around midnight, Nathan felt something change and awoke. They were no longer behind the merchant ship. They were now ahead of the duke; the captain had been right. Nathan relaxed and went back to sleep, he wanted to be refreshed for whatever lie ahead.

      While Nathan was sleeping, the winds that had been moving them along quickly died off and it wasn’t until an hour after dawn that Pailtar came into view.
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      Pailtar, a dusty gold and dirty-cream colored canvas with speckles of minty green, was different from anything Nathan knew. Gone were the hues of blue and green that dominated the views of Solotine. Sand and adobe buildings were the prominent features of Pailtar, with strange looking trees and little vegetation.

      When they left Captain Berthal and the Lady Bonita at the docks of Pailtar, it was agreed upon that the captain would wait there one week. If they had not returned by then, it was likely they never would. As they gathered their weapons and gear, Ashuna told them of a small hill to the southeast that overlooked the city. He would meet them there later that afternoon. Ashuna went off to spread the word among the slavers that three girls were entering the city soon, and if they liked living, they should avoid doing business with the duke.

      While Ashuna was scaring the crap out of slavers, Nathan and Verin went through a bazaar, purchasing waterskins and food. Between Pailtar and Morthon were only a few watering holes. If they had to follow the duke and his men for long, they would need the skins to keep hydrated. Once they had the waterskins and food, they went in search of the hill Ashuna had described.

      The hill was about a half mile outside the city and gave a good view of it and all the roads out of the city. It was a good location to keep an eye on things. But, not close enough for anyone to recognize them as strangers. They were sitting on the hill waiting for Ashuna when Nathan turned to Verin. “They are here. Ava is in the city now. “

      “Good, you being able to tell where Ava’s location gives us an advantage. We can prepare an ambush or follow them until we get an opportunity to get the girls safely away. But for now all we can do is wait.”

      The time seemed to stand still as they waited. Finally, Ashuna came up the hill late in the afternoon. “I have seen the girls, all three are safe, but the oldest one has not been treated well.

      Nathan did not immediately grasp Ashuna’s meaning, but Verin did.

      Ashuna continued, “I have spoken with all the slavers, none will accept the girls. Ashuna has done as he promised. But if you permit it, Ashuna would like to stay and assist you further.” Ashuna was not one to sit aside while his friends fought.

      Verin thanked Ashuna. A warrior like him would help even the odds out greatly. Ashuna volunteered to go back into the city and spy on them, but Verin explained that would not be necessary. Nathan knew where Ava was.

      Ashuna gave Nathan a careful look. “You are a’kil?”

      Nathan nodded.

      Ashuna just grunted. “This is good, some Chundo are a’kil. Magic blood is useful for a warrior.”

      Suddenly Nathan had a thought “Ashuna you should go back to the city. We are going to need horses.” He couldn’t believe he almost forgot such an important fact.

      

      Meanwhile as the Ashuna headed back to the city, the duke found his plans going awry. “None of the slavers will take any of the girls.” Bailmont had spent the entire day working his way around Pailtar trying to find someone to sell Sharon and possibly Rose too, depending on the price offered, but it mattered not. Once any of the slavers realized that these were the girls that Ashuna had mentioned, they wanted nothing to do with speaking to Bailmont. They did not even want to be seen in the same street as Bailmont. It was as if he carried the plague.

      “What do you mean none of the slavers would take the girls. Were you asking too much?” The duke was incredulous; a slaver not wanting young, pretty girls was unfathomable.

      “No, I mean I could not give the girls away. There are Chundo warriors looking for the girls and no slaver will have anything to do with them,” replied Bailmont.

      Now the duke was worried. His plans were going awry. The Chundo were fierce warriors and if they were looking for the girls it meant nothing but trouble for him. “All right, we take all the girls with us, I’m sure you won’t mind keeping the older one around longer anyways. If the Chundo are in the city looking for us, then we need to leave now. Have the men prepared to go as soon as possible.”

      “I already purchased horses and food, sir. As soon as you are ready, we can leave.” Bailmont was damn efficient. The duke should not have been surprised that his, otherwise detestable, servant would always be ready and prepared for any situation. As distasteful as the man was, he still served a purpose. The duke needed him now more than ever.
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* * *

      Ashuna returned to the hill with the horses. The duke and his men were already leaving the city with the girls. Nathan pointed out the group of horsemen, as they made their way out of the port city. “There, that group is the one.” Verin counted the horses and riders. Fourteen riders minus the three hostages left eleven. The duke must have picked up a couple of local guides.

      While they rode, Verin explained some of the logistics of Mithbea to Nathan. “There are three main kingdoms in northern Mithbea. Pailtar sits at the most northern tip of the continent, the kingdom of Thune is far along the eastern coast, Balta along the western coast and Morthon in the middle, to the south of Pailtar. From Pailtar to Meron, the capital city, is mostly badlands, desert with little vegetation or water. There are a few watering holes along the way, tonight they will likely stay at the closest watering hole. This would be a good place to try retrieving the girls.”

      “Ashuna agrees. Tell me, when you attacked those bandits back in the mountains, at what time did you attack?” asked Ashuna.

      Verin smiled knowing exactly what Ashuna was suggesting. “Right before first light, when the sentries are most tired. I think you are right. We will do it the same way.”

      Knowing where the water hole was and where Ava was, allowed Nathan and his companions to take a route that did not directly follow the duke and his men. By doing so, they avoided any chance of the duke’s men noticing that they were being followed.

      This was wise because Bailmont himself had dropped back to check their rear and see if anyone was following. When he caught back up to the duke and the others, they were already making camp at the water hole.

      “Any sign of followers?” asked the duke.

      Bailmont shook his head. “No, my lord, there was no sign of anyone following, but from what our new scouts tell me, there only a few watering holes between here and Morthal. So if they are coming, we would not be hard to find.”

      The duke, still nervous about the Chundo, relaxed a bit when Bailmont reported no one following them. “Okay, we will have three watches, three men per watch. Bailmont, you are on first watch.

      

      It was almost midnight when Nathan, Verin and Ashuna closed to within a mile of the watering hole. Nathan had been working on a plan for a while and was now ready to share it with the others.
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      “Ashuna what are the chances of you sneaking into the camp past the sentries?” asked Nathan.

      Ashuna smiled. “The chances are very good. What is your plan?”

      “Verin will sneak up and get close to their horses. He will find whatever sentries they post near them and shoot them. You will sneak into the camp, cut the girls free and take them to the horses. You and Verin put the girls on the duke’s horses and bring them back to here, grab our horses, then take them all back to Pailtar. Without horses, they cannot catch you going back to Pailtar.”

      Verin could not argue with the plan so far. Sneaking in, killing a few sentries and riding out with all the horses sounded much easier than three men trying to fight eleven. “Alright, but what are you going to be doing while we are sneaking in and stealing the girls and horses. How are you getting back to Pailtar without a horse?”

      Nathan had a grim look of determination on his face. “When Ashuna gets the girls to the horses, I will provide a distraction so you can get them out safe.”

      “As for getting back to Pailtar, it is not that far. I can travel on foot and only be a couple hours behind you” Nathan paused; he knew his plan had flaws when it came to his own part, but he was more concerned with getting his friends out. “Just get the girls to the safety. If I don’t make it back, take them to Balta with you. They will need someone to look after them.”

      Ashuna shook his head. “You take too much of the risk, let Ashuna stay and fight while you ride with the girls.”

      Nathan gave a laugh. “I’m taking too much risk? You two are the ones having to sneak into the camp without getting yourselves killed. Besides, in the time it takes you to get the girls on the horses, Verin will be doing a lot of damage with his bow. He is far better with one than I am. There will be hardly anyone left by the time you are gone.” Nathan sounded more confident than he felt. He was nervous that he would not be up to the task and that either Ashuna or Verin were much better candidates for this dangerous mission, but Nathan simply could not ask a friend to take this risk. It was his job to do.

      Verin was not so sure of this. But he had witnessed Nathan fighting amongst the bandits without armor. With his new vraber-skin clothes and weapons, Nathan would be a formidable opponent for any number of enemies. They would do it his way.

      Once it was time to move, they split up and separately made their way towards the camp. Nathan was crawling forward until he was about a hundred feet away from the camp. He stayed in that position and watched, trying to see movement. From what Nathan could tell there were two sentries, one by the horses and one walking a perimeter around the camp. Wait no; a third was sitting up in a tree.

      Nathan carefully slid his bow up beside him and put the quiver of arrows alongside the bow. When the time came, his first shot would be into the palm tree.

      Suddenly, Nathan saw the sentry walking stop and bend down. It was still so dark out that when the guard bent down he seemed to disappear right into the ground. He quickly got back up and continued his rounds back closer to the camp. The sentry appeared to have a different gait now. Nathan realized that it wasn’t the same sentry. Ashuna had killed him and taken his place! Nathan had been watching the whole time and hadn’t noticed the change, and from the lack of noise in the camp no one else had noticed either. Nathan silently congratulated Ashuna. The warrior was stealthy, silent and deadly.

      Ashuna, now pretending to be a sentry, walked slowly past the girls towards the horses. Then, like it was an afterthought, he turned and went back to the girls. Putting his hand over their mouth’s he gently woke each one in turn. Softly whispering into each girl’s ear to stay silent and nod if they understood. Once each girl had nodded, Ashuna whispered to all three. “I am with Nathan Stoneblood. When I rise, quietly get up and walk with me to the horses. When I get on a horse, you do the same, understood?”

      The three girls were scared but at the mention of Nathan they knew that this was a rescue. So they nervously nodded and waited for Ashuna to rise.

      Slowly Ashuna rose and started walking towards the horses. Ava, then Rose and Sharon soon followed after.

      When Nathan watched the group rise and begin to walk towards horses he quickly took aim at the sentry in the tree. He waited for the sentry to move or make a noise. When Ashuna and the girls got to the horses without being challenged, the sentry started to sound out an alarm. Nathan released his arrow and silenced the man. Once the body started to fall towards the ground Nathan readied his bow for the next shot, waiting to see movement among the sleeping bodies. Chaos broke out as the falling body awoke the sleeping soldiers.

      As Ashuna got the girls onto the horses, Verin was taking aim at the bodies of the sleeping warriors. The second Ashuna cut the rope and started leading all the horses away from the camp, Verin began to fire. The imbued bloodstone bow was amazing. His aim and accuracy benefited from the light weight and the arrows flew with far greater velocity than he had imagined possible. The bodies lying close to the fire made easy targets and he concentrated on these, firing as many arrows as he could. Soon a scream came from one of his targets, he put his bow away and quickly followed Ashuna and the girls. He had done as much damage as possible, now Nathan was on his own.

      Duke Evollan woke to the sound of a scream. Shouting followed. Alarm coursed through his veins. He peeked out of his tent and searched for the source of the dreadful noise. One of the men was half sitting up with an arrow through his chest. Within a blink of an eye, a second arrow pierced the man’s chest and he fell back to the ground. The duke panicked. He looked towards the horses only to see the cut picket line. Turning, he looked for the girls. They too, like the horses, were gone. The men were moving frantically around him trying to locate the hidden archers. Another man fell, then another. The duke spotted one of the scouts they had hired in Pailtar. Running up to him, he grabbed the man by the arm and hissed “Get me out of here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty

        

      

    
    
      While the duke slipped off into the night with the help of the scout, Nathan was busy firing arrows into anything that moved. As he heard the thundering hooves of the fleeing horse’s carrying his friends, he knew it was time to create his distraction.

      Nathan let out a loud war cry, a fierce yell at the top of his lungs; the remaining warriors now had a target and began to move towards Nathan’s position. Nathan fired his bow as quickly as possible. Between his position and the camp, the ground was soft sand. Despite their best attempts, the warriors were not able to make quick time in reaching Nathan.

      Nathan could see one warrior moving off to the side keeping to the harder, rockier ground. His path would bring him around to Nathan’s flank. However, it was a wide approach and gave Nathan plenty of time to focus on the other remaining three warriors coming directly at him. He fired at the closest man, hitting him in the chest with his arrow.

      Dropping his bow off to his side, Nathan pulled out his newly-forged and magically-imbued sword and dagger. The first warrior to reach Nathan swung his sword down hard at him; Nathan blocked the attack with his sword. The sun has started to come over the horizon but the light was still poor and attempting to block with the dagger would have been risky. This did not prevent him from using the second blade to attack with. Nathan sent the dagger into the warrior’s chest.

      A sharp pain in his side let Nathan know that the second attacker had swung his sword at Nathan’s exposed side. Had it not been for Nathan’s vraber-skin shirt, he would have been sliced wide open. Nathan spun and attacked. The warrior, surprised that Nathan seemed uninjured, was barely able to raise his sword in time to ward off Nathan’s attack. As the warrior back-peddled, Nathan pressed his attack using both sword and dagger to keep the man off guard. Before long, the warrior slipped in the soft sand and missed his defensive block. Nathan’s sword sliced through his neck with no resistance.

      Nathan turned. The last warrior was standing over Nathan’s bow and quiver of arrows. The man was smiling at him “So you are the great northern boy that the duke hates so much. I have to thank you. If it were not for you, we would still be in Progoh and I would not have gotten to spend so much time with those lovely girls. Sharon was nice but when I am done with you I am going to get Ava back and enjoy teaching her the ways of a sex slave before I sell her.” Bailmont baited his youthful opponent. Anger made men make deadly mistakes. Moreover, the warrior before him was barely a man. He was mentally adding another kill to his credit.

      The way the man was taunting Nathan almost made him lose his temper, but the many lessons on breathing had finally taught Nathan control. He kept his anger at bay and prepared to rush at the man.

      Bailmont knew he would be able to pick up and fire the bow before Nathan could get close enough to be of any danger. As he reached down for the bow, he noticed the fine jewel in the handle. Only a silly boy would waste such a fine jewel in a weapon he thought. The bow would be a nice bonus once he finished with the lad. Bailmont growled deep in his throat like an animal. The sound was intended to evoke fear.

      Nathan, unaffected by the taunts, knew that his bow would be useless to the man. Seeing the man’s eyes drop to the bow, Nathan charged.

      When Nathan rushed towards him, Bailmont reached down and picked up the bow. Gods, it is heavy he thought. The weight of the bow made his upswing much slower than anticipated and Nathan was gaining ground quickly. Bailmont slid the arrow into position and began to pull back on the string, but nothing happened. He was not strong enough. In frustration, Bailmont threw down the useless weapon to pull out his sword. He would end this the old fashioned way, with a sword. He anticipated gutting him slowly and watching the life fade from his eyes. It fascinated him to watch death. It made him feel powerful. He was eager to feel that power again.

      As Bailmont reached towards the ground, grabbing at the bow, Nathan was already moving. Confident that the bow would not work Nathan focused on getting close to Bailmont. When Bailmont threw the weapon to the ground, Nathan was already in position. While Bailmont looked down to grab his own weapon Nathan threw his dagger towards the chest of the vile rapist. Bailmont grabbed the pommel of his weapon as the dagger pierced through his heavy leather armor and deep into his shoulder. His downward movement was the only thing that stopped the dagger from piercing into his heart. The pain and shock of being injured slowed the duke’s man a fraction of a second. The short amount of time cost the man his life. Nathan. still charging forward into him, ran his sword deep into Bailmont’s chest.

      Bailmont looked down at the black sword that had penetrated into his chest, in a moment of clarity he noted the fine black steel, the thinness of the blade, the jewel sparkling in the helm. Magic, he thought to himself, never fight against magic. A rule he once had and should have followed. He looked up at the boy holding the magnificent weapon. One last surge of anger coursed through his body, a boy defeating him without suffering even one wound. Not in this lifetime he thought, knowing that that his time was ending. Bailmont, weak and fading fast, grabbed Nathan’s sword hand and pulled him in closer. He raked Nathan’s face with his gauntleted hand; the sharp metal sliced open Nathan’s cheek despite the lack of power behind the move. Bailmont looked at the cut with satisfaction, smiled and coughed up blood before speaking “Something to remember me by.” While he took his last, few gasping breaths of air, Nathan calmly removed his dagger from the man’s shoulder then pushed the man away letting his sword slide out of his chest cavity. Bailmont looked into the Nathan’s one last time. His last vision one of Nathan’s icy blue eyes.

      Nathan let out a deep breath and wiped a small amount of blood away from his cheek. Seeing the life fade in his opponent’s eyes was unsettling. He told himself that is was a death deserved, earned and long overdue. He wondered if he would ever not feel a chill when he looked into the eyes of a man as life faded. At least this time he did not feel the need to empty the contents of his stomach. Nathan refocused his thoughts back to the task at hand and surveyed the camp, no sign of the duke, or the last scout. Torn between the desire to hunt the man down and head back towards Ava, Nathan took one last look into the desert before making his way towards Pailtar. The duke had escaped, a regrettable outcome, but his priority was the girls, not revenge. Nathan picked up the pace as he moved across the desert towards his friends and family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-One

        

      

    
    
      Ava was relieved beyond imagination to be sitting on the Lady Bonita, safely away from the deranged duke and the vile Bailmont, but she could not stop worrying about Nathan. When Verin and Ashuna had taken the girls, she had assumed that Nathan would be hiding out in the desert, or possibly back in Pailtar, waiting for them to return. It wasn’t until they reached the port city that she found out otherwise. Rose had asked Verin where Nathan was and when he explained that Nathan chose to stay back and provide a distraction while the girls escaped she wanted to explode. Didn’t these stupid men know he was only a boy? That he would be killed and Ava would have no one.

      Verin, seeing the look she gave him, tried to calm her down. “Relax Ava. Nathan is not a child. He has learned much in the last few months and those warriors who remained would give him little to worry about.” Verin was not as confident as he sounded. But he wanted to reassure the girls that things would all workout. He believed Nathan could defeat the remaining enemies, but there was that shadow of a doubt. Should he have stayed behind with his nephew? What if he had miscalculated Nathan's abilities? As he kept his doubts to himself, he realized how fond he had grown of his sister's son.

      Ashuna agreed with Verin, “Nathan’s magic is strong, and he is a fine warrior. Those men are no more threat than the bandit chief that he defeated.” Ashuna smiled down at Rose, who he had held during the ride back from the desert and now the child seemed comfortable standing at his side. A spunky, little thing he thought to himself.

      Ava looked as Ashuna as if he was crazy. Had Nathan magic? Nathan killed the bandit chief? What was going on? Ava’s mind raced with all the new information.

      Verin took pity on her, he could see she still needed reassuring that things would be okay. It was obvious she was in the dark regarding his nephew's a'kil powers. He gave her a brief summary of all of his adventures with Nathan. “When we found the bandit hideout, Nathan snuck in and led the attack while I provided cover. He single-handedly defeated the bandit chief. Afterward, we headed north and met Nathan’s grandfather. It was there his magical heritage was revealed.”

      Ava didn’t know what to think, it was all so confusing. Sleep deprivation and an overload of new information were messing with her mind. She just wanted Nathan back. She remembered the wolf in the forest, it seemed so long ago, but now she realized it must have been magic. But, it mattered not. Ava didn’t care about magic, she cared about Nathan.

      Verin thought about it for a moment. If Nathan could sense Ava, surely the girl could do the same. Verin thought back to how Theron had taught Nathan about his connection with Thorn. Inspired, Verin spoke to Ava, “Close your eyes. Think only of Nathan. Picture his face and talk to him inside your head.” He saw her reluctance, her doubt. “Do it, trust me. Imagine him, talk to him. You and Nathan are connected; it is how we found you.”

      Ava wondered what good that would do. She was afraid she would just break down and cry, but Verin looked so insistent she gave in. Eyes closed, she pictured blue eyes, bronzed skin, and the warmth of his hand holding hers. Nathan Stoneblood, you get your ass back here! We need you and if you don't get back here soon, I'll kill you myself, you jerk! You are needed right here. I miss you. Rose misses you. Hurry, please! Nothing happened, but Ava was thinking back. Over the last few days, she had felt something different, like something was in her mind. She had attributed it to stress but what if that feeling was this connection Verin spoke of? Ava focused her thoughts again. The feeling was still there, like a dull reassuring pulse in the back of mind. Maybe that was Nathan and he was still alive.

      Suddenly, Rose, who had been watching the shoreline, spoke out. “I see him, right there coming up the docks.” She squealed and clapped her hands, jumping up and down for a second.

      Ava looked up incredulously. She saw that Rose was right. Ava ran down the plank off the Lady Bonita and towards Nathan, with Rose close on her heels. Nathan grinning from ear to ear said, “Hey!” dropped his gear and quickly caught the flying girl letting her momentum knock him over. Rose piled on top both of them.

      “Oof," said Nathan as he enjoyed the girls’ embrace. “Am I always going to be looking up into the sky when you around, Ava?” said Nathan. His Ava appeared unharmed, just slightly disheveled and dirty. She never looked prettier to him than at that moment.

      “Oh shut up, you big jerk. I missed you so much." Ava looked closer at Nathan’s face; the cut made by Bailmont’s gauntlet still was caked in blood. She ran her hand over the wound “You’ve been bleeding again.”

      “It’s just a scratch, a small price to pay for a good hug.” Nathan remembered Bailmont’s last words, but his memories would not be of the vile man, but instead what he regained.

      Nathan and Ava sat up. Rose wiggled between them to give Nathan a hug. Nathan laughed. Rose was Rose! Nobody moved for a moment. Rose sighed, “Nathan, you rescued us again,” Rose bounced. Nathan winced as his sore ribs took the beating. Ava noticed his pain and moved to get off him, taking Rose with her.

      “I’m just glad you are all safe now,” Nathan said sheepishly, not wanting the praise.

      Rose looked at Nathan, her expression sad and serious. “Mom and dad and Bends are all dead. We don’t have a home anymore.”

      Nathan took the sisters hands and gripped them tight, and looked Ava in the eyes. “You’re coming with me. We are going to Balta. We will have a home in Balta.”

      Ava smiled. There was so much to learn about this new, handsome version of her old friend.  Her heart was more than happy as Nathan held her hand and led them back to the Lady Bonita. Nathan had a lot of explaining to do. He smiled as if he was reading her mind.

      
        THE END
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* * *

      Continue reading the series now: THE MISSING MAGE Book two of the Stoneblood Saga: http://goo.gl/TbMY49 and don’t forget to sign up for my mailing list and receive a free copy of SORON’S QUEST the prequel to Son of Soron: https://www.instafreebie.com/free/K0SPd

      
        webpage: www.robynwideman.com/blog
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        Would you put your life at risk for a child you barely know?

      

      The once-beautiful domed neo-Victorian city of Bridges is split between four crime families in an uneasy cease-fire. Social disparity increasing and its steam-driven infrastructure failing, a new faction is on the rise: the Red Dogs.

      Jacqueline Spadros has a dream life: a wealthy husband, a powerful family. But her life is not what it seems. Kidnapped from her mother's brothel and forced to marry, the murder of her best friend Air ten years before haunts her nightmares. She finds moments of freedom in a small-time private eye business, which she hides in fear of her sadistic father-in-law.

      Air's little brother disappears off his back porch and the Red Dogs are framed for it. With the help of a mysterious gentleman investigator hired by the Red Dogs to learn the truth, Jacqui pushes her abilities to their limits in hope of rescuing the child before the kidnapper disposes of him.
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          The Letter

        

      

    
    
      A domed city, split by four rivers, an island at its center. In the southeast quadrant, a taxi-carriage pulled up to a shop on 2nd Street. In the gutter lay a card:

      
        BRIDGES: 500 YEARS OF CULTURE

        THE JEWEL OF THE GREAT PLAINS

      

      The postcard depicting an elegant couple crossing a golden bridge lay in horse manure. A carriage-track ran through it.

      I stepped over the scene as I climbed from the taxi-carriage, my borrowed boots grating on the rough concrete sidewalk. Trash flew past in the wind. The air smelled of rain, clouds hanging dark in the afternoon sky. “How much to wait?”

      The clocks chimed half past two. The driver, in his sixties, pushed his goggles up on his forehead. His horse tossed its head and shifted. “Here? Penny now, penny when you done,” he paused, leering, “cause I like you.” He made no attempt to hide his survey of my person.

      Unimpressed, I handed him the penny, entering the white wooden storefront as large drops fell.

      The floorboards squeaked. The front room, lit by a bulb hanging from the ceiling, smelled of mildew. Grayish-green paint flaked off the walls.

      The woman behind the counter, pale with graying brown hair, wore widow’s brown. “Welcome to Bryce Fabrics. How can I help you?”

      Eleanora. When I last saw her ten years ago, she screamed curses and wept. How could she be here? What would she do? I felt an urge to run.

      I took a deep breath. A child changed more in ten years than a woman. Her face held no recognition. “You sent for assistance?”

      “Oh! Yes!” She grabbed my hand, her relief plain. “I’m Eleanora Bryce. I’m so glad you came.”

      She led me behind the counter and into their back room. Three beds and a rickety desk lined the walls. A small table with two stools sat in the center. A rusty hat-rack stood in the corner close by: three thin, battered coats hung there.

      A tall, thin adolescent with dark hair sat on a stool in the far left corner. He pointed when I entered the room. “That’s her!”

      He was six when last I saw him. How did he recognize me?

      He held up the newspaper with my portrait (among others) on the front page. Emblazoned across the top, it read:

      
        GRAND BALL EXTRAVAGANZA!

        Bridges Family Meeting Countdown!

      

      Mrs. Bryce grabbed the paper from his hand, then peered at me. “Herbert, you’re right, it is her!”

      Mrs. Bryce appeared astonished to see me in my disguise: a shop maid’s uniform, black with a white apron. “Mrs. Spadros herself!” She curtsied. “I would never have called if I would have known such a fine lady would answer!”

      I felt sad. Would she be glad to see me if she learned my true identity? Would she curtsy then, or would she strike me?

      Rain beat against the windows and lightning flashed, the rumbling of thunder close behind.

      Herbert didn’t bow.

      Those same eyes.

      The same pale serious face.

      “Jacqui, don’t go.”

      The moon hung high overhead. The frigid air smelled of dirt and sweat. Thirty children trained at knife-fighting by lamp-light a few yards up the narrow alley. “Please don’t go. This feels bad. Men don’t want little kids for nothing good.”

      Mrs. Bryce said, “My boy’s gone missing.”

      Startled at her words, I jolted out of the memory. “What?”

      “My son. He’s missing. It’s why I called you.” Several portraits sat upon a tiny dresser in the corner across the room to the right. Mrs. Bryce went to it and handed me a tintype photo: a boy. Light skin, dark hair, dark eyes, round face. She claimed he was twelve; he looked closer to ten.

      Sitting with Ma at her trestle table in the cathedral, eating warm bread with butter. The sounds of moaning and panting down the hall behind the tan linen curtains. Telling Ma our story and laughing at escaping the police. The smells of sex and baking in the air. His big dark eyes happy, his pale face flushed with the liquor he tasted and the candle-lit warmth. His little legs kicked under the stool …

      I shook my head, trying to clear the memories of that terrible night. “This is a recent picture?”

      Mrs. Bryce nodded. “Yes, mum, taken before Yuletide. Maybe three weeks ago? Right after we moved here.”

      “And you’re sure he didn’t run off?”

      Mrs. Bryce’s brown eyes filled with tears. “No, mum, I swear. David was a good boy, in the midst of his chore-work. ‘Off to sweep the stair,’ he said, ‘I’ll be right back.’ He never came in.”

      Thunder pealed. Harsh light illuminated the barren room.

      I called myself an investigator, but I investigated minor matters: a missing dog, renters who moved without paying. So this case violated rules I laid for myself. I avoided police affairs …

      “I can’t pay you …” Mrs. Bryce said.

      … and I didn’t do a case without payment in advance. Not even this one.

      “… but I’ll do whatever you like, anything, if you’ll help me.”

      I never liked Eleanora. She never liked me. When she realized who I was ….

      “Please, mum, I know how it looks. The police said he run off, but I know he was taken and they all ignore me.”

      This woman lived most of her life a dozen blocks from this very point, well on the other side of that spiked wrought-iron fence encircling the Pot. Why would she expect the police to help an out-of-town widow with no Family connections and no bribe money? Had she really forgotten?

      My borrowed corset pinched at the hips; it chafed with every move. I wanted to change into my own clothes, get away from this room full of bad memories and guilt.

      I regarded the portrait, feeling melancholy: David looked just like him. “Show me where you last saw the boy.”

      The Bryce’s back stair appeared much like any two blocks from the Pot: rickety wooden steps with rusty metal banisters leading down to a rat-infested alley.

      Clouds loomed dark across the sky. The only real light came from an oil lamp far down the alley to our right. We took refuge from the downpour under the eaves, out of the wind.

      A dark figure moved in the shadows twenty yards to our left. Something about him frightened me. I hoped the rain would hide our words and send him away.

      “When your boy disappeared, did you find anything amiss?”

      “Nothing at all. Everything was as it should be, except I found his little broom on the ground,” her voice broke, “and him gone.”

      I surveyed the alley. It appeared normal … except …

      I crossed towards a red spot on the far wall, near waist level. “Was this here before he went missing?”

      “No, mum, at least, I don’t think so.”

      I leaned over to examine the spot, Tenni’s corset stabbing at my midsection. A solid red silhouette of a dog, ink-stamped onto the wall.

      The tower clock chimed three. The man began walking towards us.

      “I must go.” I might be Jacqueline Spadros, but that would hardly stop a scoundrel from committing robbery or worse before he learned of it. We hurried back inside, and I breathed a sigh of relief when the door locked behind me.

      Then I remembered I carried weapons, and felt silly.

      Mrs. Bryce said, “You’re going to find him … right?”

      I shook my head and kept walking through the room. The situation frightened me. “This is a police matter, and I can’t be involved. No quadrant-lady can, but especially not me.”

      “But—”

      I turned to her. “Do you realize who my father-in-law is? What he would do to all three of us (I gestured at Herbert) if he learned I came here?”

      She turned even paler than she was, and nodded.

      “Don’t ever contact me at my home again. It’s much too dangerous. If you wish to hire me in the future, send a note to Madame Biltcliffe. Address it to my maid Amelia Dewey.”

      Mrs. Bryce stared at me, mouth open. “I — I never sent anything to your home, mum! I swear!”

      I put my hand in my pocket, touched the letter hidden there. “I’m curious. Why did you contact Madame Biltcliffe?” My dressmaker Marie Biltcliffe owned a shop in downtown Spadros quadrant; she sent me cases from time to time.

      “When I went to the police station, mum,” she said, “a couple sat nearby. They must have heard me talk to the constable. The lady told me I might find help there.”

      A couple so certain of Madame Biltcliffe’s association with an investigator that they told others of it? “Did they give any names?”

      “I didn’t ask,” Mrs. Bryce said. “I was so upset …”

      “I understand. What did the couple look like?”

      Mrs. Bryce smiled like a young girl. “Nice looking, especially the man!” She fanned herself with her left hand. “They were about your age, and the lady had red hair.”

      This didn’t help much. “If you meet them again, please let me know.” I felt like a traitor. “I’m sorry, I really am. But I can’t help you. Leave this to the police.”

      Walking through the front room of this shop, I knew the right thing to do, even then. But I felt too afraid.

      I handed the taxi-driver his penny. “Madame Biltcliffe’s dress shop on 42nd street, please.”

      His mother Eleanora, in Bridges, her youngest gone missing.

      David looked just like him.

      “Jacqui, you shouldn’t go.”

      Heedless of the pedestrians and carriages beside me in the street, I wept.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I entered Madame Biltcliffe’s dress shop through her back door. A warm glow and the smell of fresh linen greeted me. Madame’s shop maid Tenni handed me a hat box. “For tonight.”

      I smiled. Quite clever, Madame.

      Tenni was just seventeen, yet appeared much like me from behind — curled reddish-brown hair, light brown skin. We wore close to the same size, and I often used Tenni as a decoy when on a case: I would wear her clothes, and she mine.

      We went to a fitting room. Tenni helped me change into my original dress, a peacock blue walking gown. My husband Tony said he liked it because it matched my eyes.

      I sighed with relief on removing Tenni’s new maid’s corset, which left a red mark on my hip. “Did anyone inquire for me?”

      “No, mum. And I stayed out of sight, as you asked.”

      “Good girl.” I gave her a penny.

      Tenni curtsied. “Thank you, mum.”

      “Ask Madame to return.”

      Madame Marie Biltcliffe entered: a tall, handsome, middle-aged woman with perfect black hair.

      “Have either of you spoken to anyone about my business? Someone who decided not to contact me?”

      They both shook their heads.

      “I have never had anyone refuse your help who I referred,” Madame said. “And I never speak your name before the meeting.”

      “Mrs. Bryce said a young woman with red hair told her to contact you.”

      Madame Biltcliffe frowned. “I know of no such woman.”

      “I feel confused, Madame. When Mrs. Bryce wrote you, why did you not contact me?”

      She seemed surprised. “I never contact you until I speak with the woman myself. I didn’t know her, and she merely sent a note. If she would have waited —”

      I shook my head. “She says she didn’t write to me.”

      “How strange.” Madame Biltcliffe appeared as perplexed as I felt. “I suppose I am glad she is no forger.”

      I laughed at that thought. “No, that she is not.”

      I remembered my sore midsection. “Would you make a maid’s corset for me to keep here for future use?”

      “I would be happy to.” Madame Biltcliffe smiled and went to the curtain, holding it open for me. I emerged from the dressing room, and she curtsied as I passed by.

      I breezed out of the shop and onto the street. My black and silver carriage stood ready, drawn by black horses with silver tackle. As I took my day footman Skip Honor’s hand to enter the coach, I glanced to my left.

      A man wearing brown stood several doors down, turning away at my glance. I didn’t see his face, but he seemed familiar. I felt certain he had been watching me.

      I turned to Honor. “That man. How long has he stood there?”

      But when Honor and I looked again, the man was gone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      While in the coach on the way home, I pulled the letter from my pocket.

      Dear Mrs. Spadros —

      I hate to impose upon you during the holiday, but it would be of much help if you could find time to call on me today. My maid Tenni will, of course, be ready to assist you. It is a matter of some urgency.

      Your servant, Marie Biltcliffe

      The letter, on Madame’s stationery, scented with her perfume, and in her handwriting. Madame claimed she never sent it. Mrs. Bryce claimed she never sent it either. Then who did? And why?

      A puzzle. I moved the pieces around in my mind and could make nothing of it.
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      The Grand Ball. The one night this town of thieves and liars pretended they weren’t ready to stab each other at the slightest provocation. I anticipated an interesting time.

      Stars studded the night sky as we alighted from the coach. My husband Tony took my hand, and we moved through the crowds lining the wide marble stairs to the Grand Ball House.

      Tony’s men scanned the people and rooftops for danger, and the crowd parted before them. We stopped on occasion to allow the newsmen to take our photos with a flash and a puff of smoke.

      Fireworks boomed above us. In the distance, cheers went up after each fiery blossom.

      Boom. Cheer.

      Boom. Cheer.

      

      Fireworks reminded me of him. Every New Year’s Eve, we played with his wind-up automatons, made from bits of junk he found. When we were eleven, he set them all walking around his flat roof while we watched the show and laughed. He never saw fireworks again.

      

      I felt Tony’s solemn blue eyes upon me; I had stopped on the stair. I took a deep breath to clear my head, to smooth my face for the cameras, and continued on. The lamps threw strange shadows behind and between our paid admirers.

      I imagined the other Families climbing their own staircases. Why have our own photographers, our own toadies throwing hothouse flowers? Why this fragile ceasefire, which required separate entry to the building to ensure peace?

      A magnificent building once, the years had not been kind to the old Ball House. The occasional coat of whitewash did little to hide the cracks in the foundation as the island the Ball House sat upon sank under the weight of so much falsehood.

      We reached the top of the stairs without incident. Armed men in black and silver Spadros livery opened the brown paneled doors for us.

      Inside lay a rosewood-paneled antechamber, smelling of lemon polish. To our left, brown leather attached with brass tacks covered the top of the coat-counter.

      “Take your coats and hat?”

      Tony handed over his top hat and overcoat, then brushed a strand of black hair back into place.

      “And your weapon, sir.”

      Tony hesitated, then retrieved his holstered revolver from his left pocket.

      Tony helped me out of my floor-length forest green over-coat. It was my favorite: trimmed, beaded, and embroidered in black. I took Tony’s arm as he led me to the Ladies’ Room.

      A woman dressed in black and silver opened the door, and the scent of cut flowers billowed towards me. The Ladies’ Room glowed yellow in the lamplight. Mirrored in front of me and to my left, the room overflowed with flowers and glittering ladies. These ladies were the most trusted wives and sisters of Tony’s main men.

      The women beckoned me to the center of the room past a small table and ottoman. They took my new green velvet hat, fussing over my hair. Then they brushed off mud and blotted out wet spots on my gown. I sat on the ottoman, where they exchanged my muddy boots for soft green dinner shoes. When I presented myself to the Ballroom, I must appear flawless, or they would face questions as to why.

      Every so often, a loudspeaker blared to my right announcing each group. The words were incoherent, muffled by distance and closed doors.

      My lady’s maid Amelia brought my cigarettes. Short, plump, her black hair turning gray, Amelia Dewey wore a uniform like my disguise a few hours earlier. I let her light me up and took a long drag.

      The golden lamplight reminded me of home. Not my gilded cage in Spadros Manor, but my real home in the Pot, Ma’s cathedral.

      Ma was beautiful, the owner of the finest brothel in the Pot. Her hair was curly and dark; her skin, soft and brown. She taught me how to make deals, how to run the business, how to smile at a mark. I missed her so much it hurt.

      Was she safe? Was she happy? Had she learned to live without me?

      Amelia rose. “It’s time, mum.” Entering the Ballroom at the scheduled time kept us from meeting another Family in the hallway without our men to protect us.

      I went across the room, through the door, and to the right, down a long red-carpeted hallway to the Ballroom entry. Jazz music played far in the distance, growing louder as I approached: a dance tune.

      Tony waited at the closed doors and smiled when he saw me approach. “Into battle.”

      I laughed in spite of myself as the doors opened.

      A golden railing lay before us. A long sweeping stair led down along the wall to our right. Beyond and far below, at least two hundred people danced. The polished oak floor gleamed.

      A great red pillar stood in the center of the room, rising to a white and gold vaulted ceiling. A large raised area surrounded it, bordered by four long steps and large enough for a whole party of its own. Rectangular tables stood on this dais. Here the four Family heads sat with their Inventors, one group to each table, on all four sides.

      Bridges had a Mayor, a Chief of Police, but the Families ruled the city.

      The platform rotated with clockwork precision. When a group appeared at the appointed time, their Family heads faced the stair to greet them. A jazz orchestra sat at the far left of the dais, the members sorting their sheet music.

      An announcer stood by a podium to our right, a loudspeaker in hand. He glanced at us as we came through the doors, checked his pocket-watch and a list, then nodded. “MR. AND MRS. ANTHONY SPADROS.”

      We descended into the Ballroom, accompanied by applause. The room smelled of cooked meats, candles, perfumes, flowers, and floor polish. It smelled of a party trying to be fine, and it looked the part.

      The Ballroom walls were white paneling, edged with gold, with red velvet inlays. But our Family colors decked the room as well. Black velvet with silver embroidery covered the tables; silver candlesticks sat upon them. Tacky, but it got the point across: the Spadros Family hosted the Grand Ball this year.

      Tables lined the walls, laden with trays of cubed meats, candied fruits, cheeses, and small sandwiches. Waiters wearing black and silver brought drinks and cleared tables.

      Tony’s parents already sat at their table on the raised area. Crossing the hall, we went to the steps to greet them.

      Glittering strands of snow now crept in among his black-ice hair, but the name Roy Spadros still turned brave men into statues of frozen terror.

      I remembered the frigid night I first saw him. He stood on the cobblestones in that moonlit intersection composed, as if in complete control as people died around him.

      Roy smelled of cold hard cash; his tuxedo, black as a clear winter’s night. Blue-ice eyes stared out from a pale uncaring face, yet he could pretend courtesy when he wanted.

      “Hello, Anthony, Jacqui.” He spoke with no emotion as he shook Tony’s hand and kissed mine. “Good to see you.”

      “And you too, sir,” Tony said.

      Molly Hogan Spadros was beautiful, buxom, and raven-haired. She wore heavy makeup and a long-sleeved red gown which showed her figure to good advantage.

      She hugged each of us in turn and didn’t flinch when I hugged her back. “I am so glad to see you.”

      “And you.” Her nose had healed, and she no longer wore her cast. Matters in Roy’s empire must please him these days.

      The orchestra began to play, dancers swirling around us. Our Inventor, Maxim Call, closed-lipped and eccentric as most on the Board were, didn’t rise. He scribbled in a notebook, glancing up to nod at us.

      After our visit with Tony’s parents, we circled the dais as it rotated, visiting the heads of each Family in turn. I didn’t know them well, but we were only expected to offer brief greetings. Politeness dictated we should be off the dais before the announcement of the next guests.

      Charles and Judith Hart were both red-haired, although silver battled red. It was clear Charles enjoyed his meals — and if rumors told true, his vodka — much more than he should. The couple wore forest green trimmed in silver, which suited them.

      Roy Spadros despised Charles Hart; any mention of the man’s name threw him into a rage. Roy placed the orchestra in front of the Harts as an insult, so their people would have to walk around it to greet them.

      I believe Roy intended me to kill Charles Hart one day. But Roy did not excel in persuasion. At the time, I saw more reason to kill Roy Spadros than Charles Hart, should the choice ever appear.

      For I remembered the glint on Mr. Hart’s cheek at my wedding. It would not surprise me if Roy knew of Mr. Hart’s soft-hearted nature, and let him attend just to watch him cry. Roy’s motivation for any action was to cause pain; it seemed to be the only thing which gave him real enjoyment.

      Mr. Hart held our hands in his and smiled at us as proudly as if we were his own children. “How are you?”

      “Quite well, sir,” Tony said, and I nodded.

      Mrs. Hart fixed her eyes on Tony. “A pleasure to see you.” In all the times we met, she never once looked me in the eye.

      I smiled. “A pleasure to see you too.”

      She flinched and set her jaw. So disdain, not shyness, kept her from greeting me.

      Get in line with the rest, sugar.

      The Harts’ Inventor (and heir) Etienne Hart never acknowledged us, so engrossed was he in his book. His thick spectacles had a multiplicity of lenses for closer magnification.

      Julius and Rachel Diamond, so dark of skin and hair, were the most attractive and the youngest of the Family heads. They gained their title when the elder Mr. Diamond turned his cards in six years ago.

      Rumor had it the father’s death was not natural, but who expected a Family Patriarch to die in peace?

      Julius wore a black tuxedo with a white cravat. Ironic, since Tony wore the same. Rachel wore a beaded, embroidered silver-gray gown. One of the Diamond sons (they had seven in all) stood across the table. We waited at a discreet distance until the man finished conversing with his father.

      The man, just past thirty, glared at Tony when he saw us, then left. We came forward.

      “Hello,” Mr. Diamond said, but he didn’t offer his hand to either of us. A powerfully built man, but a fiercely suspicious one.

      “Hello, sir.” Tony didn’t offer his hand either.

      Julius Diamond had never spoken to Tony in my presence otherwise. Something deep lay in his eyes, close to outrage, as if Tony once gave him a terrible insult which felt fresh, which he could never forgive. Tony had never revealed what sparked his wrath; he accepted the anger as if he deserved it.

      “One of these days we must get together.” Mrs. Diamond spoke in a childlike tone. Could she be unaware of her younger son’s vendetta against our Family, the glares of her older son, the open hostility of her husband?

      They say Rachel Diamond was once a brilliant woman, who never recovered from the death of her father-in-law. I felt it a pity not to have met her before then. “Yes, we must.”

      Their Inventor, a thin man with a face to match, tinkered with his pocket-watch there at the table, unaware of our presence.

      Alexander and Regina Clubb had bright blue eyes and golden hair. Lean and athletic, they appeared much younger than the truth, by all accounts. Some whispered Regina must be at least seventy, her oldest daughter being over fifty. Whatever her age, Regina had smooth skin and a fine figure. Her royal blue gown matched Alexander’s cravat.

      Alexander Clubb had a mechanical left arm, a memento from the Bloody Year long before my birth. Rumor said his arm was a marvel, made by a master craftsman, and all the fingers worked. Just a glint of bronze and leather showed between his white glove and shirtsleeve when he greeted us.

      “We’re launching our new yacht next month, assuming the weather holds warm,” Mrs. Clubb said. “Would you like to visit for a week in the Spring?”

      We glanced at each other. The invitation seemed genuine. “Certainly!” Tony said. “Please send word when you’re ready.”

      Their Inventor, a young brown-haired woman, smiled and shook hands without rising. To speak with another Family’s Inventor raised suspicion. So our duties completed and the music waning, we descended to join the real party.

      I glanced back at the dais. “What do you suppose the Clubbs were about?”

      Tony smiled for the first time since entering the ballroom. “We’ll learn soon enough. Neither of them breathe without it being part of some intrigue.”

      The loudspeaker blared, the applause died down, and the music began. Tony and I danced a slow waltz, deliberately circling the dais. This gave us the opportunity to survey the room. Couples from all four Families danced around us. Since the Bad Times, much of the city’s population had Family ties, even if “under the table.”

      ”Fled, dead, or in a Family bed,“ so it was said.

      Lance Clubb, a shy blond man of three and twenty, chatting with Julius Diamond? A more unlikely pair I couldn’t imagine.

      “What do you find funny?”

      I gestured with my chin, and Tony peeked at the two.

      Julius Diamond beamed, shaking Lance Clubb’s hand with enthusiasm.

      “I have a guess as to that.”

      “Do tell.”

      “You like puzzles, solve it yourself.”

      Lance was Alex and Regina Clubb’s youngest child, only son, and the Clubb Family heir. But what could he have said to please Julius Diamond so much? I needed more information, so I put the matter aside.

      The music ended, the loudspeaker died away, and we turned to promenade the room. “A drink?” Tony said.

      “Will they serve anything stronger than port?”

      “It’s unseemly for you to drink liquor in public.”

      I laughed. “You mean to drink a ‘man’s drink.’“

      He continued on with the same pace, his face and body not showing his emotions. He was a master at it. “No, Jacqui, you drink too much. The amount you drink at these events is commented upon.”

      I patted his arm. “I am always in perfect control of my faculties. I would never cause you embarrassment.”

      “We shall see.” But he brought me to the bar anyway. Tony could never deny me anything back then.

      The bar did have some proper drinks after all. I chose a rum and soda. Tony chose a table across the room where we could see the staircase, the dais, and the dancers.

      “The perfect place to sit,” I said, and Tony smiled.

      Our rather long table filled with sycophants, Tony’s main men, and their dance partners.

      Major Blackwood, white-whiskered and round, classified in the first group. As always, in uniform, which I suspected was custom-made well after leaving the service.

      Major Blackwood made his living by being amusing at parties. He then secured invitations to luncheon, dinner, and tea the rest of the year. I imagine this saved him quite a bit of money.

      The Major began regaling the ladies at the far end of the table with a bawdy story from his days in the military.

      “… I had a time when I was shot in the leg when I was in the Army, and I learned to use a cane,” he brandished it, “to get around, and began to rely on it for fetching other things near to my bed … pretty nurses, for example!”

      The ladies giggled.

      “The use of a cane is like a habit to me, and I was walking along once …”

      Since they were at the other end of the long table, the music was a bit too loud for me to hear him properly. I spent the time watching the orchestra.

      “They play well,” Tony said. “I’ll have Michaels send a note of congratulations to the leader.” Jacob Michaels was Tony’s manservant, like my Amelia. The idea of servitude is abominable, but few people care what I think.

      “That would be lovely.” I drank more of my rum.

      “… why, it wouldn’t have been gentlemanly for me to just let her lie there …” Major Blackwood said.

      A fair quality rum, but they served better the year before. Had Roy Spadros taken up economizing as his new hobby?

      “I remember when I was in the military,” Major Blackwood said, “the scrapes I got into …”

      I wanted a cigarette, but it annoyed Roy when women smoked. I didn’t need to attract his attention tonight.

      “… and we hoisted the horse onto the ROOF!”

      Gales of laughter came from the other end of the table. Tony and I grinned at each other.

      When the set finished and the applause died down, the announcer said, “MASTER JOSEPH KERR, AND HIS SISTER, MISS JOSEPHINE KERR.”

      I sat, mouth open in shock, my heart beating painfully. I could hardly breathe.

      Joseph Kerr.

      When I saw him on the stair after all those years, I knew he was going to be trouble.

      Dark brown hair, green eyes, golden skin, stylishly and immaculately dressed, his body toned and taut. Sensual as a cat, a large, dangerous cat, exciting and sleek, languid yet fierce.

      Still the most handsome man I have ever seen. He knew he was handsome, and from the rumors, used it to good advantage.

      Arm in arm with his twin, Joseph Kerr acknowledged the applause all the way down the stair. Josephine was as blond as Joe was dark, beautiful, and single. I heard many stories of their exploits over the years. Every young man wanted her; every young woman wanted him.

      Josie refused every man who asked for her hand, a source of constant discussion and speculation. As far as I knew, Joe never asked anyone for her hand since the night we last met. This sparked less controversy and more speculation as to who would tame him. No one ever asked my opinion, for which I felt grateful.

      I watched Joseph and Josephine Kerr descend the stairs. The unmarried set gathered around them, laughing and talking.

      Joseph Kerr was only a year older than I, yet had a reputation as a gambler, a womanizer, a dandy. Some accused him of worse. But most people defamed the Kerrs since they lost control of Bridges four generations ago.

      A waiter approached, so I finished my drink and exchanged the empty glass for a glass of champagne on his tray. Tony took a glass too, and asked the waiter to bring some for the whole table.

      Tony stood, addressing his men. “This has been a good year for the Spadros Family, and it’s because of you. To greater success in the New Year.”

      I paused, remembering a magical night long ago, then smiled up at Tony. This time, it was genuine, the smile of a woman who adored her man, a woman in love. Tony, confident in his triumph, gave me the same smile in return. If I thought about it too long, it might break my heart.

      In my whole life up to then, I had only loved one man. I had given my whole heart to this man, my very soul, if you (unlike most) should think I owned one.

      “To greater success in the New Year,” the rest of the table said, and sipped at their glasses.

      That man …

      … was Joseph Kerr.

      The champagne tasted bitter, but I drank my glass dry.
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* * *

      I went to the Spadros Ladies’ Room just off the ballroom and found Amelia to get another smoke.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” Amelia said.

      “Certainly.” I sat and let Amelia light my cigarette, while the attendants fussed with my gown and hair.

      Why was Joseph Kerr here, now, tonight, of all nights? Where had he been all these years? Why had he never sent one word? I took a drag, and tried to blow away the melancholy in smoke.

      The wind blew chill beside Benjamin Kerr’s statue, broken upon the ground. Burns and ax-marks and hateful words decorated it.

      Joe stared at the ruin. “My ancestor.” He surveyed the shattered plaza. “One day this place could be good, like he made it. No more cold, no more rags.” He took my hands in his. “I love you, Jacqui. I want you by me when all this is set right. Will you have me?”

      “I will.” I kissed his hands. “But how can I? I’m to marry his boy.”

      Joe turned away. “My daddy’s old man has money, I seen it. We can go on the zeppelin, far from here. Just think, Jacqui … we’ll be free.”

      That was six years ago. I believed Joe, and gave him all a girl had to give a man.

      That night, my mother woke me. She put me into a carriage with people I had never met, to live with people who had only disdain for me.

      Roy Spadros said if I set foot in the Spadros portion of the Pot again, he would burn Ma’s cathedral with everyone in it.

      I never saw Joe again, until tonight.

      I still loved him.

      I put out the cigarette and went to the door.

      “… smoking again … shocking behavior … not sure why the Family puts up with it … what do you expect from a Pot rag …?”

      I opened the door; a few old biddies stood along the wall. One hushed the other, but I strolled to the closest table as if I heard nothing.

      A handsome, brooding man sang, while the orchestra played a slow song of young love thwarted.

      I listened to the man sing, desperately trying to hold the pain back. A waiter passed with a drink tray, and I took a glass, not caring what it held.

      The music died away, and there was applause.

      “I’m sorry, Jacqui.” That beloved voice behind me held true sorrow, but I dared not turn, not even for my dearest friend.

      Jonathan Diamond walked around to face me, and bent to gaze at my down-turned face. “What’s this?”

      I brushed at my eyes. “Nothing.”

      He took my left hand and kissed it. “You knew this would happen sooner or later. I’m sorry it was tonight.” He took a step back, the ever-present small brown velvet bag of vials at his left hip clinking. “You look absolutely beautiful.”

      Jonathan Courtenay Diamond was a tall, handsome man of twenty and six. The youngest of the Diamond sons, Jon had an easy air and fine manners, so unlike his father. He wore a forest green tuxedo and a black cravat pinned with his Family’s symbol. His normally tight-coiled hair he wore neatly pressed, parted just right of center. “You look quite dashing, Jon.”

      He beamed at me, and I do believe he blushed. “Thank you!”

      For some reason, his blush made me feel better. I raised my glass to him and drained it. “I wish I could get drunk and forget everything, like everyone else seems to.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “It’s not as fun as it sounds, sweet girl, especially the next morning.”

      His tone of voice made me smile, just like always.

      “I wish I could chat, dearest. But I must make the rounds.” He winked. “Duty calls.”

      I set the empty glass on the table and returned to my seat. Perhaps I could survive this night after all.
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* * *

      After some time, Joseph and Josephine Kerr arrived at our table. We rose to greet them. Joe wore a dark burgundy tuxedo, while Josie wore a burgundy gown trimmed in white. They took dressing alike as a challenge; when we were young, they would do (or steal) anything to match.

      Josephine’s blond curls cascaded down one side of her perfect face beneath a rose-colored half-veil. I took her hand. “The goddess approaches! Radiant, as always.”

      She blushed. “You look lovely, too, Mrs. Spadros,” emphasizing my title, “And I would love to get the name of your dressmaker!”

      “I will have my maid Amelia send you a card.”

      “I would be delighted!” Josephine clapped her white gloved hands. I thought this played the ingenue a bit too far, considering she was a year older than I.

      Joe took my hand and kissed it, his eyes meeting mine. “Charmed to see you again.”

      Oh, my … he was stunning.

      “I didn’t know you were acquainted,” Tony said.

      I smiled at him. “Childhood friends.”

      Tony paused, puzzlement on his face. “Ah, yes.”

      Evidently he had forgotten my past. No one else seemed to.

      Tony shook Joe’s hand. “Then you’re most welcome here.”

      The twins beamed at him. Josephine had a gorgeous smile, but Joe’s lit the room. His smile held happiness and freedom, life and contentment, a smile usually only seen in small children.

      No one who smiled like that could ever be false.

      “It’s so grand to be welcomed,” Josephine said. “We adore these parties, don’t we, Joe?”

      Joe gazed fondly at his sister. “We do.” He turned to Tony. “We meet such fascinating people.”

      Tony seemed at a loss for words. I took Tony’s arm, heart pounding, and spoke to Joe, trying to keep my tone light. “Is your grandfather well?”

      Joe focused on Tony, yet spoke loud enough so anyone could hear. “He’s 87 now. Putters around in his garden, his library. Josie takes care of him these days.”

      Tony put his arm around me. “The old have earned relaxing afternoons. I suppose we’ll see those if we live long enough.”

      The rest of the table laughed. The twins excused themselves, promising to return once their “duties” were through.

      “They seem a pleasant pair,” Tony said.

      One of his newer Associates came to the table. Reeking of alcohol, he laughed in derision, his words slurring. “A couple of god-damned Pot rags, daring to show their faces around decent folk. Shameful.”

      Tony frowned. “That will be quite enough.”

      All eyes were on me, except for Major Blackwood. “Well, if they’re Pot rags, they’re certainly delightful ones.”

      I laughed at the Major’s oblivious cheek. Everyone followed.

      Tony turned to me. “I will have that man gone.”

      I shrugged. “I find his honesty refreshing.”

      Tony frowned and shook his head. “I won’t have such a man in my service. He insults you, or your friends, he insults me. He insults the Family that raised him up.”

      Tony turned to his right-hand man, an imposing fellow they called Sawbuck, and spoke in his ear. Sawbuck stood, whispered to a couple others, then gestured to the new man. They all left.

      This new man would be found floating in the river. He probably wouldn’t even learn why. Such was life in the Business: fast to rise, just as fast to fall.

      Every time Tony did something like this, though, I found it disturbing. “Why should a man die for having an opinion?”

      “My men must be devoted to this Family.” Tony’s voice was pitched to carry. “All of this Family. If he can’t be loyal there are many others who will.”

      It seemed no one wanted to speak first after that.

      After the next song completed and the loudspeaker died away, I said, “I could use some air.”

      We moved down a red-carpeted hall to the Spadros train platform. Two of his men, watching everyone and everything but us, followed at a distance. This train entry allowed us private entry to the opera, government areas, and so on.

      Mighty columns held the level above us, with large copper pipes running overhead. We sat at a table in the black and white tiled area. Tony had my cigarettes with him, and he gave me a light. “I apologize for my man’s conduct.”

      I waved it away. “I told you, it was nothing.”

      “I want nothing more than for you to be happy.”

      This surprised me. “That is very kind of you.”

      The buzz of the other tables echoed in the platform, the music and loudspeaker faint in the distance.

      “I hope we can someday live without violence.” Tony’s voice was tense, as if he were in pain. “My greatest aspiration is to leave our children a peaceful future and a business worthy of respect.”

      I had never heard such words from him before.

      “If I show mercy it’s seen as weakness, by both my father and my men. But with each act of cruelty and retribution, I fear I’m signing my death warrant.”

      I put my hand on his. Talk of death always brought my situation — or rather, my probable situation — to mind. I hoped a paying case presented itself soon.

      The danger to Tony seemed ever-present. Most men in the Business met a violent end. Should Tony die, his estate would revert to his father, Roy Spadros, who would have no further use for me. I would be without protection. It was part of what drove me to go out on a rainy New Year’s Eve to secretly meet a client.

      I took a deep breath and let it out. I had to prepare for when the inevitable occurred. If I became an independent woman of means, I could hire bodyguards until I left the city. I had saved a small amount from my household allowance plus my business over the past few years. But not enough to hire guards or even buy a zeppelin ticket, should the worst come to pass.

      I hoped it never would. While I didn’t love Tony, except perhaps in a platonic manner, I wished no harm upon him.

      Tony stood. “Enough of this. You’re too beautiful for me to spoil the evening with melancholy. Want to return to the party?”

      I put out my cigarette. “I would love to.”

      Our table had been abandoned. Major Blackwood sat at another table, laughing with a different set of ladies. Tony’s men sat at various other tables with their dance partners.

      We sat at the end of our original table, which held a few Clubb retainers at the other end. The waiter came round, and we ordered more drinks.

      “I fear this will be the last drink for me,” Tony said.

      “We have a carriage to take us home.”

      “Yes, but I would like to be taken home alive.”

      I chuckled, patting his hand. He smiled, face flushed, and pulled my chair closer as we watched the dancers. He put his arm around me and began kissing my ear.

      I found this quite intriguing.

      We had been back about ten minutes when the announcer said: “MASTER JACK ROLAND DIAMOND THE THIRD”

      The room went silent. I turned to face the staircase, and my heart was pounding with fear, my mouth dry.

      Black Jack.

      The man in my nightmares since that terrible evening ten years ago descended the stairs, head shaven, dressed in white. His glare cut across the room to settle on me, and my blood froze at the malevolence in his eyes.

      My stomach knotted; my hands began to shake.

      Jack Diamond was Jonathan Diamond’s identical twin, but all similarity stopped at skin level. Where Jonathan was kind, Jack spoke harshly. Jonathan was warm-hearted; Jack, bitter and grasping. Jonathan wore whatever fashion dictated. Jack only wore white, even to the soles of his shoes, no matter what the event or the weather.

      Black Jack was not named so for his black hair and eyes. Nor for his skin, which, like all in the Diamond family, was such a dark brown as to be close to black. He earned this name from childhood for his rages, his cruelty, his mysterious disappearances and the terrible rumors which followed them: girls murdered, men tortured, a head found on a pier.

      All sort of evil was attributed to Black Jack Diamond: whether truth or fiction, few knew. All I know is he promised if he ever laid hands on me, it would be my last painful day.

      And I believed him.

      “I feared he would be here tonight,” Jonathan Diamond said.

      Tony stood, shaking hands with a smile. “Jon! How are you?”

      “Well enough, but the weather has inflamed my joints. I carry this these days.” Jonathan brandished a black walking stick topped with silver.

      How had I not seen his cane before this?

      “My poor benighted brother fears he is forgotten,” Jonathan said, compassion in his voice, “so he makes his appearance. I sincerely hope he doesn’t cause you alarm.”

      Tony pulled a chair away from the table. “Please join us.” So Jonathan sat.

      A waiter came up. “Some wine, sir?”

      Jonathan said, “Tea and milk, if you please.” Jon never drank alcohol, and I often wondered why.

      By this time, Jack Diamond had descended the stairs and disappeared into the crowd.
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* * *

      I danced several turns with Tony (the first few, rather unsteady on his part) and a few with Lance Clubb while Tony and Jonathan sat talking.

      Though Lance was a year older than I, he seemed younger somehow. Like most this season, he wore a dark brown tuxedo with brass buttons.

      Lance Clubb appeared intrigued at my conversations with Jonathan. During the second set, he asked if he might one day be introduced to Jonathan’s younger sister, Gardena …

      … who was both beautiful and unmarried.

      After Lance Clubb escorted me to my chair and moved on, I whispered to Tony, “Mystery solved.”

      Tony seemed pleased his guess had been correct.

      After sipping wine with Tony (who seemed to have forgotten his earlier words), I took a lively turn with Charles Hart. Although portly and seventy, he was a excellent dancer. Roy had left the room, which was probably why Mr. Hart chose this time to dance with me.

      “You were a good pick for Anthony,” Mr. Hart said. “I’m glad you two are happy.”

      “Why, Mr. Hart, we’ve been married three years now. Of course, we’re happy.”

      “So why no children?”

      Turning my head, I glimpsed Jack Diamond across the room watching me. His eyes met mine: I shuddered at the hate in them.

      The music was ending. I felt unsure of how to reply to Mr. Hart. “Is that proper to ask a married woman?”

      Mr. Hart roared with laughter; everyone standing nearby turned and stared. Then he put his hand on my bare shoulder. “My dear, you are magnificent. You honestly don’t know. It’s a sincere pleasure to finally get to know you. I hope Anthony realizes what a prize he has.”

      “Why thank you, sir.” I wondered what he found so funny. At the time, I thought the man was drunk.

      As Charles Hart escorted me to my seat, a shout, then a loud commotion came from behind, drawing ever closer.

      I didn’t turn or give any other sign I heard, but I marked the sound’s passage as we strolled along. When we neared Tony, he stood, gazing past me with concern. I turned to see Jack Diamond storming towards us from halfway across the room. My stomach churned, although I steeled myself not to show it.

      The music, which had begun again, stopped.

      Ten paces away, Jack Diamond struggled to free himself from the men from various Families who restrained him. “Let me go!” His voice, deeper than his brother Jonathan’s, carried well.

      Tony said loudly, “Let the man have his say.”

      Jack Diamond approached to three paces away. “You may have forgotten, Spadros, but I have not. I will never forget. I will not be ignored, and I will not be mocked. I call vengeance on your house and on the scum you shelter and protect, who murdered my own.”

      A brown-haired man I didn’t recognize dashed towards us, shouting urgently. The gunshot echoed down the street; the man collapsed, ten yards away.

      Jack Diamond galloped up bareback on one of his father’s white horses. Rushing to the brown-haired man, he held him in his arms, shocked and disbelieving. Jack’s face crumpled in grief, kneeling in the frozen mud and filth. He laid his head on the man’s chest, sobbing.

      They say though he was cruel and reckless before, that night drove Jack Diamond mad.

      Tony shook his head. “Diamond, this,” he waved his hand to encompass the hall, “is neutral territory. Ten years has passed since your man’s death. Has there not been enough suffering?” He paused. “Do you really want war between our Families? Is that what you truly desire?”

      Jack Diamond hesitated, then took a step forward, pointing at me. It took every ounce of courage I had not to shrink from his approach. I would not give him the satisfaction.

      “I want her father, dead! I want her family to pay for my brother’s murder —”

      “He was not our brother,” Jonathan said mildly, standing next to and a bit in front of me.

      “And you — you drink with his murderers! Look at you! Traitor! Scoundrel!” Jack lunged at Jonathan, who took a step back, eyes widening in alarm.

      “No!” I felt horrified at the thought of Jack hurting him.

      Tony pulled me out of Jack’s path and advanced upon him. “You dare threaten my wife?”

      Joseph Kerr drew Jack away, whispering to him. Jack Diamond’s demeanor changed at once; he smiled and let himself be led off.

      Jack Diamond had quite a different look when his father and five older brothers dragged him from the room.

      I found that most entertaining.

      Tony turned to me, shaken. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, but I felt my voice trembled more than it should. “Perhaps the man has had too much Party Time.”

      Party Time: colorless, odorless, tastes like cinnamon sugar. The one thing still illegal in this rat-hole, yet the one thing everyone wants. The fact it’s illegal let us live like kings.

      Jack showed no signs of being on Party Time. Rather, he seemed a coward and a bully. Jack hated my father, who he couldn’t touch, since Roy protected him. So he shouted at me and at his brother. It was shameful; he would never have dared such a display with Roy Spadros in the room.

      The music resumed. I got another drink and leaned back in my chair, trying to calm myself. My hands shook as I drained the glass. I set it down and turned away to hide my stinging eyes.

      “I apologize for my brother’s outburst,” Jonathan said. “Thank heavens Joseph Kerr was there to calm him. I wonder what clever words the man found to turn his anger.”

      I wondered about this as well.

      How did Jonathan come to meet Joe, or Joe to meet Jack?

      “I owe Master Kerr a debt,” Tony said.

      “Indeed,” Charles Hart said.

      I forgot the man stood there and witnessed everything.

      I felt embarrassed at him seeing our trials and glad for a chance at hospitality. “Mr. Hart, please join us.”

      Charles Hart glanced at Tony, who said, “Yes, please do.”

      Mr. Hart sat; a servant brought him some wine.

      “Are you enjoying your evening?” Tony said.

      “Come to mention it, yes!” Mr. Hart said. “The evening has been most entertaining.”

      We laughed, and the thudding of my heart slowed. I thought I might not get another chance to ask, so I did.

      “Sir,” I said to Mr. Hart, “forgive me, but this brings to mind something I saw today: a strange stamp on a wall, a silhouette of a dog, all in red. Since your Family’s color is red, I wondered if you had knowledge of it.”

      Mr. Hart shook his head, his eyes not meeting mine. “Some childish prank — think nothing of it.”

      Tony turned to one of his main men, a distant cousin who appeared when we seemed to be in danger. “You know anything about this?”

      “Yes, sir. It looks like a new gang. We caught a boy the other day putting their marks around, sent him packing with a bit of a beat-down for his —”

      “That will be enough,” Tony said. “A lady is present.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man said. “Sorry, sir. My apologies, mum. But … they call themselves Red Dogs … or something like that. Mostly slum boys.”

      Tony said, “Where did this happen?”

      “We caught them around 80th.”

      80th street? Those boys were miles from home.

      “Well, I don’t need riffraff marking up my quadrant,” Tony said. “Makes the place look bad. Send a couple of Associates to find out who’s behind all this nonsense.”

      This made me think of David, suddenly missing from his back stair. Did he get involved with these boys?

      “Yes, sir,” the man said, “I’ll have them get one of their stamp cards to show you.”

      Tony tucked a curl of hair behind my ear. “Let’s forget this unpleasantness and enjoy our party.”

      When Roy Spadros returned to the room, Charles Hart moved to another table, as did Jonathan. I must have danced with every man of note in Bridges before the New Year’s toast and the midnight dinner.

      As we crossed the lofty pale bridge from Market Center to the Spadros quadrant, Tony pulled me close. “The moment I first saw you, I thought you were the most beautiful girl I had ever seen.”

      I remembered his wide innocent eyes as he sat in Roy’s carriage that cold, terrible night, and let him kiss me.

      He was a good kisser.

      Tony was more than a bit drunk, so it didn’t surprise me that when we reached home he asked for his husband’s prerogative.

      The common advice to young women about to wed is “lie back and think of England,” a true absurdity during these enlightened days in the New World. But my task was much more pleasant. I thought of Joseph Kerr these many years, remembering those stolen moments in his arms, his too-skillful attentions upon my body. It made me as satisfied with my duty as any husband might wish for.

      This might sound cruel, it might even sound scandalous, but who did it harm? My spouse had his pleasure, and I had mine. We were both content.

      Seeing Joe there … ahhh, he had grown into a fine figure of a man. Too fine. I wanted more than thoughts. I wanted him, in my arms, in my bed.

      If I had listened to Air and stayed home that terrible winter’s night, I would belong to Joe.

      What would our lives have been like?
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      The gun went off. The light left my best friend’s beautiful dark eyes. His little body slumped to the ground three feet away, blood pooling around him.

      I struggled, I tried to scream, but no sound came out.

      David Bryce raised his head. “Help me.”

      I woke, my face in the pillow, heart pounding.

      The bed lay empty in the pale dawn light. I felt a pang of loneliness, my eyes filling with tears.

      A firm knock at the door.

      I took a deep breath, let it out. “Yes?”

      “Your tea and wash-water, mum.”

      “Thank you, just leave it on the table.”

      My day footman Honor came in, set the tray on my tea table, and left, without once glancing my direction.

      I pulled the covers over my head. I didn’t want to think of my dream. Did it mean David was dead?

      Some said the dead sent messages to the living; the idea frightened me. If anyone should send a message, why hadn’t Air sent one on his brother’s behalf?

      Air and I were born the same day. We went everywhere together, as far back as I can remember. Air’s real name was Nick, but he could jump much higher and farther than anyone his size should be able to. Joseph Kerr, one of our gang leaders back then, called him the air boy, and the name stuck.

      Amelia had been in to open the curtains. It looked to be another drear, overcast day. Although weary, I got up to wash my face and hands before the water grew cold. Sitting by the window, I sipped my morning tea.

      My room held white furniture trimmed in pastel blue, with pastel blue rugs over gray tiles. Portraits of strangers and landscapes of places I’d never seen hung in pale frames. I hated pale colors, but no one cared what I thought.

      Snow lay in dirty piles, torn up by the feet of horses and servants milling around in the courtyard. The effect was bleak.

      The tea’s bitter taste reminded me of last night’s discussion with Charles Hart. If Charles Hart dared approach me about our childlessness — why him, and not Molly Spadros? — then it was already being discussed amongst the Families.

      Three years. I thought I had more time.

      I stared into the clear brown liquid in my teacup, one of the things my mother taught me after that horrible night. She tried her best to protect me, to prepare me for what lay ahead.

      I would have children when I wanted to, not whelping on command like some Spadros broodmare.

      Should I have agreed to find David Bryce?

      The idea of Air’s brother gone missing twisted my heart. But what could I do? Even if I took the case, I had no idea where to look for the boy.

      The morgue might seem a reasonable place to begin, but I had no connections there. A woman inquiring after a child’s body might alarm the inspectors, who might contact the police, who would want to speak with her. I couldn’t risk that sort of attention.

      I felt sure the Red Dog stamp on the wall was a clue. Perhaps if I learned about this gang it would help.

      Amelia entered with my provisional tray: “regular“ tea and toast, jam and butter, newspaper and mail. “Did you sleep well?”

      I thought of my nightmare. At least I hadn’t screamed and wakened the household, like most nights. “Well enough. We were up later than usual.”

      “Yes, I suppose we all were. My little ones were so excited by the fireworks they did not want to go to sleep!” Amelia and her husband Peter’s three children, two girls and a boy, helped Peter in the stables.

      I smiled, picturing their bright eager faces. “Amelia, how did you and Peter come to Spadros Manor?”

      She turned away and chuckled, but it seemed forced. “Ah, that would be a long story, mum, and I need to prepare your bath, or you won’t be dressed in time for breakfast.”

      What favors must these people give to earn such high positions? I shook my head and turned to the paper.

      NEW YEAR’S DAY, 1899, the Bridges Daily screamed. Flattering and appropriate photos from the night before graced the front. The articles spoke of the color of a dress, the hairstyle, the cut of a suit.

      People hungered for diversion. The Families encouraged this attention to the frivolous. It distracted from real questions, like why they struggled to survive while we feasted.

      The paper mentioned minor incidents in the Clubb quadrant: horse-tackle cut, shops egged, windows broken. With each event, the police found a Red Dog stamp on a wall or card afterward. While most gangs kept their activity to the slums, these incidents in the fair parts of Clubb had been occurring for some time.

      The Clubb merchants demanded “something be done,” and the Mayor promised increased patrols. The article called these incidents pranks, but a brave reporter printed an editorial:

      
        Year End Violence A Symptom

        An Editorial By Thrace Pike

      

      Once again the year ends with malicious acts towards the betters of this city. One might point out that merchants are of a lesser class, just as most readers of the news. However, to the majority who shiver in their homes, Yuletide feasts consisting of bread and soup — and a thin soup at that — the fat merchants strolling among them must incite dismay, if not anger.

      And why should the merchants not charge? They have fees to pay, just as do those they sell to. We all have fees to pay, but to those hanging at the bottom rung, these fees are a lead weight threatening to pull them to the utter desolation of the Pot.

      These acts of anger are symptoms of a greater ill. Perhaps it is time to make changes to the current state of affairs before the illness becomes serious.

      Those who couldn’t be bought … fascinating.

      Amelia came in with a package. “Rocket already sniffed it, never fear.”

      Rocket was a black pit bull terrier, the best bomb sniffer dog in Bridges. He could smell when you had fired a gun hours before, and would bark.

      “I found some things in your coat. I’ll put them in your study.”

      “Thank you, Amelia.” People often passed notes, flowers, or trinkets to others at the Ball, and this year was no exception. I knew what the package was before I opened it: today’s Golden Bridges, the local tabloid. Its byline read, “Fuck the Fairy Tales, Get the Real Story.” One of my contacts sent me a copy when she could get one: they sold thousands of copies within hours of publication.

      Their lead story:

      
        Mad Jack Rampage At Ball

      

      The notorious Jack Diamond was at it again: shouting at the Spadros heir in the Grand Ball. Why? Who knows why ‘Black Jack’ does something, or his next target? Our inside reporter caught a glimpse of the scene as he followed the Diamond men dragging the culprit from the Ball: ‘Master Diamond flailed, offering excuses as he struggled to free himself from the wrath of his father and brothers, who suffered embarrassment at his antic. Unamused, they stuffed him into a carriage forthwith.’ Perhaps Master Jack will refrain from intemperance next time, but we doubt it.

      I laughed aloud.

      “Why do you read such trash?” Amelia said.

      “I must know what people are saying. The Bridges Daily tells me what the Family Patriarchs want people to say.” I passed over a detailed account of the gang wars raging through the slums and came across this:

      
        Ball Happenings: An Inside Look

      

      We sit with our inside reporter, who gives us the scoop on the real news.

      GB: What tidbits did you glean from the night’s events?

      IR: Other than Jack Diamond’s outburst? The Grand Ball was another spectacle of indulgence. The jewelry and beading worn by the ladies alone could carpet the room.

      GB: It’s interesting you mention Jack Diamond. Was this his first Grand Ball?

      IR: Indeed. I felt impressed with the restraint of Mr. Anthony Spadros, who had partaken quite a bit of wine prior to Master Diamond’s display. Not to mention Jack had the effrontery to threaten violence.

      GB: Restraint in a Spadros? This is an unexpected development.

      IR: He’s always been an unusual one; we’re noting his progress. I did see a bit of kissing the wife, but you can’t fault a man for that.

      GB: Well, if I was married to Mrs. Spadros, I’d dare the scandal of a public display too.

      Really! Shaking my head, I set the paper aside. “Amelia, do we have any callers scheduled?”

      “On New Year’s Day? I don’t believe so, mum. Oh, wait … when Mr. Anthony took his tray just now, out on the veranda … the poor man, he had the bottle of salicylate with him … he told Michaels you and he were calling on the Kerrs for luncheon.”

      When did he arrange that?

      Tony took Joe’s assistance more seriously than I thought.

      This would be interesting …

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bathe, dress, hair done, then downstairs for morning prayers with the staff. Tony insisted on doing this daily.

      It reminded me of the one unbroken stained glass window in Ma’s cathedral. Beautiful ladies walked in flowing gowns, Card symbols surrounding them.

      We never did prayers in the cathedral. We might be the Dealers’ daughters, but the knowledge they held passed long ago. The flat area still remained where the Dealers laid their Cards before the Bad Times. Our elders held a reverence for that place, and never allowed us to play on it.

      After prayers, Tony and I went up to a full sideboard in our breakfast sun-room at the back corner of the house. I looked forward to this time: Monsieur made the most excellent sausage, and I loved the view of the gardens. After breakfast, we then went to the morning meeting, back downstairs in the staff room.

      Spadros Manor was shaped like a U. The parlor and entry lay on the right arm, the breakfast room and dining hall on the left. Our study rooms lay between, our quarters and guest rooms on the second floor. To go to the staff room, you left the breakfast sun-room, went through our dining hall, into the preparation room beyond.

      At the far left of this room was a door to a small stockroom, which led to the stables and a stair down to Amelia’s quarters. At the far right, sliding double doors opened on a stair wide enough for men carrying platters to pass each other.

      A hallway just as wide lay at the bottom of the stair, running underneath the entire far end of the courtyard. Copper pipes ran along the ceiling. The first door to the right led to the kitchens. To the left, portraits of the staff hung above white cabinets. Vents on the floor and ceiling allowed warm air to pass through. Wide openings above a counter to the right allowed platters to be handed to the waiters. The staff room lay past the kitchens, also to the right. At the far end of the hall were quarters for our butler Pearson and his family, and a stair up to the parlor area.

      The staff room was white, with two long black tables, one for the men and boys, the other for the women and girls. Two doors at the back of the room led to the unmarried men’s and women’s quarters. Another door to the far right led to a stair which went up to the courtyard. To the right, a large dumbwaiter transported crates or large items in need of repair. Windows high up along the wall to the right let in light and air. To the left hung rows of bells and levers, marked for each room of the house. At present, the levers pointed down, but when we rung, they pointed up, showing what room the bell rang from.

      Tony didn’t attend the morning meeting that day. Writing his end-of-the-year accounts always took him much of the morning. So I stood in front of the staff to give their orders for the day’s work, Pearson standing beside me to my right.

      “As we will be calling on Mr. Polansky Kerr for luncheon,” this produced murmurs and glances which made Pearson frown, “you may spend the holiday with your families.” Essential personnel — Amelia and Michaels — would remain on duty until we left. Pearson, as our butler, was always on duty. The rest of the staff would be free until time to prepare dinner. “I — but not Mr. Spadros — will be ‘at home’ until noon should anyone call, and we should be back for tea. I shall message if we are delayed.”

      “Very good, mum,” Pearson said.

      John Pearson, an impeccably dressed man with thinning brown hair, came with the Manor when Tony and I married. A wedding gift, if you could consider a man and his family as such. I met Pearson the first day I entered Spadros Manor as a child, and his presence always made me feel more secure.

      “Pearson is a most proper butler,” Molly Spadros once said, “as was his father before him.”

      Meals were on time and well made, the Manor kept spotless, and not so much as a nickel was ever found missing. Pearson’s wife Jane ran the kitchens, his daughter worked as a maid, and his sons waited table and did repairs.

      Of course, the fear of your body being found in the river one morning should you trespass is a great motivator. But there was something steady and discreet about the man, making his post a natural position for him.

      The clock struck half past ten. I went to my study through the stairs to my right, which led up to the parlor. The small stack of items from the Ball lay in a basket on a white table by the window. I sat at my desk, the only item of furniture truly mine: dark cherry with brass handles.

      I wanted to know more about the Red Dogs, and Jacqueline Spadros couldn’t do that sort of inquiry. Thus letters to my contacts, short and coded, were often the way I worked.

      To my contact in the Clubb desk at the Bridges Daily:

      Dear Mr. Blackberry —

      Your help with any news about a lost pup. Red-haired, goes by the name of “Card.” Last seen in the shop area.

      Any information richly rewarded.

      Yours, Miss Pamela Cavendish

      And another to my contact at the employment office:

      Dear Mrs. Stake (whose name was actually Miss Stack, but there was no one else at the office with a similar name) —

      Background information on a Mr. Reddington, deals in business stamps and cards. Claims multiple residences. Prior business selling exotic dogs. Known associates appreciated.

      In Gratitude, Mr. Jack Split

      And so on.

      The clock struck eleven as I handed the letters to Pearson. “Would you bring in some bourbon?”

      He had a slight hesitation before saying, “Of course, mum.”

      “And my cigarettes, please.”

      He returned in a few moments with both, and lit a cigarette for me.

      I drank a couple glasses while I smoked and read the Bridges Daily editorial section once again. I thought I might like to talk with this reporter, Thrace Pike.

      Why speak with this annoyance?

      He interested me. I wanted to meet the man, to hear his thoughts. Did he truly want to overthrow the current regime, or was he unaware of the implications of his work? Did he pose a threat, or was he a rash young man destined to meet a shower of bullets in an alley? I wasn’t sure, and I needed to learn if he was an ally or an enemy before whatever he planned affected my life.
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      Dirty snow lay beside the road on the way to the Kerr residence. Mist drifted through the trees, even though the sun stood at high noon, a pale ball behind the clouds.

      The Spadros quadrant was the southeast of the city. The Hart quadrant, where Mr. Kerr lived, was the northwest. So we rode through Spadros quadrant, across the bridge to Market Center, then over the bridge to Hart. Thorny hedges, wrought iron, and patrolling guards kept the reality of the Pot and slums from view.

      The Kerr twins and I grew up together. I felt glad to see both of them again, for very different reasons. But they reminded me of my home and all I had lost. “I have never been to Mr. Kerr’s home. Is it far?”

      Tony said, “Just in the fair part of Hart … not too far.”

      “How fortunate for Mr. Kerr that he was moved to the Hart lands.” Why Hart, when Mr. Kerr lived the majority of his life in the Spadros portion of the Pot? No one entered a Family’s area from their Pot without paying a steep price. It was unheard of for one Family to take another’s Pot rag. Was this the insult which caused Roy Spadros to hate Charles Hart so? That seemed excessive even for Roy. But I did wonder what great boon Mr. Kerr gave the Harts in exchange for such a release.

      “Mr. Kerr has done well,” Tony said. “An old man shouldn’t have to languish in the Pot, especially one with such a distinguished heritage.”

      I stared at Tony. Did he mock the Kerrs? He seemed sincere.

      Anthony Spadros: so different from his father at times, and at other times, very like. He could be ruthless, and also kind; vicious, yet also gentle. I often didn’t understand Tony, or why he did what he did. Even his words the night before didn’t fully explain his actions.

      “Why did you marry me?”

      Tony took my hand in his and kissed it. “Because I love you.”

      His answer, while on the surface, fine, bordered on madness. No one in Tony’s position married for love. Why did Roy Spadros agree to it, nay, encourage it? I was no grand lady; I was a nobody — worse, a Pot rag, an untouchable, raised in a brothel, trained as a whore.

      Most people in the Pot grew up in a brothel. And yes, Ma taught me the work. But she never let me do any, even when men asked for me. At the time, it made me unhappy, because I felt different than the other girls. She said the Masked Man wouldn’t like it.

      Who was the Masked Man? Some whispered he was a quadrant money-man. I never learned his identity until much later, but even as a small girl I knew he was important.

      I remembered the way I saw him as a child. Capable, larger than life, his dark cloak and clean scent billowed into the room ahead of him. His brown leather mask showed light skin around warm blue eyes. The way the Masked Man moved said don’t test me, and no one ever did.

      When I was young, I hoped the Masked Man was my daddy. He treated me kindly, and took an interest in me. I liked when he came to see us.

      The whole situation puzzled me. I didn’t understand why he hid his face, why he visited, why he took such interest in me. Yet many years later, here I sat, married to the second most powerful man in Bridges, riding in a carriage fit for a queen, pulled by the finest carriage-horses in the land. Perhaps this was what the Masked Man intended.

      I felt Tony watching me. If anything, he was attentive. “You don’t mind going out on a holiday?”

      “Not at all. It gives the staff a day of rest.”

      He let go of my hand and turned to the window. “You are too kind to them, Jacqui … you think too much of them. You must be careful, or they will take advantage. They are your servants, not your friends.”

      “Look, she fancy,” Poignee said as I passed.

      I felt appalled. “What did you say?”

      “Don’t put on them airs. You damn lucky but you a Pot rag, same as us.”

      Treysa and Ottilie snickered.

      “I understand.” I did understand. It didn’t stop me from treating them as people. I don’t think Tony saw them that way.

      “I’m sure you’re glad to see your playmates again after all these years,” he said. “I was allowed very few.”

      I stared at him, mouth open, and grasped his hand. I had forgotten about his older brother, the true Spadros heir, poisoned when Tony was two. No one spoke of the child, and I had never even learned his name.

      “Ten was the only one my father allowed near me.” Tony smiled, as if thinking of pleasant times long ago.

      “Ten?”

      “Ten Hogan … Sawbuck.”

      I stared at him until I remembered the imposing fellow at the ball, Tony’s “right hand man.” In truth, I saw the man very seldom. “Oh, yes, of course.”

      “Everyone called him Sawbuck … we had another cousin Ten, and everyone confused them. He’s my mother’s sister’s son.” He paused, then laughed. “I suppose no one ever told you!”

      “I knew you were related, of course, but not in what way.” Sawbuck looked nothing like Molly; I wondered what his parents were like.

      “From the first time Ten learned about my brother, oh, I was two or three so he must have been eight, or perhaps nine … when he heard of it, he said he would watch over me, that he would never let anyone hurt me. He has kept his word.” Tony leaned his arm on the window’s edge, and leaned his face on his hand. “It’s still strange that he calls me ‘sir,’ even now, but my father would have nothing else.” He stared out of the window.

      How odd the situation must feel. “It sounds lonely.”

      Tony smiled, and shook his head. “It is of no consequence.” He squeezed my hand. “We are safe, and so shall our children be. I shall make sure of that.”

      I leaned back, glad for my morning tea, as dangerous as it might be if anyone learned of it. I would never bring children to a world where they might become targets for an assassin.
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* * *

      Hart quadrant’s streets and sidewalks were made of closely laid red brick, with curbs painted white. Joseph and Josephine Kerr greeted our carriage. Josephine wore a pale blue morning dress and a gray shawl. Joe wore a gray blazer and vest, with navy blue pinstriped pants.

      I think.

      I couldn’t tear myself away from his eyes.

      But then Joe shook Tony’s hand, and I remembered others were present.

      Joe cleared his throat, color rising in his cheeks. “Would you like a tour? Our home isn’t grand as yours, but it’s sufficient.”

      The Kerr’s row house sat on the corner, made of brown stone. It had white molding around the archway and polished wrought-iron railings. Wood paneling and tile graced the front hall. The housekeeper, a middle-aged lady, met us at the door: Marja, my kitchen maid Ottilie’s mother. She nodded her head to me.

      Joe asked, “Is Mr. Kerr ready for visitors?”

      “Aye,” the woman said, “he’s in the parlor. I’ve set a fire for you. Luncheon will be ready in a bit.”

      “Thank you, Marja.” Josie turned to me and Tony. “Grampa is a bit gruff, but he means well.”

      Tony and I smiled at each other, used to Roy and his rages.

      I had never met the Kerrs’ grandfather. He took the twins in after I went to Spadros Manor that final time: they called it “finishing.” This was training on how to live where people wore clean clothes, took baths, and ate with something other than their fingers, when they ate at all.

      I found my finishing painful and confusing. I can’t imagine what it was like for them, having never set foot outside the Pot until then.

      From Joe’s description, I expected Polansky Kerr IV to be a gray, frail man wearing a robe and slippers. I felt pleasantly surprised to meet a ruddy, well-groomed gentleman. Mr. Kerr kissed my hand and chatted with us without so much as a cane to lean on. “My grandchildren speak of you often, Mrs. Spadros, so I feel as if I know you already.”

      I wondered where the gruffness Josie spoke of was. But then even Roy seldom raged in front of company when first met. I smiled at Mr. Kerr. “I hope to make actual acquaintance.”

      Marja came in. “Luncheon is served, sir.”

      “Come,” Joe said, “we don’t have a chef as you must, but Marja’s cooking is quite good.”

      Mr. Kerr took my arm, Tony took Josie’s, and we went into the dining room.

      Joe was right; the food was quite good, the meal and wine, light and flavorful. But Joe spoke truth on another matter. The china, while antique, was mismatched and chipped. The house was small, old, and in need of a decorator’s touch. Some of the silverware had been bent and imperfectly straightened. The table cloth was threadbare in spots. Not grand as ours, but sufficient.

      Tony took a drink of wine, leaning back in his chair and spoke to the twins. “Congratulations on attending the Grand Ball.” He turned to Mr. Kerr. “You must be very proud.”

      Mr. Kerr smiled. “Why, thank you. I’m much indebted to Mr. Charles Hart for his generous invitation.” He paused. “I hope it’s a sign of greater things to come.” He became animated, moving his arms as he spoke. “My grandfather told me many times of when he was a boy, how beautiful the city used to be, how Benjamin Kerr raised the dome and sunk the pilings, lo these 500 years ago. The gardens, the bridges of gold, the buildings … a magnificent creation it was then.” His lined face became that of a man transfixed with the wonder of his vision. “One day the Kerr family is going to —”

      Josie spoke brightly. “Would anyone like another glass?”

      That was interesting. I raised my empty cup.

      Mr. Kerr chuckled, untroubled by Josie’s interruption. “You were right, Joe, she’s had four already and not a sign of it on her.”

      Joe leaned back in his chair. “And I’d wager she had quite a bit more before she arrived.”

      Tony’s face darkened. “What are you insinuating…?”

      Joe leaned forward, a brief look of panic on his face. “Nothing at all, I assure you! Please forgive me. I am truly sorry to have given offense.”

      Tony relaxed. “Her taste for strong drink has been commented on in the past, and not in a good way. I would have no stain on her honor.”

      Well, that was kind of him. I was sure I would hear about it on the way home, though.

      Josephine laughed. “One time when we were small, a truck full of vodka tipped, and we stole several of the bottles….”

      A loud screeching noise a few blocks away, then the shriek of grating metal and a crash of breaking glass. Us Lowballs hid, glancing around in case a rival gang got past the watchers and High Cards. A minute later, Joe dashed up laughing, brown hair dark with sweat, carrying a crate of liquor bottles filled with clear liquid. Josie followed behind, lugging her own crate.

      “Full proof it was, and most of us couldn’t drink more than a swallow. It burned so! But Jacqui drank half a bottle straight down, before the police came and we had to run. She didn’t so much as stumble the rest of the night, and she couldn’t have been more than nine!”

      I was thirsty. I loved the warmth in my chest as I drank. I felt more alive.

      Tony turned to me, mouth open, and I grinned at him. “I liked the taste. In any case, Josie exaggerates. I was twelve, and already large for my age.”

      I could hardly forget the night Air died.

      Tony took my hand. “I have worried that she had some ailment or sorrow to cause her to drink so.”

      I felt bitter; he didn’t understand anything. Trying not to snort in amusement, I put my hand on his and smiled.

      Joe did not smile. “How admirable. And how happy you look. We must take a stroll among the roses. It’s been so unseasonably warm that some are still in bloom. The snow dusted on them looks quite charming.”

      “Oh, yes!” Josie said. “Grampa, will you stroll with us?”

      “Of course.”

      I took Tony’s arm as we strolled in the small garden, bounded by a wall of brown stone topped with wrought iron. The sky was overcast and no snow fell; whatever snow might have been on the roses had melted. The roses were pretty, if wilted from the chill.

      Strolling in the Kerr’s garden seemed fine enough, but I couldn’t avoid Joe’s comment.

      Was I happy?

      I had no reason not to be. My husband was not harsh, or brutal, or even unkind. As far as I could tell — not that I cared one way or the other — he was even faithful. I had every comfort imaginable and time for diversion of my choosing, such as the people I helped as an investigator.

      Most of the cases were petty: navigating the maze of bureaucracy at Market Center, following a man suspected of infidelity. Helping those in the Pot and the slums around it helped me feel less disloyal for leaving them to shiver in the cold while I slept in luxury.

      But every move I made, even to drink a glass of wine, shouted my strangeness in this world. And to be so near to Joe again was utterly intoxicating.

      He and Josie chatted arm in arm, and I felt a sharp twinge of jealousy, yearning to feel Joe’s touch on me again. I recalled the last time we kissed, the way he smelled, the promises he made, the way he touched my body …

      We completed our circuit and approached the back stair. I stumbled on the rough walkway, but Tony caught me.

      “Your face is flushed,” Joe said. “Are you warm enough?”

      I felt embarrassed. “Quite.”

      “Perhaps we should go inside,” Tony said.

      Mr. Kerr said, “Would you like to visit my library?”

      Books lined the walls to the ceiling, with a movable ladder to fetch the upper ones. The furniture was leather, or mahogany with brass handles on the drawers. The pieces looked worn, as did the reddish-brown carpeting. A well-worn mahogany and ivory-colored chess set stood on a small table in the corner, along with two chairs.

      Mr. Kerr had come into some money, but long ago.

      While Mr. Kerr showed off his books, Josie and I sat in the window seat, and she showed me her drawings, which she kept in a portfolio. “This portrait of your father is exceptional.”

      Josie smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Is your father well?”

      Josie shrugged. “I assume he’s drunk as usual.”

      Ely Kerr suffered serious bouts of melancholy. They say this worsened after his lover Josephine died giving birth to their twins.

      A dim alley, the smell of alcohol, sitting next to a weeping blond man. “He hates me, Jacqui. My daddy hates me.”

      I felt surprised at the memory. How old was I? “Josie, may I ask a personal question?”

      “Why, Jacqui, you may always ask, whatever you wish.”

      I glanced around and lowered my voice. “You are young and beautiful, and your grandfather is well. Why are you unmarried? Could he not arrange something to your liking?”

      Josie shook her head. “He has forbidden me to marry. I am being trained to take over his affairs, should he fall ill or pass on.” She gazed out of the window. “It’s of no consequence; I’m too busy with my own affairs as it is. Another man’s household would just get in the way.” She giggled. “A fine spinster I sound.”

      Why her? Joe could take over Mr. Kerr’s business. “You’re the prettiest spinster I’ve ever seen. Are you happy?”

      She put her hands in her lap. “Completely. I have useful work, my family around me, and a bright future. I couldn’t be happier!”

      Moved by her joy, I grabbed her hands and kissed them, as I did when we were young. “I’m so grateful. I’ve worried about you. It’s good to see you happy and well.”

      She smiled, blushing, and pulled her hands gently away, which made me feel she put a distance between us. “It’s gratifying to hear you say so. I’m glad you never forgot me. I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too.” I would have spoken of how lonely the years had been, the hurt of hearing of her but never from her. But those words no longer seemed appropriate.

      Joe, who sat across the room with his leg up on the arm of the overstuffed chair smoking a cigar, rose. “Would you like to see the rest of the house?”

      So we toured the house, which was much like what we had seen already. And soon we were on our way outside.

      We made our goodbyes and got in our carriage. As the carriage pulled away, I noticed a man across the street wearing brown. He moved out of view before I saw his face. Had he been watching us?

      I leaned back and closed my eyes, feeling light-headed and weary, glad to be going home.

      The visit seemed different than I thought. Joe was charming, but distant; he hadn’t once smiled during our entire visit. Josie was a talented woman with her own life. And Mr. Kerr was a mystery. The noise of the horses and carriage cut the melancholy ache I felt.

      “Did you enjoy your afternoon?”

      I felt startled. “What? Oh, yes, it was lovely. It was good to see my friends after so many years. And their grandfather is an excellent host.”

      “Yes, he was. I’m surprised at the poor way he’s spoken of. I don’t understand it.” Tony stared out of the window.

      Bitterness rose within me. “I understand very well. People hate those who dare to rise from their ‘place’ and show they’re as good as those born to wealth and power. Every slight shown to me the last six years has proved that well.”

      “Jacqui …” Tony said, as if saddened by my tone. “There is a long history of hate for the Kerr family. That I do understand.”

      People blamed the Kerrs for allowing the violence which destroyed much of the city, especially the areas which now formed the Pot, which they say used to be beautiful. The Kerr name became a byword, a proverb of what to avoid.

      Yet his grandchildren attended a Grand Ball. Even after being sponsored into the quadrant by the Harts, for Mr. Kerr to climb from the slums to his current place in Bridges society was a monumental achievement. I wondered how he did it.

      “Pity they petitioned Hart rather than Spadros,” Tony said. “It would be grand if they lived closer.”

      To see Joe every day, to run into him at the shops?

      It would be torture.
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      When we returned to Spadros Manor, several of Tony’s men waited on the steps, porch, and walkway. They straightened, focusing on us when we arrived. After we alighted from the carriage, Sawbuck spoke to Tony privately.

      I did see some of Molly Spadros in Sawbuck, perhaps around the eyes.

      Tony turned to me. “I’ll tend to this and meet you inside, in perhaps an hour.”

      So I went to my study, read my mail — well wishes for the holiday — and after, I practiced my piano.

      Roy and Molly Spadros gave us the grand piano on our wedding day. I was not good at playing, nor did I particularly like to. But apparently it would be a slight on the Family honor for Mrs. Jacqueline Spadros to be asked to perform yet unable. No one had ever asked me to play, so I wasn’t sure how this all mattered so. But I practiced anyway. I did seem to be making progress, considering five years before I had never seen a piano.

      While I played, I considered how my relationship with Tony had changed these past ten years.

      Once Roy Spadros moved my father from the Pot to the slums, my life changed forever. I didn’t go anywhere. But no matter how much I hid, a different set of men grabbed me at random times, dragging me to Spadros Manor as I screamed in terror.

      Different scullery maids stripped, bathed, and dressed me each time. Then they locked me in a room with Tony as I wept in humiliation or raged at having to endure this strange, quiet boy. There we sat until time for whatever torment, lesson, or amusement Roy planned for us.

      Over the years, we went (on my part) from sullen resignation to our state of marriage.

      I was not unhappy. I just … existed. I realized I was no longer sullen: I had simply become resigned.

      The thought made me sad.

      Tea-time came and went. After tea, I dozed for a while on the sofa in my study, waking in darkness, disoriented and weary. The light from the street-lamp created a golden stripe on the far wall. Where was Tony?

      I lit the lamp on the table and picked up the basket of items Amelia found in my pocket after the Grand Ball. An envelope from Jonathan with three pressed daffodils inside: “the sun shines when I am with you.” That made me smile.

      A few calling cards, with invitations to visit written on the back. Then a blank card. I turned it over: a stamp of a red dog, the same dog as on the wall outside David’s home.

      For heavens’ sakes. That man of Tony’s was quick, to have obtained a card before we even left the Ball. Perhaps one of the Associates thought to keep a card to show us. I felt pleased Tony had such intelligent men on his staff.

      I put Jonathan’s flowers on my desk and the stamped card in my drawer, meaning to give it to Tony when he got home.

      A knock on the door. “Time to dress for dinner, mum.”

      Upstairs, Amelia helped me into my red crushed taffeta dress, which Tony liked very much but I had not worn for a while.

      We did this every night, even though we had no guests. Roy and Molly insisted on it for so many years it became a habit. They reasoned if we acted as if we had guests, when they did arrive our actions would appear natural from constant use.

      I was putting on my jewels when the front door closed downstairs. Where could they have been?

      Voices argued as Amelia laced my dinner shoes. I stood and examined myself one last time, then went into the hall.

      “I must insist, sir,” Pearson said. “I can have the doctor summoned at once.”

      The doctor? I crossed to the staircase.

      Tony was being supported by two of his men. Their clothing was dirty, disheveled, and spattered with blood. Sawbuck entered last, facing outside, holstering his revolver once he shut the door.

      I descended the stairs. “Whatever has happened?” I grasped Tony’s hand, which felt clammy. “Help him to a chair, and bring an ottoman for his feet.” His men did so. “Amelia, bring a basin of water and a cloth. Pearson, summon the doctor.”

      We had stolen a new mechanism from the Clubbs, the Telephonic Telegraph. This machine transmitted sound through wires using electricity, so you could talk to others located far away. It was a marvelous creation; I couldn’t believe the Clubbs had hoarded such a thing.

      Though Roy scoffed at the device, Tony saw the value of it at once. It took months of installing wire under the cobblestones to our private surgeon Dr. Salmon’s office. Now we could summon the doctor at once instead of waiting for a messenger boy.

      We had finished the project just in time. The men were dirty and sweaty, but Tony was pale, his breath coming in short gasps.

      “Where are you injured?” I turned to the men. “Was he shot?”

      “No, mum.” Pain crossed Sawbuck’s face, and I imagined his distress. “But it was an ambush: they carried lead pipes, and he took a solid blow to the ribs.”

      I said to Sawbuck, “How did you come to be in an ambush?” I spoke to all the men. “Bring chairs and tell me the whole tale.”

      Tony’s men turned towards him, and he nodded. They drew up chairs and sat.

      “When you arrived,” Sawbuck said, “we gave Mr. Spadros word of a Party Time shipment hijacked. He insisted on seeing the scene of the incident and the route taken.

      “We went to the scene and tended to the injured men and horses. When we returned to the warehouse, the four guards scheduled to be on duty were missing. It was most suspicious.

      “When we entered the building, six men ambushed us. We shot three and the rest fled. They focused the attack on Mr. Spadros in particular.”

      I witnessed worse beatings as a child. “Anyone else injured?”

      “A few were,” Sawbuck said, “but they were taken home to their families. The guards are still missing.”

      “See … that the doctor … visits the injured,” Tony gasped, “at my expense. And not a word to my father.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll tell the men and their families again, in the strongest terms.” Sawbuck glanced at me, concern in his face.

      “Don’t speak,” I told Tony, “until the doctor has seen to you.”

      Tony closed his eyes, grimacing with each breath. I washed his face, loosened his cravat, undid his collar, and combed his hair.

      Dr. Salmon arrived and pronounced Tony’s rib broken. Tony’s men carried him upstairs, then the doctor bathed his right side, which was badly bruised, and strapped his ribs. This seemed to ease the pain. The doctor dosed Tony and left a tincture of opium. “Keep him quiet for as long as possible. The less he moves around, the faster it will heal.”

      “Doctor, my husband would like his father not to know of this. What shall we say?”

      Dr. Salmon thought a moment. “Your husband has had an attack of pleurisy. He will be ill for at least two weeks.”

      I handed him a silver dollar. “Thank you for your services.”

      Every time I touched a dollar, it reminded me of how I got here. When I was twelve, a Party Time addict named Peedro Sluff said if I washed my face, brushed my hair, and was at the corner of Shill and Snow by ten, I’d get a dollar.

      Before this, I’d never seen a dollar; it was more money than anyone I knew had. So I said okay. Air tried to keep me from going there, truly he did. I should have listened.

      When I stepped into the hall, Sawbuck said, “How is he?”

      “He will be well. Tell anyone who asks that he has pleurisy.”

      Sawbuck gave a small smile. “I will. Thank you, mum.”

      After the men left, I checked on Tony, who slept, then washed my face and returned to my cold meal. “Pearson, please fetch Michaels and Amelia.”

      “They are at dinner, mum.”

      “Have them bring their dinners and sit here. I need your help. I don’t want to upset the others by going downstairs.”

      The three came up, carrying their meals and drink, and after some hesitation, joined me at the table. Jacob Michaels was young, thin, and had dark hair. Tonight he looked nervous, but he sat, as did Amelia. Amelia’s eyes and nose were red, her face fearful.

      “Pearson, please sit, it is fatiguing to look up at you so.” I smiled to soften my words.

      “If you insist, mum.”

      I took a deep breath, and let it out. “If anyone asks, Mr. Spadros is stricken with pleurisy —”

      Pearson raised an eyebrow. “Pleurisy?”

      “Yes. Mr. Spadros does not wish his father to know of tonight’s dealings until we have some idea as to who the perpetrators were.”

      “But,” Amelia said, “the men …”

      “Sawbuck will see to the men and their families. Pearson, please see to the staff. I would hate to have any further losses due to this.”

      Pearson said, “You will have no troubles on that account.”

      I smiled, relieved. “I knew I could depend on you. In any case, Mr. Spadros may be unwell for several weeks. If anyone asks about injured men, they were …”

      “Dueling?” Michaels said.

      “Brawling,” Pearson said. “As rough men will.”

      “Brawling! Very good. The doctor says Mr. Spadros should keep as quiet as he can. So he will need assistance and to have meals brought to him. I think we will need to not be at home to callers for at least the next week, but we can see how he fares.”

      “That does sound wise, mum,” Pearson said. “I’ll notify the bridge guards.”

      “Thank you.” I took a bite of cold chicken, feeling exhausted. “Michaels, please set up a bell for his room.”

      “At once, mum,” Michaels said.

      “Please do so quietly.”

      Michaels smiled, his face regaining some of its color. “All that is needed is to let down the pull cord and place it within his reach; it has been there all along.”

      Ah. I had no idea of the mechanisms behind a Manor house bell system, even after all these years, only that they connected to the levers in the staff room. Were the cords threaded through the walls somehow?

      “Thank you, Michaels. Please, eat. I am not in the mood to sit alone, after such a day.”

      Amelia had been studying me. “So your visit with the Kerrs was acceptable?”

      I had almost forgotten it, with all the trouble. But the way she spoke made me think she was more perceptive than I thought.

      “Perfectly. But … it was like returning home after being gone for many years. Things change.”

      All three nodded, their focus going inward. I felt pleased with myself; my statement would divert her questions for some time.
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      Every few hours Tony woke in pain. I dosed him with opium then held him as he gasped until the medication took effect.

      It reminded me of Air, a month before he died. We sat on the cold ground by the fence, and I held him as he coughed up blood. Eleanora screamed, long hair flying, banging on the black iron bars with a piece of metal until the lady at the poorhouse called a doctor. I felt sorry for two-year-old David and six-year-old Herbert, who clutched her skirts and cried in terror.

      I couldn’t smoke around Tony: this made him cough. Even with Amelia and Michaels there to assist, I dared not leave him for long. It took several days before Tony was well enough to sit in a chair, so I wasn’t able to venture out as I wished.

      At times, I felt trapped, at other times, close to tears at his suffering. I thought once, gazing at Tony as he slept, perhaps this is what a mother feels for her child.

      We were in a terrible situation, and so sudden.

      A reporter writing an editorial against the Families. Someone forging a note from Madame. Air’s little brother missing. A couple who knew of my business and told others about it. At least one man following me, watching me. The Red Dog stamps. A focused attack on Tony by a group of men. Our guards missing. A shipment hijacked.

      I needed to do something. I often wept in frustration, not knowing what to do to help.

      A fourth-page article in the Golden Bridges appeared: “unidentified bodies in the river, dead several days.” Other than that, Tony’s adventure went unnoticed, and we were grateful.

      Roy and Molly Spadros visited shortly after. Since Tony slept, they took me to the far end of the garden for my shooting lesson while Roy questioned me as to how the house fared.

      Roy insisted on holding lessons at least monthly, up until now when Tony was away. I couldn’t see when I would ever need to shoot someone.

      “We’re in the Business, dammit,” Roy said the one time I asked. “Someone pulls out a gun, you better defend yourself.”

      So I practiced in my morning dress on grass still damp with dew. I fired while lying flat, on both knees, on one knee, standing, one handed, two handed, with my right hand, with my left hand … I seemed to have some talent for it.

      Roy often shouted or struck the ground beside me, or kicked me, or forced Molly to stand next to the target. The only way I could bring myself to pull the trigger was to focus only on the target. The world became silent; Roy’s curses and blows vanished, Molly disappeared. The target was all I saw.

      I didn’t always hit precisely at first, but I have never once missed a target.

      Roy examined the paper target. “You’re almost as good as Molly.” I breathed a sigh of relief once his back turned.

      Molly took my arm as we walked back to the house, while Roy followed several paces behind smoking a cigar. “I’m glad no harm has befallen you. Rumors of an attempt against you came before the Ball.”

      “Against me. Me in particular?”

      Molly nodded.

      This was startling. “From where? Why did you not say so before this?”

      She glanced away. “I don’t know the threat’s exact nature. My husband didn’t wish you to know.”

      Perhaps to see what would happen? Roy took a perverse pleasure in harm coming to anyone, but seemed to especially revel in harm coming to me. The protection we received was all for Tony’s benefit. “Well, other than Mr. Spadros being so ill, things have been peaceful.” We strolled along, and a bird flew past.

      “I heard you visited the Kerrs last week.”

      “Why yes.” I wondered how she heard.

      “How is Mr. Kerr?”

      “Quite well. I didn’t know you knew him.”

      Molly smiled. “I knew Mr. Kerr when he ran a speakeasy in the Spadros Pot. You’re not the only one born there.”

      I stared at her, and she laughed as if my expression were the funniest thing in the world.

      Molly, born in the Pot? Did Roy know? Surely he didn’t know. How did she end up here?

      But then Roy came up beside Molly, and she took his arm. “Darling, let’s see if Jane has a treat for Katherine. She loves it so when you bring her something.” Katherine was Tony’s younger sister and very much Daddy’s girl.

      Roy seemed pleased with the idea, and never asked why Molly laughed.

      Ma told me once if you did your job really well, a quadrant-man might make you his mistress. You and your children would never have to work the beds again. She told me she knew a woman who left the Pot that way, sponsored by her Family man and set up with her own shop.

      Being sponsored by a Family and moved into one of the quadrants was the highest achievement for a Pot rag. “Real freedom,“ Ma called it.

      Had Molly managed to do this? But how? With who? How did she end up married to Roy? For her, the dream seemed to have turned into a nightmare.

      We later had tea in the parlor. “It’s strange,” Roy said, “Anthony was never ill as a child. Did the doctor say why he got pleurisy now?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. The doctor was definite on the diagnosis, though.”

      Roy said, “He’s a good one, Dr. Salmon, been in our family since I was a boy.” He lit a cigar. “I hear some of the men have been brawling.”

      “Oh? Oh, yes, they … I don’t know what they were doing. Mr. Spadros was quite stern with them.”

      “Heh.” Roy blew a smoke ring into the air.

      “Sir, I would like your advice on a matter.” That tack seemed best to take with one so mercurial as he.

      Roy leaned forward. “Go on.”

      “I read in the paper last week some were unhappy with the current state of affairs …”

      Roy scowled.

      “… and it occurred to me that a novel way to silence such talk would be to attack the issue head on. With your permission, I would like to invite this wayward reporter to discuss the benefits our house bestows upon the city.”

      Roy leaned back, one hand to his chin, and crossed one leg over the other. “It’s risky. Depends on the reporter and what his ideas are. If he’s a crusader, seeing how we live could make him even more set against us.”

      I smiled. “But of course, the editor of the Bridges Daily has been the recipient of much of our favor, has he not? A word and anything unpleasant would be sent to the trash can, and we would know this reporter was one we … couldn’t work with.”

      Roy laughed. “Clever girl! Loosen the fangs, so to speak.”

      Molly looked at me sideways, as if she guessed what I had in mind, and gave a slight smile.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few days later I had an awed Thrace Pike seated in my parlor. Mr. Pike was twenty, lean, and dressed in a threadbare dark brown suit which was out of fashion by close to ten years. He had a shock of straw-colored hair and eyes so dark as to appear black. When he appeared at the door, he looked like a crusader, and for a moment I reconsidered my plans.

      I recalled my mother’s skill at turning men to her favor without taking them into her bed. This gave me an idea as to how to gain this reporter’s goodwill and information both. I wished I could see my mother for advice, but Roy’s threats still frightened me. I dared not go to the Spadros section of the Pot to see her, and I didn’t know if she could meet with me without harm befalling her. It seemed Roy’s eyes and ears were everywhere.

      From my contacts I learned Mr. Pike kept a locket with a small portrait of his wife and newborn child in his waist band, given to him by his grandmother. He wore no ring. A pale indentation in his finger suggested he either felt unhappy with his situation or his family had fallen on very hard times. During my tour of our home, rather than admiring the house, he hung on my every word. At the time, I thought, crusader or not, my scheme might still work.

      Amelia remained in the corner with her needlework after bringing us both some tea. I placed my chair so Mr. Pike would be illuminated, yet I would be in shadow.

      The sun broke through the clouds and lit the room, revealing Mr. Pike’s eyes were not black, instead a very dark brown.

      “I’m sorry Mr. Spadros is unable to meet with you. Business, you know.” I smiled.

      “I understand, ma’am. What sort of business does Mr. Spadros engage in?”

      “Managing these estates is enough work for any gentleman, don’t you think? Overseeing the staff, examining the books to make sure none of our holdings is mismanaged, directing repairs of our buildings …”

      Tony did all these. He also oversaw the casino and directed the Party Time shipments, but I didn’t think Mr. Pike needed to know that.

      “Yes, I see.” Mr. Pike opened his notebook, then hesitated. “May I ask why you wanted to see me?”

      “I read your editorial at New Year’s, and I wanted to hear more of your thoughts.”

      “Really.” He seemed more at ease. “What part of my editorial interested you so?”

      “Well …” I unwrapped my shawl, placing it aside.

      Before meeting with Mr. Pike, I put on a new corset which matched my skin tone, with a neckline which cut straight across my bosom. I had Amelia lace my corset to enhance my decolletage — I dared not breathe too deeply, or I might show more than I wished — and wore a wispy, low-cut bodice covering made of veil material, also in my skin tone.

      This bodice was normally worn over a darker colored corset or bodice at a ball or evening party, but worn straight over the skin-colored corset like this, sitting in relative shadow, it gave the appearance that I wore … very little. Only intent scrutiny would show the truth.

      And scrutiny was what I desired. I have a sufficiently endowed body for almost any man.

      This combination of clothing — while perhaps indiscreet — was perfectly legal wear, even in public. Yet I noticed, as I thought might be the case with a man so newly with child, his eyes were drawn to my body rather than to my actions.

      When he didn’t look away, I knew I had him.

      “… Mr. Pike, you wrote that changes needed to be made — I believe the quote was, ‘to the current state of … affairs.’ What changes do you … propose?”

      Silence does terrible things to a man. It makes him consider his words or makes them fly from his head.

      Mr. Pike said nothing. His mouth hung open; his eyes rested somewhat below mine.

      Very good.

      I chose a necklace for this occasion with a long, thin pendant that dipped between my breasts. After a few moments of silence, I began to toy with my necklace, just to see the effect this produced.

      Dip … dip … dip …

      The color rose in his cheeks and his pupils widened. Very good. “Ah, well,” he glanced at my necklace, “um, I have considered the recent, um, violence in the area … due to the, ah,” another glance, “recent, um, gang activity.”

      “Oh, yes.” I felt gratified to see him glance at my necklace again. “Their brazen appearance, out in the open …” I took as deep a breath as I dared and let it out. “… it’s intriguing. Could you … tell me more about them?”

      His face turned crimson, and he swallowed, shifting a bit in his seat. This would have the effect of making his trousers much more comfortable than they appeared. “Well, um, ma’am, um … there are always so many.”

      He then grimaced a bit. I didn’t believe the man’s face could turn any redder, but it did.

      This was highly entertaining.

      “Um,” he said, “uh, the most recent ones … um, the police are calling Red Dogs, because of the stamps found on walls or on cards, um, such as you might use for calling.”

      I nodded, and began playing with my necklace again. “What do the police know of these scoundrels?”

      “Well,” he said, not looking at me, the color subsiding from his cheeks, and I realized he had found a topic he could focus on safely, “they are all young, some as young as 12 or 14, uh,” he glanced briefly at my necklace, and his face reddened again, “mum, but, uh, apparently led by older boys who direct their actions. A lesser gang, to be sure, but they are causing a great deal of mischief at present.”

      “These older boys. What do the police know of them?”

      “Very little.” He stared at the wall behind me. “The smaller ones call them aces, that’s all I know. Two chips and an ace is what the boys say, and the chips just do what the ace tells them.”

      “This is what I don’t understand: what changes should we make to improve the situation? The Spadros Family provides employment, shelter, food, clothing, and safety for our whole quadrant. Would you take these benefits away merely because some children misbehave?”

      Thrace Pike blinked, realizing he had been caught. “Perhaps I wrote hastily, madam. Of course I wouldn’t want the city to suffer. But … surely you agree that the conditions in the poorer areas — when people see the opulence of the Families — could lead to a certain dissatisfaction and what you call ‘misbehavior’ in our younger citizens.”

      This wasn’t going the way I wanted it to.

      I had an idea.

      I rose, re-wrapping my shawl to cover myself, and Amelia rose as well. “Then we must do something to help! I invite you to accompany me to our poorer areas so I may donate to the needs of our people. Would you be able to join me, say, next Tuesday at noon, by the charity house outside the Spadros Pot?”

      Mr. Pike picked up his overcoat and held it in front of him. “Most certainly,” he said, not meeting my eye. “Thank you for your invitation, and your gracious hospitality.”

      After he left, Amelia chuckled. “You are a wicked woman, mum. He dare not write anything specific about our meeting today, and there will be little of negativity to write about on Tuesday, unless he is more cynical than he seems.”

      I wasn’t sure. He was supposed to leave in a warmer mood towards me … but he almost seemed angry.

      I hoped I hadn’t made matters worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          7

        

        
          The Card

        

      

    
    
      Tony improved over the next few days and was able work in his study for short periods of time. I remained with him in case he needed anything; he seemed less short of breath when I stayed nearby. His men brought back reports frequently. To my surprise, Tony allowed me in the room while he heard them.

      Jack Diamond, the obvious suspect for the attack, had been confined to his rooms after the fiasco at the Grand Ball. He remained there still, as confirmed by a rather large bribe to one of the maids who did his cleaning.

      Mr. Julius Diamond, furious with his men for not preventing Jack’s outburst at the Ball, shot several and banished the rest to their Party Time manufacturing plant on double shift duty. They were working the night of the attack.

      The family of the man whose execution Tony ordered the night of the Grand Ball seemed as baffled by the attack as anyone. They held valid and confirmed alibis for that night. Even so, Tony sent men to “encourage” them to move from the city, to prevent any ideas of revenge.

      My inquiries about the Red Dogs returned one by one. Most were of little use, but one described a “chip”: a young man of about fourteen, blond, blue eyes, thin face, missing the small finger of his right hand. He was last seen in the Spadros quadrant outside the Pot placing a Red Dogs card at the scene of a crime, and the police wanted him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Spadros slums was a place for the desperately poor. But at least the slums had the protection of their Family. The Pot was on its own when the bullets flew.

      On Tuesday, I went to the poorhouse to give out charity. I brought several of my maids, some Spadros ladies (mainly wives of Tony’s upper level men), and a carriage-truck laden with food and drink.

      The scene appeared quite different on this side of the fence.

      Though the sun stood high, fog still lingered, and the air was chill. Forlorn-looking men loitered near a broken steam-pipe warming themselves. Others stared at us as we passed, hoping for a handout, or perhaps a third job. Women sat on the curb holding pale crying babies. Children a bit older with drawn, hungry eyes swept the cracked sidewalks in front of their ramshackle homes.

      For all their suffering, they would have insisted they were better off than in the Pot. I remembered women across the fence calling us whores, as if providing for your children by the sweat of your brow was a foul thing, while their own children starved. They only offered us scorn, and I never gave them any of Ma’s bread. After I was taken from the Pot, it haunted me, wondering if their children had survived.

      Air’s head came to my shoulder, and he panted, trying to keep up. “Jacqui, please, let’s go home. I’ll get you a dollar another way.”

      I stopped and faced him. “What’s wrong with you? You coughed blood! With a dollar you could get medicine and get better.”

      Air stared at me. “Some sell little kids.”

      “So?” People bought little kids by the hour in Ma’s place every night. Except me. I feared I wasn’t good enough.

      “Not for that.” Air’s lower lip quivered, and tears filled his eyes. “They take them away. To hurt bad. To kill.” He coughed. “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you, Jacqui. I would rather die.”

      “I’ll be careful.” I didn’t want Air to think I was scared, so I didn’t stop. But I walked slower.

      Air scanned the ground until he found a broken bottle. He held the bottle in his small fist as if planning to use it.

      The carriages stopped and we all alighted. A crowd gathered, quiet but eager to see what we had brought them. To my surprise, instead of Thrace Pike, Mr. Durak, the editor of the Bridges Daily, arrived with several camera-men.

      Mr. Acol Durak was a man of middle years, brown of hair and skin, with some white at the temples, wearing a dark brown suit. Solid, all business, and did his job — to make sure the Spadros Family was never put in an unacceptable light — for which he was well paid.

      Although his appearance at this event was puzzling, he was a pleasant enough man, and I was not unhappy to see him. “What brings you here?”

      “Had no choice,” Mr. Durak said. “Pike told me about this, seemed ready to cover the story. Found his resignation letter on my desk this morning.”

      “How very odd. Did the letter explain why?”

      “I quote: he ‘couldn’t do his proper duty under the current circumstances.’ It seemed a most vague and unsatisfactory letter. He will be getting no recommendation from me, wherever he chooses to go.”

      I smiled at him, but the whole situation felt unsettling. “Well, Mr. Durak, I’m glad you’re here.” I turned to my ladies. “Let’s get to work.”

      The charity day went very well. While my maids packed the empty baskets, the ladies took photos with the poor children for the paper. I used the time to stroll through the crowds with the last of the sandwiches in my pocket.

      I noticed a young man off to the side who fit the description of the Red Dogs member. I walked over, and he hid. “I’d like to give you a sandwich. No one will harm you.” A blond head peeked around the corner, and I gestured him over. “I won’t hurt you. What’s your name?”

      “Stephen.”

      Stephen had lost the baby fat around his face that David still had, and gained height. Yet he didn’t have the strong build and heavy beard of a man. I handed him the sandwich, and he immediately began chewing.

      “How did you lose that finger?”

      “Caught in machinery at the mill,” he said with his mouth full, and shrugged. “Don’t hurt no more.”

      “Do you know someone who wants a half dollar?”

      Stephen’s face brightened. “Me, miss.”

      “Meet me at the train station at eleven tomorrow. I’ll be near the bag area, dressed all in black with a veil, and a purple handkerchief on my parasol. Understand?”

      “Yes, miss. All in black, purple kerchief.”

      I smiled. “See you tomorrow.”
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* * *

      Tony felt well enough to join me during luncheon, which encouraged me no end. Perhaps now I could get some work done.

      I sat in my study after luncheon, drinking a few glasses of bourbon while planning our quarterly dinner party for Queen’s Day, a month hence. A party which fell on a holiday required early notice if we wanted our guests to attend.

      Pearson knocked on the door; Master Joseph Kerr and Miss Josephine Kerr had come to call.

      “Splendid,” I said, not feeling at all so. Joe’s name stirred up a mix of emotions I felt unready to handle. “Please inform Mr. Spadros and ask where he would like to greet them.”

      “Yes, mum,” Pearson said.

      I poured another glass of bourbon and drank it.

      A few moments later Pearson returned, saying that the pair awaited us in the parlor. Tony stood in the hall behind Pearson, his face pale, and I went to him.

      “Make no mention of my condition,” Tony whispered.

      Surely we could trust the Kerrs? “But —”

      “Not a word, or I’ll have Pearson send them away. Understand?”

      I didn’t understand, but something in his face and tone said he would have no argument. So I nodded, and we went to the parlor together.

      “Welcome,” Tony said. The twins stood to greet us, both wearing navy blue and white. They had removed their coats, and Joe his hat, but Josie still wore her bonnet.

      Tony shook Joe’s hand, wincing so slightly perhaps only I noticed it, and kissed Josephine’s hand, while Joe glanced at Tony then kissed my hand in a perfunctory manner.

      We all sat, Tony holding firmly to my arm. Joe appeared perfectly relaxed. Josie sat in a stiff manner, as if sensing something wrong and not understanding it.

      “To what do we owe the honor of your visit?” Tony said.

      “We wished to return the great favor you bestowed on us when you visited our home,” Josie said. “We have not had callers in some time.”

      Tony smiled. “Friends of Mrs. Spadros are friends of mine. I hope we’ll see more of each other in the future.”

      “Why, thank you,” Joe said.

      A housemaid came in with tea, set the tray down, and carefully poured four cups of tea. We watched her in silence. She then began to hand the cups to us, beginning with Josie.

      “I owe you a debt for your handling of the situation at the Grand Ball,” Tony said.

      Joe accepted a cup from the maid. “It was nothing.” He took a sip of his tea. “Master Diamond is easily distracted. I merely told him there were ladies who wished to make his acquaintance.”

      I laughed, sure Joe said no such thing.

      First of all, Black Jack had never shown the slightest interest in women, either in my sight or from any rumor. From the way Jack reacted, it was clear Joe said some other thing entirely.

      I felt bitter. “You are most skilled with words.”

      Everyone stared at me, including the maid.

      Tony said, “He certainly is.”

      What was wrong with me? I acted like a love-addled girl. Joe came calling on a duty visit, nothing more. He had not spoken to me in six years, and then only when forced to; certainly his silence made his feelings plain.

      “I’m sure Mr. and Mrs. Spadros are quite busy.” Josephine rose, and so we all rose as well, Tony leaning heavily on my arm. “It has been good to see you.”

      “I’m so sorry you can’t stay longer,” I said.

      “Yes,” Tony said, “please come again.”

      We helped them with their coats, saw them to the front door and to their carriage, and away they went. The smell of rain lay in the air.

      Tony said. “What were you thinking? That was quite rude.”

      I glanced away, feeling embarrassed at myself.

      “How much have you had to drink?”

      Not enough. “I’m fine. I’m sorry I was rude. I’ll write and tell them so.”

      “No. If they were offended, it will only remind them of the offense. If they were not, it makes us look weak, and they will have a record of the offense to use against us. Say nothing. If they treat you coldly, apologize in person.”

      I nodded, grateful that he had prevented me from making a mistake in this regard.

      The day was overcast and cool, and the street, wet, as if it had rained recently, although I had not heard it. Even though it wasn’t yet tea-time, on this winter’s day, lamps were lit down the street.

      It still seemed strange, this theater, even after seeing it for so many years. But for a “first return visit after a great personage visits you,” their part was done perfectly. “Linger no longer than fifteen minutes,” said the book. Although their visit was closer to ten minutes, even with their time waiting, than fifteen.

      I hoped they weren’t offended.

      As we turned to go inside, my eye fell on something farther down the stair.

      “What is that?” I went down the steps, and stooped to pick it up. A card, stamped with a red dog. The sight made me uneasy.

      Tony frowned. “What is what?”

      I peered up and down the street, but saw no one. “Nothing. Some child’s litter.”

      “We have servants for that.”

      I closed my hand over the card and pretended to throw it away when we got inside. “I should finish planning the dinner party before tea time, if I hurry.”

      “Make sure you invite the Kerrs,” Tony said.

      “All three?”

      “If we have room, yes, all three.”

      It was clear he felt snappish. I didn’t blame him; I had embarrassed us both. “See you at tea then.”

      He returned to his study, closing the door with a sharp click. I went into my study, shutting the door, and took out the card.

      Like the others, it resembled a business card, stamped with the red dog symbol instead of print. The other side was blank.

      The card felt barely damp. No raindrops lay upon it. The color on the stamp had not bled.

      Someone left the card right before we came outside.

      The Kerr coachmen would have frightened off slum boys who dared to come here, much less leave something on our front steps.

      I studied the card. Why would someone put a Red Dog card on my doorstep? Who would dare to put anything on the doorstep of Spadros Manor?

      Then fear gripped me. I recalled the man outside Madame Biltcliffe’s shop on New Year’s Eve, the one who I felt watched me. I also remembered the man I thought watched us outside Mr. Kerr’s home. Were they the same man?

      But something disturbed me more. Did David’s kidnapper think I took the case? That I searched for him even now? Had someone followed me, the trail leading them here? I went to the window and peered around the drapery, but could see no one.

      What could I do? If I told Tony I was being followed, I would find myself confined to the house, or followed by Tony’s men everywhere “to keep me safe.”

      But if I told no one, and this man caught me …

      I stared at the card, fear and anger colliding. Then I opened my desk drawer to lock it away … and saw the other one.

      Tony never asked about the other one. His man had been here twice and never mentioned it. Was the kidnapper at the Ball?

      I threw the card in and slammed the drawer shut.

      I would go to the fires of hell before I threw away the morsel of freedom I had gained because of some scoundrel.
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      The next morning, I pored over the newspaper, searching for clues as to the nature of the Red Dogs.

      Little had happened overnight. There were no ads denouncing us, no editorials seeking new ideals …

      “Anything of interest in the paper today?” Amelia said.

      “Nothing noteworthy. Perhaps the villains took the day off.”

      Amelia laughed.

      But I would not be deterred. The Red Dog cards were either taunts or attempts at intimidation, and the thought of either infuriated me. I meant to get to the bottom of this.

      At first, the idea of the kidnapper being at the Ball left me bewildered. But I realized there were many men at the Ball besides those announced on the list. Waiters, retainers, cooks, Men’s Room attendants, even the coat-man himself.

      “I read the piece on your charity adventure in the newspaper,” Tony said at breakfast. “Father will be pleased.”

      This was the longest speech Tony had given since the Kerrs’ visit the day before. “It was most productive.”

      “What about the interview? When will it print?”

      I shook my head and shrugged. “Never, so far as I know. The man resigned.”

      Tony frowned. “For what reason?”

      “I don’t know. Even his editor Mr. Durak could not say. His resignation was sudden and unexpected.”

      “Jacqui, what happened? In the interview.”

      I glanced at the maid. Tony waved her out of the room. “Come sit with me.”

      What should I tell him?

      I moved to sit to his right. “Nothing happened. Amelia sat with us and we had tea. I asked Mr. Pike what he meant by his editorial. We had a short conversation. He mentioned the poor, so I invited him to come with me to dispense charity. He agreed to come but never arrived. Mr. Durak came instead.”

      “How odd.” After a few moments, Tony resumed eating. “I can only hope the man resigned for reasons that have nothing to do with our family.”

      “I apologize for yesterday. You’re right; I drank too much. I didn’t expect them to call … and I wasn’t myself.”

      Tony shook his head and shrugged, telling me not to think of it further.

      I felt relieved. “I thought if they are upset, we should know before the Queen’s Day dinner, to avoid controversy with so many guests present. Might I invite the younger Kerrs to luncheon before then, to make sure all is well?”

      Tony nodded. “That’s a good idea.”
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* * *

      After the morning meeting, I told Pearson I was going to the dressmaker’s and would be home for luncheon.

      Madame Biltcliffe’s storefront had beveled glass and polished cedar under wide eaves. Perfectly dressed and coiffed mannequins stood in the window around an empty chair made of oak trimmed in brass.

      A large placard on the chair read:

      
        Currently Engaged By

        Mrs. Anthony Spadros

        For Her Spring Gown

      

      If anything, Madame Biltcliffe excelled at salesmanship.

      My day footman Honor took my hand to help me out of the carriage, and yes, I thanked him. Society etiquette be damned. I detested the notion that I must ignore a man’s assistance.

      Honor nodded without expression and closed the door.

      Madame Biltcliffe made the dress I was visiting her for weeks ago, a green silk shantung gown and jacket with black cording, quite intricate. All it needed was hemming, but fussing with the dress seemed as good an excuse as any to get away. Tony had no idea what making dresses entailed or how long one should take. Being the dressmaker to Mrs. Anthony Spadros brought Madame Biltcliffe a good deal of business. So our arrangement was most satisfactory.

      As a “shop maid,“ I could go many places “Mrs. Spadros“ could not. Besides, it wouldn’t do to have someone peek behind the curtain where I supposedly posed for dress-fitting and find an empty room.

      I changed into Madame Biltcliffe’s deep mourning (with veil) and left through her back door, arriving at the train station at the stroke of eleven.

      The train station was like most - a concrete slab floor with concrete pillars holding a wooden roof. Large clocks adorned the top of every fourth post, while benches of dark wood with black wrought-iron armrests completed the scene. The sky was gray and misty, the sun failing to shine upon the tracks.

      Stephen arrived twenty minutes late, out of breath. I followed him around the corner and we sat at a bench.

      “A man was … after me,” Stephen panted, “had to lose him.”

      Fear gripped me, and I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. “What did he look like?”

      “Didn’t get … a good look … at his face. He was dressed … like a gentleman … all in brown -”

      Could it have been the same man?

      “… Didn’t know he was following until … I went round several corners and he was … still back behind. Scared me, he did.”

      Why would he follow Stephen? Was he there on charity day?

      I peered around me. Several men in brown hurried to their trains, fussed with their luggage, talked with their wives, or entertained their children.

      Surely a gentleman would have been conspicuous down by the Spadros poorhouse? Wouldn’t Mr. Durak, the editor, have noticed a man who didn’t belong in their group?

      I glanced at the clock; I had a short time before I must leave. I took out the half-dollar, and Stephen stared at it. “I’m looking for a boy of twelve that’s gone missing.”

      Stephen grabbed the top of his hair with his left hand and stared at the ceiling while his breathing slowed. Then he dropped his arm and faced me. “I don’t know of anyone gone missing. Did he run off?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. All I know is there was a stamp on the wall of a Red Dog -”

      The young man stood. “Wasn’t me, miss, I swear!”

      “I’m not blaming you. Here, sit down.”

      He didn’t move. A train came into the station and stopped, passengers coming and going around us.

      “Come on, please. Sit. I’m not with the police. I just want to find the boy for his mother.”

      “Okay.” Stephen sat. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I know you’re with the Red Dogs, okay? I don’t care. Do they talk about the boy?”

      He shook his head. “Nobody never tells me nothing. Just do this or do that. The ace, he gets word what to do and then he tells us, and we do it. He gives us sweets and a penny each time. The penny helps my Ma a lot. Usually all I do is put the card down, but I just started.”

      “What’s the ace’s name?”

      Stephen shrugged. “They call him Clover. He’s older, like eighteen, and he has a patch on his eye.”

      “Who tells Clover what to tell you?”

      Stephen shrugged. “I dunno. I never seen him, or heard a name. That’s all I know, miss, I swear.”

      The chime struck half past eleven.

      I handed him the half-dollar, and he stuffed it in his pocket. “There’s another one if you learn more about the boy. He’s twelve but looks ten, with dark hair and eyes. Name’s David Bryce.”

      Stephen nodded gravely. “It’s bad to take little boys.” His face twisted in disgust. “Not what we do at all. I’ll help find him.”

      “Don’t take chances. Meet back here in one week, same time. If someone follows you again, go to Madame Biltcliffe’s dress shop on 42nd street. Leave a message for Eunice Ogier with Madame Biltcliffe’s girl Tenni. She looks like me from the back.”

      “Okay, Miss Ogier.” He smiled. “Thanks.”

      I sat a few more minutes then made my way back to Madame’s shop, changed clothes, and went home. I got back with time to spare.
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* * *

      After luncheon, I went to my study to plan out my calling schedule. I couldn’t pretend to go places indefinitely: sooner or later I had to actually call on someone, or people would talk. I opened my calendar and began a list. Who visited and when, who left a card when Tony was hurt, those who had left invitations in my pocket at the Ball …

      A knock at the door. “Come in.”

      Inventor Maxim Call entered. I had never seen the man above ground since I came here, nor had he ever addressed me. I curtsied. “To what do I owe the honor of this visit?”

      “Come here, girl, I have something to show you.”

      Maxim Call was a grizzled old man, wiry and brown, with piercing blue eyes. He was a Spadros cousin, a distant one, but cared little about Family intrigue. Or social niceties, it seemed.

      I followed him into the hall, mystified. Pearson hurried to ring the bell which warned the staff that I came downstairs. The Inventor went through the parlor and down the stairs, then through the kitchens to a door in the far wall. The maids curtsied as we passed.

      The Inventor descended a winding flight of metal steps around a copper pole which felt hot to the touch. At the bottom of the steps was a white hallway, lit with electric bulbs from above. We entered a round room large enough to encompass the entire Spadros Manor, including its front porch, gardens, and stables.

      The high-ceilinged room was warm, smelling of sulfur and sweat. In the center lay an 8-foot tall cylindrical cage which reminded me of lace. A box almost as large sat inside. Pulleys and chains emerged from this, going through the ceiling into tunnels above. Many pipes lined the walls. Vents in the ceiling matched those I remembered seeing on the floors above us.

      The decor was old. The quadrant-folk called it Art Deco-dent, a reminder of the Old Days with its greedy, wicked men. I recalled the damaged grandeur of Ma’s cathedral, the smooth lines of steam automobiles. The mobs called the horseless carriage an offense against nature, and burned the factories that made them.

      But this room teemed with mechanism: copper pipes, brass gears and pistons whirring. Liquids bubbled in glass tubes, and several Apprentices moved about the room.

      “Quit your gawking and come here.”

      I blinked, embarrassed. I had indeed been gawking. I went to the Inventor’s side.

      “You know why we’re down here?”

      “You … tend the Magma Steam Generator?”

      “Pish, the Generator is two miles below us. Yes, we tend it. But we do much more here.” He gestured to include the room, and I turned to look. A man wearing dark goggles used a bright torch on metal, another tinkered underneath a huge weapon.

      I turned back to him. “How may I help you?”

      He grinned. “You’re a quick one. I did want to see you about the Generator. Tell me what you know of it.”

      Very little, actually. “I know it’s inside the city piling, here, under the house. It seems odd, though. Why did they put the piling here?”

      He laughed. “You have it wrong way round.” He gestured to an Apprentice, who brought two breathing masks, and we put them on. The mask felt quite confining, and the air close, but the sulfur smell vanished after a few breaths. “Want to see it?”

      I nodded, excited at the opportunity. The list could wait.

      Going to the box in the room’s center, the Inventor opened a door in the side of it. It was an automatic hoisting device, large enough to carry people, lit by an electric light above. Once inside, I realized this was another cage, only with a finer mesh.

      The Inventor pressed a button, and we began to move. It felt strange and marvelous to descend into the earth, to see the rock move around us. The temperature rose every minute, oven-like, and I began to sweat.

      “Many pilings anchor the city.” His voice came muffled from inside the mask, and it reminded me of the Masked Man. “The one here happened to have a scientific building over it to study the magma. The first Acevedo Spadros captured this building and refurbished it as his home.”

      I nodded. It did explain the odd shape.

      “It’s good for you: this building can withstand a bomb blast. Of course, there is a danger, having molten rock in your basement.” The cage came to a halt, and he opened the door. A walkway through a large, dark, empty room with an orange glow to our left. Steam curled in the air. “This is as close as we can go.”

      We hurried to a door, which he opened, and we entered a small, well-lit room. After he closed the door behind us, he opened another one just ahead. This little room let us view the curling orange steam through thick windows.

      The hole the steam exited seemed vast, many hundreds of feet across. The view was breathtaking.

      The Inventor took off his mask. “The air is good here.” Once I took off my mask, he pointed at the orange steam. “The magma is many hundreds of feet below us. We wear special suits to venture further. Water drops to our generator beneath us; the magma’s heat turns the water to steam, which powers the mechanism.”

      “So what is the problem?”

      “Magma steam is corrosive. The combination of intense heat and corroding effect is destroying the drill tubes and pilings.”

      I stared at him in shock. “What can be done?”

      “There lies the problem. We don’t know. Eventually, the whole thing will decay until the tubes collapse. The magma will cool and harden, and all will be well. Except that we will have insufficient steam for the Generators, and lose electricity and heat for the city.”

      He folded his arms. “Four hundred years our city thrived. The Coup did us in.” His voice was wistful. “Thirty years of warfare, without tending the tubes … and many of those who knew how were lost.” He shook his head. “I suppose we must all live in this world our parents made, playing the wretched cards they’ve dealt us. My life has been spent trying to learn how to slow the decay of our tubes, but I fear I will end in failure.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “If the Spadros drill tubes are failing, the rest of the city’s are as well. We Inventors must be allowed to work together if we have any chance of learning how to stop the process.”

      I had a revelation: perhaps this explained the Clubb’s invitation at the Grand Ball. Were they trying to cultivate us as partners? “I still don’t understand. Why tell me this?”

      “Roy Spadros will not listen. Your husband doesn’t understand what this will do to our quadrant. You have seen cold and darkness and famine.”

      That I had.

      A beautiful fat rat ran by, dark against the fallen pillars, but the snow made the stones too slippery to give chase. Shivering, I felt disappointed at missing the chance to catch it. My stomach rumbled at the thought of finally having meat for dinner.

      “What can I do?”

      “Talk with your husband. Beg him to listen. Tell him what it was like for you.”

      I could do the first. I wasn’t sure the second would help much, and … I wasn’t ready for the third. “I will try.”
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* * *

      I wasn’t sure how to broach the subject of the Magma Steam Generator. So I said nothing. Tony didn’t speak for most of dinner. “I hear the Inventor brought you downstairs.”

      I felt glad he brought it up, but he almost sounded angry. What was wrong? “He did.”

      “Horrible place. I won’t have you down there again.”

      His words stung. “I enjoyed it there.” I loved watching the orange steam as it curled.

      Tony gave a short, bitter laugh. “Did you now. Did he tell you the world was ending, too?”

      I felt hurt by Tony’s sarcasm, angry at his disrespect. It wasn’t like him. For all his gruffness, Maxim Call had spoken to me like a person, someone to be respected.

      He looked up. “What’s wrong now?”

      “You shouldn’t take the words of an Inventor lightly.”

      Tony glanced at the servants. “Out.”

      They curtsied or bowed, and left.

      “Why would you speak to me that way in front of the staff?”

      “I might say the same to you. What I don’t understand is why you would ignore such a threat to the city?”

      Tony put down his fork. “What do you want me to do?”

      “He wants to be allowed to speak with the other Inventors -”

      “These Inventors always want to work together. This. Will. Not. Happen. I will not have other Families stealing our work. “

      “He said he might learn how to fix it if -”

      “We have the finest computers in the world. His Apprentice plans a machine to perform the computations of a hundred men. That is what Maxim Call should focus on, not -”

      He missed the point entirely! “And how would it work without power?”

      Tony brought both fists down so hard his plate and silverware bounced and his water goblet overturned. He sat for a moment, not breathing, his knuckles white, his face down-turned. “I can’t … take anything more, Jacqui! Please.”

      What happened? I had never seen him like this before. Filled with compassion, I ran to him, kneeling beside his chair. “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.” I rose, and Tony leaned on me as I smoothed his hair. “I don’t mean to burden you.”

      He put his arm around my hips. “Why did you go down there without an escort?” Tony sounded wounded, afraid.

      What did the servants say? “It never occurred to me. Maxim Call is old enough to be my grandfather.”

      Tony sighed, closing his eyes. “But the rest are not.” Water from his glass soaked the tablecloth, began to drip to the floor. “If you must go down there again, you must go with your maid.”

      Amelia would never go down there; she hated small spaces.

      He held my hand against his cheek, staring at the table. “I … I just want to keep you safe. I won’t have your reputation smeared. I won’t have.…”

      Won’t have people call me a Pot rag whore.

      Someone inside me wept behind bars of glass. “I understand.”

      Later, he lay beside me, fingers interlaced in mine, his shirt off, the covers back. His left side was still horribly bruised, and the look in his eyes seemed to match somehow.
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* * *

      Tony asked me to run the morning meeting without him. When I returned, Tony and his men were in his study, with orders not to be disturbed until tea.

      So I asked Pearson to arrange kitchen inventory. When I saw the three new kitchen maids, I was filled with horror.

      “Hey, you need be giving us more money.” Poignee stood in front of me in my study, hands on her hips. Ottilie and Treysa stood beside her. “You wouldn’t want us telling Mr. Spadros about your romp with Joseph Kerr, now, would you?

      I laughed, but I felt uncomfortable. Pearson was right; I should never have hired Pot rags, even if they were my friends once. “A romance at sixteen, with a man I won’t see again? I’ll tell him myself.”

      The one girl who wasn’t new said, “I’m sorry about your friends, mum.” Her voice held compassion, and remorse.

      “We were friends, until they came here.” Then it all changed. Why couldn’t they be content with the bounty they were given? Why did they have to grasp for more?

      I wondered where their bodies lay. And how I would explain Ottilie’s death to Joe’s housekeeper Marja, Ottilie’s mother.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The maids and I were in the middle of the work when Pearson appeared: Mr. Roy Spadros was here to see me.

      “Me?”

      “Yes, mum,” Pearson said. “He was most insistent.”

      The old monster sounded in a foul mood already. I took off my apron, washed my hands, and hurried upstairs.

      When Pearson opened the door to my study, Roy stood by my writing desk rifling through my mail.

      My mind went to the letters I received from my sources, which weren’t often so well coded as mine. Did I destroy them all?

      “May I help you, Mr. Spadros?”

      Roy stalked over and glared at Pearson. “Get out.”

      The door closed with a click that startled me.

      In his thick hand Roy held a pamphlet, and he shook it at me. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      I grasped my hands together to stop their trembling. “Mr. Spadros, if you would tell me what has upset you, I would know how to answer.”

      “This.” He flung the pamphlet at me, which hit my arm and fell to the floor. He began pacing the room, leaving me to pick the offending paper from the floor.

      
        Slaves To Debauchery And Fear No Longer!

        Written by Thrace Pike

      

      I felt stunned. “Pike?”

      Inside the vaunted Family Manors, those opulent dens of thieves, lie bags of rottenness that need lancing and soon.

      Men who feed off the suffering of others with their lust for gold while their people starve in the streets, placating their cries for bread with shows of charity to gain the approval of their peers - which the corrupted editors of this foul city’s newspaper are eager to encourage for a fee, and the assurance that they will not be targeted for assassination - these men should be supported no longer.

      Women who flaunt their bodies to inflame righteous men, to distract them from their duties as the keepers of morality in this city, simply for their own perverse amusement …

      I put the pamphlet down, shocked and embarrassed. “This man is mad.”

      Roy stalked over to me. “The whole thing stinks of your whorish ineptitude.”

      I moved around the chair towards him, appalled. “Surely you don’t think I did anything improper! Our meeting lasted no more than ten minutes. My maid sat in the room the entire time.”

      Roy backhanded me across the face with such force that I fell against the chair. My dress ripped at the waist when I hit the chair’s wing. “Shut up, bitch. Your maid told me everything. You’re lucky I don’t kill the both of you.” Roy turned and began pacing as I rose, clutching my face. “That man is a Bridger. This is going to get them marching again for sure.”

      I leaned against the chair, shocked.

      The Grand Order of Rational Respectability In Bridges: fanatical religious folk. So fanatical that the Grand Order ejected the Bridgers from their organization eighty years ago. Bridgers believed Party Time was the gateway to hell, and used violence to prevent its production or distribution.

      Bridgers weren’t afraid of the Families: killing a Bridger just made the rest angrier. They didn’t take bribes, and wouldn’t respond to blackmail. Once they began, they didn’t stop. We could kill them all, but that gave the Feds just the excuse they needed to come after us.

      “They haven’t realized how much we profit from Party Time,” Roy said, “that’s the only thing keeping them from tearing this town apart.”

      I had set one of them against the Spadros Family.

      Roy came from across the room and faced me. “All the things I taught you, and you go to the Pot whores for your ideas?”

      My mother was a Pot whore. Who else would I look to but my mother? As a child, I watched my mother use the same technique many a time.

      But I failed; my eyes stung with the shame of it. “What do you suggest I do?”

      “Fix your face, get your maid settled. I’ll think of something.”

      Amelia. I made a quick exit before he changed his mind, taking the pamphlet with me to cover the tear in my dress.

      What had he done?

      I searched the entire upstairs and main floor, except Tony’s study, where the men still met, to no avail. I found Amelia downstairs in her rooms, her hair in disarray, crying in her husband Peter’s arms.

      Chairs and tables were overturned; broken pottery and blood lay on the stone floor. Blood stained the lap of her apron; her brown eyes were red from weeping.

      When she saw me, she began to shake. “He made me tell, mum, I wasn’t going to, I swear, but then,” she sobbed, “he cut me …” She began to wail, putting her face in Peter’s chest, and he smoothed her hair.

      Their three children, two girls and a boy, peered around the corner with frightened eyes. The oldest and youngest had eyes of brown; the boy’s eyes were light blue.

      Peter said, “If we could leave, we would, but Mr. Roy would follow us, no matter where we went. We thought it would be better here, that Mr. Anthony could protect us. But …” He shook his head and turned Amelia away, then looked over his shoulder, anger in his brown eyes. “She is your maid and under your care; you’re supposed to shield her, not put her into harm.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, but it felt hollow. I turned to leave.

      Peter said, “Don’t come here uninvited again.”

      I took luncheon in my rooms. My hands shook. I tasted blood. My teeth hurt. By the time I ate and put on enough powder to hide the large darkening bruise on my cheek, Roy was gone.

      He cut Amelia.

      I felt caged; I had to go somewhere, anywhere, or else I feared I would go mad. I hid the torn dress and pamphlet in the back of my closets, changed clothes, and found a hat with a pale pink veil which matched well enough to be passable. I told Pearson I was going for a stroll and would be back by tea time.

      The overcast sky matched the gray cobblestones. The remaining bits of dirty snow and horse dung left by the sweepers were melting to gray puddles, just as my life seemed to be melting around me.

      When Roy’s father Acevedo Spadros was murdered by his own men 20 years ago, Roy began a rampage which ended with most of his father’s men and their families tortured to death, down to the smallest child.

      Roy left one alive from each family: tongues torn out, maimed beyond recognition, and dumped in the Pot. As a child, I saw one of those men; Amelia and I had indeed fared well. Rumor had it Roy built a room in his new home where he tortured those who crossed him.

      I resolved not to tell Tony of Roy’s attack. It would only upset Tony, and what could he do in any case?

      I needed Roy Spadros to deter Jack Diamond. But when he outlived his usefulness, I would kill Roy myself.

      By the time I returned, a soft rain had begun. Pearson shook my coat out in the hallway before hanging it. “I will have the girls dry it properly.”

      As if I hadn’t cut the kitchen inventory short mid-morning. As if my maid wasn’t tortured in her own quarters. What hold did Roy have on Pearson? “Thank you.”

      “I had your maids’ rooms cleared to return their effects to their families. They had a number of items from your study, including some letters. I have placed them on your desk.”

      Why would they steal letters? “I’m sorry I put you through such trouble. You were right: I should never have brought them.”

      “No trouble at all. But it’s my missus you might speak to.”

      Poor Jane. She probably never thought she’d have to train Pot rags when she became mistress of the kitchens.

      “Mr. Anthony awaits you in the parlor.”

      The room smelled of hot biscuits and honey. Tony smiled when he saw me. “There you are! You must be chilled after your stroll.” He paused. “Why do you still wear your hat?”

      “Oh. I forgot.” What else could I do? I took it off, placed it on the sofa, then turned towards him to sit.

      “By the Shuffler! What happened to your face?”

      “Does it look bad?”

      Tony sat stunned for a moment. “I can see you’ve powdered it, but your cheek is swollen and red.”

      I smiled. “After your father came calling -”

      “My father was here?”

      “Oh, yes, did Pearson not tell you? I told your father you were in a meeting and he left straight away. But after I saw him to the door, and he got in his carriage and left, an insect lighted on my cheek and I was stung cruelly! It swelled, and for a while I felt ill, so I took luncheon in my room.”

      Tony took my hand. “I’m glad you feel better now.” He paused. “How odd. A stinging insect in this cold weather.”

      “It is odd, almost unbelievable. It was a horrible sharp sting.”

      “I’ll call for the doctor and have the eaves inspected for nests. I won’t let this happen again.”

      I went to the looking-glass. “The swelling has subsided somewhat; I think the cold air did it some good.”

      Tony’s reflection nodded, his face distorted by the bevel at the edge of the mirror.

      A ridiculous story, but the best I could manage. Yet Tony seemed to want to believe me. He went to the door, told Pearson to call for the doctor, and resumed his seat.

      “How was your meeting?”

      He shrugged.

      “Were the guards ever found?”

      “No. I fear they’re dead. They were good men, with families …. We’ll find the villains who attacked us, sooner or later.”

      Dr. Salmon arrived. Tony stepped outside of the room while the doctor examined my face. “What shall I say happened?”

      I told him of Roy’s assault, and the story I had given Tony. He chuckled at that, and said he would corroborate my tale when he next spoke with my husband.

      “Doctor, can anything be done for Mrs. Molly Spadros?”

      Dr. Salmon’s face became solemn, and he shook his head. “Only if she wishes to divorce him.”

      I shook my head, filled with melancholy. Roy wouldn’t tolerate it; he would kill her before he allowed her to live free.

      He patted my hand. “Don’t fret yourself on her account. She is a much stronger woman than she appears.”
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      I made the mistake of reading the rest of the pamphlet. It went on for many pages, Thrace Pike describing me so well he all but printed my name. I felt humiliated. I told Tony I felt unwell and spent much of two days in deep melancholy.

      I brought trouble on my Family, offended two of my friends, and three others were dead. A scoundrel followed me, my husband was hurt, Air’s brother was missing, my maid had been tortured. And I could do nothing about any of it.

      A house maid drew my bath while Amelia was “indisposed.” I was careful not to let the maid see my midsection. The corset’s boning pushed into me when I fell against the chair after Roy’s attack, leaving a purple mark.

      It would be difficult to blame that on a wasp.

      During this time, a copy of the Golden Bridges arrived, and I almost threw it in the fire. A whole day I feared those men’s biting scorn. But I realized I needed to know what people said, so one day, after Tony left, I opened it.

      As it turned out, there was very little there. The Golden Bridges had a column called, “Hog Scrapple,” and halfway down the column, it read:

      GB: Item three: The pamphlet.

      IR: Methinks our young Bridger protests too much.

      GB: My thoughts exactly. Any ideas as to who he’s talking about?

      IR: Well, Goldie, my boy, I’m always up for a bit of fun, but a night in a torture room isn’t my idea of a good time.

      Perhaps I had done better than I imagined.

      I wondered how Mr. Pike learned about our bribes to his editor. The fact that Mr. Pike’s editorial was published at all seemed surprising, when I considered it.

      The third day, Amelia stormed in and threw open the drapes.

      I squinted at the sudden light. “What’s this?”

      Amelia began beating the chair cushions with a vengeance. “I worked too hard and suffered too much to have you take some other maid.”

      I sat up. “I didn’t know you were ready to return.”

      She faced me. “I will never be ready. But life would be no better somewhere else, and Mr. Roy hurt you as well.” She began to cry. “I should have let him kill me.”

      “Oh, Amelia.” I got up, put on my robe, and went to her, taking her into my arms. “Come, sit here with me.” I brought her over and we sat on the side of the bed, although she sat gingerly. “I was wrong to do what I did. I put our whole Family in danger, and I put you at terrible risk.” I took her hands. “But I must ask: what exactly did you tell him?”

      “I told him about your instructions for the corset, and the events with Mr. Pike.” Her eyes widened. “But nothing more, I swear! Only what was asked about that day.”

      I sat for a moment, wondering if I could believe her, then nodded. “What time is it?”

      “Half past six.”

      I chuckled. She must have been brooding about this for hours already. “I must tell you about my dress …”

      I lay in bed waiting for my morning tea and listened to Amelia fuss and fume over the great rip in the waist of my dress.

      Amelia would probably never talk to Roy again. But sooner or later, she would talk to someone, given the right incentive. I had to be more discreet.

      When Amelia finished pinning my dress, she said, “Oh! I must fetch your tray!” She made a second trip for the newspaper, a package, and my mail.

      Amelia reached in her pocket. “I think this is also yours.” Amelia handed me a note addressed to her, but addressed from Madame Biltcliffe’s shop.

      Inside were two notes:

      The first was in Madame Biltcliffe’s hand:

      My dear lady, I found this in my post box and thought it might be for you. If not, I apologize. -MB

      The second was scrawled on a wrinkled paper:

      To Amelia: I must speak with your mistress on a matter of much urgency.

      I turned the paper over, but there was no indication as to who it might be from. “Perhaps it would be a good day for me to visit the shop. Kindly send a message to Madame Biltcliffe as to which time would be best for me to arrive.”

      I opened the Bridges Daily with dread, but there was still no news article about the pamphlet. I wondered if Roy had something to do with that.

      In with my package, which contained a new copy of the Golden Bridges, there was a flyer:

      
        To-Night!

        Learn The Truth About Party Time!

        Tent Meeting, 9:30 pm

        Market Center Plaza

        All Welcome

      

      I sighed. So it had begun, just like in the stories. First the tent meetings, then the protests, then the marching, then the storming of buildings thought to house places where Party Time was made or sold, armed with axes.

      Could the attacks on Tony’s men be Bridger work?

      Tony had never considered the Bridgers as suspects, but sent a message to his men when I raised the subject at breakfast. “It’s nice to be back in the Business. I was beginning to feel caged.”

      I chuckled. “I can picture you pacing like one of those fabled East Indian tigers, growling.” I raised my fingers curled like claws.

      Tony smiled.

      Pearson, standing by the sideboard, raised an eyebrow.

      “I heard an interesting tale yesterday,” Tony said. He had been most attentive to me during my melancholy, often telling me amusing tales. I think he felt unhappy with himself for his part in our argument the other day.

      “Oh?”

      “Mr. Julius Diamond was displeased with the performance of Master Jack Diamond at the Grand Ball, and threatened to cut off his funds if he causes further trouble.”

      I laughed.

      “The truly amusing part: when my father heard about Master Jack’s outburst, he told Mr. Julius Diamond at the Grand Ball that a further insult to any member of our family - or yours - from a member of the Diamond Family would be taken as a personal attack on him.”

      Roy threatened Julius? “Oh, to be present at that meeting …!”

      Tony chuckled, wincing at the end, and the maid giggled. Even Pearson had trouble keeping himself from a small smile, which felt most gratifying.

      After breakfast and the morning meeting (which Tony did attend), I finished my kitchen inventory with the maids and sat with Amelia in the parlor as she mended my torn dress. I pretended to do needlework, but in truth, I pondered the situation at hand.

      The letter was likely from Mrs. Eleanora Bryce. I wondered what calamity had struck for Eleanora to contact me in such a disjointed manner.

      Could this man who followed me and Stephen have frightened her? I should have warned Eleanora when the man in brown began following me. I didn’t think she was in much danger with her son there; Herbert was only sixteen, but tall as a grown man. Surely his presence would deter an attack. Wouldn’t it?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Clouds covered the sky, and the wind blew chill. When I arrived at Madame Biltcliffe’s dress shop, Mrs. Bryce stood outside wearing mourning garb.

      Mrs. Bryce didn’t acknowledge me until I changed into Tenni’s uniform and met her in the back alley. Then she clutched my hand and began to weep. “I’m so grateful you came. I didn’t know who else to call.” She moved away and I hurried to keep up. Tenni wore a half size shoe smaller than I did; my feet soon began to hurt at the rapid pace.

      We went through an unfamiliar maze of half-lit alleyways, stopping in front of the Spadros quadrant morgue. The building, a sad shade of gray, stood apart, a few mourners holding each other in the street outside.

      Since I played Mrs. Bryce’s maid, I opened the door for her and curtsied as she went in. The room was the same gray, and the attendants wore bone white. The smell of death lay in the air.

      Mrs. Bryce would have told me if David were dead, so I felt puzzled. Not knowing what happened or who died, I waited as she gave her name and information. In a few moments we stood in another room, cold and gray, at the side of a body.

      The attendant lifted the sheet: Herbert Bryce lay on the slab.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I felt astonished. Not three weeks ago, the young man sat in his mother’s shop, very much alive.

      Mrs. Bryce burst into tears.

      I glanced at the attendant, who left. “What happened?”

      “After your visit,” she sobbed, “he wondered if he raised money, you would change your mind and find David. He went to our neighbors, but no one would help us. After we saw the story of you feeding the poor in the paper, he said it seemed you had no time for us. The next morning he was gone. The constable contacted me yesterday: they found him in the Diamond slums, dead. Strangled.” She stared at his unmoving face, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Diamond. What was he doing there?

      Then I saw the blue finger-marks on the young man’s neck.

      More people lingered in the intersection than seemed normal for that time of night. A large crowd waited in the alleyways, doorways, and driveways, behind rusted clockwork machinery and broken-out windows, but quiet, hoping to see something happen.

      Roy Spadros and Peedro Sluff stood in that intersection, separated by several yards, facing each other.

      Peedro was a foul-smelling drunken addict, with a temper to match. The wisps of black hair on his balding head were as thin as the rags on his filthy thin body. His glazed eyes told me he had taken a lot of Party Time already.

      Roy Spadros said, “I trust you have what we agreed on.”

      “Yeah, I do,” Peedro Sluff said, in his whiny voice.

      “And where is she?”

      “She’ll be here. If not, I can show you where she lives.” If anything, though, Peedro’s body tensed even more, as if preparing to act, but afraid to try. He took a deep breath, and his right hand twitched.

      A brown-haired man dashed towards us from the right, several blocks away. Another money-man, but not so old as Roy Spadros, maybe eighteen or so. I liked him at once. A block away, he shouted urgently, but I couldn’t make out the words.

      Peedro Sluff froze uncertainly as the younger man raced towards them. Then Peedro whipped out a revolver from behind his belt and fired, the motion smoother than I could ever have imagined. People shrieked, scurrying behind fallen beams and broken hulks of steam automobiles.

      Something drew me from the alley like a magnet. I should have been frightened, but at the time it felt like a dream. I had seen men shot before. This made no sense; the younger man shouted a warning, not a threat.

      Where did Peedro Sluff get a gun? Where did he learn to shoot?

      Roy’s men dashed up from the street behind him, guns out, but Roy waved them off.

      Peedro Sluff dropped his arm to his side and spoke to Roy Spadros, his breath steaming. “He meant to kill you.”

      It didn’t seem that way at all. The man tried to warn someone, yet got shot for it. It seemed so unfair.

      Roy Spadros gave a slight smile, as if he found the whole thing funny. “Then you have my gratitude.”

      What a world we lived in. Young men murdered attempting to save a life, their valor used to further a villain’s scheme! Why did Herbert, or that friend of Jack Diamond’s … why did they have to die? A poor decision, a few minutes haste, a wrong turn down a street, and life disappeared.

      My eyes fell on a card lying on the table near Herbert’s slab, the sort used for business. But instead of a name and location, it had a stamp of a dog on it, all in red, with a note next to it: “Found on the body.”

      Would taking the case have prevented this?

      I made the right choice not to take this case. I helped people pay their rent and find their cats. I had no experience in solving a kidnapping. It was a police matter.

      Why would Herbert leave his mother alone? How - and why - did he go to Diamond?

      Finding Herbert in the Diamond quadrant did explain why Stephen hadn’t heard of a boy being held. Even if his “ace” was as tight-lipped as Stephen said, there should have been some rumor or indication of a young boy held against his will in Spadros.

      Across the river, though, anything might be happening and no one in Spadros would know. Foot traffic wasn’t allowed over the bridges. The river was too cold and fast this time of year to swim. Few uppers had reason to cross into another Family’s territory unless invited. To a lower like Stephen or his ace, Diamond quadrant might as well be another city.

      “I’m sorry about Herbert. He seemed like a good boy.”

      “He just wanted to find his brother. Now they’re both gone.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sure the police will find David.”

      Her eyes never left her son’s body, but her face screamed that she had lost all hope.
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      When I returned home, Tony, his mother Molly, and his sister Katherine played croquet in the garden. His father Roy sat under a lawn canopy smoking a cigar.

      Why was Roy here? What did he tell Tony?

      A maid stood behind Roy, waiting for orders. Roy’s men watched our surroundings; I imagined they scanned for marksmen. Not that I expected any to appear on the Spadros Manor grounds. But when you had as many enemies as Roy, paranoia became prudent.

      Katherine Spadros was thirteen and in that gangling awkward age of intensity and drama. She dropped her mallet and charged, auburn hair flying, to envelop me in a crushing embrace. “Oh, Jacqui, I’m so happy to see you!”

      “I’m happy to see you as well.” When she let go, I took a breath. “Who’s winning?”

      “Mama, but I’m second.”

      I lowered my voice. “You should let your brother win, since he’s not feeling well.”

      Tony winced. “I heard that. I am neither incapacitated nor infirm.”

      “Would you like to play?” Molly said.

      “She can’t come in the middle!” Katherine said. “It’s not fair!”

      I chuckled. “I’m content to watch.” I took a chair across from Roy, who ignored me, as I did him.

      I was not happy to see Roy. If he had spoken to me right then I might have stabbed him with my boot-knife.

      I asked the maid for brandy, sipping it, trying to forget the throbbing of my face and abdomen. I lit a cigarette and took a drag. When he glanced my way, I blew smoke in his direction, daring him to say anything. He disappointed me. I would have liked an excuse to put my knife in his cold dead eye.

      Tony watched me without expression. I smiled at him.

      As we walked back to the Manor later (Katherine did win after all), Roy spent a moment whispering with one of his men, then walked along grinning.

      “You look pleased.” I hoped the villain choked to death on whatever torment he planned.

      Roy chuckled. “You just read the papers tomorrow, Missy … I’m planning a surprise.”

      I recalled the third time I was taken to Spadros Manor, a few months after my father shot Jack’s friend. After bathing, scrubbing, stuffing me into a dress, and this time, a “training corset,” which I detested, the maids led me to Roy’s study.

      Roy said, “I’m planning a surprise …” which at the time meant sending Tony on an errand with his mother and taking me in his carriage on a tour of his holdings.

      “How do you like Anthony?”

      I shrugged. At twelve, I rarely thought about boys one way or the other.

      “When you are grown, you and he will marry. Then you will own all this.”

      Oh, I thought at the time, it would be good to own all this. I had no idea what being married meant. No one who lived in the Pot had money to get married.

      Roy seemed in a particularly introspective mood that day. “I fear Anthony doesn’t have it in him to do what it takes to run this Family. But I think you do.” He turned to me. “I’ll teach you how to do what I do. If my son needs help, will you help him?”

      “Yes, sir.” After many beatings, I learned to say this in reply to anything Roy Spadros asked.

      After that, I received two sets of lessons when I went to the Manor, which increased to two or three times a month. One set of lessons took place with Molly and Pearson: reading, writing, painting, needlework, managing a household, doing accounts.

      The other set of lessons was with Roy. Roy taught me to shoot, to kill without a gun, the structure and purposes of the Family Business, strategy, tactics.

      Many times, Tony joined us for the lessons, but not always: Tony had never seen me beaten after the first time, which sent him into hysterics. As far as I know, he had no idea I knew anything about violence. I don’t know what he thought, but Tony never showed any jealousy about his parents teaching me.

      As time went on, I began to feel in two worlds. I returned to the Pot clean and fed, with fine clothes, new knowledge, and new connections. In Spadros Manor, I felt dirty, unwanted, and misunderstood. “Are you going to kill the man?”

      Roy laughed. “Don’t even try, Jacq — you’re out of your depth. Just watch and learn.”

      I seethed at his cold, mocking tone.

      Pearson met us at the back door and addressed Tony. “Will your family be staying for dinner, sir?”

      Before Tony could answer, Roy said, “No. I have things to do.”

      Thank the Floorman. Dinner with Roy was torture in itself.

      Once they left, Tony sighed. “I’m glad they didn’t stay. I exerted myself too much, and Katie hugs much too vigorously.” He looked pale. “Would you tell Pearson we’ll be dining in our rooms tonight?”

      I took Tony’s arm. “Only my corset saved me a fractured rib from Katherine’s pincer-like embrace.”

      “Pincer-like.” Tony began to laugh, then winced. “Don’t make me laugh,” he said, but a laugh burst from him, “it hurts.”

      “Perhaps you need a corset.”

      “Ow.” Tony laughed again. “Stop.”

      “Poor dear.” I put on a sober demeanor, “I will be completely grave henceforth.”

      He began laughing. “You are utterly wicked.” He went from laughing to complaining and back again all the way up the stair.

      I accompanied Tony to his room and got him seated with a book, then returned to tell Pearson of the changes. “And I will need to speak with Amelia after dinner.”

      When I returned to our rooms, Tony stood by his dresser, putting the opium bottle away.

      I felt chagrined. “I had no idea you were in such pain.”

      “I only took a bit more.” He returned to his seat. “I wanted to sit with you up here, instead of going through such fuss as to dress for dinner. We have no one to entertain or impress tonight.”

      “I’m glad!” Since he was left-handed, I sat to his right.

      Honor came in with the tray, set out our dinner, uncovered our plates, and poured our wine. “If it please you, sir, Michaels will be available for the next hour should you need anything. I’ll be going to my mother’s for her birthday.” Our night footman would be on duty after that.

      “Send her our blessings,” Tony said.

      “Thank you, sir.” Honor bowed and left.

      After the door closed, Tony took a drink of his wine as I began to eat, then picked at his food. I was halfway through my meal when he said, “You dislike my father.”

      “Dislike is not the word I would use.”

      Tony said nothing.

      Rage boiled up. “He is your father, not mine. Nor my husband, nor my kin. Am I required to love him? He stole me from my home …” I stopped, coming too close to revealing his attack on me.

      “You hate him.” Tony put his fork down. “I hated him once … long ago.…” He sighed. “Hate ties you to the one you hate as tightly as love. Far better, if you can’t love, to do neither.”

      His words cut me to my heart. I kissed his hand, grieved at the thought of Tony having Roy for a father.

      Tony turned my face to his. “Don’t cry.” Pain lay in his voice. “Not for me.” He kissed my forehead and smoothed my hair. “I’m well, and we’re safe here. Please. Be happy.”

      I blinked my tears away and tried to smile.

      “Forget my father. Let’s enjoy our dinner.”

      For a few moments, I forgot everything but the peace of companionship, holding hands with Tony while we ate.

      But then I remembered my evening was far from over.

      Should I go to the tent meeting?

      I needed to. In truth, it shocked me that Mr. Pike published the pamphlet. He must have done it before leaving the newspaper, unless the Bridgers owned a printing press themselves.

      The publication was madness, especially for a man with a wife and child depending on his salary. What good did Mr. Pike think publishing the pamphlet would do, other than fixing the eyes of the four Families upon him?

      Knowing what little I did of Mr. Pike, he probably felt publishing his pamphlet was the right thing to do, no matter what the cost to himself or his family. He was more than likely to end up dead.

      Thrace Pike was too much the crusader, but I wished no harm on him. If Roy planned some hurt to come to the man because of me, I needed to warn him. If not, I had to learn his plans, if only to protect myself.

      When dinner was cleared away, I poured Tony some red wine from the sideboard, putting a drop of opium in his cup. Since his back was to me, he never noticed.

      I handed him his glass. “To your health.” He clinked glasses with mine, smiling, then drank. I leaned over and kissed him. He set the empty cup down and took me into his lap, whereupon we made pleasant use of the time.

      Twenty minutes later, he snored in his chair.

      I had never heard him snore before. At the time, I thought he must be very tired from his difficult day.

      About then, Amelia arrived, and we got Tony into bed.

      “I need to go out tonight.”

      Amelia gave me a questioning glance but said nothing.

      I replaced my wedding ring with a plain band from a poorhouse sale. Several carats of jewels seemed too much for one finger, but Tony insisted I have the best. Amelia helped me out of my corset, and I changed into an outfit which buttoned up the front. I only used this outfit when on cases, so no one would recognize me.

      This dress was high necked, of plain cloth and dark brown. I wore a dark brown hat with a thick veil. With the veil, even I couldn’t tell who I was when I looked in the mirror. I used a scarf to cover my hair, and added various bits of padding to change my shape from time to time.

      Leaving off my corset made me appear heavier, shorter, older. It also meant Amelia didn’t have to wait there to help me undress when I returned. I had a pair of shoes that I only used on cases, so even my shoe print wouldn’t give away my identity.

      “If someone asks, you left me sitting with Mr. Spadros, and he left orders not to be disturbed.”

      “Yes, mum.” Amelia peeked into the hall. “No one out there.”

      I turned off the lamps, went into the hall and closed the door.

      We went through the upstairs storage room, then down the stair by the preparation room. Amelia peered out, then gestured to me. I slipped through the door and into the stables. Dodging the stable boys, I made it to the front of the house.

      The streets were wet and deserted. Soon I found a public taxi-carriage and was on my way to Market Center Plaza.
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* * *

      A large crowd milled about on the island, surrounding men and women hawking their wares. Butchers stood in their booths, cutting meat to sell the next day. Children sold sweets and hot chestnuts from trays round their necks. Cigar smoke and perfume wafted through the air.

      A large white canvas tent stood on the damp grass, the base of the canvas open to the air at about mid-thigh level. Rows of wooden folding chairs faced a dark wooden stage. There some already sat, some stood, but most milled about. A tired baby cried, and his mother comforted him. Thrace Pike and his compatriots spoke together near the front of the stage.

      A bell sounded and people began filling the seats. I took a seat near the back at the end of a row, clutching my dark brown handbag like any other lower-class widow.

      Air and I raced down the grimy, trash-strewn alleyways until we got a couple of blocks away from the cops, then leaned against a wall, laughing. We escaped them again.

      Snow glittered on the ruins of old Bridges: the bombed-out ‘scrapers and mansions, the fallen statues, the broken fountains.

      Air surveyed the scene, his face full of wonder. “‘Tis near pretty, here at night.”

      I nodded. It would have been prettier if the quadrant-folk hadn’t destroyed it all. “Why they bomb it?”

      “Ma said people got mad,” Air said. “Rich men ate, they couldn’t.”

      I shook my head. People were so stupid. “What’s different between then and now?”

      Two to three hundred lower-class people almost filled the tent. A stout young woman wearing a gray dress which made her look like a man in a skirt went to the stage and began speaking about Mr. Pike.

      Mr. Pike’s father and grandfather were in law, but after his father died, he became a reporter. The woman left out the part where he was no longer employed.

      Mr. Pike appeared, to a smattering of applause. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming out tonight to hear me speak. I hope to enlighten and inform you of the facts about the illegal drug called Party Time …”

      A man up front spoke, and laughter flowed around him.

      “I understand,” Mr. Pike continued, a bit louder, “that this drug has been used in Bridges for many generations and in the past was a part of normal social life. However, with the harmful effects that can occur —”

      A man a few rows down from me yelled, “— there ain’t no harm in it! You crazy do-gooders do more harm!”

      “… seizures, hallucinations, and even death from overdose …”

      An old woman across the room threw her hands in the air. “Garn! You’d have to drink a whole bottle to have all that happen!” Laughter broke out in several places in the tent.

      “… myself and others can’t stand by and watch our town brought to destruction by those who lord over us with one hand and drag us down with the other.”

      Voices began speaking out from all over:

      “Now, wait just a minute —” a man said.

      “You took away our socializing, now you’re going to take our Families too?” another man asked.

      “What will we eat when they’re gone?” A woman said. “You gonna give us jobs?”

      “My kids are alive now because we have work from the Clubbs,” another man said.

      Several people nodded.

      “You’re too young to remember when this city was tore apart by the gangs,” an old man said. “The Families beat them back and brought the city peace.”

      Several cries of “Yeah!” came forth from the crowd.

      A middle-aged man rose. “I know who you are. You’re Bridgers! You and your axes destroyed my Grampa’s saloon when I was a boy, about near killed him. I’ll listen to no more of this!” He spat and walked out, to applause. I recognized him; it was the man Roy whispered to at the house this afternoon.

      So that was why Roy felt so pleased with himself.

      Mr. Pike said, “Please … please just sit and listen to what I have to say …”

      But the roar of the crowd made him impossible to hear. An apple knocked his hat off, and Mr. Pike retreated.

      Most people walked out. Some went up front to talk with him (or at him). The woman in the gray dress handed out pamphlets … which looked suspiciously like the one Roy threw at me.

      I watched the scene for some time. If enough people left, would Mr. Pike speak to the crowd which remained?

      The tent creaked in the wind.

      More people went to the stage than I expected, which was somewhat concerning. Roy was right: I was beyond my understanding in this matter. Killing Mr. Pike, while it would have been easier, would have not only proved his point, but made him a martyr to his cause.

      A fight broke out near the stage and a whistle sounded in the distance. I moved to the side of the tent, not wanting to spend the evening questioned by the police. A constable entered the tent and I ducked underneath the canopy. Whistles and scuffling continued behind me as I stepped around the tent posts.

      Stars shone that winter’s night. My breath left in clouds matching those passing high above the city near the full moon. The landscape resembled a photograph in grays and blacks: dark, yet lovely. The lights of Clubb quadrant twinkled in the distance across the river. A zeppelin passed by, farther still, and I watched its journey. Then I walked further from the tent to lean against an unlit lamp post, taking a cigarette from my handbag.

      A voice, from behind. “Light that for you?”

      It was Mr. Pike, of all people. I let him light my cigarette, trying my best not to laugh.

      I pitched my voice lower; I was a middle-aged widow. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t pretend.” Something in his eyes and voice made me think rather than seeing me, veiled and high-necked, he saw me as I looked at our previous meeting. “When you went under the canopy rather than through the tent door as any usual woman would, I recognized you.”

      I stared at him, afraid. “Why are you here?” Had he approached to unmask me? To humiliate me further?

      “I could ask the same. Did you want to see how well your little trick worked?”

      I felt relieved. “Mr. Pike, I knew nothing of the ‘trick,’ as you call it; I wanted to hear what you had to say. You may not believe it, but I agree with many of your points.” I took a drag of my cigarette through my veil and blew smoke at the uncaring stars. “Unfortunately, we’re not always free to do as we wish.”

      Thrace Pike’s face, half-lit by the moon, seemed both resolute and sad. “We’re always free to do what we wish. Either way, there are consequences we can’t escape.”

      I could say nothing to that.

      The wind gusted, and my veil blew up, exposing my face. I pulled it down again, securing it better this time.

      “You’re hurt,” he said, raising his hand.

      I shrank from his touch. “You were free to publish your pamphlet, as you wished. Either way, there were consequences I couldn’t escape.”

      Mr. Pike stood still for a long moment, staring past me, his jaw tight. Then the set of his face changed: he had come to some definite decision. He took hold of my upper arms, which shocked and surprised me so much I did nothing.

      “I will not surrender. If your husband, or your father-in-law, or whoever sent that mob wants war, then war I will give them.”

      I stared at him, stunned. “By yourself?”

      “If that’s what it takes. I will see this city restored to one where law, not crime families, rule. Where people can move about their city safely, not limited by checkpoints and retribution. Where everyone has an equal say and a man can advance in life with honesty, not crawl in servitude to some trumped-up self-appointed monarchy.”

      Could he really mean this? I saw no subterfuge in the man’s eyes. He could publicly humiliate me one day and lay hands on me another, speaking lofty words as he did so, without any guile.

      He gazed into my eyes for a long moment, and he seemed then to realize where he stood and what he did. He let go.

      I turned towards the river, relieved. “Noble, even admirable.” The man seemed determined to get himself killed. “But the Families will never allow changes in the way matters stand.” I faced him. “You don’t realize how dangerous these men are. If you oppose them, they will destroy you.”

      “We shall see.” Mr. Pike tipped his hat. “Good night, madam,” he said, and walked away.
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* * *

      I made my way home, slipped in the back door by the breakfast room, and up the winding back stairs. I cracked open the door at the top of the stair. To my relief, our night footman wasn’t there. A glow came from around the corner, and I realized the man patrolled the hallway.

      I crept into the darkened hall, opened Tony’s door, and went in. Tony snored in his bed, slowly and loudly, with slight hitches in his breathing, as if something was stuck in his throat. It frightened me: he had never sounded like this before.

      I hurried into my closets, taking off my dress, hat, and shoes in the darkness, listening as Tony snored. I found myself holding my breath, waiting … waiting … waiting …

      He wasn’t breathing.

      I ran to the bed in my drawers and chemise, stockings still on. “Tony! Wake up!” I shook him, but he didn’t breathe. “Help!” I grabbed the bell-cord and pulled it.

      The night footman rushed in. “What’s wrong?”

      “He’s not breathing!”

      He stood, stunned, then turned to the maids behind him. “Call the doctor!” Feet ran down the hall as I continued to shake Tony’s shoulder. “Lift him up,” the footman said, so I did so.

      “Tony! Tony!” His head sagged forward, his lips dark and bluish. I shook him. “Wake up!”

      Maids rushed into the room, screaming and crying. “Get out of here,” the footman said. “Give him air.”

      Give him air? I leaned over, took a breath, and put my mouth on his, blowing as hard as I could. His chest rose sharply.

      “Uhh.” Tony grimaced. “Ohh.”

      My vision blurred. “Oh, please, Tony, wake up.”

      His head slumped forward again, and the footman helped me sit him up better. “Do that again, breathe to him,” the footman said, so I did so, harder.

      “Aaaah!” Tony’s chest rose. “Ow!” His eyes were closed, and his head lolled, but he took a breath on his own.

      I never felt so grateful to see someone breathe before.

      We held him upright for some time, and I breathed into him when he needed it. “Oh, Tony, please wake up.” I didn’t know how much longer I could do this, and it frightened me.

      Shoes came stomping up the stairs, along the hall, as the footman and I held Tony up straighter. He hadn’t breathed again, so I blew in his mouth as hard as I could.

      At the same time, I heard the door open behind me. “What are you doing?” Dr. Salmon said.

      “He’s not breathing, Mrs. Spadros is breathing to him. It seems to help,” the footman said.

      “Uhh, ah,” Tony said.

      “He looks better,” I said. His lips were pinker.

      “Dealer preserve us,” Dr. Salmon said, shocked. “How much opium did he take?”

      Did I do this? I shrugged, mouth open, shaking my head, feeling close to tears.

      The footman said. “Do that breathing again.”

      I breathed in until my chest felt ready to burst, grabbed Tony’s face, and blew with all my might.

      “Aaaah! Stop!” Tony yelled, and opened his eyes: his pupils were tiny, his eyes full of tears. Their unnatural form terrified me.

      “You weren’t breathing, sir,” Dr. Salmon said. I glanced at the doctor; his shirt tails were loose around him, his jacket and vest open, his hair wild, as if he galloped straight here without a hat.

      Tony focused on him. “What?” Then his head slumped to the left as his eyes closed.

      “Did he have any alcohol?” Dr. Salmon appeared more concerned than I had ever seen him.

      I nodded. “Two glasses of wine that I saw.”

      The doctor shook his head. “We need to get him up walking.”

      By this time, Pearson had entered the room, dressed, but barefoot, with his hair uncombed. So the footman and Pearson got Tony up, walking him around the room as he snored.

      Pearson glanced at me. “Where is Amelia?”

      Now I knew how he kept order. She had been crying in the hall but dashed in.

      “Tend to your mistress at once,” Pearson said.

      Amelia stared at me blankly, then grabbed my robe and covered me with it. It was then I realized my state of undress.

      I sat on the side of the bed, my face in my hands. If I had returned five minutes later, Tony would be dead.

      “How long ago did he take the opium?” Dr. Salmon said.

      I stared up at him. “Right before dinner.” What time was it now? “An hour and a half, maybe two?”

      “Dinner was at eight, mum,” Pearson said, as he lugged Tony along, who still snored. “It’s well past ten.”

      Dr. Salmon shook his head. “Too long ago for an emetic.” He went to his bag and took out a device, listening to Tony’s chest for several seconds, then let out a sigh of relief. “His heart is sound. It just needs to work through him.” He moved some of the vials around in his bag, then came up with a tiny bottle containing yellow powder.

      I watched as the doctor moved to Tony’s tea table and took out a small set of brass scales. He measured a tiny amount of the yellow powder. He peered at me over his shoulder. “Was his appetite good? What did he eat?”

      I stared at Dr. Salmon, not remembering what we ate.

      “We had pork roast,” Pearson said. “With winter peas and fatback.”

      Dr. Salmon nodded. “The heavy meal saved him.”
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      Dr. Salmon dosed Tony with a purgative, yet it was many hours before he felt safe to leave us.

      I couldn’t sleep. I might have killed Tony, and it haunted me.

      The doctor stayed in a guest room, returning every few hours to listen to Tony’s heart. Tony woke with a terrible headache, dreadfully ill, and little memory of the night before.

      “You must never drink alcohol when you take opium,” Dr. Salmon said. “I told you this before. And no extra doses. Do you hear me? If your wife hadn’t been awake, you’d be dead now.”

      We sat in Tony’s room. Tony, bent over his tea table, leaned on one elbow. He nodded, his face pale and sweaty. But his breathing was normal, as were his eyes. I never wanted to see them look that way again.

      Dr. Salmon got up and paced around the room, stretching his arms over his head. I held a damp washcloth, wiping Tony’s brow.

      A soft knock came at the door, and Dr. Salmon opened it. Michaels came in with a tea tray, and Tony gestured for him to put it on the table.

      Dr. Salmon put his hand on Tony’s shoulder. “The liquids will help, sir. As much as you can drink for the next day or two.” He glanced at Michaels. “Get him a pitcher of water.”

      “Yes, sir.” Michaels poured a cup of tea for each of us then left, while Dr. Salmon went out into the hallway.

      Tony leaned back and sighed. “The last thing I remember is holding your hand at dinner.” He gave me a weak smile. “I’m sorry I frightened you.”

      I brushed his hair back from his face. “I’m just glad you’re better,” I sobbed.

      “Ah, now,” he took my hand and kissed it, “all will be well.” He took his cup of tea with his other hand and drank it down. “See? I’m obeying orders. Being ill is thirsty work.” He smiled. “Let’s see the mail.”

      I wiped my face, then took up the stack of Tony’s mail and sorted through them. “Here’s one from your father.”

      Tony opened the letter and read through it, scratching his arm from time to time.

      “Hmm. Your wayward reporter, what was his name … Peak?”

      “Thrace Pike.”

      “Oh, yes, Pike … well, Mr. Pike has been outed as a Bridger.”

      “Dreadful!” Tony expected some reaction, so I gave it. I hoped the mob chased Mr. Pike home.

      “We won’t be having trouble from him for a while.”

      “Why is that?” I felt grateful that Tony said “a while.” Rivers are such a final place to end up.

      “This morning, Mr. Pike asked to be taken on as a law apprentice at his grandfather’s firm and was accepted.”

      “Really?” Mr. Pike was more resourceful than I thought. But if his grandfather wished to apprentice him, why did Mr. Pike  become a reporter in the first place?

      Tony began to sweat and looked pained; his stomach was hurting him again. Michaels and I helped him to his feet. “In any case, learning law should keep him out of our hair for a while.”

      I wasn’t so sure that this was a hopeful development. Mr. Pike the reporter had to submit his work to an editor, who could quash the story. Mr. Pike the lawyer could become a major threat, and lawyers tended to be more difficult to get rid of.
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* * *

      Stephen never arrived at our next meeting. Although I strolled along the train station bag area for over an hour without seeing anything unusual, I had the feeling I was being watched. So I did what I always did when followed: I went to a bar.

      The Pocket Pair, while disreputable, had an excellent staff, very good food and drink, and an owner more than willing to help a lady in distress, especially if the lady happened to be me.

      Vígharður “Vig” Vikenti was a burly fellow, a bouncer until Roy’s men shot the original owner for being late on his protection money. Vig took over the bar, changed its name, got some “working girls“ in the back rooms, and became an upright, paying member of Spadros society.

      Even twenty years later, a look of displeasure from Vig sent the toughest men backing off in fear. So while it appeared to be the sort of place to avoid, I enjoyed visiting.

      Vig liked me, and not in a fatherly way. But he’d never been crass about it. He kept several girls in my size working the back rooms who were happy to trade dresses for a day or two and discreet enough not to blab.

      I was sixteen and on my first case when Vig saved me from violation and assault, beating the man senseless with his bare fists. Since then, we had been “buddy friends,” and he always knew who I was no matter what I wore.

      So when I came in the door, he yelled from behind the bar, “My buddy friend! Come let me give you a drink!” The man playing ragtime on the piano didn’t miss a beat. Then I realized our night footman sat playing!

      I felt astonished. But I couldn’t stare at the man or he would surely wonder why, or look my way and perhaps recognize me. So I ignored the people eyeing me curiously — I was veiled and wearing mourning, after all — and walked through the smoke-filled oak-paneled room to the bar.

      “You’re in trouble again,” Vig said, in a tone at least 100 deci-Bels decreased in volume. I nodded.

      He gestured to another man to take over the bar, then escorted me to a back room and closed the door. The delicious smells of his mother’s cooking wafted through the air. “Tell me what troubles you.”

      I raised my veil. “I think someone is following me.”

      He walked out, closed the door behind him, and came back several minutes later. “Man in brown across the street, standing with a smoke. Keeps watching the front. Looks like a cop. I’ll take care of it.” He examined me. “I got a new gypsy gal, just your size. She’s got some nice dresses. I’ll send her in.”

      “Thank you, Vig.” I stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “One day we’ll sit and drink together, I promise.”

      “You always promise.” He winked. “You go home to your Manor. Vig will keep you safe.”

      He left, and I mused about good friends and promises. A woman came in, a bit older, but with brown hair and a similar form, carrying a basket. Perhaps a bit shorter and heavier, but I could slouch. I switched dresses with her without learning her name. She grinned when she saw my boot-knife on the left and my revolver in its calf holster on my right, and smiled in earnest when I gave her the half-dollar.

      “Your face.” She handed me a small looking-glass. “Use rouge or lip paint on it, then powder it, and it will look better.” She patted the lip paint over the marks of Roy’s hand, which were turning green, then applied another coat of powder.

      It did look better.

      “I’ll have your dress sent in a few days. Thank you.”

      She nodded. “You were never here.”

      I went out the back as a fight broke out near the front, spilling into the street. I chuckled as I strolled back to Madame Biltcliffe’s.

      She in turn laughed when I entered her back door. “Today you are a gypsy?”

      “Vig will send your dress.”

      “Ah. Then you had trouble. You are safe?”

      I smiled. “Yes, I am safe. And grateful for your concern.”

      But I rushed home, fearful.

      Neither Madame nor Tenni spoke of a message from Stephen, and someone followed me to Vig’s bar. I didn’t want to have anything to do with the police, nor to have the young man fall into their hands. I didn’t relax until I stepped inside my home and Pearson closed the door.

      “Mum,” Pearson said, “a constable is here to see you.”
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* * *

      Constable Paix Hanger: a tired-looking man in a rumpled uniform, navy blue with brass buttons. He stood in my parlor as if he’d rather be anywhere but Spadros Manor. He seemed familiar.

      I neither removed my hat nor lifted my veil. I had decided to wear a veil until my face healed, to keep unwanted questions at bay. “May I help you?”

      “Yes, mum.” He stood with his hands behind his back, feet apart. “I am investigating a case of a missing child, and would like to ask some questions.”

      I realized he was the constable at the tent meeting, who I went under the canopy to avoid. Part of me felt glad someone investigated David’s disappearance, yet another part felt afraid. Why was he here to see me? Did he recognize me that night?

      “I am at a loss.” I sat, and gestured for him to sit. “Anything I can do to help, I am glad to.”

      The constable perched on the edge of the sofa. He smelled like the fresh winter breeze. “Are you familiar with a woman by the name of Eunice Ogier?”

      “Should I be?”

      The man’s face never changed; in that, he reminded me of Tony. “I have in custody a boy who says this woman Eunice Ogier asked him about the missing boy by name. He also says this woman was there at the same time … ‘a rich woman,’ he says … gave food to the poor. The only group there on the day he mentioned was yours.

      “He stated she gave him food as well. I thought she might have been one of your ladies. We would like to learn what she knows of the matter.”

      I shook my head. “I know of no living woman by that name. I’m sorry.” I paused, then said, “Could she be a relative?”

      The constable shook his head. “The boy’s mother is his only living family.” He rose. “I’m sorry to have bothered you, mum.”

      I rose as well. “I wish you the best of success.”

      “Thank you, mum.”

      After he left, I removed my hat, went to my study, and sat at my desk. Why send someone here? To see how I would react? Was it a threat? Or were they stupid, to think I would have a kidnapper’s accomplice in with my maids?

      It was their protocol, I finally decided. They knew I would tell them nothing. But they could now show that someone asked.

      No one from the Pot would talk to a policeman, but Mrs. Spadros had to at least pretend to. Hopefully this would be the end of it.

      I wrote a letter to an old friend, sure it would divert Constable Hanger for a good long while.

      When I went up to dress for dinner, Amelia said, “Mr. Roy was here today.”

      My stomach twisted in fear. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No, mum. He asked to see Mr. Anthony, and they were in his study for a short time. Mr. Roy sounded quite displeased. When the girl went in later to clean, a table was upset and one of the vases lay broken.”

      Roy must have learned of the attack. I took a deep breath: horrible scenarios of torture appeared in my mind. “Is Mr. Anthony well?”

      “He seemed well,” Amelia said, “but he left shortly after Mr. Roy did.”

      The front door opened and closed downstairs, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Tony was at dinner, and didn’t appear further injured, yet said little. After dinner, he said he felt tired and went to his room.

      Tony hadn’t done this in some time. I went to my room and after Amelia helped me undress, lay in bed.

      So much had happened to him; I wasn’t surprised that he felt disturbed. I felt glad to sleep alone for once. But I caused a good deal of his troubles, and I wanted to help.

      Ma told me once, “When a man is most in turmoil, then he needs a woman.”

      So I rose, turned out the lights, and took a deep breath. I had never gone to his room before; he had always come to mine. Gathering my courage, I went through our shared closets, carefully opening the door.

      Tony lay in bed, eyes open.

      I made a slight noise, and Tony peered in my direction. “Who’s there?”

      I knelt by the side of his bed, brushing his hair back from his face. “I missed you.”

      He shook his head, just a little. “Not now, Jacqui, I’m tired. Please … no, just go to bed.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?”

      He wouldn’t look at me.

      Feeling humiliated, I hurried away before he saw my tears.
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* * *

      Peedro Sluff grabbed my left arm with his left hand and yanked me in front of him. I shrieked at his touch: at his smell, I came close to retching. “This is my daughter,” he said, and shoved me forward.

      I stared back at Peedro. This was my father?

      Roy Spadros let out a cold, cruel laugh, as if claiming utter victory over someone he hated more than anything in the world. “You’re sure about that, are you?”

      I felt frightened, confused. Fear flashed through Peedro’s brown eyes, which turned into determination. “If she goes, I go with her.”

      I woke in darkness, heart pounding. The room was quiet and empty; I felt relieved that I hadn’t screamed.

      I put on my robe and peeked out of my room. Our night footman, who played the piano in Vig’s bar, paced towards Tony’s door with a candle in his hand. He listened at the door, then walked back, a golden glow beside him. He smiled when he saw me. “May I help you, mum?”

      I stepped into the hallway. “I wanted to thank you for your help when Mr. Spadros was so ill.”

      “Of course, mum, it’s why I’m here.”

      “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Blitz Spadros, mum. Mr. Anthony and I are cousins.” While he didn’t resemble Tony in any other way, they shared the same smile. “Glad to help. I don’t need much sleep, so I might as well do something useful.” He chuckled, then gestured with his head. “I better go check on him. Have a good evening.”

      He had a holstered pistol on his right hip. I watched as he walked back to Tony’s door and listened to him breathe.

      As I drifted to sleep, I felt grateful we had such loyal men.
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* * *

      The news that morning had a column on a missing boy, with mention of a “woman of interest.” The description only said this woman had brown hair.

      That trail was cold; Stephen spoke to the police. I had no intention of contacting the young man again.

      Someone followed me from the train station. That meant they had a better description than what they published. I wore a veil, true. But they had the policeman’s description. Plus a whole room of people saw the proprietor greet me. Which meant the police questioned — or tried to question — Vig and the girls.

      I laughed. Vig probably threw them out with his own hands.

      Amelia gave me a curious glance but said nothing.

      At breakfast, Tony said nothing about his encounter with his father or his words to me the night before. He left for a short time after morning meeting.

      So I wrote the dinner party invitations. After I gave the invitations to Pearson, I sat at my desk, thinking.

      Air’s little brother dead, his youngest brother missing.

      Grief threatened to crush me every time I let myself think of this. But if I were to have any chance of helping David, I knew I must force myself to.

      A false note on Madame Biltcliffe’s stationery. A Red Dog card in my pocket at the Ball. The card on my doorstep.

      The card on my doorstep was the true mystery. Who could step onto our street in front of the Kerr coachmen, without being challenged? Not a slum boy or a hired waiter.

      But then I remembered: the constables found Herbert Bryce in the Diamond quadrant.

      I clasped my hands to my face in horror.

      Jack Diamond.

      If that madman had harmed those boys, he would regret the day I proved it.

      But then I felt afraid for my safety. A low-class scoundrel would be unlikely to touch me, even on a case. But if Jack Diamond thought I was doing my own investigation and gained the presence of mind to take advantage of it, I was in terrible danger. One word to Tony, or worse yet, Roy, and …

      I wasn’t sure I would survive. Jack could wreak his vengeance on me without ever being a suspect.

      That was the card’s meaning: not a taunt, but a threat. Jack showed he could reach me anywhere, even Spadros Manor.

      How dare he threaten me?

      I pounded my fist on the desk. To the Shredder with you, Jack Diamond! Burn in the Fire!

      Jonathan’s pressed flowers fell, wafting to the floor.

      This had gone on long enough. I would find David Bryce and free him, or die trying.

      But how?

      My only real clues were the Red Dogs and the Diamond quadrant. I didn’t know how to contact one, and going to the other left me open to Jack’s men, who would have orders to apprehend me should I appear.

      There seemed little choice in the matter. I would have to go to the person I least wanted to see and ask for help.
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      A run-down liquor shop in the Spadros slums: the door, warped; the floor tiles, cracked. The room smelled of mold; the lamps were dusty and streaked with soot. No one stood behind the counter, so I wandered among aisles of bottom shelf swill for several minutes before someone appeared.

      “Who’s there? What do you want?” From his speech, he had taken quite a bit of Party Time already.

      I emerged into view. “Your door-bell is broken.”

      “Oh,” my father said, “it’s you.”

      Peedro Sluff was still a dissolute wretch, who would sell his soul — assuming he had one — to supply his lusts, especially if the transaction involved Party Time.

      “So this is what you traded me for? So you can snort Party Time all day?”

      “Aww, Jacqui, you’re not happy wearing silks and eating pheasant? Give me the cash you’re throwing around, then.”

      “Mr. Roy Spadros gives you money every month. Should I tell him you want more?”

      My father gave me a sullen glare, a sour smell wafting through the room. “What do you want?”

      “A man named Clover, with an eye-patch.”

      “What do you want him for?” He gave me a leering grin. “A little fun?”

      “He has information I need.”

      “Why should I do anything for you?”

      “Because you don’t want me as an enemy.”

      His eyes widened. “You’re a bitch, you know that? I try to help you all the time and you don’t appreciate any of it.”

      Peedro hadn’t done a thing to help me in his entire life, assuming he was even present at my conception.

      He squirmed at my silence. “Okay, yeah, I know him.”

      I kept staring at him.

      “He comes here every day after work, buys a six-pack of beer. Half past six, every night, except Sundays. Now get out of here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Where’s my money? I should get something for helping you upper sluts.”

      “When I talk to Clover, you’ll get some.”

      My father growled. “Get outta here, you filthy whore, before someone sees you.”

      I love you too, I thought bitterly, and left.
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* * *

      I got home for tea, and sat with Tony in silence. Every time I had anything to do with my father, it left me feeling melancholy.

      Did my mother love Peedro? She never spoke of him except with scorn, never showed warmth towards him, avoided my questions about him. The night Air died, she warned me away from him. She must have loved Peedro once; she could have had a child with anyone.

      Peedro must have been a very different man twenty-two, twenty-three years ago. I wondered what happened to make her hate him, to make him sink so low.

      “Jacqui?”

      Something in Tony’s voice made me feel uneasy. I forced myself to smile. “Yes?”

      “Would you tell me again what happened to your face?”

      Did Tony not believe me? What could I tell him?

      He couldn’t learn that Roy attacked me. If he knew what happened, he would confront Roy about it. That terrified me almost as much as Roy did. I regarded him warily. “What would you like to know?”

      He sat staring at me for a moment, not moving, not breathing, then shook his head. “I’m sorry. You’ve told me everything.”

      Not showing the relief I felt in that moment was the most difficult thing I had done in my life. But his life depended on it.

      Tony leaned across the table. With great precision, he placed his hand on mine, yet his voice was stern. “I have asked my father not to come here again uninvited. He is not pleased with me, but he will do as I ask.”

      I felt stunned, my heart pounding. The table turned, the vase broken … he seemed fine last night, yet I surveyed him for signs of injury with a sense of dread. “Did he hurt you?”

      A small sad smile crossed Tony’s face. “My body is no more hurt than it has been.”

      “Thank the Dealer.” I let the wave of relief which washed over me show, and tears came to me unbidden. “What happened?”

      “That is between he and I,“ Tony said, but his voice was gentle. I felt he learned something terribly painful in the encounter with his father, something he wished he hadn’t. So I didn’t ask anything more.

      But he came to my bed that night, just to hold me and take rest together. For the first time, I felt glad he wished to be there.
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* * *

      Two days later, a horse truck drove past Peedro Sluff’s liquor store and parked down the street. When a young man wearing a patch on his left eye came past, he found himself deposited in the back of said truck by a rather large man. The doors slammed.

      I sat on a crate near the driver’s compartment. My face, hooded, lay mostly in shadow. An oil lamp stood on the floor, turned low.

      Clover scrambled to crouch in the low-ceilinged truck. “What the hell?” He was gangling, disheveled, and smelled of smoke, with light brown hair and the beginnings of a beard. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Tell me about the Red Dogs.”

      Clover laughed. “Who says I know about them?”

      “I do. Who do you get orders from?”

      “Why should I tell you anything?”

      “Because if you don’t, the man who plucked you from the street could set you down somewhere worse. For example, the morgue. He watches you now.”

      Clover glanced around and gulped. “O … okay, miss, no offense. Yeah, I know the Dogs … they give orders through their man. Don’t know his real name; he said call him Morton. I only seen him once; he sends a message when he wants something done. He gets his orders from the Big Man Himself, he says, but he never said what the Big Man’s name was.”

      Morton. An odd name. “What does Morton look like?”

      Clover shrugged. “Like us, I guess, only older. Brown hair.”

      I wondered how this man survived to adulthood with such poor observational skills. “Who else is in the Dogs?”

      “Don’t know, and that’s the truth,” Clover said. “They said there’s other treys, but we don’t never hear nothing about them, so if one of us gets caught we can’t tell nothing.”

      Smart. “Treys?”

      “Yeah, an ace and two chips. I guess Morton must give them all orders.” He paused. “Unless there are other ones like Morton who give orders. That I don’t know.”

      Since this depended on secrecy, but had to be expandable, there were at least a few Mortons in Spadros. In each quadrant. Although I didn’t recall seeing reports from the Hart quadrant.

      “Do you know about boys being taken? They found a Red Dog stamp at a kidnapping, and found a boy dead with a Red Dog card on him.”

      At this, Clover’s eye widened in fear. “I swear, I don’t know nothing about that. Garn, they start blaming things like that on us and we’re done for.”

      “So you think someone is trying to discredit you?” At his blank stare, I added, “Blame you for things you never did?”

      “Yes, miss, I do. The worst I ever told my chips to do was put a rock through a window. Morton said it would get rid of the Families, so honest folk could walk without being scared of them.”

      The words sounded an echo of Thrace Pike’s words, that night after the tent meeting. But Mr. Pike’s style seemed completely different.

      “I’m done here.” I banged twice on the truck wall and raised my voice. “Give the man something for his trouble.”

      Vig leaned in, grabbed Clover by his jacket, hauled him out, gave him a coin, and sent him on his way. We drove a few blocks, then the truck stopped. A moment later Vig opened the back door. “We gotta talk.”

      I climbed out of the back and stood at the end of the truck. “What’s wrong?”

      Vig put his fist on his hip and stared away. “I like you. I help you when you have trouble. I ride you anywhere. But I’ll not be no Spadros enforcer.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You used me to scare the boy. You don’t even ask. You say, ride me there, get the boy. Nothing else.”

      “Vig …” How else would I get the man to talk?

      “No. I live in Spadros, but I’ll not work for them.”

      I had no idea he felt this way. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”

      Vig looked outraged. “What do you think I am? A brute?”

      “Vig, that’s not how I see you. We’re buddy friends, right?”

      “Are we?” He shook his head. “I’ll not be no enforcer … not even for you.”

      “I’m sorry, Vig … I didn’t know. I was wrong to scare him. I’ll never do it again.” I looked in his eyes. Had I lost his friendship? “Can you forgive me?”

      His face softened. “Get in the truck.” So I did.

      A few moments later, the truck lurched forward again and soon I was around the corner from my own back door. Vig did not tarry; once I was out of the truck, he left without saying good-bye.
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* * *

      “Did you have a pleasant walk?”

      Tony and I sat in the parlor, across a small table from each other, sipping port and eating cherries covered in dark chocolate.

      It was a lonely walk from Vig’s truck. His reaction shook my confidence. Was I someone who used people? “Yes, it was lovely.”

      “Two of our guards have been found.”

      “That’s wonderful!”

      “Well, perhaps. They were dumped outside the warehouse, bound, gagged, and hooded. They didn’t know where they were held. They were not treated well.” Tony looked disturbed, and I dared not ask what he witnessed.

      “Did they say anything else?”

      “One other person was held. A young boy.” Tony shuddered. “The child was being treated worst of all.”

      I felt stunned at the revelation. Could this be David Bryce? What link lay between the men and the boy? “Did the men know who took them?”

      Tony shook his head. “They said the man wore all black, his face covered with a black cloth, or veil like what you ladies wear perhaps, but thicker, so they couldn’t see what he looked like. Not even a small part of his skin showed, nor the color of it, nor even his eyes, but they did say that he was a huge man, monstrously tall. He kept them blindfolded most of the time, or in the dark, and tied.”

      “Well, that sounds pleasant. Did he say why he took them?”

      “No,” Tony said, “that’s the true mystery. He didn’t seem to want anything with the men, or even the boy, except to torment them. Tormenting the boy seemed to amuse him more than anything else, especially when the boy would cry for his mother.”

      A wave of grief washed over me, picturing Air treated so. I covered my face with my handkerchief to hide my tears.

      “Oh, my love, forgive me! I never meant to distress you.” Tony turned towards me, a slight grimace revealing the pain it cost him, and took my hands. “Please forget my words. From the descriptions the guards gave us, we should find the boy.”

      I tried to smile, wanting to keep his mind off the subject of the boy, who could only be David Bryce. “What of the other guards?”

      Tony shook his head. “The guards know nothing of them. They speculate the men were killed, but we never found their bodies.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “It is clear a scoundrel is on the loose, of greater depravity than any we have seen in quite a while.”

      I had no idea who this person could be. Jack Diamond, while tall, was not excessively so; there were few men in the city who fit this description.

      Tony said, “I spoke with your friend Joseph Kerr at the Gentleman’s Club today …”

      My heart fluttered at Joe’s name. I missed him so much. Did he ever think of me?

      “… and in passing I mentioned our troubles with that street gang, the ones with the red stamps …”

      “The Red Dogs?”

      “Yes, that was the one. In any case, Master Kerr said he heard rumors … he called it the Red Dog Gang … that it started in the Diamond quadrant. He speculated Master Jack Diamond might be behind the mischief. It sounds like the sort of random violence that would appeal to him.”

      This dovetailed too closely with my thoughts to be anything but disturbing. “Has anyone seen Jack Diamond of late?”

      Tony shrugged and took out his pocket-watch, winding it. “Who knows what the man does? I suppose his family must keep track of him. It surprises me that he is allowed to roam freely, when he might be better suited to a ward.”

      This discussion unsettled me. While Jack Diamond was unwell, he owned property. If Fortune frowned on his older brothers, Jack might one day inherit the Diamond Family Business. To be known for speaking ill of him could be an unhappy habit should he come into his own.

      I would have to warn Joe about his loose speech. Jack Diamond made a formidable enemy. “I do not like speaking of others who are not present, especially to speak of them poorly.”

      “Forgive me. You are much kinder than I to concern yourself with the reputation of a man who has threatened you in public.”

      “But that is it exactly. Master Diamond has spoken his mind and vented his rage. We know of his malice, and unless he were to go completely mad, he dares not carry out his threats. If you, or I, or my father were to disappear or be harmed, suspicion would immediately fall upon him.”

      Unless, of course, he got someone else to do his dirty work. A forged note on Madame Biltcliffe’s stationery to the wrong person could ruin me. “What concerns me more are those whose malice towards our Family is silent and hidden.”

      “I hadn’t considered this aspect of it,” Tony said.

      The fire crackled as a log shifted.

      What did David have to do with this?

      Tony said, “Who holds men and boys just to torment them? And why target me with violence? I have received no threats, no demands, no word as to motive. And this hidden motive is more puzzling when I look at who might want to cause me trouble.” He paused. “Even Bridgers wouldn’t torment innocent children.”

      Then he shook himself. “Let us forget this villain.” He smiled. “It’s been too long since we took comfort from each other.”

      So he finally felt well enough. I remembered the situation a few nights before with sadness. But I forced myself to smile, perfectly willing to think of Joe for an evening, even though nothing would come of it.

      Why did I do this, when Joe seemed to have no interest in me? It was how I endured the marriage-bed of a man I didn’t love. I suppose it was fortunate I never became a whore; I was most unsuited to the task.
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* * *

      I smelled gun oil and lavender. I stood at the door to the church wearing my bride-gown, searching for some way to escape this nightmare. Something cold and hard pressed against the back of my neck. A gun-hammer cocked, close behind my right ear.

      Roy’s voice came from behind. “You’ll walk that aisle, and say the words, and make no fuss. Make us believe it, now and for all time, or you’ll be dead.”

      I woke sobbing with terror, Amelia beside me in the gray morning light.

      “There, there, dear,” Amelia said, smoothing my hair, until I was able to catch my breath. Then she said, “You just had a dream. All is well.”

      I never dreamed this scene before, or even recalled it; I must have put it from my mind. But now the whole memory of that horrible day fell on me in full. I wept in earnest, unable to catch my breath.

      “Do you want me to call Mr. Anthony?”

      Fear gripped me; I stopped crying at once. “No.”

      He must never know. Roy made that quite clear. I wiped my face, forcing myself to appear calm. “No. It’s all right. I’ll be fine.”

      

      Amelia put rosewater in my pitcher, remarking that it might lift my spirits. After I washed my hands and face, the room did smell lovely.

      My mail brought bad news: while Joe and Josephine Kerr would attend the dinner party, Mr. Polansky Kerr had a prior engagement.

      Damn. That left me with an extra seat.

      Molly stood before an easel, which held a diagram. “It is vital that the number of men and women at a dinner party be equal. No one should feel slighted or uncomfortable by being the odd number.”

      Even at twelve years old, Tony and I listened attentively. Roy impressed upon us that being good hosts was as important as anything else we did. So here I was, ten years later, with a dilemma: who to invite that would not take offense at being invited to fill a seat? The answer to this must wait; I had more important items to consider.

      Unless I found this man Morton (perhaps even if I did), I would have to search for David Bryce. The major problem in doing so, other than the danger from Jack Diamond’s men, was entering the Diamond quadrant itself.

      Public taxi-carriages wouldn’t drive to another quadrant without a definite address, and I had no contacts there. Entering the Diamond quadrant in a Spadros carriage without an invitation would attract all sorts of attention, none good.

      I felt like one of Air’s automatons, running into one wall or another until I found my way.

    

  




    
      
        
          13

        

        

    
    






          The Man

        

      

    
    
      Tony left after breakfast to attend to the Business. When Pearson was out of sight, I went into Tony’s library, closing the door behind me. While larger and finer than Mr. Kerr’s library, it continued the gray, pastel blue, and white theme which covered most of our home. So I preferred the library at the Kerr’s.

      But I didn’t come here to admire the decor.

      “Holy Writ,” I murmured, “Casino Management … Fall of the Western Empire … Business Communication … ah! Here it is!”

      A street atlas of the city of Bridges, a slim volume, but important in my case. I opened the book onto Tony’s desk, being careful not to disturb anything. After studying several maps of the Diamond quadrant, I decided to visit Mrs. Bryce.

      Mrs. Bryce appeared in better spirits, and although thinner and paler than I remembered, glad to see me. She invited me in her back room and offered me luncheon, but her plate seemed so bare I told her I had already supped. She didn’t argue, eating my tiny portion as well as hers.

      She peered at me. “Do you have any news?”

      I nodded. “I have evidence that David may be alive.”

      Mrs. Bryce sobbed while I sat silently, recalling how unhelpful Amelia’s words were earlier. At last she said, “I’m sorry,” and wiped her eyes.

      “A group of men was recently kidnapped. They described a young boy held alongside them. The description of the boy matched David’s.”

      Mrs. Bryce stared at me in shock. “This is horrendous!”

      “It is, yet the men couldn’t tell us where they were being held. I have reason to believe your son is in the Diamond quadrant.”

      Mrs. Bryce nodded, tears filling her eyes. “Yes, where my poor Herbert was found.”

      “I must ask — do you have any contacts, or friends, or associates in Diamond? A person I might make a delivery to, or you might visit?”

      “There’s a fabric shop, much like mine; the owner imports his material from Europe. I have been there once before, but the prices were too high for me to order anything. I have his card here somewhere.” She began to search the room.

      Several people came in, milled about, and left without purchasing anything. I attended the counter, dressed in Tenni’s shop maid uniform, yet no one paid me any mind.

      Finally, she said, “I have it!”

      “Very good. When can we visit? I can return on —”

      “I will wait no longer.” She got her keys and hung the “closed“ sign on the door. I followed her outside; she locked the door and went down the street.

      Her decisiveness seemed such a departure from her usual manner that I felt completely surprised. After a moment’s hesitation, I followed. Perhaps I would have the same reaction if my child were missing. I couldn’t imagine bearing a child in the first place, so the point seemed moot.

      I found a public taxi-carriage that would take us to the Diamond quadrant, and soon we were off to the address on her card, the taxi-carriage’s wheels rattling over the cobblestones. “How did you come to be in Bridges?”

      What I wanted to ask was “How did you come to leave Bridges?“ But I couldn’t ask, not yet, or she would realize who I really was.

      Mrs. Bryce sighed. “My husband was an importer, but not a competent one. He died suddenly, leaving a large amount of debt which I was unable to pay. First, the better part of my inventory was seized, then my customer lists were taken, then I was threatened with eviction.

      “I saw a notice in the paper advertising shops for rent in Bridges, so when the creditors informed me they were taking our home, I gathered what inventory was left and brought my sons here.” She stared out of the window. “At times I feel it might have been better to stay and face the debtor’s prison.”

      Debtor’s prison? Her city sounded harsher than Bridges, if such a thing were possible.

      The carriage came to a halt, and we alighted to the silver-gray cobbles. The temperature had dropped, and I wished I brought Tenni’s overcoat.

      The shop was in the better part of the Diamond quadrant, and I could see why the prices might be too high for Mrs. Bryce.

      I felt eyes on me, and a light-skinned man in brown turned away before I could see his face. A shiver of fear went down my back. “Let’s get out of here.”

      A few streets over, we found a taxi-carriage which would take us to the slums “to see our aunt.” For an extra penny, he brought us to a rundown street a few blocks outside the Pot, just west of the main roadway. “It might be hard to find a taxi-carriage here,” he said.

      Clever man. “Would you wait for us?”

      He thought for a moment. “I suppose I can …. If you have another penny…?”

      I glanced at Mrs. Bryce, who nodded.

      “When we return, I promise.”

      He nodded, then pulled his goggles down around his neck, tipping his hat over his eyes and leaning back.

      We cut between two buildings and down an alley.

      From the description the men gave Tony, it seemed they were held in a larger building, such as a warehouse. Few such buildings lay in Diamond, which wasn’t known for its manufacturing. Most of the warehouses were in the western part of the Diamond section of the Pot. For this reason, I planned to limit the search to the west Diamond Pot, which was all we had time for.

      The only good thing about each section of the Pot is that it is narrower than the rest of the quadrant it belongs to, being at the “point,” if you will, closest to Market Center. I decided to begin at the south end and work my way north.

      I felt glad the warehouses were concentrated in the western Diamond Pot. I didn’t want to have to travel the tunnels under the roadway, dressed as I was. All sorts of scoundrels and ruffians loitered in such places.

      Even though the Diamond Pot was fenced with wrought iron, as was the Spadros Pot, this fence also had openings, either melted away by ray blasts or by the many bombings. It didn’t take long to find one and slip through.

      Someone whistled from high up and to our right, and it reminded me of my days in the High-Low Split. Our watchers whistled if they saw someone: one for quadrant-folk, to beg or steal from; two for another gang attacking; three for the cops.

      We dodged packs of dogs and men, wove around sleeping forms, piles of trash, and the occasional curious onlooker. An old woman with dark brown skin leaned on a battered broom at her door. Dirty, ragged children just out of infancy spun a broken bottle. A man with pale skin roused from sleep peered at us then covered his head with a piece of cardboard.

      Strangely enough, we were never challenged. Also, the streets were too clean. The piles of trash were well-stacked, no smell of filth or urine permeated the air, and no corpses covered with carrion lay about. It seemed strange.

      Perhaps they conducted their affairs differently here.

      This area must have survived the wars better than Spadros quadrant; more of the buildings stood undamaged. Several of the buildings were locked (and more to the point, bolted) on all sides. As we could hear nothing and had no way to force entry, we left those. Others were unsafe to enter, and after hearing no reply to our shouts, we left those as well.

      “This is so frustrating!” Mrs. Bryce said. “My poor child could be in any of these and we wouldn’t know it.”

      No bolts secured the next building, a one-story brick warehouse. So I retrieved my picks (which I had secreted in my bodice) and began to work on the lock.

      Steps came from behind. “Ah, now look here,” a man’s voice came, also from behind, along with a pair of hands traveling around my midsection.

      At his touch, I slumped down, backwards, and to the side. Moving forward and likely taken off guard, he fell to the other side, being thrown over my shoulder and against the door by his own actions.

      I’m not sure how to explain it better: I never learned the technique’s proper name. It was one of the first lessons Roy taught me, and he claimed knowing the name would interfere. “You brood too much as it is.” I practiced the maneuver many times, but never used it in reality before.

      I pulled my dagger from my left boot-sheath and put it to the man’s neck.

      Pale skin, a crooked nose, and light brown hair. A dirty laborer’s shirt with orange-brown pants and a coat twenty years or more out of fashion. The clothes looked as if they came from the items the poorhouse threw out, too threadbare and torn to sell. His face was smeared with dirt, and he smelled as if he hadn’t bathed in a week.

      “Hey, now.” He glanced down with surprise and fear in his eyes. “I was just having a bit a fun with you. No need for knifing.” His speech was slurred, as if he had an impediment.

      I stepped back. “Fun’s over, move on.”

      He picked up his cap and put it back on, but not soon enough to hide a look of deep chagrin. “You smell too good for any maid a hers,” the man gestured at Mrs. Bryce. “And not many maids know they way round a knife, either.”

      And I did; I learned knife-fighting as a child, from Josephine Kerr herself.

      “Tis none your concern.” I fell back to Pot-speak, I suppose, without meaning to.

      “No dummy, me. Pot rag dressed a slum maid, smelling like a lady. And armed.” He took off his cap and bowed. “Please to meet you, Mum Spadros.”

      No dummy indeed. “Hush, you fool. Black Jack would see me dead.”

      “He would. And you too pretty for that rascal, so I keep my trap shut.” He smiled, and his swollen gums lacked several teeth.

      “You gotta name to give?”

      “Eh,” he said, disappointed, “knew you would get round to asking. You can call me Morton.”

      

      “Morton!”

      “So twas you napped Clover!” He laughed and shook his head. “You think my treys don’t talk? When Clover told me a men blaming us for napping lads, I had to set things right.”

      I thought this was fairly admirable for a man who taught boys to vandalize. “You hear a lad taken?”

      The man scrutinized us. “Aye, just ta other side ta fence, or so they say. Jack’s old barn, not used much now. One a ta whores sneaking out heard ta boy a-crying.”

      I nodded, and fished out a penny, but the man waved me off. “You forget so soon. Help you own, aye?”

      “Aye,” I said, abashed. “Thank ye.”

      “Stay warm,” he said.

      “Stay warm,” I turned to leave, but then thought of Stephen. He didn’t sound like an outsider, but who else would talk to the police? “Wait.” Morton turned back. “Red Dogs take outsiders?”

      He spat. “Never.” Then he went round the corner.

      Mrs. Bryce frowned, as if puzzling out something. “So do we go there?”

      It could be a trap. Pot rags don’t steal from each other, cheat each other, or betray each other — usually — but they will anyone else. Since I wasn’t a Pot rag anymore, I wasn’t sure how I qualified in his eyes.

      He didn’t look like a Diamond, which made me suspicious. I had no proof he was even from the Pot, other than an accent.

      But we might not get a better chance. “We go.”

      Someone whistled, close by. We hurried through the maze of alleys, around broken fences, and down streets piled with the rubble of war after war. It began to snow as we went.

      For once, Mrs. Bryce said nothing. I heard her panting as we went round corner after corner, across streets, through alleys, then through another melted hole in the wrought iron, until we got a couple of blocks from the building Morton mentioned.

      Two gentlemen carried a struggling package, boy-sized, which they placed into a carriage. One had light brown skin and wore brown, the other had dark skin and wore white.

      “David!” Mrs. Bryce said.

      The men climbed in and the carriage moved away.

      I ran after them, Mrs. Bryce behind. Then I slid to a stop. “Follow me!” I ran for our carriage. A dozen blocks away, the carriage still stood there. “Go to the end of the street, then follow the tracks.” After I helped Mrs. Bryce in and shut the door, the driver did so.

      “That was him.”

      “Who?”

      “That man in white … it was him. He came to the shop … a few weeks … before David went missing.” She paused, panting. “He was the only one … who came by … the week we moved here. All three of us came out to the store front to meet him.”

      I leaned back, horrified.

      “I thought he was a neighbor.” Mrs. Bryce stared at her hands. “Why would he take David?”

      We sped down the lane, following the tracks, as the snow fell with more intensity.

      I jerked away from a motion out of the corner of my eye, so Mrs. Bryce’s slap barely grazed me. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “You got my Nicholas killed!” She unleashed a flurry of slaps and punches, which I deflected as the carriage barreled along. I knew this was coming, but the timing of it surprised me.

      Finally she stopped, weeping. “You got him killed! He would have done anything for you, and you got him killed. He was just a little boy.”

      We were born the same day.
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* * *

      After Peedro finished his negotiations with Roy, he let me go. The crowd began muttering about him killing a child, picking up bricks and iron rods as they moved towards him.

      Jack Diamond glared up from where he knelt by his friend, shaking with rage, dark eyes full of tears. Even Roy Spadros didn’t frighten me as much as the look in this man’s face, which promised terrible vengeance.

      The memory frightened me still.

      I ran to Air, sobbing, but he lay dead. My vision blurred as I half dragged, half carried Air through the foul-smelling streets all that long walk home.

      I didn’t want the rats to get him.

      My mother woke when, exhausted, I dropped Air’s body with a thud on the wooden floor of our quarters. Once she deciphered what had happened, she sent her girls with messages and put me to bed.

      The minute she left the room, I crouched next to the door until Air’s mother came for his body. I listened to her screams, her sobs, her curses.

      Eleanora said the same thing that night ten years ago: I got him killed.

      I did get him killed. I thought about it every day; his death filled my dreams every night. There was nothing I could say.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After about a half hour, the driver pulled over and came round to our window. “Begging your pardon, miss, but I lost them for the snow,” he said. “Can you tell me who you’re following?”

      I leaned out of the window. “It was a carriage like yours, almost exactly.”

      The driver shook his head. “The way that left back wheel was wobbling, he won’t be driving it long. And the other had a divot outta the right back; when he made the turn back there you saw snow clear as day. That’s got to be stole from the carriage-house on Market Center. It’s on the repair list or I’m an old maid.”

      “Can you take us back to Spadros? I’ll pay extra.”

      “Gladly.” The man smiled. “Most fun I’ve had all day.”

      Mrs. Bryce didn’t like abandoning our pursuit.

      “What would you have me do? It’s snowing. There are no tracks to follow.” I paused for a moment, thinking. “Let me look into this further.”

      She wept. “My little boy … why are they holding him? He’s done nothing wrong!”

      We didn’t know that, but it wouldn’t help to say it. “I think I know where to look from here.”

      “So you’ll find David?”

      “Now you want me to help you. After all that?”

      She glanced away. “Yes.”

      The whole world became silent.

      Toss the deck, Jack Diamond thought I took the case already. “Yes, I’ll find him.”

      “Thank you,” she sobbed. “Thank you.”

      “But I must tell you true. I’m not the police. I’m just a woman. All I can do is find David, not catch the ones who have him, not bring them to justice. We might not even learn why they did it. If I get him home, you both may be in danger. These scoundrels may try to take him again. But I will find him. Will that be enough?”

      “Yes.” She wiped her tears with her handkerchief. “All I want is my boy back, even if for just one day.”

      I patted her hand. “I always find who I look for.”

      I neglected — for her sake — to mention that sometimes I found them dead.
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      Tony hadn’t returned by tea time, so I sat in my study alone and took my tea there.

      A man in brown followed me to Vig’s place.

      A man in brown took the boy to the carriage.

      At least one man in brown watched me. I almost caught a glimpse of his face several times. He always seemed familiar.

      Could this be the same man in brown who followed Stephen and frightened him so?

      At first I passed off Stephen’s fear as a child’s paranoia, but Stephen was more than a child.

      This explained something which bothered me earlier. Perhaps the man in brown followed Stephen the day I was to meet him, frightening him so much he felt the police were his only hope.

      And this scoundrel was allied with Jack Diamond.

      I drank my tea with a sense of foreboding.

      One reason I hadn’t wanted to tell Mrs. Bryce I would find David was I wasn’t sure I could.

      There was more than pride at stake. Being a woman investigator meant most people didn’t trust I would do more than take their money and apologize when I failed. Even most women would rather pay more and have a man take the job, feeling only a man would give a proper day’s work.

      My only leverage so far was I never failed to complete a case. All my contacts were given permission to say so.

      For me to take the case then not find David Bryce — whether dead or alive — could mean the end of my career.

      Not having had luncheon, I ate everything the maid brought me, not realizing it until I saw her surprise when she returned. “Will you be having anything else, mum?”

      “Another pot of tea, please.” I almost asked for rum, but I needed a clear head.

      “Yes, mum.” The maid turned to go.

      “You’re Jane’s girl, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, mum, Mary Pearson.” She curtsied.

      “Thank your Ma for the sandwiches, they were very good.” Fortunately, they were good; we ended up having them for the next several weeks, until Tony tired of them and asked for something else.

      “Thank you, mum.” She curtsied and left with the dishes, coming back a few minutes later with a pot of tea and a fresh cup and saucer.

      I pulled over an ottoman and put my feet up. There were so many questions. What puzzled me most about this case was the motive. Why did they take David?

      The kidnappers never asked for ransom: neither gold, nor items, nor information. Instead of taking a rich child, they took a widow’s son. They didn’t sell the child to men who preferred such toys, but simply kept the boy, as they kept the guards.

      These men gained nothing from the kidnappings other than a brief time of torment, which perhaps gave them a perverse sort of pleasure. In a way, this reminded me of Roy, but Roy seldom released his victims. That raised another question: why let the men go and not the boy?

      Something in this felt personal.

      Perhaps they meant to strike a blow at our Family by capturing Spadros guards and attacking Tony. I understood Jack Diamond’s hate, if it were he I saw, two blocks away. If someone murdered Joe, I might want to strike back at them, especially if I were mad.

      But what was the man in brown’s motive? Why partner with Jack, of all people? Or was this man just a lackey?

      Many of our servants weren’t descended from the first Acevedo Spadros, as it turned out. But I never heard of the Diamonds using retainers from outside their Family.

      After the murder of Jack’s friend, the Diamond and Spadros Families were at war for almost a year. During that time, the Diamonds expelled anyone from the quadrant who couldn’t prove ties to the Diamond Family. Many of those foolish enough to flee to the Spadros quadrant ended up in Roy’s torture room.

      For a while after, you had to be related to the Diamonds to even live in their quadrant. Even now, people said: Diamonds only protect their own. This man in brown didn’t look like a Diamond to me.

      So where did he come from? The man in brown must be a man of means or influence, to move so easily between quadrants. Even Jack Diamond would have trouble doing so.

      Did he leave the card on my doorstep? I had seen no one skulking outside our home. With the attack, our men had been coming and going too much for strangers to get close without being seen. I wished I could get a better look at the man, or determine a way to identify him….

      His clothing choice made a formidable disguise. Every fashionable young gentleman of means dressed in brown that season; there might be several thousand in the city.

      The door opened and Tony came in. He still wore his overcoat, as if he came in straight past Pearson.

      I rose to greet him, but he waved me to sit. “I can’t stay; my father wants to take the route the guards remember and see what we find.”

      “But you’re not completely well.”

      He raised his hand. “I won’t be in danger. We have fifty men to search, and six will stay with the car. There will be no second ambush, unless this scoundrel has more men than we imagine.”

      If he did, it could be all-out war. “Be careful. I would have nothing harm you.”

      Tony smiled, and came over to kiss me. “I hope to be home before dinner. It should be quick, whatever we find.”

      And then he left me sitting with cold tea and fear.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tony did return long before dinner, but sat quiet and pensive. After dinner, we sat in Tony’s library by the fire, sipping brandy.

      Finally, I ventured, “How did your expedition fare?”

      “Poorly,” Tony said. “We had the men describe the path, each blindfolded, each in a separate car, but neither destination showed sign of their captivity.”

      Two men, two destinations? This seemed odd. “Where did you end up?”

      “Two warehouses in Spadros. Both guards were definite in that they did not cross a river.”

      They didn’t cross a river. Why did these men move the boy?

      Tony shook his head. “Where could this gang be hiding?”

      “You think it’s a gang?”

      “What else could it be? No matter how large or strong, no man could overpower four armed guards, bind them, transport them, and hold them for weeks by himself. And six attacked me and my men.”

      This made sense. “And then there’s the little boy.…”

      Tony clapped his hand to his forehead. “I completely forgot the child. I saw no sign of him. I don’t know where to look for him. I’m sorry.”

      Even though I would rather find David myself, I felt a sense of loss at Tony’s failure to find him. Someone needed to find him; by now, he must be in a terrible state, not even having other captors to comfort him.

      What sort of monster would do this to a child? “This situation enrages me.”

      “I feel distressed as well. If the other Families hear our guards can be treated so, we could find ourselves under attack as they seek advantage.”

      I hadn’t considered this. Should I tell Tony what I saw?

      How could I? I wasn’t supposed to even be in the Diamond quadrant, much less chasing child-murderers around the city.

      The only proof of Jack Diamond’s involvement? A glimpse of a dark-skinned man two blocks away wearing white and the word of a widow from the Spadros slums.

      Against a Diamond heir, whose family owned the prison and had enormous power over the courts, it was no evidence at all. For the Spadros Family to make such a dire accusation without proof could plunge the city into war.

      But I remembered what Josephine Kerr told us as children in the Pot: never let anyone get the upper hand, or they will kill you.

      Josie ran our gang, the High-Low Split, with Joe as her backup. Even the High Cards listened to her. By the time I was taken to be betrothed, the other gang members in the Spadros section of the Pot were either part of the High-Low Split, or they were dead. “You’re right in this. You must punish these men, and soon. No one respects those who can’t protect and care for their own. This is why those in the Pot are so despised.”

      “I don’t despise you, or your family. Never think that.”

      I put my hand on his. “I have never thought so. You have only offered comfort and support.” No matter what Roy had done to me, this at any rate was true.
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      The next day, this article appeared in the Bridges Daily:

      
        Saloon Raided, Owner Fined

      

      Last night, the Spadros quadrant saloon The Pocket Pair was raided by the police, who suspected the owner of selling Party Time. None of the substance was found on the premises, but several of the ‘working girls’ were jailed for being in the quadrant illegally. The owner, one Vig Vikenti, a native of Spadros, was fined $50.00 for hiring without letters of recommendation and released on his own recognizance.

      Those ladies would regret not securing their papers. Whether they did a poor job at their last post, were on the run from a lover, or whatever circumstance led to this disaster. Wherever they were from, they were members of the Pot now.

      I sighed, and Amelia, who was making the bed, glanced over but said nothing.

      I felt as if this might have been my fault for bringing the shop under the notice of the police, but in my mail was a note:

      Vig is fine, no worries. Gypsy gal fine too. Was too rough with cops that day, they found a way to pay back. They don’t like me. — V.

      I could only imagine.

      Immediately after luncheon, Constable Hanger returned, a bit less rumpled this time. Tony was off doing his monthly casino inspection, so I had Pearson show the man to the parlor.

      “Yes, Constable, how may I help you?” I gestured for him to sit across from me. “Would you like some tea?”

      “No, mum.” He continued to stand with his feet apart and his hands behind his back. I thought it a nice touch: men liked to make a show of superiority, particularly when powerless. “Were you aware, mum, that letters were being sent from Eunice Ogier to the Spadros Country House?”

      I frowned. “Eunice … Ogier …. Is that the woman you came here about last time?”

      “Yes, mum. Apparently she was known by a member of your kitchen staff at the Country House.”

      “I shall speak to the staff about this at once.”

      “Yes, well, the woman said Miss Ogier left the city.” He seemed disappointed. “I thought you should know.”

      “Thank you for telling me. Is anything else required?”

      The constable hesitated. “Do you have mourning garb?”

      “Why, no, I have never needed to purchase any. I have been most fortunate in that regard.”

      The constable nodded. “Yes. That is most fortunate.” He paused. “Well, I’m sure you’re quite busy. Good day, mum.”

      Interesting. He clearly suspected me. But it would be a brave judge indeed who signed the warrant to search Spadros Manor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later that day, Jonathan Diamond and his younger sister Gardena came to call. Gardena was two years older than I yet still unmarried.

      I couldn’t understand why. She had no elderly grandfather to forbid her marriage, and was attractive, poised, and intelligent. Perhaps too much so; some men disliked women who spoke their minds, and she had no qualms about doing so. Her unmarried state didn’t bother her, though; she enjoyed life, and happily spent her father’s money.

      “I’m sorry that Mr. Spadros isn’t here to greet you.” It was strange: Tony had never once been here when Jonathan or Gardena came calling.

      “When do you think he’ll return?” Jonathan said.

      I sighed. “Not until time to dress for dinner. Alas, today he must work.”

      “We must have an adventure, then!” Gardena said.

      Jonathan looked pained. “Nothing too strenuous, I hope.”

      “Oh, I forgot, my poor dear brother still has the cold in his joints.” Gardena flopped down on the sofa, royal blue dress and raven curls flying.

      Jonathan sat with difficulty, leaning heavily on his cane. “Don’t mock me. It’s most unpleasant not to be able to run and frolic as you continually want to.”

      “Jon is old already, while I will be young forever.”

      I laughed. “I’ll remind you of that when you’re eighty.”

      Gardena stuck her tongue at me, and I laughed harder.

      “So what shall we do?” she said.

      I glanced at Jon. “Do you feel well enough for the garden?”

      “I think so.”

      So we moved to the veranda, which sat off the dining room, with a fine view of the gardens. The day felt warm for this time of year, but Jonathan put his overcoat on before venturing outdoors.

      I checked on my little bird, white with blue-gray markings. It hopped about a large white cage, which hung from a white metal stand. Tony asked me what I wanted for a wedding gift shortly before we married, and I chose this, so I would never forget.

      I never named the bird. It had its own name which it knew itself by, and I felt it would be wrong to give it another.

      Jon didn’t look well, and I wondered why they had gone out. “Are you warm enough?”

      He nodded. “Thank you for your invitation, by the way.”

      “I’m sorry it’s taken so long to have you over.” I smiled at Gardena. “I know there’s someone who will be happy to see you.”

      Jon and Gardena gave each other a glance which seemed part puzzlement and part hope. “Let us speak with our father.”

      “I understand.” I hoped Julius would relent and let them accept the invitation. What could Tony possibly have done or said to make Julius Diamond hate him so?

      We sat silently for several minutes, then Gardena insisted I walk with her, leaving Jonathan bundled up, sitting with a cup of tea at the table.

      “Never mind Jon,” she said. “He’s in a mood. I thought bringing him here would make him feel better.”

      “It’s such a shame Jon’s not feeling well. Does Jack have similar troubles with his health?”

      “Him?” Gardena laughed. “His troubles have nothing to do with his body. He will likely outlive us all, unless he does something drastic.”

      I stared at her, appalled. “Has he ever talked of doing such a thing?”

      She shrugged. “He talks on every subject, in every permutation. He has days where he doesn’t sleep, days where he appears and acts quite normally, and days where he only sleeps. On his sleepless days, he talks incessantly.

      “My mother bans him from the house when he is like that; his chatter keeps the whole house awake. So he roams the streets, talking with everyone in the quadrant. My father’s men accompany him to make sure he keeps out of trouble.”

      Jack sounded much more disturbed than I thought. “Has he talked of …” I was going to say “me,” but I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea, “… us?”

      Gardena looked at me sideways. “He speaks of you, the elder Mr. Spadros, your father … Sluff, is it? … and his departed friend Daniel. Daniel’s death is an obsession with him. Jack’s men were supposed to keep him away from you the night of the Ball, but they were distracted. My father was quite displeased.”

      Gardena put her arm through mine. “It’s a comfort to be able to speak of this with you. I’m not supposed to, but you are discreet and sympathetic.”

      I smiled at her. “Thank you for your trust.”

      “Besides, you’re not a Spadros, not really. You don’t think like them, you don’t act like them. You don’t even look like them.” She let go of my arm and twirled around. “My father would have kittens if he knew I shared such information, but I don’t care what he thinks.” She skipped around, then came up to me, speaking in a conspiratorial tone. “One day, we must have a sleep-over party, and do each other’s hair, and tell our deepest secrets.”

      I laughed. “You are delightful! Should we invite Katherine?”

      “Certainly.” She no longer smiled. “And Calcutta Clubb, and even dull little Ferti Hart.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you. I thought it a nice way to spend time with you both. We can have our party alone, if you prefer.”

      “Yes, I do prefer. Katherine is bothersome, and too much wanting to please her father. He doesn’t need to have any of my secrets, thank you.”

      I chuckled. “No, he doesn’t.” Jonathan leaned forward with his chin on his hand, staring into the air, and I felt uneasy at leaving him alone. “I think Jon despairs of seeing us again.”

      “We shall bring him flowers!” Gardena began collecting them from my garden, without so much as a by-your-leave. I watched her go here and there pulling them like a young girl, and wondered if she intended to remain such forever, or if she had some deeper intent for being here.

      A maid came out as we approached the veranda and took the flowers from Gardena, returning with them trimmed and neatly arranged in a vase.

      Jonathan smiled when he first saw the flowers but returned to looking morose.

      “Whatever is the matter, Jon?” I said.

      He leaned back, smiling brightly. “Oh, too much thinking, that’s all.”

      I chuckled. “I’m not often accused of that. You can be my balance.”

      He immediately seemed happier. “I accept your challenge.”

      Gardena took a few quick steps off, turning to frame us as if a photographer. “Lovely! A picture of perfection.”

      I laughed.

      Pearson came outside. “Mrs. Spadros, will your guests be staying for tea?”

      I turned to them. “Will you?”

      “Of course!” Gardena said. Jonathan said nothing to dissuade her, so we went inside.

      Whatever Jonathan’s troubles were, he spoke of them no further, and we had a merry time talking and laughing.

      At the stroke of five, Pearson came in, holding a glass. “Your water, sir.”

      Jonathan’s face held deep gratitude. “Thank you, Pearson! How kind of you to remember.” Jon took the water from Pearson, then opened his small velvet bag, removing several small clear vials filled with liquid of various colors, which he lined up.

      Each had a number engraved on the side, and Jonathan put the three bearing the number “5” directly in front of him, the light from the setting sun shining through them as it peeked through the clouds.

      He then took a small thin glass eye-dropper from the bag. He took two drops from each of the number 5 vials, placing the drops into the glass of water. He drank the water and put the vials away.

      He had done this “for his health” for as long as I had known him, and I simply thought it an affectation. But up until now he had never seemed ill.

      “Jon, what’s wrong? Why do you take these?”

      “For my health,” he said, as he always did. “Oh, you mean today? It’s nothing.” He smiled. “I feel much better. The hot tea was invigorating.”

      Relief washed over me. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      About half past six, Tony returned, surprise on his face. “Good to see you.” He shook Jonathan’s hand, then he came and kissed my cheek. Gardena glanced at Tony, a question in her eyes. When I glanced at Tony, his face held no emotion.

      “Good to see you too.” Jonathan smiled. “Unfortunately, we must go; we have another engagement to dress for.”

      I felt confused; a few minutes before, they seemed ready to stay all day. “Thank you so much for coming.” I walked them to the front door. “I was really glad to see you.”

      Pearson opened the door. “Until next time,” Gardena said. Then they left, and Pearson closed the door.

      I stood in the hall puzzled. “That was odd.” I turned, and Tony was gone.

      Tony seemed distracted at dinner, and went into his study soon after, closing the door. So I went in my study to finish setting up the dinner party.

      I had been planning the menu, decorations, entertainment, and seating for at least an hour. I was wondering who I could invite to complete the table when Pearson knocked on the door. “A Master Blaze Rainbow to speak with you.”

      Pearson handed over a card.

      Blaze Rainbow, Esq.

      No. 5 Eighty-Fourth Street

      Hart, Bridges

      “At this hour?”

      “He seemed most insistent to speak with you, alone. Shall I call your maid?”

      I studied the card, front and back. It appeared a perfectly presentable calling card. I shook my head. “No need.”

      Who might this man be? What might he have to tell me which required such urgency?

      “Very well, mum.” Pearson didn’t approve.

      “Dear Pearson.” I took his hand. “You may stand ready in case I should scream. But I doubt anyone who passed your scrutiny would attack me in my own study.”

      “Yes, mum.” He seemed both relieved at standing guard and gratified by the compliment.

      I prepared myself for the man’s entry, curious as to the nature of his visit.

      The door opened. The gentleman wore the latest fashion, with a tan outer coat and a dark brown top hat. He took the hat off as he entered the room, which shielded his face from my view until the door closed. He put the hat in his other hand, which held a polished oak-stained brown walking stick tipped in gold, and turned, straightening to look at me.

      I felt astonished. “Morton!”

      He walked into the room, finger over his lips. “Now, Mrs. Spadros,” he said, his speech impeccable, “would any creature named Morton be in your study?”

      I laughed, delighted. “How wonderful! However did you —? No, I won’t ask, not now. How may I help you?”

      Morton had a beautiful smile; his teeth were perfect. That was his best feature. I wouldn’t have called the man particularly handsome. He was at least thirty, yet not much taller than I. His face was too angular, his nose too large, and his skin had not survived adolescence well. But today, he appeared quite the gentleman, wearing a brown suit and polished brown wingtips. “Any news on your missing lad’s whereabouts?”

      “I have hardly had time to do an investigation.”

      “I can be of assistance, if you are willing,” Morton — or, I should say, Master Rainbow — said.

      I felt suspicious. “What is your interest in this?”

      “I believe someone is attempting to subvert the original goals of the Red Dogs, discrediting the group to further his own agenda. I intend to stop him.”

      “But why? What are the goals of this Red Dog Gang?”

      He gave me a sudden, surprised glance.

      “And why would you be involved with such a group in the first place?”

      “Ah, my dear, I don’t give up my secrets so easily. I will say only that many people are not particularly fond of your Family’s rule over this city.”

      “But you’re willing to help me.”

      Morton smiled. It was Morton of the Diamond Pot, yet it was not. The transformation was remarkable.

      “I’m sorry you’ve come all this way. I have no information.”

      “Madam, if you do come across any, I beg you to allow me to accompany you. I could be an asset.”

      The man seemed quite motivated. “I have your card. If I should need assistance I’ll contact you at once.” The door to Tony’s study opened. Tony and Pearson spoke in the hall, but I couldn’t hear what they said. “I must now concoct a reason for your visit. My butler will certainly tell my husband of your arrival.”

      “Be at ease, madam. I have prepared for just such an eventuality. This may assist in your investigations.”

      Just then, the door opened, and in came Tony, who had a somewhat wary look to him, not sure what to make of all this. “I have not had the privilege of making your acquaintance, Mr. …”

      “Rainbow.” Morton handed over another calling card. “Master Blaze Rainbow, currently of Hart quadrant.”

      Morton and Tony shook hands. I stood there, amazed.

      “And to what do my wife and I owe the honor of your visit?”

      “I’m sorry to call at such a late hour, but Mrs. Hart was most insistent.”

      Tony frowned. “Mrs. Hart …?”

      “The younger Mrs. Hart, Mrs. Helen Hart, put together a luncheon for tomorrow. The invitation for Mrs. Spadros fell behind her sofa cushions. She found the invitation this evening and was distraught at the idea that Mrs. Spadros wouldn’t be able to attend.” He produced an invitation. “But fortunately Mrs. Spadros has assured me her schedule is open.” He paused, turning to Tony. “I hope this is still the case?”

      “I … well, of course! Thank you for your kind efforts.”

      Morton bowed. “I won’t keep you any longer.” He handed me the invitation, which seemed thicker than normal, and left.

      I put the invitation in my pocket, and we sat by the fire. Tony rang for Pearson to bring us drinks.

      Blaze Rainbow’s calling card sat between us.

      After Pearson returned with the drinks and went on his way, Tony said, “I hadn’t heard that the Harts were engaging gentlemen as their Associates. They must be either doing very well, or they have some very bored gentlemen.”

      I laughed. “Perhaps some gentlemen such as this Master Rainbow see a way to move up in the world.”

      Tony tilted his head, and his eyes widened. “I hadn’t considered this.” He smiled. “You’re most perceptive.”

      I shrugged. It was the way the world worked. I felt grateful for the compliment, but I was no more perceptive than my husband. He lacked only the experience in moving from the depths, having been born to luxury and privilege.

      Being a gentleman meant privilege of its own. But in a city where one Family owned a fourth of the city, having seized most of its buildings, country-houses, and lands, even the titled were lesser to those in the Business, whose privilege was unrivaled.

      This privilege meant much more than just financial affluence. At Tony’s word, men died, families were torn apart, whole neighborhoods were devastated. How could you not be shaped by being born to such power?

      “Such energy in bettering oneself should be encouraged. And I like the idea of gentlemen rising in the Business. Hart is a genius.” Tony leaned back, sipping his drink as the fire crackled and snapped.

      Perhaps this Master Rainbow really was a gentleman. He seemed quite confident and prepared. But why pretend to be a Pot rag? Why run a Red Dogs trey?

      Tony would never speak with the Harts, asking about Morton and his relationship with them. The Families considered such information secret.

      Gardena Diamond’s revelations about her brother Jack, for example, could be seen as treasonous. Her father might feel justified in beating or even killing her for betraying a member of her Family, should harm befall them because of her prattle.

      These thoughts made me re-evaluate that entire conversation. Gardena either lied outrageously, or she trusted me much more than she should, to the point of utter foolishness, nay, insanity. But which was it? Could she have a touch of the madness which afflicted her brother Jack?

      This concerned me quite a bit. I liked Gardena. I didn’t want any sort of illness to befall her.

      But there was an underlying motive for their visit which was not clear to me. Jonathan — who, if anyone was sane, it was he — seemed deeply troubled. His younger sister Gardena desired some response from her stories which I failed to give, and …

      I shook my head. It made no sense.

      “Is anything wrong?”

      I frowned. “I had a conversation this afternoon which I’m not sure how to interpret.”

      “Ah, Miss Gardena Diamond.”

      I laughed.

      “She often speaks in riddles. I often wonder if she has motives other than she states, so I guard my tongue when around her.”

      I considered the matter. “That’s probably wise. She is a Diamond, after all, no matter how pleasant.”

      Tony smiled. “She is attractive,” he said, the sudden huskiness of his voice showing the truth, “but … a man would despair were he to become attached to her. She is too changeable, too … too much the actress, and not enough the reality of life. I don’t know how else to say it.”

      I nodded. It was a good description, actually.

      The alternative was that she was a tremendously good spy. No one would ever suspect a woman who acted as she did of being a spy.

      I leaned back, drained my glass, and poured another. This was a puzzle, and I always enjoyed them.

      But Tony put his hand over the glass. “No more. We have sat talking for long enough. I would like to go to our bed-chambers.”

      I chuckled, noting the irony. Thinking of Gardena Diamond evidently stirred some passion in him.

    

  




    
      
        
          16

        

        

    
    






          The Finesse

        

      

    
    
      In the morning, I opened the invitation Morton had given me the night before.

      Inside the invitation was a note:

      Mrs. Spadros,

      I presume you are alone while reading this. If not, do not show any level of surprise or alarm.

      Mrs. Helen Hart did invite you to a luncheon, but it is next week, and you have declined because of a prior engagement. She is neither alarmed nor unhappy by your decline; the invitation was a formality urged on her by her father-in-law.

      Since I don’t know the outcome of our meeting tonight, I can’t advise you further. If you require assistance tomorrow, travel to the Hart quadrant at the appropriate time and go to the Ladies’ Club. Enter, but do not sign in. Ask directions to the boathouse and visit the gate to dock 36. A maid of your size will be there. She is deaf and mute, but reads lips, and will bring you to a place where you can exchange clothing.

      Interesting. He knew I changed clothes to perform my cases. Was he the man who followed me? No, I decided; the man I saw was much taller, more slender. Master Rainbow might be an excellent disguise artist, but no one could change their body to that degree.

      The invitation will allow you to cross the bridge into Hart quadrant. I trust you understand what should be done with this note.

      Your servant, BR

      I smiled at the last line; I was female, not stupid. I threw the note in the fire. Try deciphering that!

      Even without the note, and without having seen Helen Hart’s writing before, I should know the handwriting was not hers. A bit heavy for a woman’s. An excellent imitation, though: Morton was to be commended.

      Amelia came in with my tray, paper, and mail, and I had her pick out a luncheon dress for me. I asked her to choose a color many ladies were wearing, suitable for visiting another quadrant, that had a hat with a veil.

      She was very good at fashion; at first, I had chosen poorly and been reprimanded or embarrassed. Then Roy picked Amelia for my lady’s maid, and her understanding of such niceties came in handy at times.

      “Will you be needing me to accompany you?”

      “No, spend time with your family. I may be delayed past tea — I’m not sure what Mrs. Hart has in mind for us!”

      Amelia smiled. “It must be grand, going to luncheon parties and such.”

      I understood her feelings perfectly. “It must seem that way, but these are not friends. The invitation was a way to show off their wealth and status, and I must take care with every move I make. One wrong word could cause a great deal of trouble.” I paused. “It will be a tiring day.” Every word true, just not the way she took it to mean.

      “I’m sorry, mum. Of course, I don’t understand your life the way you do.”

      “I took no offense. I remember feeling as you do, until I saw the reality. There are trials with every form of life, they only differ in kind and severity.”

      “Yes, mum. I’ll go draw your bath now.”

      Of course, she didn’t understand. Who wouldn’t prefer jewels, lavish meals, your own carriage, and a maid to care for your every whim? What could possibly be wrong with that?

      I gazed out of the window at the overcast sky. Sometimes I wished I were back in the Pot. Even though survival hung on the edge, life was less complicated. How people felt about you was plain; their words, while harsh, were straightforward; and there was honor among those thieves.
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* * *

      The Bridges Daily held a surprising tale. A regulation was introduced to the city council overnight making it a crime for citizens to refuse to speak to the police, subject to a fine. If proof came later that they had knowledge of a crime, they could be jailed. The backer of the bill was Pike and Associates; it was introduced by an apprentice law clerk, Mr. Thrace Pike.

      I laughed. Mr. Pike’s regulation would not make him popular, but the Diamonds would be quite pleased. More prison inmates meant more money for them.

      The Golden Bridges had as its top story:

      
        YOUNG MAN FOUND DEAD

      

      A body in the Diamond section of the under-tunnels on Market Center was identified as Stephen Rivers, age 15, of the Spadros quadrant. Master Rivers died of strangulation, says the coroner.

      The young man, involved with the Red Dogs street gang, was questioned earlier as part of an investigation into the disappearance of David Bryce, age 12. Master Bryce’s brother, Herbert, age 16, was recently found strangled in the Diamond slums. Could the three crimes be related?

      I stared numbly at the portrait of the young man who so happily took my half-dollar. Did I send him to his death? I wondered if the man in brown who frightened him so caught up with him in the end.

      Stephen and Herbert. Both searched for David Bryce, and both strangled.

      Had they found David, and died for it? Did they discover some secret deemed important enough to kill in order to hide? Or did they run afoul of the scoundrel Tony’s men described as loving nothing more than torment?

      Cold dread crept along my spine. What was I involved with?
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* * *

      Honor helped me out of my carriage in front of the Hart Ladies’ Club, and stubborn woman that I am, I thanked him for it. “Mrs. Hart will arrange my return, so you may enjoy the hospitality if you wish before returning home.”

      Each club had facilities for the coachmen while they waited for their personages to complete their business. I heard that the Hart quadrant amenities were quite good.

      He smiled. “Thank you, mum.” Then he glanced at the sky, which as usual, was overcast. “Wishing you good weather.”

      The Hart Women’s Club had red doors edged with silver, and silver railings lined the brick steps. A man in red Hart livery with silver buttons and piping opened the door for me.

      I entered the expansive red-carpeted lobby. Another man in Hart livery stood behind a podium of red-painted wood. Behind him lay many tables set for luncheon, some with ladies dining. “May I help you?”

      “Would you direct me to the boathouse?”

      “Certainly, mum. To your right, down the hall, then through the doors out to the docks. The boathouse is a brief walk, but straight on. Shall I call an escort?”

      “No need. Thank you.” I gave him a big smile.

      He tipped his hat, cheeks reddening, and studied the papers he held.

      The walnut-paneled hall was inlaid with the Hart Family symbol — red, edged in silver. The glass doors at the end of the hall held the same symbol on them. A man in livery opened a door for me at the end of the hall.

      The walkway was smooth-cut, closely placed red brick, wide enough for groups of four to pass each other with room to spare, and lined with budding red roses on both sides. Silver-toned fencing stood to the right, far enough away so I saw just the tops of carriages passing by.

      We were well protected: the only goal or dream high-class women were allowed to have.

      The stories of women going on adventures seemed a myth of the far past, like the stories of travel to stars. Some said women even journeyed into the high aether.

      But they also spoke of other cities and other ways.

      One day, I would take the zeppelin, travel to other cities, experience these other ways of life.

      I glanced at a movement outside the fencing to my right. Had someone been watching me?

      I began walking faster, feeling uneasy.

      Docks appeared to my left, the roses parting at each silvered and numbered gate, with walnut-stained benches trimmed in silver across from them. I approached the boathouse and passed it, continuing on until I reached gate 36.

      A red-haired maid sat on the bench doing needlework, who smiled when she saw me.

      I followed her out onto the white wooden dock, which had white railings topped with silver at each support. At the end of the dock sat a white yacht with white sails.

      Morton, or I should say, Blaze Rainbow, wearing a light brown yachting jacket and tan trousers, appeared on the deck. “Welcome to the Finesse.”
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* * *

      I hesitated to step aboard a stranger’s yacht without an escort, especially — and the thought chilled me — the yacht of a man who only wore brown. But the well-turned boat and the presence of the maid, Zia, won me over.

      He invited me indoors, offering me a seat in the oak-paneled cabin, which I accepted, and a drink, which I declined.

      I recalled my mother’s instruction: “Never take nothing, food nor drink, unless you trust the hand who gives it.” Those words probably saved me more than once. Even if I did trust Morton, a man who wore disguises and tried to grab me in an alley, I had neither the time nor the inclination to dally over drinks.

      “Master Rainbow —”

      “Please, call me Blaze.”

      “Master Rainbow, I would like to express my condolences.”

      Morton blinked, as if surprised. “I don’t understand.”

      I glanced behind me, but Zia gazed forward placidly. “Stephen. I read about him in the paper.”

      Morton frowned and shook his head. “How … Where did you come to meet him?”

      “I fear I sent him to his doom. I asked him to look for the boy, and now he’s dead.”

      Morton stared at the table for a moment, then shook his head. “It’s not your fault.”

      The boat creaked as we sat in silence.

      “If you knew the boy was being held in that warehouse, why didn’t you retrieve him?”

      Morton avoided my eye. “The building was guarded; I was alone. I sent messages for help, but you were the first to arrive.”

      He obviously felt ashamed of his inability to rescue the boy. “Master Rainbow, I appreciate your generous offer. If that offer still stands, I need transport to Market Center in such a way to neither attract notice of the Hart Family nor the attention of my servants, who are still on the premises.”

      He nodded, rose, stood pondering this for a moment, then exchanged gestures with the maid Zia.

      Morton planned to travel directly across the river to the Clubb Men’s Boathouse, then hire a carriage to Market Center.

      “If you could bring me around to the Clubb Women’s Center instead, I can make my way to Market Center from there without your help. If that is acceptable, we can proceed,” I said.

      The two spoke in their hand language again. Morton said, “I don’t have a berth at the Clubb Women’s Center, but I can leave you at the pier.”

      “That would be quite satisfactory.”

      After Zia and Morton cast off, Morton took the wheel, moving the boat into the river. He turned the boat to the left, to sail around the Clubb Pot. Then we passed the stubs of ancient bridges which used to connect the old downtown areas of the Pot.

      The Opposition dynamited all four of those bridges at the start of the Alcatraz Coup 100 years ago. They say the destruction kept the Kerr loyalists from reinforcing, but it seemed a pity.

      We rode to the Women’s Center in silence, and I bade Morton and Zia farewell at the pier. Morton’s eyes seemed haunted, as if Stephen’s death hadn’t felt real until then.

      The Clubb Women’s Center’s pier, railings, and benches were beautiful polished oak, the wood trimmed in brass. Yellow roses lined the walkways, and the glass doors bore the Clubb Family symbol. I walked down an oak-paneled hall carpeted in gold to a podium like the one in the Hart Ladies’ Club, painted yellow.

      I descended the gold-carpeted, polished oak steps. To my surprise, Mrs. Regina Clubb came up the other side, followed by two of Regina’s many granddaughters.

      “Why, Mrs. Spadros!” Regina Clubb said. “How did you — I mean, how are you?”

      Ah, so she kept notes on me. “I’m quite well, and you?”

      “We’re well, thank you. I was bringing the girls here for luncheon, and we were delayed.”

      “I won’t keep you then.” I curtsied smoothly, feeling glad to have an excuse not to chat. “Have a wonderful time.” I continued down the steps, passing by her oak carriage trimmed in brass and its beautiful gold champagne horses.

      Mrs. Clubb called, “You too!”

      A full stagecoach passed, with “Casino Tours” marked on its side, and I smiled.

      Around the corner, I found a taxi-carriage to bring me to the Plaza at Market Center. Clubb quadrant’s lamp-posts were tipped with brass, as were their public banisters and street signs. The storefronts were all polished oak; the cobbles and walkways, made of sandstone.

      As I rode along, I imagined Regina Clubb was wringing her brains like an old dishcloth trying to deduce how I got past her checkpoints.
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* * *

      When I alighted from the taxi-carriage, I saw two people I never expected to see. “Good afternoon.”

      “Why, Mrs. Spadros,” Thrace Pike said, color rising in his cheeks. He wore the same threadbare brown suit, and did not meet my eye. “A pleasure to see you. Let me introduce you to my wife Gertie.”

      The stout woman who spoke at the tent meeting wore the same gray dress, but she looked better in the light of day, especially when she smiled. “Nice to meet you, mum.”

      This dress surfaced every few years due to the Cultural Correctness Committee’s insistence that women actually wore the thing. No matter how often the CCC brought out historical documents and exhorted the populace, the dresses languished on racks and ended up at poorhouse sales.

      Gertie Pike had a wide face and lank blonde hair. Her teeth, uneven, her eyes, too close together. But she moved like a woman in love, and seemed quite taken with her child.

      I came round to look in their pram. Fortunately, the child took after its father. “You have a lovely baby.”

      “Thank you,” Gertie said, blushing.

      “Congratulations on your new position, Mr. Pike.”

      Thrace Pike looked startled. “Thank you.”

      Gertie said, “It’s so wonderful; the rooms for law clerks with family are much nicer than ours before.”

      Her finger missed its ring too. Hard times indeed, if those dank sunless servant quarters seemed so much better than their previous ones. “How lovely for you.”

      Thrace Pike didn’t meet my eye.

      I smiled. “It was nice seeing you. Have a fine afternoon.”

      The poor lambs. So the stories ran true.

      The Bridgers had many odd practices; the oddest, the way they arranged their marriages. Rumor had it that each chose the person they found the least attractive physically, so their relationship grew free from the distractions of lust.

      It seemed a disaster waiting to happen, but I never once heard of a divorce amongst the Bridgers.

      I was almost to the carriage-house when I heard feet running up from behind. A girl appeared beside me, hat in hand, auburn hair flying.

      “It is you!” Katherine said. “I knew it was you!”
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* * *

      I had a most unladylike expression in mind. “Whatever are you doing here?”

      “Mama and I were shopping, well, she is shopping and I was bored, so I asked if I could promenade the plaza, and Mama said yes, and then I saw you! So I had to come see you. What are you doing here? Tony said you were to luncheon with the Harts.”

      Hmm.

      I began walking again, and Katherine followed, putting her hat back on as she went.

      “I was going to luncheon with the Harts, but I don’t like them very much. They act as if I am not there.” I leaned over to speak in her ear, “So I gave Honor the slip and came here instead.”

      Katherine clapped her hands. “Splendid! We can have secret fun together.”

      “Indeed, it must be secret, for Tony would be vexed if I didn’t keep an invitation.”

      “Tony needs a kick in his pants. He’s much too far above himself. But I don’t want you to be in trouble. I won’t tell.”

      “How long do we have before your Mama worries for you?”

      Katherine shrugged. “I told her I was to promenade, but I go much faster than the rest. Probably another half-hour at least.”

      “Very good. I want to see the carriages.”

      “Hurray! I love horses. Daddy won’t let me have my own.”

      “The sooner we get there, the more we can see.”

      Katherine squealed with delight at seeing the stabled Hackneys. Soon the stable-man arrived, a middle aged fellow wearing a white shirt and brown cotton overalls, probably wondering at the noise. “Can I help you, mum?”

      “Yes. My friend and I rode in one of your carriages yesterday and she lost her mother’s locket. Her mother just passed, so she is distraught. I told her I would look for it.”

      “Do you remember the carriage-number?”

      “Why no.” I felt dismayed. “But the left wheel seemed unbalanced. In fact, I asked the driver to let us out early, because I feared for our safety.”

      “Well, I’ll be busted. So that’s what it was all about.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We had this one carriage stolen two days ago, then it reappeared last night. I thought it was kids, but it sounds like they was running a false taxi. Probably didn’t realize the carriage was broke.” He walked off, and I followed. Then he turned back to me. “Who all was driving?”

      “Two gentlemen, one in brown, the other in white.”

      He shook his head. “I knew those two were up to no good. Came skulking around, said they wanted to buy a carriage. When I told them they weren’t for sale, they left, but something didn’t feel right. I went on a walk-around and they were standing across the field back there smoking cigars.

      “They didn’t seem to be doing anything other than smoking so I went on my way … then when I went back a couple hours later, the carriage was gone.”

      I frowned. “They didn’t say who they were?”

      The man shrugged. “The one in brown said his name was … something odd … he gave a card or I would have called the constable right off. I did call when the carriage went missing, and when it appeared, but they said the name on the card was fake.” He took a pile of business cards from his chest pocket and began sorting through them. “You want to talk to the constable too?”

      “No.” I took a step back. “I don’t want police involved; I’m a quadrant-lady. Please, all I want is to look for my friend’s locket.”

      “Never you fear, mum, I’ll help you.” He paused, then said, “Here it is!” He fished out a card. “Frank Pagliacci, it says … never heard a name like that before. The constable called on me this morning, said there’s no one in Bridges registered by that name.” He glanced over at Katherine. “You, girl, keep away from them horses. Stay with us.”

      “But I like horses,” Katherine said.

      “Yeah, well, they don’t like you. They’re not puppies, they’re work animals. Come on, now, come along.”

      Katherine came along, pouting.

      The stable-man brought us to where the carriages were being repaired. A large, newly-mowed field of straw lay next to the repair area, and a stand of trees lay beyond that.

      “That’s the one.” I pointed at a carriage. “See how the wheel is leaning?” It had a divot out of one wheel, just as the driver said.

      “Well, good luck to you. If you need anything else just holler.”

      When the man had gone, I told Katherine, “Keep watch, and tell me if anyone comes by.”

      “Why?” Katherine said.

      “It’s a game my Mama used to play with me. Tell me what you see, all the people who walk past, any birds, animals, everything. I’ll tell you what I see, and whoever sees most wins.”

      “You won’t see anything inside that old thing.”

      “Yes, well, it’s true, you’ll probably win. Let’s play anyway; it’ll help pass the time. Maybe I’ll find my friend’s locket, and maybe you’ll see something good.”

      I opened the door to the carriage. From my handbag, I took out a cylindrical case, much like a tiny hat case, which held nested circles of brass and glass an inch in diameter and in height. I unfolded it by sliding the nested tubes so that it looked like a small spyglass, several inches long. When you turned it, the lenses gave magnification of a variable degree, to the thousandth power. The magnification spyglass cost a great deal. But it came to good use in cases like this.

      I inspected the door frame and the footplate. A white powder lay on the footplate and inside the door frame. When magnified, tan flecks lay in the powder.

      “I see a red bird, and a string of ants,” Katherine said.

      “What kind?”

      “The little black ones.”

      “I see brown carpeting.” I laid the spyglass aside, opened my handbag, and took out a small envelope, which once held buttons. I also took out a stiff eyebrow brush, which I used to brush as much of the powder as I could into the envelope.

      Picking up my spyglass, I climbed into the carriage and examined the cushions. Several hairs lay there: brown straight hair and black hair; but not black and curled, as one might expect from a Diamond, but black and straight. Could these be David’s? I took out a second envelope and put the hairs into it.

      “I see a tabby cat.”

      “I only see cushions. You’re ahead!”

      A gray string lay on the floor of the carriage; I put it into the envelope with the hairs. Then I lifted the cushions, finding a penny but nothing more.

      I walked to the driver’s area. A button lay on the floor of the foot rest: wooden, carved with an eagle’s head, a wisp of brown thread attached to it. I put the button and thread into the envelope with the hairs.

      “A boy is walking far off by the trees,” Katherine said.

      The mechanisms underneath the carriage were marvelous: springs and gears which made the ride perfectly smooth. They reminded me a bit of the mechanisms under the rusting steam automobiles back home. Air loved to look at them.

      I scanned the ground around the carriage, but found nothing. “You win!” I folded the envelopes and the magnification spyglass and returned them to my handbag.

      “You didn’t find the locket?”

      I acted dejected. “I don’t see it anywhere.”

      “Let me look.” She climbed all around. “I don’t see it either.”

      “I bet she dropped it before we got in the carriage. I guess I’ll have to go look there.” I smiled. “Come, I’ll get you a sugarplum.”
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      As it turned out, Katherine’s treat cost a penny, and we parted ways, with another warning not to tell. She was so excited with our secret fun I thought she would either blurt out the whole affair or never tell a soul.

      Molly would see my being here as an escape. Roy would love the idea of insulting the Harts in this way. I would know whether Katherine was trustworthy.

      Perhaps I was beginning to think like Roy after all. I wasn’t sure if this was a good development.

      I walked around the Plaza until I reached a storefront, with words engraved upon the front window in gold:

      
        Anna’s Medicaments

        Potions, Medicines, And Salves Of All Sorts

        Supply To Hospitals And Clinics Our Specialty

      

      Anna Goren: an apothecary, the woman who packaged and sent my morning tea after it was formulated and sent to her. She supplied the physicians on Market Center and much of Bridges.

      Anna had brown skin and long brown hair which curled every which way, piled on top of her head in an untidy bundle. She wore a purple linen dress covered by a white cotton apron, and fussed about a room full of bottles, jars, and beakers, which were in turn full of pills, powders, and potions of all sorts.

      She glanced up when I entered. “Mum Spadros! So good to see you! How can I help?”

      “Would you look at these?”

      “I’m ready to close for luncheon anyway.” She shut the door, locked it, and turned the sign to “closed.” Then we went to her back room, which was mostly taken up with testing equipment. Copper pipes with brass fittings came down the walls, leading to larger copper and glass cylinders with various labels. “Whatcha got for me, dearie?”

      I took out the envelope with the powder in it and put the closed envelope in her hand. “If you could tell me what this is, I would be most grateful.”

      She opened the envelope, peered into it, smelled the contents, then set up a row of glass tubes in a pine and brass holder, putting a bit of the powder into each. She held up what appeared to be a lorgnette-style opera-glass. The handle and frame was brass, and it had large black lenses. “Shield your eyes.”

      I did so.

      Then she dropped a match into the first tube. A flash of white light and a familiar smell wafted forth. “Just as I thought,” Anna said. “Party Time.”
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* * *

      I ate luncheon with Anna at a small table in her back room as she did one test after another. She sat for a moment, took a bite of her sandwich, then said, “Oh!” with her mouth full, jumping up to do another test.

      I laughed. “You are like a Jack-in-the-box.”

      “When I think of something, I must investigate! How else will I know?”

      Anna helped me more than once with strange substances I found while on cases, never asking for a cent. Her payment was to know, and to understand.

      “I have it!” She flopped into her chair, a curl of her hair coming out of its bundle to fall beside her face. “This particular Party Time,” she took a drink of her tea, “is the sort found in a factory, before it is cut and sent to the distributors. The Party Time itself is pure!”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, unadulterated by any chemical normally used before distribution. However, it contains wood chips. Party Time in bulk is often stored in barrels; I imagine that the barrel broke, and shards of wood got into the mix. Where did you find this?”

      “On the floorboards of a stolen carriage.”

      “Ah,” Anna said, as if that made everything clear. “Dirt and shoe-polish and carpet-fiber mixed in. Now I understand!”

      “Would you test these as well?” I opened my second envelope and handed her the threads. She snipped a tiny piece from each and lit them afire, then handed the larger portions back to me.

      “The gray is wool; the brown is cotton. Both from a man’s jacket, if I’m not mistaken. A seamstress could tell you more.”

      “You’re wonderful, Anna.” I planned to leave then, but recalled the Inventor’s words.

      “Is something wrong?”

      She wasn’t an Inventor, nor did she ever work on the Magma Steam Generator that I knew of. But if anyone could find the solution to this, Anna could. “I have a problem that perhaps you might have some insight into.” I explained to her the issue with the pilings and the Magma Steam Generator, as best I knew how.

      I had never seen her frown before. “This is a serious problem. I will consider it carefully.”

      “Why is it so serious? Can we not just use candles? Cut trees for warmth?”

      “Oh, my dear girl,” she said, “lights and heat are the least worry. This is no natural city; the whole of it is a construct, a mechanism. Its entirety, from the aperture to the river, runs on power. Life would be most unpleasant without it.”

      I had no idea. “Can you help?”

      “I don’t know, dearie, but I will try my best.”

      “Thank you for everything.” I glanced at her clock. “I must go. I told Mr. Spadros I would be back for tea.”

      Anna smiled. “Ah, yes, the husband. How happy that I was never burdened with one!” She came over, took my face in her hands, and kissed my forehead, as she always did. “Off you go, my dear. Have a lovely evening.”

      I felt pleased for more than one reason. The Diamond Family had only one Party Time factory, disguised as a shoe polish factory. This must be where they held David. The factory did make shoe polish, but only to hide the barrels of Party Time behind in case the Feds came snooping.

      Some zeppelins carrying Agents had unfortunate accidents, one involving a surface-to-air missile. Now the Feds seemed to be afraid to enter the city. Even though Party Time was illegal, the courts were mostly bought, and half the police were on it themselves, so not even they wanted the Feds around. If it weren’t for the Bridgers — and of course, the Families — Party Time wouldn’t be illegal at all.

      I tried Party Time once — it felt a bit like being drunk, without having to down a few bottles to get there. Despite its frivolous name, Party Time made the Spadros Family a fortune: production, distribution, and marketing of Party Time in the Spadros quadrant was at an all-time high. Tony’s father Roy planned to expand our territory outside the boundaries of Bridges itself.

      But the Diamonds didn’t make much Party Time themselves. Since they controlled the prison, they preferred to push for harsh sentencing of those hapless souls caught with Party Time and without a big enough bribe (or good enough Family connections) to escape. Then they charged the prisoner’s quadrant a fortune for care and upkeep. It was a sweet set-up.

      A ball came across my path, and a small boy ran to fetch it. I squatted to pick the ball up. “Here you are.”

      A young woman with light brown skin and blond curls came up.” Tell the nice lady thank you, Master Roland.”

      “Thank you.” The boy was exquisite: brown skin, black eyes, black ringlet curls, a beautiful smile. He reminded me of someone.

      “You’re welcome.” I smiled. “He’s beautiful.”

      The woman beamed. “And such a good child, too.”

      This must be his nanny. I stood and put out my hand. “Jacqueline Spadros.”

      She took my hand and curtsied. “Octavia Diamond, mum, so nice to meet you.” She beckoned to the boy. “Come along, Master Roland, it’s time to go home. Let’s see if Miss Bessie has had her calf yet.”

      “Hurray!” The little one skipped along beside her, and they held hands as they went.
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* * *

      On the way home, I stopped at Madame Biltcliffe’s dress shop. Several well-dressed women browsed the wares, none of whom I recognized. Madame was returning a roll of cloth to its rack when I entered. She glanced up, surprise on her face. “Mrs. Spadros —!”

      The women turned to me and curtsied.

      “— How can I help you?”

      I smiled. “I stopped by to ask about some cloth I saw in another shop. I would love a dress made of it.”

      The other women turned back to their browsing. Madame came over and took my arm. “Wonderful! Come to my office.”

      We went to her office, and she took a ring of keys from her waistband and unlocked it. Her office smelled freshly painted, and the window was new. She must have noticed my puzzlement. “Ah!” She put her hand to her forehead. “I am forgetting to tell you. Never have so many customers been here! Before the New Year, someone broke the window and came in.”

      “What?”

      She nodded, closing the door. “The place, it was a mess!”

      “Was anything missing?”

      “Not a thing.”

      “Did you contact the police?”

      She laughed. “I have been in Bridges long enough to know those results. Scandal for you, and policeman after policeman asking for money ‘to speed investigations.’” She shook her head with a smile. “The window had a crack; it needed changing. So it’s done, with less bother.”

      I showed her the threads and button. “Yes, your friend is right, from a man’s jacket. I would say, hmm, five years old? This button company no longer does business.”

      Ah. Interesting. I took up the items and went to the door, opening it. “Thank you, Madame, you’ve been very helpful!”

      “A pleasure, Mrs. Spadros. I’ll order the cloth for you at once.”

      Clever woman, indeed.

      During the taxi-carriage ride home, I thought about the button. I should have asked Madame what company made it. But a jacket maker who wished to economize, with clientele on a limited budget, might use older buttons for quite some time. I would have to investigate this later.

      Why would someone break into Madame’s office, then take nothing? I wasn’t sure what information of value she might have there. Measurements?

      Yet another item which made no sense. I put it aside.

      I exited the taxi-carriage a few blocks away from home so no one would see I didn’t arrive in a Hart carriage, and considered my plan as I walked.

      I needed to learn the precise location of the Diamond Party Time factory, then obtain a set of blueprints. This meant a trip to the Records Hall on Market Center. The most difficult part would be to learn whether David still remained at the factory.

      But that could wait for later.

      I joined Tony in his study for tea.

      He seemed anxious. “How was your luncheon?”

      “Wonderful!” I remembered my time with Anna. “I had a lovely time.”

      “I’m so glad.” Tony sounded relieved.

      “Did your day go well?”

      “Quite. The quarterly reports were ready. We took in over $3,000 during Yuletide.”

      I stared at him in shock, remembering the night long ago where I was captured for the promise of a dollar.

      Damn my father — I never did get that dollar.

      “I felt surprised myself. But I suppose all those pennies at the roulette tables and slot machines add up.”

      Why would anyone throw their money at the slim chance to win more? It seemed a foolish luxury.

      “You seem distracted,” Tony said.

      Hmm. What to tell him … “I heard an unusual name today. Have you ever heard of a gentleman named Frank Pagliacci?”

      Tony shook his head. “Doesn’t sound familiar. Could be one of the new families over in the Clubb quadrant. I read in the newspaper the other day about the trials of people who move to Bridges from other cities.”

      The article seemed frivolous, but Tony enjoyed such things, especially involving the upper classes. “Is it so different there?”

      Tony shrugged. “Depends on the city. Customs are different, wherever you go.”

      Mrs. Bryce spoke of debtors’ prison. Depending on who you owed, you might be shot, but thrown into prison? It seemed a poor way to get your money back.

      “Perhaps you might not like to answer right away, having just returned, but I’d like to visit City Hall.”

      I almost laughed. The Records Hall, exactly where I needed to go, was next door to City Hall.

      “We’re going to remodel the casino, and I need to speak with the officials there.” He paused for several seconds then shook his head. “No, I should never have asked … it will take much of the day … and will be much too tedious …”

      “No! I would love to go.”

      Tony seemed surprised. “I had no idea you enjoyed the place.”

      Those offices were dreary, but this was a perfect opportunity to find the blueprints to the Diamond Party Time factory.

      Thinking of the Diamonds reminded me of the article about the new regulation, and I mentioned it to Tony.

      “I hadn’t noticed it. The Diamonds must be very pleased.”

      I chuckled. “My thoughts exactly. But what an opportunity to win the favor of our people. “

      “What do you mean?”

      “Pay the fines for anyone caught up in this law. This will encourage them to tell us of any police harassment, and make them love us more.”

      Tony beamed at me. “I have such a brilliant wife. I’ll have the men pass the word.”

      Doubtless leaving out that it was my idea, but no matter. In that, I was like Anna. I delighted in having worthwhile ideas more than receiving praise for them. “If we’re lucky, the other Families won’t consider this for a while. We might even gain ground.”

      Tony became quite excited at that prospect, and took out paper and pen, making notes there at the table on how to make best use of this scheme.

      Almost as if this whole thing were a game.

      At least it was better to win ground by making the people love us than by violence in the streets.

      “When did you plan to visit City Hall?”

      Tony put his pen down and sighed. “I got word right before you arrived. The Clubbs have put a carriage-search on everyone going in and out of their quadrant.”

      I stared at him in shock. “What?”

      He nodded. “So of course, all the other families are doing the same, and putting watchers on the river, in case this is a ploy to distract us from a Clubb attack. The lines going into and out of Market Center will be horrendous.”

      “Whatever could have caused them to do that?”

      Tony shook his head. “The Clubbs are secretive. It could be their granddaughter Calcutta running off again, for all we know.”

      I doubted that. The look on Regina Clubb’s face when she saw me … “Well, I have nothing planned tomorrow.”

      “We should leave as early in the day as possible, after morning meeting, perhaps, and have luncheon on Market.”
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* * *

      The next day, after a long wait to cross the bridge to Market Center, we reached City Hall. Tony told the coachmen to stay on the island and gave them leave to visit the tavern. “You may put your drinks and luncheon on our tab.”

      I glanced back as we went to the building steps, and Honor tipped his hat. I felt touched by his thanks.

      Tony didn’t look back once.

      Gardena was right. I wasn’t a Spadros, not really.

      Tony reached into his breast pocket, retrieving a long list of what he needed and who he must see today. I felt certain I could find what I needed while he was occupied.

      The Hall had white walls with thick, dark wood borders around each of its equally dark doors. A floor of black tile led to a set of black wooden stairs with black banisters, edged in brass. We climbed to the fourth floor, and went to a door marked, “Permits.”

      I turned to Tony. “I’d like to view the paintings here and in the Records Hall while you’re engaged. Shall we meet in front?”

      “Certainly. In an hour, for luncheon?”

      Was it noon already? As if in answer, the clock tower began its chiming. I nodded.

      I waited until he went inside. I then descended four flights of stairs, hurried outside, and walked over to the Records Hall. On the inside it looked identical to City Hall.

      The map room on the second floor held an ancient brown-skinned man with white-glazed eyes behind a black marble slab desk. “May I help you, miss?” A three-year-old boy played with dolls on the floor in the corner.

      “I’d like to see a map of the city.” I pitched my voice like that of a young girl’s and attempted Mrs. Bryce’s accent. If the old man thought I was young, he might let me see more.

      “Come, come this way.” We went down a long hall to an archway. The huge room beyond was full of brown wooden bookshelves. He crossed to the bookshelves, then turned left.

      He shuffled along with his right hand on the bookshelves until we came to an oak table with a huge book on it. The book was bound in dark green leather, which was cracked at the spine. Across from this table sat a small-scale map of the entire city.

      This map sat on a round table six feet wide, with a domed dust cover. The populated area was the size of a dinner plate; the rivers, the width of pencils; the island, a penny in the center. “Maps of the whole city. What quadrant are you from?”

      “Diamond. My mother and I just moved here. She’s next door getting her permits.”

      “Ah, yes.” The gold band on his left ring finger glinted as he turned pages one by one. “These pages show the city quadrants, or you can look at the whole city, with the countryside and all, over at the dome-table.” He gazed through me. “You look as long as you like. If you need anything else, let me know.”

      “Oh, yes. I almost forgot. I promised my mother I would draw for her.” I saw the factory at once, with the number 3123/67, and a building near it. “Where might I find the blueprint area? She needs to rebuild …” What was the name? I peered at the ancient map. “The Omaha building. I’m to make a copy.”

      “Right this way.” He shuffled along the long row of ancient books. At the end of the row, he turned, his arm out. Five stacks down, he turned right, into a row of black-bound volumes. “It’s not often we get newcomers to Diamond. I was born there in Diamond, way back when old Caesar Diamond and his pack was shooting up the area, back in Eighteen and Twenty-Seven.” The old man cackled. “Big Cassino and the Beer Card Boys, that’s what his men called themselves. You ever hear of them?”

      “No, sir.” A newcomer wouldn’t know about them.

      “I remember running after their carriages as a lad, when they rooted out the Wheelcard Gang. Those was exciting days.”

      He moved along, his hand running across the books. “Here we go, Plat 3123/66, the Omaha building. All the blueprints you need.” He took out the book, shuffled back the way we came, and set it on a large table. A row of quills and inkwells sat in the center. “The paper for your copies is there.” He pointed to a shelf past the table.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “It’s what I’m here for.” A bell rang, far out front. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      He shuffled off. Once he was out of sight and sound, I hurried back, got out the book for the factory, took it to the table, and scanned through the pages, listening for the old man’s return.

      I pulled a small notebook from my handbag and made notes and drawings.

      Canisters of materials … supply rooms …

      Entryways … front, back, side …

      Locker rooms …

      Various levels … the layout of the building …

      The basement … where the boy was kept. The most likely place, anyway.

      I heard brisk footsteps, from far down the hall and around the corner, coming closer. Not the old man’s.

      I returned the factory blueprint book to its place and myself to the table, but intuition told me not to stay there. I hid behind the bookcase just in time. Jack Diamond’s shaved head peered around the corner with a concerned, inquisitive expression on his face. He looked so much like his twin brother Jonathan that for an instant I forgot to be afraid.

      What could Jack possibly be doing here?

      “You’re sure?” Jack said. The old man’s shuffling footsteps came closer.

      Alarmed, I hurried to the end of the first set of stacks, across an aisle, then past another long set, looking for an exit, but there was none. A short, thick bookcase of oak-stained wood with more quills and paper blocked my path, and I crouched behind it.

      “Yes, sir, she was right over there at the table. She pretended to be a girl, but my eyes ain’t that bad, sir. A full tall woman she was, wearing red like all the ladies are these days, and one of them feather hats. Something didn’t seem right.”

      The footsteps began to move to the table, which would put them in view.

      I needed a distraction. I took off my hat, which held two feathers in it, and pulled one of the feathers off, sticking it in the books so its top peeked up past the edge. Then I put my hat back on and moved out of sight.

      “Any idea who she was?”

      “No. She said she was new to Bridges, just moved into Diamond. Her accent was a bit like from Dickens … but her coloring, she looked like a Hart to me. And she knew the Omaha building. Most everyone in Diamond calls it the Smith building, on account of the bank that was there before your daddy shot Mr. Plafond Smith dead back in ‘87. No one’s called it the Omaha since the Bloody Year,” he gave a short laugh, “long before you were born. The Harts captured that part for a while there.”

      Oh, no. No wonder he became alarmed.

      “Well, isn’t that an old book? She could have just read the name off the page.” Jack chuckled. “We’re not in the old days anymore, Swan. There’s going to be outsiders here.”

      “I suppose you’re right, sir, but I didn’t want to take chances. Not with all that’s going on.”

      “You did right. Lucky I was next door.”

      “I smell her, she went this way.” Swan shuffled along my trail.

      I was gathering my skirts to move on when Jack said:

      “What book is this? It was out farther than the others.”

      “That’s the Mayer building, sir, right next to the Smith one. It’s gonna be tore down soon.”

      I took off my hat again and peered between the top of the books. Jack stood frowning, book in hand. On his small finger, a silver ring with a clear stone glinted. “What could she have possibly wanted with this?” Then he glanced my way. “Look!” He patted Swan’s arm. “There she is!” He rushed towards me.

      I glanced to my right, appalled. I forgot about the feather! Gathering my skirts, I crawled along the long thick bookcase until I reached its end. I hurried past the gap to the bookcases just in time to avoid him, and was hidden by the bookcases between us.

      I heard whispering at the far end, then, “Got you!” A sound as if someone leapt forward, then, “Damn!” A pause, then Jack let out an exuberant, approving laugh. “She’s tricky!”

      Swan laughed. “Most are, sir.”

      I rushed on tiptoe to the archway. Jack’s voice came from the far end of the stacks, “Hey!”

      I heard the click of Jack’s white patent-leather shoes coming towards me as I fled the map area, panting. I ran down the hallway past the little boy, who waved at me and giggled.

      I hurried down the stairs, through the front lobby and out the front doors, putting on my hat as I pushed past a host of ladies wearing various shades of red.

      I forced myself to walk down the front steps, heart pounding. Just before the last step, I glanced back.

      Jack opened the front door, peering around as the sun broke through the clouds. I turned my head so he wouldn’t see my face … and immediately bumped into someone.

      “My apologies!” the man said.

      “Master Blaze Rainbow.” I kept my back to the door as people streamed past us. Clouds darkened the sky.

      He took a step backwards, off the stairs. “Mrs. Jacqueline Spadros. Fancy meeting you here!”

      I glanced at the door; Jack Diamond was gone. I took a deep breath and forced myself to smile. “A pleasure to see you again.”

      “A pleasure to see you too! What are you doing here?”

      “My husband is at City Hall, so I thought I would amuse myself by looking at the paintings in the lobbies.” I stepped off of the stairs and moved around the corner towards City Hall.

      Morton followed. “So what did you think?”

      “Dreadful. Most disappointing.” They truly were, unless new ones appeared since the last time I viewed them.

      He moved beside me. “I’m sorry to hear that. Did you happen to visit any offices while you were here?”

      “Why, Master Rainbow, I would almost think you were garnering information. But a gentleman like yourself would never be so crass.”

      “I have offended you.”

      “Never. Rather, you have impressed me with your tenacity. I’m sure it was no accident, us meeting here.” Clearly he had people notifying him of my whereabouts, which meant spies either at the Spadros bridge, or more likely here on Market Center.

      I changed my assessment of him: perhaps he was one of the men following me, either he or an associate.

      Morton tipped his hat. “You’re most perceptive, madam. Then do you now know where the boy is held?”

      I stopped in front of a large floral display, where we could be seen from neither the Records Hall nor City Hall, and faced him. “I believe I do.”

      “Would you be willing to share that information?”

      “Why should I do that?”

      Morton looked exasperated. “My employer will only pay me if I rescue the boy myself.”

      I smiled. “You have an interesting dilemma.”

      “As do you. The carriage-search. You can’t get into the Diamond quadrant again unnoticed.”

      I hadn’t considered that. “Are we to take another ride in your yacht, then?”

      He smiled. “You have given me the quadrant. I will give you a ride in return, but I must accompany you.”

      I felt irritated at myself. “I might let you do that, for a percentage of your fee. But Zia must be aboard the yacht, and I will hire the carriage.” I didn’t trust a man who grabbed women in alleys, and I certainly would not get into any carriage that he hired, maid or no maid. “You’ve already admitted my information has value.”

      He chuckled. “Damnable woman,” he whispered. “Very well, ten percent.”

      “Sixty.”

      “Twenty.”

      “Fifty.”

      “Thirty.”

      I felt amazed that the man bargained with me. “Forty it is then.” He must have been either desperate or had no intention of giving me anything. At the time, I gave a fifty-fifty chance of the latter. “When shall we take our adventure?”

      “I’ll send another invitation in the post tomorrow.”

      “Splendid.” I gave him my hand, which he shook.

      Just then, Tony came walking up. “Master Rainbow! So good to see you.”

      Morton gave Tony a handshake, and tipped his hat to me. “A pleasure to see you as well.” He checked his pocket-watch. “I’m afraid, though, that I’m late for an appointment — I must be off.” He moved down the street and disappeared into the crowd.

      “What was that about? I saw you shake hands.”

      I chuckled. “Apparently I made a fair impression upon Mrs. Helen Hart, and Master Rainbow has agreed to suggest another meeting with her.”

      “Really? How kind of him. I’m glad that you and Helen Hart are getting on so well. We should invite her to tea. I’ve thought our families should become better friends.”

      I took Tony’s arm as we strolled along past the Records Hall. “Did you get your work done?”

      “Most of it. One of the men I wished to see has fallen ill. I made an appointment with him for later this week.” It began to rain, and he opened his umbrella over us. “But now, it is high time for luncheon.”

      While we ate, I thought about Jack Diamond, back in the map room. He sounded, acted … normal, even reasonable. But Gardena said Jack had his lucid days.

      I shuddered to think of such a horrible malady. But I couldn’t let sympathy for Jack’s plight cause me to let my guard down.

      When we returned home, I sent a note to Master Rainbow at the address on his card, asking him to arrange a meeting with Mrs. Helen Hart for tea at the Spadros Women’s Club, which like the others, had a boathouse.

      I also sent notes to my contacts, inquiring after this Frank Pagliacci. I wished I had men of my own, as Tony did, to keep watch on Jack Diamond’s whereabouts. That encounter was much too close.
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      After dinner, Tony read in his study by the fire, while I sipped sherry and thought.

      There were too many questions.

      Why were people so interested in my activities? Morton practically confessed to following me. Mrs. Clubb had lookouts for me. Jack had the map room watched.

      Although … Jack Diamond didn’t know it was I in his map room, or he wouldn’t have stopped searching so soon.

      I smiled, wondering what he did think. Some woman from Hart quadrant sneaking around, pretending to be an outsider, asking about a building next to his Party Time factory.

      Oh, dear. Sooner or later he would make the connection. I hoped Jack didn’t increase the guards around the factory.

      Having the blueprints would help a great deal. But even assuming Morton was serious about accompanying me, we knew nothing about the guards and their number.

      These blueprints fascinated me, yet I knew nothing about the mechanisms they held. This led me to a second question, which perhaps Tony might answer. “How is Party Time made?”

      “Hmm? Oh, it’s a series of chemical steps.” Tony put a bookmark in his book, then went to his desk for paper, taking a fountain pen from his vest pocket. “It begins as a plant: its leaves are crushed and treated.” Using his book as a base to write upon, he began to draw, and I peered over his shoulder in excitement.

      But he began speaking of things I didn’t understand. He drew lines and letters as he talked, making many shapes, and arrows which went from one shape to another. I wanted to know, so I felt discouraged and frustrated at not understanding his words, which gave me little insight. Neither Roy nor Molly gave me this information, or even knowledge of the notations Tony made.

      “I’m impressed with your knowledge.” I felt mortified by my ignorance of something so vital to the Business. Perhaps Roy considered a Pot rag too ignorant to learn this.

      My eyes stung at that thought, but I took a deep breath and forced the feelings away, keeping my voice light. “It looks quite complicated.”

      Tony put the paper aside, then capped his pen and returned it to his vest pocket. “I’ve never made it myself, but I must know how it’s made, so I can oversee the workers and give advice if needed.” He paused for several seconds. “A few of these reagents can be explosive if mixed in large amounts.”

      “Why do you mention that?”

      “If the men who attacked intended to kill me, they could have set the factory to explode when we entered. Or shoot me in that ambush, now that I think of it. Six men, aiming at me … one of those bullets would have hit true.”

      I felt horrified. “So why attack with pipes instead?”

      “That is the question. To distract us?”

      To distract us. From what? What were they really doing?

      The fire crackled. It struck me how quiet Roy had been these past weeks. “What has your father been doing?”

      “I sent him to find our missing guards,” Tony said, “with strict instructions to torture no one, but to bring any suspects to me.”

      My heart began pounding in fear at the prospect of speaking to Roy in that manner. “You have courage.”

      Tony shook his head. “I almost died the other day.” He paused, then spoke slowly, gazing at the floor. “I can no longer allow my life to toss in the wind, as if I had all eternity.”

      He straightened, staring straight ahead. “And I refuse to be dictated to by a man who holds neither love nor respect for me, but enjoys finding ways to cause me pain.” He turned to me with determination in his eyes. “If my father wants me to become his heir, he must pay me heed. Otherwise I will take you and leave Bridges, and he can find another heir. I will no longer be treated like a child in my own home.”

      Tony risked his life … confronted Roy Spadros … for us?

      A burden lifted from my heart, and I felt as if I saw my husband for the first time. Tony was no longer a boy frightened of his father, who I must protect out of fear for his life. Somehow, without my knowing it, he became a man, with the strength to stand up to a man who terrified an entire city.

      I took his face in my hands and kissed him, my heart full. Then I gazed into his eyes; this was the first time I felt real love for him. “I have never felt such pride in you. You are truly a man worthy of respect.”

      Tony took my hands and drew me to sit upon his lap, and this night, I don’t recall thinking of Joseph Kerr once.
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* * *

      When I woke, I regretted that. I felt I had betrayed Joe.

      It made no rational sense. Yet I wasn’t happy. Joe wasn’t happy: I could see it in his eyes.

      I didn’t want to love Tony.

      I never wanted to love Tony, and when the servants left me alone for a moment, I wept in frustration at the cage I was in through no fault of my own.

      Why couldn’t Tony be repulsive, or cruel, or evil? Why couldn’t I hate him for what his father had done to me?
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* * *

      There were two notes in my mail. The first read:

      Mrs. Helen Hart presents her compliments to Mrs. Spadros, and will have much pleasure in accepting her kind invitation to luncheon at the Spadros Women’s Club on the 30th of January.

      Which was two days from now.

      The note was, again, not quite Mrs. Hart’s writing, so I took it to be from Morton and Zia.

      The second note had no return address and read:

      Dock 21

      This appeared to be in Morton’s handwriting, on the same paper as the first note. I put the notes in my dresser and locked it, then returned to my seat and pretended to read the newspaper.

      So we were to rescue David Bryce, if possible, in two days.

      This was bigger than any case I had ever done, and much more dangerous. I took a deep breath and put the paper down, trying to stop my hands from shaking.

      Morton planned to sail across the river to the Diamond quadrant. Putting on Zia’s uniform would be a good disguise. Getting to the Party Time plant would be easy, once I was in the Diamond quadrant proper. Getting into the plant itself would be more difficult.

      David Bryce might be injured, or afraid, and we had not met since he was two years old. How might I win the child’s trust? How would I get him out of the building if he couldn’t walk? What doctor could I bring him to — if he needed medical attention — that would be discreet? What would I say to Mrs. Bryce if he was dead, or so badly hurt that his life was in question?

      Not knowing Morton’s true motive frightened me. Could I trust he merely wanted to rescue the boy? What if his goal was to put me in a compromising situation?

      Jacqueline Spadros, captured infiltrating the Diamond Party Time plant. That would send ripples through the city even Roy wouldn’t be able to solve.

      “Your bath is ready,” Amelia said.

      I let Amelia undress me. “Do you remember the first time I was brought here?” Amelia was a scullery maid then; I suppose she never thought she would rise so far.

      “Yes, mum.”

      “I had never taken a bath. I thought you tried to drown me.”

      Amelia’s eyes widened. “Well, that explains why you fought.”

      It was a revelation: I fought, and I was right to. This made me feel strong.
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          The Traitors

        

      

    
    
      During luncheon, Tony said, “My appointment with the man at the Records Hall is day after tomorrow. Would you like to accompany me?”

      “Mrs. Hart and I will be having luncheon that day.”

      “Oh.” He sounded disappointed. He seemed very much like Katherine then.

      “There will be other times.”

      “Well, yes,” he said. “Will you be having luncheon here, then?”

      The Harts had never come to Spadros Manor, as far as I knew, refusing every invitation. This I found odd. Even if they despised me, to refuse Tony’s invitations could be construed as an insult. “No, we’ll be meeting at the Women’s Club.”

      Tony nodded. “Probably for the best.”

      I glanced at the servants, who were pointedly not watching us, and decided to save the obvious question for another time.

      I pondered our conversation the night before, and the question left unanswered. Was the attack on Tony a distraction? A distraction from what?

      The boy and the men, held in the same place. What was the connection? Who was Frank Pagliacci, and what was his connection to Jack Diamond? To hear the stable-man tell it, Frank Pagliacci was in charge. I knew little of Jack, other than what Jonathan and Gardena told me and what I observed. But Jack Diamond didn’t seem like a man who allowed another to command him, even in pretense.

      Tony said, “Would you like to go for a stroll?”

      I didn’t, really, but I had no reason not to. “Of course.”

      We walked through our garden, past the flower mounds Gardena plucked from, and around again. The days seemed ever overcast, the sun a pale ball in the sky, when we saw it. “Do you feel the weather has worsened since we were children? It seems to continually threaten rain of late.”

      “What troubles you?” Tony said.

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      “Forgive me, then, but it seemed at luncheon …”

      I went back over my train of thought, and much of it, I couldn’t talk with Tony about. “Oh! I was thinking of the Harts. Why do they refuse our invitations to visit? It seems rather rude.”

      Tony chuckled. “Yes it does … but I’m sure they have their reasons. My guess is they don’t wish to be accosted by my father.”

      I laughed. “I hadn’t considered that!” I didn’t want to see Roy either. I felt glad Tony banned him from appearing uninvited.

      We walked on for a while in silence. “Last night, you said perhaps this attack was meant to distract you.”

      “Yes,” Tony said, “but I can’t think of from what.”

      I had a sudden thought: what if the attack was to distract me?

      “What is it?” Tony said.

      “It occurred to me that we may be viewing this the wrong way. What if these events have been meant to test us? Our defenses, our information sources, our thought processes, our methods of attack. How the Business functions with you incapacitated. Who we trust and who we do not.”

      A prelude to something else?

      “Wake up,” Tony said. “I never considered this. A spy. An Associate?”

      “That, spies in our household,” I said, “or a spy amongst your main men.”

      “Or all three,” Tony said. He turned, hurrying to the house, and I followed far behind. Who might fall into all three of those categories? Pearson came to greet him, they exchanged words, and both went inside.

      When I entered the house, all was a-flurry. Tony seemed a different man, giving orders in a firm voice, too low to hear unless you stood nearby.

      I remained a few paces away, watching as he spoke with one of his men after another. He turned and gave me his hand. “Come with me.”

      We went into his study. He closed the door behind us, and took my hands in his. “You see things I do not. My father was right to trust you.”

      I stood in shock. Did this mean Tony hadn’t trusted me until now? I could sleep with a man I didn’t love, but surely you couldn’t sleep next to someone you didn’t trust.

      Tony brought me to the chairs by the fire and we sat. “I have felt uneasy since my men were rescued. I’m having them brought here to account for themselves. Never fear; they will be bound. Don’t speak; I would like you to listen and watch. Tell me what you see.”

      I nodded, feeling nervous about this.

      Tony rang for Pearson. We ordered drinks, and I asked for my cigarettes.

      The reports of his men recounting their journey in a carriage together yet ending up at different places had bothered me. At the time, I blamed faulty memories of the situation.

      Pearson returned with our drinks on a silver tray, which he tucked under his arm as he lit my cigarette.

      “Thank you, Pearson,” I said.

      He bowed and left.

      Tony smiled at me. “Thank you for being here.”

      I squeezed his hand, my heart too full to speak. Whether he trusted me before no longer mattered. He did now, and this meant a great deal.

      A few moments later, a knock came at the door. Tony let go of my hand. “Come in.”

      Four of his men dragged in two men who were bound hands and feet, with hoods on. These men they placed on their knees, and removed the hoods. They were blindfolded and gagged. These men were young, perhaps younger than Tony and I. Both had light skin and brown hair but one was taller and painfully thin. I didn’t know them; with the blindfolds on it was difficult to tell who they were in any case.

      Tony said, “You betrayed me, of that I’m sure. I don’t wish to turn you and your families over to my father yet, so I will give you a chance to confess. The first one to do so will live.”

      I immediately saw the error in Tony’s plan, but I thought better of speaking, especially in front of his men.

      Tony gestured; two of his men took the man on the right away, who struggled and made urgent noises, while a third followed, opening and closing the door for them.

      The man remaining was the thinner of the two. He hadn’t tried to speak since his companion was removed, yet tears streaked his face and blindfold.

      “Remove his gag,” Tony said.

      The man said nothing.

      “Well?”

      Silence.

      “I see. You don’t wish to confess. I’m disappointed in you, Duck. But perhaps Crab will confess, given time. My father trained my men well. When they —”

      “No!” Duck said. “Don’t hurt him! He did nothing.”

      “He did nothing? How do you know he did nothing?”

      “I just know.”

      “Do you confess then?”

      “Not if you’re gonna kill him, I’m not.”

      Ah, as I thought. Tony had gotten himself into difficulty.

      “Oh, well,” Tony said, after a moment. “I suppose I can just turn the both of you over to my father, then.”

      “No! Please, Mr. Anthony, no!” Tears began to course down Duck’s face again. “I beg you, don’t let Mr. Roy hurt him.”

      Tony glanced over at me with surprise on his face. “What is Crab to you?”

      Duck said nothing.

      “Very well, I’ll speak with him then.” He spoke to the two men standing: “Move him … let’s see, over there.” He pointed to the far corner of the fireplace. The men moved anything which Duck could use to free himself and left him kneeling, still bound and blindfolded, on the hard stone.

      Tony took cotton from his pocket and put a pinch in each ear. “Hand me your pistol.” One of his men did so.

      Tony held the gun in his left hand. “If you make a sound,” he pulled back the hammer with the gun pointing at the ceiling, “I will shoot you.”

      I stared at Tony in shock. In the house?

      Duck had been sniveling, but instantly went silent.

      Tony said, “Bring Crab in.”

      Crab was shorter and heavier, his hair, thin at the temples. The men brought him in, and Crab knelt with a defiant air.

      “Remove his gag,” Tony said. “Well, Crab, what do you have to say for yourself?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “When my father finishes with Duck, who takes his body?”

      Crab sat with his mouth open. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Because,” Tony said, “you betrayed me. Duck told us all.”

      A strangled noise of outrage burst from Duck’s throat. Tony’s arm lowered in a relaxed, almost lazy motion as he shot the man in the leg — but not before I and his men hastily covered our ears.

      Duck screamed in agony and fell over onto the carpet.

      Crab’s face around the blindfold went white. “You bastard! Duck! Duck!”

      I felt terrified. What if Tony missed? In this small room, the bullet could have hit any of us on the ricochet.

      Duck slumped to the floor. Tony gestured for his men to take Duck out, leaving a plate-sized puddle of blood on the gray stone.

      “Duck! Speak to me!”

      “He can’t talk to you anymore,” Tony said loudly, “but you can still save yourself. Tell me true, now: what happened that night?”

      “You’re a fucking monster, same as your father.”

      Tony sighed. “You are trying my patience. But I’d rather not have my father tear your tongue out just yet. Duck is not dead; he merely fainted. I’ll get him help, but you must help me in return.”

      Crab began sobbing. “Thank the Dealer … please help him …”

      I felt sorry for Crab. I suppose I shouldn’t have, but I did. I hated to see anyone cry.

      Over time, Crab gradually became calmer. “I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
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* * *

      Crab, Duck, and Bull (the man Tony executed at the Grand Ball) joined as Associates at the same time. This wasn’t an accident; they had known each other since they were boys, and not in a platonic sense, either.

      A man came to them at the Grand Ball after they learned about Tony’s order, when it was too late to save Bull, and offered sympathy. This made Duck angry at first, but then the man asked if they wanted payback. “All we had to do was distract the others, get them to walk away from the door, and he’d pay us $100 each.”

      Tony and I stared at each other. Where did this man get that kind of money?

      But at the appointed time, ten other men arrived, shot their buddies, and took them to a warehouse in the Diamond quadrant.

      Tony stared at Crab, appalled. “Good heavens, man, why did you not tell me this before?”

      “He said Mr. Roy would torture us and our families to death if we confessed, because we betrayed the Family. Then when he let us go he upped the ante. We had to spy wearing the clothes he told us to. Brown gentlemen garb —”

      So they followed me, at least some of the time.

      “— If you asked about our imprisonment, we were to lead you astray and talk about a little boy, who he described to us.”

      I gasped, and Crab nodded. “I thought you were there, mum. Mr. Anthony doesn’t smoke. Anyway, there was no boy. I’m not sure why he wanted us to say so.”

      If I hadn’t seen the boy struggling to free himself, I might begin to doubt his existence.

      “Tony said, “Did this man give a name?”

      “Frank Pagliacci.”

      Tony and I stared at each other in shock.

      Tony said, “Give him a chair and take off his blindfold.” The men released Crab’s hands but not his feet, tying him around the waist to the chair.

      We sat there, Crab and I, staring at each other.

      “What else did you do for this man?” Tony asked.

      Crab shuddered, as if remembering a scene he wished he did not. “Every day we wrote what you both did, what you said, where you went —”

      I twitched, startled at the thought. How much did they find out about me? Did they know about my disguises?

      “— who you met with. You have good taste in dressmakers, mum, but yours takes too long to make a dress. My mother could make one in half the time.”

      I felt relieved that he was unable to follow me further.

      Tony frowned. “That’s none of your concern. What shall I do with you? You’ve lied to me, spied on me and my wife, and who knows what else?”

      “Nothing else, sir, I promise. If I would have known this man was so false … ahh.” Crab put his face in his hands. “What did I expect? I betrayed my Family, we both did … we never meant it to go this far.”

      “I know.” Tony turned to his men. “Bring him to his friend, and guard them well. I’ll have further orders shortly.”

      “Yes, sir.” The men took Crab, closing the door behind them.

      Tony rang for Pearson, then turned to me. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      I shrugged. I assumed that was what he wanted me there for.

      Pearson came in. “We’ll be taking tea in here,” Tony said. “Have a girl clean up the blood.”

      After a brief glance at the fireplace, Pearson bowed and left.

      “What do you think?”

      I stared at Tony. About shooting a gun in the house? About being followed? About his men spying on us? “About what?”

      “About the situation before us.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to focus, considering the matter. “Perhaps this can benefit us. Assuming no other spies remain, Frank Pagliacci doesn’t know these men are ours again.”

      “Do you think we can trust them?”

      “Duck? No, but he won’t be going anywhere soon. Crab, now … him we can trust to do what we ask.”

      Dr. Salmon came over to treat Duck’s wound. While he was upstairs with Duck, the maid cleaned the hearth. Soon after, Pearson came in with a letter for Tony.

      Tony read the letter, his face stern. “Has a Constable Hanger been here?”

      “Why yes. Twice, about a woman wanted in a kidnapping. He seemed to think I knew her.”

      Tony frowned. “Well, he got a warrant to search the home of one of our maids at the Country House. Why would he do that?”

      Fear stabbed at me. Had she done what I asked and destroyed the letters? “I don’t know. What happened?”

      “They found nothing. How dare he step onto my property, question you without my leave, and search my servant’s home? That is one fellow I would happily turn over to my father.”

      He’s angry, I thought. Surely he doesn’t mean it. “What will you do?”

      “I’ll talk to the Chief of Police when I’m on Market Center. This nonsense will stop.”

      A knock at the door. “Come in,” Tony said.

      Dr. Salmon came in, Sawbuck with him.

      “How is he?” I said.

      “Resting. I was unable to locate the bullet, but it should work its way out in time. I’ve dressed the wound and dosed him with pain medication. I left more with his … friend, with instructions.”

      Tony nodded. “You did well.”

      “I’ll return tomorrow to check on him,” Dr. Salmon said.

      “Ten,” Tony said to Sawbuck.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Get Crab back down here, I want to talk to him.”

      “Right away, sir,” Sawbuck closed the door behind him, returning a few minutes later.

      Crab had been cleaned up and appeared much more willing to talk with us.

      Tony said, “What does this man really look like?”

      Crab’s description of this Frank Pagliacci could match several dozen men at the Grand Ball that night, and several dozen more of their retainers: brown hair, brown skin, wearing a “dark” tuxedo, and “very good looking.”

      “What color tuxedo?” I said.

      Crab shrugged. “I don’t do well with colors, mum. Never did. It runs in the family. Maybe ask Duck when he comes to?”

      Later we sent Crab to ask, then heard Duck shouting, “How in the hell am I supposed to know what color his fucking clothes were? Maybe you’d know if you hadn’t been staring at his fucking arse the whole time!”

      I laughed. “By the Shuffler!”

      Tony shook his head, not finding it funny. “Duck’s in pain, and medicated. I’ll have Sawbuck look through the guest list and the list of retainers, and see who might fit this description.”

      Crab returned red-faced, and we set him with a charge: continue to report to Frank Pagliacci, but report what we told him to. If Frank Pagliacci asked, he should say we sent Duck to the countryside. Crab agreed readily when we told him we would hold Duck to insure Crab’s good behavior until this man Pagliacci was either caught or killed.

      We moved the men to a room on the top floor, locked their windows, and stationed men outside of the Manor and outside their door. Then we sent word to Duck’s family that we needed him in the countryside; he would send word when he could.

      “Duck’s Ma and Pa don’t care about him,” Crab said, “only one who’d care is his brother, and he’s too young to come here.”

      After dinner, Tony and I retired to our rooms, and spent many hours talking. It felt exhilarating to help in such a practical way with the Business, and I wondered if this was what Roy meant for me to do all those long years ago.
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      That night went no differently than any other, and I woke at Honor’s knock feeling drained and weary. One more day — and one more night — to endure before I could try finding David Bryce. I sat numbly sipping my tea, watching the rain fall outside as servants, horses, and dogs trudged in the mud.

      What was I doing? Was this worth it?

      Perhaps I shouldn’t trust Morton at all. Perhaps it was wiser not to go out tomorrow, to find a different way to the Diamond quadrant, not use his help.

      I could meet up with a madman, a strangler, who might do the same to me. I could find myself delivered to Jack Diamond — who might be one and the same — by this Morton’s hand, and might very well meet my end. Perhaps I had no need to put myself into peril tomorrow. I could simply tell Tony where David was and then … what?

      No, Tony couldn’t save the child, even if he believed my information and didn’t care how I got it. Could Tony, of all people, get into the Diamond quadrant unnoticed? Even if he did, for him to go to the Diamond Party Time plant and rescue David … I would have to go also, if only to identify the child.

      Jacqueline Spadros, I thought, you’re being a coward.

      I considered little David Bryce, Air’s brother, alone. Or worse, in the company of a madman who had already strangled his older brother — perhaps even in front of him. I felt ashamed.

      If I wanted to get the child back, using Morton’s offer of help was the best way I had found so far, and I needed to move soon. I couldn’t wait for another opportunity. Otherwise, I could be chasing rumors of David’s whereabouts forever. But I wasn’t going to blindly assume Blaze Rainbow intended to protect me, or even had the same objective.

      When Amelia arrived with my newspaper, I stared at it, feeling I missed something, something important. I pushed my tea and toast aside, then I put the newspaper on the windowsill, to get it out of the way.

      “Amelia, bring me pen, ink, sealing-wax and writing paper, five sheets.”

      “Yes, mum,” she said.

      “And ask Madame Biltcliffe to send the corset I asked her to make me.”

      “I’ll send a note right away, mum.”

      When she returned with the items I asked her for, I wrote a letter addressed to Madame Biltcliffe:

      If you do not hear from me in three days, go to the police. In my dresser is further information. —JS

      I put the letter in my pocket. Then I wrote everything I knew about the case so far, including my speculations about Morton: three pages worth. I folded and sealed it, locking it in my dresser. The fact I needed to do it felt terrifying. Afterward, I felt relieved.

      Tony went into his study after breakfast, accompanied by Sawbuck and several of his other men, doubtless plotting about Frank Pagliacci.

      I went to Crab and Duck’s room, a guest room above the parlor; one of Tony’s men stood guard.

      “Morning, Mrs. Spadros.”

      “Good morning. May I speak with Crab?”

      The man opened the door. “You want me to come in?”

      “It’s not necessary.” I glanced at Crab, who sat in a chair beside Duck’s bed. “I’ll only be a moment.”

      “I’ll be right outside,” the man said, and closed the door.

      I rarely went into the guest rooms, but they were much like the rest of the house: white furniture, gray tile. Duck snored softly, his face pink. Crab’s eyes were bleary, his clothes rumpled. I drew up a chair and sat. “When are you supposed to report in?”

      “Tomorrow, after luncheon. I go to the river promenade, and signal if I’m not being followed. If he doesn’t see anyone he walks with me and we talk.”

      Perfect timing for what I had in mind.

      Might Tony and his men have planned to catch Pagliacci at this meeting? Would Tony risk a gunfight in a crowded place?

      “What exactly did Mr. Pagliacci tell you to say about the boy?”

      Crab thought a moment. “He said to say that the boy was ten, with dark hair and eyes. Also to say he tormented the boy, and the boy would cry for his mother. He said, say it just like that.”

      Interesting. “How were you to say he tormented the boy?”

      “Whispering to him. We were to make it sound horrible.”

      What could this man be about? Was this a game to him?

      I had an idea. “Mr. Spadros will tell you to report to Mr. Pagliacci tomorrow, and give you words to say. What I would like you to also say is that you mentioned the boy, but we care nothing about him.”

      Crab’s eyes narrowed, then he nodded.

      This would either cause Pagliacci to relax, or he would become suspicious and return to Diamond at once. But it would be too late. With luck, Morton and I would have the boy and be gone before Pagliacci knew we were there.

      If Tony’s men played this right, they could capture Pagliacci once he left the promenade. If David were a pawn, or held important information, Pagliacci might focus on securing David rather than on watching behind him. “Thank you for your help.”

      Crab seemed worried. “Duck’s face feels hot.”
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* * *

      Tony and his men were eating luncheon in the study, but I asked Pearson to call the doctor.

      Dr. Salmon arrived an hour later to examine Duck. He later asked to speak with Tony, then left, returning with a male assistant and two large basins.

      Tony’s men moved Crab to another room while the doctor worked. We heard Crab griping all the way in the dining room. Duck howled in pain from time to time, accompanied by Crab’s sobbing screams. It made for an unsettling dinner.

      When Dr. Salmon came downstairs, he looked grim. “Your man has a severely infected wound and diabetes mellitus.”

      “What’s that?” I said.

      “The sugar disease,” Dr. Salmon said.

      I felt shocked. How had the man lived this long?

      “I removed a great deal of infection from the wound, along with the bullet, which went too deep to find yesterday, and washed the wound with whiskey. Astonishing, how much purulence his body generated in 24 hours. I’ve given him medication for pain and fever. But he needs close attention, and may not survive.”

      “I’ll have rooms set up for you and your assistant,” Tony said. “Whatever you need. We must not lose the man.” Duck was our only hold on Crab, who was our only link to Frank Pagliacci.

      Tony went to the men, and I followed. Before he got to Duck and Crab’s room, I took hold of Tony’s arm. “We must tell Crab.”

      Tony shook his head. “We can’t tell Crab how serious this is until after he passes this message along. He must believe Duck has a chance to survive.”

      “At least let me go with you. He might believe it from me.”

      Tony shook his head. “You are a woman, and unused to hiding your emotions. If you are there, he will see the truth in your eyes.”

      If I denied it, I told Tony that I hid my emotions on a daily basis, destroying what little trust he held for me.

      Tony went to the door and shook hands with the man on guard. I stood nearby as Tony went inside, leaning my head back against the wall.

      “Ho, Crab, how is he?”

      “I might ask you that, sir.”

      “The doctor retrieved the bullet: it’s a good sign.”

      “I’m grateful.” I heard low murmurs back and forth for quite some time. In the middle, it sounded as if Crab were crying.

      I didn’t know how to feel. Crab betrayed the Family, and the penalty was death. Yet Tony killed a man Crab loved for no good reason, then shot another for even less reason, who might now be dying. Crab was no dummy; surely he saw the conflict of interest Tony faced when telling him anything.

      Then Tony said, “How are you to mark all is well?”

      “I use this kerchief here. This red one. He said, use red to show all is well.”

      “This isn’t red, Crab, it’s brown.”

      “But … it’s the one he gave me.” Crab wasn’t sure.

      “Then use that. Nothing must alarm him.”

      The door opened and Tony came out. “Guard them well.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Someone pushed me out of a carriage. I fell on the rough cobblestones. Strangers gathered around me. My knees burned.

      “Fine dress for a Pot rag,” an older girl said, yanking on it, laughing as it ripped.

      I struggled to my feet.

      “Combed hair and everything, ain’t she fancy,” a man said. He spat in my face. “Too fancy to whore for the likes of us.”

      I ran from them, down a long passageway, a flight of stairs, a maze of machinery, searching for something.

      The dark shape of a man followed me in the shadows, coming closer each time I looked back. A diagonal of light crossed Jack’s face. A dagger glinted in his hand. Terror filled me. But I moved so slowly …

      “Ahhh!” I woke, my heart pounding.

      Tony was already gone, but Amelia had not been in yet. The drapes were shut, only a pale line showed that dawn was near.

      I lay back in bed, taking deep breaths as tears filled my eyes.

      Oh, to have a night without dreams.

      I curled onto my side. Tears wet my pillow. Sometimes, I felt Jack Diamond made good on his promise to make my life hell just by being in my nightmares.

      I never returned to sleep. While I drank my bitter morning tea, I took the invitations and notes from Morton and compared them to the false note sent to me on Madame Biltcliffe’s stationery. The writing didn’t match.

      I felt glad the writing didn’t match. But I couldn’t deduce who wrote that first note. Frank Pagliacci was a prime suspect, or perhaps some female associate with a good eye for copying.

      I realized I should have investigated the false note and the break-in at Madame Biltcliffe’s shop before doing anything else. If I had done that, I might have discovered Frank Pagliacci’s identity sooner. Perhaps Herbert and Stephen’s deaths could have been avoided. Now it was too late.

      Morton wasn’t Frank Pagliacci. But it didn’t mean he held honorable intentions towards me. What if Morton was an accomplice, pretending to help me in order to bring me to Frank, Jack, or both?

      What if I was caught?

      I pictured Jack in my dream, with a knife, ready to do his worst. Or perhaps Roy, if I survived. Roy would be furious; a slap would be just the beginning. I could say Morton kidnapped me, or lured me there on false pretenses.

      No, I decided, I wouldn’t let it go that far. I had no wish to be tortured by either of them. I would have my six-shooter with me, and keep the last bullet safe.

      Jack Diamond would not capture me alive.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the morning meeting, Tony went to his appointment. I asked Amelia to choose a luncheon dress for the Spadros Women’s Club, suitable for boating on Mrs. Hart’s yacht.

      “I have just the thing!” Amelia chose a blue wool crape dress with dark blue buttons.

      While she tightened my corset and got me into my dress, I thought about many things:

      Why did Frank Pagliacci want us to know he held David? My only answer was the child was bait for a trap.

      I didn’t like this idea much, but I could find no other reason to do what Frank Pagliacci was doing. This was why I told Crab to pretend we cared nothing for him. This would force Pagliacci to …

      Oh, no. What if he killed the boy?

      “Are you well, mum?” Amelia said.

      “Yes, I’m quite well.” Morton and I would arrive before Crab talked to him. David would be safe, assuming he was still alive.

      “Your package from Madame Biltcliffe is on the dresser.”

      “Would you wrap it as a gift, please, Amelia?” David had to be alive. I couldn’t let myself think he was dead. Someone would have found his body by now had Pagliacci killed and dumped the boy, as he did with his other victims. It was a thin hope, but all I had to go on.

      The idea that Frank Pagliacci did this to distract me rather than (or in addition to) Tony still lingered. I had no evidence for this, nor could I deduce why the idea stayed with me. But when an idea stayed with me, I never ignored it.

      It suggested Pagliacci already knew or knew of us.

      Between Tony and I, enough people disliked us to fill a ballroom. But someone who hated us enough to beat Tony, to kidnap and murder children, just to distract us? From what?

      I shook my head, puzzled.

      “You’re worrying on something, mum, I can tell,” Amelia said. “Anything I can help with?”

      I laughed. “I’ll let you know if I think of something.”

      I thought of the Red Dog cards, and of what I told Tony, that perhaps these actions were to test us.

      Bait for a trap. Distraction from something else. Tests. “I have a puzzle but not all the pieces.”

      In the end, though, did the answer really matter? Right now, all I cared about was finding Air’s little brother and bringing him home safe.

      “Well, mum, my little ones always lose some of the pieces in their puzzles. If you know the picture, it makes it go faster.”

      That made me stop. What was it I thought of earlier, when I spoke with Tony? A prelude to something else. But what?

      “Sit down, mum, and I’ll get your boots on you,” Amelia said.

      The bell rang downstairs, and Pearson answered it. Soon Pearson’s heavy tread came to the door; he knocked as Amelia finished tying my boots.

      “Come in,” I said.

      “Master Jonathan Diamond calling,” Pearson said.

      “Wonderful! I don’t need to leave for a while yet.”

      “Very good, mum, I’ll seat him in the parlor.”

      “Pearson, let Dr. Salmon know we have a visitor. I don’t want Duck and Crab howling with a guest here.” I picked up my letter to Madame Biltcliffe and handed it to him. “Would you post this for me?”

      “Certainly, mum.”

      Jonathan looked much better today, and walked without his cane. “How beautiful you look! Do you have time to see me?”

      I smiled. “For you, always. Would you like some tea?”

      He smiled. “I would.”

      I rang for a maid. We sat across a small table, facing each other as she brought us our tea.

      Jonathan wore a dark brown corduroy suit with brass buttons. How many thousands of men wore brown today?

      When the maid left, I said, “How can I help you?”

      “I wished to see how you fared. I’m afraid I wasn’t very good company last time.”

      The room was warm and comfortable. The sun peeked through the clouds, shining bright in my face. I felt an enormous temptation to stay here, spend the day with Jonathan, and forget David altogether. “I’m so glad you came by. I could use some counsel.”

      Why did I bring this up? I instantly regretted it. But I suppose I needed reassurance that I wasn’t insane, risking my life for a boy I didn’t know.

      Jonathan nodded, more at ease. “I would be glad to help.”

      What could I say now? “I have a … hmm, how to say it …”

      “Simply say it.”

      The sun went behind the clouds. I gazed into Jonathan’s eyes and felt foolish, even flustered. I never felt this way around him before. “Suppose … there were a task … you felt was right and honorable, that would help someone, but it put you at some risk.”

      My hands lay on the table, and he leaned forward, placing his hands on mine. “And you couldn’t pay someone to do this?”

      I shook my head, glancing away. “No, I’m the only one with enough knowledge of the situation to do a proper job.”

      He shrugged, and leaned back in his chair. “The answer seems obvious, unless there is some aspect you haven’t told me.”

      I laughed. Of course there was, but I couldn’t say that. Even so, I felt relieved, as irrational as it might seem. “You have helped me immeasurably.”

      “Well, I’m glad I could be of help, although I don’t feel as if I’ve done anything.” He almost sounded annoyed.

      I had the sudden feeling he wanted to tell me something, but could not. “Jon, what’s wrong? I’m glad to see you, but why are you here?”

      Jonathan gave me a level look. “I thought you might need actual assistance.”

      “In what way?” I felt baffled.

      “There have been odd rumors of late,” he paused. “Screams coming from Spadros Manor.” He reached across the table and touched my face. “You have covered it, but your face was bruised the last time my sister and I visited.” He took a deep breath. “Is your husband treating you well?”

      I stared at him, astonished. “Is that what you think?” A laugh burst from me. “No … no. Quite the contrary. Tony has been wonderful. We have visitors … one has fallen quite ill and is beside himself. He is finally sleeping.”

      “This explains the doctors.” Jonathan shook his head, resting his arms on the table. “I’m sorry; it’s just that …”

      “I know. Tony is Roy’s son, but he is certainly not Roy.” I patted his hand and placed it on my unbruised cheek, feeling a surge of fondness for him. “Never fear; if that ever happened, I would tell you.”

      Relief crossed Jonathan’s face. “I am truly grateful.”

      The sun came out again, and Jon’s face fell into shadow. I closed my eyes, enjoying the warm sun on my face. For a moment, I had another temptation: to tell Jonathan everything, to ask for his aid in entering the Diamond quadrant and wresting the boy away from his brother.

      But how could I use him to defy his nature, as I had tried to do with Vig? Jonathan loved his brother Jack, in spite of Jack’s madness, and would defend him. Jon might not believe my story. He would want me to wait while he investigated it, allowing Frank Pagliacci to harm or even murder the child. I might lose my dearest friend over this, and for what?

      As I told Jon, this was my task, and I would do it.

      A knock at the door; I became aware of how this might appear. I leaned back, taking my teacup in hand, and Jonathan let his hand fall to the table. “Come in.”

      Pearson entered. “Your carriage is ready, mum.”

      I heard Jon blowing his nose behind me.

      “Thank you, Pearson.” I turned to Jonathan, who faced the window. “I must be off. Walk with me?”

      He smiled, but his eyes were red. “With pleasure.”

      “Are you well, Jon?”

      He folded his handkerchief in his pocket, clearing his throat. “Of course, my love. Nothing to fear. A bit of dust, perhaps.”

      I took Jonathan’s arm as he escorted me to my carriage. Before I climbed in, Pearson handed me the gift-wrapped maid’s corset, then returned to the house.

      After I sat inside the carriage and the door closed, Jonathan said, “Do your right and honorable deed, if you must, but take care. I would have nothing harm you.”

      It was such an echo of my words to Tony the night he went looking for the kidnapper, hurt as he was, that I felt touched. “I am going to luncheon.” I snapped open my fan and fanned myself. “I should manage not to harm myself too badly there.” I grinned at him.

      He laughed, slapping the carriage to signal the driver.

      I waved as we drove away, then turned to wipe my eyes. I had never lied to Jonathan before, ever.

      How I wished I could tell him the truth! But he would never allow it, and would surely have me followed if I persisted, or worse, follow himself. I could never forgive myself if harm came to him on my account.

      I leaned back into the carriage cushions and closed my eyes. Today, I thought, this would be over, one way or another.

      I was a fool.
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      The Spadros Women’s Club was elegant in its own right, with piano black paneling trimmed in silver. Black roses lined the walkways. Dock 21 was close by, and there again was Zia.

      She smiled shyly, gesturing for me to follow her onto the gangplank and into the yacht. The girl might be deaf, but she was quite pretty.

      Morton sat at the table downstairs in the oak-paneled galley, loading his revolver. Today Morton wore a dark brown business suit and a dark brown Derby hat. He holstered his gun and rose when I came down the stair. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Spadros.”

      “Good afternoon, Master Rainbow.”

      Morton insisted I remove any makeup and jewelry, and cover my hair. “Your portrait is everywhere. This outfit is little disguise if someone recognizes you.”

      With a shock, I realized he was right. Was that why Constable Hanger kept visiting? Had someone recognized me?

      Morton frowned when he saw the yellowing bruise on my cheek, yet said nothing of it.

      I changed clothes with the maid, putting on the maid’s corset Madame Biltcliffe made and Amelia wrapped. I placed my clothes and jewelry into a dress bag Morton obtained for the occasion, with zippered pockets for small items. I felt impressed with his planning.

      I didn’t know if I would get an honest answer, but I had to ask. “Why are you helping me?”

      “My employer would like this conspiracy of kidnapping and murder to end, and the boy returned to his mother. So our goals run along the same path. It’s most efficient to help each other, don’t you think?”

      That sounded too easy. “May I ask who your employer is?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t reveal my employers’ names, just as you avoid revealing yours, and for similar reasons. But my present employer wishes you no harm, as far as I can tell.”

      “Then I am relieved. It is imperative that I do nothing to bring scrutiny upon either myself or the Spadros Family.”

      “Be assured, madam, that as far as I am concerned, you were never here.”

      Feet ran along the pier, and a boy’s voice called out, “Message for Blaze Rainbow.”

      “Ah, good.” Morton went up the stairs and out of sight, the boat creaking with the added weight as he stepped onto the deck.

      I heard the boy speak, but not what he said.

      “Are you sure?” Morton sounded incredulous. “Okay, thank you.” He came into the cabin looking grim. He and Zia had a spirited conversation: anger lay in her face as she gestured wildly.

      He turned to me. “Let’s discuss the plan before we go any further.”

      “After you tell me what just happened.”

      Zia turned away, hand to her face.

      “I just received some disturbing news,” Morton said.

      A surge of fear. “Is it about the boy?”

      Morton shook his head. “No, not about him. Think nothing of it.” He gave Zia a quick glance, then stared at the table between us.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Let me see what your plan was first, then I can decide,” Morton said.

      I had the feeling Morton didn’t want to talk about his dilemma in front of Zia. I also felt she wasn’t his maid, but something closer.

      “Very well.” I opened the small notebook with my sketches of the factory.

      “How …?”

      I smiled. “The plans are public record. As to how I found the building, that shall be my secret.”

      Morton said nothing.

      “There is a door round back, which goes to the worker’s areas: washrooms, lockers, equipment, and so on. Past that is a stair down to the basement. The boy is likely held there.”

      Morton frowned, which made me nervous. “Very well. I promised to help you, and I shall, for as long as I can.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Morton and I untied the thick golden ropes which bound us to the dock.

      Once we cast off, Morton gestured for me to approach him where he stood near the wheel. He handed me brass and leather-bound binoculars. “There are watchers on the Diamond side of the river for just what we plan to do. So we can’t simply go across.”

      I peered through; men on the opposite side peered back at us. I returned the binoculars. “What shall we do then?”

      “I’ll show you.” Morton turned the boat towards Market Center, moving along the wide river with several others.

      The day was pleasant, if overcast, and the wind favorable. Soon we passed under the bridge between Diamond and Spadros closest to Market Center. Morton then turned the boat right to circle the island.

      We passed under the same bridge Tony and I crossed so many times to and from Market Center. I thought of New Year’s Eve, and what Tony said up there.

      Tony and I had a life together. Perhaps I should forget about Joseph Kerr and stop living in the past like Jack Diamond seemed to, before it drove me mad as well.

      “Would you go downstairs and get a brown suitcase with a brass star on the corner?”

      Zia paced back and forth inside the cabin, wringing her hands. She ignored me as I searched out the suitcase. At first I thought the suitcase would be too heavy to lift, yet it was light. When I emerged with the suitcase, Morton was removing the last of the white sails, which he folded up.

      By this time we had passed out of sight of Diamond, and Morton began hooking blue sails to the mast. “Open the suitcase, then help me with these lines.” Blue cloth filled the suitcase, so thin you could see through it!

      It was then I noticed that everything on the yacht had been white: sails, decks and lines.

      Zia peeked out, curiosity evidently overcoming her distress. Morton made hand movements and she took the blue cloth out of the suitcase. Starting at one corner of the stern, she draped it along the outside of the boat, like bunting.

      Once we raised the blue sails, we made much better time around the island, traveling under the bridge to the Clubb quadrant. The bridges, unlike those in the postcard, were white: desperate men peeled away the gold leaf long ago, if in truth it ever existed. “I never realized Market Center was so big.”

      “It’s fortunate,” Morton said, “because it allows the watchers on the Diamond shore to forget us.” He smiled. “But this will distract them altogether. Follow me.”

      We went aft, and Zia was tying the blue material onto the other side. She then went forward, towards the bow.

      Morton and I moved a bench far away from the stern wall. He opened a compartment in the floor next to the stern wall, lifting the floorboards up by hinges to fold onto the deck.

      He climbed into the compartment and unhooked a board shaped like the inside of the stern wall. This board attached to the lowest part of the stern by hooks, and at the railing by hinges. We raised the board over the side using long hooked poles, the board just clearing the rudder mechanism. When this board dropped over the stern wall, it clicked into place, covering the stern.

      “The Finesse is now the Action Card,” Morton said. “No one is searching for that boat at all.”

      We walked towards the bow. Zia was at the wheel, and we went under the bridge to the Hart quadrant as if on vacation.

      Morton took out a cigarette and lit it. “I’m sorry, here.” He held his cigarette in his mouth while he offered me a cigarette, which I took, although perhaps I shouldn’t have, and lit it for me.

      So far, the day seemed enjoyable. But I didn’t let Morton behind me, nor did I forget what I was doing. I walked into a trap. I could very well die that day.

      Zia and Morton exchanged gestures after he tied the boat to the dock, and she seemed calmer. After a peck on Morton’s cheek, Zia returned to the boat, and went inside.

      Morton must have noticed my curious gaze, for he said, “My younger sister.”

      Master Gentleman Morton’s dark brown private coach waited at the docks in the Diamond quadrant, complete with driver and footman. Morton tried to get me to enter, but I refused, hiring a public taxi-carriage which came down the street a few moments later.

      We sat across from each other. Silence seemed the best choice.

      “You don’t trust me; I don’t blame you. It was abominable of me to lay hands on you the day we met, and I deeply regret it.”

      “Then why did you?”

      “I don’t know.” The way he said it told me that this man was new to his job, fearing his task was impossible, afraid he ruined the opportunity to gain me as an ally. “I … I never played a rough man before.”

      I almost laughed. Is that what he thought of Pot rags? “I don’t trust you, true. For all I know, you could be the murderer.”

      Morton stared at me, aghast. “Murderer? I assure you, madam, I’m not!”

      “And so a murderer would say. However,” I said, with a sigh, “I must return David Bryce to his mother if I can, for reasons I will not share with a stranger. And so I must ride with you, and let you accompany me.”

      Morton didn’t speak for several moments; his eyes, nose, and cheeks turned red, and he looked less certain of himself. “I believe this is a trap.”

      I stayed silent, hoping he would say more.

      “Do you know a man named Frank Pagliacci?”

      Now perhaps I would learn the truth. What should I reveal?

      I decided to be as honest as possible. If he played me false, this might put him at ease, and he might let some information slip. “He is the man who kidnapped the boy and holds him now. He killed two of my husband’s men and kidnapped two more, blackmailing them into spying on us. I also believe he strangled your Stephen and the older brother of the child we seek.”

      When I told him the last part, Morton stared at me, horrified. “This whole thing felt wrong. I have met this man; he is … a consummate liar. He almost had me fooled.”

      “What did he tell you?”

      Morton then told his story, slowly and with much hesitation. He was hired to discover who created false Red Dog treys then blamed their villainous deeds on the gang. While on his investigation, a trusted friend introduced him to Frank Pagliacci. This man passed himself — quite convincingly, from Morton’s descriptions — as part of the district attorney’s office.

      “I felt suspicious … I didn’t understand why he would want to help me.”

      By then, Morton learned of David’s disappearance from Clover. His employer became alarmed at the news, and asked him to retrieve the boy.

      But Frank Pagliacci claimed no child was missing: he paid a woman to tell this story. They asked Morton to pretend to assist me in finding the boy. In exchange, they would give him access to a man who had the information Morton needed.

      This man, who Morton never met, would talk only if he met with me. Pagliacci claimed this pretense of a kidnapping was necessary to lure me to the meeting. A police detective joined them, but only to corroborate the story.

      Why would anyone need to lure me anywhere? Because it was someone I wouldn’t want to meet with otherwise? I couldn’t think of anyone who fit that description, except perhaps my father. Or Jack Diamond.

      Ah. That made sense, frightening as it was.

      I considered Mrs. Bryce, her barren rooms, her empty plate, and her dead son. “I have spent a great deal of time with this woman, who I have known since childhood. I am confident that if they paid her to concoct this story, the pay wasn’t nearly enough.”

      “Their reasons made no sense,” Morton said. “A man going to the police with information in exchange for meeting you. Though you ran an independent business, he couldn’t meet you? Because your husband was so jealous?” He glanced at my face.

      I touched my cheek. “It’s not what you think.” I sighed, melancholy at my failure with Thrace Pike. “It’s a long story.”

      Morton peered at me, then shook his head. “None of it made sense. They were insistent on their tale and plan, though, and it seemed to make sense to my friend, so I let the matter drop. But I began to check their story.

      “The second man was a detective once, but had been let go. He now works as a private investigator.”

      Oh, dear. A Bridges detective would have to do or be something quite extreme to rate dismissal.

      Morton took a deep breath. “The most alarming part of this was that they refused to tell me where the meeting was to be. I would receive word to be at a certain place and told what to say. That is why I was in Diamond, and why I didn’t rescue the boy. At the time, I didn’t think he was real. But when I saw his mother, so frantic and hopeful, I began to doubt their story.”

      “And then there was Stephen.”

      “Yes.” He paused. “I never met Stephen, but from the way Clover took the news …” He shook his head. “When you told me you sent Stephen to find the boy, and then to see his portrait in the paper … murdered … I knew this was real … something was horribly wrong.”

      Morton sat for a moment. “I could get no confirmation that Frank Pagliacci was who he claimed to be. So I sent a messenger boy to bring a letter to the man. A test, to see how he would reply. The messenger told me the office lay empty. I knew then this was a trap.”

      I frowned. “Why trap us?”

      “I’m not sure they wished to trap me, although I can see several reasons they might wish to. I’m certain they wish to trap you, but for what purpose it’s unclear.” Then he sat bolt upright, his voice full of dread. “Zia.”

      No surprise here. “You must decide what to do for yourself.”

      Morton stared out of the window, his face pale. He kept one hand to his chin, the other tapping his fingers and checking his pocket-watch. We clattered along in the taxi-carriage, the horses’ hooves ringing on the cobblestones.

      Several minutes went by. I felt relieved that Morton didn’t turn the carriage back. Frank Pagliacci could have been returning to kill or move the boy soon. “Did you follow me?”

      “I did, the day you went to the train and the bar. Once I met you in the Pot, I knew you dressed as a shop maid. It was easy to deduce where you might obtain a uniform without much trouble.”

      “I was to meet Stephen there at the train.” I felt somber. “He never arrived.”

      “The police found him. I wish now that they had kept him; perhaps he would still be alive.”

      The driver brought us round back of the Diamond plant, a few streets away. “Please wait for us here,” I said. The driver glanced at Morton, who nodded. The driver took out a cigar, lighting it as we crossed the street.

      The sun emerged from the clouds, and I moved towards the factory. “This way.” Morton followed.

      Few people walked the streets. We were too close to the slums for the homes to be other than those of the lowest day-wage servants. This hour, most were at work in the better areas as temporary help, shop girls, and the like.

      A black brick building mortared in gray stood at the far right intersection of two alleyways. At the corner, a gray wooden door stood at the top of a short staircase with a gray metal railing.

      An ancient wooden sign above the door said:

      
        Diamond Shoe Polish

        Since 1874

      

      A man sat smoking on the back stair, while another stood guard, revolver in hand. Neither saw us, with our alleyway cloaked in shadow.

      Morton took out his pocket-watch and examined it. “My guess is that the man on the porch will go off break in a few moments,” he whispered. “I will then draw the gun-man away. Go in when the way is clear.”

      I grabbed his arm. “Why are you really helping me?”

      Morton turned to me. “Why do you care?”

      “I need to know.” I needed to know he hadn’t sold me to Jack Diamond. Or to hear him say it, even if he lied.

      Morton took a deep breath and let it out. “Perhaps it’s to prove you’ve misjudged me.” Then he gazed away with an introspective smile. “Perhaps I’m just a sucker for a pretty face.”

      I hadn’t expected that answer.

      “Or perhaps,” Morton said, “I just can’t walk away when a boy may be in danger.”

      I nodded, humbled. Morton returned the way we came.

      A few moments later, the man on the back stair threw down his cigarette and stepped on it, then went inside. A horn sounded inside the building.

      I heard a trash can thrown against a wall, then gunshots, both from my left. The man with the pistol glanced up and down the street, then moved one slow step at a time towards the commotion. More gunshots, then hoof-beats.

      Was that my carriage? Had Morton abandoned me to rescue Zia? I might have no way to escape.

      But the way was clear; I had to go now, or go back.

      I crept from the shadows, peering around. Seeing no one, I crossed to the stair and opened the unlocked door.

      Inside was a long white hallway, its sides filled with boots and overcoats. This led to a white kitchen, which held a full trash can and dirty pots in the copper washbasin to the right. The room smelled of recent cooking. Across the room was a locker area, painted gray.

      I saw no exit from the locker room, so I went straight on through then turned right. White-clad workers tended huge intricate machines past the large windows to my left. I kept myself low so they wouldn’t see me.

      I went through a tan room which held equipment and an enormous black room full of barrels, stacked high enough so I couldn’t see over them. Large lights glared from the ceiling, which seemed several stories up.

      I almost stumbled on a man checking the barrels, but I crouched down before he saw me. He wore white, but the white of a factory laborer: white shirt and overalls, with dark brown work shoes. The man’s brown skin matched his hair, which hung in curls, and he held a notebook, writing every so often in it.

      I felt a touch on my shoulder, and startled, I turned, ready to fight or flee. Morton stood behind me, and I sighed with relief.

      He put a finger to his lips and gestured for me to follow. He led me around a stack of large wooden boxes which screened us from view of the workman and we crouched down again. “Where to now?”

      I checked my notes. “This way,” I whispered.

      We went down a long gray hallway. Several of the bulbs above us were burned out, but there was enough light to make our way. We came to a door, which Morton opened.

      An unlit oil lamp hung on the wall beside the door. Morton lit the lamp with a match from his pocket, and we hurried inside, closing the door behind us. The light revealed a flight of steps leading down a white stairwell.

      Morton drew his revolver and went first, one step at a time. I followed. A black metal railing lay along the wall to our left. Another began once we cleared the ceiling, with supports for the railing every few yards.

      Lamps hung from the low ceiling of a large windowless white storage room. The room held rows of the same wooden boxes, stacked waist high.

      The room was silent except for a faint rhythmic squeak, far off. Morton lit each lamp in turn, searching the area shown before lighting another.

      Far in back of the room, a dark shape moved, huddled in the left corner, surrounded by boxes. Morton lit another lamp. A child, barefoot, curled into a ball, arms around knees, rocking.

      I approached him. “David? David Bryce?”

      He gave no sign he had heard, so I moved the hair away from his face. I stopped, shocked at the torment in David’s gaze. “This is he.” I held his little face in my hands, so much like Air’s, and grief overwhelmed me.

      Morton took David, murmuring, “What have they done to you?” But the boy didn’t answer. Morton glanced at me. “Let’s get him out of here.”

      We hurried through the long room towards the stairs. It seemed Lady Luck smiled on us. We found the boy, and he was alive. All we had to do was go through the deserted storage rooms to our waiting carriage.

      This might just work.

      When we were ten yards from the staircase, a man spoke from the top of the stairs. “He’s on his way.”

      My heart began racing in fear. Who was on his way? Frank Pagliacci, or Jack Diamond?

      I gasped in horror as footsteps descended. We were trapped.
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      A light-skinned man wearing a black vest and jacket and a black Derby hat came down the stair. He pulled a gun from his pocket in a relaxed manner, pointing it at us. “Now, now, folks, don’t do anything foolish.” He moved down the stairs and into the room, putting a row of boxes between us. “Come on along, now, let’s go.”

      I collapsed to the floor with a sigh. Morton looked down and I winked at him.

      “Don’t shoot.” Morton held up his hand. “Let me help her.”

      “Go ahead,” the man said.

      Morton knelt, laying David on the floor. Then Morton drew his gun and shot towards the man. I covered my ears just in time. David screamed, hiding his head in his arms.

      A shot rang out from the other side of the boxes an instant later, then a thud. The room fell silent.

      “That was hardly honorable.” I was half-joking. After all, it was what I hoped he’d do.

      Morton appeared unamused. “Fuck honor. We need to get this boy out of here.”

      I stared at the bullet hole through the box just above my head. It didn’t seem real.

      “What’s going on down there?”

      I gathered my skirts and peered out. The stairs creaked with the weight of several men descending. We took cover, pulling David behind the boxes.

      The first man stuck his head out from the corner where the ceiling met the stair, then withdrew. He then came down the stairs in a crouch, another man following, both scanning the room.

      I held my gun with both hands. They were targets. Roy stood over me, shouting. When the men were almost to the bottom of the stairs, I pulled the trigger.

      The blast was so loud it surprised me, but I hit the first man square in the chest. Elation swept over me. I did it!

      The man screamed in pain and fell down the stairs. Blood spattered and streaked on the white wall behind him.

      The second man’s eyes widened in shock. He raised his gun, but I was faster. He clutched his chest, slumping down the stairs onto the other man.

      Morton stared at me in amazement.

      I yelled, “Look out!”

      The man running down the stairs fired at Morton and missed.

      I didn’t. This man tripped, sliding down the stair, landing just above his first companion. The stairwell was smeared with blood.

      Morton ran for the stair, pointing his pistol up it.

      Morton shot twice more. Gunshots and screams came from the stairwell. Two men fell into view, ending on top of the others. Morton returned to us. “The others went back to the hall.” His words were so soft I almost didn’t hear him.

      “I’ve never shot anyone before.” I know I spoke, but I could hear little even from my own mouth. But I felt I could fight the whole world. My pulse thumped in my ears, and the lights seemed too bright.

      “You did well.”

      I saw no windows, vents, or openings of any kind. “They won’t keep coming down those stairs. We must find a way out.”

      “Stop shooting,” one yelled from the top of the stair, “we just want to talk.”

      “I’m done talking.” Morton appeared to be speaking normally, but it came out as a whisper.

      I put my mouth near his ear. If I couldn’t hear him, perhaps he couldn’t hear me either. “We can’t get out unless they think we surrender.” I counted our shots: six. “They don’t know I have a gun.” I holstered my gun, but didn’t secure the latch.

      Morton didn’t say anything. When the men finished counting too, five of them, all light-skinned and wearing black, came downstairs with guns drawn. Morton made a show of putting his gun away and his hands in the air.

      “You goddamn bastard,” a heavy-set man yelled at Morton, face red, “I should shoot you right now. The deal was no guns.”

      Did they think we were stupid?

      Then he waved us along. “You’re lucky he wants you alive. Get the kid and let’s go.”

      I felt terrified. “He” wanted us alive? Who wanted us alive? What horror waited for us? My nightmare of Jack Diamond with his dagger flashed through my mind.

      David lay on his side, curled up, hands over his ears. I took him in my arms, and he seemed too light. We moved toward the stairs, towards the damp smells of blood and filth. I hugged David to keep myself from screaming as much as anything else.

      Morton let me go first. One of the gun-men went ahead, climbing backwards through pools of blood. A man lay on the stair face down, moaning piteously, a bullet hole in his back.

      Gore dripped down the wall beside me. The man on the stair moaned and sobbed, his gasps coming slower with each breath. Terrified of him grabbing my ankle, I forced myself to take another step up the stair.

      I thought of Air, and Herbert, and poor Mrs. Bryce. I gazed at the little boy in my arms, his large dark eyes, so much like Air’s, staring up into mine, peering into my soul.

      I gazed into those dark eyes, and I knew that this child’s life — or death — was up to me. Five men with guns held us. Who knew how many more awaited us at the top? No one was going to rescue us. No one even knew we were here.

      I had to get this child home, even if it meant my death. There had to be some way to escape. I couldn’t let this boy fall back into Frank Pagliacci and Jack Diamond’s hands.

      I would not let David die because of me.

      The man ahead of me stopped at the door. He kept his gun on me, but his eyes on Morton, holding the door open with one hand. As I passed him, I took several slow steps down the empty hall.

      I had an idea.

      I slowly turned, laying David down by the wall with a sigh. Then I knelt on the floor beside David. The man gave me a glance but kept his gun towards the open door.

      Morton came round the corner and into the hall, hands raised. The man at the door had his eyes fixed on Morton.

      I pulled my gun.

      Morton’s eyes widened and he dropped to the floor.

      I shot the gun-man in the head. His gun fired as he slid down, gore streaking along his path. Blood spread from the dead man’s head towards the staircase.

      The men downstairs were in an untenable position; if they came up the stairs, they would be shot. But we couldn’t reach the dead man to shut the door without being shot ourselves.

      Morton scurried to our side, panting. “I will hold the men back.” He began reloading his gun. A dark wet area stained the back of his right sleeve. “Take the boy and go.”

      “You can’t hold four men off yourself, unless you brought a whole box of bullets.”

      Morton sat in thought. He took a penny from his pocket. He flung himself towards the open doorway, shooting as the coin clattered past the men.

      A scream came forth, along with the sound of something heavy hitting the stair and thumping down it. He rolled towards me as a return shot missed by a wide margin.

      When he reached the wall, he panted, “three.”

      Morton was inventive, I’ll grant that.

      I couldn’t help but notice the slow thick drip in the stairwell.

      “You must go,” Morton said. “If they make it past me, you won’t be safe.”

      I realized the wisdom of this: one of us would get killed at this rate, and not even I wished this on myself or David. Gratitude filled me. “Thank you.”

      “Heh,” Morton said, taking off his jacket. “Never thought I’d hear that from you. Go on. I’ll catch up.”

      I picked David up, rushing down the long hallway towards the room with the floodlights. Several shots rang out behind me. I crouched to the floor, fearful that one of the men had made it into the hallway.

      I glanced back but could see no one. David held his arms over his head, his eyes squeezed shut.

      No one seemed to be in the room with the lights, so I started past the stacks of boxes. A gunshot came from above and to the left, just missing us. Dropping to the floor, I dragged David to the left over next to a row of boxes.

      That was too close. I felt short of breath and shaky.

      “IF YOU MOVE I WILL KILL YOU,” a voice said over a loudspeaker. The sound seemed to be coming from all around us.

      David shrieked and covered his ears with his hands. I held him close, sharing his terror.

      The voice was distorted. “THIS IS THE ONLY WAY OUT.”

      I heard more shots from the stairwell behind me. After a few seconds of silence, frightened shouts, then a door slammed.

      Morton hurried to us, crouching. Red stained his left arm.

      “Are you okay?”

      He laughed. “Door’s locked, that should give us a few minutes.” He began to get up.

      Terror surged through me. “Wait —!”

      Another bullet whizzed past, knocking off Morton’s hat.

      Morton cowered next to me against the boxes, jacket in one hand, eyes wide. “What the hell?” A trickle of blood rolled down the side of his face near his hairline. Morton’s hat rolled over on the floor, and it had a gouge in its crown and a hole in the brim.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s Pagliacci.” He sounded nothing like Jack. “Wherever he is, he can see us.”

      “I KNEW YOU’D COME WHEN I TOOK THE BOY. I COULDN’T BELIEVE MY LUCK WHEN I SAW HIM. I PICKED HIM JUST FOR YOU.”

      So he did know me. Few people knew about that night, about what happened, about Air. About how much he meant to me. I closed my eyes and hugged little David, overcome with emotion. My mind ran through the faces in the crowd, Roy’s men … who among those people would do this to me?

      “I’m out of bullets,” Morton said. The blood trickling down his face dripped to the floor.

      “I’M IMPRESSED. YOU THOUGHT TO TRAP ME INSTEAD … IT WAS A GOOD TRY.” He did sound pleased. His test seemed a success, at least to him.

      What sort of madman was he?

      “IF IT WASN’T FOR CRAB’S FUCKING RED HANKIE IT WOULD HAVE WORKED. I KNEW HE TALKED WHEN THE FOOL GOT THAT RIGHT.” He laughed.

      How dare he mock a Spadros Associate? Heart pounding, I searched for a spot where I could see between the boxes. According to my sketches, an overseer platform lay up and to the left. Pagliacci must be there. The glare of the lights made it difficult to see him.

      I had the urge to ask about Pagliacci’s motivations, but thought better of it. That would just give away my position, and I had as good a view of him here as I ever would.

      “I HAVE YOU, AND WHEN THEY COME FOR YOU, I’LL KILL THEM, ONE BY ONE. DO YOU LIKE MY PLAN?”

      I considered the question. This man was not only mad, but an amateur. He believed Morton wouldn’t come armed. He had no idea I came armed. I counted ten of his men so far. If he had many more, where were they? And where were Jack's men?

      Surely he didn’t think Tony or anyone else would come to rescue me alone? The entire Spadros quadrant would compete to invade Diamond. They would tear this building to the ground.

      So Frank Pagliacci had a grudge against the Spadros Family. Him and most of the city.

      This made his alliance with Jack more plausible. But the boys’ murders seemed an afterthought, a way to amuse himself, just as he used David and our men.

      A shadow, far up, walked back and forth, and the way he moved seemed familiar. I shielded my eyes from the glare of the floodlights, trying to get a good shot. I had two bullets left. I would only get one chance.

      “STAY THERE. MY MEN ARE ON THEIR WAY.”

      Pagliacci leaned over the railing. The shadows around him lightened, showing dark clothing and relatively pale skin.

      The men in the basement began crashing against the door.

      We had to get out of here. Now.

      The world became silent. The sounds of failing hinges, Pagliacci’s mad boasting, David’s rocking, Morton’s bleeding, all vanished.

      I saw the man on the platform. He was only a target.

      I took a deep breath, then shot just as he moved. He screamed. A tremendous crash far below, then silence.

      I felt astonished. I did it.

      Morton held his gun aloft. “Run!” I grabbed David and followed. As we raced down the hall with the windows, the white-clad workers screamed and fled.

      A dark-skinned man in white stalked towards us from the front of the building. Panic struck me.

      Screaming in terror, I caught up to and passed Morton.

      When we got outside, Morton said, “Keep moving, Pagliacci’s men are here.” He sounded alarmed.

      I took a deep breath and handed him my gun. “There’s one bullet left.”

      He took it, gratitude in his eyes. “Round the corner, cross the street, then three blocks right. Look to your left.”

      I hoisted David on my shoulder and fled. Several shots came from behind me. When I got to the corner, I went round it, across the street, then right as Morton directed, but no carriage sat there.

      Terror punched me, hard. I looked to my left: a torn newspaper wafted down the street. Morton had abandoned me.

      Tears of fear and disappointment filled my eyes. I took a deep breath, and blinked them away. He did say he would help as long as he could. I moved away from the factory, not knowing where I was going.

      My ears rang and I felt shaky, but the boy seemed light. I carried him as fast as I could run until exhaustion caught me and I had to slow to a walk.

      I set us down on a cracked wooden bench, panting, until my breathing slowed. My hands trembled, and I held my face with my hands, fighting the urge to vomit. I kept glancing around even so, terrified of seeing armed men appear.

      After several minutes, the nausea passed, and I peered at David. His eyes stared into emptiness. He sucked his thumb, rocking, curled into as tight a ball as one could at that age.

      “David?” I brushed his straight black hair away from his face. “David, I’m Jacqui. I’m taking you to your Ma. Can you walk?”

      Peedro Sluff grabbed my arm and yanked me in front of him. “This is my daughter.”

      Roy Spadros let out a cold, cruel laugh, claiming victory over his mortal enemy. “You’re sure about that?”

      Fear crossed Peedro’s eyes, which turned into determination. “If she goes, I go with her.”

      Air yelled, “No!” He dashed towards me, terror on his face, broken bottle in his little hand.

      Peedro Sluff squeezed my arm so hard it hurt as he turned towards Air. “You’re not ruining this for me.”

      Air leaped at Peedro, stabbing the broken bottle into Peedro’s upper chest. “Leave her alone!”

      “You little shit!” Peedro shrieked, “You cut me!” He pushed Air away with the gun in his hand, and the gun went off.

      David stopped rocking and stared in my eyes. I saw Air the instant he was shot, the moment he looked at me with those dark eyes that peered into your soul. The utter pain in his eyes, the knowledge his life was over, the emptiness, the longing. I put my arms around him and began to weep.

      “I’m sorry,” I sobbed. “I’m so sorry … I should never have gone there … I just wanted to help.”

      I don’t know how long I sat there. I cried about everything: Air’s murder, my lost life, what could have been. I cried until I couldn’t cry any more.

      And this little boy who had gone through so much put his hand on my shoulder to tell me it would be all right.

      It was a while before I could speak.

      I put my forehead on David’s. “Can you walk?”

      He gave no answer, so after wiping my face with Zia’s apron, I picked him up. He seemed much heavier now.

      I walked, arms aching, until I found a taxi-driver who would take me to the Spadros quadrant without payment in advance. Zia’s pockets were empty.

      The whole trip, David said nothing, did nothing but rock, curled up there on the bench seat. “Your mother sent me to find you. I’m taking you to a doctor. Are you hurt?”

      The boy said nothing.

      At the bridge into Spadros quadrant, the driver said, “She’s taking the boy to a doctor. Looks like he needs one.” The guard took one look at David and waved us through, to my relief.

      Dr. Salmon didn’t seem surprised to see me appear in maid garb, carrying a child. The doctor paid the taxi-carriage then sent a messenger to fetch the boy’s mother. We stood there, somewhat awkwardly.

      I thought I might not have another chance to ask, so I did. “Mr. Roy Spadros told me that he has known you since he was a boy.” My voice sounded too quiet, and buzzing filled the room.

      “Yes, indeed.”

      “So you’ve known Mrs. Molly Spadros for some time as well.”

      “I have.”

      I was unsure how to proceed. “How did they come to marry?”

      He smiled. “What do you know of her background?”

      I wasn’t sure how much he knew of mine. I shrugged. “She told me she came from the same place as I.”

      He nodded, then peered at me for a moment, evaluating me. “Yes, she did.” He paused. “I first met her as a … young girl, really. She was sixteen. Mr. Acevedo Spadros called me to the Pot, wishing me to ensure she had no illness.”

      I felt confused. “Mr. Acevedo?”

      “Yes, Mr. Roy’s father. The man was in his late 40’s, if I recall … yes, his 50th celebration was later that year. But oh, he was smitten. I have never seen two people so in love.” His lined face lit with the memory. “When she came of age, he brought her into the quadrant, set her up in a little grocery over on 2nd street. I believe a fabric store is there now.”

      A shock went through me at his words. “Why in the world would she marry Mr. Roy?”

      “You know what Roy is,” Dr. Salmon said, his tone bitter. “I was never privy to their reasoning. I suppose they felt it a good way to move her into the house, to have their affair in front of Mr. Acevedo’s wife without anyone knowing.” He shook his head. “It’s a miscalculation I’m sure she regrets.”

      My vision blurred. I couldn’t imagine the pain Molly must have gone through, losing the man she loved. And to such foul murder, betrayed by his own men. Men he trusted, men she probably trusted as well. Then to be yoked with Roy Spadros ….

      Dr. Salmon gave me his handkerchief. “As I told you before, she’s a strong woman. I admire her a great deal.”

      And suddenly, I did too. She had been harsh with me at times, but only to make sure I survived. To live with Roy Spadros so many years and still live must have taken all the ability she possessed. “I have underestimated her.”

      The doctor smiled. “Many do. I hope one day the two of you become friends.”

      Through our entire conversation, the boy stared, sucking his thumb, rocking back and forth, as if his world were gone forever.

      Once his mother arrived, the doctor examined the boy. “It as if he hasn’t had a finger laid upon him —”

      “Was he —?” Mrs. Bryce said, and it was clear from her tone what she meant.

      “No,” Dr. Salmon said, shocked. “No abuse of that kind …”

      Mrs. Bryce sighed in relief.

      “… he’s malnourished, but that can be rectified in time.”

      “Why is he acting this way?”

      “He suffered severe mental trauma, which may take time to heal. It’s common in these cases for a child to regress to a former age. But gentle care over time will give him a feeling of safety. Eventually he’ll come to his senses.” The doctor smoothed David’s hair. “You’re safe now. Your mother will take good care of you.”

      But the boy never said a word. So we brought him home — it took all the money Mrs. Bryce had on her to pay for the taxi-carriage — and laid him in his bed.

      “The police will come when they discover the boy is here,” I said. “Don’t trust them; don’t let anyone near David. Tell your neighbors to watch for those men who took him. If David speaks, even one word, contact me at once. Our lives may depend on it.”

      “I’m so grateful,” Mrs. Bryce said. “You brought my boy home, as you said you would. I’m in your debt.”

      I shook my head, feeling bleak. It might have been kinder for all involved if the boy had been found dead, instead of in this terrible condition. But I tried my best to smile, and made my way outside.

      Mrs. Bryce lived on 2nd street.

      Spadros Manor was on 192nd.

      I had a long walk home.

      When I got three blocks away, the rain poured down, and me without an umbrella.
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      As I walked up Snow Street in the lightning storm, sodden and discouraged, I thought about the Masked Man.

      Ma thought I slept. But after Eleanora took Air’s body, the Masked Man entered our quarters. I peeked through the gap between the too-small door and its jamb. Ma told him everything while he listened.

      “Well, this is a situation,” the Masked Man said.

      “She’s gonna ask,” Ma said. “What do I tell her?”

      “You know very well what to tell her.” They went out of view and sound.

      After he left, I heard my mother sobbing, and the memory brought me to tears as I walked that rainy street ten years later. It was the first and last time I ever heard her cry.

      I never saw him again.
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* * *

      The rain poured down. A carriage pulled up beside me. Major Blackwood leaned out of the window. “Madam, would you care for a lift?”

      I stared at him while a footman came round. Then I thought, what the hell, and got inside.

      “Spadros Manor,” Major Blackwood called out, and the carriage lurched into motion.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The round old man smiled. “Always glad to be of assistance, my dear. I almost didn’t recognize you with that get-up on, but I had a time when I was temporarily snow-blinded when I was in the military, and I learned to take note of the way people walk as a means of identifying them. It is like a habit to me, and I was riding along and saw you and thought to myself, Major Blackwood, that is Mrs. Jacqueline Spadros walking in this hellish weather, and her without so much as a coat! Why, it wouldn’t have been gentlemanly of me to just let you —”

      “I appreciate your help. I would also appreciate you not speaking of this matter further.”

      “But of course, my dear. I wouldn’t think of it. I remember when I was in the military, the scrapes I got into … you know, once when I was in the academy, I lost a bet, and was forced to walk home wearing a DRESS!”

      “Scandalous.”

      “Quite! So I know the value of good and discreet acquaintances.”

      This man has done me a service, I thought. I underestimated him as well. The thought humbled me. “Thank you. This means a great deal.” I paused for a moment, considering all the possibilities. “Would you be available for Queen’s Day dinner? I have a cancellation … if it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”

      Major Blackwood beamed. “I would very much enjoy the pleasure of dining at Spadros Manor. Very much so.”

      It took me a few minutes to persuade Major Blackwood to leave before I had gotten inside. He finally did after I told him my husband would be vexed if he learned I rode in a bachelor gentleman’s carriage unescorted. This pleased the Major no end.

      When I went around the back, Rocket began to bark. I rushed into the house, keeping him outside as I locked the door. I managed to sneak into my bedroom and get into dry house clothes. Right as I exited the closet, Tony walked in, leaving the bedroom door open a bit.

      “Good heavens, I thought you were with Mrs. Hart!”

      “I was, and we had luncheon, and we went boating, but then the storm came up, and we were drenched! Fortunately she had clothes I could change into to return home. Pearson must not have heard my knock with the thunder, because I had to go round the back to get in.”

      Tony laughed softly and took me into his arms. “You poor dear. What a day!”

      Rocket came bounding into the room, barking, the stable-boys and maids chasing behind, and shook water everywhere.

      “Get that dog out of here!” Tony said. They dragged Rocket off, howling as he went.

      And so it was done, and no one was the wiser. I went downstairs later and told Rocket what a good dog he was. Both Pearson and the doctor looked at me strangely for a while, as if not sure what to think. I never explained to Dr. Salmon why I was with a traumatized boy and his mother wearing the blood-spattered dress of a maid. But he never asked, and to this day has never said a word about it.

      Pearson never misses a knock or a bell, no matter what the weather. He must have felt a deep sense of personal failure at missing mine, especially since I had a terrible cold for the next few days. He was especially attentive to any bell for months after.

      Poor man — but it would have been suicide to appear at the front door in a maid uniform, much less tell anyone where I was that day.
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* * *

      We ran laughing down a glorious moonlit alleyway, then leaned against a wall.

      Air put his head on my shoulder. I put my arm around him, feeling safe and at peace as we gazed out at the wide plaza before us.

      Snow glittered on old Bridges: the soaring curved lines of the ‘scrapers and mansions, the majestic statues, the stately fountains. Beautiful sleek steam automobiles chugged through the streets, while ladies in flowing gowns strolled past.

      Air’s face was full of wonder. “‘Tis pretty, here at night.”

      Tony and I were wakened by a gunshot.

      We rushed towards the sound in the pre-dawn light, to find Tony’s man standing aghast. Duck was dead, peacefully, as if asleep. Crab had put a gun in his mouth.

      We stood there stunned until Tony’s man picked up a note, which had fallen to the floor:

      I am sorry to disturb your rest, but I can’t bear to see another sunrise. I will do this one last service and spare you the trouble.

      “I asked too much of him,” Tony said, his face stricken. “I killed everything he held dear.”

      “It’s not your fault.” In truth, I wasn’t sure, just as I wasn’t sure about Herbert and Stephen. Or David.

      “Where did he get the gun?” Tony said.

      Sawbuck came up behind us. “Must have been when the doctors were with Duck. We put him in Mr. Roy’s old room. Mr. Roy must have had a gun hidden in there; we never thought to search Crab afterward.”

      We stood there listening to Crab’s blood drip on the floor.

      “May they be dealt better hands next time,” Sawbuck murmured.

      Tony leaned against the door frame. “I have lost four men, four more are badly injured, two horses had to be put down, a whole shipment lost … Frank Pagliacci has much to answer for.”

      I didn’t know what to tell him. Was the man dead?

      I shot him. I heard him scream. I saw him fall.
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* * *

      We buried our men. I had Zia’s uniform cleaned, pressed, and sent to the address on Blaze Rainbow’s card. A few hours later, I happened to be downstairs when the bell rang. “I’m right here, Pearson, I’ll answer.”

      A tear-stained messenger boy of about twelve stood with Zia’s package, his bicycle on the ground. “There’s no such place, mum. I asked, and they laughed at me.”

      No such address.

      I took the package. “I’m so sorry they laughed. I’m grateful you tried, and that you brought it back.” I put my arm around his shoulders and had Pearson find him a treat, which seemed to make them both happy.

      So he didn’t live in Hart. Who was Morton? Why give a false address? Did he even work for the Harts, as he claimed?

      Perhaps he really was Blaze Rainbow, an investigator hired to find David and solve the mystery of the false Red Dogs. We both got much more than we bargained for on this case.

      But why abandon me and David and before we had gotten away safely?

      I suppose I no longer needed his help, and perhaps Zia needed him more. I couldn’t fault a man for going to the aid of his sister. Joe would have done the same for Josie. But the fact that Morton took the carriage and left us irked me. And he didn’t pay what he promised, either.

      A few days later, a large package came with my belongings. Included were my cleaned gun and my wedding ring, neither of which I thought I would see again. The package was without a sender, a postmark, or even a note. “Amelia, who brought this?”

      “I don’t know, mum. Pearson said it wasn’t the usual messenger boy; this one was much older, with an eye-patch.”
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* * *

      David constantly rocked, curled into a ball, sucking his thumb, just as I found him. He refused to sleep in his bed, hiding underneath it all night. His thirteenth birthday came and went. He grew taller; a few hairs sprouted on his chin.

      Mrs. Bryce brought in another doctor to examine the boy. No injury, no evidence of violation, but his mind …. Whatever happened to him, David Bryce refused to talk, to walk, to do so much as feed himself, as if he became a babe again.

      Sometimes I visited, just to let Mrs. Bryce do her shopping. I sat with the boy as he rocked, asking, “What did he do to you?” Just like the time I asked before, and the time before that, he gave no answer.

      I vowed to find the answer. Frank Pagliacci might be gone, but I had no doubt that Jack Diamond was involved in this boy’s ruin, if only to offer that villain sanctuary.

      I was tired of his threats, tired of his madness, tired of being afraid.

      Jack Diamond needed to be stopped.

      This would not end until one of us was dead.

      

      
        ~This ends Chapter One of the Red Dog Conspiracy~
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* * *

      
        Continue the Red Dog Conspiracy in Chapter 2, The Queen of Diamonds

        

        http://amzn.to/2adofV4

        www.jacqofspades.com
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* * *

      
        Subscribe to my newsletter and learn what really happened between Tony and Roy!

        Click here.
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      For the seasoned science fiction reader, there will be little here which they have not seen in another story be it planetary rings, nano technology, AI, or mind-to-mind communication.

      However, for those who may not know what a HUD is, understand the properties of deuterium, or be able to name the stars within the Sirius system, I encourage you to visit www.aeon14.com to read the primer, glossary, and timelines.

      To get the latest news and access to free novellas and short stories, sign up on the Aeon 14 mailing list: http://eepurl.com/b2GQj9.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About Leaving Sol

        

      

    
    
      Leaving Sol follows Joseph Evans as he undertakes a mission on the edges of the Sol System. It introduces you to the world of Aeon 14, where humanity has filled the Sol System and has begun spreading across the stars.

      At the end of this story is a link to get Outsystem, the first novel of the Intrepid Saga, a best-selling science fiction epic, free.
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        STELLAR DATE: 3223493 / 07.11.4113 (Adjusted Gregorian)

        LOCATION: TSS Normandy

        REGION: Near Makemake, Scattered Worlds, Sol Space Federation

      

      The carrier was rigged for silent running.

      There were no emissions, the engines were cold and the ship was slowly drifting down toward the stellar disk. Captain Ygres didn’t like it one bit. Didn’t like the orders, didn’t like the secrecy, didn’t like the destination.

      Not one bit.

      She surveyed the bridge, noting how well the crew hid their boredom. The last few months had been a flurry of activity; getting all the fighters ready, all the weapons systems primed while offline, and all the Marine transports ready to deploy—all without emitting one more rad or photon than necessary. But now…now it was the embodiment of the space force’s favorite catch-phrase: hurry up and wait.

      The TSS Normandy had departed from Ceres seven months ago. As far as anyone—other than she and the XO—knew, they had been on their way to join up with the seventh fleet near Venus for maneuvers. Only the Normandy had accelerated past the seventh and entered into a polar orbit around Sol.

      The crew got curious, but the captain wasn’t offering explanations, so they made do with their own gossip.

      Only it wasn’t an orbit. They used the pass by Sol for a gravity assist, what the vacuum jocks called a slingshot. The carrier broke away from Sol at a quarter of the speed of light; impossible to spot unless you were looking for them.

      That’s when the crew started to worry, scared shitless in some cases. Banking off the star at a quarter the speed of light was an outsystem vector. Warships didn’t go outsystem, there was no point. She knew some of the comments whispered when she wasn’t around, some likely questioned her sanity; but Lieutenant Colonel Arkon, her XO, had words with anyone who spread the smallest rumor about their captain.

      Sometimes it bothered her a bit; it felt like they trusted him more than her. But she knew that wasn’t it; it was the XO’s job to stop the captain from doing something stupid. Since he wasn’t stopping her, that meant she was acting under orders…however, any experienced corpsman knew that following orders didn’t mean they weren’t doing something stupid.

      Ygres presented perfect calm to the crew. They had to know she was solid and dependable.

      Even if she thought the orders were shit. Why, of all the ships flitting about the Sol System did they have to pick hers for this mad mission?

      She shook her head and looked at the countdown to deceleration that had been on her HUD for weeks.

      Fifteen hours.

      Fifteen mind numbing hours.

      By now the crew had figured out what was going on. She hadn’t told them. Arkon hadn’t told them. But they knew. Anyone in the corps could read the stars, a few peeks out a porthole and you’d know where the ship was heading.

      The scattered disk.

      More specifically, Makemake, capital of the Scattered Worlds.

      The crew also knew what it meant when the Federation sent one of their most powerful warships to park on the doorstep of one of its member nations. No one said it—no one needed to.

      She remembered what the news feeds had contained before they had left Ceres. The Scattered Worlds had elected a new parliament and they were doing more than making noises about leaving the Sol Space Federation, they were going to vote on it.

      Damn fools. What would they do if they weren’t a part of the Federation? And could they even legally secede? No one knew for sure, and the Normandy was on its way to make certain no one would find out either.

      She looked around the bridge one last time before retreating to her ready room. Despite her best efforts, the crew was picking up on her tension and anxiety, no need to have their captain looming over their shoulders, adding to their stress.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Normally, Commander Joseph Evans couldn’t care less about the politics of an engagement—he believed that it was best for there to be no politics on board a starship. But this was different. They were all but sneaking up on a Federation capital world. Hell, there was no almost about it; they were sneaking up on a Federation capital world.

      “Fuck, Evans, you look like someone mashed your favorite fighter into the deck.”

      Joe looked up from his table in the junior officer’s mess to see Tiny Sue walking toward him with an overloaded tray of food in hand. One thing about Tiny, nothing could affect her appetite. He had witnessed her wolf down some of the most unpalatable things mere minutes before getting into her fighter. Attacking a capital world? Apparently it was the signal for a feast.

      “Something like that,” Joe replied solemnly.

      “You need to lighten up,” Sue said as her tray clattered to the table and she flipped a chair around before settling into it.

      The plas squeaked in protest as the large woman settled into it. She had taken his wasp out once; screwed up every single one of his adjustments and settings with her massive self. You’d think she could have the courtesy to put the seat back when she was done—figuratively speaking, of course. Fighters had cocoons, not seats.

      She wasn’t overweight—no one was, especially not in the corps. Her mother had been a wrestler or something…one of those gladiators, and Tiny was to be her scion. Tiny wasn’t interested. She wanted to fly in the black, not entertain people in some ring.

      Joe smiled at the thought, Tiny in a ring fighting some poor man. He would have paid to see that. Of course he really didn’t need to. On more than one occasion Tiny had obliged his curiosity by smashing a hapless lower rating through some piece of furniture. The sailor on the receiving end of her aggression may not have even needed to do anything to piss her off either, Tiny didn’t really look for reasons when it came to smashing people.

      It was probably one of the reasons she was still just a lieutenant, despite her ten years on Joe in the service. Her behavior also tended to cut down on her friend quotient, but for some reason Joe had never been on the receiving end of her ire.

      “You know our velocity. We’re still at 0.002c,” Joe said in response to her comment about his demeanor.

      “So?”

      “So you know what that means. We’re gonna churn and burn Makemake.”

      “Damn straight we are.” Tiny grinned around a mouthful of food. “Gonna be one hell of a show too. The Diskers are going to wake up to our beautiful fireworks.”

      “It’s going to suck Jove’s balls, is what it’s going to do.”

      “Well, there will be what… a 30g burn when we dump down on their heads? I guess that’s a bit rough.” Tiny looked quizzical for a moment, before taking a long drink of her beer.

      Joe sighed. It wasn’t the 30g deceleration that bothered him; it was what it would mean. From Makemake’s perspective they would see a shadow on scan for a moment, and then a new star would explode over their world as the Normandy ignited all of its fusion engines and antimatter boosters to dump its velocity in the matter of an hour.

      The deceleration alone would be an incredible show of force. The energy from the Normandy’s engines was equal to half the firepower of the entire Scattered Worlds Space Force.

      It took a hell of a lot of energy to slow an eight-billion-ton carrier down from over three million kilometers per hour.

      “I swear, Tiny, does anything touch you? That’s a Federation capital world we’re going to scare shitless. And we’re going to be in fighters, blasting their asses out of the black.”

      Tiny looked puzzled. “Of course we are, commander, it’s what we do.”

      Her logic was impeccable; it was what they did. Joe grabbed Tiny’s second beer, eased back into his chair, and took a deep breath.

      “Well then, here’s to us doing the scaring.” He flashed a roguish grin, even though he didn’t feel a bit of it.

      Tiny raised her beer and they knocked the two bottles together. “To fragging their asses first, commander.”
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* * *

      Dump was in nine hours and Joe couldn’t sleep a wink. Maybe he wasn’t cut out for this anymore. Maybe the Federation was going too far and the TSF was its stooge. Maybe this was what the Jovians had been waiting for; to get their vaunted Jovian Space Force made the Federation’s official military.

      Joe gave a rueful smile. What would InnerSol do with a million warships and the smallest section of stellar space to patrol? Probably attack the Jovians.

      Joe rolled onto his side. He knew this was no way to think on the eve of battle. This was the sort of thinking that got pilots killed. He wasn’t that sort of pilot. It was no fluke that he had achieved the rank of commander in thirty short years. That was no mean feat in a space force where the average career could span centuries.

      People would rely on him to be clear headed and sharp tomorrow. His pilots needed him to lead.

      He wasn’t going to let this get to him.

      Joe flipped onto his back and concentrated on his breathing, clearing his mind and gently pushing his body into a sleep cycle. Time enough for worry tomorrow. Everything would look better with a good night’s sleep under his belt.

      At least he hoped it would.
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        STELLAR DATE: 3223494 / 07.12.4113 (Adjusted Gregorian)

        LOCATION: TSS Normandy

        REGION: Makemake, Scattered Worlds, Sol Space Federation

      

      “Sir! I have passive responses on something coming past our outer sentinels.”

      The watch commander strode to the scan officer’s side, his brow furrowed as he examined the readings. The woman was right. Something was there.

      “Active scan. I want to know what the hell that is.”

      The scan officer instructed the sentinels to ping the object and the watch commander drummed his fingers on the back of scan’s chair while they waited for the sentinels to probe the disturbance and report back.

      “Positive response!” The scan called out loudly, though the watch commander was right behind her. She threw the data onto the  main holo tank. “It’s a ship…it has to be a ship.”

      “Better be a ship.” The commander scowled at the data. Whatever the object was, it was heading straight for Makemake. “If that’s a rock, we all need to make peace with our gods.”

      The comm tech stared at the holos, mouth agape. “Even if it is a ship, it’s going too fast. There’s no way it can stop in time! Look at that v!”

      “It’s a ship.” The commander’s brow was furrowed. “Comm. Alert the admiralty. The TSF is here. Gestalt, I want full combat readiness, condition four.”

      <Aye, Commander,> the watch AI responded.

      He activated a screen and set it to display the area of Makemake’s night sky whose darkness cloaked the approaching vessel.

      “We’ll know before long if I’m right.”

      As if on command, a star exploded on the screen. An incredible display raged, too bright to look at, too bright to even discern its edges. The watch commander stepped into the hall and peered down the corridor. At either end, a blinding light shone through the plas, brighter even than daylight from the world’s artificial sun.

      He stepped back into the room where one of his team sat shaking with tears running down his face.

      “Sweet goddess…” he whispered. “That’s right overhead; it’s going to burn us to a cinder!”

      “I doubt it…” the commander said. “Scan, confirm that they are directing their wash.”

      “Aye.” The officer sent more pings and searched for grav disturbances. “You’re correct, sir. They are using a magnetic field to twist the wash into empty space. It’s passing about a hundred thousand kilometers over our north pole.”

      “How considerate of them,” comm’s tone was dry.

      “I imagine it’s bad press to wipe out a capital world.” The commander turned back to scan. “Any chance you can see who it is?”

      “No, sir. It’s like a war is going on up there. All I can tell is that there was a pinprick and then a star. Whatever it is, it has to have some huge engines.”

      “Has to be a carrier,” comm said. “Only a Terran carrier could shed that much v that fast—and even then, only a short list.”

      “Get me that short list.” The commander wanted to be ready when the admiralty got on the horn.

      “Sir,” Comm said. “I have the admiralty.”

      The watch commander took a deep breath and signaled for comm to pass the admiralty to his Link.

      The watch room faded around him and he appeared in a virtual space surrounded by the admiralty. It was the middle of the night, but each of the four men and women looked perfectly awake and cognizant—at least their avatars did.

      “Commander Erikson, the alert packet contains information about a space-borne object heading toward us?” The speaker was Admiral Jeavons.

      Always crisp, never a hint of emotion showing on her face, Admiral Jeavons was the Fleet Admiral of the entire Scattered Worlds military.

      Erickson always felt a little nervous in her mental presence.

      “I suspect it is a ship; night appears to have turned to day outside my window.” Admiral Urdon’s tone held no concern whatsoever. He could have been reciting what he planned to eat for breakfast.

      “We have confirmation that it is a ship,” Commander Erikson supplied. “Our data indicates that it is a TSF carrier. They’re also directing their wash, so they aren’t going to damage the planet at all; it’s just a show for us.”

      “Hell of a show,” Admiral Booth grunted.

      “This isn’t unexpected,” Admiral Jeavons said. “We always knew it was a possibility that the Terrans would use their military to keep us in the Federation.”

      The commander didn’t speak as the admiralty quickly discussed the best course of action. In the end, they opted for both feigned ignorance and aggression.

      “Commander, inform the 71st long-range fighter squadron that they are to launch and escort the carrier in. We will ready a communication packet for the Terrans, welcoming them and requesting the details of their visit,” Jeavons said to him after the admiralty reached a conclusion.

      “Yes, sirs.” The commander saluted and signed off.

      “Comm, Link me up with Colonel Smythe. I need the 71st on their ladders five minutes ago.”

      “Is this for real?” the scan officer asked. “Is the TSF really going to use force to keep us in the Federation?”

      “Looks like it is. I guess negotiations have broken down more than we were led to believe,” the watch commander replied.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Joe was in the black.

      It should have been true black this far from the tiny pinprick of light that was Sol, but with Makemake’s artificial sun glaring balefully on the far side of the planet, and the light from the Normandy’s own engines lighting up the world below, it was brighter than many InnerSol deployments.

      He reviewed the 52nd squadron’s arrangement, making sure all the angles and approaches to the carrier were covered. It was highly unlikely that the Scattered Worlds Space Force would make any aggressive moves—but then he wouldn’t have expected to be baking a Federation capital world under the glare of the Normandy’s engines, either.

      <Jorge, tighten up, your vector is wide,> Joe sent to one of his pilots.

      <Aye, commander,> Jorge replied.

      Joe nodded with satisfaction in his fighter’s cocoon as the pilot corrected his ship’s course.

      <Contacts moving in to intercept,> Crassus, the squadron’s AI reported.

      Joe pulled up the visual and nodded, this was the SDSF’s expected response.

      The approaching ships were rapier-class long-range fighters, some of the best in the Sol System, and the SWSF’s favorite tool when it came to protecting their domain. While formidable, the rapier class fighters were no match for the Wasps his squadron flew, though scan showed over four-hundred of the ships were closing in on the Normandy—more than enough to cause a problem.

      <More than we anticipated,> Joe said privately to Crassus.

      <Yes there are. They must have had several full squadrons on their ladders before we even showed up.>

      That meant the Scattered Worlds expected the heavy hand of the TSF to come down on them and still hadn’t resumed talks. Either they were bluffing for all they were worth or they would put up a fight.

      <Commander Evans, I imagine you’ve seen our friends out there. Apparently they’ve come to escort us in for our visit,> Colonel Jackson informed him over the Link.

      <How considerate of them, sir. What are our orders?> Joe asked.

      <This is a show of force, us flexing our muscle. They’re flexing back, but let’s keep it to that. No one fires unless you get orders, even if they fire on us.>

      <Sir?> Joe asked, not at all excited about being someone else’s target drone.

      <You have your orders; see that your squadron follows them.>

      The colonel cut the connection and Joe swore softly in his mind before relaying the orders to his squadron and weathering the inevitable backlash.

      The Disker fighters had separated into two groups. One arced around to pass over the Normandy from the rear—which was the bow given the carrier’s current orientation—the other approached the engines.

      <I don’t care what the old man says,> Sue said privately to Joe. <That doesn’t look like a friendly approach.>

      <Brass just thinks that they’re showing us their teeth,> Joe replied. <Until we see otherwise, I’ll assume it’s just meant to unnerve us.>

      <I’ll show them my teeth, and then we’ll see who is unnerved,> Sue’s avatar gave a menacing snarl and Joe couldn’t help but give a small laugh.

      The Scattered Worlds rapiers flew past the Normandy and her accompanying fighters with more v than was necessary—a maneuver that certainly felt like an attack run to Joe. If they had let fly with their beams and missiles, it would have most certainly damaged the carrier before a successful defense could be mounted.

      After their display of prowess, the Disker fighters fell into a wide escort pattern around the Normandy and Joe’s squadron.

      Joe eyed their formation with approval. It was a good spread and kept his fighters well contained.

      Several minutes later, like a light switch had been flipped off, the Normandy’s engines ceased their hard burn and rotated, turning its fusion burners away from the planet below. The squadron adjusted their flight paths into the preset pattern and Joe watched as the rapiers adjusted their deployment to match.

      Without the glare of the Normandy’s engines, Makemake’s disk was visible below, with a pinprick of light showing where Ouke, its moon, lay.

      At only 4760 kilometers in circumference, the world was small by any standard, and the Normandy would orbit very near to the surface, close enough that the ten-kilometer-long ship would be visible across much of the planet—even in broad daylight

      But first they had to get there. The Normandy was still a million miles from Makemake, a distance it would cover over the next day as the ship applied gentle deceleration following the heavy burn that certainly got the Scattered Worlds parliament to wake up and take notice.

      Joe’s thoughts were interrupted by flight control sending a message over the Link.

      <Commander Evans, we have four elephants dropping out to give you some additional support.>

      <Acknowledged,> Joe replied. <Squadron, assume pattern theta-six. I’ll let the fat boys know where they should slot in.>

      The wasp was a nimble craft meant to provide close cover to a capital ship at relatively low v against lightly armored attack craft. The elephants were much larger ships, with a crew of six and large load outs of long range missiles, intended to take out smaller capital ships.

      Joe hoped that command was just being cautious, and that nothing was on the way. The Normandy had enough point-defense that it could take out any ship the Scattered Worlds had in its fleet with ease, but it was just one ship and could be overwhelmed. If the SWSF were to send in a few dozen destroyers, things could get interesting. Not that the Diskers could win, but they could make a mighty big dent.

      <We expecting more company?> Lieutenant Drew asked over the combat net.

      <Not that anyone shared with me,> Joe replied. <I checked the Normandy’s scan and it shows nothing else out there either. A bit hard to say, though, they have a lot of little mining asteroids in orbit. Could be a lot hiding out there.>

      Every member of the squadron was all too aware of the danger the asteroids posed. Makemake had more than a hundred of them in orbit, some several kilometers across. More than enough cover to hide a surprise force.

      Deployed, the elephants took up positions at the Normandy’s four cardinal points and joined the fighter’s combat net.

      <Welcome to the party,> Joe greeted the ships.

      <Thanks,> Lieutenant Gregor said, his avatar grinning on the net. <We brought enough drinks for everyone—pizza too!>

      <That what you guys use for munitions?> Sue asked <You gonna cover up those Rapiers’ scan with cheese?>

      <Think it would work?> Gregor responded.

      <OK, enough nonsense,> Joe said. <You have any word on what to expect out here?>

      <Nah,> Gregor said with a shrug. <Old man didn’t like those birds buzzing us like they did, he just wants to make sure that if they get any ideas, it’ll be the last ones they have.>

      <I like the sentiment,> Lieutenant Drew replied with a grim nod.

      Joe settled back in his pod, taking a long drink from his nutrient straw. It was going to be a long day.
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      “So it’s come to this, has it?” Prime Minister Samson asked as he scrubbed his face. “Stay in the Federation or else.”

      “It certainly is an unwarranted provocation,” Dasha, Makemake’s governor scowled. “We get nothing from the Terrans, disdain from the Jovians, yet the moment we even talk about going our own way, they send their military after us.”

      “This outcome was predicted,” Admiral Jeavons said, her voice betraying no emotion.

      Samson envied the woman’s unflappable calm. He surveyed the three other members of the admiralty; none of them displayed any visible concern.

      “What is your plan?” Samson asked them.

      Admiral Urdon cocked an eyebrow. “Sir? Our plan is for you to find a non-military solution to this problem. Can we take out this one carrier? Probably. Can we do it and have Makemake remain unscathed? Probably not. The Terran Space Force is larger than every other force in the Sol System combined. Only in an all-out war—where we side with the Jovians and the Marsians—do we stand a chance.”

      “They may not like the Terrans, but they’re not ready to go to war yet,” Booth added.

      Samson sighed. “This isn’t exactly news.”

      The debate had raged for nearly a year at this point, both in the parliament and amongst the public. Should the Scattered Worlds secede, and how much was the populace willing to sacrifice? Many talked a tough game when it came to resisting the Terran oppressors, but would they keep up their rhetoric with a Terran Space Force carrier orbiting their union’s capital world?

      Undoubtedly some would, but they would likely be the fringe element—or the Nibirians.

      “Guillermo, what is the public sentiment right now?” Samson asked his party’s parliamentary AI.

      <Initially there was fear of an attack, but your office’s quick release of details showing that there was no imminent assault, quelled that. It has since turned to rage. Most are angry at the Terran’s for their blatant show of force, the rest—a minority to be sure—are angry at you for not responding with force.>

      “Figures,” Samson said. “They should know better. If we shoot first, it will be just what they want. History will forget the details of this dispute and only remember who drew first blood.”

      “What has the ambassador said?” Admiral Booth asked.

      “She says that this isn’t a Terran Hegemony matter. It’s the Federation that sent this ship, as a fellow member state they sympathize and will do all they can in the Federal House to help us.”

      “Also expected,” Admiral Jeavons replied. “The Terrans have their name on the Federal space force, but pretend they don’t control it when it’s convenient for them.”

      “That the Federation has been a puppet of the Terrans for the last millennia is not news either,” Dasha added. “What are our options?”

      “Not capitulation,” Admiral Kiera said. “The Terrans may have a million ships, but the disk is large enough that they would fight a never-ending war against our people’s resistance. We have a hundred worlds and a hundred-thousand habitats, many of them mobile.”

      “Is that how you want to spend the rest of your life?” Admiral Booth asked. “Fighting a slowly losing battle against the Terran military machine?”

      “No! Once we resist, the Jovians and Marsians will join us. We already know we can get supplies and support from Epsilon Eridani—nearly their entire population comes from the Scattered Worlds.

      “And what of Makemake?” Dasha asked. “Would you see it burned to a cinder, to feed your lust for war? How does the death of our citizens help the Scattered Worlds? Are the Terrans unsympathetic to our plight? Yes. Do we lose people to piracy and accidents in the deep black that they could help to prevent? Certainly. But make no mistake, what we suffer now is nothing compared to what we will suffer in a war with the Terrans—even if we win, it would be worse than a millennia of the status quo.”

      Kiera turned her cold gaze to Dasha.

      “That is what you AI will never understand,” she said with her face twisted into a scowl. “Human spirit cannot be quelled or crushed. We have hope of something better, a brighter future for ourselves and our children. You only think of preservation.”

      Samson looked intently at Dasha. If she was bothered by the admiral’s insult, it didn’t show. The AI’s expression was schooled and calm.

      “You mistake caution for subservience. I would support an active uprising that would succeed, but this will not,” she said, and then turned her gaze to Samson. “If you want to pursue this course of action, we need to bide our time and prepare. We cannot smash ourselves headlong against this rock.”

      “She’s right,” Admiral Jeavons nodded. “A secret military buildup would be required.”

      Samson knew this was where Jeavons was going. The admiral never came out and said it—she used proxies for that—but she always maneuvered for an increase in military strength. Samson didn’t oppose it, but it was not the will of the people. Also, it would have to be done in secret; the Federation would not tolerate its member states gaining the military might to oppose it.

      “Look,” he said. “That is a course of action we can debate another time. It doesn’t help our current situation. That Terran cruiser isn’t going to wait for us to strengthen our military. You know as well as I that they will push for a forced regime change and the loyalist opposition will jump at the chance to take control back.”

      “He’s right,” Urdon said. “We must deal with the threat at hand. Things will get much more complex when that Terran carrier hangs fifty kilometers over our heads.”

      “We should provide them a designated orbital pattern and block a low orbit,” Dasha suggested. “Then, they would have to attack our ships to get closer to our world.”

      “Would that work?” Samson asked the admirals.

      Admiral Jeavons nodded. “It would certainly force them to take a less offensive posture than they’d like. However, we don’t have enough ships to create a strong enough presence to block all the low orbital patterns they can take.”

      Dasha’s voice became steely and her silver brow lowered.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. We have more than enough ships.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “This is going to be a problem,” Joe muttered to himself.

      <You are correct in that assessment,> Crassus replied. <Their blockade appears to be strong enough to keep us from the orbit we planned.>

      “Looks like the captain is going to settle for the Lagrange point with Ouke,” Joe replied. “Is the colonel going to provide us with a deployment plan, or is that on us?”

      <He said it’s on you, he’s meeting with the captain regarding our next move.>

      Joe nodded to himself and organized his squadron into a defensive grid, which would cover approaches from the asteroid clusters and the moon. Crassus approved and the fighters shifted into their new pattern, slowing and taking up their new positions.

      He made sure to account for the shift in Ouke’s orbit that the Normandy was bound to make. The carrier was nearly a quarter the mass of the moon. It wasn’t the best strategic location if a fight broke out, but it certainly would certainly piss off the Diskers.

      Joe examined the makeup of the blockade the Normandy and her fighters faced. He was surprised to see that well over three quarters of the ships in overlapping equatorial and polar orbits were civilian. Ore haulers, tugs, merchant ships, and even pleasure vessels were all visible on scan, all forming an interlocking web of ships.

      If the TSF wanted to hit Makemake, they would have to do it through a defensive wall no one wanted to breach.

      Beyond the ships, the small blue and green world turned quickly, its artificial sun trailing around at a more sedate pace to simulate a normal day/night cycle.

      Down there, somewhere, was his mother.

      He hadn’t spoken to her in nearly a year. Their relationship wasn’t strained, but catching up with her wasn’t always a priority. She was busy raising a new family; her DNA and mothering skills were considered high value in the Scattered Worlds.

      He wondered what this brood was like; last he checked she had seven children under ten in her house, brothers and sisters he had never met in person. Were they scared as they looked up at their skies, would they hate him if they knew he was one of their oppressors?

      Colonel Jackson’s voice broke into his thoughts.

      <Good distribution, commander. I’m sending out the fifteenth and the thirty-second to support you. There are more hidey-holes out there than I’d like.>

      <I couldn’t agree more, sir,> Joe replied, <always happy to have more friendly faces out here.>

      <I’m sure you are,> Jackson said. <Maintain your configuration. I’ll have them slot in an omega pattern.>

      <Aye, sir.>

      Joe watched scan, as the supporting squadrons dropped from their ladders and hit the black. Their AI linked with the combat net and formed a tactical grid between the squadron leaders and the elephant commanders.

      With careful precision, the Normandy eased into position. When the maneuver was complete, it hung a mere fifteen thousand kilometers above Makemake’s surface and only seven thousand from Ouke.

      Even with their civilian shield, the Normandy’s beams could still rake the world below—not that Joe expected it to come to that. This was just a scare tactic. The Sol Federation’s government may be playing things with a heavy hand, but they certainly weren’t ham handed. The chances of actual combat were zero.

      “Stars let it be zero,” he whispered to himself.
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      The Normandy held steady at the Makemake, Ouke L1 point; its fighters organized in a slow, shifting pattern circling around the carrier’s mass. The 52nd was in close support around the carrier, while the 34th maintained a pattern further out; the 15th ranged far enough that their patrol wrapped around the small moon.

      The 52nd squadron had been deployed for seventeen hours. Another two and they would be called back in and swapped out for another set of pilots. Joe stretched in the wasp’s tight confines, feeling twitchy after so long with so little action.

      He had heard little news of the state of things on the ground, though he suspected that the Scattered Worlds government was working through every channel to come to a peaceful settlement with the Federation. Each side would make some concessions, and sign treaties that wouldn’t fully take effect for decades.

      Things would return to the status quo. An end result that Joe was not entirely certain he was enthusiastic about.

      Some days, Joe thought that humanity was just going through the motions. In the Sol system there were no more boundaries to push, no more discoveries to be made. Humanity had plateaued. What was worse, with no cohesive bond, no struggle, the Federation of Worlds was falling apart.

      Though the presence of the TSF Normandy would stop the Scattered Worlds from leaving the Federation today, what would happen in a decade, a century?

      Joe imagined himself a soldier in a solar civil war. How would he muster up the drive to fight against men and women just like him, just following orders and doing what their government told them to?

      It wasn’t what he signed up for. Sure, he knew it would be in the mix, but his real reason for being in the Terran Space Force was to fly ships in the black and help keep people safe and rescue them in times of danger.

      Being the danger, the force that people needed rescuing from? It wasn’t a great feeling.

      Stop it! He thought to himself. Thinking like that would get him killed in battle; worse, it would get his squad mates killed. When push came to shove, he would kill in a heartbeat to protect his squad. They were his family, his people. You fight for the soldier beside you, as the old saying went. That was a kinship he could support.

      Still, he found himself unable to shake the melancholy that held him in its grasp.

      He looked out through the ship’s sensors at the stars twinkling across the void. Out there, colonies were being settled. Beyond them, the Future Generation Terraformer worldships were plying the deep black between stars, building worlds for colonists who would not arrive for hundreds of years.

      That was where the real adventure was, not threatening civilians who just wanted a bit more bang for their tax dollar.

      Joe knew the odds of getting on a colony mission. They were slim to say the least. The Sol System was home to trillions of humans—plus a lot of things that weren’t exactly human anymore. Even the largest colony ships only carried a million or so colonists.

      The number of people who got to ply the deep black was far smaller than the birth rate of even one world.

      <Contacts moving out of the blockade!> Crassus alerted Joe and the squadron leaders and their AI instantly convened on the tactical net.

      <Looks like…looks like a lot of ships!> Tanaka, commander of the 15th, said.

      <Normandy’s scan shows over three hundred and forty ships breaking formation,> Honora, the 32nd’s AI clarified. <Most are civilian, but there’s a Scattered Worlds Space Force cruiser in the mix.>

      <A military cruiser? Are you sure?> Joe asked.

      <Scan has confirmation, it’s the flagship of one of their admirals, a woman named Kiera,> Crassus replied. <Tactical is trying to determine if she is on board. It could be a part of a coup.>

      <A number of their destroyers are breaking formation to follow,> Honora said. <Make the count three hundred and sixty ships.>

      <What’s tactical’s analysis?> Joe asked.

      <It’s not a match for our force,> Olympia, the 15th’s AI, replied. <But it’s mostly civilian ships in that armada.>

      <If they fire first, we fire back,> Colonel Jackson’s voice broke into the tactical net. <It may not come to that; they may be attempting to provoke us. The government down there says they didn’t authorize this and are trying to get them to pull back.>

      <I’ll bet they didn’t,> Commander Circe of the 15th, said with a sardonic expression.

      <I have the rest of the squadrons suiting up, the twentieth, forty-second, and ninety-third are on the ladders and will be joining you in ten seconds,> Jackson said. <Commander Evans, time the Disker armada’s approach and loop around Ouke. I want you to do a high v pass over those ships before they reach our picket line. If we’ve selected targets; the Normandy will provide them to you.>

      All the doubt and uncertainty of the previous hours washed away in an instant. The duty he felt to his fellow pilots, to his ship, and to his commanding officers kicked in. He was a Terran Space Force pilot; he and his were being threatened. Indecisiveness was abolished and crystal clear focus kicked in.

      Joe acknowledged the order and he selected one of the flight paths he and Crassus had prepared in case of just such an eventuality.

      <Mount up boys and girls; we’re executing flight path gamma-9. Max boost,> he announced over the squadron’s combat net.

      He gritted his teeth as the cells in his body turned crystalline and nano threads tensed throughout his soft tissue, prepared to take the thrust from the full burn his wasp was capable of producing. The squadron cleared the Normandy and surrounding ships as forty-two fusion drives came to life.

      <Balls to the wall!> Sue cried out with glee across the combat net and Joe smiled knowingly. In three hundred and twenty seconds, the joy of full throttle acceleration would be replaced with the grim reality of combat strikes against an enemy force, but until then it was just the squadron and the black.

      The small moon of Ouke grew rapidly in the forward view as the fighters used its meager gravitational force to give them a pivot point. For less than a second, he could see the buildings and structures on the moon’s surface as he shifted his fighter, its engine’s pointing away from the moon like a comet’s tail as it rounded the sun.

      Then it was behind them and they raced toward the Normandy, past the picket line of enemy rapiers, and over the Normandy and pulled up their orders on tight-beam.

      The directive: shots across the bow.

      Joe and Crassus assigned targets. Flights one through three were to fire warning shots, missing by mere meters, at the leading civilian ships, while flights four through seven would make direct strikes on the military vessels, but leave the beams wide and unfocussed.

      The squadron had reached speeds of over seventy kilometers per second and it only took them nine seconds to pass over the approaching Scattered Worlds’ ships.

      He made two shots on the cruiser and took no return fire, but as the squadron passed over the trailing destroyers, beam fire lanced out at them—focused strikes that were intended to disable shielding.

      Three of the fighters suffered shield failure and the squadron reconfigured to protect them during recharge.

      <Oh it’s on!> Sue cried out.

      <Hold course, waiting on orders,> Joe addressed his squadron.

      During the time it took to send those thoughts over the combat net, the destroyers continued to fire at the wasps as the distance between the ships expanded. Then the orders came in.

      <New targets!> Joe announced. <We’re hitting their orbital rail platforms—disable only. We aren’t to damage enough to kill crews.>

      Following those orders to the letter would be easier said than done.

      <No return fire on those Diskers back there,> Joe cautioned. <Save your energy for the rails. Those destroyers are going to have a whole lot more to worry about in a second.>

      Joe expanded his view of the battlefield to encompass the whole planet-moon system. Behind them the Normandy was on the move, forcing the approaching ships to shift vector and chase it. A maneuver likely intended to give the carrier time to disgorge all of its fighters.

      Joe could see that seven-hundred and twenty-three fighters and thirty elephants now sat between the Normandy and the approaching ships. If the Diskers were smart they’d realize that their numbers were no match for even the fighters alone. Most of the merchant ships only had shielding capable of deflecting rocks and space junk, and were without ablative plating. Tactical on the Normandy estimated that each fighter could destroy nearly twenty of the civilian ships, before running low on armament.

      He returned his focus to his squadron’s task, the rails.

      The one threat the Normandy could not easily handle would be the dozen rails surrounding Makemake, firing high-velocity kinetic grapeshot at it. Even with its shielding and defensive beams, the grapeshot could tear the ship to ribbons.

      Joe monitored his squadron’s progress. Their primary targets were the seven rails that currently had clear lines of sight on their carrier. Once those were disabled, they would loop around both sides of the planet and disable the rest.

      <They’re not firing yet,> Drew commented on the squadron’s tactical net.

      <Not yet,> Joe replied. <But with things heating up behind us, they have to know that this is not a warning fly-by.>

      <Rails are targeting us,> Crassus said, <Firing. Grapeshot, wide spread.>

      <Shit!> Joe swore, though he knew this would probably happen.

      <Shields full force. Think small!>

      Grapeshot was better at destroying capital ships than fighters. In space, the spread was wide enough that a fighter could slip between the pellets undamaged. But if just one sand-sized grain hit a wasp head on, it was likely to be game over.

      <A glancing blow,> Lieutenant Saren announced. <Shields are holding, I’m OK.>

      A few other pilots reported hits, and then scan registered two explosions. Two wasps were gone in a flash.

      The update flashed across his virtual console. Tiny Sue and Saren were gone, but not from the grapeshot, several of the destroyers behind them had taken advantage of his squadron’s lowered rear shields.

      <Shields full coverage!> Joe called out to his squadron. They may be destroyed by a kinetic strike, but those were random. Those destroyers were targeting.

      The squadron weathered the grapeshot with only a few more glancing impacts. Following those tense minutes, they closed to within a few thousand kilometers of the rails and the fighters were able to out-maneuver the rail platform’s targeting with ease.

      <First flights, soften those targets with your beams and second flights deliver two missiles each. Tactical assesses that will be enough to disable those rails with minimal casualties.>

      Joe gave the order and the leading edges of the two groups peppered the platforms with beams, jinking wildly to avoid anti-fighter chaff and beams, and to reach past the refractive clouds that the platforms were throwing into the space around them.

      He was in the second wave of his group and let fly with two Hellseeker missiles, as did a dozen other ships.

      The missiles snaked across the space between the ships and the rail platform, careening wildly to avoid defensive fire. Several were destroyed, punctuated by small explosions blooming between the fighters and the platform. He counted the missiles that failed to reach their target.

      Two, three, five, nine, eleven, twelve…

      Then the first missile hit its target, flame and plasma splashing across the rail platform’s shield, which wavered, and then winked out. Two more explosions followed closely and scan confirmed direct hits. The muzzle end of the rail platform was a twisted wreck.

      The necessary damage was done. The remaining missiles spun off into space, detonating harmlessly away from the rail platforms.

      Joe checked the other half of his squadron, operating under the guidance of Lieutenant Drew. They had met with similar success. Two rails down, ten to go.

      <Drop to only eighteen Hellseekers?> Joe asked Crassus.

      <That was my assessment as well. I’ll distribute the order.>

      Joe sent an acknowledgement to the AI, and confirmed that the TSF repeater satellites in orbit around Makemake were functional. Once the two groups of fighters were on opposite sides of the planet, Crassus would need those repeaters to maintain his distributed network. He would slow a touch, but still be faster than even the most augmented of Joe’s pilots.

      The wings drew near to the next platform, and Joe returned his attention to the attack run, which was as successful as the first. Before they reached the third, he spared a moment’s attention for the battle raging in the Normandy’s picket lines.

      The engagement was in full swing, and more than a few civilian ships were disabled, adrift in high, slowly decaying orbits. Not a small number were leaving the battle—having discovered that the Normandy was not as soft a target as they had been led to believe.

      Still, against all logic, a second wave of ships was leaving the blockade to join the battle. Joe hoped they were going to help the disabled ships and not join the fight.

      Then his attention was consumed by the squadron’s next target.

      The fifth and sixths platform fell as easily as the first four, but scan showed that the next would not be such easy targets. A dozen destroyers were moving out of the blockade on a course to directly obstruct the next target.

      These ships were not participating in the attack on the Normandy and likely answered to who whoever was still running things in the military—someone unwilling to see their entire world’s defenses destroyed.

      <Orders?> Joe called back to Colonel Jackson on the Normandy.

      <Disengage,> the colonel replied. <We don’t want to fight every ship out here.>

      <Acknowledged,> Joe replied and passed the order to both segments of his squadron. They pulled away from the planet and began a long, slow arc back around to the Normandy. He watched scan and noted that even though the colonel had pulled his ships back, a second wave of fighters, Falcons this time, were launching in what would be a long parabola that would allow them to strike the remaining rails in twenty minutes.

      Trust was in short supply in the black. Should the rest of the Diskers join the fight, it would be a decision they would immediately regret.
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      The Nostra’s cockpit was silent, neither pilot moved, even their breath was abated. Periodically one of the two women would shift, and the creak of their shipsuits or the movement of the viscous fluid in their acceleration couches would break the silence.

      <C’mon,> Katelyn said, her mental tone filled with a mixture of annoyance and concern. <If we don’t do it now, it’ll be too late.>

      <Easy Katelyn,> Rory replied. <We can’t jump the gun. This has to go off right, or there’s no point.>

      Katelyn eyed her sister’s avatar in her mind. Always calm and constrained, Rory was the foundation of their operation. But she also held back too often when opportunity knocked. Opportunity like now.

      Although Rory believed in the principles of the Cause, Katelyn still had to spend weeks cajoling her sister into actually joining the movement. Over time, Katelyn knew that Rory had come to believe as strongly in the separatist movement as she did. The Diskers had to break free of the Terran’s grip. The disk, the gateway to the stars, is where the true opportunity lay, where untapped resources drifted in the dark.

      The profits of which flowed toward Sol, toward the Terrans.

      <If we wait for another orbit it will be too late. They can’t hold up another fifteen minutes. That carrier has another hundred fighters and at least two destroyers still in dock. If they get out, the plan goes to shit!>

      Rory didn’t respond immediately and Katelyn decided to take her silence as acquiescence.

      She activated the pre-planned flight path and the tug’s engines ignited, boosting the ship out of the blockade and toward their selected target, an asteroid recently pulled into high orbit around Makemake.

      <Shit, Kate! If we go in alone we’ll be shot down.>

      <We won’t be, they’ll follow!> Katelyn knew the other seven tugs would follow her lead; they wouldn’t leave her out here alone.

      For a long thirty seconds, they were the only tug boosting out of the blockade, but then another pulled free and a minute later all eight tugs were accelerating at max g toward various high-orbit asteroids.

      Katelyn focused on their target, ignoring her sister’s quiet cursing as Rory prepared the grapple and thumpers.

      The local traffic control AI was calling their ship repeatedly, increasing its urgency with each failed contact. The flashing token in her vision was becoming distracting and Katelyn dismissed it and put a ten minute block on the caller. After that local traffic control would have other things to worry about.

      <We’re in the chute,> Katelyn informed her sister. <Lined up for contact in thirty seconds.>

      Rory only nodded from her couch, while giving the grappling arms one final spin to account for the asteroid’s slow tumble.

      The seconds ticked by quickly, and, with a bone jarring shudder, the Nostra made contact with the million tons of rock that was their target.

      <Grapple solid, go for boost,> Rory said calmly, like this was any other time they had grabbed a rock.

      Katelyn activated her plot and slid the fusion drives up to full burn. Helium3 pouring into the reaction chamber from the full tank, which their co-conspirators had provided just hours before they joined the blockade. The Nostra couldn’t produce a light show like the Terran carrier could, but it was certain to make a show in the night sky below.

      Within a minute, once the other ships had grabbed their rocks, it would look as though an octet of new stars had appeared in the skies of Makemake.

      The Nostra arced around Makemake, hanging low, gaining thrust from the planet’s gravity well, before breaking free and entering a gentle parabola that would put them on a collision course with the Normandy.

      Katelyn knew that there was no way a single ship could approach the carrier and survive the assault that would come its way, but eight ships, eight ships with a hell of a distraction? That may just work.

      The tugs had all cleared Makemake’s gravity well and Katelyn found herself wondering where their required distraction was. The rocks they pushed protected them from the Normandy’s beams, and could weather a significant missile barrage, but the tugs themselves were vulnerable to the fighters that swarmed the battlespace.

      <Where is it?> Katelyn asked, growing nervous.

      <I would imagine they weren’t ready, and your impetuousness has ruined this,> Rory replied. <This is all going to be for nothing, and we’ll spend the rest of our lives in prison. Dumbass.>

      <It’ll be here; it has to be.>

      Katelyn refreshed scan once more and the active ping caught a brief echo, a shadow against the stars.

      The shadow grew, and resolved itself into a ship, an old hulk, long forgotten in the dark spaces between Makemake and Eris. Its name had once been Pathfinder, a mighty warship of the second AI war, but the resistance had named it Vengeance.

      Four heavy lifters were attached to its hull, and their engines lit up in a brilliant burst of plasma, driving the vessel toward the Normandy.

      The Terrans reacted as expected, their fighters disengaging from the attacking armada, which in turn began to move away from the battlespace.

      <I can’t believe this is going to work,> Rory said breathlessly—if one could do so with a mental projection. <If they can make it blow on time, it could even be enough that they don’t need us.>

      <Don’t get your hopes up,> Katelyn replied. <Pathfinder may be bigger than that Terran carrier, but she’s picked clean, doesn’t have anywhere near the mass.>

      <Yeah, but look at that v!>

      Katelyn found herself holding her breath as she watched the Vengeance close the gap between itself and the Normandy.

      The fighters were swarming it now, their beams and missiles battering what minimal shields the resistance engineers had managed to erect. Once down, the four tugs were next—their meager shielding only lasting seconds under the punishing barrage.

      The Normandy shifted its vector, out of the way of the Vengeance’s drifting hulk, its fighters looping around the wreck, moving to re-engage the resistance armada.

      The Vengeance would miss the Terran carrier, but that had never been its primary target.

      Punctuating Katelyn’s thoughts, new light appeared in the sky and she cried out in victory.

      <They did it! Those bastards did it, stars rest their souls.>

      <Stars rest their souls,> Rory replied more solemnly.

      From within the Vengeance, a brilliant light flared as an antimatter bomb merged several pounds of antiprotons with protons, turning the ancient warship into a blazing explosion of plasma, energy, and deadly shrapnel.

      When scan was finally able to get a reading, it confirmed what they had hoped. The Terran fighters and elephants were all but wiped out. The path to the carrier was clear.

      <Full speed ahead!> Katelyn cried out

      The eight rocks accelerated toward the Normandy, bracketing it, giving the carrier nowhere to turn. The carrier and what few fighters remained turned all of their beams on the asteroids, and a sea of missiles arced toward them.

      <Stars rest our souls,> Rory whispered.
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* * *

      <Oh shit, they’re going to hit it!> Drew cried over the combat net.

      The pilots of the 52nd squadron watched in horror as the Diskers detonated an antimatter bomb inside the decrepit old hulk. Now they saw that the action had cleared the way for their eight rock pushers to move in on the Normandy.

      The carrier was throwing everything it had at the approaching asteroids, and the few fighters who had survived the Pathfinder’s explosion were attempting to disable the tugs.

      <We’re getting back in this fight,> Joe said to his squadron. <Crassus, disable safeties, we need to pull 100gs.>

      <That’s outside the bounds of your cellular mods as well as the wasp’s,> the AI protested. <You may not all survive.>

      <Do it!> Joe replied. <That’s an order. Any pilot who wants to stay under 70g can.>

      Crassus obeyed the order without further protest, and Joe set his plot and his fighter began ramping up its boost. He looked over the combat net and saw that every pilot had followed suit. No one was going to play it safe while their carrier was under such an imminent threat.

      Ahead, the remnants of the Disker armada created a protective screen around the tugs, and a new batch of civilian ships, emboldened by their fellow’s success, broke from the blockade and moved to intercept the 52nd squadron.

      <Don’t engage, save your energy,> Joe said. His pilots signaled their acceptance of his order and though a few beam strikes hit the fighters, they passed over the latest wave without any losses.

      Joe gritted his teeth, clenching down on the soft membrane filling his mouth as the force from his acceleration began to fracture his bones and break his cellular walls. The pain was intense, even with the neural blocks, but he wouldn’t slow, the carrier must be protected.

      The distance closed rapidly and the pilots selected their targets, preparing to work from two sides toward the center—if they were successful, it would give the Normandy maneuvering options.

      The tactical display showed that their timelines would be tight; the fighters may not be able to fully engage all the tugs.

      <You’re a sight for sore eyes, but you need to fall back. Finish off those ships behind you.> Captain Ygres addressed Joe over the link.

      <Ma’am? We should be able to take enough of them to give you an out.>

      <I said fall back. We are going to eliminate them.>

      Joe’s mind flailed for a moment, and then he realized what the captain meant.

      <Fall back to the point highlighted on your HUDs,> Joe addressed his pilots. <As hard and fast as you can, get the hell out of here.>

      He banked his fighter away from the Normandy changing his vector as steeply as his screaming cells could manage. On scan he saw the eight tugs and their asteroids, still pushing toward the Normandy, closing the distance to less than a thousand kilometers.

      He wondered if they saw the fighters disengage; if they suspected what it meant.

      Then a brilliant light erupted in their midst.

      The Normandy had fired a planet buster at the eight asteroids. Point blank range for a missile of that magnitude. The wave of light, fire, and plasma raced across battlespace and beyond. It would wash over Ouke, then Makemake, wreaking havoc on stations and satellites alike.

      Joe’s own fighter shook and rolled with the force of the blast, but his shields held. He looked at scan to see his squadron intact, but as the shockwave hit the disabled ships of the Disker armada, many crumpled and broke apart. Those that remained intact rolled and twisted through space in its wake, many venting atmosphere and crew.

      The scope of the damage was hard to process. Makemake would spend years, maybe decades trying to rebuild.

      Only one thought passed through his mind as he watched in horror.

      I. Need. Out.
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        STELLAR DATE: 3223498 / 07.16.4113 (Adjusted Gregorian)

        LOCATION: Makemake

        REGION: Makemake, Scattered Worlds, Sol Space Federation

      

      Samson sat at the head of the small table with a heavy sigh and nodded in greeting to Admiral Jeavons and Governor Dasha.

      “What now?” he asked simply.

      “We fall in line,” Jeavons replied, her expression showing neither concern nor remorse for the current situation of the Scattered Worlds people.

      Samson’s head snapped up and he looked long into Jeavons’ grim eyes.

      “You. You planned this all along!” he hissed, feeling his face redden as anger overtook him. “You set up this blockade, this failed attack. You sacrificed tens of thousands of our people.”

      Jeavons didn’t reply, but her silence spoke volumes.

      “It presented the perfect opportunity,” Dasha replied. “Our people hate the Terrans more than ever, we can unite them and they will support a rebellion.”

      “A forced separation,” Jeavons corrected. “We can now begin a military buildup with our population’s support. They will assist in hiding our operations, and when the time comes, when the Jovians, Marsians, and others are finally ready, we’ll throw off the Terran yoke and finally be free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      The artificial sun slipped below the horizon and dusk settled in as Joe walked down the nearly deserted street. A cold wind blew, and dead leaves swirled around his feet, crunching loudly. He shoved his hands deeper into his pockets, and watched as his breath frosted. It was not the sort of weather he remembered Makemake having, and he knew the cause.

      He looked up at the night sky. Amongst the stars, the Normandy was clearly visible, still catching light from Makemake’s sun.

      It hung low in the orbit the captain had originally intended to take up. No blockade impeded its progress; in fact, few Disker ships orbited at all. Ones that weren’t involved in the cleanup had left for better ports.

      The street lights blinked on and he saw his mother’s home ahead, a large, rambling structure. Not quite an estate, but larger than any other home along the road. A pair of large maple trees grew in the front yard, a pair of swings hanging from a low branch. Scattered beneath them were various toys discarded at the end of a hard day’s play.

      The walk seemed shorter than he recalled and he was at the entrance before he knew it.

      He raised his hand to knock and was saved the trouble as the door was pulled open to reveal the surprised face of his half-brother, Seraph.

      Neither man spoke for a minute before Joe remembered himself and held out his hand.

      “Seraph, good to see you.”

      Seraph looked at Joe’s hand for a moment before he clasped it for a brief shake.

      “Joe.” I didn’t expect to see you here. I didn’t expect to see…anyone…”

      Joe nodded. “Not a lot of folks about tonight. May I come in?”

      Seraph looked surprised and then nodded. “Yeah, sure, of course. Let me get Mom.”

      Joe stepped inside and closed the door while Seraph disappeared down the front hall. He slipped off his jacket and kicked the shoes from his feet. The house looked and smelled just as he recalled; completely unchanged from his previous visits—though very different from his small childhood home back on Venus.

      He peered into the family room to the left of the hall and chuckled as he saw two small girls constructing a doll house. Unchanged in every way, except for the faces of the children.

      He wondered how many children his mother had borne, and was surprised to see, upon a quick check over the Link, that the two girls were the eighty-fourth and eighty-seventh out of ninety-one. He placed just ninth in her brood.

      The girls looked up at him and one smiled. A frown creased the older girl’s forehead as she looked him up on her retinal HUD.

      “Joseph?” she asked. “Our brother?”

      Joe nodded. “In the flesh. It’s nice to meet you…Jennifer and Linh.”

      They rose and approached him, expressions solemn, yet curious. “You’re from her first family, aren’t you?” Jennifer, the older of the two asked.

      Joe nodded. “Yup, the Evan’s bunch we like to call ourselves.”

      The girls were looking at him curiously and he wondered why when the voice of his mother called out from behind him.

      “Joseph! You’ve come home at last!”

      Joe turned to see his mother, Mary, smiling ear to ear approaching with open arms. He returned the smile and wrapped her in a fierce hug, reveling in the unchanged scent of her favorite perfume.

      “It’s good to see you, Mother,” Joe said as they separated and looked into one another’s eyes.

      His mother was just as he remembered, unchanged in the years since he last saw her—since his childhood in fact. She was tall, just a centimeter shorter than him, and her steel grey eyes appeared to see right through him, though managed to do so with love. Hers widened and he saw a brief flash of the same expression the two girls had. Then it was gone and she took his arm.

      “Forgive us, girls, I need to have a private chat with this son of mine.”

      Jennifer and Linh nodded solemnly and turned back to the doll house, surveying their work thus far. He overheard Linh whisper to Jennifer in soft tones, “he doesn’t look evil; I thought the Terrans were evil.”

      Seraph followed them down the long hall and through the kitchen—which was occupied by several children cleaning dishes from the evening meal. A pie sat on the counter, most likely for a desert now put off with his arrival.

      “Gerry, three coffees,” she called out to one of the boys as they walked through.

      “Yes, Mom,” came the reply, and then they were in her office.

      His mother ushered them in and then closed the door. She gestured for them to sit in the grouping of deep, leather chairs arranged artfully beside her desk.

      They settled into the brown leather seats and no one spoke for several minutes. His mother looked at him long and hard, while Seraph’s eyes darted between them.

      “I’m surprised they let you down here,” she said at last.

      Joe gave a rueful laugh. “They weren’t happy about it. As much out of spite, anger, and fear as anything else. They know they may have to protect me while I’m planet-side from their own people.”

      “It was no laughing matter down here when your ship showed up in our skies and made war on us,” Mary said.

      Joe shook his head. “No, I imagine it wasn’t—though  all that wouldn’t have happened if those—.”

      “Don’t you blame our people,” Seraph interrupted. “They were defending their world. You killed them!”

      Joe often wondered why Seraph had stayed with his mother all these years. He wasn’t the most patient person in the worlds. He didn’t really make a great father figure—though he didn’t really need to. There was always a crop of young men rising through the ranks eager to guide the younger children.

      “I’m reasonably certain that I didn’t kill anyone in the battle, though I lost a lot of friends,” Joe replied, then turned to his mother. “Did I lose anyone else?”

      She shook her head. “No family died over in our skies that I know of, though two of your sisters nearly did.”

      “Who?” Joe asked, praying that they were innocent bystanders, not a part of the armada which attacked the Normandy.

      “Rory and Katelyn,” Seraph provided. “They were on the lead tug when your ship detonated a planet killer.”

      Rory and Katelyn. Joseph knew them. They hadn’t grown-up in their mother’s house at the same time as he had, but they had met several times during holidays and family reunions. They were, amazingly, the only twins in the family. Rory was always the serious and studious one and Katelyn a gregarious hot head. He had gotten along famously with her.

      “I heard that tug’s pilots made it. They detected the missile as it passed and spun their rock to protect themselves from the blast,” Joe replied. “It was a slick maneuver.”

      “I’m glad you approve,” Seraph said acidly.

      “I’m impressed, glad they lived, and pissed off that they’d do something so stupid,” Joe said with a scowl. “The entire attack was moronic. Everyone knows that carriers have planet killers. Push comes to shove and they’ll use them.”

      “I had always believed they needed an order from the triumvirate to launch those missiles,” Mary said, a worried frown creasing her brow.

      Joe nodded. “Yes, if they launch them at planets. This one was far enough away to launch at the captain’s discretion.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a distinction anyone not in the military was aware of,” Mary replied with a sigh.

      Their conversation was interrupted by a knock at the door and Gerry entered with three cups of coffee on a tray. Joe took his black and stared into it while Seraph and his mother added cream to theirs.

      That his kin were involved in the attack on the Normandy was not a fact that military intelligence was likely to miss. He suspected that his conversation with his mother was being monitored. It was likely why he was allowed to come to Makemake in the first place.

      “Are you upset about the position they put you in?” his mother asked after taking a sip from her cup.

      She had always been perceptive, his mother. He supposed raising nearly a hundred children and not having them take advantage of you made a keen eye and mind a job requirement.

      “More about what they’ve done to you,” Joe replied. “You’re to be having some very uncomfortable conversations in the upcoming days.”

      Mary nodded, her eyes filling with worry. “I know. I’ve already been informed of that eventuality. Luckily they have a long list of suspects, and I’m likely to just be a follow-up.”

      “Are you not worried about Rory and Katelyn?” Seraph asked. “They’re likely to undergo corrective re-conditioning for this.”

      Joe wished Seraph wasn’t here; was starting to wish he had never come. Seraph never could see beyond his own hurt, beyond what affected him.

      “Why don’t you shut up,” Joe said. “What would you rather, that they rotted in a prison for a hundred years? That they were severed from the nets? I nearly killed my own sisters! Do you understand that? I was seconds, seconds away from firing on those tugs when the captain warned me off!”

      Joe realized he was half out of his chair and saw that Seraph had drawn back, cowering in his.

      His mother stood and spoke kindly to her younger son. “Seraph, I think you should go. I’ll continue with Joseph alone.”

      Seraph didn’t speak as he left the room, his eyes filled with a mixture of fear and hate.

      Joe found that he didn’t care.

      His mother turned back to him once the doors to her office had closed and held out a hand. He rose and she wrapped him in a deep embrace.

      “It’s OK, son. These are hard times, and the family often does not do what you’d like—trust me, I know.”

      Joe nodded and settled into his mother’s arms, the memories of a thousand hugs and comforting embraces filling his mind. He felt the tears well up, and a moment later he was sobbing on his mother’s shoulder.

      “There, there love, it will be alright. You’ll figure this out. You’ve always been able to make your own way in the world. I know you’ll figure this out. No matter what, I’ll always love and support you.”

      She spoke other comforting words and he lost track of how long she held him before he finally pulled away and wiped his eyes clear.

      “I’m sorry, Mom. I’m just so sorry.”

      “I know dear, but you have nothing to be sorry about.”

      Joe looked into her eyes and saw nothing but love and forgiveness. This was why he had come, to have her tell him that she forgave him, that everything would be OK. And to say goodbye.

      She drew him to the sofa and they sat beside one another.

      “What are you going to do now?” she asked. She always had a way of divining his intentions. She knew he was facing a change.

      “I’m leaving,” he replied.

      “Leaving the Terran Space Force?” she asked.

      He knew she didn’t approve of the Terrans, but he was surprised at the way she emphasized the word Terran. Did she expect him to enlist with the Scattered Worlds?

      “No,” he shook his head. “I’m leaving Sol.
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* * *

      The Story Continues…

      See what happens when Joe boards the GSS Intrepid and joins the mission to get out of Sol.

      Pick it up for free here: https://instafreebie.com/free/ZNG8t
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* * *

      Appendices

      Be sure to check http://www.aeon14.com for the full appendices (including glossary, wiki, and timeline) and the latest information on the Aeon 14 universe.
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        United they stand against all those hunting aliens.

      

      Seventeen years ago an entire generation of aliens were sent to Earth in order to save their home planet and integrate into the human population. Now, those aliens are being hunted.

      Amery Jones is your typical teenager, except for the fact she is an alien and a member of the government’s secret Project Integrate.

      When Amery’s best friend Lola is kidnapped in order to get to her, there is only one person that can help – the exceedingly annoying and charming Lochie Mercury.

      Together, Amery and Lochie must put aside their differences and attraction in order to rescue Lola before it’s too late.
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      My mind had a habit of wandering. It raced off on a tangent and I had no idea where my thoughts would lead me. I would think of what I had to do, I wondered if I was doing what I was supposed to, and I remembered things of the past. My brain was like that, it never shut up.

      What I worried about most was the future and my role in it. I had a big job to do but I’d known that since I was born. My life existed for one purpose and I had to fulfill my duties, my entire race depended on it.

      But who was stupid enough to put a bunch of kids in charge of their people’s future? We were just babies when we were chosen, how did they know what we would grow into? Why did they have to choose us and not some other group of babies? I wished I could find the answers but I guessed I never would. It’s not like I could go back, not now when we were so close.

      “Amery Jones and Lochlan Mercury.” The teacher’s voice brought me crashing back to reality. I looked around in a panic, why did he say my name and why did he say it in the same sentence as Lochie’s? Was I dreaming it?

      “No, I want a reassignment.” Lochie’s eyes were just as wide and fearful as my own as he begged Mr. Moore to turn back time and undo our pairing.

      “I second that,” I added. Surely out of the twenty people in the classroom, I didn’t have to be paired with that arrogant jerk. Anyone else, seriously.

      “I said Amery Jones and Lochlan Mercury,” Mr. Moore repeated, staring at both of us in turn. “I’m not changing anything. Perhaps you two working together will help you overcome your differences. See it as a life learning experience and grasp it with both hands.”

      He liked to be overly dramatic, but he did teach English so I guessed he had a reason to. Perhaps he had read too much Shakespeare in his career. I slumped back into my seat, ignoring the stormy look I got from Lochie. Like it was my fault we had to do our project together – I wasn’t even paying attention so I did nothing to bring this unpleasantness upon us.

      I tried to pay attention to the rest of the lesson, I knew I needed to know the particulars of the project but it was hard to imagine doing it with Lochie. We had known each other since we were little, we started school on the same day and had been in most classes together ever since.

      I think my hatred started for him that first day. He pushed me into the sandpit where I landed with a decisive thud. All of his newly acquired friends laughed at me. I didn’t have any friends to come to my aid so I just had to push myself out of the pit and dust off the sand. I think I’ve been dusting off that sand every day ever since. And it was all because of Lochie.

      I was supposed to be nice to everyone, that was part of the deal. I had to be kind, friendly, and lovable. If I was anything but, then I could potentially be removed from the project. When I was little I might have been okay with being pulled, but not now. Not after I’d spent seventeen years here.

      To lose my placing just because of Lochie would be like rubbing salt into my wounds – except a thousand times worse. So while I knew how I should act toward him, I still couldn’t. Not when one look at him made me want to pull my own eyeballs out of their sockets.

      When the bell rang, it was like a sweet symphony to my ears. I gathered up my stuff before I had to speak with Lochie, fearing he would come my way to discuss the project.

      But there was little chance of that as he scurried from the room. Typical. Whenever there was work to be done, Lochie Mercury was nowhere to be found. I would probably end up doing the entire project on my own. At least it would be right then.

      I caught up with Lola in the corridor as I got the rest of the books from my locker. My mind was already racing ahead to how much homework I had to do that night.

      “Good luck with your project pairing,” Lola teased me. I could only roll my eyes in response. She knew how much I couldn’t stand the guy. “I can’t wait to see what you two come up with.”

      “You mean me, when I have to do it all by myself at the last minute.”

      She laughed, a bit of a rare event. Lola liked to consider herself emo, which meant she was always moody and dark. At least that was the latest anyway. In the five years since I had known her, she’d tried her hand at gothic, retro, nerdy, and oddly enough, preppy. She’d tried all the sub-cultures, trying to find one that stuck. Emo was only the latest. If only she would work out that she was fantastic the way she was, I’m sure she’d be happier. Still, as a supportive best friend, I just accepted whatever she decided to be on any given day.

      “Why do you hate him so much, anyway?” She asked as she slammed her locker door. I did the same and we continued walking down the corridor. Other students bustled around us, everyone eager to get out the doors and go home.

      “Because he’s Lochie and he’s annoying,” I replied. Wasn’t that a good enough reason?

      “Nobody else finds him that annoying.”

      “Well, I guess they don’t know him like I do.”

      “But what specifically is it about him?” Lola continued, she never liked to give up on something that made me squirm. “There’s got to be something.”

      I tried to recall one event other than the sandpit incident. I came up short, despite how much I really wanted to find something in my memory I could latch onto.

      “I don’t know, I guess it’s a combination of everything.” Was that vague enough to get her off my back? I hoped so.

      “Well no-one else finds him that intolerable so perhaps he just knows how to press all your buttons.” Lola looked me up and down, like she was assessing all my buttons. I didn’t entirely know what she was implying but I didn’t like it.

      There was only one way to avoid the whole conversation and that was to divert her attention. I changed the subject.

      “So who’d you get paired with?” I asked.

      “Christina Young.” Damn it, she had scored in the partner lottery. Christina was smart and diligent, she wouldn’t accept anything other than a top mark.

      “I guess you’ll be acing the project then,” I sighed. How was it that Lola, who didn’t like anything, could get the perfect partner and I was paired with the loser of the year? There was something wonky about my luck, perhaps I broke a mirror sometime and forgot about it. It was very possible.

      We walked to the parking lot together and Lola got a ride with her father. He was already waiting for her, unlike my mother. She was nearly always late to pick me up. I offered thousands of time to walk home or take the bus, but she wouldn’t let me. Or perhaps the deal was that she wasn’t allowed to let me. I never knew what was required and what my parents decided by themselves.

      One person I did see in the parking lot was Lochie. He drove himself to school, his parents had bought him a car for his sixteenth birthday. I quite often felt like torching it while he was in class. I never would of course, but nobody could stop me fantasizing about it. Sometimes it was all that got me through class.

      He looked my way so I poked my tongue out at him. I knew it was childish but I didn’t care. Like Lola said, he pushed all my buttons – at the same time and they were all marked danger. He returned my look with one of his own, using his fingers to open his mouth wide and stick out his tongue. I shook my head at him, hoping he got my eyes rolling too.

      A horn beeping took my attention away from Lochie. My mother had arrived, and was apparently impatiently awaiting my presence in the car. I climbed in.

      “What was that all about?” She asked with none of the usual pleasantries. She usually waited at least a few minutes before interrogating me.

      “What was what all about?” I tried to remain innocent, hoping she would drop it.

      She pulled out onto the road, her eyes fixated on the street. “You know what I’m talking about – the face. Tell me you were just joking with someone.”

      Would it even work if I lied to her? I doubted it, she was trained to detect lies and I was probably one of the worst liars around. “It’s just a guy I have to do my English project with. We don’t exactly get along. But it’s only one guy in the entire school.”

      “You have to make friends, Amery, you know the deal. We can’t have even one person not liking you,” my mother reminded me, for the one billionth time. I thought for sure I could recite the entire lecture word for word off the top of my head. I had only been hearing it since I could talk. She probably told me even before that but I didn’t remember, it was probably my lullaby.

      “I have made lots of friends,” I defended myself. “It’s just one guy, surely they don’t expect everyone to like me? That would be impossible.”

      We drove in silence, which I knew was a ploy to make me think about my actions and feel regretful. I wondered if my mom was aware I knew all her tricks? Probably not or she wouldn’t still use them, she would have felt compelled to try new ways to manipulate me. My father was a bit harder to read, he was more experienced at handling people. But still, I could find ways around him too.

      Finally, Mom let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, Amery. I didn’t mean to come down on you so hard like that. I’m just on edge a bit.”

      An admission from her was rare, even rarer than seeing Lola laugh. Instantly, I went into panic mode. “What happened? Is something wrong?”

      She stole a glance at me before turning her attention back to the road. “We got a letter from the Department today.”

      “What did it say?”

      “I don’t know, we haven’t opened it. It’s addressed to you.”

      I forgave her the entire conversation, I knew what a letter from the Department could mean. Inside the envelope could be something horrible, or just something standard. Every time we received one of the non-descript white envelopes it put us all on edge. I didn’t know why, we never did anything wrong – unless you counted my on-going war with Lochie, which I didn’t. But they were still something dreaded anyway.

      We got home and I threw my bag on the floor so I could open the letter. There was nothing on the envelope that said it was from the Department, they didn’t like to advertise their presence. But if you got these letters your entire life, you know exactly what they looked like.

      “Good day at school?” My dad asked as he joined us. He was nervous too, I could tell by the strain in his voice. It was like I was holding an explosive device that could detonate at any moment.

      “It was good,” I replied, using the extra few seconds to delay. Once I opened the envelope, there was no way of unknowing the contents. I was dying to know and dreading it all at the same time. It was torturous.

      “Open it already,” Mom demanded, losing patience. I guess they had all day to worry about it, not just the few minutes like I did. I was sort of surprised they hadn’t opened it without me, they weren’t always so considerate of my privacy.

      “Okay, okay.” I slid my finger underneath the sheath and slid it open. Pulling out the paper, my eyes scanned it quickly. “It’s just an appointment, it’s nothing.”

      Mom snatched the letter from my hands and read it herself. She showed it to my dad. “Just the regular appointment, thank God.”

      “I can’t believe it’s that time already,” I said, so relieved I could have done a happy dance. Not that my regular appointment with the Department was a fun thing, but at least it was just normal business. I had been going there every year for seventeen years, it was nothing to fear but not exactly pleasant either.

      “A year goes by fast,” Dad commented. “They’ll want to see you every six months soon, now that you’re almost an adult.”

      “Every six months?” That sounded like way more meetings than I ever wanted to attend in a lifetime.

      “When you’re an adult, you can make more of an impact on people. They’ll want to ensure you are keeping up your end of the bargain and not becoming a liability,” Mom explained. “It’s important you are monitored.”

      “So I guess they couldn’t just trust me then?” I looked at them both hopefully but they just shook their heads. Apparently trusting someone like me was never going to happen. The thought was depressing. “I’m going to do my homework.”

      I left my parents and retreated to the safety of my room. I pinned the letter to my corkboard and tried to put it out of my head. It was a problem for another day, I shouldn’t let it get to me. Not when I had stupid Lochie and our stupid project to worry about.

      By the time dinner rolled around, I was ready to have a break. I wondered if I would have been such a diligent student if I wasn’t ordered to be one? Would I still have cared so much about getting good grades? I guessed I would never know.

      My parents were already at the table by the time I got there. I think the letter had got to them too because no-one really said much. We just chewed and swallowed, going through the motions like robots.

      When my father spoke, it startled me. “Amery, your mother told me about the incident today at school.”

      “The incident?” I trawled through my memory bank, trying to recall what warranted such a somber voice. The only thing I could think of was my encounter with Lochie. All I did was pull a face, but thinking it through, it was probably a big deal in their eyes. Damn Lochie.

      “You’re having trouble with a boy?”

      I rolled my eyes, unable to stop myself. “Not really, he just annoys me. But, rest assured, I will do everything I can to make sure he likes me.” I was lying, probably terribly, but I couldn’t deal with a big lecture that night.

      “Your role is so important to the future, Amery. You have to take it seriously. You can’t do that with people not liking you. It’s important you fit in.”

      I wanted to laugh. How could I possibly fit in when I was so obviously different? No other seventeen year old had constant lectures about duties and responsibilities. They didn’t have to attend meetings with the Department every year and they certainly didn’t have to make sure everyone liked them.

      I was getting angry and trying so hard not to. I was normally better at handling my emotions but the letter had shaken me more than I first realized. I was just so tired of the whole thing, I would have done anything to avoid it all and just be a normal teenager for once. A normal anything for once.

      “Amery, are you listening to your father?” My mother piped up when I was silent for too long.

      I pushed my plate away, no longer hungry. “Yes, I heard everything he said.”

      “You need to take note. We love you but not everyone else will without some effort on your part.” My mother spoke gently but every syllable was grating on my last nerve. “What will we tell the Department when we meet with them? You know we can’t lie.”

      “I don’t know, how about what a failure I am?” I stood up, unable to stop myself. But then again, that’s what normal teenagers did, right? Perhaps I was just following orders and fitting in.

      “Don’t get upset, we’re just trying to help you. That’s what parents do,” my dad said, trying to placate me. It wasn’t working.

      “You’re not my parents so how about you lay off it?” I stomped away and didn’t stop until I slammed my bedroom door closed so hard it made my pictures rattle on the wall.
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      There was nothing as awkward as driving in a car where the occupants weren’t talking to each other. That’s exactly what I was thinking when my mother drove me to school the next day. I wanted to apologize for my behavior, but I knew I only thought that because I was taught to.

      Still, I couldn’t handle the silence any longer. “I’m sorry about last night,” I mumbled. “I didn’t mean what I said.”

      “It’s okay, Amery. I understand this must be difficult for you. I think we forget sometimes that you are only seventeen and have a big responsibility on your young shoulders.” She spoke to the windscreen, not looking at me. I didn’t think that was a good sign.

      “I still shouldn’t have said it, not after all you’ve done for me.”

      She pulled up in the parking lot of the school and finally looked at me. “Why don’t we forget it happened? The letter rattled us all. Have a great day at school and we’ll start over again this afternoon.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks for the ride.” I got out quickly, the freedom of outside beckoning me. Anything had to be better than the car right at that moment.

      Mom took off as soon as I closed the door. She had a right to be angry with me, but I figured I had a right too. Perhaps a day apart was what we all needed to move on.

      Like every morning, I plastered a smile on my face and headed into school. There could be no bad days for me, even one would be too many.

      I found Lola in the courtyard. She was dressed head to foot in black, Doc Marten boots accompanying her skinny jeans. When everyone else was wearing a dress or shorts, she stuck out something shocking. I guess that was the point.

      “Hey, good morning,” I said with as much glee as I could summon.

      “Oh, hey.”

      I took the seat next to her, waiting until she finished her text message and put away her phone. “I think we should do something fun on the weekend. What do you think?”

      “Sophia’s having a party,” Lola suggested, shrugging. “It might be fun.”

      I weighed up my options. Would my parents allow me to go to a party where they didn’t know the girl or her parents? The chances were pretty slim. Sneaking out, on the other hand, that was probably something normal teenagers did to fit in, right? Surely I was just following orders to fit in.

      “I think Sophia’s party sounds perfect,” I replied, grinning. “Do you have her address?”

      Lola didn’t get a chance to answer before we were cast into a shadow. We looked up simultaneously, although I already knew what was causing it. He was like a shadow on my entire life.

      “What do you want, Lochie?” Apparently the lecture I received hadn’t had any impact on me. Dad may as well have saved his breath.

      Lochie was taken aback, but it was all just an act. “Is that how you speak with your partner?”

      “My project partner, and yes. What do you want?”

      Lola watched on, I could already sense her judging me. She was probably studying us, just waiting to get more fodder for teasing me later on.

      “I want to get our project done,” Lochie finally answered. “Considering you’re such a pleasure to work with and all, I thought we should get it over and done with.”

      “I agree.”

      “Good,” he nodded, pursing his lips in thought. He always did that when he was thinking about something, it was incredibly annoying. I bet he moved his mouth when he read too. “How about we meet in the library after school? A few hours and our project can be all finished and we’ll never have to speak to each other again.”

      “If only that were true,” I sighed. If completing our English project was all it took to make him vanish from my life, I would have done it ten years ago when I first met him. Unfortunately, he would probably be around for another ten more.

      “Just be there and prepared to work.” He turned and left, not waiting around while I thought of a witty retort. It was probably a good thing, I couldn’t think about anything other than how insufferable he was when he was around.

      “Can you believe that guy?” I asked when he was out of earshot and I could concentrate again.

      “I like him,” Lola shrugged. “He’s cute, funny, smart. I still don’t understand why you hate him so much.”

      “You saw him, he’s irritating.” I was getting frustrated, surely I wasn’t the only one who could see it? It was as plain as day to me.

      “I have a theory.”

      I groaned, I never liked Lola’s theories yet I had to hear them anyway. “Go ahead, what is it?”

      “All those buttons he presses, they’re the good buttons. The ones you liked pressed.”

      I wondered if I looked confused enough, I know I felt it. “What are you talking about?”

      “Come on, Amery, you like him. It’s the reason he gets to you. If you didn’t, then he wouldn’t bug you so much. Just admit that you want him.”

      I stood up, wanting to get away from the entire conversation and concept. “I don’t like Lochie. It’s the exact opposite of liking him. I loathe him, you know, the other L word?”

      She stood too and we started walking towards class. I desperately hoped she would drop the subject. She was so far wrong that she was in a whole different universe. Unfortunately, I didn’t get my wish.

      “If you don’t like him, then it should be easy to get your English project done today. But I don’t think you will,” Lola continually nattered in my ear. I wanted to shake some sense into her but it wouldn’t have worked. She knew how to press all my buttons too. I tried to tune her out instead of taking the bait.

      At the end of the corridor were three men, they didn’t look like teachers. Their black suits and ties were way too expensive to be brought on a teacher’s salary.

      “Who are those guys?” I asked.

      She didn’t even look. “Seriously? You can’t distract me here, we need to get to the bottom of this thing.”

      “No, really, those three guys.” I pointed to the men to get Lola’s attention. She finally rolled her eyes and looked.

      “They’re probably just from the school board or something. Oh, maybe they’re going to close down our school because of contaminated cafeteria food. That would be sweet, I could use some time off.”

      “They send people out to check on schools?”

      Lola shrugged. “I guess. Someone’s got to keep an eye on all those shady principals. Right?”

      I nodded, she was probably right. There were a thousand reasons why guys in suits would be at the school and Lola’s theory was definitely the most likely. I tried to put them out of my mind, even if that did mean listening to Lola again.

      Thankfully, the bell rang and gave me a sweet reprise from her relentlessness. We had separate classes all morning and by lunchtime she had changed the channel.

      Neither of us had seen Lochie so she wasn’t reminded of our conversation from that morning. After lunch I had physical education, one of my least favorite classes. I changed reluctantly and was the last one out of the change rooms. I made sure a sweatband covered the triangle mark on the inside of my left wrist before joining the others.

      It wasn’t so much the education side I didn’t like, it was the physical side of things that haunted me. I was terribly clumsy, no matter what I did my body refused to cooperate. When my mind was screaming to catch the damn ball, my arms and legs would just ignore the signals and react weirdly. Sometimes I would actually lunge for the ball, but it was normally way too late. I didn’t know what it was, but I could never get coordinated.

      As a result, I was always picked last for everything in gym class. Having grown up with most of these kids, they all knew how terrible I was. And to be honest, I didn’t blame them. I wouldn’t want me on their team either. It didn’t stop the sting of rejection though, no matter how much I expected it.

      “Amery, I guess.” One of the two appointed team captains of the day said. Today was no exception, I was the only one left standing. Her name was Sarah, an overachiever if I ever saw one. She had to be the winner of everything – Mathletes, the Science Fair, the school play, everything. Me being in her team was going to severely impact on her winning streak.

      Still, I tried hard. We played volleyball in the gymnasium and I tried to stay out of the way of the ball. Unfortunately, everyone on the other team knew how much I sucked so they always tried to aim the ball my way. I had three other girls trying to block me but the occasional one would still slip through.

      I considered it a good game, I never made actual contact with the ball and only fell over four times. That was a win in my book, even though we all technically lost as a team. Whatever, it wasn’t like we were curing cancer or anything.

      I ignored the dirty looks I got in the locker room and changed, slipping bracelets over my triangle mark. It had to be covered at all times, otherwise someone would notice it. It was the only physical feature that set me apart from the others. I made the mistake of letting it slip once before and the questions I got were uncomfortable to say the least.

      I was running late to meet with Lochie in the library but somehow I couldn’t find the want to care. I dawdled, picturing him waiting and getting annoyed. Perhaps he might even think I was going to stand him up. I would have loved to have ditched him, but I knew I couldn’t.

      Not only were my parent’s voices echoing in my head to be nice and have everyone love me, but I knew we really did have to do our project. The sooner we did the work, the sooner I wouldn’t have to speak with him again. I couldn’t believe Mr. Moore would be so cruel to pair us together. He was obviously a closet sadist.

      Stepping into the library, I couldn’t see Lochie anywhere. So he had stood me up, great. At least I had only thought about it instead of actually doing it. It was so typical of him to make plans and then just break them without telling me. I had called my mom and let her know I would be late too.

      I threw my backpack onto an empty table and flopped into the seat. I was going to be there for a few hours until Mom picked me up, I may as well do my homework. I wanted to throttle Lochie so bad, I didn’t care about my duties and responsibilities. At least it would be something interesting to report to the Department next week. I wondered if they would kick me out of the project or whether I could convince them it was justified? It was something worth considering.

      “You finally made it,” Lochie said, making me jump with the sudden noise. He took the seat opposite me, pulling his textbooks out of his bag. “I was waiting for ages.”

      “Yeah right, you weren’t even here.”

      “Did you think to look at the tables in the English section of the library?” He raised an eyebrow at me. “You know, near the books we’re going to need for our project? Saves on walking time?”

      Damn, I hadn’t actually thought of that. Perhaps I could have looked a little harder for him, I just assumed he had bailed on me. But it wasn’t my fault I instantly jumped to that conclusion, fifteen years of knowing him had done that. He had set the precedence, not me.

      “Can we just get on with it?” I answered, not trying to hide the contempt from my voice.

      “Yes, princess, of course.” He opened his book with more force than needed, I could tell he was just as angry as I was. Even that was annoying. “You know, you could have been on time. It’s only polite. You’re always on time for everything else.”

      “I had gym class, I had to change.”

      “For twenty minutes?”

      “Yeah, you got a problem with that?” I stared at him, silently challenging him for a retort. He just shrugged and looked down at his book. One point, me.

      “Let’s just get on with this.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more. The next hour of my life was worse than having needles stuck in my eyeballs. No matter what I said, Lochie didn’t agree. To thank him, I didn’t agree with anything he said either. Working through our project was like doing laps in quicksand. In other words, we weren’t getting anywhere – slowly.

      “Ugh, perhaps we should do half by ourselves and combine them at the end or something,” I suggested, frustrated with the whole thing.

      “It’s an essay, how are we meant to do that?” Lochie looked at me with distain. He didn’t have a right to. After all, I didn’t see him coming up with any big ideas on how we would survive this project.

      “I don’t know, we’ll just make it work.”

      “Like we’ve ever done that in the past?” I didn’t know what he was implying but he was wrong whatever it was. I was completely over the whole thing.

      “I’ll do it all then. You’re absolved from doing any of the work. I’ll get us full marks,” I offered. Doing the project on my own would have been much quicker and easier. I didn’t need his input, he probably wouldn’t add anything worthwhile anyway.

      “Oh and you just know you’ll do it the best?” He looked at me with skepticism written all over his face from the set of his jaw to his arched eyebrow.

      “You can do it all if you’re so protective of it.”

      “I don’t want to do it all. It’s a joint project, we’re supposed to equally contribute.”

      “What Mr. Moore doesn’t know, won’t hurt him,” I pointed out. Why did everything have to be such a mission with him? I doubted whether we would agree on anything before the project was even due. “You know I always get top marks.”

      “And you know, I always get top marks.”

      “Second to mine.”

      He laughed, I wanted to hit him. “Yours are always second to mine.” Damn it, I knew he was right for many of our classes. We always seemed to battle it out for top of the class. Every time I got my results and I was ranked second, all I would have to do was look over at him and he would be snickering back at me. I would just know who came first without even having to hazard a guess.

      “So do it all then.” I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice. He probably thought I was hooked on the grades thing but I wasn’t, I just wanted the entire conversation to be over and done with.

      Lochie started to say something but I tuned him out, I was momentarily distracted by the men standing by the doors to the library. It was the same three men from earlier, the ones Lola had said were probably from the school board. Something felt odd about them. No matter how much I could logically explain their presence, it still bugged me. Something was just off.

      “Are you even listening to me?” Lochie demanded. It was a fair question, I knew I wasn’t listening to him.

      “Say something worth listening to and I will,” I shot back. I actually kind of felt bad about that comment but I instantly got over it. “Perhaps we should try again tomorrow when we’ve had more of a chance to think about the project?”

      “We agreed we’d get it done today.”

      “I know but clearly we’re not going to.” I tried to focus on Lochie but my eyes kept drifting over his shoulder to the men. They were talking amongst themselves, not taking any notice of anyone else in the library. I didn’t care about the project anymore, I just wanted to get out of there and away from them. Convincing Lochie of the same was proving difficult.

      “Let’s start from the beginning and really try this time,” he suggested. I didn’t want to, I couldn’t sit there with those men so close.

      “I want to leave,” I said bluntly. Subtle wasn’t working.

      “So do I, but this needs to get done. Why do you have to be so difficult all the time?”

      Suddenly the men looked my way. There was something in their eyes, a threatening gaze that spoke so much more than their appearance. I had to get out of there, something was seriously wrong.

      I stood up and started gathering my books. I tried not to panic, my actions becoming deliberately precise. “We need to go, now.”

      Lochie’s brow crinkled in confusion. “What are you doing?”

      The three men started crossing the library, heading directly for me. If I was anyone else, I wouldn’t have cared. But despite all the lectures I had about fitting in, I wasn’t like everyone else. I was different and there were plenty of people that had a problem with that.

      I abandoned my things and looked around for another exit. A green neon sign told me there was one at the back of the library. I hurried after it.

      “Where are you going?” Lochie had followed me, his voice coming from the side. I guess it was for the better, I wouldn’t want to leave him there to be in danger. I may loathe his very essence, but I wouldn’t want him hurt. Not unless I was the one doing it, anyway.

      “I told you, I need to leave.”

      “Why? Is there a shoe sale somewhere?”

      I ignored him, bursting through the doorway outside. Now there wasn’t anyone else around, I started running. Lochie kept up with me easily as he finally had the sense to shut up already. I didn’t have a destination in mind but I needed to get away. I would try to find a hiding place, somewhere I could call my parents.

      The door we had used slammed closed again. Footsteps hurried in the same direction we were going in. I picked up my pace, urging my feet to go faster than they ever had before.
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      I had two options: cross the sports field and head for the line of thick trees on the other side, or go into the school and find a hiding place. Neither would guarantee my safety and now I was responsible for Lochie too. If I let him get hurt, I could only imagine what my parents would say. The lecture would go on for hours.

      Deciding on the school option because of the hiding opportunities, I ran through the doors.

      “Where are we going? What’s going on?” Lochie panted beside me. His incessant questions would have to wait, his curiosity was the least of my concerns.

      Our feet pounded on the ground, echoing around the walls. They were quickly joined by three more sets. I turned a corner, hoping Lochie would follow. I led him through the corridors, trying to go in as many different directions as I could to lose the men.

      Finally, I couldn’t run anymore. My lungs screamed from the exertion and I was sure I was starting to slow down. I needed to hide and it had to be somewhere good.

      Lochie must have read my mind, he pushed me into the janitor’s closet and closed the door. It didn’t have a lock on the inside, but we might have been able to hold it closed if the suited men worked out where we were hiding.

      I gasped for air, trying to refill my starved lungs. My ears strained to hear the footsteps but the solid cement bricks of the room barely let in any noise.

      Looking around for the first time, the room was tiny. Shelves of cleaning solutions, mops, and buckets surrounded us. There was barely any room to move, my linen cupboard at home was bigger than the room.

      What was more disturbing was the fact I couldn’t get away from Lochie. Our bodies were pressed together, the room not built for two people. There was no way I could avoid him.

      “Tell me why we’re hiding from three men in black suits,” Lochie demanded. I had been waiting for it, I knew he wouldn’t just accept the fact that we were running for our lives for no good reason.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I replied honestly. More likely, he would think I was crazy and just making fun of him or avoiding the question all together.

      “Try me.”

      Up close I could see how crystal blue his eyes were. I could also inhale the scent of his aftershave. Why was I even noticing those things? I scolded myself for not focusing. “Maybe another time.”

      “Seriously?” He looked at me in disbelief. “We just ran through the school, being pursued by three people, and you just blow me off? This is so typical of you.”

      “And it’s not typical of you to question every little thing? You can’t just accept it?”

      “Not when I’m hiding in a janitor’s closet.”

      “Shh, keep your voice down,” I warned him. If my arms weren’t pinned to my side, I would have pushed him too. “Nobody asked you to come with me. I tried to get you to leave and you wouldn’t. So it’s your fault you’re in this situation, not mine.”

      “Fine. So I’ll just leave then.” He made a sideways shuffle toward the door. I panicked.

      “No! If you open that door, they’ll find us.”

      “Who are they?” He seemed slightly amused at my panic, of course he would enjoy my discomfort. I was surprised he didn’t open the door and hand me over himself.

      I just shook my head in response, I had to think and having him pressed up against me was not helping. It was practically insufferable in the tiny room. “I need to call my parents. My phone is in my pocket.”

      “And?”

      “I can’t move my arm to get it out.”

      His hands were resting on my hips, a feeling I was all too aware of. He finally sighed. “Which pocket?”

      “My right, your left.”

      His hand slid down to my pocket, managing to just caress the skin at the top of my shorts. As he leaned closer still, I wished I could take a step back. He was so close his breath was on my neck. I could feel my face start to burn from blushing, as much I didn’t want it to. I hated the fact we were so close together. I hated the fact that he had his hands on me. I hated the whole situation.

      He pulled my cell phone from my pocket and placed it into my trapped hand. We had to shuffle so I could raise my arm. Thankfully, my home number was on speed dial, I could call them up with just the one hand.

      My mom answered. “Amery, what’s wrong? Do you need to be picked up early?”

      “I can’t talk right now,” I said, looking pointedly at Lochie. “There are some men here that I don’t think should be. Can you and Dad please come and pick me up as quickly as you can?”

      “We’re on our way. Are you safe?” I could already hear the movement in her voice, she knew every moment counted.

      “I’m hiding in a closet, the one marked 5B. There’s three men in total, all wearing black suits.”

      “Wait for our signal,” Mom said before hanging up. I could picture her and my father running for the door and driving like maniacs until they got here. It was reassuring to know they were on their way. All we had to do was wait and they would fix everything. Unless I killed Lochie in the meantime.

      “Will you get your hands off my hips?” I demanded. Now my arm was up, I couldn’t get it down again. It only meant we were standing even closer together. I didn’t think that was even possible before.

      “Where would you like me to put them?” He shot back. It was a good point.

      “You don’t have to enjoy this so much,” I deflected, not answering his question because I couldn’t.

      “Trust me, hiding in a closet with you isn’t my idea of a good time.”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t been in here before with a girl. Or several.”

      “I prefer the one in C block, it’s got better mood lighting,” he grinned. I didn’t know whether he was serious or just teasing me. I never knew that with Lochie.

      I rolled my eyes. “Well my parents should be here soon so we can go our separate ways and never have to speak to each other ever again.”

      “Except to finish our English project.”

      My hand was so close to his face, it would have been so easy just to smack him. Knowing him though, he’d probably enjoy it. “I will finish our English project… alone.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      He mocked being offended. I was done with trying to talk to him. I needed to wait for my parent’s signal anyway. I couldn’t listen for that and him at the same time.

      Unfortunately, the silence was worse than the noise. Without having to make conversation with Lochie meant I was all too aware of how near he was. He smelt so good, the aftershave mixed with soap lingered on his skin. Had he always smelt this good, or was it just today? It was probably just an illusion, I was probably hallucinating in the confined space with all the cleaning chemicals.

      Three knocks sounded on the door and every thought of Lochie was pushed from my head. Every muscle in my body tensed, so did Lochie. I waited, praying for a fourth knock. Our secret signal was three sharp knocks, then a pause, and then a final knock. I could hear my heart pounding as I waited, it was so loud I could count the beats.

      Knock. A final knock, my parents were outside, it would be okay. “It’s my parents, we can leave now.”

      “How can you be so sure?” There was so much arrogance in that question that I completely remembered why I loathed him so much.

      “Because I just am,” I replied, not even trying to keep the contempt out of my voice. We shuffled the inches needed to get to the door and I used my free hand to knock twice – the return signal. The door opened immediately.

      We practically fell out of the tiny closet. I untangled myself from Lochie and joined my parents. I wanted to throw my arms around them I was so happy to see the pair. But there was no time, it could wait until later. Right then, we needed to get out of there and to safety.

      “Come on, let’s go,” Dad urged. He waited until Mom and I started running before following. We left Lochie standing there, ignoring the questions he threw our way. If my instincts were correct, he was in no danger. The men in suits would have no business with him and he genuinely didn’t know anything. He would be fine, I was almost positive.

      We jumped into the car and took off. I filled my parents in on everything that happened and how we had ended up in the janitor’s closet. They listened intently, not asking any questions until I was finished reeling off every detail.

      “Do you think they’ll come to our house?” I asked, worried not only for my safety but my parent’s too. If anything happened to them it would be all my fault. I couldn’t handle that type of guilt, it would destroy me.

      “Probably,” Dad replied. “But we’re not going home, we’re going to the Department. They need to know about this.”

      “What will they do?” I needed to know as the panic started to rise within. Telling the Department was the last resort, I didn’t want to have to involve them if it could be avoided. If my parents instantly jumped to that conclusion, then they must have been worried. It wasn’t like them to overact, they were trained not to.

      “I don’t know, but we need to keep you safe until we know more,” my mom answered for both of them. “They could think it’s nothing and just let us keep going.”

      I hoped that would be the case. I didn’t say another word for the two hour long drive to the Department. We passed through security after having our identities confirmed and entered the big building. I was always intimidated by the place. Ever since I was a kid I always felt so small compared to the giant walls. You could have fit thousands of people in the foyer alone. Massive was an understatement.

      We walked down the long corridor and waited for our case officer to collect us. We weren’t allowed to go any further without an escort. If you did happen to wander into the wrong area, several security police would tackle you to the ground without asking any questions. I had done it once – accidently – and it took my shoulder weeks to heal. You only make that kind of mistake once.

      Our case officer, Rob, came within minutes. He led us back to his office before he spoke even one word to us. And only then, he made sure the door was securely fastened behind us.

      “What’s happened?” He asked with none of the customary pleasantries that normal people used. That was Rob for you, or should I say Special Agent Robert Bower. It always felt weird using his full name, I’d seen him so much that I couldn’t think of him as anything other than Rob. He had been my case officer since the very beginning, even before my parents came into the picture.

      Mom and Dad stood back, letting me tell the story. “There were three men at my school today. They were there in the morning and then I saw them again after school in the library. When I ran away from them, they chased me.”

      “Did you recognize them?” Rob asked, standing with one hand on his hip, flaring his suit jacket up at the side.

      “No, I’ve never seen them before.”

      “So why did you run from them?”

      For a moment, I felt stupid that I did run. Was I just making up the entire ordeal? Were they just men checking up on the principal like Lola said? Doubt was certainly creeping in. “I don’t know, I just felt like I needed to. They didn’t seem to belong there and I was feeling weird about it.”

      Rob finally nodded, I didn’t know whether he believed me or not. Perhaps he would just think I was a stupid drama queen of a teenager.

      “She was very scared when we arrived,” Dad added, defending me. It was sweet, especially in front of Rob.

      “I’m sure she was,” he finally replied. He turned his attention back to me. “Would you be able to describe these men to a sketch artist?”

      “I can try. So you believe me?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Rob said solemnly, like he would much prefer me to be overreacting. Now I was starting to get worried. If Special Agent Robert Bower was concerned, then it meant I should be terrified.

      My mother had the same idea. “What is it, sir? What aren’t you telling us?”

      Rob took a few moments to consider how much he wanted to tell us. With each moment that passed, my anxiety levels skyrocketed. “There have been other… incidents.”

      “Incidents?” I asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He didn’t sugar coat for me, he rarely did. “Others, like you, have been killed. At each scene they reported seeing a group of men lingering. Were these men wearing black suits?”

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t say anything, he didn’t need to. My whole world was spinning around me. Killed? Others like me had been killed? How could the Department let that happen? Why would people murder us in the first place? I always knew my existence wasn’t going to be welcomed by a vast number of people, but why kill us? It didn’t achieve anything.

      “I know it’s hard to hear this, Amery,” Rob continued. “But our main concern now is for your safety. We have to keep you safe at all costs. I’ll put you into protective custody. We’ll find you a new life somewhere else, there will still be time to accomplish the mission.”

      I came back to my body at hearing his words and understanding their implications. “I don’t want to leave, I can’t move. My whole life is here in Portview. I’ve worked seventeen years to get where I am, I’m not starting all over again.”

      “You’re not going to have a choice, Amery. Do you want to be a sitting duck until the men find you?”

      “But my friends, I can’t-” I turned to my parents, trying to get some support from them. I needed backup, someone else to step in and tell Rob how ridiculous he was being. “Mom, Dad, do something.”

      My father stepped forward first. “Surely there’s something else we can do? We’re not even sure if they’re the same people. Until we get further evidence, I don’t think we should jump to a hasty conclusion.”

      “And you know Amery is right about all the work she’s put in – the work we’ve all put in. We don’t have enough time to start all over again, not when the end is so close,” my mother added. She had the right amount of emotion mixed in with logic, she knew how to speak to the Special Agent.

      We all stared at Rob, silently begging and pleading for him to agree with us. I was only one of his cases, surely he could take a risk on just one.

      “Please, Rob,” I said again. I suddenly wished I hadn’t said anything about the men at my school. I should have just got myself out of the situation and told nobody. Now, if I was to be sent away, it was going to be my own fault. My parents were going to have to move and I was going to have to start a new school. I was going to have to make new friends and join all those stupid clubs all over again.

      Finally, Rob sighed with a decision. “Fine, you can stay for now. But I’m going to have a security detail on you twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. You will let them follow you everywhere and you will do everything you can to keep yourself safe. You are not to put yourself in any situation that could leave you exposed. Am I clear?”

      My heart was leaping at the reprieve, even if it did come with conditions. “Absolutely clear.”

      “Good. And you’ll also wear an ankle monitor so I can track your location at all times.”

      “What?” I asked, picturing a horrible clunky thing around my ankle. Surely that was going to be overkill? “I’m not wearing an ankle monitor. I already have a tracking chip in my shoulder, shouldn’t that be enough?”

      Rob stood up to his full height. “Do you realize how much paperwork I have to lodge to activate the chip in your shoulder? It would take me a week to break through all that red tape. With an ankle monitor, I can get instant access.”

      I felt like rolling my eyes. He was worried about paperwork? If the chips were so difficult to activate, why bother implanting them in us all in the first place? I seriously didn’t get the government. Rob didn’t take my silence well.

      “Okay, you’ll move then. How does Alaska sound?” Rob said, challenging me with a raised eyebrow. It completely sucked that he had the biggest say in my life.

      “She’ll wear the monitor,” my father confirmed. I wanted to protest further but I knew it wouldn’t do any good. I seriously had no say about my life, not even a right to privacy like everyone else on the planet.

      Rob did the paperwork for our new conditions and we all had to sign on the dotted line. We waited in the hallway while he organized everything for us. Within the hour, I had two plain clothed security officers assigned to us for the first shift. They would change every eight hours with a half hour overlap in case someone picked up on their routine.

      I wanted to get out of there and go back home. I was beyond tired with the whole thing. But there was one last thing to do, Rob held up the monitor. “Forgetting something?”

      I held my tongue and just stood there as Rob fixed the black device around my left ankle. It looked like a wristwatch, except clunky and ugly.

      Rob pulled the leg of my shorts down but they were nowhere near long enough to cover it. “See? No-one will even notice it’s there.”

      “So what about when I want to wear a dress?” I asked, failing to keep the contempt out of my voice.

      “Don’t,” was Rob’s big answer to my problem. He must have felt sorry for me, because he added: “Look, these guys are serious. If something happens, this monitor is going to be the best shot we have at finding you quickly and bringing you home safely. I’m not doing this to punish you, it’s for your own good.”

      I knew all that, but it was still difficult to take. I wanted to be a normal teenager and fit in, just like all the times my parents had told me to, but it was days like this that told me I never really would be able to live like that. I would just be pretending for the rest of my life.

      Rob let us go with our security team in tow. They followed us all the way home. Not another word was said for the entire journey.
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      “Promise me you’ll be inconspicuous,” I demanded, facing the two security officers. They had changed since the previous night, these were two new ones. “I don’t want anyone knowing you’re with me. Okay?”

      “Certainly, ma’am,” one replied, he didn’t wear a badge so I didn’t know what his name was. I figured it was probably best not to know too much about them. Hopefully they wouldn’t be around for too long. Rob assured me they were doing all they could to track down the men. With the amount of resources he had at his fingertips, hopefully they would throw everything at finding them.

      “And you have to make sure we can find you at all times,” the other officer said, looking more serious than the first one. “No trying to give us the slip.”

      “I’m not going to do that,” I sighed. They were there for my security, I wasn’t going to make it even harder for them to do their job. Even if it did cross my mind once or twice.

      I left them standing at the front of the school and headed inside, keen to distance myself from them as quickly as possible. If Lola saw me talking to them, she’d interrogate me until I caved in and told her everything. Then I would have another person gunning for my life as she realized I had been lying to her for five years.

      I went to my first class without seeing her, grateful for the time to settle my nerves. With each step I took, my new ankle accessory rattled against my skin. I had put on jeans to cover it but it needed tightening, even just a little would stop the annoying movement. I made a mental note to get my parents to have a look at it that night, hopefully they would know what to do.

      Or… I could just cut it off? No, it was for my own protection, I needed to leave it alone. I didn’t know how often Rob checked on my whereabouts, but if I was in the one place for too long, he would come looking for me. I didn’t think I’d be able to talk him into letting me stay in Portview twice.

      Everything was back to normal as soon as my first class started. I was finally able to settle back into the usual routine and forget all about what had happened the previous afternoon. It felt good just to pretend and block out the memory. I didn’t even see my security detail so perhaps the whole thing wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      I even enjoyed advanced algebra, something I rarely did. All those numbers and letters did my head in, I never wanted to take that class but Principal Tobin insisted on it. Anyone who qualified for it based on their ordinary math test was automatically enrolled in the class. I totally should have thrown my scores.

      The bell rang for lunch and I went to pick up my bag off the floor. Unfortunately, as I did, the monitor caught against my chair, sending me tumbling to the ground. I quickly got myself up off the floor, my face red from the embarrassment. I turned around to see if anyone had seen my epic face plant.

      Everyone was staring at me. At first I didn’t know why, after all, I had fallen over my own feet more times than I could count. But they weren’t looking at me, they were all staring at my left ankle. My jeans were caught around the monitor, exposing it to the world at large. Great, how was I going to explain that? I bent down and covered it quickly, pretending it simply didn’t exist.

      “Hey, what’s up with the hardware?” One of the boys sitting in the back row asked, a smirk across his face. His name was Mack and he was one of the more difficult guys to be nice to.

      “It’s just a bracelet,” I replied, trying to pass it off as a fashion accessory. It was something Lola would probably wear, anyway. She was into all that clunky black jewelry.

      Everyone was watching us, waiting for him to continue goading me into providing a more realistic answer. I just ignored them, trying to keep what shred of dignity I had left. I turned to leave, but I was still being watched. And this time, it wasn’t just anyone. Lochie was staring at me, watching my every move. Of course he would have been there to witness my humiliation. He probably enjoyed it.

      I tuned them out and hurried away, they could talk about me behind my back. At least then I wouldn’t have to hear about it. I could listen to gossip third-hand like everyone else.

      I threw my books into my locker and almost ran for the cafeteria. I needed to see Lola, at least she was the sanest person I knew. If I told her what just happened, she’d probably laugh it off. Not that I could tell her about the monitor, though. I was stuffed, no matter how much I thought about it.

      Lola was waiting for me at our usual table – outside under the shade of the oak tree. I took my lunch tray directly there, ignoring any eyes that I imagined were turned my way. “I hope your morning was better than mine. I just face planted on the floor of the classroom.”

      She grinned, already amused without any further details. “That must have been funny.”

      “More like mortifying.”

      “Don’t worry about, I’m sure it’s already old news. Nobody caught it for YouTube, did they?”

      I hadn’t even thought about that. “I hope not.”

      “Cheer up, it’s almost the weekend. We’ve got Sophia’s party to look forward to,” Lola said happily. “I found this really cool black dress in Idiom. It’s perfect for the party.”

      I had completely forgotten about the party. I slapped my forehead, wishing my brain worked better. “I can’t go, I’m so sorry.”

      “Why not?” She demanded. It only made my guilt even worse. “You promised.”

      “I know, but something’s come up.” How did I tell her I couldn’t go because some crazy men out there were trying to kill people like me? There was no easy way of saying that – nor was I allowed. “Maybe we could do something else instead? Sleepover at my house?”

      Lola rolled her eyes. “We’ve done that, like a billion times. What happened to being a rebellious teenager like our stereotypes?”

      “I know, it sucks. You could still go without me.”

      “It won’t be any fun.”

      “I’m really sorry,” I said, feeling like the worst friend in the world. I was supposed to be nice to everyone, make sure they liked me, but I was clearly failing miserably.

      “Make me happy then, tell me the entire face planting story.” She grinned as I launched into a blow-by-blow account of my horrifying incident. I only embellished a little, making sure she got full enjoyment out of the story.

      Suddenly, Lola stood. “I have to go, my band is meeting and I have to pick up my guitar from the music room.”

      “No, don’t leave me here by myself,” I begged. We still had twenty minutes of lunch left, I didn’t want to sit there alone for the rest of the break. “I’m a social outcast, remember?”

      “Sorry, I have to. I’ll catch you after school.”

      I pouted as she left. Lola was dedicated to her band, much more so than anything else in her life. I wouldn’t really want to keep her from that.

      I focused on my mystery meat sandwich intently, hoping no-one would notice me by myself. I pulled a textbook out of my bag just to be on the safe side. If I was studying alone, that wasn’t so bad, right?

      I didn’t have a chance to even pretend to read one sentence when Lochie sat across the table. I didn’t even have to look up to know it was him, I kept my eyes focused on the page. Perhaps if I ignored him long enough, he would get the hint and leave.

      “You want to tell me what’s going on?” He asked. I continued with my ignorance plan, not acknowledging his presence. “Amery, first you run from some mean looking guys, then you show off an ankle monitor, and now you’re deciding to ignore me? You don’t think I deserve to know what’s going on?”

      Ugh, I could have hit him with a mallet and he still wouldn’t get the hint. “Why would you deserve anything from me?”

      “Because I saved your life.”

      “Excuse me? You what?” Was he serious? I ran through my memory bank and couldn’t think of one incident of him having saved my life. I’m sure that would be something I would remember.

      “I saved your life,” he said, staring right at me like I should know what he meant. He rolled his eyes, leaning in and placing his arms on the table between us. “I got you out of the library? I found the closet to hide in? I saved your life.”

      I rolled my own eyes, leaning in to match his body language. “You didn’t save my life, I saved yours. But you don’t hear me gloating about it and expecting you to bow down and kiss my feet because of it.”

      “You didn’t save my life.”

      “So it wasn’t my parents who came and got us out?”

      “They got you out.”

      Oh, we did kind of leave him there in the hallway by himself. I guess I should have been more concerned for his safety. But it wasn’t like the men would do anything to him, he didn’t know anything. I didn’t want to concede anything to him.

      “Well, clearly, you’re fine,” I finally said. “Now go away and leave me alone.”

      “I want to know about the ankle monitor.”

      I looked around, making sure nobody was paying any attention to us before leaning in even closer. I lowered my voice, Lochie had to lean in too just to hear me. He grinned with the anticipation of hearing my juicy secret. “It’s a fashion statement.”

      I laughed, knowing I totally had him convinced I was going to spill everything. He leaned back, his mouth set into a frown. “That’s not funny. You know, it would only be the right thing to do to tell a teacher about our little drama yesterday. I’m sure they would be keen to hear about the men who chased us through the corridors and made us hide in the janitor’s closet. I really should tell someone.”

      I tried not to let the panic show but I know I felt it. If Lochie started blabbing to everyone, then they would ask a lot of questions. I wouldn’t be able to answer any of them. Would they believe me if I said Lochie made it all up? Could I convince them? My parents probably could but I didn’t really want to drag them into it. They might agree to side with Rob next time he wanted us to move.

      I needed to play his game, as much as I didn’t want it. “Tell someone then, fine, but they won’t believe you. And I definitely won’t corroborate it. If you want to know about my anklet so much, ask yourself why someone would normally wear one.”

      “Criminals wear them,” Lochie immediately shot back, as if he’d already given it some thought. “Were the men police?”

      I shrugged, letting him believe whatever he needed to. “I don’t know who they were.”

      “What did you do then? What was your crime?”

      “Take your pick, I’m a bad girl.” I nodded, trying to pretend that I was a complete badass. It didn’t feel right, I could never have actually pulled that off. Not when I had spent seventeen years being the perfect citizen.

      “If being annoying was a crime, you would definitely be sentenced to life.”

      “And you would be in the adjoining cell.”

      He stared at me, I refused to look away. I could have played that game all day but I wasn’t going to let him win. He could stare but there was no way I was going to cave and spill all my deepest, darkest secrets. He wasn’t worth it.

      Finally, Lochie sighed. “Fine, but we still need to do our English project. Shall we meet in the library after school for a round two?”

      I knew he didn’t expect me to agree to that, not after the previous day when it had all gone so wrong. I remembered my security guards, at least I was protected now. But I didn’t want to tempt fate. If the men knew they had found me there once, there was no reason for them not to look there again. I promised to be smart about my security and there was only one way to do that. As much as it pained me, I had to do something that I really didn’t want to.

      “Not the library. You can come over to my place on the weekend, we can get it all done then.” The thought of Lochie at my house, with my parents, seeing my private life, none of it sat well with me. I would rather have eaten nails, rusty ones.

      “It’s a date,” Lochie grinned, finally standing to leave. He swaggered away like I was watching his every move. I was, but he shouldn’t have known that. I was already dreading the weekend.
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      A sea of black confronted me. Everywhere I looked there was nothing but black. Black dresses, black belts, black pants. It would be a really easy place to hide if you were being chased. I really wished I didn’t have to think like that.

      “What about this one?” Lola held up the dress she had pulled from the rack of her favorite clothing store, Idiom. Unsurprisingly, it was black too. Just like the one she already had on.

      “It’s nice,” I replied, hoping she couldn’t hear the lie in my voice. Lola was so pretty, she didn’t have to cover herself up in dark and depressing clothes. If I had a choice, I would clad her in a swishy dress in a pastel color – like lilac – and top it off with a cute little cream cardigan. I was certain her mother would agree with my choice.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t Lola. I had to wait out her emo faze and see what she moved onto next. Hopefully it would be pretty dresses, that way we could shop at the same stores.

      “I’m going to try it on,” she declared, hurrying toward the change rooms. I followed diligently, always the good friend. She waited for me in my stores, so it was only fair I returned the favor.

      I waited, leaning against the wall while she swapped one black dress that went down to the floor for another. I couldn’t tell them apart, but apparently there was something different about them. Finally, the curtain ruffled back.

      “What do you think?” Lola turned, looking at herself in the mirror from every angle. I needed to fake some enthusiasm and I needed to do it quickly.

      “That looks great,” I exclaimed, hating how fake the words sounded to my ears. Hopefully Lola didn’t hear it quite the same way. “You should totally get that one.”

      Lola scrunched up her nose. “You don’t think it makes me look fat?”

      “Of course not.” How could a black sack make anyone look fat? It just looked… square. “Maybe you could wear it with a belt so it cinches in your waist? That might look cute.”

      She stared at me as if I had just called her a hippo. “I don’t want to look cute.”

      Oh right, that was one of the words she didn’t like anymore. She preferred dark, or mysterious. I should have used one of those. I needed to backtrack and salvage the situation or we would be there all day trying on black dresses. “I didn’t mean cute in the cutesy sense, I meant you would look really sophisticated and it would show off your curves. But you don’t need a belt, it looks great without one too.”

      Lola eyed me suspiciously, like she could see right into my brain and knew exactly what I really meant. It made me uncomfortable when she did that trick.

      “Fine. I like it, I think I’ll get it.” She did one last turn in the mirror before closing the curtains again. I sighed with relief. As she changed, Lola continued to talk. “So remember how I told you Asher asked me to audition for his band?”

      I racked my memory, I did have a vague recollection of it. Asher was a guitarist and definitely Lola’s type – he moped around school in black skinny jeans with straggly hair that needed a serious wash. I think he only wore old band t-shirts as a rule and I don’t think I had ever seen him smile. He was hardcore.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “Well, I sang for him the other day after school and he said I was in.”

      “In what?”

      “In his band, Hooded Roses.” She opened the curtain, rolling her eyes because apparently I should have known that already. We headed for the counter. “I’m their new lead singer.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said, with genuine happiness. It wasn’t exactly the best band in the world, but I had seen them perform a few times at school talent shows and they were okay. Lola would definitely be an improvement for them, she could sing like nobody’s business.

      “Yeah, I know. We start rehearsals next week for the battle of the bands. It’s going to be my big debut.” I hadn’t seen Lola this enthusiastic about something since she had taken up poetry to impress a hipster.

      “I’ll be front row, center, then,” I grinned. “I’ll be your first groupie. Will you sign my chest?”

      She shook her head at me. “You’re such a dag.”

      We left the store and sea of black and headed for the food court, back to the land of color. I got a burger while Lola chose a healthy salad – exactly the reason why she didn’t fit the emo mold. We took our seats in the middle of the chaos that you only find in a mall food court.

      “So you want to tell me about your bodyguards?” Lola asked casually, nodding towards my security detail. I almost choked on my soda. How on Earth did she notice them? Even I kept forgetting they were following me and I knew they were there. She was spooky sometimes.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, pretending not to see what she was indicating towards.

      “Come on, Amery. Those guys have been following us all morning. And I saw them at school during the week. They’re either following you or me and I’m pretty sure they don’t have a reason to be shadowing me.”

      I wanted to tell her everything so bad. I hated keeping things from her. After doing it for so many years, you would think it got easier but it never did. She deserved to know the truth – unlike Lochie – and I still couldn’t tell her. If Rob found out I had told someone, I’m pretty sure he would have a heart attack and die right in the middle of his office.

      “I really don’t know what you mean.” I took a bite of my burger, hoping to look like anything but the liar I really was. I would never cut it as an actress, that definitely wasn’t a career option for me.

      Lola looked at me with that penetrating stare again. She leaned in, making sure nobody else could hear her. “I know you’re different, Amery. I just wish you would tell me why.”

      “How am I different?” I asked, my mind spinning. And I thought I had done such a good job fitting in, I didn’t want to be hearing this from my best friend.

      “I don’t know, but you always have been. There’s something I can’t quite put my finger on.” She leaned back again, prodding at her salad like it was about to run away.

      It was time for some deflection, Lola was heading into dangerous territory and it would only get me into trouble. “Maybe I’m a vampire. Or Werewolf?” I laughed, trying to lighten the mood. Anything to distract her.

      “You’re too tanned to be a vampire.”

      “Well, I’m not saying who I am exactly, but have you ever seen me and Catwoman in the same room?” I made a rawr noise as I curled my hands into claws. Lola just laughed at my feeble attempt at comedy.

      “Catwoman? Really? Well, I guess I’ll keep your secret,” Lola replied sarcastically. She took one last look at my security police before getting back to her salad. Hopefully it would be enough to keep her satisfied for now. I just hoped that when the day did come where I could tell her, she would understand why I had to keep it a secret. I would hate to lose her friendship.

      As Lola was eating, I caught a glimpse of her watch. I grabbed her wrist to double check what I was seeing. “Is it seriously a quarter to one?”

      “According to the generally accepted form of time measurement, yes.”

      “I need to go.” I started putting together my rubbish hastily. I needed to get home before one o’clock and I was going to have to hurry to make it on time.

      “What’s the rush?”

      I didn’t want to tell her, but it was something I actually could share so I did. “Lochie’s coming over for our English project. If I don’t get there first, my parents will talk to him.”

      Lola started laughing. “Aww, how cute, your boyfriend’s meeting your parents. I hope they like him.”

      I shot her a warning look. “He is definitely not my boyfriend and you know what my parents are like – they’ll have him cornered and firing questions at him like a machine gun.”

      “He can handle it.”

      “I seriously doubt that. I’ll find him in the fetal position, rocking back and forth.” I put all the rubbish in the trash and shot a look at the security police, they gave me just a hint of a nod. “I’m sorry I have to leave you like this.”

      “Don’t worry about it, I know Lover Boy is more important.” I just rolled my eyes. “Have fun,” she called as I hurried off. I waved without looking back.

      I headed straight for my car and gunned it home. A few times I caught a glimpse of my escort keeping up with me in the rearview mirror. They were probably worrying about what all the rush was for. But, then again, they wouldn’t understand the urgency of the situation even if I did explain it to them.

      I could not let Lochie get interrogated by my parents, they would completely freak out about it. A boy visiting the house was a whole new experience for them, they wouldn’t believe he was there just for a school project.

      I should have warned them he was coming but it had completely slipped my mind when I left to meet Lola that morning. It wasn’t like Lochie was always lingering on my mind, I barely thought about him.

      As I pulled into the driveway, I breathed a sigh of relief – there was no sign of his car in the street. I slowed down long enough to get into the house. My mom was ironing and my dad was doing some work in his office. All was still okay with the world.

      I couldn’t sit still while I waited. Nobody from school besides Lola had ever been to my house before. It wasn’t like there was anything weird about the house or anything, but I always preferred going to everyone else’s home. It seemed easier than having to deal with the questions and I was still technically following the rules of the project.

      I sent a quick text message to my security police, letting them know I was expecting a male visitor my age. As fun as it would have been to see Lochie tackled to the ground by them, it would be hard to explain later on.

      If we had finished the project the other day at school, I wouldn’t have had to be so nervous right now. If Lochie hadn’t been so argumentative and let me do the project alone, I probably would have it finished by now. The entire situation could have easily been avoided and it was his fault it wasn’t. I was sure he did it on purpose just to annoy me.

      A knocking on the door made me jump with fright. I checked myself in the mirror, making sure I didn’t look as frazzled as I felt. “I’ll get it,” I called out. My parents didn’t reply.

      I opened the door to Lochie, willing myself to be calm. He was like a rabid dog, I knew he would be able to smell my fear if I let it show.

      “Come in,” I said carefully. He wasn’t even through the door before my parents appeared at my side. They sized him up, from head to foot before remembering their manners.

      “And who’s this?” Dad asked.

      I didn’t get a chance to reply before Lochie stood forward, offering his hand to both of them in turn. “Lochlan Mercury. You were at our school the other day, it’s nice to actually meet you both.”

      “I’m Mr. Jones,” Dad replied. “Amery didn’t mention she was having a visitor.” He looked pointedly at me, silently accusing me of trying to hide something. If I did have something – or someone – to hide, it definitely wouldn’t be Lochie. He wasn’t worth getting into trouble for.

      “Lochie and I have an English project we need to finish,” I explained. “I might have forgotten to mention it this morning, sorry.”

      “What do you parents do?” Mom stared at Lochie, ignoring Dad and I. She had that intense look on her face, the one I knew meant she wasn’t going to let Lochie or myself off the hook until she knew all the details.

      “My mom is an administrations officer at the council,” Lochie explained, not missing a beat. “We are upstanding members of the community, I can assure you.”

      “Your mother isn’t Carol Mercury, is she?” Lochie nodded at Mom’s question. “I can’t believe I didn’t put two and two together before. Carol and I used to take you both to the park all the time when you were just toddlers. You’ve grown up a lot. How is she?”

      “She’s doing well, thank you.”

      “Where you do live now?” Mom continued.

      “938 Oaktree Lane.”

      “And you’re seventeen?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “What’s your grade point average?” She asked, unblinking. I wasn’t ready to step in just yet, better to let Lochie sweat a bit – it wouldn’t kill him.

      “Top of the class, straight A’s.”

      “Ever been in trouble with the principal? The police?”

      “Never.”

      “What are you plans for college?”

      “I’m trying to get a scholarship.” I had to give Lochie credit, he was staring right back at her while still maintaining his natural charm. I was waiting for the beads of sweat to form on his brow, the uncomfortable shuffling of his feet. But clearly it wasn’t going to happen, it was just getting boring.

      “Mom, I think you now know more about Lochie than I do.” I grabbed his arm and starting pulling him through the hallway. “We have a project to get finished. You can talk afterwards.”

      I pushed him toward the stairs, determined to get out of the interrogation spotlight.
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      I didn’t let Lochie go until we were in my bedroom and I could close the doors to stop my parents hounding him anymore. They both took their jobs way too seriously sometimes. We were just studying together, it wasn’t like we were preparing to take over the world or anything.

      “This is your room?” Lochie asked as he walked around. I shouldn’t have let him go because he started touching everything. I don’t think there was one thing he didn’t pick up and examine.

      “And what’s wrong with my room?”

      “It’s just so… girly. I thought everything would be painted black with red slashes over the walls.”

      It was so typical of him to be able to insult me with just one sentence. “I am a girl, you know, hence the girliness. I didn’t realize you had put so much thought into imagining my bedroom.”

      He grinned mischievously, his eyes twinkling the way they did when he was being cheeky. “Have you ever imagined my bedroom?”

      I had enough. I grabbed the angel figurine out of his hands and placed it back on my shelf. “Sit down. We have a project to do, remember? This isn’t a social visit.”

      He obeyed and took one of the two seats I’d placed at my desk while I took the other. I wished my small desk was larger so we didn’t have to be so close to each other. Several times my leg brushed against him and I had to snatch it away quickly in embarrassment. If it was annoying him as much as it was me, then he didn’t let it show.

      We pored through our books, trying to agree on what to put into the project. I desperately wanted to get it finished so the torture would end. Any minute spent with Lochie was one too many. At any stage, I thought I might just erupt and throw him through the window or something.

      Finally, we agreed to do each section in turn. He would work on the odd numbers, I would work on the evens. We started going through them in turn.

      I could feel eyes watching me constantly. I would look up and Lochie would be staring at me. Each time, he quickly averted them back to his book and I did the same. It was so distracting it was hard to concentrate. I would have preferred to be shopping for clothes with Lola rather than sit there with him staring at me. And that was saying something.

      “What?” I finally demanded, catching him looking for the fifteenth time.

      “Nothing,” he replied innocently.

      “Well stop looking at me then.”

      “I can’t help it.” He said the words so sweetly, it almost made me forget what I was so annoyed about. But then he opened his mouth again and reminded me. “You look so funny, I’ve never seen anything so weird before.”

      “Charming,” I said sarcastically and made a point of holding my book up to cover my face. I kept it there until I was certain he was concentrating on his work again.

      We worked in silence for a good twenty minutes before we were interrupted by a knock on the door. At least my parents didn’t barge in like they normally did. Knocking was a good sign they actually trusted me.

      “Come in,” I called out. Mom opened the door, she balanced a tray in one hand as she walked toward us.

      “I thought you could use some snacks. It’s no fun studying on an empty stomach,” she said happily, placing the tray on the desk in front of us.

      “That’s so nice of you, thank you Mrs. Jones,” Lochie replied, beaming up at her with his flashy smile. I never managed to elicit such a smile from him.

      “You’re very welcome. Good luck with your project.” She left us to it, actually closing the door again behind her. Mom was in full… Mom mode, it was kind of scary how good she was being.

      “Your mom is so much nicer than you are,” Lochie commented when we were alone again. “Your dad must be really mean if you take after him.”

      I threw a pencil at him, wishing it would stab him in the hand. “It goes to show how much you know. My mom wasn’t being nice, she was spying on us. Bringing us snacks was her way of getting in here and seeing what we are doing.”

      “She thinks we might be up to no good?” He clutched his chest, like he was scandalized by the very notion. “Where would she get an idea like that? What have you been telling her about me?”

      I was ready to throw my entire pencil case now, but he wouldn’t be worth the mess it would make. I wanted to say something really witty to get back at him but nothing good came to mind. My traitorous brain could only think of all the things a guy and a girl could get up to behind closed doors.

      “Get back to work,” I finally muttered.

      We worked for an hour longer, the snacks Mom brought up helping to ease the pain. I tried to hurry through my part of the project but I still needed a good grade so I forced myself to be thorough. Unfortunately, it was difficult doing both. I slowed down, trying to remember how important it was to get a good grade. At the very least, Lochie would never let me forget it if I was the reason we didn’t get top marks.

      “Your ankle monitor is distracting me,” Lochie said, breaking the silence. I quickly glanced downwards, an automatic response. I had no idea what he was talking about. My ankle monitor wasn’t beeping or anything so what on Earth was he going on about? Then it hit me, he was trying to trick me into admitting I had one.

      “I don’t have an ankle monitor,” I replied grumpily.

      With one sweeping movement, and before I could stop him, Lochie reached down and pulled my leg up to rest on his lap. I fell backwards in my chair, unable to move or wriggle free. He pulled up the bottom of my jeans to reveal the black box.

      “What’s this then?”

      It was pretty hard to deny it when his hands were on the ugly black box. Up close, he could see the red flashing light and all the electronics that went into it. There was no way I could convincingly say it was just an anklet.

      But the lack of being able to lie wasn’t what was keeping me speechless. Lochie wasn’t just holding my leg, he was… caressing it. His fingers moved back and forth, sending waves of warmth over me. I couldn’t move, I was stunned into a frozen state.

      Lochie stared at my ankle without saying anything. If he was thinking the same things I was, then I could understand why. He suddenly didn’t seem to need an explanation for the monitor. He was in a trance, the entire time his hand not leaving my leg.

      I couldn’t take it much longer, if he continued doing that then I was going to go crazy. I had to remind myself how annoying he was. I sat up, breaking both of our trances. “I think we have done all we can for one day. I think you should go.”

      He let me go quickly, standing as my leg slid from his lap. “I think I should go too.”

      I had never seen him move so fast before. In an instant, he picked up his books and had everything in his backpack, zipping it up like he was in fast forward. I stood, leaving my stuff on the desk.

      “I’ll see you at school,” he said before racing out the door. He didn’t wait for me to walk him downstairs, he was gone before I even got a chance to say or do anything.

      I heard his car start before it sped off down the street. I wasn’t even sure what had just happened. One minute we were doing our project, the next… I had no idea. But I did know one thing – my ankle monitor had to go.

      I hurried downstairs, hoping my parents didn’t notice Lochie’s sudden departure. I wouldn’t have an answer for them which would only lead to more questions. I didn’t want that to happen.

      My parents were in the kitchen, preparing dinner. My mom looked up at me expectantly. “Is your friend staying for dinner? I can put an extra plate on.”

      “No, he’s gone,” I said, trying to make my voice sound normal. I didn’t know why I was so shaken up, nothing happened. I tried to remind myself of that fact. “I need to get rid of my ankle monitor. It’s causing trouble. People keep noticing it even though I try to keep it covered.”

      “What do you say to them?” Dad asked, instantly concerned.

      “I say it’s just an anklet but it’s not working. People are getting suspicious.” I failed to say it was only Lochie that was suspicious, but even one person was enough cause for concern.

      “We’ll speak to the Department,” Dad replied. “They might be able to take the red tape off your implant monitoring. With all their resources you’d think they’d be able to do something a little more subtle.”

      “Dinner’s ready, Amery. Take a seat,” Mom directed, bringing plates over to the table. We all sat down to eat the casserole. At least it was a distraction, I could stop reliving what happened upstairs over and over again in my mind. If I thought about it, I could still feel the warmth of Lochie’s hand on my ankle. Ugh, I needed to forget about it so badly.

      “So tell us more about that boy, Lochie,” Mom urged casually. I didn’t know why I thought they wouldn’t interrogate me further about it. It was wishful thinking, I guess.

      “We’ve been assigned as project partners for English. We’re trying to get the assignment done before it’s due,” I answered, hoping she would drop it altogether. It was just a school project, nothing more.

      “He seems nice,” Dad commented. “He stood up to your mother’s questioning, that takes a lot of character.” I continued to eat my casserole, refusing to be drawn into the conversation. I wasn’t going to sit there gushing about Lochie.

      “Remember you’re not allowed to date anyone,” Mom quickly added. “You can’t have a boyfriend until you are eighteen and the Department approves it. Everything is critical in the timing.”

      “I remember.” Of course I remembered, it was drilled into me at every opportunity. When all the other girls at school were being taken to the dance by their beloved, I had to go alone. It broke my heart whenever a boy asked me anywhere and I had to say no. They would never know how much I wanted to have said yes.

      “Perhaps it’s better not to have any temptation,” Mom continued. “Maybe you should ask for a new partner?”

      “I don’t like him that way, Mom. In fact, I don’t like him at all. I just want to get our project over and done with so I don’t have to talk to him ever again.”

      “Is he the boy you aren’t getting along with?” Dad asked quickly, putting two and two together. “You know you can’t have anyone not like you. It’s imperative people only think good things about you.”

      In my memory flashed Lochie, holding my ankle, caressing it so gently. Ugh, I so badly wanted to forget about that. “He doesn’t hate me, we just don’t get along very well. He annoys me and I think I do the same to him. It won’t affect anything when the time comes, I’m sure about it.”

      “Do try to get along better with him then.”

      I wasn’t going to make any promises I knew I couldn’t keep. If Lochie continued to be annoying, then I was going to continue to be annoyed by him. I was sure the feeling was mutual despite the moment we had shared earlier.

      I desperately wanted to stop talking about Lochie. I needed to change the subject so I could get him out of my head. “I went shopping with Lola this morning. She noticed the security police.”

      “I hope you denied it all,” Mom said, a little sharper than she usually spoke. I hoped I hadn’t inadvertently landed myself in her bad books again.

      “Of course I did,” I replied. I poked at my casserole, wondering if I had the nerve to say what I wanted to. There was only one way to find out. “I want to tell Lola everything. I hate lying to her and she deserves to know the truth. I know she won’t tell anyone.”

      My parents exchanged a worried glance. It was quick and subtle but I still saw it. I guessed they knew they couldn’t really control me but always hoped the rules of the project would. It was my dad who spoke first. “You know everything like that has to be approved by the Department first and they would not permit you to tell someone without due cause. They won’t approve declassification because you feel bad about lying.”

      “I know, but maybe the Department doesn’t have to know. Lola won’t tell so how would they ever find out?”

      “Amery!” Mom practically yelled across the table. “You know the rules and you know the consequences of breaking them. If you were to tell Lola then we would all be punished. Do you want to be thrown out of the project when you’ve invested seventeen years in it already?”

      “No, of course I don’t.” They knew I didn’t, I just wished they didn’t have to make such a big deal out of everything. Telling one person I trusted wouldn’t change anything. It might even make it easier to get through the project and see it out to the end. But, of course, I would never be able to convince my parents of that. They only ever saw the rules, they rarely cared about what I was actually going through. It was just so typical of them.

      “There’s only eight more years left,” Dad continued. “After that, everything will be out in the open and you won’t have to keep any secrets anymore. Eight years is not a long time, especially considering we signed up for a twenty-five year project.”

      Eight years sounded like forever but I wasn’t going to argue. If I wanted to tell Lola, then maybe I should just do it. The rules said I couldn’t, my parents said I couldn’t, but were they really the boss of me? Perhaps I was old enough to make some decisions of my own. I let it rest, let them believe I agreed with them for now.

      We ate the remainder of our dinner largely in silence. When the dishes were done, I went to my room. I didn’t feel like having to be nice and polite, I just wanted to go to bed and read a book – anything to clear my mind and improve my mood.

      I didn’t want to be difficult for my parents. But on the other hand I needed to have a life of my own too. The project had overshadowed every decision I ever made in my life. It would have been so nice to be able to be normal for once and do something just because I wanted to. The older I got, the more constraining it seemed to be.

      When I was little I rarely thought about the project. My parents would tell me what I could and couldn’t do and then it would be that way. But now I was starting to think for myself, it felt like I was constantly wearing a straight jacket. It sucked, to be frank.

      I turned off the light and put my book away, I needed some serious sleep. I just hoped I would be able to get some with all the thoughts running through my head. And no matter how much I ignored it, I could still feel Lochie’s hands on my ankle. Ugh, I wanted to be rid of him so badly.

      I must have drifted off sometime in the night because I was startled awake and forcibly removed from my dream by someone shaking me. It was my mother, but she wasn’t in her dressing gown, she was fully clothed.

      “What’s going on?” I mumbled.

      “We’ve been summoned, we have to go. Get up and dressed, we’ll meet you downstairs.” She didn’t wait for me to reply, just left quickly and closed the door behind her. A summons was the last thing I needed in the middle of the night.
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      Instantly, all I could feel was guilt. Perhaps we were being summoned because they knew I wanted to tell Lola? Did they somehow know I was planning on breaking the rules? Could they read my mind? Have they been able to know what I was thinking for the last seventeen years? I certainly hoped not. All those times when I was smiling on the outside, sometimes I was thinking the worst things on the inside.

      I quickly dressed in jeans and a check top before rushing downstairs. I was so nauseous with worry I could barely think straight. We had never been summoned to the Department, aside from our regular meetings, and certainly not in the middle of the night. Our meetings were always scheduled well in advance, we were given notice and time to prepare. Never did we find ourselves rushing out and leaving our beds just to attend a summons.

      We were rushed to the meeting by my security police. They insisted on driving as my parents weren’t told of the location. All we knew was that we weren’t headed for the Department. They were concerned about safety so only security were told of the exact location. It did nothing to appease my anxiety.

      The car barreled through the night, going down so many country roads I quickly lost track of where we were. Even in daylight I doubted whether I would have been able to keep up. All I knew was that we had left Portview and then driven for another hour before we reached our destination.

      Our driver pulled up amongst a legion of other cars. So it wasn’t only us that were summoned. Judging from the number of people heading for the building, everyone in the project was required to attend. I wondered if it were only our district called in or were similar meetings being held right around the country? It would take something serious to cause that.

      “This is scary, right?” I asked my parents, needing to hear their reassurance more than anything else. Very little scared them so if they were fearful then something big had to be going on.

      “I’m sure they’re just taking precautions,” Dad replied, placing his hand on my shoulder in comfort. I wanted to believe him so much.

      As we approached the building, I realized it was an airplane hangar. A small podium with a microphone and stand were set up at one end with nothing but empty space in front of it. So they were organized enough to get a mike but not chairs. That seemed so typical of the Department that it was almost laughable.

      I saw Rob standing with a group of other Special Agents near the front. They were talking amongst themselves and didn’t look happy. Even in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere, they still managed to suit up for the occasion. I tried to get his attention but couldn’t, he was too involved with the conversation.

      We stood with our security police, not wanting to lose them in the crowd. There had to be over two hundred people, many of them just teenagers like myself. The telltale triangle on their wrists, forgotten in the haste to get there, betrayed what they were.

      They were standing in little groups with their parents, no doubt just as confused and worried as I was. Our entire future could be changed by the people holding this meeting. In the next few minutes, I might not even have a future. I might never be allowed to go home. I might be taken from my parents. I might never see my friends again. Everything could change and I would have no say whatsoever over it.

      Finally, one of the Special Agents broke away from the group to stand at the podium. I had seen him before and knew his name to be Fitzpatrick. I didn’t know if that was his first or last name, it was all I had to know him by.

      “Thank you for coming,” he began. “I’m sorry to have to call you out of your homes at this hour but it was vital we act immediately for your own security.”

      So our security was in danger, what was new? It seemed like it had been that way for my entire life. There were always people out there who didn’t agree with our existence. Just because a few had decided to attack now, it didn’t change that fact.

      “As you all know, Project Integrate has been running for seventeen years now. It was always intended to be a twenty-five year project to integrate children from the planet of Trucon into the human race. The best way for humans to accept what they deem as aliens into our society is to do it without them realizing it. At the twenty-five year mark we were going to release documents that showed how they had already integrated into the community with everyone knowing and loving the people of Trucon already.”

      I didn’t like the way he was headed. He was talking past tense, like it was going to happen but now it wasn’t going to happen that way. I felt so nauseous I could barely maintain my composure. I both wished and dreaded for him to tell us our fate.

      “However, with the recent spate of attacks, I fear twenty-five years was too long to keep the project a secret. There are organizations out there that wish to harm everyone from Trucon and completely destroy the project.” He paused for some dramatic effect, like it wasn’t dramatic enough. “Therefore we are bringing forward the date. In three months we will end the project and make your presence known to the world. In this time, it is vital you all remain safe while still maintaining your role in the community.”

      As soon as the words left Fitzpatrick’s mouth, murmurs started amongst the crowd. Some people clearly weren’t happy with the announcement. Three months wasn’t a long time, especially for the younger family members of the project. I had seventeen years to get ready for the public knowing who I really was, but some of these kids were just too young to be ready for that kind of attention. Nobody ever expected it to be easy but we did expect to be old enough to cope with it all.

      My mind instantly went to everyone at my school. When they found out I was an alien, what would they do? I knew not all of them would like it but how would they treat me? How would Lola see me then? Would she hate me because I wasn’t human? Lochie popped into my head. I tried to push him away but I couldn’t help but wonder what his reaction would be. Perhaps I would get my wish and he would never talk to me ever again.

      Fitzpatrick continued, waving his arms at the crowd to try to get them to quiet down. “I know this is a lot to take in, which is why we have decided on the three month window. We will do everything possible to support you during this time.”

      “What about their safety?” The question came from a man at the front. At his side clutched a girl that couldn’t have been more than eight years old. On his other side was the seventeen year old project member, she looked equally as scared.

      “We have assigned security police to every member. Rest assured, the members’ safety is our greatest concern. Without them this project cannot succeed. We made a promise to the people of Trucon to keep their children safe and we fully intend on keeping it.”

      “Is everyone going to be revealed? What about the families?” A woman asked. She had two little ones at her side, they gripped both her hands.

      “We must reveal everyone,” Fitzpatrick replied. “You have been entrusted with these children for a reason, I know you can handle the aftermath of the announcement. Look, I know this is far from ideal but we have to do something. The Department has discussed this extensively and we think the public is ready to accept you. We think it will be a good time to integrate. The world is a constantly evolving place and you will just be another part of that change.”

      I wanted to believe him but my gut feeling was that it wasn’t going to be as easy as he made it sound. I was an alien, there was no getting around it. As soon as people found out about it, they were going to be scared of me. Not because they thought I could hurt them, but because I was different. They wouldn’t see me as the Amery they knew, but some strange creature from space. That could lead to all sorts of trouble. I had hoped to graduate without incidence.

      I had to keep reminding myself why I was in the project in the first place. It wasn’t just a fun experiment. The planet of Trucon was directly in the path of a massive asteroid. When the scientists first discovered it, the ball of destruction was estimated to hit in approximately thirty to forty years time. That left them scrambling to find a new home for all Trucon’s inhabitants.

      The leaders of Trucon reached out to the leaders of Earth, negotiating the commencement of Project Integrate. It was a long, drawn out process, but my planet needed it. Without another planet, all of its people would die in the collision. And Earth was the closest match to Trucon, other planets weren’t compatible. It was all or nothing by hanging its hopes on Earth.

      Fitzpatrick was bombarded with more questions than he knew what to do with. I switched off after a while, I didn’t want to hear any more. We had three months to do the same amount of work as eight years. By the time we were twenty-five, we were supposed to be married into the community. We were supposed to have given birth to at least one child and prove that we were normal like the humans. Our spouse would have known about who we were, we were supposed to make sure they knew about it before any marriage took place. The Department didn’t want to be responsible for any deception of that nature.

      By the time the meeting was wrapped up, I was exhausted. I was tired of the worry and seeing the concern on everyone’s faces. I wondered, for the first time in a long time, what my real birth parents would be thinking right now. Did they know the date was brought forward? After the project was released, they were supposed to wait for a period and then they could come down to visit. As soon as humans got accustomed to having aliens around, they could fly down without fear. I wondered if that was still the plan now.

      Not that my adoptive parents hadn’t been fantastic, they were more than I could have ever imagined. Never did I feel like I wasn’t their own, but a part of me still wondered about my real parents. They had sacrificed their daughter for the cause, would they still even care about me? All the thoughts were too much to bear.

      Rob found us when the crowd was starting to thin out. He had quite a few people to see but I was glad to see a friendly face. I had a lot of questions for him but they would have to wait. No doubt I would be seeing a lot more of him in the next three months. I guessed my annual meeting on Monday was now not necessary.

      “Are you okay with it all?” Rob asked me.

      “I don’t think I have a choice,” I joked, sounding more jovial than I actually felt. “But I guess I’m fine with it. I just have to keep doing what I’m doing, right?”

      “That’s basically it.”

      I could tell my parents were biting their tongue to stop themselves saying something. My mom eventually spoke first. “We need to remove Amery’s ankle monitor, it’s causing trouble when other students see it.”

      My fashion accessory was the least of my concerns, but it made me smile to think it had been playing on her mind. She really was my mother.

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Lots of questions,” I explained. “I try to laugh them off but it doesn’t always work.”

      “You have permission to cut it off then,” Rob replied, much to my surprise. I thought he would have made a bigger deal out of it. “Just make sure security stays with her. I can’t have any of my charges going missing.”

      “Thank you,” Mom replied.

      We let Rob do the rounds so he could speak with his other aliens. We followed our security detail back to the car and waited for the long drive home. I closed my eyes and leant my head on the window. I was so tired, but I also didn’t want to answer my parent’s questions either. I knew we would have to talk about everything in depth and I didn’t have the energy to do that right then and there. It would have to wait until morning.
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      It was nice wearing a dress to school. I somehow felt lighter without the ankle monitor. As it turned out, getting it off was as easy as just using scissors to cut at the plastic. So much for fancy technology.

      I agreed to keep it in my bag as a security precaution. Chances were, if I got kidnapped I would probably have my bag with me. So long as I did, I would still be able to be monitored quickly. It was a compromise I had reached with my parents over a very long conversation about the next three months.

      The Department’s announcement had changed everything but yet nothing at all. I still had to go to school and continue with my efforts to make sure everyone liked me. My parents would remain my parents and we would continue to be a family even after the announcement. The only real difference was that it felt like I had a dark cloud hanging over me now. The three months would fly by and overshadow everything I did. I couldn’t think of any decision without considering the announcement.

      I stood at my locker, changing my books before getting some lunch. I was making the switch when I felt someone standing beside me. I could see their shoes, and as my eye line travelled upwards, I knew who it was without having to see their face.

      “What do you want?” I asked Lochie, being in no mood to play his games. Not with barely any sleep the night before.

      “What happened to your monitor?” Lochie didn’t exactly start with any pleasantries. How did he seriously expect me to confess everything when he couldn’t even start with a simple how are you? I hadn’t seen him since he was at my house on Sunday and I had been avoiding him. Perhaps it was a good thing.

      “What monitor?”

      “Don’t do that again.”

      “Do what?” I asked innocently. Apparently my pledge to be nice to people really couldn’t extend to Lochie. In three months when the secret was out, perhaps he would be the first one to raise a pitchfork and come after me.

      “Okay, so we’re going to play that game again,” Lochie continued. “Fine, Amery, say whatever you want. But I know what was on your ankle and I’m watching you.”

      “Because you like stalking girls, right?” My mind flashed back to him holding my ankle again, touching it, caressing it. Ugh, I wished so much to be able to remove that memory from my mind. I didn’t want to keep reliving it. I wanted very much to be able to not feel his hand on my leg again.

      “I don’t need to stalk girls, they just flock to me.” He held out his arms like he was a magnet, just waiting for the girls to stick to his chest. I could only roll my eyes and slam my locker closed.

      I made a point of looking around for all the imaginary girls only he could see. “And all these girls, they’re where?”

      “They seem to be as invisible as your ankle monitor.”

      “At least one actually existed at some point in time.” I threw the words at him and turned before he could formulate a comeback. I walked away from Lochie, feeling his eyes on my back the entire time. I grinned, knowing that round had gone to me.

      I grabbed a sandwich from the cafeteria and decided to eat in the auditorium. Lola was practicing with her new band and I didn’t want to eat alone. At least hiding in the rows of seats meant no-one could witness my solidarity.

      True to my mission, I was friendly with most of the students at my school. I could have joined any number of people in the cafeteria but then I would have to be nice and pleasant to them. I wasn’t in the mood that day, I wasn’t sure I could be perfectly charming like I was supposed to be. I couldn’t risk putting anyone off, not with the new deadline, so eating alone was the best option for me.

      I waved to Lola when she spotted me. She looked at ease and happy with her band, the Hooded Roses. I hated the band name but it was probably the best of a bad lot they had gone through. They probably thought it was ironic or something.

      They went through a few songs and actually sounded much better than I expected. Lola was an amazing singer, but I knew that already. She lifted the band up to decent instead of amateur, I was proud of her.

      I finished with my sandwich and started playing with the inbuilt games on my phone. It helped to pass the time and did slightly improve my mood. A nap wouldn’t have gone astray either but the seats were far too hard to be able to lie down comfortably. I ruled it out after some serious consideration.

      When someone sat down in the row behind me, my nerves were on their last end. If Lochie was still stalking me, I was going to hit him. Literally, I swear I would have turned around and just clocked him one. I would gladly take the punishment for it.

      “Go away. I’m done with being stalked,” I said, trying to focus on my game.

      “I didn’t know I was stalking you, my bad.” The male voice didn’t belong to Lochie. I froze in surprise. I was supposed to be making more friends, not enemies. I quickly turned around.

      “Sorry, I thought you were someone else,” I apologized. It was Havi Brook, one of the guys in my grade. We took History and Math together but I hadn’t really had much to do with him otherwise.

      “I’m glad I’m not that particular someone else.” Havi grinned, teasing me. “I wouldn’t like to be in your bad books.”

      I laughed, trying to pretend like it wasn’t a big deal that I had just embarrassed myself by going crook at a stranger. “It’s a pretty small book, I don’t think you’d make it in there.”

      He nodded and I turned around, feeling like I might have fixed my mistake. Before I knew it, however, he was leaning on the back of the chair next to mine.

      “They’re good, right?” He asked, nodding towards the stage.

      “Yeah, Lola is a crazy good singer,” I replied politely, being extra nice this time.

      He remained leaning on the chair. I continued to watch the band as they practiced, feeling awkward with Havi so close. It wasn’t like I could just go back to my game and ignore him. We sat in silence for what seemed like the longest time before he spoke again.

      “Do you like movies?” He asked me. My mind spun with all the possibilities that could be behind his question.

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “There’s a movie night this Friday at Sheffield Park. Would you like to go with me?” Havi said the words so casually I had to look around to make sure he was actually speaking with me. Had I just gotten asked out on a date? It wasn’t technically allowed, I wasn’t permitted to date until I was eighteen – Department rules. But all the rules seemed to be a little fuzzy now and I didn’t want to say no to him, not after I had been so rude to him initially.

      “Sure,” I found myself replying.

      “Great, I’ll pick you up at six.” He stood to leave, like the only reason he was there was to ask me out. It suddenly hit me, he probably was only there to ask me out. It wasn’t like he came there just to watch the Hooded Roses rehearse the same two songs over and over again. My face started to blush involuntarily. Someone liked me? Like that? I couldn’t comprehend it.

      I was still stunned when Lola joined me in the rows. “Well? What did you think of the band?”

      “You were great. You’re going to kill it at the battle of the bands.”

      “What’s wrong? You seem weird.”

      I could never hide much from Lola – not the small stuff anyway. “Havi Brook just asked me to Sheffield Park on Friday night,” I blurted out.

      “Havi is gorgeous, well done.” She playfully hit my arm, like I’d just scored a touchdown or something. “Asher and I were going to go too, we could double date.”

      That sounded safe. Having Lola there would stop me making a complete fool of myself. Plus, it would be nice to know Asher more. If he was hanging around my best friend, I needed to know his full story. I couldn’t have him hurting her.

      “That’s a really good idea,” I replied, still having trouble forming complete sentences. “Why would Havi ask me out?”

      Lola rolled her eyes. “Uh, because you’re gorgeous and funny and nice and popular. You’ve got that long chocolate brown hair and matching eyes, even I have a crush on you. The bigger question is why wouldn’t he ask you out?”

      I didn’t believe it but I was saved by the bell. At least focusing on class would leave me in peace while I didn’t have to think about anything else.

      I’d never been on a date before, it wasn’t allowed so I had artfully dodged any guy that had the nerve to ask me out. What would I wear? How would I act? Would he expect to kiss me? Hold my hand? The bazillion thoughts kept running through my head, leaving me with nothing but panic.

      The rest of the afternoon passed by in a bit of a blur. I think my mind was shutting down on purpose, refusing to take in any new information until I could make sense of the existing stuff. It would probably take a while.

      Still, I made it to the yearbook committee meeting on time, probably from a force of habit and duty. The yearbook committee was only one of the various committees and clubs I was in. Apparently to be liked, it was important to participate. I had been participating in things since I could talk. I normally didn’t mind them so much. I always met lots of new people and it kept me busy. When all my friends were occupied with their boyfriends, I was in a club meeting. I really hoped the people of Trucon were grateful for the sacrifices we made for them. I really hoped it was worth it. I guessed we’d find out in three months.

      The yearbook was one of the more interesting committees I participated in. At least there was no Lochie there telling me how to do my job. He would hate to participate in something that wasn’t sports related, I bet he wouldn’t even last for one meeting. Ugh, I had to get him out of my head. If there was a boy I should be thinking about, it was Havi. He was the one that asked me out, he was the one that was actually nice to me.

      “Amery? Do you want to do that?” The head of the committee, Sarah, asked me. I could honestly say I had no idea what she was talking about. Damn it.

      “Sure,” I replied happily, crossing my fingers I wasn’t volunteering for mud wrestling or something. The rules were that I had to participate and I couldn’t pick and choose what I did. If something needed doing, then I had to say yes.

      “Excellent, you can borrow the camera from the photography department. Mr. Naple will be expecting you, he’ll know all about it.” She smiled sweetly. So whatever I had to do involved a camera. I was going to need more clues.

      I tried to figure it out for the rest of the meeting as the tasks and jobs were handed out to everyone. We had ages to go until the book would actually be finished but they always liked to get in early. Putting it together was never as difficult as Sarah made it seem, but it made her feel important. Spending my life hanging around the Department, I completely understood.

      According to Taylor, the girl sitting beside me, my task was to take photographs of both the basketball and football teams. I was also required to ask them a series of set questions. Their profiles would then go into the sports section of the yearbook. I would probably need all year to get through them all. Now I realized why nobody else had volunteered.

      I wrote the details in my schedule so I wouldn’t forget and headed for my locker. Perhaps Lola would help me, she was pretty handy with a camera. If I made it sound fun, just maybe I might be able to talk her into it. It would be worth a shot.

      “Hey, Amery, wait up.” I cringed at the voice, wondering if I could run away and escape before he caught up with me. Could I pretend I never heard him? My parents would never believe me, but perhaps Lochie would. Nah, he would no doubt call me a liar too.

      “Lochie, I’m busy. What do you want?”

      He was puffing by the time he reached me. Okay, so maybe I had sped up a little. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Have you been hiding from me?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, I was working on the yearbook. You know, actually doing something worthwhile for this school? You should try it sometime.”

      “And winning the national championships two years in a row wasn’t good for the school?” Lochie challenged me, one eyebrow raised. Damn, I forgot he was on the basketball team. It wasn’t like I’d ever gone to a game or anything. Football, yes, but basketball? No thanks.

      “Whatever,” I replied. It was the only thing I could think of to say.

      “We need to finish our project. How about this Friday night? I don’t have anything else to do so we may as well get it done.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why do you have to be so difficult?”

      “I’m not being difficult,” I said, wanting to slap him. Why did I always feel like slapping him? I was a peaceful person, not a violent one. “I have plans on Friday night. Some people have a life, remember?”

      “Well cancel them.”

      “No.”

      He was getting impatient, I could tell by the way he kept hiking his backpack up higher on his shoulder. He always did that when he was annoyed. I saw it a lot. “What are you doing that’s more important than your education?”

      For some reason, I didn’t want to tell him about my date with Havi. I had tried to skirt around it but he was being impossible. If he wanted to know the truth, then that’s exactly what I was going to have to give him. “I have a date, I’m going to the movie night at Sheffield Park.”

      He hesitated before replying. I couldn’t read his face but his brow was wrinkled with something. “With who?”

      “Not like it’s any of your business or anything, but Havi Brook.”

      “Cancel it, we have to finish this project.”

      I rolled my eyes, perhaps Lochie didn’t understand English. Maybe that’s why I could never talk to him. I should try to speak in the language of my people, that would probably get the same level of response. “We’ve got the whole weekend. What about Sunday? I can do anytime on Sunday.”

      Lochie thought about it, I could practically see the cogs working in his brain as he processed the information. “No, Friday.”

      “Sunday.”

      “Friday.”

      “Sunday.” I could keep that up all afternoon.

      He finally sighed. “Sunday morning. Ten o’clock, my place. I’ll text you the address.”

      “I already know your address.” I didn’t mean to say that. I was pretty sure my face was starting to flush red.

      Lochie grinned, his blue eyes teasing me even before his words did. “Good to know I have a stalker.” He started to type something into his phone.

      “I told you I don’t need a text.”

      “Oh this isn’t a text,” he said, waving his phone about. “This is a reminder to make sure all my windows and curtains are closed. Who knows what kind of binoculars you have.”

      I punched him on the arm as words just wouldn’t suffice. He almost dropped his phone with the impact. I had to suppress a smile.
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      I stood in front of my closet without a clue. Not one single clue. What did girls wear on dates? Everything I owned seemed to be so boring. I had jeans and shirts, summer dresses and skirts. But nothing that screamed I’m on a date. I should have done my research, I should have observed some other couples on dates. Why had I never paid any attention before?

      The clothes I had already tried on and discarded as bad choices lay scattered on the floor around me. It was such a big decision that I seriously considered calling Havi and cancelling the whole thing. Or perhaps texting him, that would be easier.

      The door to my room opened and Mom poked her head in. She took one look at the mess and then at me. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting ready to go out.”

      “A full report please,” she asked formally. You could take the girl out of the FBI but not the FBI out of the girl.

      “I’m going to the movie night at Sheffield Park. I am going with Lola and two boys from school. One is named Asher and he’s in the band with Lola. The other guy is named Havi and he’s in my grade. He is not in the band,” I reeled off the facts like I was taught to. There was supposed to be nothing secret about my life, I wasn’t entitled to privacy. Not when my life was a matter of record in the offices of the Department.

      Mom nodded as she listened, leaving her questions until the end. “What is the status of these two boys?”

      I didn’t want to answer because I knew it would get me into trouble. But I couldn’t lie either. I crossed my fingers she would still let me go. “Asher and Lola are kind of dating but it’s only really early stages. Havi asked me to the movies as his date. It’s the first time we’ve ever been out together and I don’t really know him very well.”

      “Amery, you know you’re not allowed to date anyone.”

      “I know, but I figured things might have changed with the deadline being brought forward so quickly,” I stated, pleading my case. She didn’t look convinced, so I continued. “I don’t even know if I like Havi that way but I thought the movie night might be fun. Please let me go, I promise I won’t do anything you wouldn’t approve of.”

      I gave her the best puppy dog eyes I could muster. I thought after seventeen years she might be immune to them. I was pretty sure Dad was.

      Finally, Mom sighed. “Fine, but don’t tell anyone about this. I’ll let security know. You can go on a few dates with this boy, Havi, but then you have to call it off. You cannot get serious with anyone. Do you understand?”

      I gave her a quick hug. “I do, I understand. Thank you.”

      “Just make sure your father doesn’t know about this.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Good. Now, wear the navy dress, it looks really cute on you.” She smiled and stood, pulling the dress from the closet and handing it to me before leaving.

      The navy dress would be perfect. I slipped it on and quickly did my dark hair in a high ponytail. Inspecting the result in the mirror, I guessed I looked presentable. I didn’t look like an alien, at least that was a good thing. The last items to add were my bracelets, making sure my triangle mark was completely covered.

      I waited downstairs for Havi to pick me up. I would have sat on the porch but I figured that might look weird when he arrived so I settled for standing in the foyer. The moment I saw headlights stop outside, I hurried out.

      Havi’s car was a black Nissan Skyline. It wasn’t exactly clean or tidy on the inside, but it looked like he had tried to make an effort. At least the passenger side seat was cleared and my feet didn’t stick to the floor.

      “You look great,” Havi said as he started to pull the car back onto the road.

      “Thanks, you too,” I replied before I had actually assessed him. He had his mousy brown hair slicked back and he wore black from head to foot – black jeans and a black shirt. He did look good, I had to admit it.

      We drove in silence the entire way. I didn’t know what to say and clearly he didn’t either. I realized how little I knew about Havi when I couldn’t even ask him anything about school. He was a complete stranger, even though we had been going to the same place every day for years on end.

      “The movie should be good tonight,” he commented as we pulled into Sheffield Park. It had to be one of the most awkward and long car rides I had ever been in. I was so glad to be finding Lola and Asher, at least then the pressure to say something might lessen.

      “Yeah, the movies look good,” I said, searching the sea of faces for my best friend and her date. I desperately needed to see them and be rescued. Why did I even agree to go on the date? I had no business dating someone, I was just making a fool out of myself.

      I felt a warm hand on my arm and spun around to face Lola. I wanted to hug her I was so happy to see the girl. “Lola! You found us, I’m so glad.”

      Confusion crossed her face but she would get the full story later on. “Yeah, we found you.”

      We made the introductions between Asher and Havi, just in case they weren’t familiar with each other. They didn’t exactly move in the same circles. We were probably breaking some unspoken inter-clique dating rule by all being together that night. Not to mention one of the rules set down by the Department. Somehow, it was the clique rule I feared more.

      “Maybe we should grab some seats before they all go,” Lola suggested. I nodded eagerly. We moved to the viewing area and grabbed a beanbag each, taking them into the middle of the field. The place was packed with people already, it was going to be a full house.

      I sat between Lola and Havi. At least no funny business could happen in the beanbags, it wasn’t like I was in groping distance or anything. Even just the thought of it made my face burn.

      The lights started to dim and the movie commenced. It wasn’t a film I had seen so at least I could get lost in the story for a while. I had always enjoyed movies, even the ones where aliens came down and destroyed Earth. They didn’t exactly prepare the human race for another species, but at least the special effects were awesome.

      Another couple sat on the other side of Havi. I didn’t pay them much attention at first but when one of them leaned out, they were in my peripheral vision and annoyed me. First they turned up late and then they make a fuss, what was with some people?

      The couple were Lochie and his date – a stunning blonde with legs so long she barely fit in the beanbag. I should have known if there was something annoying, Lochie would be right there in the thick of it.

      I continued my campaign of trying to ignore them. I didn’t care that Lochie was there on a date, I was on one too and I would much rather have been there with Havi. I should have felt sorry for the girl, having to put up with Lochie for an entire evening. I wondered if she realized what a pain he was before she agreed to it. Perhaps he paid her to accompany him. I wouldn’t put it past him.

      When the lights turned back on at the end of the movie, I tried desperately not to look their way. We had twenty minutes before the next movie started and I had no intention of giving Lochie even one of those moments.

      “Do you want some more popcorn?” Havi asked. I nodded and he left me there. I turned around to talk to Lola but she too was gone. I was alone.

      “It must have been something you said,” Lochie stated, a little loudly so everyone could hear.

      “My date is getting my popcorn, like a gentleman,” I replied. I refused to take the bait. “Who’s your date?”

      He leaned back so I could get a good glimpse of the girl. She was even more stunning with the lights up. She could have been pulled from the pages of a fashion magazine. “This is Natasha. Baby, meet Amy.”

      “Amery. My name is Amery.”

      She leaned forward and held out her hand for me to shake. I had to reach across Lochie to do it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said with a slight accent. I was sure Lochie created this woman in the science lab from every fantasy he had ever had.

      When I let go of her hand, Lochie took it just as quickly. He gently caressed her arm, making a show of kissing her hand. I rolled my eyes.

      Havi returned carrying the tub of popcorn, I was relieved to be saved. Two could play at that game. “Thanks, Havi, you’re such a good date.”

      “You’re welcome.” He looked at me like I’d just grown a tentacle out of my forehead. I continued on anyway, placing my hand on his leg when he sat down.

      “I am so happy to be here with you.”

      “I am too.” Boosted by my suddenly outpouring of affection, Havi shuffled his beanbag closer and put his arm around my shoulders. I snuggled in, making sure Lochie saw. He wasn’t the only one who could have a hot date.

      Without warning, Havi leaned over and planted a kiss on my lips. He took me completely by surprise and I almost pulled away. If I hadn’t been so entrenched in his arms, I might have done. Fortunately, he had me in the perfect position to keep me there.

      I eventually did manage to pull away from the kiss. Havi looked down at me and we locked eyes for a moment. I hoped he didn’t see the panic in mine. The whole thing felt wrong and horrible. I couldn’t stay there any longer.

      “I’m going to the bathroom before the next movie starts,” I said, struggling to get out of the damn beanbag. Every move I made seemed to make it harder to get up.

      Eventually I made it and hurried through the crowd of people toward the bathroom. I was fighting back tears and not completely sure why. I had just been kissed by my date, my date that was good looking and probably charming if I had given him a chance. I should be happy with butterflies in my stomach, not rushing toward the toilet block.

      I made it inside and ran into a stall, locking the door behind me. I sat on the lid of the toilet cistern and let the tears out. At least the sounds of flushing and tinkling from the other stalls drowned out my sobs. I didn’t want anyone to know I was crying. They would think I was such a weirdo. And that was definitely against the rules.

      “Amery, are you in here?” I could recognize Lola’s voice anywhere.

      “In here,” I replied, waving a hand underneath the stall wall.

      “Are you okay?” Her Doc Martens peeked under the door. I got up and unlocked it, opening it just enough to see Lola. She took one look at my puffy eyes and knew something was up. “What happened?”

      I pulled her in and we both perched on the toilet lid. “Havi kissed me.”

      She laughed gently. “You’re crying because your date kissed you? Isn’t that a good thing?”

      “It was my first kiss and I was only doing it to annoy Lochie. I wasted my first kiss.” I sounded like a crazy girl but I couldn’t stop. “I shouldn’t have used Havi like that.”

      Lola put her arm around my shoulders, trying to calm me down. “No, you probably shouldn’t have. But he’s a guy and he probably didn’t even notice. Right now, he’s most likely wondering where his date got to.”

      I was too upset to believe her. Havi probably thought I was a proper cow for doing what I did. Surely he had to know what I was up to. I didn’t want to face him – or Lochie for that matter. No doubt he was still out there with his centerfold date.

      Lola sighed. “My first kiss wasn’t any good either, if it makes you feel better.”

      “You didn’t tell me you’ve been kissed.”

      “Because I was mortally embarrassed about it. I was twelve, we were both skateboarding in the park. I tripped over and he helped me up. Before I knew it, he planted a kiss on me and then ran off. I never saw him again. I don’t even know what his name was.”

      I couldn’t help giggle through my sniffles. “Does that even count as a first kiss?”

      “I think technically, it does. So you see, all first kisses suck. You just have to hope for a better second one.” Lola patted my back. She was actually doing a good job of cheering me up. Considering she had devoted herself to the emo lifestyle, she was surprisingly upbeat.

      “Was your second any better?” I asked. How had she not told me any of these stories before? It only made me wonder what else she had been keeping from me.

      “Slightly, at least I knew his name. I’m hoping my fourth is superb.”

      “With Asher?”

      She might have just blushed. “Hopefully. And hopefully it’s tonight but it’s not going to happen in here.” She gestured around at the toilet stall. I guess it wasn’t really a good hiding place. “My point is, things aren’t always going to be perfect. But everything that happens is going to happen whether you like it or not. Just roll with it. You never know what is just around the corner. Your perfect second kiss might be out there waiting for you.”

      I gave her a hug before standing. “We should probably get back. Do my eyes look too terrible?”

      “Nothing a bit of mascara can’t hide.” She pulled out a tube from her handbag – black, of course.

      Only when I was satisfied I could pass for normal, did we return to our beanbags. By that time, the next movie had started. Havi gave me a questioning glance as I sat down. I just smiled in return, like nothing was out of the ordinary.

      Yet one glance at the empty beanbags at his side made me think otherwise. Lochie and his perfect date had left. I was glad I didn’t have to see them cavort anymore – until an even more horrible thought occurred to me. He probably took her back to his place. They were probably cavorting in private now. Ugh, it was a disgusting thought.

      I settled into the beanbag and tried to concentrate on the movie. It was difficult as thoughts of Lochie and that floozy kept drifting into my mind. I desperately needed it to stop or it was going to make me crazy.

      I don’t even know why it bothered me so much. Lochie was an idiot, I couldn’t see how girls saw him any differently. Just one touch from him made my skin crawl. Kissing him would be absolutely horrific. But I shouldn’t be thinking of Lochie kissing anyone, I should have been focused on my own date.

      I was glad when the credits finally rolled. I had no idea what the movie was about. I couldn’t even say who was in it, my mind had been floating around in space the entire time.

      Havi drove me home as we left Lola and Asher to carry on the party at the ice creamery. I wouldn’t want to get in the way of her perfect kiss plans. I made a mental note to ask her about it the next day, I wanted all the details this time. She couldn’t hide anything else from me.

      We pulled up outside my house and I took off my seatbelt. It suddenly got very awkward in the car. “Thanks for the movies, I had fun,” I lied. Hopefully he wouldn’t notice.

      “Yeah, it was good.” He didn’t take off his seatbelt. Obviously I would be walking myself to the door. “I’ll see you around.”

      “Yeah, see you around.” I cast one more look his way, he was staring straight ahead. I opened the door and hopped out. “Thanks again.”

      He didn’t say anything, just roared down the street the moment I closed the door and stepped backwards. I guessed I blew it with him. So much for Havi not noticing. I guessed my mom would be pleased to hear I didn’t have a boyfriend after all. I didn’t have to worry about a second date or falling in love with him. Good one, Amery, good one.
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      The door opened to my bedroom as I stared at the clock. I wasn’t ready to get up and face the day yet. Mom settled on the edge of my bed. She had been waiting up for me the previous night but I hadn’t given anything away about my date with Havi. I wasn’t prepared to talk about it, not until I had come to terms with it all.

      “So how’d your date go?” She asked, like I feared she would.

      “I don’t think it’s going to work out. I’m pretty sure he won’t ask me out again,” I replied honestly. No use keeping secrets, I wasn’t entitled to them. “I wasn’t the best date in world.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Anything you want to talk about?” She patted my leg in comfort, it was sweet. I knew she was dying to hear all the details.

      “Not really. How did you and Dad first get together? Were you made to by the Department?” I asked, realizing I had never heard that story either. Either my memory was extremely bad, or I had been ignorant of so many things in the past.

      Mom laughed. “We were together before the Department gave us you. Your father and I both worked for the FBI. We had just finished a big case and were celebrating in the office with a few drinks. I spotted him across the room and he was looking back at me too.” She looked at the roof as if seeing it play out in front of her there. “It was like everyone else just disappeared from the room and all we could see was each other. I knew then that I loved him. I didn’t know his name or anything about him, but I was gone, completely smitten.”

      “You knew straight away like that?”

      “It was love at first sight. We were married only two months later. One year later, we were given you. And the rest is history.” It was so romantic and I had no idea it had happened. I seriously needed to pay more attention to those around me.

      “Did you ever want to have children of your own?” It was a question I had feared before. I didn’t know whether the Department stopped some host families from having other children. I hoped not, I didn’t want to be responsible for that.

      “We wanted to have babies the second we were married. We tried for almost a year before we were told by the doctors I couldn’t have them,” Mom explained sadly, remembering those moments. “So when the Department was looking for parents, we jumped at the idea. We were so excited when we were approved. You made us a family.”

      “You really wanted me that bad? I always thought the Department made you take me in.”

      She shook her vehemently. “You were wanted just as much as any child. I never saw you as anything except our daughter.”

      I sat up and wrapped her in a hug, never wanting to let go. I had lucked out on the parent front, seriously. Considering I was purely a project placed by the government, I really had fallen on my feet. I was sure my biological parents would be very grateful.

      I felt much better about facing the day now. After getting ready, I had a quick breakfast and headed off to meet Lola. Considering we had the whole weekend ahead of us, our sole intent and purpose was to do as much relaxing as possible. And it all started at the beach.

      Unfortunately, that also meant hearing every detail about Asher. “He said the band might start touring in the summer, like college campuses and small clubs and stuff. Can you imagine how great that would be?”

      “Totally great,” I replied, trying to keep up my level of enthusiasm.

      “He kissed me last night and it was so perfect. But we both played cool, you know, like it wasn’t a big deal.” Her eyes were wide open as she told the story, clearly it was a big deal. I hadn’t seen her that excited about a guy… ever. All the others had been lame or had some particular quirk she couldn’t stand. Like the guy with a mole over his right eye that moved every time he spoke. Or the one with hair growing out of his ears that she couldn’t stop staring at. She had definitely had some interesting dates. Wish I could say the same thing.

      “So the fourth time is a charm, then?” I laughed. Perhaps my disastrous first kiss wasn’t as dire as I had thought last night. Maybe Havi had completely forgotten about the whole thing. Or perhaps I was in denial.

      “The fourth time was definitely worth all the times before it,” she grinned. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to be able to call Asher my boyfriend soon. The first time he says ‘hey, this is my girlfriend Lola’, I’m going to die. Seriously, Amery, you have no idea how I’m going to freak out.”

      I could imagine it. “Well make sure I’m around when it happens then, I want to witness this big freak out. I’ll take a picture and scrapbook it.”

      She sprinkled some sand over my arm to get me back for teasing her so I picked up a handful and threatened her with it. Lola took off, heading directly for the ocean. I chased after her, threatening her the entire way.

      We hit the waves. The shock of cold was quickly warmed as I acclimatized to the water. The sun was sitting high in the sky with no clouds to block its rays. It was a glorious day. As I swam through the waves, it was like my problems were being drowned out. There was no way I could feel anything but free in the ocean.

      I wondered if there were beaches back on my home planet. If I were to return, would I be able to swim in crystal clear ocean waters like these ones?

      I had never been told anything about where I came from. The Department always focused on the mission, discussing the future rather than the past. My parents didn’t know anything more than I did about it.

      If I ever got the chance, I would have mixed feelings about returning there one day. On one hand, I wouldn’t want to leave everything I had here. On the other hand, it would be nice to know where I came from. I guessed I would cross that bridge if I came to it.

      Right now, I was swimming in the refreshing water and trying to dunk Lola underneath the waves. We giggled with our efforts, she was trying equally as hard to dunk me. I hoped our friendship wouldn’t change when she found out about what I really was. I couldn’t handle not having her as my friend. I would need all the friends I could get to survive the announcement and the aftermath.

      When we had exhausted ourselves, we returned to our towels. Sand clung to every part of me, in some areas I wished it really wouldn’t. I only toweled my hair, letting the rest of me dry with the sun naturally. It was hot, the drying beads were a welcome treat. I slipped my bracelets back on, ensuring my triangle was covered on my left wrist.

      “How about some ice cream?” Lola asked. “I’m starving.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” I wrapped my towel around my waist and we headed for the ice cream stall. All the flavors looked very inviting. A scoop of everything would have been nice but I settled for chocolate instead. We sat on the bench under the shade of a tree to escape the heat.

      “Did you see what Lochie posted on Slam last night?” Lola asked, taking a bite out of her strawberry ice cream. The Slam was a social networking website for our school. It was supposed to be a safe alternative to the popular sites. Only students from our school could access it, nobody else was allowed to join up.

      I groaned. Lochie wasn’t in my network, I had refused to friend him and he did the same to me. “No. Do I want to know what he posted?”

      “Well, if you don’t like him it’s not a problem. There were lots of pictures of him and his date. Natasha and Lochie at the movies. Natasha and Lochie eating sundaes. Natasha and Lochie being cute for the camera. I wanted to throw up. I thought only girls posted things like that.”

      “Ugh, he’s so disgusting. And I’m going to his house tomorrow to finish our English project. Everything is going to have his germs on it, I’m not going to be able to touch anything.” I grimaced, like it was going to be a house of horrors. I really thought it would be so I wasn’t just putting it on.

      Lola just laughed at my misfortune. “You poor thing.”

      “I know, right? First he ruins my date with Havi and then he wastes my Sunday.”

      “Have you ever wondered why he decided to sit right next to you and Havi last night?” Lola asked. I knew where she was going immediately and I was not going to let her get there.

      “He doesn’t have a thing for me. And I certainly don’t have a thing for him.”

      “Then why did you kiss Havi last night in front of him? So it wasn’t to make him jealous then?”

      I was repulsed by the thought. “No. I kissed Havi so Lochie would get the hint that we wanted our privacy and go away. It wasn’t to make him jealous. How can you even say that?”

      She shrugged. “I guess I’m imagining things,” Lola said sarcastically. I didn’t know how to convince her how completely wrong she was. Lola knew me better than nearly everyone else, to be so wrong on the subject of Lochie was out of character. She normally knew me so much better.

      I focused on my ice cream for a while, hoping the topic was dropped. I was trying to forget about him and last night and tomorrow. I didn’t need to be reminded of him all the time.

      I guess I got my wish for something to take my mind off Lochie. My security detail approached, instantly making me panic. I didn’t want Lola to see them still following me, they weren’t supposed to make themselves known.

      “Miss, we have to go,” Drew, one of the security police said urgently. He grabbed my elbow, not messing around.

      “Hey, let her go,” Lola demanded, coming to my defense. “I’ll start screaming if you don’t.”

      “We have a situation,” Frank explained, he was the other security officer on my tail that day. They were both regulars, I saw them every other day in the distance, watching me. It would have been creepy if they weren’t just doing their job.

      “Lola, it’s okay,” I soothed, trying to get a grip on the situation. “I know these guys.”

      “How?”

      “Amery, we have to go,” Drew warned. Judging by the severe tone to his voice, I knew he meant business. If they had risked their exposure to move me, then it had to be something big going on.

      I nodded my understanding. “Lola, we need to leave and you have to come with me. I’ll explain everything but there isn’t time right now.” I stood, both Drew and Frank were at my back, their eyes darting everywhere.

      “I’m not going somewhere with two grown men I don’t know. Not until you tell me what’s going on first.”

      “I will, but we have to hurry. Please, will you just trust me?” My eyes pleaded with her silently. The urgency of the situation was coursing through my veins, we needed to go. “There is not time right now, it could be dangerous to stay. Lola, just trust me, please.”

      Her eyes flicked between me and my security. It seemed to take her forever to come to a decision. “Fine. But I expect a full explanation for going with Mr. and Mr. Smith here.”

      I linked my arm through hers so we could start moving. “I will, I promise. Full disclosure.”

      Drew took us back to his car and ushered us inside while Frank grabbed our things from the beach. They probably didn’t appreciate all the sand in their vehicle but I guessed the Department would pay to have it vacuumed. It was probably the last thing I should have been worried about.

      The car barreled down the road, far exceeding the speed limit. I wondered what would happen if the police pulled us over for speeding. Would they be able to flash some special Department badge and get out of a ticket? I kind of wished it would happen so I could find out.

      But there were bigger things to worry about. “Are my parents okay? Is this anything to do with them?”

      Frank answered while Drew concentrated on driving. “They’re fine. We saw a potential threat on the beach, some people acting oddly towards you. Our backup is dealing with them while we get you somewhere safe.”

      That was a relief. At least nothing had actually happened, it was just a possibility. Still, it must have been something serious or they wouldn’t have shown themselves to Lola.

      “When are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Lola asked, for the tenth time since we got in the car. “What threat? Where are we going?”

      “Later,” I whispered again, just like all the other times. I didn’t think telling her what was going on in front of witnesses would be a good thing. Even though Frank and Drew were on my security detail, their loyalties still lay with the Department. If they knew I had told a human about me, I was pretty sure they would have to report it. Rob would not be pleased then.

      “So where are we going?” I asked. I hoped it wasn’t to the Department. I didn’t need a long car ride, especially not in my bikini.

      “We’re going to a safe house,” Frank stated, in the way everyone that worked for the Department did – without anything except the facts. “We’ll keep you there until we assess the threat.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “Difficult to say, Miss.”

      Great. So we would be spending our Saturday cooped up in some sterile safe house instead of enjoying the beach. And I would be doing it with a grumpy best friend. Perhaps last night was just an omen of what was to come for the weekend.

      Although, maybe it could work in my favor. “Do you think we’ll have to stay there overnight and into tomorrow?” I thought about my meeting with Lochie. Being put into safe custody would be a valid excuse for ditching him, right?

      “Possibly,” Frank replied. “But we’ll know more when our team have finished their assessment.”

      I silently gave myself a high five. It was only delaying the inevitable but I didn’t care. If I could avoid seeing Lochie for even a day, I would. At least then I wouldn’t be at risk of running into his centerfold girlfriend.

      We drove in silence for the remainder of the journey. Lola was shooting me daggers the entire way, wanting an answer. I tried to think of what I was going to say to her. It was against every rule the Department had to tell her the truth. I would risk getting kicked out of the program or, worse, Lola being inducted into the program. I wasn’t sure how they dealt with people knowing, perhaps nobody else had broken the rules before?

      The house we pulled up outside was just like every other one in the street – which was probably the point. Hiding something in plain sight was effective, they had hidden us for seventeen years after all.

      “We’ll monitor the doors but you will be safe here. Try to relax while we sort everything out,” Drew said before he and Frank went to work. They immediately got on their phones, calling around to see what their backup unit was doing.

      Lola flopped onto the lounge suite, I sat in the armchair in the living room. The house was decorated just like a normal house, except nothing was personalized. The rooms could have belonged to anyone they were so simply decorated. It was functional more than homely.

      “I’m really sorry about this, Lola,” I started, not knowing what to say to her. How could I possibly make her and the Department happy at the same time? It wasn’t like I was a magical wizard with all the answers or anything.

      “Tell me what’s going on.” She sat straight up, staring me down. “I’m not going to tell anyone, you can trust me. We’ve been best friends for five years.”

      “I know, but I’m not allowed to tell anyone.”

      “Considering I’m being kept hostage in a house by two weirdo men, I think you owe me an explanation. I trusted you to get into that car when God only knows where they were taking us. I trusted you, so why can’t you trust me?”

      She had a point, but my hands were tied. Not only tied, but practically handcuffed. “I do trust you but I’m not allowed to tell a soul. I’ll get in huge trouble if I do.”

      “You’ll lose your best friend if you don’t.” She crossed her arms, signaling an end to the conversation. Unless I did what she said, anyway. I desperately wanted to tell her everything but I was scared to. Not only of the Department, but her reaction. She might be afraid of me. She might hate me. Our friendship could be over even if I told her the truth. Being stuck between a rock and a hard place was not fun.

      I knew what my parents would say if they were there: the project was the most important thing. Regardless of the consequences, I should put the project before everything else. That was what I was supposed to do. That was how I was raised. That was how everyone expected me to act.

      But I was tired of doing what everyone told me to. For once in my life, I was going to follow my heart. I couldn’t lose my best friend over this, she deserved to know the truth.
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      “I’m an alien.” There, it was out in the open. She could run away in fear, she could try to hurt me and sell me off to the highest bidder on the black market. I couldn’t take it back now.

      “Excuse me?” Lola said, uncrossing her arms. At least I had her full attention.

      “I’m an alien. I was sent here from the planet of Trucon when I was a baby. Thousands of us were as part of a project to integrate into the human race. We were placed into homes and raised by human parents. We have been monitored closely by the FBI. We were supposed to be revealed when we were twenty-five so humans could accept our kind. Unfortunately, some people want to kill us before that happens.”

      If we were in a cartoon, crickets would have sounded. Unfortunately, all I could hear was the deafening silence in the room. Lola just stared at me. I knew it sounded crazy, but that was my life. I didn’t know how to convince her everything I said was the absolute truth.

      “Lola, say something.”

      “You’re seriously an alien?” Her face was scrunching into confusion. “You’re not making this up?”

      I shook my head slowly and sadly. I wished I was making it up. “It’s all true. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before, I wanted to, but the Department have really strict rules that I have to live by. If I do something wrong, they can take me away.”

      I don’t think I had ever seen Lola so quiet and inside her own mind before. She seemed to be thinking it over, but she could have been shutting down for all I could tell. I didn’t want to push her into being okay with it, but it was killing me not knowing too. I wanted to lunge across the room and beg her not to give up on our friendship. I refrained myself, it would probably just be weird, right?

      “Say something, Lola, please?”

      “This is the coolest thing ever,” she said, a wide grin spreading across her face. Now it was my turn to be confused.

      “You’re okay with it?”

      “Of course I am. I know a real alien. From, like, outer space. There aren’t cameras here, right? You’re not punking me?” She looked around the room, trying to find the hidden cameras that didn’t exist.

      I laughed, I couldn’t help it. Perhaps my life wasn’t about to fall apart after all. At least one person was cool with my status. “It’s not a practical joke, I can assure you. There are no hidden cameras, or at least I don’t think there is. This is an FBI safe house so anything could be here.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I hoped there really weren’t any cameras. If the Department found out about the fact I had just told Lola everything, they wouldn’t hesitate in coming down on me.

      Lola grew serious. “Thanks for telling me what you are. I guess it’s probably hard to pretend you’re like everyone else.”

      “I can’t believe you’re okay with it.”

      She crossed the room to sit next to me in the armchair. We both easily fit. “To be honest, I always thought there was something a little different about you. I always assumed you would tell me about it when you were ready.”

      And here I thought I was pretending to be normal so well. It concerned me to think someone had noticed. If Lola had, who else had their doubts about me? It wouldn’t bode well in three months time. “Was it really that noticeable?”

      “No.”

      “Then how could you tell I was different?”

      “Because I know you better than anyone else,” Lola said, putting her arm around me. “It was no one thing, just a lot of tiny things over the last five years since we met. I thought you might have been adopted or something.”

      “I guess you were right.”

      “I guess I was,” she grinned, making me do the same thing. We hugged until everything was alright again. Only then did we let each other go.

      “I don’t think I have to say it, but you can’t tell anyone about this,” I started. I was sure it didn’t need to be said, but I couldn’t risk not saying it. “If anyone find out before the Department announces it, we could all be in serious danger.”

      “Of course I’m not going to tell anyone. I’ll keep your secret, just like all the other ones.”

      I hugged her again, she was the perfect best friend. I couldn’t believe how good it felt to be able to be my absolute self around her. There were going to be no more secrets between us, I wouldn’t have to pretend anymore. It was going to be so good being able to relax.

      “Miss Jones,” Drew addressed me as he stepped into the living room. “We have had word from our backup team and you are safe to go. The threat has been assessed as low.”

      “Low? What does that mean?” Were they kind of likely to kill me, or only sort of likely?

      “It means they won’t be hurting you. Come on, I’ll drop you home. Your parents have been notified and they want to see you.” He didn’t wait for an answer, just headed toward the door. He wasn’t exactly a small talking kind of guy. We followed after him like little puppy dogs.

      Drew and Frank dropped off Lola at her house first. She understood why I couldn’t spend the rest of the day with her. There were only a few hours left of daylight we would be missing out on. I couldn’t believe the majority of our day had gone by waiting around in a stranger’s house.

      When I got home, I was kind of done with the whole day. Being an alien was starting to interfere with my normal life and I didn’t like it. I was supposed to have three months left to enjoy being a usual human being. The people that were trying to harm me were robbing me of that time. I hated them for it.

      “Frank said Lola was with you,” Dad started when we were eating dinner in front of the television. None of us felt like setting the table for something more formal. “What did you tell her when they picked you up?”

      “I told her I would explain later.” It technically wasn’t a lie, I did say that. Leaving out the part about telling her everything when we arrived at the safe house wasn’t lying. It was being forgetful.

      “And she was okay with that?” Mom asked, disbelieving. I really needed to be better at lying to them.

      “I guess.” I shrugged, hoping they would change the subject. I grappled for a new topic that I could raise, perhaps deflect some attention from myself. Any topic would have been good, yet my mind was blank. It always was when I panicked.

      Mom wasn’t having any of it. I knew she would be the one to make me come unstuck. “Lola isn’t the type of girl that lets things go. Surely she must have had questions?”

      “I don’t know, I guess she did.”

      “So what did you say?”

      I wished she wasn’t trained in interrogation. “I said it’s a long story.”

      “And then she said?” Mom stared at me, her eyes wide open and expecting an answer. “Amery, what did she say?”

      “She wanted to know everything,” I finally replied. It was at that point I knew I was done for.

      “And then you said?”

      I looked between them, silently begging for them not to make me say it. If someone was planning on hurting me, I wished they would do it right then and there. At least that would change the topic of conversation.

      Yet nothing happened. My parents just waited for an answer. Full disclosure, that was supposed to be the deal. Ugh, why did I not learn to lie when I was younger? I could have had years of practice by now.

      “Amery, what did you tell her?” Dad asked sternly. I was pretty sure he already knew the answer at that point.

      “Fine. I told her.” The words were out there, let the consequences begin. “But she won’t tell anyone, I trust her and she’s only going to find out in three months anyway. Better it come directly from me than from some official broadcast on all channels.”

      “How did she react?” Mom asked. I could tell she was fuming under her cool exterior. It was going to take a lot of convincing to get back into her good books.

      “She thought it was cool. I told you, she isn’t going to tell anyone, she oddly likes the fact I’m an alien.”

      They exchanged a glance, I hated it when they did that. It was like they could read each other’s minds or something and I was left out of the conversation. Considering I was the one from another planet, you’d think I was the one that should have super powers.

      Finally, Mom spoke. “We’re going to have to talk to her about it. We need to tell Lola how important her silence is. Keeping a secret like that from everyone you know will be difficult for her. She might slip up at any time. She has to know what’s at stake.”

      “I told her all that.”

      “Well she’ll be told it again, won’t she?” Poor Lola, I would have to warn her before she got the talk. She had never encountered my parents in their official Special Agent capacity, it was going to be something new for sure. She would probably never look at them the same again.

      I couldn’t stand the way my parents were acting like telling Lola was something I chose to do. Had it just been an ordinary day at the beach, it never would have happened. I wanted to remind them of that fact before they started to dish out any punishment. “You know, none of this would have happened if I wasn’t being pursued by people who want to kill me. It wasn’t my fault I had to be removed from the beach this morning. If that didn’t happen, I wouldn’t have had to explain to Lola in the first place.”

      “I know it must be hard for you,” Mom said, at least her tone was now a bit sympathetic. “It’s a dangerous time but it will all be over soon. Once the announcement is made, they won’t have a reason for harming you. Until then, it’s not safe anywhere, even the beach.”

      “Do you guys get worried about what might happen?” I asked, fearing an honest answer.

      “We worry about you, yes.”

      “But if I wasn’t here with you, you’d be perfectly safe. I’m the one putting you both in danger.”

      Dad leaned across the coffee table, placing a comforting hand on my arm. “We’re all in this together, there is no you and us. We’re a family.”

      My heart swelled with love for them but I knew it must be difficult. If anything happened to them…

      “You are our daughter, Amery,” Mom started. “Whatever happens, you remember that. We knew the consequences of signing up for this project and we would do it all again in a heartbeat. Our main concern is keeping you safe. That’s why we have to be so strict with what information you give away.”

      I nodded, understanding. Still, I promised myself I would do everything I could to make sure they weren’t harmed in any way. If something happened to me, then it happened. But I couldn’t live with myself knowing I had hurt them too.
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      Perhaps one of those bad guys in suits would take me out right here and now. They could kidnap me, torture me for hours. Perhaps even kill me. Was it wrong to wish for that? Surely it had to be better than spending my Sunday at Lochie Mercury’s house?

      I took one last look at Drew and Frank parked discreetly down the road and knocked on the door. We would just have to get the project finished quickly and not drag it out. I should just agree with whatever Lochie wanted to do so we could get the damn thing done. Arguing with him would only prolong the torture. Getting a bad grade I could handle, spending more time with Lochie was questionable. I might harm him in a way I couldn’t reverse. Rob wouldn’t like that.

      “Amery, so nice to see you,” Lochie greeted me, holding the door firm. His voice dripped with sarcasm.

      “Isn’t it a bit early in the morning to be patronizing me?” I shoved the door open to get inside. I was already tired of dealing with him and it had only been eighteen seconds. “Let’s just get this done so I can be as far away from you as possible.”

      “That’s the spirit.” How was he so chirpy on a Sunday morning? We were teenagers, we should have been sleeping in until lunchtime, not doing school projects.

      Lochie led me through to his bedroom. The house actually looked quite nice – and normal. I’m not sure what I was expecting, perhaps some cave somewhere, but it was the opposite of whatever I thought. Perhaps Lochie wasn’t the spawn of some ancient cave dwellers after all. I wondered what his excuse was for being like he was, it couldn’t have been his upbringing.

      “Take a seat.” He pointed to the chairs around his coffee table. That’s right, he actually had a lounge area in his bedroom. The entire room had to be double the size of mine. His king size bed was on one end and a study area at the other. The lounge suite and coffee table stood in the middle, underneath a huge bay window. He had a sweet set up.

      I sat at the end of the lounge, watching to see where he would choose to sit. First he had to pull out our project from a draw in his desk and then he sat – in the middle of the lounge. At least he was in choking distance if I felt the uncontrollable urge.

      “How do you want to approach this?” He asked, looking at me expectantly. Of course, I was supposed to be the one with all the answers. He obviously couldn’t think for himself.

      “My part is done, have you finished yours?” I asked, completely expecting a negative answer.

      “Yeah, it’s done. Do you want to swap and we can check each other’s work?” Okay, that wasn’t what I was expecting to hear. Apparently Lochie was just full of surprises that morning.

      “Fine.” I pulled out my notes and handed them over, accepting his in return. I got out my red pen, ready and poised to start fixing his shoddy work.

      As I read through, my red pen stayed capped. Lochie’s work was good, excellent even. He had included things I wouldn’t have even thought of. By the end of it, I was certain he must have paid someone else to do it for him. I couldn’t have done a better job myself.

      I waited until he was finished with my part, pretending to read it again and again. Finally, he put down the pages. “It’s good. I like your arguments and facts. The references are clear and not overused. Good work, Jones.” I hated it when he referred to me by my last name, like I was one of his football buddies. Ugh. “What do you think of mine?”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Just okay? I slaved over that thing for days. I missed practice because of it.”

      “Fine, it’s good,” I relented. “I think once we put them together, we’re going to get a great grade.”

      He held his hand up in the air, expecting a high five. He didn’t look like he was going to take it down anytime soon. I rolled my eyes and hit it. He seemed deliriously happy about finishing our project. I was too, I just wasn’t going to be an idiot about it like he was.

      We spent the next few hours compiling everything together and putting it into a consistent format. Hopefully Mr. Moore wouldn’t notice we each did parts instead of the whole thing together. Nobody said it was against the rules but I didn’t want to get caught for doing the wrong thing. That would be totally against those other pesky rules.

      “How about lunch?” Lochie asked out of nowhere as we hit the save button for the last time.

      Looking at the clock, I couldn’t believe we had spent four hours on the project. The morning seemed to fly by considering we were doing school work.

      “I’ll pass, thanks.” I wasn’t going to spend any more time with him than was necessary.

      “Oh, come on. We’ve just finished our English project, we should be celebrating. I’ll take you somewhere nice.” His eyes were drilling into me, waiting for an answer. The last thing I felt like doing was having lunch with Lochie but in the back of my mind I could hear my mother telling me I had to be nice to everyone. Even one enemy could impact the result of the project. Ugh, damn project.

      “Fine,” I sighed. I think I properly managed to convey my reluctance in that one word. Hopefully Lochie would get the hint and make the lunch a quick one. I wanted to have at least some of my weekend to myself.

      “Great, come on.” Lochie stood and left, picking up his car keys off the desk as he moved. The only thing I could do was follow after him like a lost kitten.

      Being in his car was like being trapped in an elevator. Everything about it was just… Lochie-ish. The vehicle smelt like his cologne and was so overpowering I wanted to vomit. There was no rubbish on the floor, it was perfect like his coiffed caramel hair. The only thing unexpected was his driving. I assumed he would drive like a race car driver. Yet he was careful. Lochie actually stopped at amber lights and looked twice before turning any corner. He drove like a nana.

      I was too wrapped up in studying him, I didn’t even realize where he had taken me. I expected a McDonald’s or another take out place, but we were at the pier. The pier, of all places? “What are we doing here?”

      “Having lunch. Haven’t you been paying attention to anything I’ve been saying?” He rolled his eyes at me. That was the Lochie I knew.

      “I told you, when you say something important, I’ll start paying attention,” I answered, following after him still. He led me along the wooden pier until we reached Chez Seafood, one of the fanciest restaurants in the entire town. It was double storey and overlooked the bay. Three of the walls were entirely made of glass to take advantage of the views.

      We were immediately greeted by the maître de. “Mr. Mercury? I have your table all ready.”

      We followed the lady through to a table set for two by the window in the middle of the restaurant. Immediately a waiter gave us menus and placed the napkin across my lap. They left us to peruse the choices.

      “You made reservations?” I asked, he was truly unbelievable assuming I would come to lunch with him. He seriously had a problem.

      “No, I called ahead before we left,” he said defensively. He was lying. I was with him from the moment I agreed to join him until we pulled up. There was no way he could have called ahead.

      “You did not.”

      “I did too. You weren’t paying attention. Now, how about the fish of the day? That looks good, right?” He buried his face in the menu. Or perhaps he was using it as a shield so I didn’t throw the pepper shaker at his face.

      I sighed. The best way to get through the lunch was to make it quick and painless. I scanned the menu. Half of the stuff was in French and the other half I didn’t even understand even though it was in English. Being somewhere so incredibly fancy and over the top made me unbearably uncomfortable. I didn’t fit in there and I’m sure everyone else thought so too. The only one who seemed at ease was Lochie. Of course, he was probably enjoying my discomfort. It was probably the whole reason for bringing me there in the first place.

      “Fish of the day sounds good,” I finally said, putting down the menu. Fish to eat and water to drink, that sounded simple enough. I couldn’t make too much of a fool of myself. I hoped, anyway.

      Lochie put his menu down and the waiter hurried over to take our order. He ordered for both of us, which I was kind of glad of. Although I would never tell him that. After the waiter left, we sat in silence. I looked everywhere I could except at him.

      “So, come here often?” I asked to break the silence. It may have been more painful than actually talking to him.

      “Not really, only for special occasions.”

      “And this is a special occasion?”

      He shrugged. “We finished our English project. Us. We actually worked together and managed not to kill each other.”

      I grinned. “It was touch and go there for a while.”

      “When I first saw those guys in suits chasing after us, I thought perhaps you had ordered a hit on me,” Lochie teased. “That was one way to get out of the assignment.”

      If I wasn’t in the project, I might have done just that. “How do you know it wasn’t and they were just really incompetent assassins?”

      “I guess we’ll never know.”

      The food came, we stopped talking until they had placed the meals in front of us and left. My stomach grumbled at seeing the delicious meal. I started shoveling food into my mouth so I didn’t have to talk for a while.

      It didn’t work. “So what are you plans for the summer?” Lochie asked as he took his time with his meal. We were never going to get out of there at the rate he was eating.

      My real plans for the summer consisted of being outed by the FBI as an alien and then having to deal with all the stares and threats from doing so. But I guessed Lochie wouldn’t understand any of that.

      “I guess I’ll get a summer job until college,” I replied. It wasn’t really a lie. My job was to represent my planet and I did want to go to college, I just wasn’t sure if the Department would let me. It was a subject I was too scared to bring up, fearing they would say no.

      “Have you been accepted anywhere yet?”

      “My applications are still pending. You?”

      “I’ve had a few offers.” Of course he did. He would probably be on a full scholarship too. They might even rename the university after him because he was so perfect. I filled my mouth with another bite before I could say as much to him. “I’d kind of like to stay local though. I don’t really want to be too far away from my mother.”

      “Because you’re a mama’s boy?”

      He grinned but it wasn’t in a teasing way. I think I might have touched upon something I shouldn’t have. “Because of my little brother, actually. He’s got cerebral palsy and I like staying close to help out my mom. He can be a bit of a handful sometimes.”

      Didn’t I feel like the biggest bitch on Earth. If Rob was there watching us, he would have been shaking his head with disapproval. “Sorry, I didn’t know.”

      “It’s okay, not many people do.”

      “Why not?”

      “My mom likes to treat Jordan like a normal kid,” Lochie explained, with none of the annoying tone he usually used. “So I do too. He’s just my little brother, he’s not defined by his disability.”

      “You said you help out your mom, what about your dad? Does he help with Jordan?”

      “My father isn’t in the picture.” He completely shut me off with his answer. I was pretty certain it was a topic he wasn’t interested in discussing further. I guessed I’d have to remain curious for now.

      Silence settled over the table. I took a gulp of water, watching Lochie over the glass. He was concentrating on his fish, trying to cut a neat square. He was concentrating too hard for it to be normal. Perhaps I had stirred something I shouldn’t have. Oh well, he started the whole conversation, not me.

      I softened while I watched him though. He was clearly upset about something. I had to end the silence before it completely killed us. “So what are your plans for the summer?”

      He looked up, noticeably relieved for something else to talk about. “I’m going to work with my uncle in his business. He fixes old boats and turns them into houseboats. He’s going to teach me how he does it.”

      “Sounds… like fun?”

      “It will be,” he laughed, like he had to try to convince me of that fact. “He’s a master with his tools. If I can learn a quarter of the stuff he knows, I’ll be set for life.”

      “I didn’t really place you as a builder type of person,” I replied. Trying to picture Lochie with a tool belt around his waist and a hard hat on was nearly impossible. It wasn’t like he was the suit and tie kind either but he was somewhere in the middle. Perhaps a used car salesman? It seemed appropriate.

      “I like building things, it’s nice to create something.” His eyes shone when he spoke about it. Perhaps it was something he was really passionate about? I never would have guessed he had an artistic side to him. I guess there was a lot to Lochie Mercury I didn’t know. “Plus, those boats are an ideal place to make out,” he added, completely shattering my illusion of him. Perhaps I did know everything about Lochie after all.

      I rolled my eyes and finished my meal. I was ready to leave and have at least a few hours to myself before the weekend was considered a complete wash out.

      I had to wait for Lochie to finish, he seemed to take an interminably long amount of time on each bite. I almost started helping him just so we could leave.

      Finally, we made our way down the pier again toward his car. Only a short car ride and it would all be over. We walked in silence, the conversation run out of polite topics.

      “Thanks for lunch,” I said as we were halfway there. The tab was expensive just for the two meals and he insisted on paying like he promised.

      “You’re welcome,” Lochie replied, walking with his hands in his pockets. “I bet Havi Brook wouldn’t take you somewhere like this.”

      “What’s Havi got to do with anything?” I asked, completely confused at him even mentioning the guy.

      “Nothing,” he shrugged. “I just don’t think Havi would be a nice restaurant kind of guy. He’s more of a fast food joint type of person.”

      I stopped. Lochie only got a few steps ahead of me before turning to see what I was doing. “Did you only bring me here to prove a point?”

      “No. What point would that even be?”

      My blood was starting to boil, damn I hated the way he could do that to me. Nobody ever made me as angry as Lochie did. “The point that you have more money than Havi does. I can’t believe you. Here I was, thinking you might just want to be nice for once in your life and it was all a con. I should have known better.”

      I stormed past him, brushing his arm as I did. There was no way I was spending another minute with him, let alone getting into his car. I would rather walk home.

      “Amery, come on,” he called out. At least he had the sense not to chase after me. I would have only caused a scene. “Amery, I’ll drive you home. It’s a long walk.”

      I kept going, huffing with anger at each step. For just one moment while we were having lunch, I thought I was talking to the real Lochie. The one who was actually sweet and had feelings. I had caught a glimpse of him one summer before but now I questioned the memory. Now I knew it was all just a show. I did know the real Lochie and he was a jerk. A plain and simple jerk.

      I walked far enough away out of sight until Frank and Drew picked me up. Riding back home with them was much more pleasant than going anywhere with Lochie. At least my security detail actually cared about me, even if they were only doing it because they were being paid.
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      When I got home, Lola was there being interrogated. I rushed to her aid, fearing she might be being held down and water boarded until she promised her firstborn child if she told anyone my secret. I had heard stories about my parent’s time in the FBI, it was definitely in the realm of possibilities.

      “Amery, you’re home late,” Dad said as I walked into the living room. Lola looked okay, like she hadn’t been through the worst of it yet.

      “I had some lunch before I came home,” I explained, hoping nobody pried further. Everything that happened with Lochie was still too raw to talk about. I mean, seriously, how dare he use our study session to put Havi down? It was going to take some time for my anger to subside. Of course, slapping Lochie around the head would have helped. Perhaps I should have done that before storming off? I wish I’d thought of it then. “Is everything okay here?”

      Lola replied before my parents had a chance to. “I was just explaining to your parents that I’m not going to tell anyone about your secret. They can totally chill.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “We needed to be sure,” Mom commented. “Now Lola knows how vital her silence is, I’m sure we can get through the next three months in peace.”

      “Oh, I should show her my gun,” Dad said, going to get up. Mom placed a hand on his leg to stop him.

      “I’m sure she doesn’t need to see your large stash of weapons that could kill her instantly to understand. Right, Lola?” She looked at her pointedly. I had to suppress a laugh, if they showed Lola their weapons cache, she would probably think they were really cool. The cold metal wouldn’t scare her in the least.

      “Of course, not, Mrs. Jones,” Lola replied politely. I’m sure she was thinking the same as me.

      “Can Lola go now?” I asked, looking from one parent to the other. They both finally nodded. “Great, come on.” Lola followed me upstairs to my bedroom and took a seat on my desk chair. I sat on the bed. “Sorry about the parents.”

      She laughed. “It’s fine, I was kind of expecting it actually. I don’t normally get a call from your mom to come and visit when you’re not here.”

      “I thought I would be, but I got caught up.”

      She raised an eyebrow questioningly. “And who did you get caught up with? Weren’t you studying with Lochie?”

      I was not going to open that can of worms. “Yeah, but we finished the project so I don’t have to see his ugly face again.”

      “Except in school.”

      “Not if I can avoid him,” I pointed out. I think she got the hint that I didn’t want to talk about stupid Lochie as she changed the subject.

      “So what happens in three months when the secret is out?” She stared at me intently, as curious as a cat.

      “Nobody really knows. Some people are going to be fine with it but others aren’t going to be so open minded. The Department is worried some of the extremists will hurt us. The thought of a new race of people can be really frightening.”

      “But they’ll see you’re just like everyone else, right?”

      “They might be angry the government didn’t tell anyone we were living amongst them for all these years,” I explained. It felt so good being able to talk about it with someone who didn’t just want to calm my nerves like my parents did. “They might take it out on us, like we were tricking them or something.”

      Lola shrugged. “I think it’s better this way, we already know and love you. If your people just arrived in a spaceship one day and said you were living here, everyone would completely freak out.”

      “Exactly. At least this way it softens the blow a bit. The Department has been working on this for decades, I don’t know if people will be able to appreciate how much time and effort has gone into making sure they don’t freak out. The whole project is for their benefit.”

      “Do you reckon the government is hiding anything else?” Lola asked, her eyes ablaze with thoughts of a conspiracy. “Like Bigfoot, the Jersey Devil, giants?”

      I started laughing. “Who knows? If they’ve covered up aliens, then they could have anything hidden away.”

      “Are crop circles made by aliens?”

      “They’re a natural occurrence, something about the earth’s energy or something.”

      “Was Roswell a cover up?”

      “If it was, they weren’t from my planet. We all look like regular humans, not little green men.”

      “So you can’t change your appearance from an alien into a human?” Lola sat back and crossed her arms, pretending to be disappointed. “That’s a letdown.”

      “Sorry to ruin it for you.”

      “I guess I’ll get over it,” she smiled.

      “I do have this though.” I pulled back my bracelets to show her the triangle on my left wrist. She took my arm and examined the mark carefully.

      “That’s so cool. You all have these?”

      I nodded. “Apparently everyone on Earth who’s from Trucon is marked with one. Don’t ask me why it’s a triangle, it seems a bit random to me.”

      “I can’t believe I never noticed it before.” She was still staring at my wrist, like she was waiting for the mark to change shape.

      “I do a good job of keeping it covered.”

      “And I thought you just had a fetish for bracelets.” She finally released my hand, letting me put the bangles back in place again.

      We spent the rest of the day discussing Project Integrate until Lola was out of questions. She had plenty, many more than I had expected. I guessed I would have to get used to dealing with people’s curiosity. It wouldn’t be too long before there would be many more people with many more questions.

      When it was time for school the next day, I was still exhausted from the weekend. It had been a big one, and not all in a good way. I walked into school with Lola at my side.

      “I can’t believe there is an alien walking amongst all these people and they have no idea,” she whispered as we went. I guessed it really was a mind altering thought. And it did make me wonder if there were other beings we didn’t know about. If the Department was good at one thing, it was keeping secrets. They wouldn’t tell us who else was on Earth with us.

      “I think it would cause pandemonium if they did know right now,” I replied carefully. As I looked around at the faces of everyone I knew, I wondered how they would handle it in three months time. Would they look at me differently? Would they all hate me? If not for being an alien, but then for keeping it from them? I guessed there would be no way to tell, we would all just have to wait and see.

      When we approached my locker, I wanted to turn in the opposite direction. But I needed books so I had to go there. Lola left me to go to her class, leaving me to deal with Lochie on my own. That was probably a good thing, considering I hadn’t explained to her what had happened the day before.

      “I need to get into my locker. Move,” I said impolitely. Whatever he wanted, I didn’t care. He had the sense to move aside so I could get in.

      “I’ve got some bad news,” Lochie said solemnly. My stomach churned into knots.

      “What is it?”

      “I may have deleted our entire project before I took a backup or printed it out.”

      My anger meter instantly went off the charts. “Are you serious?” I started hitting him with my book. It wasn’t hard though, I would have been much more forceful if I didn’t remember the rules. “How can you be so stupid? Why did I even trust you with it?”

      He grabbed my book mid-strike, holding it between us. There was no way I was going to let go of it.

      His face beamed with a wide grin. “I’m joking. It’s all ready to submit.”

      Now I wanted to hit him even harder for joking about something like that. “I hate you.”

      He leaned down, getting right into my face. “I don’t hate you.”

      “Give it time,” I seethed.

      “Oh, look how cute they are together,” Melody, one of the most annoyingly popular girls in our grade said as she stopped beside us. I instantly took a step back from Lochie. “When I heard the rumors about you two, I barely believed them. But now I can see it with my own eyes, it’s so cute.”

      “We are not together,” I said, vehemently denying it. Rumors? There were seriously rumors about us? I highly doubted that, especially considering we never did anything besides argue the few moments we spent together.

      Melody cocked her head to one side. “So I didn’t see you sharing a cozy meal together at Chez Seafood on Sunday?”

      Oh, there was that. “That was just lunch.” I looked at Lochie, waiting for him to chime in and deny it too. He just had that stupid grin on his face.

      “A cozy lunch,” Melody said before leaning in closer to me. “Be careful of this one, he’s a player. You are too nice to get your heart broken into a thousand tiny pieces.”

      “We’re not together.”

      “Sure you aren’t.”

      I looked at Lochie. “Are you going to say anything?”

      He shook his head, putting his arms in the air like he was giving up. “I can’t help it if you have feelings for me. I can’t control women falling in love with me.”

      “Told you,” Melody shrugged before leaving us. I shot Lochie one more look that screamed I was going to kill him, grabbed my books and stormed off to class. To even imply I had feelings for him was ridiculous. And apparently now we were a topic of other people’s conversations. If my parents or the Department ever found out, I was going to be mincemeat.

      I tried to put all my focus into the History class and forget about everything else. I concentrated so hard I finished my questions before the end of class. Looking around at the others, everyone was still crouched over their papers, writing furiously. Except a few staring into space, hoping an answer would materialize out of thin air.

      My gaze wandered outside through the window. Drew and Frank were standing across the lawn. To everyone else they would have just looked like two ordinary citizens having a conversation. However, to the trained eye, I could tell they were constantly checking the area as they talked. They looked to be having fun, perhaps even joking together.

      Perhaps the security threat was starting to die down? Maybe the aliens that had been killed were just a coincidence? People died every day. Statistically speaking, surely some of the project participants had to succumb at some stage too? The Department overreacted to everything, it was their usual thing to take it all too seriously.

      My phone buzzed with a text message. I discreetly checked the teacher wasn’t paying me any attention before looking at the phone.

      The message was from Rob, he wanted to meet me outside immediately. That few seconds I had where I thought everything was going to be fine quickly vanished into thin air. I put my hand up, waving it around until I got Mr. Murray’s attention.

      “May I please go to the bathroom?”

      “Can’t you wait?” He asked, rather grumpily considering I was only asking to be excused for a bodily function of necessity.

      “No.”

      “Fine.” It was like pulling teeth. I left my completed quiz on his desk on my way out and ran through the corridors. A bathroom break wouldn’t have been very long, I hoped Mr. Murray wasn’t going to count the minutes.

      I hurried outside and to the parking lot, our usual meeting place. Rob had only visited me on a handful of occasions but it was always in his car. His black SUV had dark tinted windows, it gave us full privacy from any prying eyes.

      I nodded to Drew and Frank as I climbed into the back seat. Rob was alone, sitting in the driver’s spot. He had to turn around to speak with me. “How’s things, Amery?”

      “Good, I hope.” My anxiety levels were through the roof at him showing up announced. He didn’t risk my exposure like that for nothing.

      “Do you feel safe with your security detail?”

      “Yeah, they’re great.”

      “You know your safety is paramount to the project,” he said, too calm and collected for my liking. When Rob was worried about something, he always got ultra calm. He would have been fantastic at playing poker.

      “I know. Has something happened?” I asked, hoping desperately I was just being stupid. With the security increased, perhaps he was just checking in on me? It was possible.

      “We’ve lost another one, soda pop,” Rob blurted out. Using my nickname didn’t soften the blow any. I guess I did ask. “She was in Mississippi with her family when it happened. She was shot through the back and immobilized. They then finished her off with a blow to the head.”

      I didn’t need so much detail. He could have just said she was shot and my curiosity would have been satisfied. “Were her parents injured?”

      “They got away. It seems whoever is behind it all are only interested in taking out the participants, not those protecting them.” That was a relief. At least if anything happened to me, my parents would be okay. As long as they didn’t do something stupid and take the bullet for me, anyway. That was something they were dumb enough to do. “I’m very concerned for your safety, Amery. I think you should go into hiding.”

      “I can’t. Going into hiding will ruin the whole project.” I didn’t waste seventeen years being different just to hide at the end and not see it through. “I’m not doing it. I’ll either win or die trying.”

      Rob sighed, probably expecting that answer. He knew me well, that’s why we made a good partnership. He was quiet for a long time, so long it started to worry me.

      “Rob, what aren’t you telling me?” I asked, fearing there had to be more bad news coming my way. He was probably working out how to tell me.

      “There’s discussions about ending the project, calling it off completely.” Rob wouldn’t look at me. I wondered how far these discussions had gone already.

      “You can’t do that. What will happen to the people of Trucon? They won’t have anywhere to go. We can’t just abandon them when they don’t have any other option.”

      “I know this is disappointing, but your people are resourceful, they’ll find another way. You will be able to stay on Earth for as long as you like. Nobody will ever have to know.” He looked at me sympathetically. I wasn’t buying it though. Somewhere out in space, my birth parents were relying on me. I couldn’t let them down because it was suddenly too hard. There was no way that was going to happen.

      “I’m not giving up,” I declared resolutely. “We have to keep going and I’m sure everyone else in the project will agree. If the Department won’t help us, then we’ll do it on our own.” I knew the second those words were out of my mouth I shouldn’t have said them. You didn’t threaten a government department with outing yourself as an alien. People who thought they could tend to end up dead before they got the chance. Unfortunately, there was no way to recall them.

      “You are bound by the rules of the project, you know that Amery,” Rob said sternly. “It’s our way or no way. You know that like everyone else does, soda pop.”

      “It’s just frustrating,” I continued in a whiny voice. “We can’t let some guys in suits try to stop us from seeing the project through. There have been things in the past and nobody ever talked about calling the whole thing off.”

      “The organization that is trying to kill you is serious, unlike all the other conspiracy theorists who were just grasping at straws and hoping one of them was real. The threats to your life are very real, Amery. We can’t take them lightly.”

      “If you know who these guys are, why can’t you stop them then?” I asked, wishing the entire conversation could be over – with me getting my way. I didn’t see the point in even talking about ending the project, it was ridiculous.

      “Because they know how to cover their tracks,” Rob explained. “They are so well organized that we can’t touch them. We don’t know who they are or where they come from.” That was concerning, considering the Department’s powers were wide and far reaching. If they didn’t know who they were, then they didn’t exist. That’s how it normally went.

      “I’ve got to get back to class,” I finally said, giving up. “I am begging you not to end the project. Please, Rob, promise me you’ll do everything you can to keep it going. We can’t give up now.”

      “I’ll do what I can, but I’m not making any promises.”

      “Just try, that’s all I’m asking.”

      He nodded and I slipped out of the car. I ran back to the school and to class again. Mr. Murray gave me a weird look but I ignored it. Who was he to judge how long a bathroom break should be? If he asked about it after class, I would just plead female troubles. That always shut people up.

      I didn’t have to though. Mr. Murray dismissed us with the bell and we all hurried out to our next class. I walked with Casey, one of the girls I knew from the yearbook committee, seeing as though Lola was nowhere to be seen. I desperately wanted to vent to her about my conversation with Rob but I guessed it would have to wait. At least I had someone to vent to now besides my parents. They always tended to side with the Department.

      “Have you finished the interviews with the football and basketball teams yet?” Casey asked as we travelled through the corridors. For a moment, I had no idea what she was talking about. Then it hit me like a brick to the temple. I was supposed to be interviewing the teams for the yearbook, along with taking their photographs.

      “I’m going to start them this afternoon,” I replied, wanting to cringe. There was a deadline on our tasks and I was sure that one was coming up faster than I wanted it to. Today was not my day for good news.

      “You haven’t even started it yet?” She said incredulously, like the world depended on it. I guess in the yearbook world, it kind of did. “Sarah isn’t going to be happy if she has to put the printers off while she waits.”

      “It’s all good, I’ll meet the deadline. She doesn’t have to know about it, I wouldn’t want to stress her anymore than she probably already is.”

      Casey shrugged, hopefully that meant she would keep her mouth shut. We reached our next class and took a seat. I made sure I wasn’t in Casey’s view, otherwise I would be seeing her disappointing looks at me all class. I couldn’t handle that.

      I did my best to focus on the lesson instead of my conversation with Rob. It felt like the dark clouds were looming over my head and I didn’t know how to get rid of them. Surely they couldn’t call the entire project off? Seventeen years of hiding and pretending I was something else, all just to walk away from it? The future of my planet was at stake, real people that would die if they didn’t come down to Earth. It was too scary to think about.

      I looked around the classroom, hoping to see Lola. She took Biology with me but was nowhere to be seen. She wasn’t normally one for skipping class, she was too afraid of her parents if they ever found out.

      The only thing I could think of was that perhaps she was with Asher somewhere. He probably wasn’t the best influence on her. He had a reputation for being flippant about class, much preferring to spend time rehearsing with the band. For all the classes he skipped, the band really should have been better than they were.

      Hopefully I would see her at lunch and get all the juicy details. I focused on the task at hand and listened to the teacher. It was difficult to focus but I managed to make it through class without making a fool of myself.

      I spent all lunchtime trying to find Lola. I searched everywhere, asking everyone I came across where she was. I even asked Havi and that was awkward to say the least. But I was that desperate. Nobody had seen Lola.

      I sent her a text message when she wouldn’t answer her phone. Coincidently, I didn’t see Asher in my search either. I bet if I found one, I would definitely find the other. I hated to think what they were up to.

      I pondered it for the rest of the day, checking my phone obsessively for a new message. None came. I knew I shouldn’t worry but I couldn’t help it. With everything else going on, I was on edge and I knew it.

      Yet instead of going home when the final bell rang, I headed for the gymnasium. I had to interview every single one of the basketball team. The football team could wait for tomorrow.
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      I sat down with each of the basketball team in turn. They were more than happy to tell me about their plans for the future. I had a set question list which soon grew boring. I wanted to go off the plan but fear brought me back again. If Sarah didn’t get enough material for the yearbook, she would literally skin me alive. She had it in her.

      “What are your plans for next year?” I asked, ticking off the questions one by one. At least they had only heard them once so were enthusiastic about answering. They didn’t know I had heard the same answer a dozen times already – even the lame jokes that some of them gave me.

      “I have a scholarship to Tech U,” the basketballer replied. His number was twenty-three, I was slowly getting up to the last digits.

      “So who is most likely to succeed in the team?”

      “Easy, Lochie Mercury.”

      Ugh. “Why?”

      “He’s got the drive and talent to do whatever he wants.”

      “Where do you think you’ll be in ten years?”

      “President. Or the inventor of something cool. I haven’t decided which one yet.”

      I faked a smile. At least eight of them told me they wanted to be the president. It was going to be a tough election race in ten years time. “Thank you for your time. Can you send in the next one on your way out?”

      “Sure, thanks.” He stood and left. I checked the video camera to make sure it still had battery. Sarah was planning on uploading some clips to the Slam before graduation. Apparently we were making memories. I didn’t like to say that my revelation would probably eclipse anything else that happened during senior year.

      “Jones, you wanted me?” Lochie said as he took his seat. He was his usual slimy self.

      “I have to interview you,” I shot back. There was no way I wanted him, not in the way he was implying anyway. “Can we just get through these questions, please?”

      He proceeded to preen himself for the camera. “Make sure you get my good side.”

      “Do you have a good side?”

      He looked at me and just laughed. “I walked right into that one, didn’t I?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh too. “Question one, what’s your best memory of senior year?”

      “It’s still to happen. You, me, prom.” He raised one eyebrow at me. I rolled my eyes.

      “Let me repeat, what’s your best memory of senior year so far?”

      He shuffled in his seat, like it was a genuine mistake. We both knew it wasn’t. “Oh, so far, that changes everything. I think winning the regional championships. It was two seconds to the buzzer and I had the ball. What do I do? I’m standing at the mid section and just throw, thinking what’s the worst that could happen? The ball goes in, we win the game, the crowds go wild chanting my name.”

      “You were already up by six points.”

      “Shh, nobody else has to remember that.”

      “And they didn’t chant your name. I was there,” I said skeptically. Apparently history was made up by those with big egos. “I’m going to put down the regional championships as your answer.”

      “Freedom of speech is a right, Amery, do I need to remind you of that?” My God he was full of himself that afternoon. It took every piece of concentration to focus on the task at hand and not get sidetracked.

      “What are your plans for next year?”

      “Are you asking out of curiosity? Because I’m open for suggestions. Or ideas. Or partners in crime.”

      “It’s on my question sheet.”

      “Fine. I’m going to college.”

      “So who is most likely to succeed in the team?”

      “I think you’re most likely to succeed.”

      “I’m not in the team,” I pointed out. I checked my watch pointedly, hoping he noticed. At the rate we were going, I wasn’t going to get out of there before dark. Drew and Frank would probably go nuts outside.

      Lochie genuinely looked like he had made a mistake that time, like he had heard me wrong. I think I even saw a hint of a blush fly across his cheeks. “Oh, Devon. He’s got the right attitude to handle anything that is thrown at him.”

      “Where do you think you’ll be in ten years?” I cringed, waiting for a smart aleck remark. Surely Lochie didn’t want to be the president too? I couldn’t get that lucky.

      “I’d like to own my own business and have a loving family,” he replied sincerely, it wasn’t what I was expecting. “I want to make enough money to be comfortable and look after those around me.”

      I knew he was talking about his little brother Jordan but I also knew he wouldn’t want that on tape. I let it slide. “Okay, we’re done. Can you please send in the next person on your way out?”

      “I’m the last person.”

      “Well I guess I’m done too.” I stood and started packing away the camera and seats. Lochie helped, completely on his own direction. I would have found it sweet had I not known he was probably just doing it to show me how much better he was than Havi. I kept having flashbacks to the pier and what he said. That was the real Lochie, not the helpful and sometimes charming one with me now.

      I went to leave but Lochie continued to follow me. He walked all the way to the AV club to return the camera and then to my locker. For a moment there I suspected Rob had hired him as my personal escort. If only I could have fired him.

      “What are you doing?” I asked when he was still lingering at the lockers.

      “Just standing here, is that a crime?” He shrugged, leaning against the lockers like he wasn’t planning on going anywhere else in a hurry.

      “It’s creepy,” I replied.

      “Oh, you think this is for your benefit? No, I like this particular part of the corridor. It’s my favorite.”

      I shook my head, it was easier just ignoring him most of the time. Engaging in conversation only drew it out longer. I opened my locker and buried my head inside instead. At least the metal walls almost drowned him out.

      I found the books I needed for homework that night and changed them with the ones in my bag. At least the workload wasn’t going to be too bad that night. Only a few short answer questions from one particularly zealous teacher.

      Just when I was about to close my locker, a piece of paper fell out. It drifted to the floor in an elegant dance. I bent over to pick it up.

      “Whatcha got there?” Lochie asked, taking a step closer to join me. I picked up the paper before he could see it, he was incredibly nosey when it came to things that didn’t concern him.

      “None of your business.” I tried to read the note without him seeing. When I saw the words, I started shaking. This wasn’t just a note left by a friend. This wasn’t good at all.

      

      We have Lola. Surrender yourself at Mansfield Beach at midnight or she’s dead. Tell anyone and she’s dead.

      

      It felt like everything around me was spinning. I didn’t need to see them to know it was the men in suits. Only one organization that I knew of was trying to kill me and they were it. But worse, they had Lola. My best friend. My innocent best friend. She had nothing to do with the project and now they could be hurting her. My hands shook as I scrunched the note into my bag.

      “Is everything alright?” Lochie asked, serious this time. All the teasing was completely gone.

      “Yeah, I just… I just need to go.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah,” I repeated, trying not to sound like my entire life was over. I had to get to the beach and exchange myself for Lola. There was no way around it.

      I didn’t wait for Lochie to reply before leaving. I headed for my car, hopefully still parked in the lot. Thank God my mom had a dentist appointment so I didn’t have to wait for her to pick me up today. I walked like a zombie, my mind in too much of a spin to send the appropriate messages to my legs.

      I had no idea what else I could do. If I called Rob or my parents, the kidnappers would probably know about it. If they were prepared to kill an innocent teenager, I was sure they were perfectly capable and prepared to bug my phone. I couldn’t even alert my security, the kidnappers were probably watching me too. Someone had been close enough to me to put the note in my locker, there was no saying they weren’t keeping eyes on me the entire time.

      I sat in my car, fumbling for my keys to start the engine. I needed to get to the beach so they would let Lola go. She had to be free and there was only one way to do that. I had to get a move on but my hands were shaking so badly it was seriously slowing me down.

      It was a nightmare. A complete and utter nightmare. I should have listened to Rob. I should have been placed into protective custody from the start. At least then I would have been able to keep my friend safe. It was so selfish of me to demand to stay. If only I had a time machine, I would totally go back and make it right again. In a heartbeat.

      Suddenly the door to my car opened. I jumped, gasping as I feared it was one of the men. I probably wasn’t going fast enough for them.

      But it was only Lochie. I was actually relieved to see him, I never thought I’d say that. “Get out. What are you doing here?”

      “You’re in no state to drive,” he commented, nodding toward my shaking hands. “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

      I wanted to push him out of the car but there was something stopping me. I couldn’t do it. Instead, I just stared ahead like a crazy person. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lochie sigh and lean over to the floor for my bag. He opened it, pulling out the note. I let him, knowing I could have stopped him at any time if I was still in charge of my body.

      He smoothed out the paper and read it, his expression growing just as concerned as mine. “What’s this? Is it for real?” I nodded. “Who are these people? Why do they have Lola? Why do they want you?”

      So many questions for such a short period of time. “They’re the guys that chased us the other day. They’re definitely for real and they’re going to hurt Lola if I don’t meet with them.”

      “You’re not just meeting with them, you’re surrendering to them. What’s going on? What is so special about you?”

      I was in too much of a state to tell him the whole story and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to either. I thought of the next best thing – a half-truth. “My parents are in the FBI.”

      “Like the real FBI?”

      “Yeah, like the one FBI in the world,” I replied. Even through the fog in my brain, he still managed to annoy me.

      “You have to tell them about this then. Tell me you’re on your way home to show them this.” He looked at me so seriously, I would have laughed at any other time. “Amery, promise me.”

      I shook my head slowly as I tried to keep the tears at bay. I wouldn’t cry, not when Lola’s life was at stake. “I can’t. If I tell anyone, they’ll kill her.”

      “And they’ll kill you if you don’t.”

      “I’m the one who got her into this situation, I’m going to get her out of it. I’m going Lochie, there is no other option.”

      He scrunched up the note and thrust it back into my bag. “I’m coming with you then.”

      My head snapped around to face him. “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes I am. Let me help you. Can’t you just accept it for once? I’m trying to do the right thing here.”

      Fire burned in his eyes, I hadn’t seen him like that before. My words surprised me just as much as they did him. “Okay.”

      He leaned back in the seat. “Good. I’m going to pick you up at eleven tonight. I’ll be waiting on the street in my car. Will you be there?”

      “Fine,” I sighed. It wasn’t ideal but having someone there did sound very appealing. He wasn’t a cop, security guard, or an agent. Hopefully nobody would care that he was my ride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      I had to be normal around my parents. If they thought something was wrong even for a moment, I would have to tell them everything about Lola. And I couldn’t do that, it would ruin everything. I couldn’t put Lola in that situation. I would trade my life for hers, simple and easy.

      I forced down dinner, despite feeling sick to my stomach. I forced a smile at my dad’s lame jokes and I helped with the washing up. Keeping busy wasn’t even working to keep my horrible thoughts at bay.

      I pretended to go to bed and dressed in something a little warmer than just my shorts and t-shirt. I didn’t know what the men had in store for me. They could kill me on sight or they might take me somewhere. I needed to be dressed for whatever they were going to throw at me. I doubted they would care if I was warm enough or not.

      By the time it was eleven, I was a nervous wreck. I wanted to vomit and collapse at the same time. Yet instead I managed to sneak out my window and hide in the bushes until I saw Lochie’s car. He had parked a few houses down, just like I asked him to. At least for once in his life he followed my directions.

      I slinked around the garden, my eyes glued to my security detail parked across the street. If they saw me, it would be all over. They would probably be worse than my parents, they didn’t really care about hurting my feelings.

      Slower than I thought possible, I opened the passenger side door of Lochie’s car and slid in. Keeping my head down, I still knew I hadn’t made it yet. “Thanks for coming.”

      He started the car. “You would have done it anyway without me. At least this way I can keep an eye on you.”

      He did a u-turn and drove in the opposite direction so he wouldn’t have to pass my house. I was grateful he had thought it through.

      Only when we were three blocks away did I sit up in the seat. “Did you have to sneak out too?”

      “No, I just told my mom I was going to pick up a girl I know from school and deliver her to a group of kidnappers so I could exchange her for another girl I know from school.”

      I looked at him, trying to work out if he was serious. I never knew with Lochie.

      “I snuck out, Amery.”

      “Sorry you had to do that,” I replied sincerely. “You didn’t have to get mixed up in this. I told you I would be fine.”

      “Yeah, like this is fine.”

      We drove the rest of the way in silence. There was no point convincing him I was doing the right thing. He didn’t know the truth about me, he didn’t know what was at stake. If it meant the Department would continue on with the project and my people would be able to come to Earth, then my sacrifice would be worth it.

      Of course, that didn’t mean I wasn’t petrified about what was about to happen. Despite popular belief, I didn’t have a death wish. I had a lot more to do with my life and the last thing I wanted to do was end it abruptly. But I didn’t want Lola’s life to end abruptly either. She had nothing to do with the project, she didn’t deserve it. Maybe I did.

      Lochie pulled the car up at Mansfield Beach and we looked around. The place seemed to be deserted. “Should we get out?” I asked.

      “I have no idea. They didn’t cover this in school.”

      We remained where we were. I figured they would make themselves known when they wanted to. It wasn’t like there were any other teenagers sitting in cars around the place.

      “It’s creepy here at night,” I said. The beach was only lit by the moon and a few streetlights over the parking lot. Anything could have been hiding in the shadows.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Lochie asked. “It’s not too late to call someone for help or leave. I can take you wherever you need to go.”

      “They have Lola, I have to do this.”

      “So why take Lola when they want to get to your parents? Why didn’t they just take you in the first place?”

      “Because I have-” I stopped short of telling him about my security detail.

      “Because you have what?”

      “What’s with all the questions?” I sighed, knowing he had every right to ask them. It wasn’t like we were sitting in the park on a sunny day watching a parade. He gave me a look telling me the same thing. “I have a security detail watching me at all times. If I didn’t come willingly, I wouldn’t be able give security the slip. If they took me, everyone would know about it in a second.”

      “Your parents aren’t just in the FBI, are they?” Lochie stared at me, expecting an answer. I was in too much of a mess to keep lying.

      When I opened my mouth to tell him what I really was, another car pulled up across the parking lot. Relief flooded through me, we could finally get the swap over and done with.

      Two men got out of the car and headed for the beach. They were wearing black suits, exactly the same as the ones who had chased us through the school.

      “Show time,” I said, climbing out of the car. Lochie moved too. “Stay in the car, I can do this. I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      “Wherever you go, I’m going too,” Lochie insisted. Why did he have to be so annoyingly gallant?

      The men stopped in the middle of the beach. We joined them. My eyes flicked everywhere, trying to see a trace of Lola. Surely they couldn’t have killed her anyway? They had to give me a chance at doing the right thing.

      “We said tell nobody,” one of the men started.

      “He’s nobody,” I replied, nodding towards Lochie. Hopefully he wouldn’t take it as an insult. “Where’s Lola? You said we would do a swap.”

      “We said she would die if you didn’t come here. There’s a difference,” said the other one, slightly shorter and rounder than the other.

      “But Lola, you have to let her go.” All my hopes of doing a clean swap completely went down the drain. It wasn’t fair they could do that. They shouldn’t have been able to say who lived and who died.

      “We don’t have to do anything.”

      Without warning, strong hands gripped around my waist. I frantically looked around, Lochie was being held by a large man too. We were being dragged toward their car, completely immobilized. It didn’t stop me thrashing about though. I did everything I could to fight against the man’s strong hands but I was barely a blip on his radar.

      “Let Lochie go! He’s got nothing to do with this,” I yelled, trying to at least get them to listen to me. I didn’t want them taking Lochie too, I didn’t want to be responsible for another person getting hurt.

      In response, one of the man’s hands clamped over my mouth. I tried to bite him but I couldn’t open my mouth to do it. It didn’t stop me trying desperately though.

      With one swift movement, everything went black as a hood was placed over my head and I felt myself being placed on a hard surface. The man held me down while another bound my feet and wrists together. Next, they took off the hood long enough for them to tie a gag around my head. I couldn’t move and I couldn’t scream.

      Before they put the hood back on, I glimpsed my surroundings – I was in the back of a van. Lochie was on the floor beside me. They obviously tied him up first, probably because he was much more of a threat than I was. They must have been strong to be able to get him to submit.

      I felt a prick on my elbow and pain travelled up my arm. It only took a moment for me to go to sleep and be completely at their mercy.

      The next thing I became aware of was the horrible taste in my mouth. I had to blink a few times to see everything clearly. I was in a room with nothing in it – literally. I was lying on the floor with everything still tied up and the gag in my mouth. It couldn’t be the piece of material leaving the metallic taste on my tongue. It had to come from whatever they had injected me with.

      Straining against the rope around my wrists, I tried to see if there was any give in my bindings. Unfortunately, they had done too good of a job tying me up. It was impossible to move anything. Even my fingers didn’t want to move as they were starved of a solid blood supply. It wouldn’t take long before I was in a great deal of pain.

      Seeing the room empty made me panic. What had they done to Lochie? He was definitely with me in the van at the beach. What could they have possibly done between there and wherever here was? I felt sick thinking about it.

      The door suddenly slammed open, making me gasp involuntarily. One of the men stormed in, roughly pulling me into a sitting position. I trembled with fear but I didn’t want him to see it. I didn’t want him to see any of my weaknesses.

      “We’re going to have a conversation, Amery,” he said, yet it sounded like a threat. “You are going to tell me the truth about everything or your little friend is dead. Nod if you understand.” I nodded. “Good. Now I’m going to take this off but you better not scream or I will punch you so hard your head will spin around in a circle. Understand?”

      I nodded again, I believed in his promise. He waited for another moment until he was certain I had processed the information. He then untied the strip of material from around my head. The relief was instant as the blood returned to my lips. I tested my jaw, it was stiff and sore.

      “Okay, let’s start from the beginning.” He pulled a chair in from the hallway and closed the door behind himself. The noise echoed around the room. He looked down at me with wild eyes. “Tell me about the project.”

      “Where’s Lochie and Lola?”

      “Lola is with my colleague, safe and sound for now.”

      “What about Lochie? The guy that was with me on the beach?” The lack of knowing was killing me.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said seriously, without any sarcasm in his voice. It set off alarm bells in my head.

      “You took him too. He was with me in the van, I saw him.”

      He just shrugged. “Tell me about the project.”

      “I don’t know anything about a project, you’ve got the wrong person,” I lied. The second I told them what they wanted to hear, I knew my value would zoom down to zero. While I remained quiet, they couldn’t dispose of me. At least that was what I was counting on anyway.

      “So you’re not Amery Jones, participant number nine-two-one in Project Integrate?”

      “That’s my name but I don’t know what you mean about Project Integrate.”

      His hand shot through the space between us and his knuckles collided with my jaw. My head whipped sideways with the impact as pain registered a second later. My jaw throbbed, shooting out bursts of pain in all directions. My head swam with stars in front of my eyes.

      “The truth now, Amery, because I can do this all day.” He flexed his fingers as if showing me he was completely unscathed and unaffected by my hit. “Tell me what you are.”

      “I’m Amery, we’ve already established that.”

      “You’re not a human.”

      “What am I then?” I didn’t know whether it was the blow or the late hour, but I was suddenly so tired I just wanted to lie down again. Perhaps it was whatever they had injected me with.

      “You’ve got the mark. You’re an alien,” he sneered the words at me, like they were made from poison.

      “I’m human. Do I look like a little green man?” I braced myself for another blow. He didn’t disappoint. It wasn’t as hard as the first one but still hurt like hell.

      “How about I try these methods on your little friend?” The man stood, looking ten feet tall when he stared down at me. “How do you think she’d take a punch? Will she cry? Because I really like it when they cry.”

      “No, don’t,” I answered quickly. The thought of him touching Lola like that was horrifying. “Don’t hurt her, please. Hit me, not her.”

      “She might be more willing to tell the truth. After all, she’s a human. Not a lying, filthy, alien.”

      I let the comments go over my head, I wasn’t going to take his bait and bite. Not when there were much more important issues at hand. “Please don’t hurt Lola. She doesn’t know anything either. I promise it’s the truth.”

      He left me there, taking the chair with him. The door slammed shut, the noise of it making me jump. I refused to cry, I wasn’t going to give in. Now more than ever I needed to stay strong and keep my head about me. I needed to work out how to get Lola out of there and find Lochie.

      Yet before I could do anything, the door opened and another man entered. He held a syringe and I knew exactly what that meant. As much as I squirmed and begged him not to, the needle slid into my arm and everything went fuzzy before I passed out again.
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      “Amery, wake up.” The voice was distant, like they were speaking through cotton wool. Or maybe the cotton wool was in my ears, that would make more sense.

      My head floated in a sea of pain and nausea. I wanted to stay asleep where everything was just a void of nothingness. It was safe there, quiet and peaceful. And there was no pain in the black expanse. Waking up now, being unconscious was definitely preferable.

      “Wake up, come on. I need you to wake up.”

      “Lochie?” I whispered. Even just the single word made my jaw hurt. It felt like I had been run over by a truck. And then they backed over me for a second go – just to make sure I was well and truly crushed.

      “That’s it, come on, get up sleepyhead,” Lochie teased. He couldn’t fool me though, I could still hear the strain and worry in his voice. He helped me sit up and lean my weight against the wall. My hands and feet were free, unbound from the rope that had been holding them all together. In its place, however, was a single set of handcuffs.

      I held up my wrist. “Is this a joke?”

      My action made Lochie’s wrist go up too. We were handcuffed together, my left wrist with his right one. “At least the ropes are gone.”

      I shrugged, I guessed I should have been happy for the small reprieve. But seeing my triangle exposed for him to see filled me with a new type of panic. I prayed he wouldn’t notice it.

      I didn’t want to admit how relieved I was to see that Lochie was okay. He had a few bruises, he’d obviously put up a fight at some stage. All kinds of scenarios had run through my head when I didn’t know what had happened to him. To see him safe was like a huge weight off my shoulders. Now I just needed to find Lola and somehow escape. Easy, right?

      Lochie noticed my cheek, it probably had a nice bruise starting to form. It was probably a lovely shade of blue too. He touched it gently, brushing my cheek as if to take away the pain. I winced as he touched a tender spot.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, taking away his hand. “You must have taken some hit.”

      “It looks like you did too.”

      He grinned which quickly turned into a wince with his split lip. Dried blood spotted his mouth. “He might have got a few blows in. But you should see the other guy.”

      I tried to smile but there didn’t seem to be any reason to. “We should try to find a way to get out of here. We need to find Lola and leave.”

      “I agree.” Lochie helped me to stand. We had to move together because of the handcuffs. It seemed like every time I wanted to go one way, he wanted to go the other. Even in the tiny room with a single window, we found ourselves wanting different things.

      “Hold my hand,” Lochie finally ordered me. He held his fingers open, waiting.

      “I’m not holding your hand,” I replied. Was he seriously trying to get close to me? I couldn’t believe his gall.

      “Right. So the cuffs aren’t digging into your arm every time you move? Must just be me then.”

      My face started to burn when I realized what he meant. When we moved, the cuffs rubbed. Already my wrist was starting to look like it had a severe sunburn. I shoved my hand into Lochie’s. At least by holding us together with our hands instead of the cuffs, they wouldn’t pull anymore. That would make being attached to him slightly more bearable. Of all the people who I could be stuck with, the last I would have chosen would be Lochie. It was like the world was playing a practical joke on us.

      “I see you’ve still got your mysterious triangle,” he started casually. Lochie was the only one who had accidently seen my mark. It happened at my first and only summer camp. I had managed to get out of explaining about it then, just like I hoped to do now.

      “It’s just a birthmark.”

      “Hmm, why don’t I believe that?”

      “Because you never believe me.” That shut him up for the moment as he started to search the room with his eyes.

      “There is no way to get out this window,” Lochie said, examining the glass and its enclosure carefully.

      It was higher than my eye line, I couldn’t even see out if I stood on tiptoes.

      “It’s bolted shut from the other side,” he added.

      “What’s outside?”

      “Grass. We’re below street level. This must be some kind of basement or something.” That was going to make it more difficult to escape. If we were underground, then there was probably only one way up and no doubt it wouldn’t be an easy route.

      “What about the door?” I asked, moving toward it. Lochie followed, with no choice but to. We examined every part of the entryway, looking for any hint of a weakness. It looked solid to me. “Can you see anything?”

      “The hinges are standard, there’s a lock on the other side. We don’t even have a handle. Short of knocking it down, it’s not budging.”

      “We really are trapped then.”

      “It looks that way.”

      “I need to sit down,” I said, feeling the walls caving in around me. We slumped to the floor in unison. It was cold and hard, just like everything else in the room. “We have to work out a plan. They’re going to come back eventually and we need to be prepared when they do.”

      “Agreed. Got any ideas?” He asked, looking at me expectantly.

      “If we had the element of surprise, do you think you could knock them out?”

      “Maybe if it wasn’t my right hand in the cuffs.” He held up our still linked hands. He couldn’t hit anything with me still attached to him.

      “Maybe I can get my hand out,” I replied. He let me go and I started to pull my hand through the cuffs. I twisted it in every direction possible, trying to make my hand as small as it could get. The bones in my wrist wouldn’t let it through. I gave up when my hand started to be ringed in red. I linked my fingers back through Lochie’s. “Looks like we’re stuck together.”

      He shrugged. “There’s worse things in the world.”

      I looked up at him, waiting for the smart aleck remark that would surely follow. But it didn’t come. Instead, Lochie was staring at me seriously. I’d never seen him look at me quite that intensely before. I didn’t know how to take it.

      Our eyes locked and I think my brain had completely skipped out on me because I didn’t hate Lochie. All the annoyance I usually felt at seeing him completely vanished into thin air. Instead, it was replaced with a pull. A desire to be closer to him.

      Lochie started leaning in, our lips dangerously close to colliding. I was moving closer too, making sure it could happen. What the hell was I doing? I closed my eyes, waiting for the sweet moment of impact.

      He was so close I could feel his breath on my skin. I yearned to feel the warmth of his lips on my own. I reached up, silently begging for it to happen.

      Suddenly the sounds of Don’t Stop Believing by Journey filled the room. I snapped back to reality, whatever spell he cast over me completely gone.

      I looked around, trying to work out where the song was coming from. “Is that your phone?”

      Lochie quickly sprang for his pocket. He pulled out his cell phone as the song stopped. “It went to message bank.”

      “You had a phone? This entire time?” I asked incredulously. Seriously, his incompetence never ceased to amaze me.

      “I forgot I had it,” he tried to defend himself. “I wasn’t even thinking of my phone. I was thinking of a way to get out of here.”

      “Uh, like calling for help?” He had the decency to look sheepish. “Give me that.” I snatched the phone and started dialing my home number.

      With every beat of my heart, I hoped my parents would answer. According to the time on the phone, it was five a.m. I would be getting them out of bed but they would forgive me.

      The phone rang out. We didn’t have an answering machine so I couldn’t even leave a message. I was ashamed to admit I didn’t know my parents’ cell phone numbers off by heart. They were programmed into my phone, I didn’t need to remember them. Until now, anyway. I was completely useless without my own phone.

      “They aren’t answering,” I said, handing back the phone. “I’ll have to try again later. Turn it off so we don’t waste the battery.” He turned it off, just like I instructed him too. That was twice now he had done as I had asked, that had to be some kind of a record.

      My mind raced, trying to think of anyone else I could call for help. The police would ask way too many questions, which would only get me into trouble with the Department. Rob? He was an option but I had no clue what his number was either. It wasn’t like I could call Information and ask them for the number of the secret Department headquarters. I seriously doubted it would be listed.

      The anger I felt at Lochie was nothing to the growing worry I felt for Lola and now my parents. They should have been home to answer the phone, they wouldn’t have a reason to be out of the house at this time of the morning. If the men in suits had got to them too, I didn’t know what I would do.

      I slumped back against the wall, wishing it was all a nightmare I could wake up from.

      “I’m sorry about the phone,” Lochie whispered.

      “It’s okay,” I replied. It was just a stupid mistake after all. I guessed it would have been easy to forget about it considering everything else that was going on. “But Journey? Seriously? That’s your ringtone?” I smiled, trying to make him feel a bit better. I don’t know why.

      “It’s the Glee version.”

      “And that makes it any better?”

      He shrugged and smiled that adorable lopsided grin he had. The one where his cheeks dimpled. “I’m a Gleek, what can I say?” I nudged him in the ribs. Somehow, I couldn’t imagine Lochie racing home from basketball practice just to watch the television show. Perhaps he was a closet choir member and I never realized?

      I didn’t get a chance to ask before the door swung open. One of the men stood there, it was a different one to whom I had spoken with earlier.

      “What’s the noise in here?” He demanded. We didn’t move from the ground, neither willing to jump up to attention. They would only knock us back down again.

      “Nothing,” I replied. “But I have to pee. Can you please take me to the bathroom?” He glared at me. I discreetly tapped Lochie on the leg, hoping he got the hint.

      He did. “I need to go too. Seriously man, like really bad. Can you please take us?”

      “I’ll get you a bottle,” the man grumbled. Even if I really did need to pee, there was no way I was going to settle for a bottle. Clearly the man didn’t understand how a female’s urinary track worked.

      “I can’t go in a bottle,” I said, panicked. “There is no way that could happen. Please, just take us. We will behave. Neither of us want to be hit again.”

      “Come on, she’s a girl, you know what they’re like,” Lochie added. I hoped he was just trying to build a rapport with the guy and not really insulting me.

      He finally sighed. “Fine. Both of you come with me.”

      We didn’t waste a moment in getting up and following him. The man in the perfectly pristine suit led us through a long corridor and to a set of stairs. As we reached the bottom, Lochie tugged on my hand. I was confused for a moment before he swung a mean left hook at the man’s head. He spun before falling to the floor.

      All I could do for a moment was stare, my brain not catching up to my eyes just yet.

      “Come on, we don’t have much time,” Lochie insisted, pulling me along. My instincts kicked in and I hurried after him. It wasn’t like I had much of a choice with our handcuffs. Wherever Lochie was going, I was going too.

      We raced up the stairs and quickly looked around. There was no sign of the other man or anyone else. We rushed through the house, desperately searching for a door that could get us the hell out of there. Even a window would do, although the noise from glass breaking might have been too loud.

      “There’s a door,” Lochie said, pointing ahead. We hurried for it, not stopping until we were outside. The first rays of sunlight were shining down on the street, just enough for us to see what we were doing.

      The house was in a suburban street, it could have been anywhere in Portview. Nothing belied the basement full of cells and the men keeping people hostage there.

      “We either run or try that,” I suggested, looking at the car parked in the driveway. “It might have a key in it?”

      “It’s not going to have a key,” Lochie replied. Still, he led me toward it and tried the door. It was unlocked but there was no key to be seen. “Get in.”

      “But we can’t-”

      “Get in,” he repeated. I knew with his tone of voice he wouldn’t wait around for me to obey if I didn’t. He would probably pick me up and throw me in.

      I climbed in through the driver’s side and crawled over the gearstick to get to the passenger’s side. Lochie followed, extending his arm over the gap.

      “I need your arm,” he said before yanking me over. He reached underneath the steering column and pulled out a bunch of wires I didn’t even know were there. He fiddled with them, my arm straining against the cuffs the entire time.

      The engine roared to life, much to my surprise. Lochie didn’t hesitate to back the car along the driveway and speed down the road.

      “Where did you learn how to do that?” I asked, still trying to work out that we were actually getting away from the men in suits.

      “I have lots of talents you have no idea about, Jones. You don’t know me nearly as well as you think you do.” That was probably a good thing. If he knew how to hotwire a car, then he probably knew of a multitude of ways to break the law. That would definitely be against the project rules.

      But I couldn’t think of Lochie’s possible delinquency at the moment. “We need to go back.”

      “I’m not going back there.”

      “Lola is still there. We shouldn’t have let her behind,” I said, in a panic. I so badly needed to turn back and find her. I shouldn’t have left without getting her first.

      “Firstly, Lola probably isn’t there. We would have heard her. Secondly, we will only get thrown back into that cell. And thirdly, we need help. Your parents are in the FBI, surely they know how to handle this better than we do?”

      He had a point, more than one really. Still, it was my fault Lola was in there. The moment they knew we escaped, they would hurt her. “We have to get her out of there.”

      “I know and the best way to do that is to get help. I’m not turning this car around. Considering we’re stuck with each other for the time being, that means you’re not going anywhere either.” He stared straight ahead, concentrating on the road as he sped along.

      He was right, there was no way we were any match for the men in suits. We had only seen two of them but Rob said they were organized. There would be many more than just two, no doubt. Who knew how many were in the house that we didn’t see? And now we had escaped and stolen their car, they would be extremely angry – to put it mildly.

      “So where are we going then?” I asked, a little grumpier than I had intended. I sounded like a sulking child and I was anything but that.

      “To your home so you can talk to your parents.”

      “That’s probably a good idea,” I conceded. We didn’t say another word until we reached my street. He was driving well above the speed limit and I didn’t want to interrupt his concentration.

      As we rounded the corner, something didn’t feel right. There were too many cars in the street, way more than usual. A knot was starting to form in the pit of my stomach.

      “Lochie, something’s wrong,” I said. He slowed down slightly.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t-” I stopped mid-sentence. There were plenty of cars but not one of them belonged to my security police. There was no way they wouldn’t be at the house if my parents were there. There was a zero chance of that happening. “Lochie, don’t stop. Keep driving and don’t slow down.”

      He glanced at me anxiously but sped up a little as I ducked down. It felt like it took ages to reach the end of the street again. I wasn’t game enough to peek outside until we put some distance between us and my house.

      “Did you see anything?” I asked.

      “There were a few people on your lawn. They looked official.”

      “Like FBI official?”

      “I don’t know, maybe. They were just men in suits standing around. You told me not to look so I didn’t. I only got a glance in the mirror,” Lochie said defensively, like he did something wrong.

      “The Department prefer to do things more… covertly. It couldn’t have been them. Oh God, Lochie, what if they have my parents?” I whimpered as the thought struck me. Everybody I loved could be at the mercy of the men in suits and there was nothing I could do about it.

      “Calm down, we’ll figure this out.”

      “Where are we going to go?”

      “Lucky for you, I know the perfect place.” He managed a grin before turning yet another corner.
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      “This is your big plan?” I asked skeptically.

      “Shh, keep quiet and move quickly,” Lochie warned. “I don’t want to have to explain to my mom why I’m handcuffed to you.”

      I did as told and followed Lochie through his house. It was all quiet, his family not awake yet. At least the early hour was working to our advantage. We had left the car a block away and walked the remainder of the distance. We were both starting to get beyond exhausted.

      We made it to his bedroom and he closed the door. When he spoke next, it was still just a whisper. “We need to get these handcuffs off. Any idea what will do it?”

      Considering my parents owned several pairs, I should have known the answer to his question. The trouble was, I hadn’t studied the damn things. I never thought I would actually be wearing handcuffs myself.

      “Do you have a saw or something?” I suggested. The metal was strong, but it surely couldn’t be impenetrable. He pulled me over to his desk, riffling through it. If he had a saw in there, I might start to believe he was James Bond in training.

      “Ah, here,” he finally exclaimed as he pulled something out. Sadly, it wasn’t a saw but wire cutters. They would do nicely. “Put your arm on the desk.”

      I followed directions and watched carefully as he did the same. The handcuffs were now lying on the desk, easily accessible. The wire cutters wouldn’t free us of the handcuffs, but they would free us from each other as he snipped at the chain holding us together.

      Lochie had to cut several times at the chain but we finally become unstuck. We both wore one of the cuffs as a bracelet but it was a relief being able to move freely, independent of him. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Why do you have wire cutters in your desk drawer?” My curiosity got the best of me.

      “I make model airplanes, if you must know. They are held together with glue and wires.” He pointed upwards at a shelf over his bed. Sure enough, there were several completed model airplanes sitting proudly on the shelf. “Why don’t you have a shower while I get some food and find something to get these cuffs off for good?”

      “But Lola…”

      “We can’t get Lola like this. If we go back now, there is no chance we’ll get anywhere near her. Shower, now, go. I’ll find you some clothes.”

      He pushed me toward the bathroom attached to his room. There was a door on the other side, presumably leading to another bedroom. His brother’s, perhaps? I locked the door just in case anyone decided to walk in, thinking it was Lochie in the bathroom.

      By the time I got out of the shower, Lochie had come through on his promise. He had a plain white t-shirt laid out, along with some blue shorts. They looked like a female’s clothes, I didn’t want to imagine where he got them from. I would have to recycle my underwear.

      I dressed quickly, brushing my hair with the single comb I found in the bathroom. I looked terrible, the dark circles underneath my eyes barely distinguishable from the bruises forming on my jaw. It was going to take a while for everything to heal. But I was sure it was nothing compared to what Lola was going through.

      Lochie returned juggling a hacksaw and a box of cereal. The milk and bowls were underneath his arms. I hurried over to help, freeing his hands.

      “Thanks for the clothes.”

      “I have food too.” He settled everything onto the coffee table and we both took a seat on the lounge. While he worked the hacksaw over his cuff, I had some cereal. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I started eating. The cereal was an absolutely perfect choice.

      The cuff clinked onto the table, freeing his hand. He held up the blade, questioning me if I was ready for the same thing. I held out my hand and he got to work. I tried not to look, the sharp blade was extremely close to my skin. One slip and he would take out a large chunk of my arm. When it clunked onto the table alongside his, I sighed with relief.

      Lochie took a shower and changed while I ate. It gave me some time to think and plan. I needed to work out my next move so I could get to it. I couldn’t let Lola stay with those men and who knew where my parents were? It was difficult not getting drowned by the thought of everything. I needed to stay strong. When Lochie was dressed and eating, my plan was decided.

      “So what are we going to do?” He asked, looking over the bowl at me expectantly.

      “There is no we. I am going to find some help,” I replied. Lochie had already helped me enough and had the bruises to prove it. I winced every time he grimaced because his lip hurt.

      “I’m not letting you do this alone.”

      “Good thing I’m not asking for your permission then.” I stood, making my intention to leave clear. I just needed a car and then I would be on my way. Perhaps if I snuck back home, the men might be gone so I could take my own?

      He quickly put the bowl on the table and grabbed my arm, stopping me mid-stride. “Amery, let me help you. I know you’re perfectly capable of doing this on your own, but you don’t have to. I want to help.”

      “Why are you being so nice to me? We hate each other, remember?”

      “I never said I hated you.”

      “I think it was implied.” He removed his hand and took it back. He focused on his cereal again, apparently I had hurt his ego. I tried to repair the damage. “Look, Lochie, I’m sorry. It’s just… I’ve already hurt so many people, I can’t bear to get anyone else involved. If you help me, I can’t guarantee your safety and that kills me.”

      “Did I say I expected to be safe? I know what I’m getting into here.”

      “No, you don’t, not really.” I completely expected him to demand answers, wanting me to tell him everything about the whole situation. So when he next spoke, it took me by surprise.

      “I know you are in trouble and that’s all I need to know. So you may as well quit your protesting and tell me your plan. Where are we going next?” We stared at each other for a long time as I tried to assess his sincerity. He sounded like he was legitimate but I had been tricked before so many times.

      Finally, I sighed, giving in. “I need to go visit my handler at the Department.”

      “Okay, where’s that?”

      “Over in Oakville.”

      “I’ll bring snacks then.” He stood up, grabbing his keys. “Do you think my car will still be at the beach?”

      “Did you lock it?” Lochie nodded. “Well it should still be there then.”

      We took the car we stole down to the beach. Thankfully, Lochie’s car was exactly where we left it. We ditched the hotwired vehicle and headed off to Oakville. Hopefully Rob would be able to provide the help I needed.

      I know the note said not to tell anyone, but it went beyond trying to sort everything out myself. I couldn’t risk Lola’s life because I was too afraid to ask for help. It was time to bring in the big guns.

      We drove largely in silence, the traffic sparse on the country road. The Department wasn’t signposted anywhere so I had to keep giving Lochie directions. The building was out of the way, you wouldn’t normally just stumble across it while out driving. Which was exactly why the Department built it there.

      The entire time, the reason for being in the situation was the white elephant in the car. I wanted to tell Lochie but I didn’t at the same time. Lola had taken the news well but it didn’t mean Lochie would. Rob had warned me for seventeen years that people wouldn’t take the news welcomingly. It was the entire reason for the project in the first place.

      We wound through the roads, Lochie taking each corner carefully. He was as focused on obeying all the speed limits as he was on getting us there safely.

      “What are these people playing at?” He suddenly asked. I looked around, giving up on trying to work out what he was talking about.

      “What people?”

      “The car behind us.” I looked around and spotted the vehicle. It was a white sedan. “It’s been following us for half an hour now and they keep pushing me to go faster. They could just overtake if they’re in that much of a hurry.”

      I had been in the project long enough to know what a non-descript car looked like. It was one that faded into the background, one you wouldn’t notice unless you were really looking for it. And it was my experience that people only drove them when they were up to something no good.

      “I don’t think they want you to go faster,” I replied, getting that sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach again. “I think they want you to pull over.”

      “Pull over? What?” He stole a glance at me to check whether I was being serious. I was dead serious.

      “They’re following us, they’re part of the organization.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. I’ve seen the driver before, hanging around the school. It’s definitely them,” I replied, my mind racing. I needed a new plan and quickly.

      “You know this road better than I do, what’s up ahead?” Lochie asked, trying to suppress the panic himself.

      I closed my eyes, trying to picture it. I’d been there at least once a year for my entire life, I should know the answer. I traced our route in my mind. “There is a T-intersection a little way further down. From there, a few dead end roads break off. The main road continues on to the Department and then ends there.”

      “Is your seatbelt done up?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “Good, you might want to hold on,” he warned. I didn’t dare question what he was planning on doing. Not when his brows were knitted together as he concentrated.

      We kept going at the same speed, my eyes flicking to the side mirror to see the car following us every few seconds. They would come closer to Lochie’s car and then drop back again, playing a game of cat and mouse.

      “Hang on,” Lochie warned loudly. I gripped the seat as we swung around the T-intersection – at full speed. The wheels squealed and smoke burned from behind us. I turned around to see the sedan swinging around the corner too.

      Lochie floored it, the speedometer needle shooting up. The car behind sped up too. They started to close the gap. “Lochie, they’re catching up.”

      “Where does this road lead?”

      “I don’t know, I’ve never been down here before.”

      The engine whined from the effort, judging by the way Lochie normally drove, it had probably never been this fast before.

      “Lochie, what are we going to do?” I desperately asked. I needed to hear an answer because I certainly didn’t have one myself.

      “Just hold on.” His eyes kept moving to the rearview mirror as sweat started to bead on his brow. He didn’t slow down for a curve in the road and we skidded around it. I was flung against the door, learning my lesson about not holding on like he told me to.

      We barreled down the road, not seeing anyone else besides the white car behind us. We reached another intersection, this one a cross. Lochie swung around to the right at the last minute. He barely slowed down before he was stomping on the accelerator again.

      The white sedan wasn’t as lucky as we were, they took the corner too fast and crashed into the fence surrounding the open field. They continued to follow us, but their tire had suffered some damage.

      “I think we’re losing them,” Lochie said, not slowing down any just in case he was mistaken. “Keep holding on, I might be wrong.”

      We continued on for another twenty-five minutes before Lochie felt safe enough to slow down. They hadn’t caught up with us and we had gone around so many corners that I completely lost my bearings.

      “So what’s Plan B?” Lochie asked, slowing down slightly to a more comfortable pace. “Do we double back around and continue on to the Department?”

      I couldn’t answer that question yet, not when I was still trying to work out something else. “How did they find us all the way out here? We’re miles from anywhere and on a country road. It couldn’t have been by chance.”

      “They could have followed us from the beach,” he suggested. They could have done, but I suspected their means were a little more hi-tech. The beach had been completely deserted, I knew because I checked before we left. I didn’t want the situation that we just found ourselves in to eventuate.

      “I think they’re tracking me,” I stated, not wanting to admit it. Yet it was the only thing I could think of. They always seemed to know where I was. At first, I thought perhaps they were tracking my cell phone but I lost that somewhere between the beach and the prison cell. That only left one thing they could track – my implant.

      All the members of the project had implants, it was no secret. The little microchip was put into our backs when we were babies and had been there ever since. The Department made them mandatory, ensuring we could all be tracked whenever they needed to – providing the right paperwork was filed. Aliens didn’t have freedom of movement, we weren’t covered by the constitution.

      “How are they tracking you?” Lochie demanded urgently. “Tell me how, Amery.”

      “I have a microchip. I need to get it out.”

      “A microchip? How the hell do you have a microchip?” He looked at me incredulously. Now wasn’t the time to get into the long story. I ignored the question, we had bigger issues to deal with, like how I was going to get the chip out.

      “Do you have a knife or something in the car?” I looked around, trying to find the usual random stuff everyone kept in their vehicles. Why did Lochie’s have to be so damn clean? I had a nail set in my handbag that would probably do the trick but God only knew where my handbag was.

      “There’s a fishing knife in the trunk. What are you going to do with a knife?”

      “Get the microchip out,” I replied, like it totally should have been obvious. A fishing knife would probably be sharp enough to break my skin and get to the chip.

      “You’re not getting it out with a fishing knife,” Lochie protested, his eyes wide with the horror. “There’s probably a million germs on the blade. I only use it occasionally when I take Jordan fishing. I can’t remember the last time I actually cleaned it. You’ll get an infection.”

      I didn’t know why he was so riled up about it, it wasn’t like I really wanted to start stabbing around in my skin with a fishing knife. I wasn’t crazy. “Pull over, it’ll have to do. We need to get this thing out. Like, now.”

      “I’m not letting you do it.”

      “Now Lochie! Pull over!” I yelled at him, wishing he understood the urgency of the situation. It wasn’t a time to worry about germs and getting things right. Now was the time for action.

      With a grunt, Lochie slowed down and pulled the car to a standstill by the side of the road. He parked underneath a large tree, trying to get some cover from anyone that might pass by. I got out straight away before he could think about changing his mind.

      He popped the trunk and got the small fishing tackle box out. The knife was little but I didn’t need a large blade. The microchip was only small, barely able to be felt unless you knew what you were searching for. I took the knife and held it up, it had a sharp, pointy end. “This should do it.” I handed him the knife.

      “Why are you giving it to me? I’m not doing it. If you want to fish around, you can do it yourself.”

      “The chip is in my shoulder, I can’t reach it. Will you stop being such a baby about this? I’m not cutting into you,” I pointed out. He wasn’t going to be feeling the pain, I was. I didn’t know why he was being such a scaredy cat about the whole thing.

      He waved the knife about. “I’m not cutting you.”

      “So you want me to be found by the people who are trying to kill me instead?”

      “You don’t know they’re using the chip.”

      “There is no other way they could be doing it. Please, Lochie, will you just get this over and done with?” I begged him. I wasn’t looking forward to the pain, I just wanted it finished with. Having to beg and plead for it was only prolonging the inevitable.

      We stared each other down before he finally sighed. “Turn around and show me where the damn thing is.”

      I turned around and realized I would have to take my top off for him to get to the microchip. At least the place was isolated, I would only have to be half naked in front of one person. But why did it have to be Lochie? He would probably just look for things to tease me about.

      I slid the t-shirt over my head and held it up against my bra. I would have shown more skin in my bikini but it felt so awkward standing there. At least the pain would distract me from my exposure soon enough.

      “It should be right here.” I twisted my arm back and felt around until I found the oblong shape under my skin. “If you press down, you’ll be able to feel it.”

      Lochie’s warm hands replaced my own. They burned on my skin, making my heart beat faster than I wanted it to. I didn’t want Lochie to be having that affect on me. I should be indifferent to his touch, not enjoying it. The thought of the knife in his other hand helped calm me down slightly.

      “Is that it?” He asked, his finger pressing right on the chip.

      “That’s it.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “I don’t want to do it, I need to do it. Just make it quick.” I gritted my teeth, waiting for the sharp stabbing pain to begin.

      “Maybe you should sit on the ground,” Lochie suggested. “I don’t want you passing out or anything. Not before you get an infection from the knife and then die of gangrene. Wouldn’t want that.”

      At least he couldn’t see me rolling my eyes. Still, it was a good idea. I sat on the ground and pulled my knees to my chest, holding them so I had the best chance of staying still once it began.

      “Last chance.”

      “Just do it, Lochie. Seriously.” I was starting to get cranky now. There was a fine line between being concerned and being overprotective. He was wavering more than he realized.

      He removed his hand and the cold blade of the knife replaced it. As he cut through the skin on my shoulder, I tried so hard to stay still and quiet. But the pain was the worst I had ever experienced. I don’t know if it hurt going in, but it sure as hell did when it came out.

      I tried to switch my mind off, distract it with good thoughts but it wasn’t going to be tricked. I felt every stab, every slice, and every move Lochie made as he levered out the microchip.

      “There’s a lot of blood,” Lochie said, his voice shaky.

      “Keep going,” I ordered through gritted teeth. I had come this far, I didn’t want it to be for nothing. Even though I could feel the blood trickling down my back, I knew we didn’t have a choice. I felt a pop from my shoulder blade.

      “It’s out.”

      I held up my hand, palm open. “Give it to me and I’ll dispose of it.” The bloodied little silicon chip looked so harmless on my hand. You would never think it was able to lead my enemies straight to me. It was never intended to be used like that, the Department should have been the only ones able to track me with it. The men weren’t just organized like Rob had said, they were hackers too. Their reach could be boundless.

      “I have a first aid kit in the car, wait here while I get it,” Lochie said before rummaging around in his trunk. It didn’t surprise me that he was organized enough to have the kit, he seemed to be prepared for anything these days.

      He returned and crouched over me, his breath on my bare skin making me shiver. I had to clamp my mouth shut again as he padded the wound and then taped it up with gauze. Lochie finished by using a wet wipe to clean up the blood.

      “That’s really cold,” I said, as my skin recoiled from the sudden change in temperature.

      “Baby,” he teased. “I’m done, you can get up now.”

      I wasn’t sure if my legs would hold me but Lochie offered his hand to pull me up. I slipped my top back on with one hand, unwilling to use my left shoulder just yet. Not when it was still throbbing with pain.

      Lochie waited by the car as I jogged into the bush and threw the chip as far as I could. I never wanted to see it again. I was officially off the grid now and I couldn’t have been happier.
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      I returned to the car and climbed in, trying to find a comfortable sitting position with my wound. After so many years of doing exactly what I was told, it kind of felt good doing something I wasn’t allowed to do. The Department threatened me with all kinds of unspeakable punishment if I ever removed that chip. Now I had done it, I somehow felt lighter.

      “Where to?” Lochie asked as he started the car engine.

      “I still need to get to the Department. Maybe if we looped around and found the original road? If we don’t double back, they might think we’ve given up.” Okay, so I may have felt a rush of freedom, but I was still in a situation that required the Department’s help. When they realized why I had removed the chip, they would understand, right? I needed them to so we could go get Lola and my parents.

      We followed the deserted road until we were able to turn right a few times and get back on the original road we had been on. I kept looking around, paranoid we were being followed again. Thankfully there were no other cars in sight.

      I tried calling my parents again on Lochie’s phone. Every time I had called that morning, they weren’t answering the home phone and I couldn’t leave a message. I was certain the organization didn’t know who Lochie was so they weren’t tracing his phone, but if they heard my voice, they would be able to put two and two together.

      When I dialed this time, however, their line didn’t answer. Instead, a robotic voice told me the line was disconnected. I tried again, double checking I was inputting the right number. It was my home phone alright, but it was disconnected. “That’s weird.”

      “What is?”

      “My home phone’s been disconnected.” I tried dialing again, for the eighth time, and Lochie’s phone went dead. The battery had died. “And now your cell is dead. Do you have a car charger in here?”

      Lochie shook his head. “Sorry. I don’t really have a need for one, I don’t use my phone very often.”

      “Then how do you make all those booty calls?” I joked, hoping it was just a joke.

      “I send up a bat signal. It’s much more effective. And cheaper.” The grin across his face betrayed his teasing. When Lochie wasn’t being completely annoying, he was actually kind of nice to be around. Who knew he could be so… pleasant. Even under the current circumstances.

      “I’ll have to keep an eye out for the signal then,” I replied. The freedom from the chip must have gone to my head. It was the only excuse I had.

      “So you’d come running?”

      “Nah, I’d just know a poor girl was having her heart broken. But she’d be keeping you out of my hair so win-win.”

      Lochie grinned and stared at the road, pretending to concentrate harder than the driving needed. We drove in silence for another hour before Lochie started to slow down. My head shot around, checking to see if we were being followed again. “What’s wrong? Why are you slowing down?”

      “There’s a gas station coming up, we need to take a detour. The car needs a fill up and I need an empty.” That was way more information than I needed. He could have just stopped at ‘we need gas’. He pulled off the road and met up with the highway, the service station only a few more miles further.

      I waited in the car while Lochie fuelled up. He popped his head in when he was done. “Do you want anything from the shop? Some food, a soda, or something?”

      “I’ll have whatever you have.”

      He closed the door again and I watched him slink into the shop. Even though neither of us had slept since forever, and we were on the run from people who really wanted to get their hands on me, he still managed to smile for the shop attendant. If I was being completely objective, I would have to admit he had a way about him. A charm that, until recently, only seemed to work on other people. The thought made me both smile and want to stab myself in the eye.

      Lochie returned and threw a paper bag at me. “There’s cookies in there.”

      I didn’t need to know anything else. I reached in eagerly, handing him one of the chocolate chip cookies before taking one for myself.

      “There’s also some antiseptic type cream. You should put some on your shoulder. Just try not to get blood on my seat.”

      When I was done with the cookie, which took all of two seconds, I fished around in the bag and found the cream. It was actually really sweet of him to think of it. I didn’t know he had it in him.

      I pried back the gauze, sitting forward so I wouldn’t get his precious seats dirty. I could only go by feel so I hoped I was putting the cream on the right spot. I think the entire area was numb with shock.

      “Thank you for the cream,” I said, breaking the silence. “And for everything else you’ve done. And are still doing.”

      “I couldn’t just throw you out,” he replied, like it was no big deal. He was risking his life, it definitely was a big deal. He deserved to know the truth, I was surprised he hadn’t demanded it from me. He certainly had cause to.

      “You probably want to know what’s going on,” I started, testing the waters and wondering if I was ready to tell him yet.

      “I figured you’d tell me when you were ready.”

      “You aren’t curious?”

      He laughed. “Curious doesn’t even begin to describe it. But you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. It’s none of my business.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just that it’s complicated.”

      “Tell me when you’re ready to,” he said, stealing a glance at me to show he was serious. He was being so sweet and kind I almost wondered whether I was ready to.

      But in the next moment, I thought about the men trying to kill me because of what I was. There was no saying Lochie wouldn’t agree with them once he knew I was an alien. We didn’t exactly have a good reputation. Most people associated us with abductions and probing. Not quite a nice thought.

      I could do the next best thing. “I promise I will tell you everything one day.” He nodded, understanding. I expected some retort about stringing him along but he kept silent. It was strange, perhaps he was the alien and I was the human. That would make more sense.

      It took only a half hour to reach the Department after the gas station. We were stopped at security and I had to be confirmed with Rob before they would let us into the parking lot.

      From there, we had to pass through another set of security guards who patted us down and waved us over with a metal detector. We waited until Rob escorted us through to his office. He looked oddly at Lochie but didn’t question him.

      “Mind waiting here?” I asked Lochie, indicating to the seats outside Rob’s office. My parents and I had spent a lot of time waiting on those chairs.

      “Are you alright on your own?” He threw the question back at me. I nodded and he planted himself on the seat. I followed Rob inside and waited until he closed the door before we spoke.

      “Who’s the guy?” Rob asked, like that was the most pressing issue at the moment.

      “He’s a friend, but he doesn’t know anything,” I explained, launching into the story before he could ask anything else. “Someone’s taken my best friend and I haven’t been able to contact my parents all morning. I think they might have got to them too.”

      “Your parents are fine, they’re on their way in.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      Rob did his usual dodge of all my questions. “Tell me about your friend. Why do you have blood on your shirt and bruises on your face?”

      The tale of the last twenty-four hours flooded out of me. I told Rob everything, trying to make my report in the most thorough way possible. The Department always wanted details, they didn’t believe in too much information. They always said the devil was in the details.

      By the end of it, I was breathless and on the verge of tears. While I gasped for air, Rob rubbed his chin and thought about everything he just heard. I waited for the verdict, a plan, all the answers and help I needed.

      “You shouldn’t have removed the chip, soda pop,” Rob finally said. That was the takeaway from the entire story? My chip? I wanted to scream with frustration, he wasn’t taking me seriously.

      “I really don’t care about the damn chip,” I started, sounding only a little hysterical. “My best friend and my parents are missing. You have to do something to find them.”

      “Your parents are okay, I told you they’re on their way in.” I stopped huffing, looking Rob in the eye. He looked serious. So that was one thing off my list of concerns. At least my parents were unharmed. I could only feel the relief for a moment before remembering Lola. “We’re going to have to work out what to do with your friend in the hallway.”

      “We’re not going to do anything with him. So far, he’s the only one that has actually helped me.”

      “There’s still protocols, rules that need to be followed-” I cut him off before he could launch into the lecture I had heard a thousand times before.

      “I don’t care about the rules, I just want my best friend back. They could be doing anything to her.”

      Rob took a step closer, getting up from his perch to stand tall. I didn’t like the way he was so calm about it all. A missing teenage girl was not something to be calm about. It was something to induce panic. His next words sent a chill through me. “Amery, we need to talk.”

      I looked around his office for the first time, it looked different. There were boxes piled up on his desk and scattered on the floor. It did nothing to calm my nerves. “What’s going on, Rob?”

      “The project has been put on hold.”

      They were the words I desperately didn’t want to hear. It was also the sentence that could make the whole situation even worse. “Is that why my parents are coming in? Because they’re no longer in the project?”

      Rob shook his head, at least that was something. My mom and dad weren’t abandoning me in my time of need. “All agents have been called in to discuss the future. Some will be reassigned.”

      “How long will the project be on hold for?” I asked, my voice shaking.

      “Indefinitely.”

      “Indefinitely? It might not ever be finished?” That meant my biological parents and everyone from Trucon would never be able to get to Earth. They would eventually all die when Trucon became uninhabitable.

      “It’s too dangerous and costly to continue on,” Rob tried to explain, although I think I only picked up half of what came out of his mouth. “The heads of the Department don’t see the value in expending so many resources.”

      A sudden realization hit me. They were pulling the plug because of money. Integrating the people of Trucon with Earthlings didn’t benefit Earth in any way. They would make no money from the integration.

      When the Department first agreed to the project after negotiations with representatives from Trucon, the benefit was going to be the knowledge that my kind would bring with them. Knowledge of space travel, technology, and the science of their eco system. I guessed the Department now found it difficult to put a dollar figure on that kind of thing.

      “What’s supposed to happen to us?” I asked grumpily. How dare they make a decision like this without even consulting everyone in the project? There were thousands of us in the community, surely our seventeen years of hard work should have counted for something.

      “You will be permitted to stay in the community but will also need to continue to follow the rules.”

      Oh my God, were they serious? They would no longer be helping or protecting us, but we still had to follow the rules? I wanted to yell and scream at the injustice but I knew it wouldn’t do any good. The Department didn’t care what I thought – clearly.

      “Please don’t let them do this,” I begged instead. “We need the project to be successful – we all do. There is more at stake here than just money.”

      “Amery, I understand you’re upset but there is nothing I can do.” He picked up a box and started filling it with the files on his shelf. “You’re going to have to get a new chip and then take that boy home. You should then wait for your parents to see what they’re going to do. Some of the agents are choosing to stay with their charges and leave the Department.”

      “No! You need to help me find Lola and rescue her. That is the only thing we are going to be doing. You owe me that, Rob.”

      “I can’t do that without authorization and I know I will be refused. Tracking down some teenager and getting tangled up with the men who want to expose the project will only expose the Department. I’m sorry, Amery, I really am but my hands are tied.”

      I had never felt so alone before. It seemed like everyone had completely abandoned me. I was totally by myself. Nobody else was going to be looking for Lola except me. It was all up to me.

      But there was one person who was still sticking to my side. Hopefully Lochie was still seated outside and he hadn’t run away when he heard us discussing things rather loudly in the office. He was literally all I had right then and there.

      I headed for the door. If I couldn’t talk Rob around, then I was wasting time and my breath. I thought we had a special father/daughter type relationship but I guess I was wrong. I was just another case file on his shelf, not enough to worry about. I guess I was stupid to think otherwise.

      “Where are you going?” Rob asked, stopping me mid-stride.

      “I’m going to find Lola.”

      “You need to get your chip replaced.”

      That was never going to happen. “Perhaps I don’t want the Department to know where I am anymore.”

      “You’re still federal property, Amery. I can still tell you what to do.”

      “Property? I’m federal property?” For a moment there, I wondered whether I had stumbled into some weird dimension where nothing was supposed to make sense. Because I sure as hell couldn’t make sense of anything anymore. “I’m a person, Agent Bower. I don’t belong to anyone.”

      “That’s not how the Department sees it,” he said quietly. At least he had the sense to pretend like he didn’t want to say those things to me. It was probably all just an act. Nothing would have surprised me anymore.

      I took a deep breath and plastered on a smile. “Fine. I’ll go get my chip put in and then I’ll go home to wait for my parents. I guess I’ll see what their plans are and then get back to work being the perfect citizen.”

      He studied my face, probably trying to tell whether I was being serious or sarcastic. I tried hard to keep the attitude out of my voice, I really did.

      Finally, he sighed. “Good. I’ll give you a call later and check in to make sure everything is okay.”

      “Do they still do the chip implants on level five?”

      “They do, ask for Agent Williams.”

      I took a tentative step and he didn’t stop me. I opened the door, half expecting to see Lochie gone. Yet he was still sitting there, exactly where I had left him.

      “Everything okay?” He asked, standing. I nodded and hurried past him. I didn’t stop until I was down the corridor and pressing the Up button on the elevator. Out of the corner of my eye, I could still see Rob standing at the door of his office watching me.

      “Where are we going?” Lochie asked.

      “Get ready to run,” I said in response. “You might want to have your car keys handy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      The second Rob retreated back into his office, I knew I had to move. “Run, Lochie, go.” I didn’t wait around to see if he was following me. I ran through security, out the doors, and across the parking lot.

      As I approached his car, Lochie overtook me, his keys already in his hand. It took him only moments to open the door and jump in, gunning the engine another moment later. I flew into the seat beside him.

      “Drive and don’t stop for anything,” I ordered him, my heart pounding so hard in my chest I thought it might break several ribs. I gasped for air, hoping and praying we would be able to get out in one piece. The Department tended to be a bit gun happy, shooting first and asking questions later.

      “The gate is down, what do I do?” Lochie asked frantically.

      “Slow down and act normal. They’ve got no reason to believe we’re doing anything wrong.” He did as told and I crossed my fingers it would work. If security had called down to them or if Rob had checked up on me, then we were completely stuffed. “If they start telling us we can’t leave, do you think your car can make it through the boom gate?”

      “I can try.” That was the spirit – and exactly what I needed to hear.

      We reached the boom gate and waited. Normally what would happen would be the security guard checked his sheet, found the car registration number, and then ticked it off. He would normally then wave us through. I had been through the process at least a hundred times.

      I hoped I didn’t look as guilty as I felt. It was the first time I had intentionally disobeyed the Department and I wasn’t exactly one for rebellion. The whole idea made me sick to the stomach. Yet with Lola’s life at stake, I was prepared to do whatever I had to for her.

      Time seemed to slow down to an impossibly slow pace as we reached the security guard. He did his usual check, taking way too long. My eyes kept flicking to the side mirror, just waiting to see Rob running after me. Or someone else with a big, fat gun.

      “You’re good, have a nice day,” he said, waving us through.

      Lochie kept his eyes on the road and pulled out casually through the gates. Only when we were out of earshot of the security station did he floor the accelerator.

      “Where to?”

      “Back to Portview, we have to find Lola by ourselves.”

      “They’re not going to help?” He stole a glance at me, trying to gauge my reaction. I was numb now, I doubted my face betrayed anything.

      “Nope,” I replied. “But you don’t have to help anymore. Taking me here, going to the beach with me last night, it’s already way over anything you owe me. You don’t have to do this.”

      “I’m not having this discussion again. If you’re stupid enough to do this, then I’m stupid enough to go with you.”

      “It’s different now. What I’m doing is now officially illegal and I’m sure the Department will start hunting me down the second they realize I’m not on level five getting a new implant put into my shoulder. You don’t have to get messed up in this.”

      “I’m already messed up in it. I’m not going to back down now.” He shot me a grin. “Besides, I’m counting up the favors you owe me and I’m never going to have to do my own laundry ever again.”

      I returned his smile, shrugging off his comment like it was no big deal. “The joke will be on you, I suck at laundry. Everything I own turns either pink or grey after a few washes.”

      “You’ll have a good opportunity to learn then.”

      If someone had told me I would be glad to be in Lochie’s company only a few days ago, I would have laughed at them. If they said he would be the only one keeping me sane, I would have thought they were insane. Now, that was the sad truth. I didn’t know exactly what had changed between us, but he was being decidedly less annoying than he usually was. Or perhaps it was just the dire situation and I was delirious.

      We drove back to town in silence. I still couldn’t believe Lochie wasn’t demanding answers from me. It was the quietest I had ever seen him. Perhaps I should have had him kidnapped years ago if that was all it took to keep his mouth shut.

      As we approached the town boundary, it was time to strategize. “Do you remember the way back to the house? The one where they were keeping us?”

      “I think I do. What’s the plan?”

      “Go back there and get Lola,” I offered. I never said my plan was well thought out or detailed.

      “Sounds good to me,” Lochie sighed, tapping a tune onto the steering wheel. He continued driving, I lost track of where we were. After enough corners, the streets all looked the same. It wasn’t like I was paying much attention when we fled in the early hours of the morning. Thankfully Lochie did.

      We eventually approached the house which looked familiar. The car wasn’t back in the driveway, obviously they hadn’t found it at the beach yet. The place looked quiet but that could have been a ruse. It wouldn’t be like they would advertise the fact they had a secret prison in the basement.

      Lochie pulled up and parked a few houses away, not wanting to declare our presence. We climbed out of the car and approached the house carefully. It was scary being back there. All my instincts told me to turn around and run but I had to find Lola. If I walked away now I would never forgive myself.

      The street was deserted which made me relieved and nervous at the same time. I didn’t exactly want any people wondering what we were doing lurking around the house but it would have been nice to have some witnesses if we were about to be imprisoned again. It’s not like I could call anyone for help this time.

      Without saying a word, Lochie followed close behind as we crept around to the back of the house. The windows were all covered in blinds, making it nearly impossible to see inside. My ears strained trying to hear any sign of someone on the other side of the walls. All I got was silence.

      “Do you want to go inside?” Lochie whispered. He was so close I could feel his breath on the back of my neck. It was comforting having him there, even if I wouldn’t admit it to a soul.

      “I think we have to,” I replied. “Maybe we should have brought a weapon or something.” I couldn’t believe I didn’t think of it earlier. I wasn’t exactly one for violence, I was never even allowed to say nasty things to people, but it would have been comforting having something to fight the men with.

      “I’ve got the fishing knife.” Lochie held up his hand so I could see. Thank goodness one of us was thinking clearly.

      We moved around to the back door and tried the handle – it was locked. Chances were they all were going to be. I looked around and spotted a rock in the garden bed. It wasn’t much but it wasn’t the size of the object that mattered, but how hard you smashed it against the window.

      I hoped it wouldn’t be too loud and started tapping the rock on the window beside the door. After a few goes, the glass shattered. Another tap and the shards fell inwards.

      Lochie pushed me aside before I reached in. With his longer arm, he carefully reached through and opened the door from the inside. The glass still remaining in the pane looked sharp, I expected to see blood flowing down his arm at any moment. Thankfully, it came back relatively unscathed.

      We waited for another moment to see if our noise had attracted any attention from inside. It was difficult to sneak up on them if we announced our arrival by breaking a window.

      I silently looked at Lochie and he nodded, it was time to find Lola. We crept in slowly, making every footstep count. The further we went, the more apparent it was that the house wasn’t actually lived in. There was no furniture anywhere. The entire place was completely devoid of anything that would make it a home. There weren’t even snacks in the kitchen. Everything was entirely empty.

      We reached the top of the stairs, the same ones we had fled up earlier that day. The memories of our time in the cell down there flooded my mind. None of them were any good. The fight or flight instincts were definitely kicking in.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Lochie repeated, he kept reminding me every chance he got. “We can go to the police.”

      I shook my head and took a deep breath. The police wouldn’t even begin to be able to help me. The moment my name got flagged in the system, they would receive a telephone call from the Department and detain me. There was nothing they could do.

      I took the first tentative step, expecting to see the men who had detained us step in front of me at any moment. All my senses were on high alert, just waiting for the moment we would be captured – again.

      We reached the bottom of the stairs and still there was no sound or sight of anyone. All I could hear was my own ragged breathing and Lochie’s soft footsteps. I swear, if I heard any sudden sound, I would jump to the roof I was so on edge.

      The hallway led right to a door at the end of the corridor. Another two doors branched off to the sides. That gave us three options – plus the one to run away as fast as possible.

      We approached the first door and I placed my ear on the wood. I couldn’t hear anything except my own blood rushing in my ears. I tried the handle and it moved. Glancing at Lochie, he raised his knife, ready for whatever might be on the opposite side.

      I pushed it open, cringing as it creaked. It probably wasn’t that noisy, but it may as well have been fireworks in the quiet house. I finally got a glimpse of what was inside – it was empty. It looked familiar, it could have been the room which I was first taken to. The one where I encountered the man who gave me the bruises that were still making my jaw hurt.

      We turned around and moved onto the next door, going through the same process as with the other. My memory was spotty, but I thought for sure it was the room where Lochie and I had been kept together. I didn’t remember having to run down an entire corridor to get out.

      Just like the first one, the next was empty too. The little window was exactly as I had remembered it. That only left the door at the end. Lola had to be in there. Which meant her captors probably were too.

      My legs were shaky as I made my way there. The moment I opened that door, everything would change. Either we’d find Lola and get out of there. Or we’d find Lola and the men in suits and have to fight our way out. I didn’t like to think of the third option where we found Lola and it was too late. I would end up on the floor in a comatose state if I considered that option.

      Lochie and I both pressed our ears against the door this time. It all seemed quiet but that didn’t mean anything. If Lola was being gagged like I was, then she wouldn’t be making any noise. Especially considering she had been kidnapped for nearly twenty-four hours.

      It was now or never. I threw open the door, hoping to use the element of surprise. Lochie raised his knife, ready to attack. I was poised to do whatever I needed to, every muscle in my body ready.

      But the room was devoid of people. Lochie and I were the only ones standing there. “She has to be here,” I sighed. “I was so sure we’d find her.”

      “She was here,” Lochie said, holding up a handbag. He had pulled out the purse and was holding up Lola’s school ID. Her smiling photo made me feel even worse.

      There was another handbag splayed on the floor – mine. I grabbed it and went through the contents. Nothing seemed to be missing. “This is definitely where we were yesterday too.”

      I stared at the brick walls of the room, wishing they could talk to me. If they could, I’m sure they would be able to tell me exactly where the men took Lola. I just prayed she was alive when she left.

      “If she’s not here, then it’s a good sign Lola’s alright,” Lochie said, taking a step closer to me. I turned around to face him, trying to work out what he meant.

      “How can she be alright?”

      “They left your bags, like they didn’t care about linking you to this house. If they killed Lola, they would have left her body too,” Lochie explained. “She’s got to be still alive. We just have to find her.”

      I wanted to scream and ask him exactly how we were going to do that but none of this was Lochie’s fault. He didn’t deserve to incur my wrath when he was the only one helping me. I could at least keep my frustrations to myself.

      I started walking, it was pointless staying in the cell. If the men came back, they would only lock us up and ensure we wouldn’t be able to escape again.

      “I’m going to talk to the neighbors and see if they heard anything,” I mumbled on my way out. A few seconds later, footsteps followed me.

      We left through the back door, the same way we had come in. I took one side of the street and Lochie the other.

      The first door I knocked on was answered by an old man, hard of hearing. I had to repeat myself several times before he understood I wasn’t trying to sell him anything.

      “I just need to know what happened to your neighbors? Did you see them leave today? Or maybe in the middle of the night?” My voice was so loud, I was pretty sure the entire neighborhood heard my question.

      Confusion crossed the old man’s face for a moment while he processed the information. I could almost see the cogs working hard in his brain as he tried to remember. Finally, he shook his head, shrugging at the same time. “We haven’t had neighbors in that house for months. It’s been empty. I have no idea what you’re talking about, girl.”

      “There were some men staying there. Big ones, tall.”

      “Are you on drugs? Everyone’s on drugs these days.”

      “I’m not on drugs. They were there yesterday, their car was in the driveway.” Besides painting a picture for this man, I didn’t know what else I could do to convince him I was serious. And not on drugs.

      “Been nobody there for months. Now go bother someone else, I’m busy.” With that said, he closed the door in my face. I stood on the stoop, trying to convince myself the next house would be more helpful. He was just one of the houses in the street, there were plenty more that could have the information I needed.

      We door knocked for another half an hour before giving up and returning to the car. Lochie had the same amount of luck as I did. According to everyone in the street, the house we had been kept in against our will had been unlived in for at least four months. The previous occupants had gone bankrupt and the bank had foreclosed on them. It had stood gathering dust ever since.

      Before Lochie started the car, he turned to me. “We’re going to find her. The men that contacted you will do it again. They won’t give up and they won’t do anything with Lola until they have you.”

      I wanted to believe him and I tried really hard but it was so difficult to trust that everything would be okay. There were no guarantees, no promises. Words were just words at the end of the day, they didn’t mean anything.

      “Amery, it’s going to be okay,” Lochie continued. He placed his hand on my leg, trying to comfort me. His touch filled me with unexpected warmth. “I promise we’ll figure everything out.”

      I put my hand over his. “Thanks. For everything.”

      The moments passed as we sat there staring at each other. It felt like one of us should say something but neither of us did. We just sat there like fools, wasting time.

      “We should probably go,” I suggested, breaking whatever was happening between us.

      “It’s getting dark, there isn’t anything more we can do tonight.” He started the car.

      “We can’t just give up.”

      “We’re not, we’re recharging our batteries. You have had zero sleep, you’re dead on your feet. I’m not taking you anywhere else until you’ve got some shut eye.”

      That was the old Lochie I knew, the irritating one. “If you need sleep, then fine, go sleep. I need to find Lola and I don’t need you to do it.”

      “La la la la la,” Lochie started singing. What the hell was he doing? Was he five years old?

      “I’m serious, Lochie. I won’t even be able to sleep. Not with Lola out there somewhere.” He completely ignored me, continuing to drown out my voice with his singsong one. “Lochie, listen to me! I’m not going to stop for the night. Darkness never killed anyone. If you don’t let me out, I swear I will open this door and jump.”

      Without stopping his singing, he hit the child lock on the door and gave me a satisfying grin.

      “This is kidnapping.”

      Finally, he shut up. “This is being sensible. How much longer do you think you can go on without rest or food? Because I bet it wouldn’t be for more than an hour. You’re not a superhero.”

      I had to fight the urge to pout and continue fighting. To be honest, I was just too tired to be contrary. I was beyond exhausted but my sense of urgency at finding Lola was keeping me going. But it wouldn’t last for too much longer. With everything else going on, I needed to be on my best game and it definitely wasn’t going to happen in my current state.

      Silence settled between us, I didn’t even ask where he was taking me. It wasn’t going to make any difference so it didn’t really matter.
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      “Mom, I didn’t think you’d be home yet,” Lochie started. “Doesn’t Jordan have physical therapy tonight?” I stood at Lochie’s side, trying to be as invisible as possible in the foyer of his house.

      “Jordan’s got a sniffle, I cancelled the appointment,” his mother said, eying me suspiciously. I obviously wasn’t doing a good job of blending into the wall. “Who’s your friend?”

      Lochie took a step to the side, pressing his hand into the small of my back so I had no choice except to stand forward. “This is Amery, the girl I was doing the English project with.”

      “Oh, that Amery. It’s lovely to finally see you again. The last time I saw you, you were just a little toddler.” She looked at me kindly which only added to my confusion. Considering I was the one constantly fighting with her son, I didn’t expect she would put on a warm welcome for me. “Dinner is in the oven, I can make another plate?”

      “That would be great, thanks Mom,” Lochie said as he followed his mother into the kitchen. I awkwardly went too, a little less keen. His mother was almost as tall as he was, her caramel hair the exact same color as his. I suspected his brother was probably the same again.

      The smell of the food made my stomach grumble. I watched Mrs. Mercury as she expertly placed vegetables and a piece of chicken in a tomato sauce on a plate. Within only a few minutes, we were eating the delicious meal. I thought my parents were great cooks, but Mrs. Mercury was something else all together.

      She sat across the table, staring between us. “You’re both bruised. What on Earth have you been up to?”

      Lochie and I exchanged a glanced. I still wasn’t entirely happy he brought me here instead of being out there searching for Lola so I wasn’t going to help him. He could deal with his mother.

      “We were playing skirmish with a group of people from school and we got hit,” Lochie said, lying his pants off. I had to give it to him, it was a pretty reasonable excuse for the bruises. Hopefully Mrs. Mercury wouldn’t realize you were supposed to wear helmets when playing skirmish.

      “I didn’t know you were going to play skirmish of all things today.”

      “It was a last minute type of thing.”

      She seemed satisfied, changing the subject. “So Amery, Lochie tells me you’re very clever. Have you chosen a university yet?”

      “I’m keeping my options open.” It seemed surreal to be sitting there in such an ordinary setting, answering questions about my future, when there was so much extraordinary stuff going on. If I pinched myself, I was sure I would wake up from the whole ordeal.

      “Lochie has early acceptance, did he tell you that? I’m so proud of him.” She looked at her son so lovingly it made me wish I could go home to my own parents. I would love to be wrapped in my mom and dad’s arms and told that everything would be alright.

      “Mom, I’m sure Amery doesn’t need to hear all this,” Lochie interjected.

      “Okay, okay, I get the hint.” She stood, holding up her hands in defeat. “I’ll leave you two alone. The news is on anyway.”

      “Sorry about that,” Lochie whispered.

      “It’s okay.” I finished my meal, sad to see the last of it go. I probably would have had dessert too if there was any. There was no guarantee when I would be able to eat again. I had to take it when it was available.

      We returned to the living room, the clock striking eight as we did. Mrs. Mercury, who looked so much like her son with her bright blue eyes it was eerie, was watching the news. She stopped us. “Darling, do you know this girl?”

      We paused, seeing Lola’s face splashed across the screen. Her crying parents were huddled together, a sober looking policeman standing at their side.

      “Turn it up,” Lochie ordered, getting closer to the screen.

      I felt sick at seeing the scene. When Lola didn’t return home from school yesterday, her parents obviously reported her missing. With no signs of her whereabouts, they were appealing to the public for any information they might have. They described her as a seventeen year old, five foot six, black hair, and with multiple piercings in her ears. She was last seen at Portview High School.

      It should have made me happy knowing the police were looking for her but I couldn’t help but feel terrible that I was to blame for the entire thing. Lola should be at home with her family, they shouldn’t be crying their eyes out at her disappearance.

      As if he could read my mind, Lochie grabbed my arm and discreetly pulled me towards the front door. “Amery is going home.”

      “Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Mercury,” I said, trying to keep my voice from shrieking.

      “You’re welcome, come around any time,” she called out in response.

      Lochie shoved me through the door and whispered: “Come around the back.”

      I stood in the dark, watching him close the door. If I wanted to run and try to find Lola that night, now was my opportunity. I was alone and nobody could stop me.

      Except I was so tired I could barely function and I had no idea where to start looking for Lola. I didn’t have a car, my phone was dead, and I was wearing borrowed clothes covered in my own blood. Plus, it was dark and I was being hunted by an organized group and probably the Department too.

      I plodded around the side of the house like a zombie. I would use the time in the night to figure out how to rescue Lola. If I had a plan, I would have a better chance at finding her sooner. If I was blindly searching, my chances were slim to none. The men were organized so I would have to be too.

      Lochie was waiting for me at the back of the house. He smuggled me inside and up the stairs to his bedroom. It was starting to become familiar. Much more so than I ever expected.

      “Take a shower and I’ll find you something else to wear,” Lochie said, turning on the television to cover our voices. I did as told, the hot water stinging my shoulder. I probably needed a few stitches to close the wound, I was going to have a serious scar there when it eventually healed. My parents wouldn’t appreciate the fact I had ordered Lochie to cut into me with a fishing knife. I would even incur their wrath to see them right now.

      The something Lochie found me to wear was one of his shirts. It was big on my small frame but soft and clean so I shimmied into it gladly. He was sitting on his couch, watching the television intently. It felt weird being in his bedroom wearing only a thin shirt. I was less dressed than I would have liked.

      “I found some plasters for your shoulder, I can put on some cream if it you can’t reach.” Lochie nodded towards the assortment of first aid supplies he had put on the coffee table. There was a decent assortment. “My brother is always hurting himself, we have all sorts of things to repair him.”

      I picked up the tube of cream, I could probably put it on my shoulder again if I went by touch but there was no way I could get the band aids in the right spot. I would most likely stick them to my shirt and have to start all over again. “Would you mind helping?”

      “Of course not,” he replied, patting the spot on the lounge next to him. I settled there, undoing the top few buttons of my shirt so I could slip my shoulder out. It wasn’t helping with my naked feeling.

      “This might hurt,” Lochie warned before he gently smeared on the antiseptic cream. I flinched at the sudden cold sending pain shooting through my shoulder blade. It was definitely going to be sore for a while.

      I could hear Lochie breathing as he worked. It did seem like he was trying to minimize my pain which I was immensely grateful for. He patched me up effortlessly.

      “You might not want to sleep on your back tonight,” he suggested as I did my shirt back up. I turned around, not realizing he was still so close. Our faces were so near it wouldn’t have taken much of a movement for our lips to meet. Ugh, I should not even have been thinking about that. Our near death experiences had severely clouded my judgment, clearly I wasn’t thinking straight.

      “You take the bed and I’ll sleep on the couch. My mom won’t come in so she won’t find you here.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not kicking you out of your own bed, I’ll take the couch.” It was a nice couch, I could easily fit comfortably. Plus, I was so exhausted I probably could have passed out on the floor.

      “I’m not letting you sleep on the couch. It’s either the bed or I throw you out.” We stared each other down, waiting for the other to blink first. Unfortunately, that was going to be me. I was too tired to argue, especially with the king of arguments. He would make a good lawyer.

      “Fine,” I sighed. “But if you change your mind, then just say it and I’ll switch.”

      He waved me away like I was the one irritating him. I climbed into bed as Lochie turned the television down to whisper quiet. My head wasn’t even on the pillow before I fell sound asleep.

      My dreams were plagued with nightmares about being tied up. I was completely immobilized and at a shadowy figure’s mercy. At one stage in my dreams I turned around and saw Lola there with me. She was crying and pleading for me to help her. I wanted to but I was still bound. My silent screams woke me up.

      Daylight was peeking in through the blinds over the windows. The alarm clock flashed that it was just past five o’clock. I turned over onto my good shoulder. Lochie was still asleep, spread out on the couch. At least he looked to be sleeping peacefully. He actually looked adorable as he slept. His face was serene, his bare chest moving up and down rhythmically. I had never noticed before how perfect his muscles were, it was like they had been photoshopped onto his chest. Clearly, I was delusional with stress.

      “Like what you see?” Lochie’s voice made me jump as he opened one eye and then the other. My face started to burn with embarrassment. He was asleep only a second ago, I was sure of it.

      “Thinking that I’ve never seen anything stranger, actually,” I shot back. I couldn’t believe he had just caught me checking him out. He would never let me forget that.

      He sat up, looking at me more intently than I was comfortable with. It was one thing sneaking a peak while someone was supposed to be asleep, a whole other deal to blatantly ogle them. I pulled the covers a little higher, trying to cover what was left of my dignity.

      “You’re bleeding,” Lochie pointed out, standing and hurrying across the room in an instant. “You seriously need stitches on that cut.”

      I looked around, there was a worrisome amount of blood not only on my shirt but on the sheets too. The first thought that popped into my head was that I was a terrible house guest. “I’m really sorry.” He sat on the edge, tugging at my shirt collar. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to look at it. Undo the buttons.” He looked at me, waiting expectantly. He raised his eyebrow when I just stared at him. “If you don’t, I’ll do it for you. We’ve got to stop your shoulder from bleeding.”

      I reluctantly undid my top button and he instantly slid the shirt from my shoulder. I craned my neck but couldn’t really see anything.

      “The gauze is completely soaked through. Jump in the shower and I’ll dress it again. Make sure you get lots of water onto it.” When I didn’t move, he pushed me along like I was a child.

      “I need to clean your sheets,” I protested. “I’ll have a shower then.”

      “The sheets will be fine, go. Seriously, Amery, go.”

      He pushed me again and I finally went. The water hurt like hell on my shoulder. It burned much worse than my embarrassment only a few moments earlier.

      I jumped out of the shower and wrapped the towel around me, leaving it relatively loose at the back in case I was still bleeding. I didn’t need to ruin the towel too.

      All of a sudden, the door flew open and Lochie jumped in, closing it behind himself just as fast. We stood face to face, barely a breath between us. I instinctively pulled the towel higher, hoping it was covering everything I needed it to. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Shh.” He put a finger to his lips, shushing me. “My mom is out there, she thought I was in the shower.” I stood there, motionless. Lochie’s eyes, however, wandered over me.

      “Don’t look,” I whispered as harshly as I could. If I thought I felt naked the night before, now I was actually naked. And it felt even weirder, especially when Lochie started grinning.

      We listened as soft footsteps padded through his bedroom and then out again, the door closing with a low thud.

      “Is she gone?” I asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Then get out!”

      He made a show of looking me over once more before taking a step back and leaving me to dry off. I shook my head slowly and waited as some clothes were slipped through the door. Lochie had found me another t-shirt, this one light blue, and a pair of black shorts. Simple and functional.

      I stepped back into the bedroom, ready to get started for the day. I was determined to find Lola before sundown. Lochie efficiently attended to my wound before heading for the shower himself.

      I stopped him at the door. “Do you mind if I use your computer?”

      “Go ahead.” He nodded towards his laptop. “The password is Britney.”

      “Why is-” I cut myself off, not really wanting to know why his password just happened to coincide with the name of the head cheerleader at school. I probably didn’t want to know the answer. Actually, I was certain I didn’t want to know. “Never mind.”

      Lochie closed the door and I waited to hear the water gushing before I logged onto a site I often visited. It was message board, dedicated to the pursuit of the truth. Which basically meant it was a bunch of people with conspiracy theories trying to get support from likeminded people.

      I kept an eye on the boards that discussed aliens. It was more out of curiosity than anything. So many people were sure the human race was being invaded by little green men. They were right about some things, but wrong on so many more issues.

      Sometimes I felt an urge to set them straight, especially when some of the more zealous believers talked about how the aliens were intent on wiping out the human race. What they didn’t realize was that aliens would have no reason to wipe them out. We didn’t want to run the planet by ourselves, it was a far greater option just to unite and slot into the population. We had feelings, just like humans, we wouldn’t want to hurt people.

      I didn’t have time to check the usual boards so I went to start a new thread immediately. I quickly typed a message, asking for anyone who had heard of a new organization that was trying to wipe out any supposed aliens on Earth. It was a long shot but it was all I could think of to find out more about the organization that had Lola. Some of the people that posted were too accurate not to know something about what was really going on.

      I let the screensaver take over the screen and grabbed my phone. Lochie had attached the charger overnight so it was fully usable. I called home first. The number was still disconnected. Next, I tried my mother’s cell, it rang and was answered quickly.

      “Amery?” Her voice was a relief to hear on the other end.

      “Mom, I’m so glad you answered.”

      “Where are you, honey? Tell us where you are and we will be there straight away.” She sounded tired.

      I ignored the question, just in case someone else was listening in on the conversation. One thing I had learned early on from the Department was no phone line was safe, every word was able to be eavesdropped on. “Mom, why is the home phone disconnected?”

      “It’s a precaution, the Department thought it was best. Where are you?”

      “I’m safe but they have Lola. They took her from school the day before yesterday,” I said, trying to fight back the tears. Why was it you always went to pieces when speaking with your parents? It was like I was back to my five year old self again.

      “We saw the news,” Mom replied. “Agent Bower said they couldn’t do anything. We can talk about that when we see you.”

      I knew I had to say the words that I didn’t want to. “I’m not coming home until I find Lola. I’m sorry, Mom.”

      She sighed. “Amery, there is so much we need to talk about. The project is being put on hold, did you know that?”

      “Rob told me.”

      “We need to discuss the future… as a family.”

      “Have you chosen to be reassigned?” My voice was barely a whisper. My heart stopped in the silence that followed. The question shouldn’t have required a long time to think it through. They were either reassigned, and therefore giving up being my parents, or they were staying with me.

      “No, we’re staying with the mission,” she finally replied. There was something in her voice that worried me, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. I wished I could just tell them Lochie’s address and let them pick me up. To hand over the controls to someone else would have been so nice.

      But I couldn’t be sure they would be as keen to find Lola as I was. “Good. Stay safe, Mom. I’ll call you when I can.”

      “No, Amery, tell us where you are. Your father and I are so worried about you. Without the protection of the Department-”

      I cut her off. “I’ll be fine. Just look after yourselves. I promise, Mom.” I hit the end button and the line went dead. I turned off the phone. Cells were way too easy to trace and no doubt that would be the next step in tracking me down.

      Lochie lingered by the door to the bathroom, steam escaping from the room behind him, making it seem like he was emerging from a cloud. Or a music video.

      “The olds want you back, huh?” He said, nodding toward the phone. Trust him to be listening in on every word I said. I had never met anyone as snoopy as him.

      “They want me to go home, yes.”

      “You don’t think they can help? Aren’t they FBI agents?” He crossed the room and sat on the lounge, still staring at me intently.

      “They’ll try to stop me looking for Lola,” I started to explain, not entirely sure how. My parents still worked for the Department, it was ingrained in them to trust and obey orders. If the Department wasn’t interested in finding Lola, then my parents probably wouldn’t be either. “They’ll side with the FBI.”

      “And the FBI don’t want to find a kidnapped seventeen year old? Isn’t that their job?”

      “Not when it doesn’t suit them.”

      Lochie nodded, but I’m not sure he fully understood. I didn’t blame him, I would think I was a little nuts if I wasn’t me. Talks of the FBI and secret organizations sounded like something out of a science fiction movie. It didn’t sound like the life of a teenage girl.

      The computer started beeping in the silence, I spun the chair around and moved the mouse. Someone had replied to my message.

      “What’s that?” Lochie asked, standing to see over my shoulder. I quickly minimized the screen.

      “Nothing, just a message. Do you think you could find us some breakfast?” I looked up hopefully.

      “Are you cool with toast?”

      “Sounds perfect,” I replied with a smile. He left me alone in the room so I could read in peace. The last thing I needed was more questions from Lochie and, if they revolved around alien talk, I didn’t know what I was going to say.

      I read through the message, posted from a member I didn’t recall seeing before. His message was simple, he had heard rumors of an organization that were currently hunting aliens. They apparently had some really good leads and the organization was very well funded.

      I sent the poster a private message, asking for their location and whether they would speak to me about it more privately. I waited and waited for a response. His icon said he was still online so I just needed him to respond before time ran out.

      Lochie returned, handing over some buttered toast. I sat on the lounge and ate while I stared at the screen. He flicked on the television to kill the silence. At least he wasn’t interrogating me again.

      Finally, a new private message alert sounded. I clicked on and read through. The guy was in Maudesville, about a half hour drive from town. He said if I was serious, he would meet me but it would have to be at a location he stated and at a time he set. He sounded paranoid, probably with good reason. I sent back a message that I agreed to his terms and hit send.

      Eating the toast, I waited for the ping again. I thought I heard it several times before it actually sounded. I spun around like my life depended on it.

      He said he would meet me at the college campus of a university in Maudesville, but not until nine p.m. that night. I would have to wait all day for the meeting. I replied back that I would be there and logged off.

      Lochie and I ditched school and spent all day trying to brainstorm ideas about how to get Lola back. With no clues about who had taken her, we didn’t even know where to start looking. We couldn’t just aimlessly wander about Portview. The chances of stumbling across her were nonexistent. I checked my phone several times, expecting a message from the organization but there was nothing besides messages from my parents. They were still trying to convince me to let them pick me up. I had to ignore them.

      When it got dark, it was time to make a move. We planned to hang around the college campus, trying to get a feel for the place. We didn’t really know who we were meeting with so we wanted to know the layout in case we had to leave suddenly.

      Lochie went downstairs first, making sure the coast was clear. He called out that it was fine to come down. I padded after him, keen to get the whole thing over and done with. I was more nervous than I let on about meeting with the guy. There were some real kooks that trawled through the message boards, there was nothing to say he wasn’t one of them.

      We went to leave, however the moment we opened the door, we were face to face with two police officers. It was too late to run in the opposite direction.
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      “You’re in a hurry. Where are you going?” One of the officers asked. He was taller and older than his partner, probably about fifty. Yet he still looked like he could outrun two teenagers.

      “Out for dinner,” Lochie replied. My heart was pounding, hoping the Department hadn’t put out a warrant for my arrest yet. They would often use the local police to find someone when they didn’t have the manpower for it. It was their way of shifting the costs to the state level.

      Rob would no doubt know for sure by now that I hadn’t got my chip replaced. He would know I was trying to hide from them. But how did they know to look for me at Lochie’s house? I hoped their facial recognition technology wasn’t so advanced they identified him from CCTV footage at the Department.

      “Right, dinner.” The shorter of the officers rolled his eyes. He seemed like the kind of man that was skeptical of anything he was told. His scowl was probably permanent too.

      “We understand you know Lola Newell?” The older officer held up Lola’s photograph. It was only a few months old, taken at the county eisteddfod after she placed first in the solo singer’s category.

      “We do,” Lochie answered for both of us.

      “Do you know she’s currently missing?”

      He nodded again. “We do.”

      “We’re going door to door, trying to piece together her last movements. When was the last time you saw her?” The officer waited patiently while we were supposed to be thinking it through.

      At least they weren’t there looking for me, that was a massive relief. And they were actually actively seeking Lola, that was even better. At least someone was out there hoping to stumble across her.

      Lochie looked to me for an answer, I was ready for full disclosure. “She was at school the day before yesterday. She had rehearsals with her band but I hadn’t seen her since that morning. I tried looking for her at lunchtime but couldn’t find her.”

      “So you’re friends with Miss Newell?”

      “Best friends.”

      “Have you heard from her?” He shot the questions just as fast as I could answer them.

      “Not at all.”

      “Was she having any trouble at home or at school? With a boyfriend, perhaps?”

      “She has a great home and her boyfriend is a new thing. She is absolutely happy with both. School is also going well.”

      “Can you think of any reason why she might choose to disappear for a few days?” I didn’t like what he was implying and he was completely off track. I needed to make sure he was following the right lead.

      “She was fine. I know Lola better than anyone and she would never run away. She’s the most stable and normal person I know. Someone had to have taken her,” I said earnestly, hoping they would get the hint. “Lola would never disappear, she didn’t have any reason to. It would be completely out of character.”

      They wrote down the notes in their book and took our names. Hopefully the names would be lost in the report when it was filed. I didn’t want anyone knowing I was spending time with Lochie. Both to protect him and to stop myself suffering any embarrassment.

      When the police officers were satisfied they had extracted everything they were going to get, they left us alone. We had lost a good half hour from our tour of the college campus.

      Lochie drove to Maudesville without incident and parked in the student lot. People milled around, mostly in groups as they talked animatedly among themselves. The campus lights were already on as the sun slid down beyond the horizon. It would have been a nice place to hang out if the circumstances weren’t so horrible.

      We found the area where we were to meet the guy and did a circle around it a few times, looking for the best ways to flee if we needed to. There were a couple of good hiding places to wait out a pursuit if it came to that too. I was comfortable we would be able to escape if worse came to worse.

      “We’ve still got an hour,” Lochie said, checking his watch. “Do you want to grab some dinner?”

      My stomach grumbled at the mere mention of the word. I nodded eagerly and we found a quiet table at a campus café. We were surrounded by students attached to their phones and laptops.

      “I guess this will be us next year,” Lochie commented, gesturing to the other tables before taking a bite of his burger. “Kind of looks a lot like high school.”

      “I’m thinking some time off might be a better option,” I replied, wondering if I would be allowed to stay on Earth after disappearing.

      “Maybe travel around Europe?”

      “Something like that.”

      He must have picked up on my nerves because his next words could not have been more appropriate. “We’re going to find her, you know. It’s going to happen.”

      “You don’t know that,” I pointed out, instantly regretting my sharp tone. I didn’t mean to sound so snarky. “I’m sorry. You’ve been so great and I didn’t mean to throw that back at you.”

      “It’s okay,” he sighed. “You’re worried about Lola. I can relate.”

      “I know I keep asking, but why are you doing this for me?” I had to ask because without knowing, I kept expecting him to turn me away at any moment.

      “Because of fourth grade.”

      I wished Lochie came with a key so I could decipher everything he said. “You’re going to have to remind me what happened in fourth grade.”

      “It was the moment I fell in love with you.”

      Surely I didn’t hear right. “Excuse me?”

      “It was quiet time where we were supposed to be finishing our work but most people were already done. You were talking with Belle Rodriguez,” Lochie started, leaning back in his chair to tell the story. I was hanging on every word. “She must have said something funny because you giggled. I thought you were the most beautiful thing in the world and I knew I loved you.”

      I didn’t remember that particular day, or even Belle Rodriguez. He had to be making the whole thing up, probably so he could tease me about believing him later. “You’re joking, right?”

      Lochie shook his head, he looked disappointed for just a moment before taking a sip of his soda.

      “You don’t love me, Lochie. Seriously.”

      “Ah, but I do.”

      “You hate me, we fight all the time,” I argued, nothing was making sense. I seriously believed I was in a dream. Either that or Lochie had taken a blow to the head sometime in the last few minutes.

      “Do you know how cute you look when you’re angry?” He continued before growing serious. “Look, I know you don’t feel the same way about me, so fighting with you is the only way I actually get to talk to you.”

      I shoved my burger into my mouth so I didn’t have to say anything. It was difficult processing what was happening right now. As I did, I caught a glimpse of the oversized clock above the cashier.

      “It’s almost nine, we need to get moving,” I said quickly, picking up a pile of fries to take with me. Lochie followed me out, not saying a word. I felt awful that he had just confessed something huge to me and I was completely ignoring it. But right now, my brain was focused on Lola. Everything else would have to wait. Besides, I didn’t know what to say to him. Everything seemed awkward now.

      We hurried over to the meeting point, a tree tucked away in an alcove of the courtyard. I finished the chips as we waited. The silence between us was deafening.

      As nervous as I was, when footsteps approached, I was relieved. At least there was someone else to talk to for a few moments. And hopefully they would lead us straight to the organization that had Lola.

      “Amery?” The guy asked.

      “Jacob?”

      He nodded. He was smaller than I expected, Lochie could have him knocked to the ground easily. He wore a black fedora hat, trying to cover most of his face. All his clothes were completely black. He reminded me a bit of Zorro, he only needed a thin moustache. He looked Lochie up and down. “I told you not to bring anyone.”

      “Lochie is just a friend, he’s cool,” I tried to settle his nerves. His movements were jerky, like he was highly strung. It was like watching a spring ready to recoil.

      Jacob didn’t appear happy but he continued on anyway. “How do I know you’re not one of them?”

      “Because they have my friend, I’m trying to find them so I can get her back,” I explained. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for her, trust me.”

      He eyed me suspiciously as he pursed his lips. “Fine. How much do you know about the organization?”

      “Nothing, really.”

      “I’d better start from the beginning,” Jacob sighed. “The organization is referred to as the Originals. They say they represent the human race – the original inhabitants of Earth. Their main concern is preserving our planet and warding off any invasions. They believe there is a government conspiracy to slowly integrate aliens into our society. From there, they will increase the numbers until we are overtaken by a new race.”

      “I’m sorry, aliens?” Lochie interjected incredulously. In hindsight, I guess I really should have given him a bit of a heads up before we met with Jacob.

      Jacob nodded, continuing unfazed. “Aliens, as in beings from other planets, yes. Their numbers will grow and they will breed with humans until there is no way we can get rid of them and reclaim our Earth. In only a few generations, it’s possible we will have nothing but crossbreeds. There will be no pureblood humans.”

      Even though I knew only part of what he was saying was true, it was still startling to hear it out loud. We were integrating with the human race, but we didn’t have plans to completely take over and multiply. That wasn’t any part of the project that I had heard about. We would have been happy just being able to live on the planet.

      Lochie stared at Jacob, I could tell he was having problems processing what he was saying. It was hard to believe, after all. The entire story sounded like something a lunatic would spout off about while wearing aluminum foil as a hat.

      “So why do the Originals think that’s what’s happening? Where are they getting their information?” I asked, keen to get to the bottom of the organization. It seemed like they knew enough of the project to be dangerous but not enough to understand.

      “According to the rumors, they have connections in the government. Public servants that don’t agree with what’s going on and want to do something about it.”

      “And how do you know so much about them?”

      “People talk and they talk to me,” Jacob said, shrugging. “The Originals are keen to recruit as many true believers as possible. They think the only way we are going to protect our race is to band together. Like their motto says: ‘Protect Our Own’.”

      “Protect our own? It sounds like racism in its purest form,” I replied. They didn’t even know what they were protecting their own from. I’m sure no-one in the Originals actually knew an alien. It was more like plain fear of the unknown to me.

      “The Originals believe humans will be fighting for their rights in the near future,” he continued. “According to them, it’s already started so they need to act swiftly.”

      “What do you mean, already started?”

      “Aliens are amongst us.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Lochie laughed. “It’s not like they could hide anywhere.”

      Jacob turned to Lochie, staring him in the eyes and not blinking for an incredibly long amount of time. “If they looked like humans, who would know?”

      A chill ran down my spine. Perhaps it wasn’t a good idea bringing Lochie with me. I didn’t want him putting two and two together. He might say he loved me, but the moment he found out what I truly was, he would be running as fast as he could in the opposite direction.

      Jacob turned back to me. “If your friend is being held captive by the Originals, there’s a chance she might be one of them.”

      “She’s not an alien,” I replied, not even wanting to go down that path and waste time. “Where can I find the Originals? Do they have a headquarters or someone I can contact? I need to find them.”

      “They hold meetings somewhere but I don’t know where, only full members can attend. Their identity is highly protected. The government is keen to close them down because they’re getting too close to the truth.”

      Never a truer word could be said. “Do you have any clues? An inkling where they could be hanging out?”

      Jacob shook his head. So far, he had appeared to be completely honest with me, I didn’t have any reason to doubt him on this either. “I can only tell you what I hear and nobody divulges things like that. Not even the closest of friends.”

      “I understand.” My mind raced, wondering if I had left anything out, whether there were any more questions I wanted to ask. I kept drawing a blank. “Thank you for meeting with us.”

      “I was never here.” Judging by the conspiratorial tone to his voice, I got the feeling Jacob kind of liked the whole cloak and dagger thing. He probably didn’t even believe anything he said, he just enjoyed being a covert operative.

      “Of course,” I replied. “We were never here either. But if you find out anything more, will you private message me? I really need to find my friend.”

      With a nod of the head and a tip of his fedora hat, Jacob disappeared into the night. Lochie and I were left alone in the alcove. Thoughts whirled around and around in my head but they didn’t seem to settle on anything. Knowing more about the Originals was good, but Jacob didn’t say anything that would really help me find Lola. All I could think of was how we had wasted the entire day waiting for the meeting when I should have been out there searching. Every minute that passed meant Lola was in further danger.

      “That guy was nuts,” Lochie said. “Aliens and a government conspiracy? That’s stuff from The X-Files, not real life. Tell me you don’t believe any of it.”

      I was about to do the best performance of my life. “Of course not. But these guys have Lola so I need to get inside their head.”

      “It kind of sounded like you did believe him.”

      “I believe there are a lot of things that are unexplainable in the world,” I said carefully. I felt awful for lying to him, even if I had been doing it for seventeen years. “If they believe aliens are going to take over, then that’s their prerogative.”

      Lochie stared me in the eyes. “They think Lola is an alien.”

      “No, they don’t.” At least I wasn’t lying on that one. The Originals knew Lola wasn’t an alien, but they did know I was one and was using her as bait to trap me.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I just am.”

      Lochie grew very quiet, so quiet I was beginning to wonder what was going on inside his head. It was a pity we didn’t have cool powers like in the movies. Mind reading would come in handy some times.

      “We should go home,” I sighed, trying to get him to say something. It wasn’t going to get Lola back if we stood around the campus all night. Lochie didn’t move. “Lochie? It’s getting late.”

      His eyes flicked up to meet my own. “Are you the alien they’re looking for?”
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      A million thoughts flashed through my mind all at once. Are you the alien they’re looking for? I had never been asked straight out if I was an alien before. I mean, who even thinks to ask something like that? It wasn’t like it was a standard question like how are you?

      To make it worse, the person asking me was the one person I really didn’t want to tell my secret to. “Don’t be silly, why would I be an alien?” I finally replied, trying to pretend like it was the craziest notion in the universe.

      “Because, according to the conspiracy nut, they’re looking for aliens. Your note said to meet with them. Why else would they be interested in you? You’re a teenage girl,” Lochie persisted. “An amazing girl, but just a girl.”

      “My parents are in the FBI, remember? They probably think they know something and can get to them via me.” That sounded surprisingly plausible, even to me and I knew it was a lie. It was also kind of true, bonus.

      “Then why did you have a microchip in your shoulder?”

      “What’s with the twenty questions?” Answering a question with a question was just a delay tactic, but I needed the extra few seconds to concoct an answer. Lochie couldn’t know the truth or he would leave me at the campus and never want to see me again.

      “Answer the question, Amery.”

      “Because… because all FBI Agents have their kids microchipped. They are extremely paranoid about their kids being taken. For good reason, clearly.”

      He ran out of questions. Lochie looked around, trying to make sense of something that didn’t make much sense. I wished he didn’t have to know any of it, including the parts I was just winging. If only the truth wouldn’t be so painful.

      “Can we go now?” I asked again. The air was starting to blow with a cool breeze, reminding me how late it was. I longed to be curled up in my bed at home with my comfy pajamas and a good book. It seemed a world away now.

      “Fine,” Lochie sighed. He started walking, not waiting to see if I was following or not. I was certain he knew I was lying about something. What I didn’t know was what part he didn’t believe. A whole lot of information had been thrown at him, I hoped he could handle it all.

      I hurried to walk beside him. We had to cross campus to get to the student parking lot. It was a long walk through the lawns of the college.

      As we turned the last corner and the lot was in sight, I noticed two casually dressed men starting to walk in our direction. It was like they had just parked and were on their way somewhere. The problem was, they didn’t look like students.

      I slowed down. “Lochie, something’s up.” I grabbed onto his arm so he would slow down to match my pace.

      I had met a lot of FBI agents in my lifetime, I was pretty good at spotting them even when they were undercover. And the two men coming toward us were definitely Federal Agents.

      My mind raced for a rational explanation for them to be on campus. Perhaps there was a major incident in the dorms or something? Bad things happened all the time on college campuses, they were on the news all the time. There was no reason to instantly think they were there because of me.

      And yet, something in the pit of my stomach told me I needed to get out of there and quickly. We were fast closing the gap between us. Another twenty feet and we would be directly in front of each other.

      I squeezed Lochie’s arm and pulled him closer. “Those men are FBI, we need to get out of here,” I whispered. He nodded subtly. I pulled his arm sideways and let go, running as fast as I could across the pathway. Lochie was hot on my heels, and the additional pounding on the pavement told me the Agents were too.

      I didn’t have a plan so I just ran. We needed to get back to the car but first we needed to gain some ground. Stopping to unlock and then climb into the vehicle would take time we didn’t have at that moment.

      Running without a destination, I zigzagged every which way I could, hoping Lochie was keeping up with me. I checked over my shoulder, making sure. Of course he was there with me, he was a basketball player, I should have known.

      I flew around a corner, not sure what was going to be there. On our earlier tour, we didn’t anticipate having to run away from anywhere besides the alcove.

      We ran straight into a crowd of students. I hit the brakes, trying to avoid a collision with a group on the edge of the sidewalk. Lochie ran into the back of me, obviously having the same trouble. He had to grab me to stop my fall as I stumbled forward.

      I quickly glanced over my shoulder, the Agents were still following. There was only one thing we could do – plunge into the crowd and hope we were lost.

      It was slow going through the bodies. Half the people thought we were trying to push ahead in some queue and the other half were completely oblivious to us needing to get through. Lochie eventually took charge, stepping in front of me and grabbing my arm. He pulled me through the people, plowing ahead without looking back.

      I quickly lost track of the Agents following us as we were swallowed up in the crowd. I knew they would be following us but now I couldn’t tell how far ahead we were. All I could do was hope we were gaining ground and that they were having more trouble than us getting through.

      We eventually reached the other side of the group. Cold air rushed at me with sweet relief. Lochie let go of my arm, I could still feel his strong grip even afterwards. We didn’t wait around for the men to catch up. We started running again, looping around the building to double back to the parking lot.

      We didn’t slow down until we were in his car and hurrying along the road back to Portview. On the desolate stretch of highway, I was still worried the Agents were going to find us. It wouldn’t take a genius to work out where we were going. If they had found us so easily at the college campus, there was no saying they wouldn’t be able to still track us.

      “What are you thinking about?” Lochie asked, breaking the silence that had been with us since we left the lot.

      “I was trying to work out how the FBI found me here,” I replied. Perhaps he would have some ideas? “I’ve never been to that college before, they had no reason to think I would be there.”

      “Is your phone on?”

      Ugh, why didn’t I think of that? I turned my phone on in case Jacob had to contact me before the meeting. I didn’t want to be waiting around if he had left me a message saying he was running late. I fished around in my bag, quickly turning the phone off. “I’m so stupid, I led them right to me.”

      “It’s an easy mistake, don’t beat yourself up about it.” I wanted to, it was a rookie error doing that. Staying off the grid 101 said to keep your damn phone switched off or ditch it all together.

      My biggest concern was what had I also missed? Was there anything I had overlooked that could now be putting us in danger? I went through a mental checklist, trying to make sure all the bases were covered.

      I came to one conclusion. “We need to switch cars. Those Agents were coming from the parking lot, they might have your license plate recorded.”

      Lochie stole a look my way. “I’m not getting rid of my car.”

      “I didn’t say to get rid of it, we just need to use a different one. It’s not like I want you to set it alight or anything.” He seemed to calm down a little.

      “Just because they have my license plate, doesn’t mean they’ll be able to find us,” Lochie argued. It was just like old times, perhaps I had dreamed the whole conversation we had earlier.

      “The FBI will put a flag on your plates,” I explained, reeling off the process my parents had told to me. “Then every police officer in the state will be on the lookout for the vehicle, every camera will send up a notification of your whereabouts, and they’ll track us down with their guns ready.”

      Lochie was no longer so argumentative. “I’ll call my buddy and we’ll borrow his car.”

      “That will work.”

      He grabbed his phone from the console and dialed, making sure to keep his eyes and attention on the road. I listened while he had a brief conversation with his friend. They agreed to meet and Lochie hung up.

      We drove in silence again as I tried to remember everything Jacob had said. At least I had a name now – the Originals. It wasn’t very, well, original. They obviously lacked any imagination. The reasons behind the Originals’ actions didn’t concern me much. It didn’t matter why they were doing it, more the fact they had Lola and thought they could get away with using her as a bargaining tool. They thought they were above the law, all because they could say it was done in the name of protecting their race.

      I didn’t care what your motives were, using a seventeen year old girl was not okay. Nothing justified hurting another human being and calling it acceptable in the interests of the human race. Nobody deserved to be harmed like it.

      What kept sticking in my mind was their motto Protect Our Own. It too was a bit uninspired, they obviously didn’t put much thought into their marketing. That wasn’t the sticky part, however, I had heard the phrase somewhere before. The memory was teasing me, whispering to my brain somewhere in the distance. As much as I tried to grasp it, the thing remained just out of reach.

      We met with Lochie’s friend, a guy I recognized from school. They were both on the basketball team and I often saw them hanging out together in the cafeteria. We took his car and dropped him home, leaving Lochie’s parked in a supermarket lot. If anyone found it, there would be nobody they could arrest for being with it.

      We sat in the new car, Lochie looking at me expectantly. “So where do you want to go?”

      Home would have been too easy. If we had lost the entire day waiting to speak with Jacob, I couldn’t waste the night too. I still had lots of work to do yet.

      “We need to get away from your car,” I replied, thinking of the most immediate need first. “Can you drive for a bit?”

      He nodded and started driving. I wished we had a destination but I couldn’t think of anywhere to go. The words Protect Our Own kept playing on my mind. They repeated over and over again, dangling in front of me like a carrot and beckoning for the memory to come back. I knew those words, I had seen them somewhere before.

      We drove around the empty streets of Portview. It seemed like everyone was doing the sensible thing and were tucked up in bed. That was a luxury we couldn’t afford yet.

      We passed a building I had seen at least a hundred times before. It stood on the fringe of the city center, and was an old building – the kind you would expect to house an old bank or post office. The white sandstone walls stood imposingly on the sidewalk, not inviting anyone inside.

      But the impressive nature of the building wasn’t what I was thinking of. There was a symbol above the door, I had often wondered what it stood for. I even asked my parents one day when we were on the way home from running errands. They had told me and I thought they were so smart for knowing everything.

      It was a nice memory, but more importantly, I could recall what the symbol meant. The circle within another circle that made up the symbol was believed to have been used in ancient Rome. It stood for the words protect our own.
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      “Lochie, stop,” I said urgently. He hit the brakes, sending us both lurching forward at the sudden stop. “That building, it belongs to the Originals.”

      “How can you be so sure?” He asked, looking at me with an intense stare.

      “The symbol above the door, see it?” I waited until he saw what I was pointing at. “It means Protect Our Own, the motto of the Originals.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “No, I’m joking, what do you think?”

      “That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “No, it can’t be,” I agreed. “We need to get inside that building.”

      “And how do you think we can do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied, opening the car door. “But I guess we’ll figure something out.”

      He said something but I didn’t quite catch it as I closed the door. Now was not a time for being logical and sensible. Now was a time to get Lola back and we weren’t going to do that by being too afraid to get out of the car.

      As we crossed the road and approached as stealthily as possible, my eyes ran over the windows. It looked dark inside, I couldn’t see one light on either in or outside of the building. For all intents and purposes, it looked like everyone had gone home for the night. But if my gut was right, then there would still be some people left. They wouldn’t leave Lola alone and I couldn’t think of a better hiding place for her than their headquarters.

      I’m sure it was no coincidence that their meeting place was in Portview. We were the center of the project with the Department located only two hour’s drive away. We were the hub of alien activity and I’m sure they knew it too.

      “Can’t you walk quieter?” I whispered. Lochie’s footsteps sounded like stomping in the quiet.

      “I have feet, so no,” he replied, a little tersely. I think he was over the whole thing as much as I was. And that was the Lochie that made sense to me, not the one being so nice and affable.

      I tried to ignore his troll-like feet on the pavement and concentrated on the building. The door looked well secured and the windows were barred. We skirted around the wall. In a building that size, there had to be more than one entrance. And hopefully they wouldn’t be as security conscious of a backdoor.

      The building stood on a corner block, commercial buildings on the two sides that weren’t streets. We were nested in the corner before we saw a ray of light. Trying to be as invisible as possible, I peeked over the ledge into the window. It was covered by steel bars and a sheer curtain, but I could just make out what was going on.

      The room was full of people, all seated around a long table. They seemed to be discussing something deep and serious. Judging by the stern looks on their faces, it didn’t appear to be about kittens and unicorns.

      My eyes fell on something lying on the floor. At first, I thought it was a rolled up rug or a pile of blankets. But in the next moment, I realized it was moving. And I would recognize that black head of hair anywhere. We had found Lola, she was there with only a wall to separate us.

      “Lochie, look,” I whispered, pointing. He peered over my shoulder, audibly gasping when he spotted her. “We need to get her out of there. She must be so scared.”

      “Well we can’t just wander in and ask them for her. In case you haven’t noticed, we are severely outnumbered.” Of course I knew that, I could do the math in my head. Two of us to at least a dozen of them were not good odds.

      A thought started to develop in my head, one that might work or fail miserably. “I can’t wander in there, but you can,” I smiled, hoping my charm would be enough to convince him. Normally all I would have to do was say the opposite of what I needed him to do and he would do it. Now, in light of his confession, I didn’t know what it was going to take.

      Lochie rolled his eyes. “What do I need to do?”

      I ran down my plan quickly, it wasn’t exactly well thought out but he didn’t argue. We would try our best and hope lady luck was on our side. If worst came to worst, I would offer myself as a sacrifice so Lochie could get Lola out of there. A swap, that’s what the Originals wanted the entire time, right? They would have to agree to it if we didn’t have any other option.

      I waited by the side of the entrance in the shadows as Lochie tried the door. When it didn’t open, he knocked loudly. Through the window, I watched as the people inside all exchanged worried glances before one of the men got up. He hurried to the door and swung it open. I pushed against the wall, praying they wouldn’t find me there.

      “What do you want?” The man asked sternly, clearly not happy with the interruption.

      Lochie didn’t skip a beat. “I want to join you.”

      “This is a private meeting.”

      “I want to help protect the human race,” Lochie replied. I never realized he was such a good actor. If I didn’t know he was putting it on, I would have believed him. I may even have welcomed him inside and declared him the king of the organization.

      I couldn’t get a good view of the man’s face in the darkness, but I guessed he was thinking over the strange teenager’s sudden presence there. Lochie stood still, doing his best trust me look. He was such a good sport for doing it for me. If the Originals got a hint what he was really doing, they would have him tied up on the floor in two seconds flat.

      “Who is to vouch for you?” The man finally asked. I hadn’t considered the organization might be a referral only membership. We were sunk.

      “I don’t feel comfortable telling you that yet, I don’t want to risk exposing them,” Lochie said resolutely. “Not until we are in a more private setting.” He made a show of looking around, as if someone might be lurking and eavesdropping. I was, of course, but there could have been others.

      The man sighed. “Come in. You’ve got two minutes.”

      Lochie followed him inside, making sure to keep the door slightly ajar as he did. I instantly went into action. I grabbed the heavy door and counted to ten, opening it just a crack to see if the coast was clear.

      They were standing at the front of the table, holding everyone’s attention. I crept in while they were looking in the opposite direction, heading straight for Lola on the ground. I almost crawled along on the floor, trying to avoid being seen by everyone. It would only have taken one person to look around and the whole thing would have been over. I said I had a plan, I never said it was a good one.

      Lola saw me and her eyes grew wide, I didn’t know whether she was panicking or happy to see me. I hurried along, spurred on by her discomfort. Besides the ropes chaffing on her skin, she looked relatively unharmed. There were no visible bruises but her hair was frazzled and her eyes were ringed in red. She obviously hadn’t been very comfortable over the past two days. I staved off the pangs of guilt, they would have to wait for later.

      Across the room, Lochie was smothering the group with compliments, telling them how awful he thought the government was by working with the aliens. He was doing a good job, he had them in the palm of his hands.

      Lola’s ropes were tied tight, I had to dig my fingernails in deep to pull them apart. I took the ones off her ankles first and then the ones on her wrists next. The rag around her mouth was last, the knot too tight to undo so I wrangled it down to her neck so she was free.

      I helped Lola to her feet and tried to keep her crouched over. Her legs didn’t seem to be working too well, probably from being in the one position and blood deprived for so long. God only knew how long she had been lying there and she had no doubt been tied up since she was taken from school.

      I led her back to the door, glancing at Lochie as we went. He continued talking, going on about the future of the world and how he wanted to protect his children’s children. It sounded like a whole lot of drivel to me, he was obviously grasping at straws to hold their attention now.

      We only had to cross the space between the table and the door. Once outside, we would get to the car and Lochie would improvise some more to excuse himself from the meeting. Hopefully they wouldn’t initiate him in the meantime.

      We started crossing the void, I was gripping Lola’s arm to help her stay steady. She was a bit woozy, it wouldn’t surprise me if they had been drugging her to keep her compliant. I knew what that felt like and it was similar to trying to walk around with your head in a fog. Every movement would be forced and well thought out – even walking.

      We were halfway across when Lola stumbled. I used both hands to grab her but it wasn’t enough. She fell to the floor, tripping over her own feet. The noise was enough to make every set of eyes in the room turn to us.

      “She’s one of them, get her!” The man standing at the front yelled out. It took only a second for every one of them to act. They stood, pushing their chairs back and running at us. Lochie moved too – quicker than all of them. He grabbed Lola by the arm and helped me get her to her feet before picking her up. He bolted for the door.

      I followed, bursting through into the night and stumbling down the few steps. The members of the Originals were right behind me, I was only two steps in front. Lochie looked back, slowing down to see where I was.

      “Just get Lola out of here,” I yelled, I couldn’t be responsible for them being caught.

      “You’re coming with us, come on,” he urged. I rallied all my energy and tried to hurry up. A stitch was shooting through my side, I couldn’t keep up with him. He started to gain ground on me, at least he had the sense not to wait for me any longer.

      We ran toward the end of the street, I wasn’t sure what was down there. The car was in the opposite direction but blocked by the people chasing us. I could feel them gaining ground, expecting to be grabbed and tumbled to the floor at any moment. It was the only thing keeping me going because my energy was quickly being sapped.

      At the intersection of the next block, I followed Lochie around the corner. We needed to stick together or we would never find each other again. In the darkness of the night, it would be impossible.

      Unfortunately, we chose the wrong street. The one we were running down was a dead end. There was nowhere to go and nowhere to hide. We were trapped, utterly and completely.

      I caught up with Lochie, Lola still only half-conscious in his arms. We stood with our backs to the wall, unable to go anywhere. The members of the Originals reached us and stared, approaching slowly like a cat stalking a bird. Except we didn’t have wings to fly away, we would be caught no matter what we did.

      There was no way I could bear both Lochie and Lola being at the mercy of those people. They had nothing to do with my mess, I was the one they wanted. I knew what I had to do.

      I stepped forward, taking a deep breath. “I’m the one you want. Let them go and you can keep me.”

      “Amery, no,” Lochie blurted out. He took a step forward to stand beside me but I put my arm out to stop him.

      “Lochie, it’s our only choice,” I whispered back, hoping he would just do as he was told. He was getting quite good at it, now was not the time to revert back to the old Lochie who only did the opposite of what I wanted him to.

      “Amery, I’m not-”

      He was cut off as the man who had answered the door made his way to the front. He was obviously the leader of the group. “We accept your terms. The boy and girl can go if you surrender yourself to us.”

      “I will, I’ll do whatever you want. Just let them go.”

      The man nodded to his members and they made a pathway. Lochie didn’t move. I got the feeling he wasn’t going to without some coaxing either. I turned to him, ignoring all the others for a few quick moments. “Lochie, I really need you to get Lola out of here. Make sure she’s okay and that a doctor sees her. She needs to go home. Please do this for me.”

      “I’m not leaving you here,” he insisted. I didn’t know what I could say to convince him. All I could do was to keep on trying.

      “Lochie, please, just do this for me. My parents will find me, they’ll rescue me. I’ll be okay.”

      “They’re crazy, I’m not going without you.”

      “Just do it, please. I’m begging you to go before they change their mind,” I urged. I looked at him desperately, pleading him to go. He kept looking between the others and me, and then finally to Lola in his arms.

      “I’m not leaving you here,” he repeated. I took a breath, ready to fire up with another round of pleading but I didn’t need to. Lochie started walking, hurrying through the crowd. The moment he got past them, he started sprinting, running down the street as fast as he could.

      I was relieved he would get Lola home and trusted him to make sure she was okay. He would handle things, I just knew it. I faced the group, feeling only two inches tall in front of them. They all glared at me like I was the enemy. If they knew what I was, then I guessed I was the enemy. I represented the race that was apparently intent on bringing down all humans. I was evil and had to be destroyed so they could save the world. I was doomed.
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      All the running I had done over the past two days was for nothing. There I was, standing in front of the people who wanted to kill me and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Any organization that condoned murdering a seventeen year old was not okay in my books – even if they did think I was an alien. Unfortunately, none of the others present shared in my belief.

      “Come then,” the leader ordered, holding out his hands. One of his members passed him some rope and he held it up.

      There was no way out, I had nowhere to run. I held up my wrists and let him bind them together. My feet would have to wait until I was inside, I guessed they wouldn’t want to carry me along the streets. Better I exert myself than any of them.

      “You’re making a huge mistake,” I said. I was going to try to talk them around right up until the moment they bound my mouth closed. It was the only weapon I had against them. “I’m not what you think I am.”

      “So you’re not an alien then?” The leader said snarkily, a hint of amusement in his voice. He turned to the others, raising his voice. “Apparently she’s not an alien, we can all go home. The world is safe once again.” He garnered a few laughs from his lackeys. It was so humiliating being there at their mercy.

      He grabbed at my wrist, all the amusement gone. “So I guess this triangle mark is just a fashionable tattoo then? You can’t hide what you are from us.”

      It was time to stop pretending, obviously I wasn’t going to change their minds. “What makes you think we are trying to deplete the human race anyway? Have you ever considered that we want to integrate and live harmoniously with humans? We don’t want to take over the world.”

      “Oh, she doesn’t want to take over the world, my bad.” His sarcasm was really starting to grate on me. I felt like clocking him over the head – several times. “We can all go home and sleep easy now.”

      With the group around me, they started leading me back toward the building. I shut up, refusing to let them use me as a source of amusement any longer.

      Instead, I chose a different line of questioning. “What are you going to do to me?”

      This time, the leader was more discreet. “We’re going to destroy you and everyone like you. You’ll be nothing but a pile of ashes before morning.”

      By morning? That wouldn’t leave much time for my parents to rescue me – providing Lochie even managed to get to them in time. They might not believe him, the Originals might move me to another location, the Department might stop my parents from doing anything. All the odds were severely stacked against me and I felt every one of them.

      We walked in silence, I had run out of questions. It had been nice living on Earth for so many years, I just wished I had been able to succeed in the project for those left behind. I guessed I would never know if they managed to leave Trucon behind before it was destroyed.

      A loud crash deafened me, I had no idea what it was. It was quickly followed by squealing and metal crunching. Everyone around me sprung into action, people moved everywhere. I frantically looked around, trying to work out what was going on. Besides bodies running in every direction, there was just a cloud of dust.

      Then the cloud started to move. Emerging from the dust and rubble from what was once a wall, was Lochie’s borrowed car. He skidded to a halt, debris falling off the bonnet.

      “Get in!” He shouted through the chaos. He leant over and opened the door from the inside, revving the engine to keep it going the entire time.

      The leader made a lunge for me, almost knocking me off my feet. I knew I had to stay upright, if I went down I wouldn’t be able to get up again with my hands so awkwardly bound together. I swiped at his arms, trying to put him on the back foot instead of me. He scratched at my hands, desperately trying to grip on.

      I leapt for the door, shaking the leader away. I fought off the hands of his followers trying to make a last ditch attempt to grab me and jumped into the car. I barely had the door closed before Lochie reversed and barreled down the street. His tires screeched with the effort, sliding around the corner way too fast. I was smashed against the door, praying it didn’t give way so I wouldn’t go spilling onto the road.

      “Sorry,” Lochie apologized as he straightened the car. He didn’t slow down, just continued on down the street like there was no tomorrow.

      I looked around to the backseat, trying to hold on and keep my balance with my hands tied together. Lola was sitting straight up, gripping the seat with all her fingers. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded slowly. “I’ll survive.”

      “Lola, I’m really sorry. I didn’t want you being involved in any of this. I really can’t-”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she interrupted my ramblings. “I’m fine and everything is going to be fine.” She winced as Lochie turned another corner. She certainly didn’t look as fine as she claimed to be.

      “Can you pull over when we’re at a safe distance?” I directed Lochie, turning around to face the front. A seatbelt would have been nice, if I could have maneuvered it with my hands twisted together. “We need to check she’s okay.”

      He nodded and we drove for a while longer. Lochie eventually started to slow down to the speed limit and found a side street to park in. It was dark but at least we were unlikely to be randomly spotted if the Originals decided to pursue us.

      I opened the door and got out, sliding into the back next to Lola. I tried to study her in the dim streetlights. “Did they do anything to you?”

      “They drugged me… a lot,” Lola replied quietly. “But they didn’t hit me or anything. They kept me tied up mainly, I couldn’t move and it was so cold.”

      I desperately wanted to hug her but I couldn’t. “I’m so sorry. Do you want to go to the hospital?”

      Tears started to well in her eyes. “No, I just want to go home.”

      “Okay, we’ll take you straight there. Your parents called the police and reported you missing. Do you want to tell them what really happened?”

      “I can’t,” Lola protested quickly, knowing if she told the entire story my secret would be exposed. She was my best friend to the end, that was for sure. “They’ll tell the police why I was taken.”

      “I don’t think they will,” I replied, holding her hand between mine. “But you can tell the police you didn’t see who took you. You could say they kept a bag over your head the whole time. You don’t need to mention us, you could say you ran when they left you alone.”

      She sniffled, the tears starting to run down her cheeks. “I can do that. I’m good at being vague.”

      “If you’re sure you want to?”

      “I do. I promised you I wouldn’t tell anyone about your situation and I won’t.”

      I wished Lochie hadn’t heard that last part. Now he knew Lola was privy to more than he was. He was being awfully quiet in the front seat.

      “Thank you,” I replied. “Let’s get you home.” She smiled through the tears. “Lochie, can you please take these off?” I held up my wrists and leaned my arms on the back of the front seats.

      Lochie grinned. “I think I prefer you tied up, it’s much easier to control you.”

      I rolled my eyes, the effect was probably lost in the darkness. “Will you just do it? Please?”

      “No sense of humor,” he grumbled under his breath, loud enough to make sure I still heard. His fingers fumbled around the ropes, digging in to work the knot out. Every time his fingers touched my skin, little tingles emanated from the spot. I tried not to notice but they were affecting my heart rate more than I wanted to admit. Now wasn’t a time to be thinking about Lochie, now was a time to fix the mess I had created around myself.

      He finally worked the rope loose and my hands were freed. I stayed in the backseat with Lola for the journey to her house. I didn’t even want to leave her then. It felt like I could have spent the rest of my life making up for the pain I had caused her and it still wouldn’t have been enough.

      I walked her to the door and waited until her parents enveloped her in hugs. I explained she had called me when she was free because I was the only number she could remember in her dazed state. I handed her over to her parents and promised I would see her again soon. The last thing Lola said to me was “Stay safe”. I didn’t make her any promises I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep.

      Lochie took us back to his house, smuggling me in before his mother could work out what was going on. If only she knew what her son was really up to. Having a girl in her son’s bedroom would be the least of her worries then.

      I practically fell into bed, thinking I would be asleep before my head hit the pillow. Unfortunately, I was wrong. As tired as I was, and as relieved about Lola being safe as I was, I couldn’t switch my mind onto silent mode. It buzzed with everything, replaying the day’s events like it was a horror movie.

      The only good thing that had happened all day was Lochie. In the quiet of the night, and lying in the bed that smelt just like his cologne, my mind couldn’t help but drift to him. His confession about loving me since the fourth grade seemed genuine. It was probably the most real I had ever seen him.

      But it was difficult to believe. I had literally known Lochie since we could walk. Our parents took us to the same playground where some of my earliest memories were born. We would sit on the swings and spin on the roundabout for hours while our mothers chatted away over a coffee. We used to argue then too. Lochie always wanted to go faster and I would scream that I was scared. He would do it anyway and I would eventually either fall off or call out to my mom for some intervention.

      Through every school year, we would find ourselves in the same classes. We battled it out in Debate lessons and he tripped me over when I ran for home base in Saturday baseball. For every event in my life, he was there somewhere.

      When I thought about it, it was probably only the last few years where he had really started to grate on me. Everything he said bugged me and got on my nerves. We couldn’t say two words to each other without having an argument about it. It probably started when I began noticing boys.

      Yet even though I was noticing boys, and not being repulsed by them, I couldn’t do anything about it. I was conditioned to follow the rules and I wasn’t allowed to date any guy until I was eighteen years old. I’d always known that rule. So I started getting frustrated and lashing out because I couldn’t have them. Or one in particular. Oh my God, I loved him too.

      The realization hit me as hard as the ground had in that baseball game. Lochie represented everything I couldn’t have and I hated him for it. But if I didn’t love him, then it wouldn’t have even been an issue.

      Now I definitely couldn’t sleep. I still wasn’t allowed to have a boyfriend so I still couldn’t do anything about it. The Department would forbid me and my parents would enforce the rule. Going out with Havi had proven that. There was still eight months before my eighteenth birthday but that seemed like forever. With the Originals out there hunting me down, it may as well have been a lifetime.

      I rolled over to look at Lochie, making out his shadow in the dark room. He was sleeping on his back, the blanket had fallen down to his waist. He was sleeping without a shirt again, inadvertently making me want him even more. I had to be crazy.

      “Lochie, are you awake?” I whispered.

      He arms fiddled with the edge of his blanket. “Yeah. What’s wrong?”

      There were so many answers to that question but I didn’t want to discuss them right now. I needed to get something off my chest and I didn’t want to wait any longer. If I did, I would lose my courage and never say it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

      

    
    
      “I love you too,” I said so quietly I wasn’t sure if Lochie would be able to hear me across the room.

      He didn’t move and I was certain he hadn’t heard. I considered telling him to go back to sleep and forget I said anything in the first place. It was tempting, I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to open that can of worms after all. It wasn’t like I would be able to turn around and say I was only joking. I couldn’t and wouldn’t do that to Lochie.

      I was just about to tell him to forget about it when he started moving. He sat up, peeled back the blanket and stood. Before I could even blink, he had crossed the room and was sitting on the edge of the bed. In the next moment, he was leaning down and his lips found mine.

      The weight of him against me forced me to lie on the bed – but I went gladly. Not even the tenderness from my shoulder wound could distract me. His kissed me deeply, hungrily, and passionately. I didn’t care that I needed air, all I cared about was keeping him there.

      My entire body tingling with his touch, warmth flooded through me. I hadn’t felt that safe in weeks and it was all because of being in his arms. Lola was right, my second kiss was definitely the winner of all kisses.

      He finally released my lips, moving his mouth to my cheek and travelling down to my neck. It igniting feelings I never even knew I had. I wanted him more than I had wanted anything in my entire life. It was like nothing mattered except us and I couldn’t live without his touch.

      “Amery,” Lochie moaned against my skin. I cupped his cheeks with my hands, pulling his head back to my own. His lips on mine were my new favorite thing.

      “Lochie, I love you,” I whispered, staring into his beautiful eyes. The moonlight was hitting him in the perfect place, illuminating his face and bringing him out of the shadows.

      “I love you too.” This time, I didn’t have any doubts about it.

      He let himself collapse on the bed beside me, giving us both a chance to catch our breath. I stared up at the ceiling, wondering what on Earth I was doing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I awoke the next day, I thought I might have imagined the whole thing. Lochie was nowhere in sight. I sat up, rubbing my head to try to get some sense back into it.

      Lochie emerged from the bathroom shortly afterwards, steam pouring out after him. The moment he saw I was awake, a grin spread across his face. “Good morning,” he said, amusement in his eyes.

      I was suddenly self conscience about how terrible I must look after having barely any sleep, not to mention the remnants of my bruises. He was probably having second thoughts about the whole thing. “Did last night really happen?”

      “You hog the covers.”

      “You snore,” I shot back.

      He shrugged. “Small price to pay. What is on your agenda today?”

      Ugh, I hadn’t even thought about it. Now Lola was safe and well, I could actually start to think straight again. With the Originals having no bargaining chip anymore, there was no point in continuing to run. I could sort out everything with the Department too, given enough groveling time.

      “I think I should go home,” I sighed. I wasn’t afraid of my parents and I was sure we had a lot to talk about. Even if I was nervous about what their plans for the future entailed.

      “I’ll grab us some breakfast while you get ready,” Lochie said, already heading for the door. I waited until he was gone before having a quick shower and running a comb through my hair. I didn’t have any makeup and my clothes probably belonged to some bimbo but at least I was presentable. Soon, I would be back at home with all my own stuff again.

      True to his word, Lochie brought us back some toast before he smuggled me outside. We drove in silence all the way home, I didn’t even know what small talk to say. As intense as our make out session had been in the early hours of the morning, I wasn’t entirely sure what it meant. Were we a couple now? Were we together? Or was it just some fun and now it was meant to be over? Lochie hadn’t made any promises and I hadn’t either. The whole thing was confusing and weird.

      We pulled up outside my house. “Do you want me to come in with you?” Lochie asked nervously. I was right there with him. I had never felt so anxious about going home before.

      “No, I’ll be fine. I’m sure everything will be okay.” I was trying to convince both of us.

      “You think you’ll be fine, wait until I tell Shaun that I drove his car through a wall.”

      I laughed, I guess he probably got the worse end of the deal. “I promise to reimburse him for any damage.” We stopped laughing and an awkward silence threatened to smother us. “Thank you for everything, I really appreciate it.”

      “Don’t mention it,” he waved me away. I didn’t know how to really thank him for all he had done. He had risked his life for me and I wasn’t sure how to repay that kind of generosity. Whatever I said didn’t seem to be enough.

      “I guess I’ll see you around.” I opened the door, it was time I faced my parents. I was almost ready for it, just so I could get out of the car.

      “Good luck.”

      “Thanks, you too.” I closed the door and waited for him to leave, giving him a wave as he pulled away. It felt weird being separated from him after being by his side for the past three days. It was starting to feel normal. What kind of a twilight zone had I found myself in? I truly expected to wake up at any moment and find out it was all a dream.

      I turned around and headed for the house, hoping things wouldn’t get even weirder with my parents. I went inside after fishing the key out of my handbag.

      Everything looked so normal in the house, like I had just been to school or something. My parents were in the kitchen, racing toward me when they first caught a glimpse of my arrival.

      I was enveloped in their hugs and we stood there together for the longest time. Any doubts about whether they still loved me even though the project was on hold left my consciousness. They were still my mom and dad, just like I left them.

      “I’m really sorry I couldn’t tell you where I was,” I started my profuse apology. “I just needed to find Lola and she’s safe now so everything is okay. I’m so sorry but I couldn’t let anything happen to her, it would be all my fault and she didn’t deserve it. And I-”

      Dad put a finger to my lips, stopping my verbal vomit. “Shh. You don’t need to explain to us. But the Department has summoned you. We have orders to take you there immediately.”

      One look at their faces and I knew they weren’t joking around. Nor would they let me procrastinate about going. It was pointless arguing with them. “When are we going?”

      “Now,” Mom replied, she didn’t seem happy about it. Perhaps she was tiring of the Department’s demands too. I know I was.

      “I’ll just change,” I said, before giving them another squeeze and hurrying upstairs. I left the bimbo’s clothes and put on my own. I was starting to feel more like myself again. Now all I needed was to hate Lochie again and I would be all set.

      My parents left much of the interrogating to the Department, we drove most of the way in silence. I gave them an update of Lola and how we had rescued her. They did the parental thing and scolded me for putting myself in such danger. Their concern made me smile.

      The grin was quickly wiped when we entered the large building belonging to the Department. At the front desk, we were told Special Agent Robert Bower had been reassigned and we were to wait for our new handler. We sat in the cold steel chairs in the corridor, awaiting his arrival.

      A man strode toward us more than twenty minutes later, walking intently like he was in a hurry. He was tall, he had to be over six foot, and his hair was jet black. He wore a scowl, I wasn’t sure if it was for our benefit or if that was just his regular face.

      “Agents,” he said, shaking hands with my parents who had sprung up from their seats. I stood reluctantly, not as eager to please him. He finally remembered I was there. “Amery, I’m Special Agent George Scott.”

      I didn’t shake his hand. In those few seconds, I knew he wasn’t anything like Rob. I didn’t want any other handler except Agent Bower and I wasn’t going to welcome anyone new so easily.

      “This way,” Agent Scott ordered. We followed after him like puppy dogs, lapping at his heels. He led us to his office – Rob’s former one. So not only did he take his place, but his office too. It seemed like a double slap to the face.

      “You are in a lot of trouble, Miss Jones,” Agent Scott started. So much for the small talk or the pleasantries. “Removing federal property, disobeying a direct order, ignoring protocol, exposing the project. And that’s only the things I know about. I’m sure there is plenty more you are yet to tell me. But let’s get this straight, you will tell me. I won’t be so accepting of your behavior as your previous handler.”

      He stood over me like a giant, trying to use his height to intimidate me. I made a decision right then and there that I would play along – for now. I would do as they say, I would follow all their orders, but I would not forget what they had done to me and how easily they had abandoned not only Lola but the entire project. I had a perfect memory and the scars weren’t going to heal anytime soon.

      “Yes, Agent,” I replied. It took all my concentration to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

      “Good. Now I want a full report.” He settled in the chair across from me and hit a button on his computer to start a voice recorder. I took a deep breath and began.

      I was glad my parents were there too, that way I didn’t have to repeat myself. I told Agent Scott nearly everything, leaving out the details about Lochie. He wanted the names of everyone I had encountered so I had to tell him he was with me, but I didn’t have to tell him what had happened between us. That was mine and mine alone.

      By the end of it, Agent Scott turned off the recorder and stared at me. He had sat through the entire thing, completely emotionless. I may as well have been a talking puppet for all he cared.

      “I will be accompanying you to level five now where you will have a new chip implanted,” he declared. After hearing everything that had happened, that was all he could say? It seemed so typical of the Department’s attitude. Rob was different, he actually had a heart but not this guy. We weren’t going to get along very well, I could already feel it in my bones.

      Just as promised – or threatened – Agent Scott was my personal escort up to level five. He waited until he could hand me over to Agent Williams who would reimplant me. And even then, he waited outside the door just to make sure I didn’t escape again. Apparently I was a badass now.

      “Take a seat on the table,” the technician ordered. His ID lanyard confirmed he was Agent Williams. “Take off your top and we’ll get this chip in.”

      I followed orders, the stainless steel table freezing cold under my shorts. I slid off my top, holding it against my front so I didn’t feel completely exposed.

      “Oh, this is nasty,” Agent Williams gasped. I guessed he had seen my shoulder where Lochie had taken a fishing knife to it. I wasn’t game enough to look at it myself in the mirror but it was really sore so I guessed it wasn’t good. “How did you get the chip out?”

      “Fishing knife.”

      He made a face that was half-disgust, half-impressed. “Must have hurt like hell.”

      “It did,” I readily agreed.

      “Mildly impressive.”

      “Only mildly?” I teased, thinking I would like to see him get his shoulder drilled with a fishing knife and see how he likes it.

      A grin tickled his lips, threatening to spread across his face. “Okay, it’s impressive. And stupid, it’s infected.”

      “I expected as much,” I replied. Lochie had warned me several times it would happen. Despite our efforts to keep it clean, you just couldn’t sterilize an old fishing knife found in the trunk of a car.

      “I’ll clean it up while you’re here,” Agent Williams offered before he got to work. Whatever it was he did to ‘clean it up’ was more painful than it was when we first cut it. The wound burned, the pain echoing out in waves down my back and arm. When I heard the tape being pulled out of its case, I was more than a little relieved.

      Unfortunately, my relief was short lived. Once he was finished with my left shoulder, he moved onto my right. He loaded up the tiny microchip and shot it into my shoulder in a syringe-like utensil. A jolt went through me which settled into a dull stinging sensation.

      “You’re all done,” Agent Williams said, tidying up all the bloody pieces of gauze. “I could warn you not to take out the chip again, but I would assume you have learnt your lesson. Make sure you keep the wound clean and change the dressing twice a day. If it gets worse, make sure to come back and I’ll prescribe you some antibiotics.”

      I thanked him and left, keen to get out of the torture chamber. Aliens in the project weren’t allowed to see regular doctors in case they discovered our different genetic makeup so the Department had always been the home of my regular doctor’s visits. I didn’t have one good memory of the place.

      As we left the Department and headed for home, I checked my phone, desperate for a message from Lochie. Our kiss last night had been flashing into my mind all day when I least expected it. It would hit me like a train and leave me breathless when I allowed it to linger.

      My phone was silent, no messages, no missed calls. Perhaps Lochie was having second thoughts. Or Shaun killed him for damaging his car. No, it had to be second thoughts. Perhaps I didn’t live up to his fantasy, or perhaps the thrill was in the chase? Now I had thrown myself at him, he didn’t want me. That would have been the Lochie I knew and loathed.

      “So I guess it’s back to business,” Dad started from the front seat, pulling me from my miserable thoughts. “We won’t have the security police anymore, so we’ll have to work out our own security measures.”

      “We’ll be prepared if the Originals come looking for you,” Mom said kindly, giving me a warm smile as she turned around in her seat.

      “Just because the project is on hold, it doesn’t mean we can’t carry on like nothing has changed,” Dad added.

      “Except it has changed,” I argued. “Do you think they’ve told the people on Trucon?”

      Silence was my answer. The Department was probably hoping my race of people wouldn’t find out about the new developments. They might not be as patient as they previously were. Waiting twenty-five years to escape their planet was long enough, now they might not be able to come down at all. They’d all perish with the planet as soon as the asteroid hit.

      “It will work out,” Mom tried to reassure me. “The most important thing is that we still follow the rules and mission of the project. When the Department says it’s back on, then we’ll still be on track.”

      “So there won’t be any more disappearing or acting on your own,” Dad added. “We are all on the same team, we have to obey with the rules of the project. Do I have your word on this?”

      I didn’t want to give him my word. I didn’t have any faith in the Department anymore. I had spent my entire life working toward something that now seemed like it wasn’t going to happen. And why? Because of budgets and money. I was completely disillusioned with the whole thing.

      But I would do more damage if I argued with my parents. I needed them on my side, especially considering I didn’t know what the future had in store for me. The Originals were still out there and they knew where I lived. They knew where I went to school and they knew who I cared about. That gave them carte blanch to do whatever they wanted to me.

      “You have my word,” I finally replied.
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      Pain shot through my shoulder as I moved, making my face twist with the sudden discomfort. It had been almost a week since Agent Williams had tortured me and I was still suffering. I wouldn’t let my parents know though, they would march me back to the Department straight away and I was avoiding the place like the plague.

      “Are you okay?” Lola asked, her voice full of concern.

      “Yeah, it’s nothing,” I replied. “Are you still having the nightmares?”

      She nodded sadly as we sat in her bedroom. “Sometimes. They’re all the same, I’m walking along and the Originals grab me from behind.”

      “And then you wake up and think it’s real?”

      “Yep. I take it you’re still not sleeping either?”

      I had barely slept since that night with Lochie. I reverted to napping during the day when I knew my parents were close just so I could function. The minute I closed my eyelids, I saw the Originals all staring me in the eyes and chasing me. “Not really. Have the police contacted you again about what happened?”

      Lola shook her head. “I think they bought my story, my parents too. The last I heard, the police were continuing their investigation but they weren’t hopeful of finding people I couldn’t even describe.”

      “I’m so sorry, Lola,” I said again, knowing it wouldn’t fix anything. I wouldn’t stop apologizing though, my guilt would never be unburdened.

      “Stop saying that, really. It’s not your fault. I don’t blame you for any of it.” She patted my arm to reassure me of her words. It would still take some more convincing. “You should have heard what those horrible people were saying about aliens, though. They have so much hatred in them.”

      “They think aliens are trying to take over the human race. They think they’re doing what’s best for the world.”

      “I don’t want to live in a world with such hatred,” Lola said, her eyes wide open as she spoke. “They don’t even know you, how can they want you dead? It’s just so stupid.”

      “They’re afraid. Fear is a strong motivator.”

      “How can you be so calm?” She asked.

      I shrugged, sending pain shooting through my arm. “I guess I’m used to it. I’ve pretended to be calm and normal for a very long time.”

      “I don’t know how you do it.”

      A smile spread across my face, it was so good being able to sit there and talk to my best friend. And be so open about who I was. “I can do it because of people like you. I’m so glad you know now.”

      “Me too. Does Lochie know too?”

      I had managed to go five minutes without thinking about him, that was a new record. “Not really. I told him my parents were in the FBI and that’s why everything was happening. He thinks they were trying to hurt me to get to Mom and Dad.”

      “And he was satisfied with that answer?”

      I nodded. “He asked me straight out if I was an alien and I said no. He didn’t ask me again.”

      “And he did all that to help you?” Lola asked, like she could hardly believe it.

      It was time to come clean with her. I had put off telling her what had happened between Lochie and me purely because I didn’t want to talk to anyone about it. If I wasn’t sure what had happened, then how could I explain it to anyone else? The fact he hadn’t called in five days also helped to murky the water. We would all be returning to school on Monday and I had no idea what was going to happen when we saw each other. If he completely ignored me, I didn’t know what I would do.

      “He kind of confessed that he loved me,” I blurted out, wincing as I waited for the reaction.

      Lola picked up a cushion off her bed and threw it at me. “I told you! Thank God he finally did something about it. What did you say?”

      “Nothing.” I paused, waiting to see if she would let me off the hook. The look on her face told me she wasn’t going to. “But then I said I loved him too. We kissed and it was all romantic and stuff.”

      “So you’re together now?” She asked excitedly. “We can double date with Asher for real?”

      I shook my head quickly before she could get too carried away and plan our double wedding. “I haven’t spoken to him since it happened. He dropped me home in the morning and I haven’t seen him again.”

      “Wait, you spent the night together?” She gripped the edge of the bed, like she was going to spring out of it with the news.

      “Not like that,” I quickly replied. “We slept in the same bed but we just slept. Nothing happened. Can you imagine how crazy I’d be by now if it did?”

      She calmed down a little. “Why don’t you call him?”

      “Because he’s the guy. And I don’t want to make a fool out of myself if I completely misread the whole thing.”

      “What part of ‘I love you’ could you have misread?” She had a point, but I still wasn’t brave enough to lay my heart out there for Lochie to trample over. We had spent too many years arguing to let him have the upper hand. Old habits die hard. “Take charge, Amery. Show him who’s boss.”

      I laughed, not even entertaining the idea. I was too new to the whole dating thing. I wasn’t even allowed to be dating, not that I was entirely following the rules anymore. “I’ll think about it,” I finally replied. I doubted I would be doing anything but thinking about it. Not until I saw Lochie again.

      A part of me was really angry at Lochie for not contacting me. A simple text could have solved everything, whether it was good news or bad. I just had to know what was going on and he should have called. No matter which way I looked at it, he should have done that. It just went to show how my first instincts about him were probably correct. He was annoying and always would be.

      “So besides the whole Lochie thing,” Lola started. “What’s going to happen to you now the project is on hold?”

      “No idea,” I said honestly. “The Originals won’t stop trying to kill all the aliens and the Department won’t protect us. I guess there’s interesting times ahead.”

      “I wouldn’t say interesting, I’d say scary.”

      “Scary means the Originals have already won,” I pointed out. I couldn’t let them win or that would mean none of my race could make it to Earth. As determined as they were, I was double it. “I don’t have any intention of letting them win.”

      Lola smiled. “That’s my girl.”

      “So tell me everything about Asher, you said he visited you yesterday?” I returned her grin, trying to match her level of enthusiasm while subtly changing the subject.

      I spent all afternoon with Lola, grateful I was able to and the Originals hadn’t hurt her like I had envisaged. There were so many times I had feared we would never get to hang out together again.

      I left her alone just before dark, remembering the curfew my parents had enforced. They had to know where I was at all times, I had to answer each call they made to me, and be home before dark. I couldn’t go out at night and it was best to avoid being in open spaces. The Originals were ensuring I was given barely any more freedom than the average prisoner.

      After dinner, I went to my bedroom for an early night. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep so I flicked on the television and tried to dull my mind.

      It wasn’t working as I kept fidgeting. I would have even welcomed some homework or something to keep me busy. Was I really looking forward to returning to school just so I could get some homework? Perhaps there really was something seriously wrong with aliens.

      My phone pinged with a text message. I practically lunged for it to give me something to do. Anything to break up the long night.

      The message was from Lochie. I considered not reading it, in case it said something I didn’t want to see. I had already got the hint loud and clear that he didn’t want anything to do with me. At this stage, it was hardly worth actually confirming it in writing. I knew where I stood and it was behind all the bimbos he usually preferred.

      Still, I was really bored and beyond curious so I opened the message.

      

      Look out the window.

      

      My brow furrowed in confusion. It was night and dark as ink outside, I wouldn’t even be able to see anything. As I walked to the window, I could feel my annoyance growing. It was a familiar feeling.

      I pulled back the curtains and peered out. Just like I expected, I couldn’t see a thing. Everything was pitch black, only the streetlights twinkled in the distance. If he was trying to play games with me, then I guess I fell for it.

      “Argh!” I yelped as a face appeared right in front of mine. My heart raced with the fright. Even when I recognized the face as belonging to Lochie, my pulse raced.

      He pointed to the window lock and I seriously considered closing the curtain again. I let him sweat it out for a few moments before I opened the window and let him in. He climbed through from the tree he was perched on.

      “How did you even get up here?” I asked in greeting.

      “I climbed the tree,” he replied, shrugging like it wasn’t a big mystery. Whatever, I didn’t really care.

      I crossed my arms, silently letting him know I was angry with him. If I didn’t let him know now, I would forget myself pretty quickly. He was looking just as breathtakingly gorgeous as I had remembered. And acted just as annoying as I remembered too.

      “What do you want, Lochie? It’s late.”

      “I needed to talk to you and I didn’t want to wait a moment longer.”

      When he didn’t continue, I uncrossed my arms and held them out questioningly. “Well? What did you want to say?”

      “More what I wanted to do.” Now I was completely confused.

      But in the next moment, Lochie closed the gap between us and had me locked in his arms in no time. Another second and his lips were on mine. I melted into him, completely forgetting what was so infuriating about him.

      I had thought the feelings I got from our first kiss were just a fluke, like maybe the near death experience had heightened the experience. With just one more kiss, I knew they weren’t. As his lips possessed mine, I felt safe and warm. I wanted him and I would do anything to have him. My heart fluttered, as well as the butterflies in my stomach.

      We eventually let each other go, needing to breathe for a moment. I hit Lochie on the chest. “It’s been five days. Where were you? I thought you changed your mind.”

      He grabbed my hands so I couldn’t hit him again. It was probably a wise move, knowing our history. “I asked your parents if I could come around and they said you needed space. They said I would have to see you at school but I couldn’t wait.”

      “My parents told you that?” My mind whirled with what else they could possibly have been keeping from me.

      Lochie nodded, starting to kiss my hands in turn. I wished he would stop, he was making all the thoughts fall out of my head. But he better not stop too, the sparks shooting out of every kiss was worth it.

      “I didn’t know that. I’m sorry for hitting you.”

      “That’s alright, you hit like a girl,” he teased in between kisses. Finally, he stopped to look me in the eyes again, his baby blues drilling into me. “Before we go back to school, I want you to know I’m going to keep your secret. I promise I won’t let anyone know about what your parents do for a living. I’ll take it to the grave.”

      I took my hands back and wrapped my arms around Lochie’s neck, pulling him close. He was so sweet and I was lying to him. He had no idea what I was and he was so honest with me. I didn’t know how long I could live with that kind of guilt.

      “Lochie?” I asked, enjoying the warmth of his body against mine. He mumbled something I couldn’t make out in response. “Can you stay with me tonight?”

      He let me go so he could read my face. “Of course I can, if you want me to.”

      “I do.”

      I pulled him over to the bed, turning off the light and leaving the bedside lamp on. It cast a soft orange glow around the room, just enough to be able to see my way.

      I lay down, facing the wall. Lochie snuggled up behind me, putting his arm around my waist. I could feel his breath on my neck, it tickled just slightly. I felt so safe there with him, like nothing could hurt me. It was like everything seemed bearable, I could handle anything I was thrown. I felt fearless and brave. And I felt tired. I knew I would finally be able to sleep.

      “Hey, Jones?” Lochie whispered.

      “Yeah?” I asked, my eyelids already droopy.

      “Don’t hog the blankets.”

      I squeezed his arm, hoping it hurt a little. But just a little. Because as annoying at Lochlan Mercury was, he held my heart in the palm of his hand. I closed my eyes and drifted off to a peaceful sleep.

      

      
        The End
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        A rogue AI threatens the solar system.

        Cometh the hour, cometh the geek.

      

      In the year 2288, John Mendoza is a data analyst stuck in a boring job on the Moon. His life changes when he's recruited by a group of rich visionaries to fight humanity's nemesis, an AI based on Mars. But soon he discovers a seamy underside to the plot. They're targeting Mercury for its rich resources … and the woman Mendoza loves, Elfrida Goto, is there.

      Mendoza risks his life to rescue Elfrida, but their relationship buckles as he's sucked into the struggle for the soul of humanity. The plotters intend to wage war on Mars, where the rogue AI has its stronghold. And they have a new use for Mendoza. But there’s a fatal flaw in their plans, which endangers humanity's flagship colony on the Moon.

      In this dark hour, Mendoza, a humble Filipino geek, stands all but alone between humanity and the ruthless AI predator. Will his quick wits be enough to stave off genocide?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Leaning on his maneuvering jets, the squadron leader jinked into a gap in the enemy’s offensive formation that did not exist—yet—but would in 2.1 seconds. The flash of a nuke lit up the cockpit of his Fragger, dimming his readouts. Gamma radiation washed over the ship, along with a burst of neutrons lethal enough to mangle human tissue at the cellular level. The enemy wasn’t holding back.

      Neither was Frank Hope IV.

      “On my go, release the nail bombs. And go!”

      From the ordnance portals of all three surviving Fraggers, the volume-denial warheads leapt into the darkness. Guided by IR-tracking, they shot towards the enemy fighters closing in on the squadron in three dimensions. None of them reached their targets. The enemy’s kinetic cannon batted them aside. But the nail bombs exploded on impact, spraying shrapnel across a volume of several thousand cubic kilometers. Each ‘nail’ was a mini-bomb, filled with combustible foil that would eat steel like a space-age version of naptha.

      Whoops erupted on the comms channel when two enemy fighters slowed down, drifting as if stunned. Worms of fire crawled over their hulls.

      That only left eighteen, that the squadron could see.

      The PLAN’s fighters, dubbed ‘toilet rolls’ for their cylindrical fuselages, possessed a stealth technology unmatched by humanity, which allowed them to go undetected until the moment they pounced on you and nuked your ass. Even during combat, they eluded detection. They showed up as ghosts on your radar, transient flashes of heat that should not have been able to go that fast.

      Stealth overturned the basic fact about space combat—its predictability. Like chess, normal space combat was governed by rules: Newtonian physics and ship specs. A sufficiently powerful computer could predict the outcome of any given engagement before it happened. Stealth removed those assurances. It restored raw intuition to its throne.

      Once again, you had to be a pilot.

      You had to really know how to fly.

      And it sucked balls to be stuck 2.1 seconds behind the action, forced to guess that much harder.

      Frank pivoted on his thrusters and flew backwards through the fringe of the shrapnel field, slashing a path for himself with the hot plasma of his own deceleration burn. The other two followed. “That’s bought us some time,” Abdul gasped cheerfully.

      The nearest toilet rolls would have to change course before they could pursue the Fraggers, and the ones already pursuing them would now have to detour around the shrapnel field.

      We might just make it.

      At that very minute, a startled gasp forewarned him of tragedy. Abdul’s fighter blossomed into a fireball.

      “They’re still throwing slugs at us,” Vicky said. “Must’ve got him smack dab in the VASIMR.”

      It was just the two of them now. “Hold your course! We’re almost there.”

      Mars.

      Nightside speckled with ruddy alien light, it floated in the middle of Frank’s optical feed. The PLAN—an unholy hybrid intelligence descended from rogue AIs and a lost Chinese space fleet—had conquered Mars back in the 22nd century. Humanity had gone through all the stages of grief since then: denial, anger, depression, bargaining, and full-frontal assaults. All had proved futile.

      You couldn’t bargain with an AI.

      Couldn’t beat it in battle, either.

      Thousands of Star Force pilots had died, over the decades, in this very volume, sacrificed to non-strategies driven by PR needs rather than military realities.

      Now, finally, humanity (or at least a tiny portion of it) was getting smart.

      Frank poured on the delta-V. The gees immobilized him in his flight couch. All he could move was his eyes.

      Black dots glided across the face of Mars. They weren’t enemy ships. They were much bigger than that.

      “Vicky?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Next up, the orbital fortresses. We’ve shaken off those toilet rolls, but—”

      Her scream cut across his words. Slewing his gaze to his IR feed, he saw her Fragger expanding into a dandelion puff of debris.

      “Vicky!”

      Silence.

      Guess we didn’t shake them off, after all.

      Tears painted his temples. But it didn’t matter. They’d all known, setting out, that only one of them had to get through.

      Grunting, because he couldn’t get enough air in his lungs to scream his rage and hate, he hurtled across the void. There was a way through the lethal cloud of fortresses surrounding Mars. En route to this rendezvous with doom, he’d analyzed their orbits and found several holes in their coverage where a Fragger might slip through.

      A Fragger.

      Not a Star Force ship.

      He’d flown for Star Force when he was a kid. What a clusterfuck. Thirty-year-old hardware running twenty-year-old software, operated by mouth-breathing eighteen-year-old gamers.

      The Fragger represented a new paradigm. Sure, its VASIMR engine was less powerful than a standard fusion drive, but it was also lighter. And with that much less mass to push around, you could afford other new-tech features.

      The orbital fortresses loomed like tiny, irregularly shaped black moons. Effortfully, Frank moved his left hand to the button on the arm of his couch that would launch the payload.

      The reason he was here.

      The reason seven other Fraggers had already gone up in dust.

      Dust.

      Ha, ha.

      The orbital fortresses continued their inertial dance. They hadn’t seen him. But a PLAN picket had. A dozen toilet rolls popped out of stealth mode and slagged his ship. In the split second before the Fragger disintegrated, he pushed the launch button.

      “Fuck! Fuck fuck FUCK!”

      “Cool it,” Vicky said, helping him off with his headset, gloves, and all the other feedback devices that had enabled him to feel as if he really were present in the Fragger’s cockpit.

      The other Fragger pilots stood around the telepresence room, vaping cigarettes, reviewing holographic reconstructions of the battles they’d lost.

      “I might have launched my payload in time,” Frank said. ”I got close enough.” But he knew he hadn’t. His payload had been fragged along with his ship. “I was just trying to get a bit closer. Dammit!”

      “Well, I launched mine,” Vicky said. “I know. 8,000 klicks out. What are the odds?”

      “Non-zero. Good work, Vicks.” He pulled her in for a kiss.

      His gaze fell on a screen behind her. It was a realtime view of Mars, a feed from the L2 Sun-Earth Lagrange point, which was as close as the PLAN would allow human facilities to exist. The Red Planet hung in the blackness of space, impervious to the dogfight that had just added S500 million worth of junk to its orbital retinue.

      “It was the delay,” he said.

      They cavilled, but they knew he was right. How could you hope to elude the toilet rolls, when you were 2.1 light-seconds from the action?

      “This isn’t going to work.”

      “It worked better when we just shot the payloads in on inertial trajectories,” Abdul said bleakly.

      “Sure, we got close that way. But we never got down to the surface. We have to get the Dust down to the surface. And there’s only one way to do it.” He watched their faces, seeking understanding and acceptance. “Next time, we’ll have to go ourselves.”
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        Later that week …

      

      In a slum near the south pole of the Moon, John Mendoza woke to the Te Deum of Bruckner and dressed for work. He pulled his trousers on, the suspenders already buttoned onto the waistband in back. At the same time, with one foot, he hit the ‘Print Last’ button on the 3D printer under his bunk, which spat out a new detachable collar made of recycled plastic. Mendoza jerked yesterday’s shirt off its hanger, buttoned on the new collar, wriggled into the whole assemblage, fastened his suspenders with one hand, and scrubbed a depilatory wipe over his jaw. He did all this while lying on his back. This was the only posture possible in the narrow confines of his capsule, which was ridiculously called a ‘studio apartment.’

      Lace up the boots, clap the derby on head, done. The complete Victorian gentleman, circa 2288.

      He collected his walking-stick, opened the door, and sailed down the zipshaft.

      Out on the street, it was just as stuffy, but at least you could walk upright. Nightingale Village consisted of one very steep, poorly lit street lined with pubs, payday loan merchants, immersion cafés, and pawnshops. Twisting alleys led to thousands of apartments like Mendoza’s, most of them accessible only by ladder. His was one of the better ones.

      He joined the tightly packed throng waiting for the funicular. Someone’s hair tickled his face. The funicular came. They shuffled on board. The string of cable-cars travelled slowly down the dark side of Malapert Mountain.

      Outside—and on the heads-up screens in each carriage—a stunning panorama unfolded. Flanked by ramparts of life-support infrastructure, the domes of Shackleton City spilled luminescence into the lunar night. The city sprawled across a plateau fifty kilometers long by ten wide. It straggled up the boundary slopes of Malapert Mountain to the north, Shackleton Crater to the south, Haworth Crater to the northwest, and Shoemaker Crater to the east. All three craters held still-productive water mines. He3 fusion reactors pumped out electricity, and big-box farms supplied food for the city’s population of seven million. The residential domes appeared mottled green from above, an effect of the rich verdure lining their streets. Beneath the glass of the largest domes of all moved the stately silhouettes of airships. The ocean-wrapped sphere of Earth floated in the sky.

      Mendoza ignored the view. After all, he saw it every day. He was listening to the second section of the Bruckner and catching up with the news.

      His BCI (Brain-Computer Interface), plus retinal implants, enabled him to scan massive amounts of information very fast, running secondary searches on anything intriguing.

      A headline from Earth caught his eye.

      Charles K. Pope, director of the United Nations Venus Remediation Project, is dead at 48.

      “Susmaryosep!” Mendoza breathed. He assigned a squad of virtual searchbots to the topic.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The funicular terminated at Huxley dome, where Mendoza transferred to the commuter rail. By this time, he knew everything that everyone else knew about the death of Charles K. Pope.

      Guy had gone windsurfing in bad weather. Drowned.

      His work pals were emailing back and forth about it. He even exchanged a line or two with Elfrida Goto, far away on Earth.

      “I’ve decided to take the job on Mercury,” she wrote.

      Mendoza’s interest in Charles K. Pope evaporated.

      That was news.

      This was bad.

      Elfrida Goto worked for the Space Corps. After her last assignment on 4 Vesta, where they’d shared some hair-raising adventures, she had been given a choice of working on Luna or Mercury. He’d assumed she would come to Luna. Why had he been so naïvely optimistic?

      “Why?” he emailed back.

      He had sixteen minutes to regret the blunt question: long enough for his email to reach Earth, and Elfrida’s reply to travel back to Luna; long enough for the high-speed train to plunge through the network of tunnels between Malapert Mountain and Shackleton Crater, stopping at underground stations beneath outlying domes, until it reached Gingrich Station in Wellsland. Still waiting for Elfrida’s reply, Mendoza got off and took the elevator up to Hope Circus.

      People in mechanical wingsets clogged the sky of Wellsland, soaring dangerously close to the airship lanes. Mendoza shuffled around a grove of trees shaped like egg whisks, where the servants of the well-to-do were walking dachshunds and Yorkies. The scent of freshly watered grass tinted the air. A huge statue of Dennis Hope III peeped through the trees, garlanded with posters for yet another campaign to improve childhood health. Mendoza noticed none of this. He was immersed in his personal tragedy.

      “I just feel like it would be interesting to see Mercury,” Elfrida emailed at last.

      Mendoza entered Doyle Tower, a fantasia in fake brick and marble. He subvocalized to his comms program, ~Does this have anything to do with Pope’s death? Stared at the words on the virtual screen in his left eye. Deleted them.

      ~Congrats! he emailed, as the elevator carried him up to the 14th floor. ~Hope it goes well. Keep me posted. –John

      He stumbled into the office of the United Nations Venus Remediation Program’s data analysis division, section three, feeling like a dirty nuke had just hit his future.

      No one noticed. They were all chattering about the death of Charles K. Pope. He had been their boss, after all, the director of the United Nations Venus Remediation Program (UNVRP). When Mendoza’s supervisor, Nate Sindikuwabo, strolled into the office, the first words out of his mouth were, “Anyone for coffee? We need to share our feelings of loss and abandonment.”

      Half the office took up the offer. It was a good excuse not to do any work this morning. Mendoza demurred.

      He sank onto his high stool. The starmaps on the screen made no sense. All he could see was the face of a klutzy, brave, cute-as-hell Space Corps agent who had just told him that she wasn’t interested.

      He pulled himself together. Got a pouch of inferior java from the machine. Booted up his search engines.

      It had been a long and improbable journey for John Mendoza, born in Manila to a single mother, to wind up on Luna, employed by the United Nations Venus Remediation Project as an astrodata analyst.

      No matter what happened, he couldn’t jeopardize his job.

      But it was not astrodata that he called up now.

      Guiltily hunched over his screens, he navigated to one of the internet forums that discussed forbidden topics.

      Well; not forbidden.

      Just.

      The kind of thing no one talked about in real life.

      Join conversation: HEY GUYS NEW SURVEY IT’S FOR REAL AFAIK CHECK IT OUT

      Thread: Survey data.

      Forum: All-We-Know-About-Mars/secret.cloud.

      New replies: 261.

      Holy crap. His thread had really taken off.

      Mendoza felt excited, and a bit scared.
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* * *

      Mendoza left the office at six, local time (GMT+10). He took his walking-stick.

      It was getting on for dusk. The roof of Wellsland displayed delicate citrus hues in the west, where a theoretical sun might be setting on this whimsical recreation of Victorian London.

      Mendoza passed thousands of men dressed like himself, and thousands of women in high-necked blouses and long skirts. The majority were spaceborn. Mendoza stood 175 centimeters tall, but he was dwarfed by these beanstalk people. Even with their longer legs, though, the spaceborn did not bound ahead or leap over others. (Pretty difficult to do that in ankle-length skirts.) Rush hour in Shackleton City was regimented, dictated by the commuter rail schedule and the sheer density of the crowds.

      That regimentation was one secret of the city’s longevity and prosperity, Mendoza knew. To keep millions of people alive in the deadly environment of Luna was no small feat. You needed some degree of conformity. Couldn’t just have everyone doing their own thing.

      He took the train out to Cherry-Garrard, an outlying suburb on the slope of Shackleton Crater. This was a humbler dome than Wellsland. A low-slung roof seemed to press down upon terraced houses of Luna rock and splart. Wrought plastisteel streetlights lit up the fronds of pignut palms, whose fruit provided high concentrations of vitamin B12. Parents called tall, spidery children in to supper.

      Mendoza went into a building near the perimeter of the dome. Large and square, it sported an unobtrusive cross. It was St. Ignatius Church, one of only two Roman Catholic churches in Shackleton City.

      Down in the basement, practise had already started. He bowed towards the scrum of sweating men and women and hustled into his stabilizer braces. At the touch of a button, his walking-stick shed its handle and expanded into a two-meter shinai. He put on his gi and hakama and joined in.

      Mendoza had once thought of himself as a peaceable person. But last year, he’d nearly died on 4 Vesta, when the PLAN took over the protoplanet’s infrastructure and murdered its human population. Mendoza had survived, but not through his own efforts. A peaceable person? Ha! He was simply a wimp. He’d let Elfrida and that Japanese guy do all the shooting, while he cowered in fear. He couldn’t fire a gun to save his life. Couldn’t even throw a punch.

      So why wasn’t he out on a shooting range? Or taking krav maga, or Greco-Roman wrestling, or something?

      What was he doing in Shackleton City’s one and only part-time dojo, learning the ancient Japanese art of kendo?

      Well, for one thing, a shooting range on Luna? Wasn’t happening. The plebs might get ideas. As for krav maga, etc., Mendoza wasn’t at the point where he wanted to trade punches with 200-centimeter laborers on crazy-making muscle therapies.

      Kendo had rules. It had history. It had masks that made you look like a ninja.

      And hitting people with a two-meter plastic sword turned out to be really, really satisfying.

      All the kendo-ka wore stabilizer braces, to simulate the resistance of Earth’s gravity. That ruled out the balletic leaps seen in pro vids, but you could still pull some cool moves. 0.16 g was 0.16 g, braces or no braces. Watching the final bout of the evening, between Sensei and one of the black belts, Mendoza absolutely understood why micro-gravity kendo was a thing, despite the fact that the practical applications of swordfighting skills in a spacefaring civilization were zero.

      After practice, he hung around, helped to polish the floor.

      The other kendo-ka trickled away. Sensei turned to Mendoza. “Not in a hurry?”

      “Sorry. I know you have to lock up.”

      Sensei zipped his shinai into its bag. He’d already changed into his street clothes. A casual observer might have thought he was still wearing a gi and hakama, but the long black garment was a cassock. Father Thomas Lynch, S.J., was the parish priest of St. Ignatius, as well as being a 3rd-dan black belt in kendo.

      “If you have time for a coffee, I’d be glad of the company,” the Jesuit said.

      They locked the church and walked down the street towards the edge of the dome, where the starry ‘sky’ swept down to meet the ground.

      In larger domes such as Wellsland, the roof was so far away it really did look like a sky. In shitholes like Nightingale Village, the roof was simply a roof. Here, you could see that the ‘sky’ was a patchwork of hexagonal glassbricks. The discolored leading between the bricks enhanced the Victorian atmosphere.

      Glass could be manufactured cheaply on Luna by sintering raw regolith, and it made an excellent radiation shield.

      The Jesuit pushed through the bushes at the end of the street. He pushed a sequence of buttons to open the airlock. Anyone could go outside, though few did. What for?

      The communal EVA suits smelled like the inside of a kendo mask. Made to fit the spaceborn, they wrinkled around both men’s boot-tops.

      Outside, they stepped into the middle of a two-week lunar night. Mendoza’s faceplate stuttered through several filters before settling on one that turned everything pale cerise.

      A ruby maze of infrastructure cluttered the landscape between the domes: waste heat and water recycling plants, solar arrays, garages for maintenance bots, etc., etc. Nearer to hand, construction debris, broken parts, and spent batteries strewed the terrain. The truest sign of Shackleton City’s prosperity: recycling was optional.

      The Jesuit set up a couple of targets made of spare glassbricks. He gave Mendoza a pistol. It was a pulsed laser pistol with a molten salt battery. Same type of weapon as the one that Mendoza hadn’t fired even once on Vesta.

      Training with a sword was all well and good, but the Jesuit would be the first to admit that the fundamentals of self-defense rested on at least a basic ability to shoot.

      They plinked away at the boulders for a while. The Jesuit was a crack shot. Mendoza managed to drill a hole the depth of a finger into one of the targets, which made him absurdly happy.

      “So what did you want to talk to me about?” the Jesuit said at last on the suit-to-suit channel.

      Mendoza tasted iron. He had bitten his lip in his furious concentration on the target. He hesitated.

      The silence out here was the silence of the confessional. Outside, and only outside, they could be confident that no automated surveillance would pick up their voices. It would be technically feasible for the powers that be to eavesdrop on a couple of guys shooting at rocks outside Cherry-Garrard, but highly unlikely that they would. You’d need a satellite pointing in the right direction, listening for the low-power FM signals used in suit-to-suit comms, at exactly the right time. You’d need forewarning, in other words, which the Jesuit had deliberately avoided giving them.

      Yet that wasn’t why Mendoza hesitated.

      Man up, he told himself.

      “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been two weeks since my last confession.”

      The time before that, it had been four months.

      The time before that, fifteen years.

      Mendoza had fallen away from the Church when he left home. The calamitous events on 4 Vesta had brought him back to the Faith.

      “I have committed the sins of lust and, uh, self-abuse.” His face felt so red, he had a new reason to be grateful they were outside, faces hidden by tinted rad-proof glass. “But that’s nothing new, right, Father? I don’t know. I just can’t get over her.”

      “The same woman?”

      “Yeah. I just found out she’s taking a job on Mercury.”

      “That’s a long way from here.”

      “It’s almost like she’s trying to get away from me.”

      “Maybe she is.” The Jesuit was not one to sugar-coat things.

      “I guess I have no right to feel betrayed. She’s with someone else. And according to her, she doesn’t even do men. Although that wasn’t the impression I got when … well, never mind.”

      “It seems as though the basis for this relationship is very slender.”

      Mendoza had to laugh. “Yeah.”

      “So maybe the loss you’re feeling isn’t really about her. Maybe she represents something else to you.”

      “Well, I do sometimes feel like there’s something missing from my life.”

      “Didn’t you tell me that she saved your life on 4 Vesta?”

      “Yes. She did.”

      “That’s wonderful, but Mendoza, that doesn’t mean she owes you anything else.”

      That observation startled Mendoza. “I know it doesn’t, Father,” he said defensively. “I know that if I want any kind of a relationship with her, I’ll have to show her that I really care.”

      “If it’s meant to be, God will show you the way.”

      “I guess so.” Mendoza hurried on. “But that isn’t what I need to confess today.”

      “No?”

      “I’ve committed another sin.”

      Silence. No one did silence like a priest.

      “I’ve been stealing. At least, I think it’s stealing. At work: I’ve been using their research capabilities for unrelated purposes.”

      More silence.

      “I guess I need to start at the beginning. After what happened on 4 Vesta, I got interested in the PLAN.”

      “The PLAN.”

      “Yes, the PLAN.” Mendoza swallowed, the noise loud in his ears. “So a few months back, I started using my work privileges to look at astronomical survey data, astrodata as we call it, related to Mars.”

      “Is there any?”

      “Oh, not much. You know, we can’t put probes closer than fifty thousand klicks before they get zapped. You get a few grainy long-distance pictures, then boom. But people are still trying. Specifically, here on Luna, there’s an outfit called the Hope Center for Nanobiotics. Sounds dull, but they’re on the cutting edge of Mars surveillance. And I have access to their data because, um, well …”

      One sin led to another. They were inextricably intertwined.

      “My job … I’m an astrodata analyst for UNVRP, as you know, Father. The thing about astrodata is that it’s really hard to get hold of. What’s in the public domain is old and unreliable. The private sector does the best surveys, but they don’t like sharing their data. So my section operates in a kind of a gray zone. We infer the existence of asteroids in a given orbit, and then we generally just, um, hack into the databanks of whatever corporations are active in that volume. Once we know what they’ve got, then we go through the front door, ask them to confirm the existence of the rocks we’re interested in, or kick it downstairs to the legal division if they won’t play nice. So, the point is, I have a lot of tools. For going in through the back door.”

      The Jesuit interrupted, “This is allowed?”

      “Allowed, Father?”

      “Your supervisors, your boss. They know that you’re hacking into corporate databanks?”

      “Yes and no. They turn a blind eye. They know we can’t get the astrodata any other way.”

      “And I expect that if you didn’t produce enough data, at any cost, you’d be out of a job.”

      “Yes, exactly, Father.”

      The Jesuit shook his head. “Go on.”

      “Well, so I started, um, hacking into the Hope Center for Nanobiotics. They’ve done some awesome surveys recently. I guess they’re using nanoscale probes to get closer to Mars before the PLAN zaps them. You can see the structures the PLAN has built in the Hellas Basin. They’re up to four kilometers high. During dust storms, you can see their spires sticking up through the tops of the clouds. Not that that really tells us anything about what the PLAN is, or why it’s trying to kill us. But it has to mean something, you know? And so I thought more people ought to see this stuff. Independent experts. Random individuals who are obsessed with the PLAN and know more about it than anyone outside of Star Force. Hell, Star Force ought to see it. I’m pretty sure some of the commenters on All-We-Know-About-Mars are Star Force officers … So that’s what I’ve been doing. Posting the Hope Center for Nanobiotics’s data on a couple of private forums.”

      “I wonder,” the Jesuit said, “if you also wanted to earn the approval of these independent experts and enthusiasts.”

      Mendoza bowed his head. He knew Fr. Lynch was right. The expectation of kudos gave him a rush every time he logged on.

      “Online communities are dangerous. Spiritually, and of course, practically. If your employers found out about this, you’d be in big trouble.”

      “Yes, I know. But I do believe the survey data should be shared.”

      “But it’s not your job to share it.”

      “No. I know. It’s just the secretiveness of these people, Father ...”

      “Way of the world,” the Jesuit said brusquely. “We have more information at our fingertips than any other generation in history. For that exact reason, information is an asset, only as long as you have it and other people do not. So don’t blame the Hopes for sitting on their proprietary survey data, or your private-sector supermajors for refusing to share their starmaps with everyone in the solar system. If they behaved any differently, they’d be out of business. And I think that we can trust a publically funded research institute like the Hope Center for Nanobiotics—yes, I’ve heard of it—to share their data with the right people, in the right way.”

      “Which is not on a secret forum. I know, I know,” Mendoza sighed. “I’ll stop.” Uttering the promise felt like pulling a scab off a wound. “I just hope it’s not too late. My last post really took off.”

      “Oh, I expect that if you haven’t been caught yet, you’ll be OK. I assume you hid your tracks, like any clever-clogs professional hacker would.”

      “Yes.” That, too, now felt like a shameful admission.

      “Then say an act of contrition, and I’ll absolve you of your sins.”

      Mendoza called the act of contrition up on his retinal implants. He still had the Tagalog version by heart, but he was rusty on the English. “Oh my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended you …”

      The Jesuit spoke the words of absolution and made the sign of the cross over Mendoza’s helmet. “For your penance, say the Creed, the long version. On your knees, no half-assery. You don’t have to do it now. Any time before you next receive Communion is fine.”

      “Thank you, Father.”

      “Now, how about that coffee? I think the Jolly Green Bean across from the station is still open.”

      So they had coffee, and talked about music. The Jesuit admitted to being a polyphonic metal fan, and Mendoza told him that if he liked that stuff, he had to get into classical. They even traded a few music files. The Jesuit didn’t have a BCI; he used a wristwatch.

      “I thought about getting my BCI removed, too,” Mendoza said. “After 4 Vesta. That was how the PLAN killed everyone. It tricked them into downloading its neuroware into their BCIs.”

      “But you kept yours?”

      “I just never got around to having it taken out. And it really is convenient.”

      “Convenience kills,” the Jesuit intoned. He had a big, bony face, haloed by an Afro. His naturally grim expression made his deadpan humor easy to miss, but Mendoza was getting used to it. He laughed, and the Jesuit winked.

      “On a not quite unrelated note,” Fr. Lynch added. “You mentioned a certain private forum.”

      Mendoza tensed.

      “You told me you won’t be posting there anymore, and I hope you’ll keep to that. But, if it’s no trouble, I wonder if you could invite me?”

      “Father!”

      “There’s neither crime nor sin in looking. And to tell you the truth, I’ve always been interested in Mars, too.”
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* * *

      Straphanging on his way home, Mendoza sent Fr. Lynch an invitation to join All-We-Know-About-Mars. He got a notification a few minutes later that the invitation had been accepted. He smiled to himself.

      Maybe, just maybe, he’d found not just a kendo sensei, not just a confessor, but … a friend.

      Which made him remember the thing he wasn’t telling Fr. Lynch.

      (Yes, of course there was something.)

      And that made him feel guilty all over again.

      But it didn’t matter. Surely it didn’t matter. Anyway, there was no way the Jesuit could find out …

      The next day, Nate Sindikuwabo called Mendoza over and told him he was being transferred.

      “What have I done?” Mendoza said in terror.

      “Huh? Nothing.”

      Sindikuwabo snapped his fingers. Privacy baffles rose up around them and spliced themselves into the ceiling.

      “Big news!” Sindikuwabo said, once the baffles were in place. “UNVRP is twilighting the asteroid capture program. Ramping up operations on Mercury. Basically, we’re launching Phase Five. Venus, here we come! We’re gonna get that baby terraformed ahead of schedule.”

      “All right …. that’s big. Is it happening because Pope shuffled off this mortal coil?”

      “Nah. It was already in the works. Pope greenlighted it himself. I know everyone acted like the sky was falling when he passed away, but he wasn’t a monarch. Just a bureaucrat. We aren’t expecting his successor to change any of his policies.”

      “Any news on that?”

      They were referring to the upcoming election of Charles K. Pope’s successor. Uniquely among UN agencies, UNVRP had an elected director, for reasons having to do with the ambiguous political status of Mercury, where UNVRP was headquartered. Mendoza wondered if Elfrida would get involved in the election. Judging from the news feeds, it was shaping up to be an exciting contest.

      But Sindikuwabo said, “Ignore the media. Pope’s deputy, Dr. Ulysses Seth, is running; he’ll get the job. People want continuity, not upheaval.”

      “So why’s the asteroid capture program being axed?”

      A trace of compassion softened Sindikuwabo’s voice. “Come on, Mendoza. We got 4 Vesta. After the PLAN’s malware destroyed the colonies there, we made a deal with the Chinese to move 4 Vesta across Earth’s orbit and throw it at Venus. That rock contains five percent of the mass in the entire frigging asteroid belt. We don’t need any more little 1015 kg pebbles.”

      “I see.”

      “Cheer up. You aren’t out of a job. We’re all being reassigned, and you’re going first, by special request from the Mercury Resource Management Support Group.”

      “The what?”

      “I know, right? Never heard of them. Well, they’re on the twelfth floor at the moment, but they’re moving to the sixteenth floor. Getting all of it,” Sindikuwabo said enviously. In Shackleton City, the more room you had to spread out, the more important you were.

      “The Mercury Resource Management Support Group,” Mendoza pondered. “That sounds like something to do with mining. I don’t really understand how my skill set would be relevant.”

      “Your skills are universally relevant,” Sindikuwabo said with a big smile. “Anyway, it should be an interesting change of pace.”

      “If we’re all being reassigned, where will you be going, if I can ask?”

      “Back to Earth,” Sindikuwabo said. “Thank fuck. I will never, ever wear a cravat again.”
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      Mendoza didn’t go to kendo practice that week. He was busy wiping every trace of his activities off the computer systems at work. So were all his colleagues. Mendoza just had more to wipe.

      In his spare moments, he researched the Mercury Resource Management Support Group (MeReMSG). There wasn’t much to find out. The group collated hardware demand from UNVRP’s field operations, projected raw material requirements based on that data, and nagged the mining crew on Mercury to improve their productivity. Presumably, their role in the Phase 5 ramp would be more of the same, on a bigger scale.

      Mendoza showed up early for his first day of work, a Sunday. There were no weekends in Shackleton City—a departure from the Victorian template; it made more sense to stagger everyone’s holidays to smooth out infrastructure demand peaks. It also meant that Mendoza couldn’t fulfill his Sunday Mass obligation. Clad in a frock coat and top hat, to make the best possible impression, he entered the office on the sixteenth floor of Doyle Tower.

      Empty. His new boss clearly did not believe in making everyone show up at the crack of dawn. That was a relief.

      The new office, like his old one, was barren to the naked eye. Fake wood panels lined the walls. A ladder and plasterer’s tools in the middle of the room showed where two offices had been knocked into one to accommodate MeReMSG’s anticipated expansion. Rows of standing desks accentuated the period atmosphere. These were standard issue in Shackleton City. As well as looking Dickensian, they retarded muscle and bone loss from inactivity. However, Mendoza spotted several high stools, fabbed on home printers and smuggled into the office to foil the health police. He had brought his own stool from downstairs.

      He hung his topper on the hat tree by the door and logged into the MeReMSG search space.

      A virtual overlay leapt into existence around him, projected on his retinal implants. The office was still there, but it was far messier. Filing cabinets towered in such profusion that, had they been real, you could hardly walk between the desks. The desks themselves were heaped with workloads, represented as stacks of files, swarms of icons, or in one case, a basket full of realistically meowing kittens. Mendoza foresaw that that was going to get annoying. He moved through the virtual maze, reflexively turning sideways to edge between the unreal filing cabinets, looking for a vacant desk to set his stool at.

      “Screw this crappy-ass filing system,” someone muttered. “It’s got to be here somewhere!”

      Mendoza had seen with his own eyes that there was no one in the office. That meant the voice was coming through his iEars transducer implants, not his ears. The speaker was only here virtually.

      Social protocol still applied. “Hello?”

      “Huh? Who’s there?”

      A pale, balding man prairie-dogged up from behind the filing cabinets that blocked the window.

      “Oh. Hello. You must be … John Mendoza? The psephologist?”

      Fortyish, receding light brown hair, blue eyes. Pureblood, Mendoza thought, and was ashamed of the thought. Then he registered what the man had said. “Psephologist?” He laughed.

      “The science of polls and voting. Not you? Wrong guy?”

      “No, no, I was just surprised. I know what psephology is. I guess you could say I’m a psephologist. I got my degree in the subject. But I guess the demand isn’t there, so I ended up in data analysis.” Mendoza realized that he was not doing a very good job of selling himself to his new boss, assuming that was who this was. “I’m sorry, should I just sit anywhere?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. I don’t work here. I was just looking for something. Maybe you could help me out.”

      Mendoza put down his stool and circled the last row of filing cabinets. Binders and folders, bristling with search tags, littered the floor. The man flipping through them was dressed flamboyantly for Shackleton City—for anywhere, as a matter of fact. Red and yellow striped trousers clashed with a royal purple tailcoat. A lace cravat mounted to his stubbly chin, matching his white leather boots. The overall effect fell somewhere between dandy and graphics program malfunction. Of course, this was just an avatar. The guy might look ordinary in real life, although Mendoza’s own avatar was synced to his actual appearance.

      The man reached into a filing cabinet and dragged out another armload of folders, which he dumped at Mendoza’s feet.

      “Totally useless filing system. Nothing’s properly tagged. Mind helping me go through these? We’re looking for historical polling data on resource extraction from Mercury.”

      “There’s polling data on resource extraction from Mercury?” Mendoza began to see what his new job might consist of. It did not fill him with excitement.

      “The United Nations does theoretically derive its legitimacy from citizen buy-in.”

      They searched the archives without success until Mendoza’s new boss turned up. She was a sharp-faced woman named Preeti Dillinger. She informed them that they’d been wasting their time. No historical polling data existed.

      “You’re kidding,” the virtual man said. “We’re talking about a planet. No one has ever bothered to ask the public how they feel about dismembering it for resources?”

      A small thundercloud appeared over the head of Dillinger’s avatar. “Historically, Mercury hasn’t been seen as an influencer of public sentiment. Most people on Earth are hardly aware of its existence. That said, all the major resource companies have a presence there. Some of them may have conducted their own polling.”

      “No use to me. I assume you’re going to do some polling now?” The man slapped the shoulder of Mendoza’s avatar in a comradely way. Mendoza’s BCI manufactured the illusion of physical contact. “Now you’ve got a professional psephologist on board.”

      “Polling is one component of the Phase 5 ramp, yes. Now, if you don’t mind, Mr. Lorna …”

      “Fine, fine; I know where I’m not wanted.” The virtual man winked at Mendoza and vanished.

      During the conversation, several more MeReMSG employees had come into the office.

      “That was Derek Lorna, director of the Leadership in Robotics Institute,” Dillinger told them. “He thinks he can go wherever he likes, do whatever he likes. The sad thing is, he can. Why? Because he’s a universally acknowledged genius.” She rolled her eyes. “Excuse me, gang. I’ve got kittens that need feeding.”
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* * *

      Before the morning was out, Mendoza understood that the Mercury Resource Extraction Support Group was a shambles. The slipshod filing system and Dillinger’s kittens were just the most visible signs of disorder.

      As was often the way with tiny teams that never caused any trouble, MeReMSG had chugged along placidly for years, not troubling themselves to codify or document their procedures. Why bother, when the old-timers had it all in their heads? This stemmed from both laziness and fear. Mendoza recognized the mindset from his days in the Astrodata Analysis Group: the less paperwork you generated, the less you were at risk of being held accountable for it.

      But as their early-morning visitor, Derek Lorna, had mentioned, you were supposed to get public approval for resource extraction operations, especially when these were funded by the UN taxpayer. Thus, Mendoza’s job would be to craft polls that tricked the UN taxpayer into approving of the ramp-up of a mining operation that would extract 1035 kilograms of iron ore and other silicates from Mercury’s crust, on a tight schedule, utilizing hardware that either didn’t exist or hadn’t been procured yet.

      Drawing on his long-ago training, Mendoza designed graphics, animations, and questions that were weighted to produce the desired result. It was fun to let his visual-arts side come out and play. But he regularly found himself with hours to kill while his proposals were stuck in Dillinger’s basket of kittens. He drifted back to the Mars forums.

      There’s neither sin nor crime in looking …

      A new poster had shown up on All-We-Know-About-Mars/secret.cloud. ‘Fragger1’ was grabbing all the kudos that had formerly been Mendoza’s, even though he had no fresh data to share. He just posted rants about how urgent it was to FIGHT BACK against the PLAN before it EXTERMINATED humanity. Mendoza skimmed long reply threads consisting basically of “Yes, but.” He could not resist posting a reply of his own, in support of Fragger1’s position: “Yes, agree 100%. If not now, when?”

      Fragger1 responded: “YEEAHH! And if not us, WHO!?!”

      But HOW, Fragger1? Mendoza thought. That would seem to be the problem, wouldn’t it?

      He sighed. He’d broken his promise to Father Lynch, and for what? For who? Fragger1 was just another internet warrior—probably a mild-mannered office worker in real life.

      He looked up from his screens and saw his new colleagues trickling out of the office. Lunchtime. He ordered chicken shawarma from one of the restaurants off Hope Circus.

      On Earth, takeout was normally delivered by drones that flew up to your front door, or your office window. This was Shackleton City, so his food was delivered by a teenage boy who expected a tip.

      As he ate, he started to return to All-We-Know-About-Mars, to see if Fragger1 had posted anything else, but then he stopped. Was he really going to keep on doing this?

      No, he told himself. No, and again no.

      With an effort of will, he canceled his security redirects and called up a news feed. He checked for news about the UNVRP election. Just what they’d expect him to be interested in. They’d never know he was mostly searching for glimpses of Elfrida.
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* * *

      An email popped into his HUD.

      From: Derek Lorna [ID string attached]

      “Hey, fellow! It was great meeting you the other day. I was wondering if you could help me out with that issue we were discussing? Put together a sample poll on the Phase 5 ramp, without mentioning it as such, natch. I just want to know what such a poll would look like. Doesn’t have to be done immediately. Whenever you’ve got a minute. Thanks!”

      Mendoza blinked all the clutter out of his retinal display. Unobscured by virtual overlays, the office looked strange. People stood or sat at their desks, staring at their screens, occasionally making odd gestures, or mumbling under their breath. The fake sunlight of Wellsland shone in through the windows.

      Put together a sample poll on the Phase 5 ramp.

      The request struck him as odd. This was the same thing he was doing for MeReMSG. So why hadn’t Lorna gone through Preeti Dillinger, if he wanted a sample? Why had he contacted Mendoza directly?

      Without mentioning it as such, natch.

      There was the clue. UNVRP was increasingly unpopular. Mendoza knew they’d never get approval of the Phase 5 ramp if the public connected it with the Venus Project. Lorna must have reached the same conclusion independently.

      Which left the question of what business it was of his, anyway.

      And Mendoza knew the answer to that: None whatsoever.

      But he needed some distraction from the Mars forums. And Lorna was a man you did not want to piss off. So he added some finishing touches to one of his sample polls, and sent it.
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* * *

      Luna, once known simply as the Moon, had first been settled in the mid-21st century by sixteen scientists, eleven chickens, and two pigs (one of which promptly died). Those pioneers had established their base on the sunny side of Malapert Mountain because it was near water—in the bottoms of the permanently shadowed craters at the lunar south pole; because it was covered with thick, workable regolith; and because it stayed in sunlight all year round, guaranteeing a permanent supply of solar energy.

      Since then, humanity had spread to the north pole, the dark side of the moon, and the equatorial regions. That was when the lunar economy had really taken off. The equator was where the helium-3 was. Nowadays, nearly-free energy flooded the grid throughout the lunar days and nights. The conurbation known as Shackleton City sprawled over 150 horizontal and eight vertical kilometers, including its many exurban bedroom communities. That original outpost on Malapert Mountain had long since turned into a tourist attraction, complete with one live pig and one authentically dead-looking plastic one.

      However, you could still experience something akin to the isolation that those first pioneers must have felt, alone in the universe, 400,000 kilometers from home.

      All you had to do was ride the commuter rail during rush hour.

      Jammed in among the native residents of Shackleton City, Mendoza had never felt so alone. He’d taken the drastic step of emailing Elfrida, since he hadn’t heard from her. Nothing heavy, just a friendly ‘Hi, how’re you doing?’ And half an hour later, it had bounced back to him. She’d blocked his ID.

      His isolation ended abruptly when a disembodied voice addressed him through his iEars.

      “Hello … John Mendoza! You have been selected to participate in a public poll!”

      Mendoza ground his teeth.

      “Please confirm your participation by saying ‘Yes’!”

      Voting was compulsory. ~Yes.

      The poll materialized in front of him. It overlapped the real straphangers, but it was small enough that its face showed up nicely against the back of someone’s black frock coat. It was a teenage girl with a punky mop of blonde hair.

      Mendoza recoiled in shock.

      This was his poll.

      The ‘sample’ he’d sent Derek Lorna just a few hours earlier.

      It was out and running.

      “So!” the poll said brightly, speaking the words he’d written for it. “Mercury is a small planet near the sun. We get a lot of stuff from there. If you’re seeing this on a screen, it was probably made on Mercury! Actually, Mercury is the whole reason we don’t have to have dirty, toxic, pollute-y mines on Earth anymore. But some people are saying that we should NOT expand our mining operations there. What do you think?!? Are they freaking nuts, or what?”

      Mendoza wanted to sink through the floor of the carriage. The question was incredibly slanted, even for the polling business. He never would have released it to the public without further tweaking.

      ~Yes, I think they’re nuts, he responded flatly.

      “Thank you for your participation! Would you like to see how other people have responded?”

      ~Yes.

      The poll vanished, to be replaced by a graph. So far, 87% of respondents had agreed that NOT to ramp up mining operations on Mercury would be freaking nuts. Despite his consternation, Mendoza felt a twinge of professional satisfaction. That was almost exactly the result he’d modelled.

      His HUD area lit up. Someone was pinging him.

      Derek Lorna.

      Surprise, surprise.

      Lorna’s voice bubbled with glee. “Did you get the poll? I made sure you were in the randomly selected list of participants. Looks great, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” Mendoza said.

      “And did you see that approval rate? You’re a pro, fellow. Now listen …”

      “I’m on the train,” Mendoza blurted, before he switched to subvocalizing. His BCI’s voice always sounded lifeless and unenthusiastic. He didn’t want Lorna to think he was resentful. ~I’m glad the results matched my projection, he subvocalized.

      “Yeah. But listen, this question was pretty broad. We really need to follow up with something more specific, to rule out support for the more radical interpretations of planetary resource exploitation. Can you do coffee? Doesn’t have to be now … but I see you’re on the Victoria line. Get off in Verneland and I’ll meet you on the roof of Harrods.”

      Lorna ended the call. Mendoza clenched his fists. I see you’re on the Victoria line …  There had been no need for that. But yes, there had been a need for it. To remind Mendoza that everywhere he went, everything he did, he was watched. And someone with Lorna’s kind of standing could access the real-time surveillance logs.

      He got off the train in Verneland and went up to the roof of Harrods.

      A landmark on the Lunar tourist trail, Harrods was a department store owned by the ex-royal family of Qatar, who were prominent citizens of Shackleton City. The roof garden featured a café and a resident pack of corgis that waddled around begging for tidbits. Mendoza ran two fingers around the inside of his collar, feeling out of place among tourists in tailcoats, frills, and flower-heaped hats. The tourists seemed to enjoy dressing up in Victorian fashions. They didn’t have to do it every day.

      Derek Lorna came towards him. He fit right in, clad in a ruffled lavender shirt and linen trousers with a thin ivory stripe. Physically, he looked the same as his avatar. Receding hairline, blue eyes, designer stubble. In real life, however, the eyes had a striking intensity. Lorna was clearly one of those people with enough energy for ten ordinary mortals.

      “You made it! Listen, we can have coffee here, or I can give you a ride to the edge of the dome. You can catch the train there, and we’ll talk on the way.”

      As before, Mendoza saw which option he was meant to choose. “A ride would be great.”

      Lorna was already urging him towards the airship anchorage.

      In comparison to the Hindenburg-esque sightseeing craft moored around it, Lorna’s private airship flaunted sleek lines. Its open-topped gondola had teak rails, leather-look ergoforms, and a mother-of-pearl table in the middle. It flew so smoothly that Mendoza did not realize they’d left their mooring until he felt a breeze in his hair.

      Harrods shrank away below. The rooftops of Verneland spread out, festooned with decorative chimneys and gutters.

      “Tough day at work?” Lorna said. “Laugh! I’m impressed that you got that poll done so fast. Let’s discuss how we can keep the momentum going.”

      All these years on Luna, and this was the first time Mendoza had ever been up in an airship. The noises of the city reached them only as a murmur. He cleared his throat. “I just wondered, is anyone actually calling for the Phase 5 ramp to be cancelled?”

      “Only the usual suspects,” Luna said dismissively.

      As the airship gained height, the rooftops resolved into a 2D panorama. The streetlights had started to come on, although the sky was still blue.

      “Remember, this wasn’t supposed to happen for another few decades,” Lorna said. “So a lot of ongoing debates have suddenly become acute. And the competition for poor old Charlie’s job looks like turning into a referendum on those issues. See what I’m getting at?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really?” Lorna gazed at him for a moment. Then he seemed to change his mind about what he’d been going to say. “I’ll be honest. My outfit, the Leadership in Robotics Institute, will be supplying software for the Phase 5 ramp. This is a big deal for us. Make or break, to be honest. The competition for UNVRP tenders is cutthroat. We’ve planned our entire investment schedule around this. If the Phase 5 ramp was canceled, it might spell doom for LiRI, too … So yeah, I’ve got a dog in this fight.”

      Lorna was acting like he’d just come clean about his motivation, but he’d said To be honest twice, which was a pretty good sign that he wasn’t being honest at all.

      More than ever, Mendoza wanted to know the real reason Lorna was interested in Mercury. He felt protective of the little planet. Elfrida was there.

      “So, bottom line,” Lorna said, “the right person has to win this election.”

      He tapped the mother-of-pearl table. It turned into a screen showing an Asian-featured woman in her forties. She had the kind of beauty that money could buy.

      “It won’t surprise you,” Lorna said, “to learn that the right person in our view, the view of everyone involved, is Angelica Lin.”

      It did surprise Mendoza. He didn’t even know who Angelica Lin was. A lightning-fast search threw up her name in connection with the death of Charles K. Pope. She had been Pope’s girlfriend.

      “Is she even running for the job?” he asked.

      “She will be.” Lorna smiled at Angelica Lin’s luscious features, kissed his fingers, and planted the kiss on her lips. The touch erased the portrait. “She’s never held public office before, but she’s the obvious choice, and I’m sure the voters will see it that way, too. But they might need a little help making up their minds … do you see where I’m heading with this?”

      Mendoza did, and he felt relieved. Lorna wanted him to use his psephological skills to help get Angelica Lin elected. This was practically business as usual. “Sure. But if I can ask a question, why not Dr. Ulysses Seth? Isn’t he the default UNVRP candidate?”

      Lorna chuckled. “He’s eighty-seven.”

      “Yes, but ….” The average lifespan in the UN was 98. Shorter for the spaceborn, but Dr. Seth had been born on Earth, a lifelong physiological advantage that no length of time in space could erode.

      “More to the point,” Lorna continued, “a vote for Seth would be a vote for Charles K. Pope’s radical agenda.”

      “Radical agenda?”

      “Come on,” Lorna said, coolly. “UNVRP is radical. Terraforming Venus? Imagining that you can turn a toxic inferno into a shirtsleeve environment, by throwing a few kilotons of green slime and iron aerosol at it? That’s not radical?”

      Mendoza frowned, confused.

      “Oh, I’m pro-UNVRP. But I’m just saying, familiarity breeds contempt. Take a step back, and you can’t deny that the Venus Project is radically ambitious. Especially in the context of the other challenges humanity has to deal with right now … such as the PLAN.”

      At the mention of the PLAN, Mendoza felt a chill run through his body. He said carefully, “Plenty of people think UNVRP is a waste of taxpayer money that should be spent on other things.” Fragger1 had written a screed about that just the other day.

      “Yes. But money was nothing to Charlie Pope. For him—now this is something you may not know—UNVRP was to be only the beginning. He planned to use the Phase 5 ramp as a stepping-stone to bigger things. Ultimately, he wanted to dismantle Mercury and turn it into a Dyson sphere.”

      “A Dyson sphere? A trillion trillion solar arrays orbiting the sun?”

      “Yeah. Sphere, swarm, call it what you like, it was a nutzoid idea when Dyson first came up with it, and it still is. But Pope thought we could do it, and not only that, we should do it. Basically, the man was crazier than a cockroach in a radioactive waste dump.”

      Lorna’s voice had a flinty edge. Mendoza suddenly remembered the internet rumors (not even rumors, really, just dead links) suggesting that Charles K. Pope had been murdered.

      “So we’re looking to elect a candidate who can fix UNVRP’s public image,” Lorna concluded. “And Angelica Lin is just the woman to sell Venus to Earth all over again.”

      “Still, it’ll be tough to get her elected if she hasn’t got the right qualifications.” Mendoza hoped Lorna did not think he could magically fix that problem.

      “She’s got the only qualification that matters. Did you look at her? Va-va-va-voom.”

      Mendoza laughed.

      “Fanta?” Lorna drew two cold cans out of a mini-fridge in the side of the gondola. Mendoza accepted one. “So, if you’re on board, we can get started on Angie’s campaign any time.”

      “Uh, isn’t she going to have a dedicated team?”

      “Yeah, for the PR stuff, yeah. What we’ll be doing is more in the way of … oppo research. You know.”

      Mendoza made a noncommittal noise. He sipped his Fanta. It was sticky-sweet. “You ought to run for the UNVRP job yourself,” he said. “Sir.”

      “Ha! Thanks, but I don’t like to travel. I haven’t left Luna in twenty years.”

      The roof was darker now. Mock stars enhanced the illusion that the airship was floating in the night sky. The only difference was no Earth overhead.

      The airship had been gliding in circles. Slowly, it descended towards the edge of the dome. Verneland—named after nineteenth-century author Jules Verne, one of the founders’ idols—boasted a band of parkland inside its perimeter. People sat in a grove of attentuated plum trees, bobbing their heads to the beat-boxing of an a capella techno group. They turned to stare at the airship as it landed on a nearby lawn.

      “Dog, what a horrible noise,” Lorna said. “That’s not music, it’s some kind of Cro-Magnon tribal bonding shit.”

      “No kidding.” At least they agreed on something. Mendoza had to give Lorna the  impression that they agreed on everything. He didn’t know if they did or not.

      “You should be able to get home from here,” Lorna said. “Train station’s over that way. So to get started, I’d like you to design a poll focusing on the other candidates, or maybe one for each of them. We’re looking to find their weaknesses. Take your time, do your best work. Think you could have something for me by Wednesday?”

      So, take your time, but have it done within 24 hours. Lorna must be a nightmare to work for. “No problem,” Mendoza said. “I can hack away at it during office hours. They haven’t given me that much to do yet.”

      “Fantastic,” Lorna said.

      Mendoza got out, stumbling slightly on the grass. The airship lifted off again. Mendoza waved, but all the time, questions thundered in his mind.

      There had to be other psephologists on Luna. Or if Lorna wanted real talent, he could have hired someone on Earth. Mendoza hadn’t even used his training in years before he got transferred to MeReMSG.

      So why me?
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      While working on the polls Derek Lorna had asked for, Mendoza did a bit of digging around the edges of Lorna’s public profile.

      He learnt that in addition to all his other posts and honorary titles, Lorna held the title of lead researcher at the Dasein Institute, a space station orbiting 4 Vesta, which had been put there after last year’s catastrophe, for the purpose of studying the Heidegger program.

      The Heidegger program was the name given by humanity to the PLAN’s malware—the stuff that had infiltrated people’s BCIs on 4 Vesta and hijacked their brain reward pathways, turning them into meat puppets.

      All the meat puppets had died when Vesta’s life support systems failed, but the Heidegger Program was still there, in the infrastructure of the abandoned colonies. It controlled several phavatars, and sometimes used these to try and sabotage the rail launcher that was driving 4 Vesta slowly towards the inner solar system.

      The Dasein Institute researchers sat in their space station and watched the fun. As far as Mendoza could find out, that was all they’d done so far.

      Lorna, of course, must be participating remotely, via a phavatar of his own.

      I haven’t left Luna in twenty years …

      And why was that, anyway? What had made this brilliant man such a homebody?

      Mendoza did some more digging. At the bottom of a memory hole so deep he needed decryption tools to reach the bottom, he found something interesting.
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* * *

      “I didn’t know you had a relationship with Angelica Lin?” he said when they met on Thursday evening.

      Lorna’s reaction was startling. He flushed darkly. “I don’t.” Recovering: “Or rather, our relationship is one-sided. I admire her; she uses me to get what she wants. Sigh. One is a slave to beauty.”

      They were eating supper in a trattoria in Wellsland, not far from the UNVRP building. Lorna was conservatively dressed today, so they looked like two colleagues grabbing a plate of pasta after work. But Lorna wore glasses with a fractal pattern on the lenses, the type that pulsed near-infrared signals to confuse facial recognition software.

      Mendoza spread his hands. “I was just interested, that’s all … I stumbled on some stuff about Callisto. There was that incident in 2265, right? That crazy personhood activist group, CyberDestiny, took over the UNSA base. Ended up killing pretty much everyone. And you were there, working at the base; I didn’t know that. And so was Angelica Lin.”

      Lorna pointed at him, a rueful smirk on his lips. “You did not stumble on that.”

      Mendoza smiled and shrugged. “I just thought it was interesting.”

      “Well, it’s not a secret, but it isn’t relevant, either,” Lorna said after a moment. “We worked together. Kind of. I was on the software side. Angie was one of the Marines who, er, didn’t protect us very well. But nothing ever happened.”

      “Nothing?”

      “I was desperately in love with her, but she never looked twice at me. So it goes.”

      “Aha,” Mendoza said. All was now clear. He was working his ass off to help Lorna impress his crush.

      “And in case you’re wondering, I’m not just trying to impress her here,” Lorna said, which convinced Mendoza that that was exactly what Lorna was doing.

      He knew the feeling.

      As if reading his thoughts, Lorna said, “You ever been in love, fellow?”

      Mendoza twirled some fettucine around his fork. The food in Wellsland restaurants was always good. Real, fresh ingredients. “Once, I guess.”

      “I’m going to hazard a guess that it didn’t end in wedding bells.”

      Mendoza laughed. “She prefers women.”

      “Yow,” Lorna said. “You have my condolences. How’d that happen?”

      “Well, some people say it’s genetic, but my opinion is it’s more of an environmental thing …”

      “You know what I mean. How’d you get together?”

      “It was on 4 Vesta, actually. She was there for the Space Corps, and I was doing astrodata analysis for UNVRP. This was before they axed the asteroid capture program. Anyway, to make a long story short, we were out in the field together when the Heidegger program got loose.” He spoke stoically. “Elfrida saved my life.”

      Lorna shook his head. “Mendoza, you and I are, like, living each other’s lives here.”

      Mendoza laughed, thinking: Except that you’re a famous scientist, and I’m just the schmuck you arm-twisted into doing some work for you.

      He finished his fettucine. “So,” he said. “Was the stuff I sent you OK?”

      Lorna shifted gears smoothly. “OK? It was better than OK, it was great. Just as I thought, Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter is the one we need to watch.”

      “Seriously? I thought Dr. Ulysses Seth was the one to beat. Or Pyls O. Mani.”

      “No, no. Hasselblatter’s the dangerous one. He’s no populist, but look at his connections. He’s the President’s man.”

      “He’s also Elfrida’s boss, as it happens.” Mendoza reflected that Elfrida couldn’t be happy that her boss had decided to run for the UNVRP director’s job. She had gone to Mercury to get away … not to get caught up in an election. It would be ironic if she got roped into working on Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign, while Mendoza was working on Angelica Lin’s.

      “Is that true? Get out!” Lorna’s eyes flickered behind his privacy glasses, checking up on what Mendoza had said. “Hey, so she’s on Mercury right now! That is ironic. So you’ve got a personal stake in this, too.”

      Mendoza frowned. That sounded somewhat ominous. But Lorna did not explain what he meant. Their dessert came: tiramisu.

      “So our next step,” Lorna said, “is to zoom in on Hasselblatter’s campaign. Exploit his weaknesses.”

      “Mm. He’s so close to the President that I wouldn’t want to zoom in on any professional lapses he might have had,” Mendoza said delicately. “There are some question marks around his personal life. He’s married; his wife is a Muslim, like him, but she’s said to be very devout, while he, um, isn’t. And there are hints that their son may not be their son. I don’t know if you want to go there …”

      Lorna shook his head firmly, making Mendoza feel dirty for having brought it up. “No, I don’t want to exploit his personal failings. Anyway, fabricating some kind of scandal, that would just be manipulating perceptions ...”

      “Psephology is the science of manipulating perceptions,” Mendoza pointed out.

      “I know, but you’re a smart guy. Stay with me here.” Lorna ate a bite of tiramisu, gazing reflectively at the fairy lights overhead. “Democracy isn’t a thing anymore. We vote for lay judges, municipal bylaws, and corporate branding campaigns, not for our leaders. These elections on Mercury are an anachronistic relic. But the really ironic thing?” Lorna rocked forward, meeting Mendoza’s gaze. ”These are the cleanest elections in human history, hands down. No anonymous political donations. No advertising. Campaigns just three weeks long. And with digital ID tracking, there’s no possibility of voter fraud.”

      Mendoza knew all this. He said, “Actually, it’s still possible to rig elections. We have a parliament in the Philippines—it doesn’t have much power, but it exists. And when election time rolls around, you’re doing pretty badly for yourself if you can’t collect at least a new TV, or a share in a car, in exchange for your vote. In other words, the candidates buy voters, who then cast their votes legitimately.”

      “Shocking.”

      “It’s illegal, of course.”

      “In the UN, that would be a felony. Why are we even talking about this?”

      “Exactly,” Mendoza nodded. “So we’re back to polling. That’s the only way to influence …”

      Lorna cut him off. “No. No, Mendoza, it isn’t. As it happens, Dr Hasselblatter’s greatest weakness is that he’s using a creative consultancy based here on Luna.”

      “Oh, yeah, that was one of the things I noted for you.”

      “And I may, or may not, have a friend who works there.”

      Mendoza put down his fork. The rich tiramisu suddenly sickened him.

      “So here’s what I’m thinking. Hasselblatter has no idea how to run an election campaign. It’s not as if he’s ever had to do this before. So he’ll do whatever his pricey consultants tell him. And they … will do what we tell them.”

      Mendoza toyed with his dessert fork. “You mean you want to sabotage his campaign?”

      “We.” The flinty look was back in Lorna’s eyes. He obviously knew exactly what he was saying. “We are going to sabotage his campaign.”

      Mendoza nodded jerkily. Everything he’d done for Lorna so far was legal. This …

      Would be a crime.

      I’ll be a criminal. I’ll be in Lorna’s power forever. It did not occur to Mendoza that Lorna would also be in his power. The difference in status between them was too great.

      “I’m not sure,” he started.

      But Lorna suddenly grinned and waved his hands. “You could have fun with this. You’re good with graphics. So let your imagination run wild! Give me ideas, images, talking points, animations, that’ll be exactly what the voters don’t want. Keep it within the bounds of plausibility, but the wackier, the better.”

      Mendoza shook his head. He pushed back his chair. “No. Sorry, sir, I’m out of here.” He added, gesturing at the remains of their meal, “How much do I owe you for this?”

      “Sit down, Mendoza.”

      “I can’t …”

      Lorna stood up. “OK. OK, fine. Let’s take a walk.”
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* * *

      The largest open space in Wellsland was Heinlein Park. At this hour of the evening, the park teemed with dog-walkers, teenagers on spring-loaded stilts, and tourists anticipating the rise of the fake Earth in the fake sky. Lorna steered Mendoza into the botanical garden, a jungle of ferns, eucalyptus, and ancient cycads. The first bench they came to already had a couple on it. So did the second. They meandered on. A rat darted across the path.

      “Holy crap, did you see that?” Lorna said. “I’m going to report it right now.”

      “There are rats where I live, in Nightingale Village,” Mendoza said. He did not mention that some people nuked and ate them. It made a change from nutriblocks.

      “That sucks. We don’t want them in Wellsland. You know, people import them as pets. A couple escape, and you’re screwed. That’s what happened to Wrightstuff, Inc.” Lorna slanted a searching glance at Mendoza.

      “Isn’t that the company that owns most of Mercury?”

      “Not ‘most’ of it. Some of the best bits at the north and south poles. And their claim is legally dubious. But yeah. They have hundreds of thousands of colonists in those polar craters.”

      “Hundreds of thousands!”

      “I know, right? You never hear about that. They’re crammed in, and they have a rat problem, as I said, which is actually the least of their problems. It’s a marginal existence. But Doug Wright—the guy that runs the company, fifth-generation CEO—he’d like to claim the whole planet. He wants nothing more than to declare Mercury independent, and raise the Stars and Stripes again.”

      “The Stars and Stripes … that rings a bell.”

      “It should. It was the flag of the United States of America, which once colonized your country. That’s where Wrightstuff, Inc. came from. They fled to Mercury when the USA fell apart.”

      “Huh.” Mendoza was thinking, God, I hope Elfrida doesn’t get mixed up with these people.

      “So, Doug Wright wants to reboot the USA. That’s just crazy stuff. But regardless of his neo-nationalist aspirations, he’s a good guy.” Lorna paused. “A good friend.”

      “OK …”

      Lorna stopped on the path. It was full dark now, and the tree ferns blocked out the lights from the buildings around the park. Mendoza took a step back, instinctively wary.

      “What’s your take on the PLAN?” Lorna said.

      Mendoza thought: What Fragger1 said. But spouting that kind of macho rant in public could get you locked up, not to mention that it would have sounded stupid coming from him.

      Anyway, the truth was simpler, and easy to tell. “I had a sister. The PLAN whacked her on her first voyage to the Belt. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Collateral damage. So yeah, I feel kind of strongly … I don’t like the PLAN at all.”

      Lorna nodded. “I’m sorry about your sister. I wasn’t going to bring it up. But thank you for telling me.”

      “Most people don’t even think about the PLAN,” Mendoza said. “There’s nothing they can do about it, so they block it out.”

      “Tell me about it! But when you’ve been personally touched by evil, you can’t ignore it anymore, right?”

      “No … and then there was 4 Vesta.”

      “Yeah. I’m involved with the Dasein Institute—that’s the team of scientists studying the Heidegger program—and I can personally testify that the PLAN is the worst threat humanity has ever faced. It is actively trying to destroy us. And what are we doing about it? Not counting—actually, counting Star Force patrols? Fuck-all.”

      Mendoza licked his lips. He found himself agreeing 100% with Derek Lorna.

      “This can’t go on,” Lorna said. “Or rather, it can go on, until it stops. That’s the worst case scenario. The plain truth is that we need to take action against the PLAN, and I mean military action, now.”

      They walked on along the bumpy path, fronds brushing their knees. Mendoza understood now why Lorna had chosen this route. This wasn’t the kind of conversation you could have in a trattoria. Weirdly, it felt more dangerous than talking about ways to illegally influence elections.

      “Does this tie in with what we were talking about earlier?” he said.

      “It sure does. I didn’t mention it before, but now I feel like I can trust you.”

      No, Mendoza thought, you feel like you have to tell me the truth or I’ll walk away. But he was willing to listen, and he inclined his head affirmatively.

      “My friend Doug Wright feels the same way we do. And he’s willing to contribute the resources of Mercury to fight the PLAN. If we win the election.”

      “Wait, what about the Phase 5 ramp?” Mendoza said. “The resources of Mercury are earmarked for that.”

      Lorna shook his head. “I know you’re an UNVRP guy. But what’s more important: maybe successfully terraforming Venus, many years from now … or fighting the PLAN, today?”

      “Well, when you put it like that …”

      “Right? So, now do you understand why I asked you to help out with the election? Angie’s our girl. She has to win. And that means Dr. Hasselblatter has to lose.”

      “I understand,” Mendoza said, and fell silent.

      “Are you worrying about your girlfriend?”

      Mendoza nodded.

      “I won’t lie to you. After Angie wins, and Doug raises the flag, there might be some posturing to and fro. Star Force has a garrison in orbit around Mercury, and who knows, they might even see fit to lob a missile or two. I’m convinced the UN will let Mercury go without a real fight. They won’t have any choice … but it might be a wee bit hairy for a while.”

      That sounded worse than hairy. Mendoza had to find some way to get in touch with Elfrida and beg her to leave Mercury right now.

      “But there’s this,” Lorna said. “The sooner Dr. Hasselblatter drops out of the race, the sooner he’ll leave Mercury. And I guess he’ll take your girlfriend with him.”

      “Not her,” Mendoza said. “If there’s trouble, she’ll be like a moth to the flame. She’s the kind of person who helps people.”

      “So, we need to make sure there isn’t any trouble.”

      Still Mendoza hesitated. Lorna was asking him to betray UNVRP. He’d be helping Lorna and his friends to take UNVRP from the inside, and deliver Mercury to the wingnuts at Wrightstuff, Inc. He’d be wrecking his own career.

      But.

      Was his career really so all-fired important?

      Lorna had answered the question of what was missing from his life.

      Revenge.

      “Can I think about it?” he said.

      In the dim light, Lorna looked frustrated. “Fine, fine, but think fast.”
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* * *

      PINOY56: Hey, I just wondered if you have a minute.

      Mendoza was accessing All-We-Know-About-Mars/secret.cloud from his BCI while he rode the Victoria Line. A big no-no. But he couldn’t wait until he got home. He had to know if he could trust Derek Lorna or not.

      FRAGGER1: Sure, what’s up? BTW that was some great survey data you posted a while back. Any more where that came from?

      PINOY56: No, sorry. I just wanted to ask

      FRAGGER1: From the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, right?

      Crap, Mendoza thought. How’d he know? Well, it wouldn’t be that hard to work out. Mendoza realized all over again what a risk he’d taken, posting that stuff. And how right Father Lynch had been to tell him to quit these forums. Something else to feel guilty about. As he typed, another chat bubble from Fragger1 popped up.

      FRAGGER1: Maybe they aren’t doing any more surveys.

      PINOY56: Yeah, but Mars is moving into opposition to Earth, so you’d think that now is the best time. But maybe they had budget issues.

      FRAGGER1: HAH! It’s the HOPE Center for Nanobiotics. They’re the second-richest family on Luna. They don’t have BUDGET ISSUES.

      PINOY56: OK, that actually ties into

      FRAGGER1: Technical issues, maybe.

      PINOY56: what I wanted to ask you. You know your manifesto about taking the fight to the enemy?

      FRAGGER1: YEEEEAAHH! Frag em!

      PINOY56: Guess that’s why your name is Fragger. But let’s get technical for a minute. If you were going to implement your dream campaign, what would you need?

      FRAGGER1: A lot of money.

      PINOY56: Obviously, but what about resources? You talked about a new-tech fleet of fighter-bombers. Could you build that with just the resources we have here on Luna?

      FRAGGER1: Oh, you’re on Luna, too? Nice to meet you.

      PINOY56: Dude, you already knew that from the latency. He never could tell about Fragger1: was the poster a smart guy playing dumb, or a dumb guy who occasionally said smart things?

      Fragger1’s next bubble tilted Mendoza’s opinion towards smarter-than-he-wants-us-to-think.

      FRAGGER1: About the resources, the answer is no. First off you need steel. Lots of high-quality steel. We don’t have that here, and we couldn’t procure it without raising red flags. Remember this all has to happen under the radar, because our DEAR LEADERS in the UN get panicky at the thought of people taking their survival into their own hands instead of relying on Star FARCE. So even if you had all the necessary resources, you couldn’t manufacture the ships on Luna. I’m not even sure it would be possible, regardless. We don’t have the heavy industrial capacity anymore. It’s all gone out to the Belt and Midway, where you can legally automate instead of having to hire expensive spaceborn labor.

      PINOY56: What about Hope Space Industries?

      FRAGGER1: Dude, that’s a design house. They outsource all their manufacturing to their partners on Mercury.

      PINOY56: Mercury?

      FRAGGER1: Sure. There’s a reason they call Mercury the factory of the solar system. Actually, if you wanted to build my fleet, that would be the place to do it. They’ve got the shipyards, the supply chain, everything.

      PINOY56: That’s really interesting. Thanks, Fragger1.

      FRAGGER1: No problem … Hey. Looks like you just logged out.

      Mendoza had left the forum. He had found out what he needed to know. The plan Lorna had sketched out was not only feasible, it was obvious to anyone who had thought deeply about the issues involved. He emailed Lorna, as the funicular climbed the dark side of Malapert Mountain: ~I’ll do it. Will start tonight.

      Back in All-We-Know-About-Mars/secret.cloud—a barebones sim hosted on a private server in Luna orbit, where anonymous avatars stood around a bulletin board collaged with newspaper clippings—a new chat bubble appeared over the head of Fragger1, visible to no one, any longer, except himself.

      FRAGGER1: It’s uncool to leave without saying goodbye, Pinoy56 … a.k.a. John Mendoza.
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* * *

      Once he started, Mendoza got sucked into the new project. He decided to create a full-blown sim that Dr. Hasselblatter could use as a campaign freebie. He worked through the night, went to the office, and kept working, fueled by coffee and trail mix.

      He had found his original inspiration in the works of an early futurist, Kim Stanley Robinson, but his own creativity swiftly took over.

      In the future—Mendoza proposed—a city would run on rails around the equator of Mercury, staying just ahead of the lethal sunrise. The city would boast a rollercoaster, a quidditch arena, a public swimming pool, and several parks. He added scenery along the route, in the form of landscape art and opportunities for corporate sponsorship (“Your Logo @ Here”). He extrapolated the outlines of a future Mercurian economy based on tourism. He added a sheen of sociological proof using statistical modelling. You could explore the whole thing in 3D. It was mapped to the actual geology of Mercury.

      He also added a few easter eggs. It was a risk, but Elfrida was on his mind, and he wanted to give her a little wink. So he created some jizo statues, like the ones at temples in old Japan. Elfrida was half-Japanese; maybe she’d be interested enough to take a closer look. And if she did, she’d see his name carved on the bases of the statues, very small.

      His signature would also serve as a back-door into the sim, if he needed to make any tweaks in future.

      Finally, he faked up some authentic-looking datasets to give the impression that all this was based on voter feedback. The people of Mercury want MOAR ART. The whole thing was superficially plausible, and sublimely ridiculous.

      It took him forty-eight hours, including two all-nighters. Cross-eyed with exhaustion, he sent it to Lorna on Saturday morning, and went to sleep.
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* * *

      A ping from Lorna woke him an hour later.

      “You, my friend, are a genius. I freaking love it.”

      The relief was shaming. “Hope Dr. Hasselblatter loves it, too,” Mendoza mumbled.

      “Oh, he will, if his consultants tell him to. Now we just sit back and wait for the solar system to bust a gut laughing.” Lorna sounded gleeful at the prospect. “Abdullah-dallah won’t win the UNVRP directorship, but he’ll be in the running for Faceplant of the Year. These pols!”

      Mendoza stifled a yawn.

      “There are just a couple more things I need you to do. Those voter feedback datasets? The consultants say those are great. A really convincing touch. So if you could send over the polls they’re based on …”

      “There aren’t any polls. I—I faked them.”

      Lorna let out a surprised bark of laughter. “Naughty, naughty! But don’t sweat it. Just fake the polls, too.”

      Mendoza recalled a UN statute he had recently looked up—the one that forbade ‘interference with the process of a poll, survey, census, or election, or fraudulent misrepresentation of the results of the same’—and the penalty for violating it: a minimum sentence of five years. He rolled on his back and stared at the stiffened fabric of the ceiling. Usually when he was home, he had his iEars on. Now he could hear his neighbors arguing. It was like living in a cardboard box.

      “Is there a problem?” Lorna said. “You don’t have to do the polls, of course. Just describe your random sampling method and put together some graphs of the results.”

      “OK.”

      “When you’re done with that, come out to my place. You’re off today, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Then come for dinner. Bring the polls in physical format. In fact, we’d probably better not use use email from now on.”

      So even Lorna thought it wise to take precautions at this point. Mendoza could guess why he’d mentioned email specifically. Voice calls, like meatspace conversations, could only be captured by the local surveillance systems. Email, on the other hand, might get routed through servers off Luna, which meant it could be read by anyone, such as the UN’s widely-feared Information Security Agency (ISA).

      Mendoza stretched out his legs. His toes touched the far wall of his apartment. He pushed, testing the give of the fabric, feeling trapped.
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      “Look at that!” Lorna exclaimed, pointing up at the sky.

      Mendoza’s sleep-deprived reactions were slow. He saw nothing except the black lunar night.

      “An intercept! That was absolutely an intercept.” Lorna blasted to his personal feed, which Mendoza had running in his HUD: “The Precision Orbital Risk Management System network just saved us from another meteorite.” He added to Mendoza, “It only takes one strike, you know. If the impactor was big enough, it would be like dropping a nuke on one of these domes. You wouldn’t even survive long enough to die of anoxia.”

      Mendoza shuddered.

      “Anyway, it’s good to know the PORMSnet is up there, protecting us. Helps me sleep better at night.”

      They wandered on along the cobbled path of the stone garden. Anonymous figures strolled past, sleek in second-skin EVA suits, or otherworldly in Victorian ruffles. Hats shaded polarized faceplates. Lorna wore a candycane-striped suit with joke antennae bobbling on his helmet. Mendoza felt conspicuous: the SHARESUIT / FREE SIZE stencil on his chest branded him an interloper in this exclusive setting.

      The rich sought privacy outside, too.

      But the “Back Garden” of Bloomsbury bore no resemblance to the rubbish dump outside Cherry-Garrard, where he had practiced shooting with Fr. Lynch. Ye-olde style lanterns marked paths between rock formations and sculptures. Aztec idols, a full-size copy of the Sphinx, a replica of the grand colonnade of Palmyra, lots of Rodin ... Mendoza would have liked to take the audio tour, but he needed to focus on Lorna’s conversation, so he just had the garden’s soundtrack playing in the background. Sounds of whistling wind and crunching pebbles alternated with snatches of flute music. Mendoza caught a phrase from Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons.

      They came to a waterfall that oozed blackly down the rocks into a pond. “Liquid methane,” Lorna said. “They have to turn it off when the sun rises, or it would gasify.”

      “Wow.”

      They sat down on a stone benche overlooking the pond.

      “So as I was saying, Dr. Hasselblatter ate your stuff up like candy. They used your graphics as-is. That’s how good they were. Unveiled them this afternoon, and so far, the silence is deafening.”

      “That’s great.” Was it?

      “A few Earth-based feeds have already started to mock him,” Lorna said confidently. “Won’t be long until the NEO feeds pile on. I’m telling you, there is an insatiable appetite out there for things to ridicule, revile, and belittle.”

      “Then I guess our next step is to boost Angelica Lin’s campaign. As Hasselblatter fades out of the race, Lin will need to take up the space he vacates.”

      “It won’t be a fade, so much as a crash,” Lorna cackled. “You got any ideas that might work for Angie’s campaign? She has a publicist, but the chick isn’t coming up with much.”

      The surface of the liquid methane pond stirred. A string of robot ducks paddled out from under an overhang. Droplets of methane rolled down their metal plumage. There was a mother duck and five fluffy ducklings.

      “Aw, there they are,” Lorna said. “C’mere!” But everyone else around the pool was also signalling the ducks. They paddled over to a trio of women in bustled spacesuits, who threw crumbs of ice to them. Stray ice chips floated on the methane. “There are koi in the pond, too,” Lorna said. “They run on the liquid methane. It’s fuel, after all. You were saying?”

      “I think we need to acknowledge the daily realities of life on Mercury … speak to the needs of the colonists. The Wrightstuff, Inc. colonists can’t vote, since they officially don’t exist. But UNVRP has thousands of people on Mercury, and they’ll vote.” Mendoza reflected that all those UNVRP loyalists were going to get a shock when they found themselves living in the United States of America, version 2.0. He just had to trust that it would be a better life for them in the long run. “Angelica Lin needs to offer them realistic, believable solutions for their issues.”

      “Realistic? Believable?” Lorna scoffed. “Boring. People want to be inspired. Angie needs a vision.”

      Mendoza’s mind was blank. All he could see was a city the size of a mountain trundling around Mercury’s equator, gliders swooping through the hot twilight like birds.

      “Let me brainstorm,” he said.

      “Do that. I’m relying on you, Mendoza. Let’s go back to my place and grab a bite while you think about it.”
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* * *

      Mendoza woke in the dark. He reached up, couldn’t touch the ceiling of his apartment. Waking up fully, he remembered that he was at Derek Lorna’s house.

      Their discussion had stretched late into the evening. The trains ran all night, but it was a two-hour slog back to Nightingale Village, so Lorna had invited him to stay over.

      10:18 blinked in the corner of his eye. God! How could he have slept so long? He was going to be late for work. He pushed off from the bed and hustled into his clothes.

      His movements tripped automatic sensors that opened the curtains, admitting the most realistic daylight Mendoza had seen since he left Earth. The window overlooked a grove of bamboo.

      He ventured out of the room. Despite his determination not to be awed, he knew he was trespassing in a world above his pay grade. A maidbot vacuumed the oriental rug in the hall. The furniture, the skirting boards, and the banisters of the stairs were all made of wood polished to an antique sheen. A framed chunk of concrete on the landing brought Mendoza up short. It looked like a Banksy. It was a Banksy.

      A suit of armor stood in the downstairs hall, complete with sword. Mendoza nodded to it. He felt stiff and rusty, too. He tracked Lorna by the sound of his voice to a room at the end of the hall.

      Morning light flooded through open bay windows. Out in the garden, a bot watered plants. Lorna sprawled in a dressing-gown on the patio, yelling at someone about software evaluation methodology. He raised his eyebrows at Mendoza and pointed indoors.

      Assuming he was being dismissed, Mendoza went back in. He glanced at the brag wall over the fireplace. (A fireplace.) Where most people would have had vids of themselves, Lorna had oil paintings. There he was receiving a decoration from the unofficial king of Luna, Faisal al-Saud. There he (or a lookalike phavatar) was dancing with the idolbot Marilyn Mauss. There he was conducting, or pretending to conduct, the Luna Philharmonic … That one offended Mendoza, and he was about to turn away when another familiar face caught his eye. In a smaller picture, Lorna stood grinning with his arm around the stooped shoulders of Dr. Ulysses Seth.

      Dr. Ulysses Seth.

      The acting director of UNVRP Mercury, whom Lorna dismissed as a has-been with nutzoid ideas.

      Funny, in this picture they looked like friends.

      “Not hungry?”

      Mendoza whipped guiltily around.

      Lorna indicated a sideboard where breakfast was laid out. Mendoza hadn’t realized he was expected to partake. There was enough food for half a dozen.

      “I have to go,” he demurred. “I overslept.” He took a piece of toast and buttered it, because it made him crazy to think of all this real food going into the recycling.

      “Oh, relax,” Lorna said. “Have you seen the garden? Grab a cup of coffee and I’ll show you around.”

      Mendoza requested an espresso from the robot barista squatting on the sideboard. Balancing the cup on one palm, he followed Lorna out through the bay windows.

      Rustic lawn furniture dotted the patio. Overhead, the high-spec sky of the Bloomsbury dome radiated the pearly light of a summer morning. The air smelt newly washed, no doubt thanks to gardener bots watering the greenery overnight. Half of the garden was taken up by the bamboo grove Mendoza had seen from his window. They walked in among the rustling stems. Springy, sweet-smelling moss cushioned their footsteps.

      “I’m pretty sure there are no eavesdropping devices out here,” Lorna said.

      Mendoza laughed. “I thought you had friends in high places.” He thought again about the picture of Lorna with Dr. Ulysses Seth.

      “Sure, sure. Mayor Hope’s a friend. But I don’t want everyone knowing everything.”

      Mendoza sipped his coffee. It shouldn’t have been coffee they were drinking out here, it should have been buko juice or guyabano, something cool and sweet that tasted of home.

      “I really have to go.”

      “Of course. Of course. You can use my jitney to get to the station.”

      “Thanks.” Mendoza wondered what a jitney was.

      “Of course, you could always take the day off.”

      “Well, we’re kind of busy at the moment.”

      “Naturally. And the work of MeReMSG is important.” Lorna’s tone said the exact opposite. “But is that really what you want to be doing?”

      Mendoza shrugged.

      “I could use you on my team. Full-time; official. No more sneaking around behind La Dillinger’s back.”

      Mendoza smiled and nodded. He realized that he had known this was coming. Why else had Lorna invited him to Bloomsbury? Given him a taste of this budgety lifestyle? Because Lorna knew he’d pushed Mendoza just about as far as he could without offering him anything in return. So here it was. A higher salary, better living conditions …

      And a chance to figure out what Lorna wasn’t telling him.

      He knew for sure that there was something.

      (Lorna and Dr. Ulysses Seth, grinning, with their arms around each other’s shoulders.)

      “Wow. I … I’ll have to think about it.”

      “You do that. Now, the butler’ll show you where the jitney’s kept. You might be in for a surprise. Ever seen a horse?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      And then everything went to shit.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mendoza had barely reached the office—sliding into his place with muttered apologies, cringing from Preeti Dillinger’s gaze—when Lorna pinged him. Because Dillinger was staring at him, he let it go to voicemail.

      “Hey, pick up. I need you back here. We’ve got a situation. Goddamn it, Mendoza. Pick up NOW.”

      He made his excuses to Dhillinger: he shouldn’t have come into work at all, he felt sick, so sorry.

      But he did not go to the employee clinic. Or back to Bloomsbury, as Lorna demanded.

      Before he even reached the elevator, Lorna had left five more messages in his voicemail, sounding angrier and angrier. Lorna had also dropped enough hints about the ‘situation’ that Mendoza was able search the news feeds for himself and find out what Lorna was talking about.

      Oh, holy crap.

      Instinct told Mendoza to stay out of Lorna’s way until the man had a chance to cool down. He went home to Nightingale Village. But as he climbed the zipshaft to his apartment, Lorna pinged him again.

      “Fucking pick up! You broke this shit, Mendoza. I need you to fix it, or I’m going to fix YOU, and that is a fucking promise.”

      Mendoza started to shake. He spent five minutes curled on his bunk in the fetal position, while his HUD kept flashing. You have … 11 new emails from Derek Lorna! The man was not only calling him every five minutes, but emailing him, too. This was crazy.

      I need to hide.

      The thought was not rational but it was all he had. He went out again. There was a pawnshop on the ground floor of his building. Mendoza felt as if everyone must be staring at him, although they weren’t. He resisted the impulse to lower his face. You couldn’t hide from the surveillance cameras. “Clothes,” he told the guy at the counter.

      “Sure. I got a nice suit, better ‘n what you’re wearing. Dress code compliant. Need a shirt, too?”

      “No … Not a suit.”

      The clerk leaned across the counter and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Jeans?”

      “No …”

      “Denim, man. Made on Earth.”

      “No …” He had it. “A uniform. I need a uniform. A schoolmaster’s gown. Or … or a streetsweeper’s uniform. Or a coverall, like the Shackleton Railways staff wear.”

      “They hand those out to employees, man. Recycle ‘em when they get too dirty.”

      Mendoza backed away from the counter, through the stench of body odor and old clothes. The air was hazy with whatever vile vape the Nightingale Village pushers were selling this week.

      “Come back if you change your mind about those jeans.”

      Mendoza bumped into people, apologized, cleared the doorstep. In the comparatively generous headroom of the street, robot sparrows darted. They were surveillance bots, it was well known. Mendoza ducked into the corner grocery and bought some chocolate and a ReadiPak meal. Then climbed the steps of his alley. Upstairs again, he shut himself into his apartment and forced himself to eat the food, while he reviewed the disaster.

      Exhibit A:  the results of a poll conducted by the Inferior Space Election Commission.

      Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter had surged into the lead. Throughout Inferior Space—the volume that contained Mercury, Venus, and the NEOs—61% of voters now said they would “definitely” or “probably” vote for him. His closest rival, Zazoë Heap, garnered just 24%.

      (Angelica Lin? 4%.)

      Exhibit B: a slew of talk-pieces that used the new ISEC poll as a hook to discuss What The Spaceborn Really Want.

      Apparently, they wanted a city on rails, a quidditch league, landscape art, and robot bison.

      Mendoza groaned, clutching his head.

      He knew what had gone wrong.

      He’d gotten carried away. He’d put his heart into his work. And something had gotten into his freebie sim, something real, something wacky but just plausible enough to be attractive. The quality that the people in the content industry called sensawunda.

      The kind of thing that voters reared on sims and immersion games drank up like mother’s milk.

      No wonder Dr. Hasselblatter had taken the bait. He had recognized, long before Lorna or Mendoza himself did, that this stuff was electoral gold.

      “You have a new voicemail from … Derek Lorna,” said his comms program.

      “Mendoza! What. The. Fuck? Am I going to have to come out to that recycling unit you call home, and drag you out of your fucking coffin by your toes? I WILL.”

      Sweating, Mendoza thought: I have to get away.

      Yes, he was panicking. But sometimes panicking was the smart option.

      I have to disguise myself and hide out until I can get a flight back to Earth.

      But how, exactly, could he hide in Shackleton City? Even if he wore a Queen Victoria costume, his network connection would pinpoint his location. He could shut down his network connection, “go blind,” as they said, but he couldn’t turn off his BCI. It ran on a power cell implanted in his skull, fueled by glucose, the same stuff that fed his brain. As long as it was drawing power, they’d be able to locate it.

      Which left only one thing to do.

      Only one person he could trust.

      He lifted his walking-stick down from its storage hooks and went out to Cherry-Garrard. He sat in the church until it was time for kendo practice.
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      “We haven’t seen you in a while, Mendoza!” Father Lynch said.

      “I got transferred to a different section, so I’ve been busy.”

      Those were the only words they exchanged until practice was over and everyone else had left.

      Fr. Lynch dragged the maidbot out of its closet and turned it on—a move that was neither habitual nor necessary. As part of their discipline, the kendo-kas polished the floor with rags after practice. The maidbot did not find much dust to vacuum up. It settled for buffing the already-shiny plastic floorboards. The whine of the buffing head filled the church basement.

      “What’s wrong?” Father Lynch said in a low voice, which the noise of the maidbot would drown out.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “You look as if you’ve suffered a blow.”

      “I was wondering if we could maybe do some target shooting?”

      “Grin! We’ll make a warrior of you yet.”

      They went out into the shadow-streaked beginning of a lunar morning. At these polar latitudes, the sun never set, just endlessly circled the horizon. However, the topography hid it for part of the month-long lunar day. How much light you actually got depended on how high up you were. Cherry-Garrard lay halfway up the long slope of Shackleton Crater’s north side, so it was still mostly in darkness. Mendoza’s faceplate filtered the light to orange.

      Half of the sun’s orb peeked above the distant ridge of Shoemaker Crater. Its horizontal light illuminated the tops of the city’s largest domes. They didn’t look as pretty in daylight. Just dingy gray bubbles flocked with moondust.

      Fr. Lynch set up the target and handed Mendoza a laser pistol. Mendoza aimed it across the valley at Wellsland.

      “The target’s over there, Mendoza.”

      Mendoza tapped his chest. “Sickly grin. No, Father, I’m the target.”

      He told the Jesuit everything, from his first meeting with Lorna to their attempted sabotage of Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign. Fr. Lynch listened in silence, tapping his pistol thoughtfully on his thigh. Bright spots streaked across the sky. Some of them would be ships en route to Earth. How he wished he were aboard.

      “I did my best work,” he said. “But I guess, and I want to be humble here, but I guess it was too good. It’s backfired. And he blames me! Well, I guess it is my fault. But he thinks I did it on purpose.”

      Fr. Lynch said, “I actually saw something about this on the news. ‘Audacious proposal to revive tourism on Mercury …’”

      “You’ve been following the election, Father?”

      “No, it was on The Civilized Universe.”

      Mendoza groaned. TCU was one of the top news feeds in the solar system. This was getting worse and worse. “And Lorna’s mad because he didn’t see it coming. It never even occurred to him that the whole thing might backfire. He’s too highly educated, too sophisticated. He lives in a garden city on the freaking moon. He hasn’t a clue what regular people want.”

      “I’d say that’s accurate. He might forgive you for screwing up. He’ll not forgive you for having made him look a fool.”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose. I just did … my best.”

      “And that was the right thing to do. We should always do our best. Sadly, it doesn’t always work out for the best.”

      “So WHAT AM I GOING TO DO, Father?”

      “Calm down.”

      “OK. OK.” Mendoza steadied his breathing, like they were taught to do in kendo practice. “He wants me to fix it. But how? I can’t fix it.”

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s what you should be worrying about,” Fr. Lynch’s calm voice said in his helmet. “The man knows that you know he’s been illegally meddling with an election. That’s a felony. There’s a non-zero chance he’ll try to kill you.”

      Mendoza sat down on a rock. “Jesus.”

      “I don’t want to scare you unnecessarily, but you’ve been dodging his calls all day. A man like him would interpret that as a declaration of hostility. He’ll think you are thinking about going to the authorities.”

      “I wasn’t. You’re the only authority I trust.”

      “Some authority I am! Sardonic chuckle. But you don’t need to be powerful to know how the minds of the powerful work. It’s all in the Gospels and St. Augustine.”

      Fr. Lynch started to walk back towards the Cherry-Garrard dome. Mendoza followed.

      “I’m glad you came to me. I shouldn’t say this, wish I didn’t have to, but going to the authorities would probably have been a mistake. Lorna has a lot of connections in this city.”

      “He’s made sure I know that. I thought about hiding out, trying to get a flight back to Earth, but …”

      “I think that might be wise.”

      Mendoza had not expected the Jesuit to endorse his panicky impulse. “But Father, you can’t hide in Shackleton City! It’s impossible.” He’s a priest, not an IT guy. He doesn’t know how the surveillance works. On the other hand, Fr. Lynch’s repertoire of precautions—going outside to hear confessions, turning on the maidbot to mask voices—indicated a healthy awareness of the surveillance regime.

      “Father, we’re going the wrong way!”

      The Jesuit had struck out on a path angled around the Cherry-Garrard dome. Ahead, the lights of the high street glowed through the trees in the dome’s prow. On their right stood the recycling facility that handled the dome’s organic waste. Overhead pipes channeled water from the recycling plant’s tower to the reservoir on top of the dome. The whole system was gravity-fed, taking advantage of what little gravity Luna had, to keep the water flowing in the unlikely event of a power outage.

      “Turn off your BCI,” the Jesuit said.

      “Can’t. I can turn off my uplink to the wifi network, but …”

      “Do it. Got any other implants?”

      “Only my retinals. Oh, and I’ve got iEars.”

      “Can you disable them?”

      “You want me to give up Mozart and Beethoven?”

      “You want to stay alive? Do it.”

      Mendoza shut down his network connection. For good measure, he blinked off his HUD. Blind. No clock display in the corner of his eye. No playlist. No feed updates. No comms icon reminding him that “You have five voicemails from Derek Lorna! You also have 16 emails from Derek Lorna!”

      With his vision cleared of icons, outside suddenly seemed big. The sweep of Shackleton Crater’s skirt was a rocky sea with glass boats stranded on its swells. Sunbleached mini-crater rims gnawed at the black sky, eroded by billions of years of micro-impacts and exposure to the solar wind. A half-remembered quotation popped into Mendoza’s mind: We live by grace of the ground we stand on. He had been born on Earth, but now he was on Luna, alive by the grace of this battered ball of rock.

      If this was blindness, he could get used to it.

      Then something moved in the long shadow of the water tower.

      “Father! Watch out!”

      A maintenance bot crabwalked out of the storage area beneath the tower. Size of a tiger, six-legged. These bots could fold up their legs and use the sucker pads on their elbows to climb the outsides of domes. People called them window cleaners. Despite their homely function, it could give you a nasty shock to see one of those things peering in at you through the glass.

      The bot took something out of its cargo pannier and whipped it at Mendoza and the Jesuit like a throwing star.

      “Susmaryosep!” Mendoza yelled. The missile fell short. He broke into a hopping run. Another missile sailed past him. A flat brown hexagon. It didn’t explode. He glanced back.

      Fr. Lynch wasn’t following him. He stood his ground, facing the bot.

      Flash. Another missile exploded in a cloud of brown powder.

      Mendoza’s leading foot hit the ground. He threw his weight backward, flailed his arms, overbalanced. Righted himself and bounded towards Fr. Lynch. Before he got there, the Jesuit’s laser pistol flashed again. Mendoza’s suit overreacted by blacking out his faceplate.

      The bot pranced on, a shadow in the darkness. Its arachnoid head sank. Ploughed into the rock. Its rear legs kept running, so that it was pushing its head along the ground like a shovel. Its midlegs hinged to reach into its pannier. It hurled missile after missile.

      Father Lynch fired another pulse into the bot and then turned and ran. Mendoza reversed direction to keep up.

      Missiles shattered harmlessly ahead of them

      And then behind them.

      “Head for the Evans Square airlock,” Father Lynch yelled over the radio.

      “Jesus God, Father!”

      Angling his stride to brush Mendoza in mid-bound, Father Lynch passed him the other pistol. “Don’t look back now. But there are more of them coming. If you have to shoot, aim for their batteries.”

      At the apex of his next bound, Mendoza looked back. Half a dozen bots breasted the nearest rise. Their cutter and splarter appendages undulated in time with their seesawing gait.

      However, the men outpaced the bots, which were not made to leap but to scuttle safely over the landscape. The Evans Square airlock stuck out of the dome’s wall. While Father Lynch worked the valve, Mendoza faced the terrain whose beauty he had so recently admired. He could smell his own terror.

      The airlock opened. The two men scrambled in.

      “Welcome back!” said an automated voice over the radio link. “Did you have a nice walk? Please wait for the air pressure indicator to turn green before removing your helmets!”

      They struggled out of their sharesuits and stuffed them into the USED locker. Father Lynch had his cassock on. He hid the pistols in an inner pocket. They ducked out of the airlock into an alley behind the public toilets at the end of Evans Square.

      Mendoza inhaled fresh-ish air, smells of curry and chicken poop. “Jesus. Sorry, Father. But Jesus! Were those bots attacking us?”

      “No, that was the finals of the Bot Frisbee championships. We just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Ah ha ha ha,” Mendoza said. A free-range peacock strutted into the alley. It arched its neck and let out an “Aaark! Aaark! Aaark!” that sounded exactly if it it were shouting for security.

      “I don’t think the bots would have killed us,” Father Lynch said. “More likely, your friend Lorna was trying to scare you. I may have overreacted.”

      “No, Father! You were heroic.”

      Fr. Lynch shook his head. The look of worry on his face undermined Mendoza’s relief at having reached a place of safety. After all, Cherry-Garrard was not a place of safety. Even though Mendoza had disabled his network connection, Lorna would still be able to find him by locating his BCI. It would just take more ingenuity, and Lorna had plenty of that.

      “Come on,” the Jesuit said. “Quick.” He led Mendoza into the alleys behind the station. Lean-tos, awning-shaded patios, balconies, chicken coops, and rabbit pens narrowed the already-narrow canyons. This was one of the “Free” areas where people could indulge their inner architects, as long as they selected one of three approved patterns of fake brick.

      “Father, what were they throwing at us? I thought those things were grenades, but they didn’t explode.”

      “Shit,” Father Lynch said.

      “What? What?!”

      “Shit. That’s what they were throwing at us. Compacted, dehydrated fecal matter. Local agriculture doesn’t need as much manure as we produce, so the recycling facilities process the excess into tiles for insulation and rad-shielding. Some facilities outside are entirely built of the stuff.”

      “Huh,” Mendoza said. “And I always thought they added flavoring and sold it as ReadiPak meals.”

      They both laughed aloud, a release of tension.

      The Jesuit ducked into a curbside pho restaurant. Mendoza followed him past the kitchen and up a pulley-style zipshaft. You stood on a plate and hauled yourself up. Easy when you weighed 1/6th of what you would on Earth, and had just sweated off another couple of kilos, running for your life. They got off on the third floor. WITHNAIL & I. WHO-CERTIFIED THERAPISTS.

      “This is where I was going to bring you, anyway. I’m sorry I didn’t have time to explain. Withnail and I—well, there’s no Withnail, but I Cheong is a good friend of mine. She’ll be able to help you.”

      The Jesuit spoke into a hidden intercom. The door valved. A spaceborn East Asian woman came from behind her desk. She wore a cross around her neck. Her smile crumpled when she saw Father Lynch’s expression.

      “It’s urgent,” the Jesuit said. “Can you do him immediately?”

      “Of course,” I Cheong said. She switched on a professional manner. “Please go through to Consulting Room B. A therapist will be with you in a moment.”

      Mendoza went into the cubicle she indicated. It held a cot and nothing else. He wondered what kind of therapy this joint provided. Some places flaunted WHO certification, but exploited needy patients, trapping them in a cycle of emotional addiction at fifty spiders a pop. He was sure Father Lynch wouldn’t have anything to do with such a racket, but …

      The door opened and a therapist entered. It was a granny-class geminoid bot with a wispy white bun, wearing surgical scrubs.

      “Hello, John,” it said. “Try to relax. You won’t feel a thing.”

      It pushed him down, yelling and clawing, on the cot. It slapped a patch on his neck. Before he could rip the patch off, blackness swallowed him.
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      Mendoza awoke on an unfamiliar bed for the second time in 24 hours. But this was nothing like waking up in Derek Lorna’s guest bedroom. The bed was hard and scratchy. Also, he had the worst headache of his life.

      A shadow moved across the dim light source. Fr. Lynch stooped over him. “Good, you’re awake. Lie still while I finish packing.”

      “Thirsty.”

      “I Cheong told me to give you this when you woke up.”

      Mendoza’s fingers closed around a pouch. He squeezed its milk-flavored contents down his throat. The Jesuit knelt in front of a chest-of-drawers, packing a rucksack.

      This must be where Fr. Lynch lived, in the small priory attached to the convent behind St. Ignatius. From where he lay, Mendoza could see a crucifix on the wall, the only decoration. Carved of pale wood, it would have been too subdued for most Filipinos’ taste, but Mendoza liked, if that was the right word, the tortured serenity on the face of the crucified Christ. Fr. Lynch stopped in front of it. Moved a hand to its hook, as if to lift it down. Then shook his head.

      “Time to go,” he said to Mendoza.

      Mendoza levered himself upright, bracing for a surge of pain. It didn’t come. The drink in the pouch must have been some kind of analgesic.

      I Cheong had drilled into his skull with miniature robotic instruments and removed his BCI and its fuel cell. She had explained the process to him after the surgery, when he surfaced from the anesthetic. He remembered seeing the actual components on her gloved fingertip. Two bloodied scraps of metal and crystal.

      Now, he felt in his hair and found two nuskin bandages, one above his left ear, and one at the base of his skull.

      His vision was empty, clear. Nothing happened when he rolled his eyes or purposefully blinked.

      He put on his shoes. He had fallen asleep fully clothed. “Where are we going?”

      “It’s better if you don’t know that yet.”

      Two rucksacks leaned by the door. Fr. Lynch took the bulkier one and gave the other to Mendoza. It weighed next to nothing in Luna’s gravity.

      At the door, the Jesuit uttered a bad word under his breath. He went back into the room and took the crucifix off the wall. “Maybe I’m just superstitious, but I don’t like leaving Our Lord behind.”

      Mendoza kept quiet. The way Fr. Lynch said that, it sounded like he did not expect to come back here. How deeply had Mendoza dragged him into his troubles?

      The priory had a ladder instead of a zipshaft, proving how old it was. They climbed down into the grounds. The convent was dark. With no HUD, Mendoza could not tell what time it was, but he figured it must be the small hours of the morning.

      An enormous Vitamin C tree filled the front garden of the convent. Mendoza slipped on the rotten peel of one of its citrusy fruits.

      “Careful! Don’t forget you’ve just had brain surgery.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it.”

      “That’s the painkillers talking.”

      They went out to the street. Widely spaced streetlights yellowed the fronds of the pignut palms. The people here were hardworking citizens. They would be asleep in their beds. A streetsweeper bot trundled down the street, brushes swishing on the cobbles. Mendoza did not breathe until it had passed them.

      They walked to the airlock near St. Ignatius. Before ducking into the bushes, Father Lynch stopped to look around and listen.

      From the direction of the Evans Square commuter rail station, a distant siren whooped once, and fell silent.

      Father Lynch grinned. Mendoza had seen him grin like that only a few times before, when a kendo-ka pulled off a particularly difficult kata. Inside the airlock, he took out his tablet, wrote with a finger on the screen, and held it up for Mendoza to see.

      That was the cops finding your BCI. I Cheong ditched it at the station, to buy us some time.

      Mendoza grabbed the tablet and scrawled: But Father! They’ll get all my data!

      Think they don’t have it already?

      Hmm. Mendoza was pretty sure that his BCI had never been hacked. But on the other hand, what could Derek Lorna and his cronies learn from Mendoza’s data? Only that he collected classical music recordings, and had a crush on a girl. With any luck, they would dismiss him as a sad sack who screwed up everything he touched.

      He went to open the sharesuit locker. Father Lynch stopped him. He dove into their rucksacks and pulled out two suits of the second-skin type. They looked like thick, black wetsuits with flexible boots attached.

      Fr. Lynch wrote on the tablet, The sharesuits have beacons in them. We’re using these. They have inflatable helmets, and integrated oxygen and water reservoirs. Strip.

      Mendoza just stared until Father Lynch was down to his black ecclesiastical skivvies. Then, understanding that the Jesuit meant it, he turned his back and took off his own clothes.

      Father Lynch reached around his shoulder to show him the tablet. Condom-style urine collection system. The other tube is a suction system for solid waste. Insert it into your anus.

      By the time Mendoza got himself sealed up, he had pretty much managed to stop blushing. He pressed the button to inflate his helmet and fitted it to his neck seal. The odorless purity of canned air replaced the smell of moondust.

      “Comms check,” Father Lynch said in his ear.

      “OK. I mean, copy.”

      The Jesuit cycled the airlock. “These suits are Space Force surplus. They’re made for Marines, which is to say numpties who never finished school. You shouldn’t have any trouble with the onboard systems, but the MI assistants have been disabled, so if you can’t figure something out, ask me. Any questions so far?”

      “Are you seriously telling me that Marines go into battle with suction tubes up their asses?”

      Father Lynch laughed. “Most of them never go into battle at all. But yeah. It kind of detracts from the glamor, doesn’t it?”

      They exited the airlock and trudged away from the dome. Sharp pebbles dug into Mendoza’s feet, as if he were walking barefoot. So much for Star Force suit technology.

      “Stick to the shadows,” Fr. Lynch said.

      With the sun just a degree above the horizon, that wasn’t difficult. Even the smallest pieces of debris cast long, inky shadows. Mendoza looked up. A full Earth hung overhead like a blue Christmas tree ornament on black velvet, 40 times as bright as the moon seen from Earth. The Star Force suit’s faceplate provided true-color filtration. He had never seen Earth looking this beautiful, except in the fake sky of Wellsland. Outside, it was different. It was real. He felt a connection, across the centuries, with the very first moonwalkers, Armstrong and Aldrin. Then he stubbed his toe. “Ow shit!”

      “Watch your step.”

      They were walking in the shadow of Wilson Hill, a mini-crater to the north of Cherry-Garrard. The rim of the crater was festooned—like every bit of high ground in the area—with solar arrays. Boulders, junk, and heaps of unused glassbricks turned the low ground into an obstacle course. This area was not as heavily trafficked as the immediate periphery of the dome, so a layer of loose moondust still covered the ground. It puffed up at each step. The legs of their suits were already grubby gray.

      Ahead lay the next dome down on the Wiechert line, Oates. Behind them and to their left, the Cherry-Garrard recycling plant had come into view. Mendoza tensed, but nothing emerged from its inky shadow.

      “In these suits,” Fr. Lynch said, “we can’t be tracked.” They reached the edge of Wilson Hill’s shadow. “Count to ten. Then follow me.” Fr. Lynch took off at a fast lope. Seven … eight … screw it. Mendoza pushed himself into a kangaroo-hopping run. Owing to his defective boots, he did not catch up with Fr. Lynch until the Jesuit stopped in the shadow of the tri-peak Oates dome.

      “Why … count to ten?” Mendoza panted.

      “In case I got zapped by the PORMS.”

      “I thought you said they couldn’t track us!”

      “A sat might pick us up visually. That’s why we’re sticking to the shadows. But since I didn’t get zapped, I assume they’re not searching for us outside. At least, not yet.” As they walked on, Fr. Lynch continued, “I’m a person of interest to the police. Not just because I’m a priest, but because I’ve helped people to disappear before.”

      “You have?”

      “You aren’t the first person connected with the Church who’s had to drop out of sight.”

      “Oh.”

      “So they will assume I’ve sent you along the usual route.”

      “The usual route?”

      “Victoria line to Wellsland, change at Gingrich, and take the Spudis line out to the spaceport.”

      That wasn’t what Mendoza had been asking.

      “So they’ll concentrate on searching the visual surveillance logs from the trains.”

      “All they’ll have to do is run a facial recognition search. That takes about five seconds.”

      “Not necessarily. One of the other things I Cheong does is cosmetic surgery. A quick and dirty rhinoplasty here, a bit of filler there; just enough to throw the software off.”

      “Hey, at least she’s WHO-certifiied.”

      “Laugh. It’s quite the underground industry, actually.”

      “I hope she doesn’t get in trouble.”

      “Oh, she’s not doing anything illegal. Cosmetic surgery falls into the category of therapy. To answer your question, we’re going to the spaceport.”

      “Uhhhm,” Mendoza grunted in shock. He reappraised his surroundings. Oates dome loomed ahead of them, like a curvaceous circus tent. Between its outbuildings, he glimpsed empty kilometers of sunlit terrain: the skirt of Shackleton Crater. A paved road crossed the slope. Tankerbots crawled down the road, transporting water from the mine in the crater. They wouldn’t be going that way. Too exposed.

      They circled Oates dome. Now they could see the built-up heart of Shackleton City, a chaos of domes bounded by Malapert Mountain’s darkside. The spaceport wasn’t visible from here. It occupied the floor of Faustini Crater, whose walls functioned as natural berms to contain the radioactive backwash from the dozens of spacecraft that took off and landed every day.

      There went one now, flashing up and away from the horizon. A meteorite in reverse.

      “Father, how far is it to the spaceport?”

      “About a hundred and twenty kilometers.”

      “Isn’t that kind of a long walk?”

      “Yes. That’s why we’re going to do it in two parts. You’ll forgive me if I don’t tell you any more right now. There’s always the chance that we might get caught, in which case, the less information you have, the better.”

      “You sure know how to cheer a guy up, Father.”

      Fr. Lynch’s surprised laugh exploded into his helmet. “My family tried to dissuade me from my vocation. They said, ‘A gloomy Gus like you shouldn’t be a priest. You’ll get the parishioners down, Tom.’ But in today’s solar system, you need an outlook that is at least tinged with black.”

      Mendoza wondered where Fr. Lynch came from. The Jesuit appeared to have mixed African and European heritage, and he was definitely a native English speaker. Sometimes the expressions he used (‘gloomy Gus’) hinted at a regional dialect. Impossible to say more than that.

      Conversation ceased as they trudged down into the valley. Mendoza kept trying to check his email, the news, his heart rate, other stress indicators, and coming up against a wall of nothing. This was more than blindness. It was blind-, deaf-, and dumbness.

      I was a kind of cyborg, he thought. I had an extra pair of eyes, ones that could see information, and now they’re gone. What remained? The moonscape, and him. Trudge, trudge, trudge. His feet were really hurting. Gotta keep up. Fr. Lynch showed no signs of pain, striding tirelessly from shadow to shadow, dome to dome.

      They were following the string of domes that marked the underground route of the Wiechert line. The further in they got, the older the domes were, and the slummier. Some weren’t actual domes but just boxes, like Nightingale Village, the exurb where Mendoza lived. Had lived. Outside, people meandered, conspicuous in their bright orange sharesuits. A gang of children—the legs of their sharesuits shortened with alligator clips—sledded on homemade toboggans down a slope built of glassbricks. A maintenance bot was helping to improve the slope. It was strange to see one of those eight-legged nightmares being helpful.

      “They know they have to let people go outside,” Fr. Lynch said. “We would all go mad if they didn’t.”

      “Nod. I think some people would live outside if it weren’t for the radiation.”

      They passed two people in the shadow of a waste heat recycling plant, locked together, faceplates bumping. Lovers who could find nowhere else to be alone.

      “Yes, the radiation,” Fr. Lynch said. “Actually, these suits are much better shielded than the sharesuits. You needn’t worry about using up too much of your lifetime allowance.”

      Radiation was the least of Mendoza’s concerns right now. Two stinging aches in his skull warned him that the painkillers were wearing off. Before long, the aches had joined up and spread all the way around his head.

      At last he had to say, “Father, my head is kind of hurting. Is it much farther?”

      “Unfortunately, it is. Can you access your telemetry suite? The suits aren’t fully stocked, but there should be some meds in there.”

      “How do I access it?”

      “Voice command. With the MI assistant disabled, it’s a bit clunky. Give it a try.”

      Mendoza grappled with the interface and convinced the suit to inject him with a painkiller. That helped some with the headache, but didn’t do anything for his feet, or his legs. He had already walked further today than he usually did in a week, and walking on Luna was tiring to begin with, if you were Earthborn, your legs fundamentally maladapted to the bounding gait that was the most efficient means of lunar locomotion. His awareness constricted to the grimy shape of Fr. Lynch bounding ahead of him. Their journey across the city center, through the maze of support facilities around Wellsland and Verneland, felt like a trek across red-hot coals.

      On the verge of collapse, he rooted around in the medical suite again.

      “My MI is disabled,” the suit complained. “Please enable it.”

      “What’s this? Nicozan? What does it do?”

      “My MI is disabled. Please enable it.”

      “Oh, frag off.” Nicozan was the only drug on offer apart from the painkillers he’d already tried. Presumably it couldn’t do him any harm. “SUIT COMMAND: Inject me with a standard dose.”

      Moments later, his feet stopped hurting. Shadows gained coruscating halos. The Malapert ridge—much closer now—sparkled, clothed with a crystal forest of parabolic solar collectors. This Nicozan stuff was first-class.

      Mendoza caught up with Fr. Lynch as they skulked into the shadow of yet another big-box facility.

      “Here we are,” the Jesuit said.

      “Oh!” Mendoza now felt as if he could have kept walking forever.

      “Farm Eighty-One.”

      An airlock stuck out from the wall. Outside it stood an open-topped buggy.

      “Uh oh.” Fr. Lynch hesitated.

      “What?”

      “Well, we have to go in. Come on.”
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      In the airlock of Farm Eighty-One, an electrostatic scrubber blasted the moondust off their suits. Grey clouds filled the airlock. Mendoza laughed. “Guess we were pretty dirty.” Nozzles sprayed them with nanobeads to remove the last of the sticky dust. The smell of the detergent lingered after the airlock was pressurized: a fake floral scent like cheap air freshener.

      They peeled off their suits. Mendoza’s boots had stuck to the soles of his feet. He yanked, ignoring the twinges of pain that filtered through the Nicozan. Blood flowed afresh from innumerable cuts and blisters. “Dang.” His soles looked like raw hamburger.

      “God almighty, man. Your blisters have got blisters.”

      “I’m OK. My soles may be a mess, but my soul is more important! Geddit, Father? Sole, soul—”

      “Let me see.” Fr. Lynch bent the useless boots in half. “Did you not activate the boots?”

      “What?”

      “They stiffen up and inflate to cushion your feet. Look at mine. These are still in portage mode.”

      “Oh.” Mendoza laughed. “Now I feel stupid.”

      “It’s my fault. I should have told you.”

      “Honestly, I’m fine! It doesn’t hurt that much.” Mendoza reached up to stuff his suit in the USED locker. There was one suit hanging in there, a high-end custom job with a hoopskirt, sealed at the bottom, instead of legs.

      “No, take your suit. Put it in your pack. We won’t be coming back this way.”

      Fr. Lynch put on a shirt with a dog-collar, a baggy black jacket, and black trousers. Mendoza skinned into his own clothes, the lightweight tweeds he wore when he wasn’t going to the office, which were as comfortable as Victorian gear got. He struggled to get his shoes on. His feet had swollen so badly he could not squeeze them into his lace-ups, no matter how he tried.

      “Leave it. You’ll have to go in your sock feet for now. We’ll see if we can get you fixed up here. You can’t walk any further like that.”

      “Yes, I can!” Mendoza did not understand why Fr. Lynch was making such a song and dance about a few blisters.

      They stepped out of the airlock into a potato patch.

      “Welcome to Farm Eighty-One,” said an old man sitting on a folding chair, vaping a cigarette. He cackled at Mendoza’s amazement.

      What Mendoza was amazed at was the old’s man’s attire. Jeans and a t-shirt, grounds for a fine anywhere else in Shackleton City.

      But as he looked around, his astonishment increased.

      He had known, of course, that there were farms on Luna. But he’d never bothered to find out what they grew, or how.

      Spindly plants sprouted from troughs of black soil stacked ten deep. Catwalks provided access to the upper levels. The ceiling was low, flat, UV-bright. Mendoza could practically feel himself tanning. A smell of excrement thickened the oxygen-rich, humid air.

      “Simon,” Fr. Lynch said to the old man. “Is Dr. Miller here?”

      “Sure is. You musta saw her buggy outside.”

      “We need her help.” Fr. Lynch indicated Mendoza’s feet. “I’ll go talk to her now, if that’s all right with you.”

      The old man reached for a pair of smart crutches. As he rose, the crutches wrapped support bands around his waist. Old age for the spaceborn often meant crutches, mobility chairs, helper bots, exoskeletons, or nanotic skeletal reconstruction (in order from cheap to unaffordable).

      “You be the judge of that, Father. I wouldn’t let that woman help me if she paid cash for the privilege, but that’s just me.”

      The old man raised two fingers to his mouth and whistled. The catwalk overhead vibrated. A 190-centimeter teenage girl leapt to the floor. “Hello, Father!” She knelt in front of Fr. Lynch, who blessed her, making the sign of the cross over her head. “Um, Father, I don’t know if you know, but—”

      “Yes, I know Dr. Miller is here. I’m going to talk to her now, in fact.” Fr. Lynch turned to Mendoza. “Stay with Simon. I’ll be back shortly.” He strode off into the maze of planting troughs.

      The old man, Simon, hacked and spat on the floor (another violation of Shackleton City bylaws). “Can’t tell him anything. Well, I guess it’s a priest’s business to look for the good in everyone. You cover for me, Jade. I’m gonna take this guy to have a setdown and get some chow.” He squinted at Mendoza. “You wouldn’t believe what folks are capable of. If we didn’t post guards, they’d sneak in here and steal our produce. Risk jail for a tater. Well, if you’ve ever tasted a Farm Eighty-One tater, that’s understandable, heh.”

      They walked at the old man’s slow pace between the walls of leaves. Dirt-caked tubers pressed against the insides of the transparent troughs. Mendoza left bloody footprints on the floor.

      “Russets here, purple sweet p’taters that way, orange ‘uns over there. Spinach and kale on the other side. See those bushes? Them’re mulberry bushes. Let’s take a little tour that way. I bet you don’t know about that side of our business.”

      “How do you know Father Lynch, sir?”

      “He’s our pillar of strength, ain’t he? Our parish priest is diaspora Chinese. Can’t spikky the Eeeenglish. We’d be in th’ weeds if Father Tom didn’t come down from Cherry-Garrard every now an’ then to say Mass for us.” Simon stopped talking, out of breath. He was bouncing along on his crutches at a tremendous pace. Mendoza glanced back. He could not hear anything except the patter of sprinklers and the rattle of laborers’ footsteps on the catwalks.

      “Now, this is the heart an’ soul of Farm Eighty-One.”

      The old man stopped in a grove of aggressively coppiced bushes. Clusters of purple fruits, like dense little bunches of grapes, grew amidst their leaves. Simon plucked one and handed it to Mendoza.

      “You can eat mulberries raw. Yum! Full of anthocyanins, which is good for your eyes. I’m almost blind. Couldn’t tell, could ya? I know this farm like the back of my hand. This way.”

      A bot was harvesting the leaves from the bushes. Why the leaves and not the fruit? Mendoza wondered.

      Chickens clucked beyond the bushes. The birds were running around in a large pen beneath a maze of foamboard boxes on legs. The two men went into the pen. Simon laid his hand on one of the boxes. “Ever wonder what nutriblocks are made of?”

      “Soy? And potato flour?” Mendoza’s patience was wearing thin.

      “Heh. Soy isn’t a complete protein. Those li’l blocks that people throughout the solar system eat, hate, mock, and depend on, are mostly made of … ta dahh!” Simon opened the foamboard box. Thousands of grey worms crawled over a layer of gnawed leaves. “Silkworm pupae. The chickens eat their casts, and the pupae gets processed. Course, you don’t hafta process ‘em.” Simon popped one into his mouth, crunched, and grinned.

      Mendoza understood that he was expected to be disgusted. “Ever deep-fry ‘em?” he said.

      “How’d ya know?”

      “I’m from the Philippines. We eat fried caterpillars.”

      Simon snorted, disappointed that his prank had failed. “I’m a take you to the clinic now. You can wait for Father Lynch there. I guess you ain’t interested in seeing our cows.”

      They walked back through the green maze. A door labelled AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY admitted them into a hab area. It was a plain prefab grid, but the people of Farm 81 had decorated the walls with gloss paint and smartpaper. The murals and lending-library vid shelves gave the corridors a cozy, lived-in feel.

      In contrast, the clinic looked as if no one ever used it. Fr. Lynch’s pack sat on one of the cots. Mendoza dumped his own beside it.

      “I’ll go look for Father,” Simon said. “You stay here. Don’t go nowhere.” He closed the door behind him.

      Left alone, Mendoza paced. He winced at the sight of the bloody smears he was leaving on the floor. Shouldn’t a bot be on top of that already, keeping the clinic sterile?

      “Whoa.”

      In the corner of the clinic, behind the operating table, stood two medibots. Vaguely dog-shaped, with four arms and T-shaped heads, they were just like the ones provided to every community in Shackleton City. But these had been immobilized with splart. Translucent blobs covered even their mouths and eyes.

      Dust dulled the glassy bubbles of splart.

      They’d been like this for a while.

      “Whoa shit.”

      Mendoza tapped one of them on the nose. It did not react. More bubbles of splart bulged from its joints. It was completely jarked.

      Well, after the experience he’d had with the maintenance bot outside Cherry-Garrard, Mendoza knew you couldn’t trust any city-owned bot. Presumably, the people of Farm Eighty-One had some reason for jarking their medibots, although he wondered how they coped when someone got sick.

      He sat on the cot where he’d dumped his pack. Kept trying to check the time, and coming up against the wall of nothing in his head. Get used to it.

      Dog, it sucked to be cut off like this.

      He hadn’t checked his email in … hours.

      As soon as that thought occurred to him, it refused to go away.

      He glanced at Fr. Lynch’s pack. He had seen the Jesuit put his tablet in there. It was probably still in there.

      If they’d left him alone this long, they would probably leave him alone a bit longer.

      Fumbling in haste, he undid the seals of Fr. Lynch’s pack. Lifted aside the crucifix, and there was the tablet. As soon as he touched the screen, it automatically established a connection to the farm’s wifi network. Mendoza experienced a physical sense of relief when the familiar Shackleton City log-in screen appeared.

      And boom, he was in. The tablet had automatically logged in with its own ID, which turned out to be ‘St. Ignatius Parish Council.’ Unlike wearables, tablets often belonged to places rather than people. He’d gotten lucky. That wouldn’t set off any alarms, if Fr. Lynch often came here to say Mass.

      It was 9:36 local time. Susmaryosep! They had walked all through the night and into the morning. Weird that he wasn’t tireder …

      In his hyper-alert state, Mendoza needed only a few seconds to set up a transparent proxy and connect to a little-known redirect service that would channel his session through a privately owned dark pool. With that in place, he logged into his comms program. He now had 42 voice and text messages from Derek Lorna. He shook as he skimmed them. In the most recent message, Lorna threatened to “fucking bury you. Quidditch on Mercury! Give me a fucking break! Who designed that kiddie shit? Who are you working for?”

      Mendoza decided to check the news. That would be calming. Mercury … UNVRP …

      Jesus!

      Riots on Mercury ‘Under Control,’ Says UNVRP

      Zazoë Heap Critically Injured in Mercury Shootout

      Ringleaders Claim They Acted in Response to Genetic Discrimination

      Zazoë Heap Fighting For Life

      24 Hours Before Election, Violence Overshadows Campaign

      Zazoë Heap Dies of Her Wounds, Was Shot During Mercury Riots

      Death Toll From Mercury Riots Reaches 117

      UNVRP Deputy Director Ulysses Seth Dies in Riots on Mercury; Was A Nobel Prize-Winning Scientist

      Zazoë Fans Stage Grief-Fests on Earth, Luna, Ganymede, Titan, Ceres, Eros

      Candidates for UNVRP Directorship Share Their Memories of Zazoë

      Candidate Mork Rapp Calls for Election to be Postponed in Honor of Zazoë …

      Mendoza’s mouth hung open. Clearly, a lot had happened while he was off the internet.

      He frantically typed on the tablet’s screen, trying to track down any mention of Elfrida. One hundred and seventeen dead. Was she among them?

      The door opened. A woman in an elegant floor-length dress walked in, followed by a 150-centimeter, chrome-skinned bot wearing a black tailcoat and pinstripes.

      Caught off guard, Mendoza hurriedly stuffed Fr. Lynch’s tablet back into his pack.

      “Is this the guy?” the woman said.

      Fr. Lynch came in, trailed by Simon and several other laborers. “That’s him,” Fr. Lynch said. “Reyes, this is Dr. Martine Miller. She’s going to patch you up.” Mendoza caught on. They didn’t trust Dr. Miller enough to let her know who Mendoza really was.

      “Not often I see anyone here complying with the dress code,” Dr. Miller joked, nodding at Mendoza’s tweeds. “If you could just lie down on this cot, Mr. Reyes … Gloves,” she added to her robot assistant. She put on the sterile gauntlets it handed her, and peeled Mendoza’s socks off. “Yowch. How did you do this to yourself?”

      “Went into Wellsland to sell produce,” Mendoza improvised. His brain was still full of images of carnage from Mercury. “Missed the last train and decided to walk back. Big mistake, huh?”

      “I’ll say. Well, I’m going to disinfect these abrasions and clean them, then we’ll be able to tell how much damage you’ve done to yourself. But right now I’d say you will need to put your feet up for a while. Literally.”

      Mendoza nodded weakly. Removing his socks had hurt. The pain made him want to punch Dr. Miller in her freckled little face—an odd reaction, unlike him.

      She went to work with disinfectant and swabs. “Let me know if you’d like a painkiller, Mr. Reyes.”

      “Aw, just get on with it,” Simon burst out. “The guy’s not made of candyglass. Just bandage him up and give him some meds so he can walk.”

      “Let the doctor do her job,” Fr. Lynch said. “She isn’t getting paid for this. She’s working pro bono, and we’re all very grateful.”

      Simon mumbled something that ended in “ass.”

      “Your feelings are understood, Simon,” Dr. Miller said tightly. “If you don’t want me here, all you have to do is allow those medibots to be fixed, and you’ll never have to see me again.”

      “Not likely. Let those bots get their probes ‘n’ scalpels into us, they’d sterilize every living soul in here.”

      Wearily, Dr. Miller said, “I’m sorry, but it simply isn’t true that the medibots are programmed to secretly sterilize people. That would be a violation of your human rights.”

      “Yeah, well, the facts speak for themselves. When we were using the medibots, the birth rate in here was frickin’ dismal. Since we jarked ‘em, people’s been having babies left and right. And if you think that’s a coincidence, I have to say respectfully, Doc, your fancy medical degree ain’t worth shit.”

      Mendoza heard a ripple of laughter. More people had crowded in to watch his feet being treated. Or more likely, to watch the sparks fly. He’d already got the picture that Simon revelled in picking fights. Of course, Simon himself would call it ‘speaking his mind.’ There was one like that in every hab.

      “Well, Doc?” the old man continued. “You attended some of them births yourself. You ain’t gonna deny the evidence of your own eyes? Facts are facts, and here’s another. From the City Council’s point of view, what we are, is a problem. They don’t want us having kids. They’d like this community to wither away. But if we was gone, who’d look after their silkworms ‘n’ cows for them? Animals need the human touch. They won’t thrive for bots.” Simon spat audibly on the floor.

      “Don’t spit in here, please,” Dr. Miller said. Mendoza could tell that Simon was getting to her. The increasingly rough way she handled his feet gave it away. “Mr. Lynch—” she appealed to the Jesuit.

      “Ain’t no Mister Lynch in here. You call him Father, that’s etiquette,” Simon said.

      At the same time, Fr. Lynch said, “Honestly, Simon, I don’t think you’re right about the secret birth control program. Sterilization is irreversible. It’s more likely that the medibots are programmed to slip contraceptives to the women, passing them off as vitamins and so forth.”

      Simon crowed, “That’s what I said! What you got to say to that, Doc?”

      Dr. Miller dropped Mendoza’s feet and spun around. Mendoza sat up, glad to no longer be the focus of attention. “The fact,” the petite doctor said, “is we’ve got a population problem. Shackleton City was meant to be a utopia, but it’s turning into a gulag with broadband. It’s not fair that you people have to live in squalor, slaving away at menial jobs, without any real educational provisions made for you, nor any opportunites for social mobility. We’re meant to be better than this!”

      Mendoza saw, though Dr. Miller seemingly did not, that she had just lost her audience. You didn’t win people’s hearts by telling them they were dirty and stupid.

      “Your church could help, Mr. Lynch. You’ve got a lot of clout with the less advantaged demographic, for whatever reason. I just think it’s incredibly irresponsible of you to support these unsubstantiated rumors about a secret birth control program!”

      Mendoza never knew how Fr. Lynch would have responded. At that minute, without warning, the doctor’s assistant lunged at Mendoza.

      Mendoza threw himself off the cot. The speed of his own reflexes astonished him. He rolled under the next cot. The bot crashed into the cot he’d been sitting on. People screamed and stampeded for the door. Mendoza crawled as fast as he could under the row of cots. Dr. Miller shrieked, “ASSISTANT COMMAND: Stop! Stop! Oh, why won’t he stop?”

      Mendoza popped up between the cots. The bot plunged at him. One of its hands held a syringe, the other a scalpel. Mendoza dropped flat on his back and kicked up. Had his opponent been human, the kick would have connected with his groin. As it was, it boosted the bot headfirst into the wall.

      Mendoza grabbed his pack and fumbled in it for his pistol.

      The bot picked itself up and ran at him between the cots. Mendoza sprinted for the door.

      Fr. Lynch stood there, holding the crucifix from his pack. “Go,” he shouted. Stepping past Mendoza, wielding the crucifix like a sword, he stabbed the bot in the face. The crucifix broke, but the bot staggered. Fr. Lynch leapt backwards out of the door and slammed it.

      Everyone else stood at the end of the corridor, staring.

      The bot hammered on the door. Fr. Lynch struggled to hold it shut. “Doesn’t this flipping door lock?” he yelled. The laborers shook their heads: no.

      Mendoza finally found his pistol at the bottom of his rucksack. “Stand back, Father!”

      Fr. Lynch lost the battle for the door. Bots tended to be low-mass, but they were inhumanly strong. Fr. Lynch stumbled back. The bot charged out.

      Mendoza fired. He held the trigger button down. The nearly-simultaneous flashes appeared to merge into a single bolt that lit up the corridor like lightning. The bot had a charred crater in its face, but it kept coming. Mendoza remembered: Aim for the batteries. He sighted on the middle of the bot’s shirt. Fired, using up the last ergs of juice in the pistol’s supercapacitor.

      The bot’s momentum carried it into the opposite wall of the corridor. It tumbled onto its back, paralyzed, smoking.

      At the end of the corridor, the onlookers peeled aside with cries of alarm. Another bot skidded between them. It was the one Mendoza had seen harvesting mulberry leaves, or an identical unit. It waved its secateurs menacingly.

      “Run,” Fr. Lynch said.

      They sprinted through the residential hab, out into an area cluttered with skips, sorters, and processing equipment. A couple of the skips came to life and hurtled at them, potatoes falling over their sides.

      A ramp led into a hole in the ground. They ran down it, amid rolling and bouncing potatoes, onto a railway platform. This was no commuter rail station. Large cargo containers waited in a line on narrow-gauge tracks. Simon stood at the far end of the platform, waving.

      “Got everything ready, Father.”

      “Thanks, Simon.”

      “You’ll be going too, will you?”

      “Yes, I think I’d better.”

      Simon gave Mendoza a sour look, as if this were all his fault. “Put your EVA suit on,” he snapped.

      The skips seemed to have lost their way. They ran aimlessly across the platform, banging into the cargo containers and the wall, until each of them in turn fell between the containers onto the track.

      “No cameras down here,” Simon said. “So the fuckers can’t see you.”

      Mendoza stripped—this was no time for modesty—and struggled into his Star Force surplus suit. It was at this point he remembered about his feet. He forced them into the hated boots without stopping to inspect any further damage he may have done by running barefoot through the farm.

      “Guess this is it,” Simon said. “You be careful, Father. We want to see you back here again.”

      “I hope you will.” Fr. Lynch hugged the old man. “Make sure you go to confession the next time Father Tang comes. It doesn’t matter if he can’t speak English. The sacrament is still valid.” He put on his helmet. So did Mendoza.

      The cargo container hinged open. They climbed in on top of vacuum-packed sacks of potatoes. By slinging sacks out onto the platform, they made a cavity just large enough for the two of them to sit in, knees drawn up.

      Simon gestured for them to keep their heads down. The container sealed itself, locking them in darkness, and started to move.
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      “Father?” Mendoza said over the suit-to-suit radio. The cargo container swayed, picking up speed. They sat crushed together in the dark, their knees interlocking. The roof was so low that Mendoza could not straighten his neck. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It was all my fault.”

      “No, it wasn’t. I suppose some of the surveillance cameras at the farm are still working. I thought they had jarked the lot. But that’s the only explanation. You must have been facially recognized. Then, when Lorna got wind of your location, he hijacked the bots to try and stop you from getting away.”

      “No. It was me.”

      “Don’t be stupid. You evaded that little silver bugger, engaged with it, neutralized it … my self-defense lessons must be paying off. Smile.”

      “I checked my email. On your tablet. While I was waiting for you in the clinic.”

      Silence.

      “I took precautions. I know how to log in untraceably. But I also ran a couple of searches using words, phrases, that … must have been picked up. If you’re scanning for keywords, you can trace them back to their network of origin. That’s much easier than tracing the ID that they came from. So Lorna, if it was him, would have guessed that I might be in Farm Eighty-One. Then he just had to find a pair of eyes, and the doctor’s assistant was right there.”

      More silence.

      “I guess there must have been some working cameras in the processing area, too,” Mendoza added lamely.

      “Yes. I was aware of those. I was going to take you around them.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You were probably experiencing information withdrawal. It’s every bit as addictive as dope. And unlike a junkie, an information addict can’t take a pill and be cured. But maybe this will be a start.”

      “I’m cured now.” Mendoza felt no desire whatsoever to access the internet. Ever again.

      “These terms, phrases, what were they?”

      “Mercury. Wrightstuff, Inc. And my … my friend … Elfrida Goto.”

      “You had a few minutes of stolen internet access,” the Jesuit said dryly, “and you used it to stalk her profile? You have got it bad.”

      “I wasn’t stalking her profile. I can’t; she’s blocked me. Father, there’s bad shit happening on Mercury. There was a riot or something at UNVRP headquarters. Lots of people are dead. I just needed to know if she—if she’s OK ...”

      “I see,” the Jesuit said. “Is she?”

      “I don’t know. It’s still a developing story. They don’t even know who started it. Some of the reports called it a riot, and some said it was a rebellion.”

      “Or a diversion,” Fr. Lynch said, “engineered by Derek Lorna and his friends at Wrightstuff, Inc. But why?”

      Mendoza had no speculation to offer. His mind was full of Elfrida, maybe in peril, maybe dead.

      The cargo container rocketed on. From time to time it braked sharply. Once it stopped for several minutes. Then it started moving again. Mendoza was getting a severe crick in his neck.

      “How are you feeling?” Fr. Lynch asked.

      “Not great.”

      “Take another painkiller if you need to.”

      “Yeah. The stuff I took earlier worked great. I’ll do another dose of that if I need to.”

      “What stuff?”

      “It’s in the suit’s pharma suite. What was it? Nicozan.”

      “Nicozan? You took Nicozan?” To Mendoza’s astonishment, Fr. Lynch laughed out loud. “That explains it.”

      “What? I don’t get it.”

      “So that’s why you fearlessly engaged with that bot. Nicozan is the stuff Marines take on live-fire exercises, boy. And in combat, if they ever get unlucky. They call it morale juice.” Fr. Lynch was still laughing.

      “And I thought it was all me.”

      “Oh, I’m not discounting your courage. But Nicozan boosts your reflexes. Deadens pain.” Fr. Lynch’s voice turned stern. “And inhibits cognitive control neural structures in the frontal cortex. Impairing your judgment and decreasing your sensitivity to risk.”

      “Oh, dog! That must be why I checked my email! I’m not that dumb as a rule.”

      “Or maybe you were just feeling lost and isolated.”

      Mendoza stared into the darkness. Fr. Lynch really did know how to cheer a guy up.

      “We’re almost there,” Fr. Lynch said presently. “This rail network transports cargo to and from the spaceport. We’ve passed under the Malapert Ridge, and now we’re about to reach the shipping terminal in Faustini Crater. I wasn’t planning to come with you this far, but here I am. So we’ll be able to do the next part together.”

      It hit Mendoza that he had ruined the Jesuit’s life. Fr. Lynch had not planned on coming with him all the way. But now he was on the run, too. His ministry at St. Ignatius, his dojo, his semi-pro kendo career—all had been destroyed in a few moments of violence. Because Mendoza had been stupid.

      Sorry didn’t cover it.
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* * *

      The cargo container inched forward in jerks. Fr. Lynch said, “The people we’re about to meet are friendly, but don’t tell them what happened at Farm Eighty-One. In fact, don’t tell them anything. Make it up if you have to.”

      “I can’t believe a priest is telling me to lie,” Mendoza joked nervously.

      “I’m telling you to use your brain. Simon’s people will be fine. You can get away with a lot when you’re sitting on two percent of the city’s food supply. These people have no such protection.”

      The container hinged open. A gangly spaceborn individual in a charcoal-colored suit jumped up on the potatoes.

      Fr. Lynch was already moving. Mendoza’s feet had gone to sleep. He stumbled. The worker shoved him down to the platform. Other workers were already unloading the container, as it continued to stop-start along the platform in a train of identical containers.

      A dozen parallel tracks crossed the cavern, and carried the emptied containers back into a tunnel at its far end. Beyond, plasma flared on a sunlit plain. Giant forklifts navigated in and out of the cavern.

      “Spaceport cargo terminal.” Fr. Lynch pushed Mendoza. “Move. It’s never a good idea to stand around in a soup of spaceship exhaust.”

      They dodged and wove across the tracks to a control center where workers were monitoring the flow of goods. The workers’ spacesuits were not charcoal-colored, after all. They were filthy with ingrained moondust, patched and repatched. One of them escorted Mendoza and Fr. Lynch into a tunnel that ended in a hatch-type airlock.

      Inside the airlock, they all took off their suits. Mendoza and Fr. Lynch got dressed. Their escort did not have to. He’d been wearing a pair of ragged jeans under his suit, and he seemed to think that was enough.

      His skin was an unnatural shade of blue-black, contrasting with crimson-dyed dreadlocks.

      “Hi,” Mendoza said, flapping one hand.

      “It’s the hyronalin,” the man said. The rims of his eyes and the inner surfaces of his lips looked virulently pink in his indigo face. “You’ve probably taken it if you ever went out to the Belt or somewhere. Increases cellular resistance to radiation. Well, it turns out that megadoses also cause massive overproduction of melanin. No one’s figured out how to turn that pathway off yet.”

      “Nor are they even trying,” Fr. Lynch said, “since the only people who take megadoses for years on end are spaceport workers. You have no idea what it could be doing to your bodies.”

      “Better blue than dead. I’m Philip L. Franckel.”

      “He’s got a law degree,” Fr. Lynch said.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Mendoza said.

      “No, you’re not. You’re running away from something. A failed marriage, bad debts, or maybe you just got sick of tugging your forelock to our lords and masters, so you decided to GTFO.”

      “Yeah, something like that,” Mendoza said, remembering Fr. Lynch’s injunction not to tell these people anything.

      “Shrug. NOMB.”

      Franckel threw open the hatch at the other end of the airlock. Heat and a pungent odor of burning washed in. They followed him into a smaller cavern. In the middle of the space, a fire crackled. Mendoza went closer, scarcely able to believe his eyes. But the warmth on his skin did not lie. The fire was real. Most—but not all—of the smoke went up an improvised flue that dangled from the ceiling. The smell took him back to his childhood: it was the same odor of burning rubbish that used to envelop Manila when the wind blew from the suburbs.

      “Why should we donate it all to the recyclers?” Franckel said, jerking a thumb at the fire, which was indeed burning garbage. “We’re a good cause, too.”

      Mendoza squatted among the indigo-colored people, numbed by all this strangeness. He accepted a cup of instant coffee. A cup, whose contents threatened to roll out over the rim every time he lifted it. Curtains hung on the walls of the cavern, framing screen views of forest and seashore as if they were windows. It was unbearably poignant.

      Simon at Farm Eighty-One had uttered a truth that people in Shackleton City rarely mentioned. Dr. Miller had alluded to it, too. The spaceborn could never ‘return’ to Earth. Their long fragile limbs and weak lungs, their lazy hearts accustomed from the womb to micro-gravity, made it physically impossible for them to endure Earth’s gravity for more than a few weeks at a time. And they numbered in the tens of millions, thanks to sheer organic population growth.

      They were a problem.

      So what did you do with them all?

      Answer, according to the Shackleton City bigwigs: You established a faux-Victorian regime that generated lots of service and menial jobs. And you created mythologies to explain why only human beings could do those jobs. (“Animals won’t thrive for bots. They need the human touch.”)

      The spaceport squatters had no such illusions.

      “They could automate the fuck out of our operation anytime they wanted to,” said a navy-skinned woman. “And they do want to. But the one time they tried, we sabotaged their bots. So they haven’t tried again.” She smirked. “If they want to get rid of us, they’ll have to come in here with gas or sub-acoustic weapons. Smoke us out like rats. And people would find out. There’d be vids of dead children all over the internet. So we’re still here.”

      Mendoza knew better than to ask why they wanted to keep living in holes, bathed in life-shortening radiation, mainlining hyralonin, scavenging for necessities. Never ask anyone why they love their home. His coffee left a coating of grit on his teeth. Moondust in here, moondust in everything. He’d probably just swallowed a year’s quota of rads.

      “We’re all interdependent, Rachel,” Father Lynch said. “You need the city, and they need you.”

      “Oh, sure,” the woman shrugged.

      Mendoza said, “About how many people come through here on average? Running away, like me?”

      “NOMB.” None of my business, the motto of the spaceport squatters. But Mendoza figured the answer was quite a few. Enough people chafed under Luna’s paternalistic regime. And some of those might easily conclude that anywhere was better than here.

      “The city turns a blind eye,” Fr. Lynch said. “They’re very happy for people to leave.”

      Mendoza nodded. “But there are no emigration controls. Anyone can leave, anytime. So why—”

      “So why,” Rachel said, “aren’t you up there, sipping champagne in the departure lounge?”

      “Ah …”

      “Exactly. I’m not asking what you did. But whatever it was, you aren’t the only one. Plus, a lot of people just can’t swing the fare.” She stood. “C’mon.”

      Mendoza glanced at Fr. Lynch. The Jesuit was talking to a guy with a bandanna hiding his lower face, presumably another runaway. The guy was spooning nutriblock hash under his bandanna like he hadn’t eaten in a week.

      Mendoza followed Rachel, limping.

      “Something wrong with your feet?”

      “Long story.”

      “I get it. NOMB. Oh well, you’re not going to be doing much walking for a while.” She giggled, for some reason.

      They descended crude stairs blasted out of the rock. The firelight from the main cave threw their shadows ahead of them. The stairs bottomed out in a workshop with an airlock at one end. The other end was blocked by a mountain of rubble. Molded plastisteel crates stood around, partially filled with parcels and packets.

      “Let’s see if you can fit into any of these crates. You’ll have a suit on, so there has to be room for your helmet.”

      “Not again,” Mendoza said.

      “What, did you think we were going to hand you a fake ID and a first-class ticket? You’re going cargo class. I have to weigh you, any stuff you want to take, plus your extra oxygen tanks, etcetera. Then we make up the difference with LVHPs—low volume, high profit goods. Plus rocks.” She looked from Mendoza to the crates. “You’re little. You’ll have room to move around some.” She hesitated. “What did you do? I can’t remember the last time we had an Earthborn person through here. I mean, you could go anywhere you wanted to … Oh, sorry, sorry. NOMB. Try that crate over there.”

      Mendoza felt guilty for being Earthborn. Like he owed her some kind of explanation. “Maybe I just want to go home.”

      Her eyes widened, white in her blue-black face. “You mean, back to Earth? But you’re not going back to Earth.”

      “What?”

      “We don’t do flights to Earth. Why would anyone want to go there, and get squashed like a bendy straw? Not that you would get squashed, of course. But no. You would have to find someone else to help you out with that.”

      “Is there anyone else?”

      “No.” She giggled, appreciating his plight. “Oh, boy. I thought you probably had quote, business, unquote, on Ceres. Maybe you can transfer when you get there.”

      “Is that where I‘m going? Ceres?”

      “Or somewhere in the Belt. I dunno. It’s wherever the ship is going.” She looked cross, as if Mendoza were finding fault with the service the squatters provided.

      “I can’t go to Ceres. I need to go to—to Mercury.” As he spoke, he found a hard core of resolve. He was going to Mercury, to pull Elfrida out of Derek Lorna’s mess … and if she was already dead, he’d avenge her.

      “Mercury?” Rachel said. “Well, we do do flights there. But not right now. There’s been a riot at UNVRP HQ, in case you haven’t heard.”

      “I heard.”

      “Star Force isn’t letting anyone land. Much less illegal immigrants.”

      That sounded like a dead end. But maybe Fr. Lynch could fix it. “I’m sorry,” Mendoza said. “I’ve got to talk to my—my friend.” He backed out of the workshop.

      “He doesn’t owe you any more favors,” Rachel yelled after him. “You blew the whole fragging network.”

      Mendoza limped up the stairs to the main cavern. He could not see Fr. Lynch or the man the Jesuit had been talking to.

      Franckel got in his way. “Looking for the priest?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He had to get moving. Said to tell you bye. His pilot couldn’t wait.”

      “He’s gone?”

      “You deaf as well as short?”

      “One-seventy-five is a perfectly respectable height where I come from.” Mendoza could not believe Fr. Lynch would vanish without even saying goodbye. Maybe these people were treacherous. Maybe they’d overpowered Fr. Lynch, were holding him somewhere … “Did he say where they were going?”

      “Dunno. Probably out to the Belt.”

      Mendoza bulled past Franckel.

      “Hey!”

      Which way was the airlock? He limped into one of the corridors that led off the cavern. Within a few paces, it narrowed to a crack stuffed with rags. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, these people maintained their pressurization by splarting garbage into the cracks of this warren.

      Franckel came up behind him. “Calm the hell down, guy.”

      The spaceborn man was half a meter taller, perhaps stronger, but Mendoza had a laser pistol, and Franckel was not to know it was out of change.

      Franckel backed up, red crosshairs wavering on his chest. He raised his hands. “OK. OK. The priest didn’t mention that you were fucking crazy.”

      “That’s right,” Mendoza said. “I’m fucking crazy. Which way is the airlock?”

      “That way.”

      Everyone in the cavern skittered back. Mendoza sensed movement. He whirled to confront frozen men, like a game of Red Light, Green Light.

      “Leave him alone,” Franckel shouted. “Let him go.”

      Mendoza understood that Franckel’s goal was to get him and his pistol out of the hab. He slammed the airlock in the squatters’ faces. His Star Force surplus suit had been taken away. Coughing on moondust, he put on one of the squatters’ filthy patch-jobs. The legs and crotch sagged, stretched out.

      He exited the airlock, ran past the control center, and bounded out along one of the platforms. Through a gap between two cargo containers, he spotted Fr. Lynch—he still had his Star Force surplus suit—and an extremely tall spaceborn individual, presumably the guy Fr. Lynch had been talking to. They were walking out of the terminal.

      Mendoza sprinted after them. His over-large suit hampered his stride.

      A row of divots appeared in the side of a container ahead of him.

      Something smacked him in the arm.

      He glanced back, saw two or three squatters stride-gliding along the platform. They carried what looked like long sticks.

      Susmaryosep, those are guns. They’re shooting at me.

      He glanced at the arm of his suit. The outer layer of fabric was torn, revealing a pristine white thermal layer.

      He leapt between the moving containers to the next platform over, trying to deny the squatters a shot. But zigzagging like this slowed him down. They would try to cut him off.

      He caught up with a robot forklift heading out of the cavern, leapt and clung onto its load, digging the toes of his suit’s boots into the gaps between sacks of beetroot. His feet screamed for mercy.

      The entrance loomed. Maybe, just maybe he’d make it.

      The sun shone into Faustini Crater almost horizontally, glittering on rock scarred with overlapping blast-melt patterns. Parked spaceships of all shapes and sizes dotted the crater floor. Service vehicles zipped around.

      And there were Fr. Lynch and his companion, walking into the launch zone, just as casually as if they were taking a stroll in a park on Earth.

      Mendoza located the suit’s radio. He enabled ALL FREQUENCIES. “Father! Wait! Please!”

      They didn’t look back.

      He jumped down from the forklift and ran after them. They hadn’t picked up his signal.
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* * *

      But someone else had.

      As Mendoza would’ve realized if he had given it a second’s thought, ALL FREQUENCIES included the shipping terminal’s public comms band. This was monitored by the Spaceport Authority, so they could keep tabs on the squatter community.

      The Shackleton City elite regarded the spaceport squatters as semi-feral pets. They played a useful role in purging the city of the unhappy and the criminally inclined.

      Mendoza’s shout of “Father! Wait! Please!” merged into the babel on the local radio frequencies—and was instantly intercepted by the searchbots that Derek Lorna had set to hunt him.

      VOICEPRINT MATCHING: 65% (the microphone in Mendoza’s stolen suit was lousy)

      KEYWORD MATCHING: FATHER (Derek Lorna knew how Catholic priests were traditionally addressed)

      “Worth checking out,” Lorna decided. He told his MI assistant: “Triangulate the source of that signal and get me some visuals.”
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* * *

      Mendoza bounded out of the shipping terminal into the sunlight.

      Far ahead, the tiny figures of Fr. Lynch and his companion had vanished between the parked spaceships.

      Something struck him hard between the shoulders.

      Falling, he looked back at a mountain. The cargo terminal was in the central rubble pile left over from the days when Faustini Crater had been a water mine. He saw the squatters standing in the entrance of the terminal. One of them, probably Franckel, gave him the finger.

      His faceplate bounced off the rock. He struggled to breathe.

      A three-wheeled buggy whizzed across the launch zone and braked beside him. The driver jumped out. Consciousness fading, Mendoza admired the luminous halo of backscatter around the shadow of the driver’s helmet. It was like an angel had come to rescue him. If only such things could be true.
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      Mendoza woke up with hospital-strength lights glaring in his eyes. The syrupy voice of a medibot informed him that it had removed a .22 caliber bullet from his back. The bullet had just missed his left lung, the medibot said. Mendoza was lucky.

      He didn’t feel lucky.

      Doped up, leaning on a helper bot, he hobbled out of the clinic into what seemed to be an administrative area of Faustini Spaceport.

      The bot kept a vise-like grip on the compression cast on his upper torso. It guided him to some kind of employee lounge. Windows commanded a reduced-glare view of the launch zone, framed by clumps of ferns. There were two sets of pew-like ergoforms, one set facing the window, the other set facing a grotto with a waterfall trickling into a little pool. The tinkling of recorded wind chimes accentuated the hush.

      Half a dozen miserable-looking men and women sat on the benches. They looked up when Mendoza and his helper bot came in.

      “Whoa,” one of the men said. “What’d they do to you?”

      “What is this place?” Mendoza said.

      “Chapel,” said one of the women. “Non-denominational.”

      Mendoza’s helper bot lowered him onto a pew. “I didn’t know there was a chapel at the spaceport.”

      “The Muslim employees sued.” The woman touched a button. Her pew collapsed into a long prayer mat. She lay down on her back. “I might just stay like this,” she said.

      Mendoza sympathized. He was still woozy from the anesthesia. “Are you guys employees?”

      “Of the spaceport? No,” said the man who’d spoken first. “I’m a travel agent. She works for the Shackleton City Visitor Center. So does he. She’s in customer service at Harrods. They’re from the post-sales feedback analysis division at Victoria Construction.”

      “I’m getting a funny feeling that you aren’t here by choice.”

      “Define choice,” said the travel agent. “The Leadership in Robotics Institute approached me about this job. I chose to accept. I didn’t ask any questions, either. What did you do, try to run?”

      “Something like that.”

      The travel agent raised his eyebrows, and all of them turned away from him, as if stupidity might be contagious.

      Mendoza gazed blearily out of the window. The dark filter on the glass turned the lunar morning into twilight. A ship launched like a sparkler burning up. He wondered if Fr. Lynch had got away.

      Derek Lorna came into the chapel. He sported a pink tailcoat over a red shirt, a white cummerbund, and baggy tweeds that ended in joke boots with tiger faces on the toes. “OK, everyone!” He clapped his hands. “We’re all here now, so we can get started. Are you psyched for this job? Just say yes and save me the trouble of making a motivational speech.”

      A couple of people laughed.

      “This is John Mendoza. All of you have expertise in customer relations, which is why you were chosen for this job. But Mendoza is a psephologist. That said, he’s just had an emergency operation, and a couple of days ago, brain surgery I think?” Lorna grinned at Mendoza. “So he’s just here in an advisory role. You can ask him technical questions. Apart from that, comestibles are coming. Any other questions at this point?”

      The woman from Harrods said, “Uh, would it be possible to clarify what we’re here for? Sir.”

      “Grin. We’re here to steal an election.”
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* * *

      “Just kidding,” Lorna said. “This is what they used to call a get-out-the-vote operation. You’re probably thinking, what’s the point of that? Voting is compulsory. Well, yes, it is. But a lot of people, especially those proud nonconformists who infest our asteroids, don’t like being compelled to do anything. Mendoza, would you explain the NOTA problem to the group?”

      Woodenly, Mendoza said, “NOTA: none of the above. It’s a protest vote. If NOTA were a person, he or she would have won every election in the last ten years by a margin of two to twenty percent. In one judicial contest on, I think, Ganymede, some guy changed his name to None Of The Above and won handily. That’s the kind of trick that only works once, though.”

      “Thanks,” Lorna said. “That’s it in a nutshell. Now, if everyone would gather around …”

      Lorna touched a button, converting one of the ergoform pews into a long desk. He took a sheaf of portable screens out of his briefcase and laid them in a row. There were only six. Lorna clearly meant it about Mendoza just being here in an advisory role.

      Lorna turned one of the screens on. “Here are the latest poll numbers from the Inferior Space Election Commission.”

      
        UNVRP DIRECTORSHIP ELECTION

        POLL DATA PROVIDED BY INFERIOR SPACE ELECTION COMMISSION

      

      NOTA: 32%

      Amanda Patel: 31%

      Zazoe Heap: 12%

      “And she’s dead,” Lorna said. “Those voters are either grief-crazed or mentally defective. Put them in the NOTA column.”

      Angelica Lin: 9%

      Pyls O. Mani: 8%

      Mork Rapp: 7%

      Abdullah Hasselblatter: 1%

      Wow, Mendoza thought. No wonder Lorna is in a good mood.

      Dr. Hasselblatter had tumbled from the top to the very bottom of the pack.

      That couldn’t be fallout from the violence on Mercury. Something else must have happened while Mendoza was cut off from the internet.

      “Who’s Amanda Patel?” said the woman from Harrods customer service.

      “The NEO candidate,” Lorna said. “A pediatrician. That’s just the nonconformists venting their spleen. Our job today is to convert all the Patel voters, and as many NOTA voters as possible, into Angelica Lin voters.”

      “How?” asked the woman from the Shackleton City Visitor Center.

      “Through individual outreach,” Lorna said. “Don’t look at me like that. Yes, it’s a lot of people. Four hundred and thirty thousand, approximately. But it’s perfectly possible to mass-tailor individual outreach campaigns using story-writing MI resources. Isn’t that right, Mendoza?”

      There was a rattle at the door of the chapel. A fully loaded breakfast buffet trundled in under its own power. Inhaling the aromas of coffee, toast, scrambled eggs, and sausages, Mendoza realized he was starving.

      “Convert half of them, and it’s in the bag,” Lorna said.

      “There’s only a few hours left until the polls close,” said one of the construction industry analysts.

      “So grab some food and get on it, would be my recommendation.” Lorna’s voice had a steely edge.

      Everyone went quiet.

      Except Mendoza. Rightly or wrongly, he figured he hadn’t much to lose. He cleared his throat. “It’s not that easy. You have to have a saleable product. Angelica Lin may be easy on the eyes, but her platform is just Charlie Pope lite.’”

      Someone laughed, and stifled it.

      “Very funny,” Lorna said flintily. “Obviously, we need to add value to our proposition. I was coming to that. You’re authorized to offer this selection of free gifts to each targeted voter, provided they send us a vid grab or screenshot of their vote for Angelica Lin.”

      
        	A premium internet avatar

        	A year’s supply of nutriblocks

        	A weekend getaway on Luna, including a tour of One Pig Base and a complimentary hamper of pork products

        	A fifteen-minute live consultation with Frank Hope III to supercharge your personal and financial trajectory (latency time not included)

        	A home immersion kit worth S3,000

      

      “Something there for every income level, as you see,” Lorna said. “And they’ll also be entered into the bonus raffle for …”

      
        	A full scholarship to Eton’s exclusive Luna campus for one (1) child between the ages of 6 and 16

      

      “Oh, wow. Can we vote, sir?”

      “Chuckle!” Lorna said. “Isn’t S10,000 for a single day’s work enough for you?”

      “Ha, ha; yes, of course, sir.”

      “But isn’t this illegal, sir? I mean, uh …”

      “No,” Lorna said. His blue eyes were as cool as winter skies. “Not whatsoever.”

      The man who had spoken was one of the construction industry analysts, a fat little Earthborn guy wearing a t-shirt with embedded vid of a toddler’s birthday party. “Thanks for clarifying that, sir,” he mumbled.

      Lorna left the room. They grabbed plates of food from the buffet. Conversation was subdued. Mendoza went to sit next to the man with the birthday-party t-shirt. “Nice to meet you,” he said.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Emil.” The guy slid a scared glance at Mendoza’s cast.

      “Is that your daughter? She’s adorable,” Mendoza said.

      “Thanks.”

      The others were talking about the mechanics of the job ahead of them. Mendoza heard someone say “Let’s ask the psephology guy.”

      This was very obviously the B team. They’d never get it done without his help.

      He buttered a bran muffin. “I’m just here in an advisory role,” he told Emil. “But if I’m going to be any real help to you guys, I’ll need a screen.” He gestured at the fold-up sticking out of Emil’s back pocket. “Mind if I borrow yours?”
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* * *

      As soon as Mendoza got himself logged on under Emil’s name, he ran a search. “ALL DATABASES: DR. ABDULLAH HASSELBLATTER.”

      The first result—and the second, and the third, and the three hundredth result—was a viral vid of Dr. Hasselblatter having sex with a maidbot.

      “Oh boy,” Mendoza murmured. He ate the other half of his muffin and skimmed the commentary. The consensus was that the vid was real, not a fake.

      Links led to another vid. This one was a press conference where Dr. Hasselblatter had tried to explain away the first vid. It ended with a scuffle between Dr. Hasselblatter’s burka-clad wife and the UN peacekeepers providing security at the event.

      Helpful anti-censorship activists explained that the vid had originally ended with NSFW footage of Mrs. Hasselblatter’s burka being torn off. She had turned out not to be a Muslim at all—nor even human. ‘She’ had been a sex-bot.

      “Yuck,” Mendoza muttered, remembering the hints he’d picked up that there was something off about Dr. Hasselblatter’s personal life.

      I don’t want to go there, Lorna had said, but after their sabotage campaign backfired, he must have decided he had no choice.

      It had worked, anyway. The leaked vid had torpedoed Dr, Hasselblatter’s bid for the UNVRP directorship. The press conference had ended his career.

      Mendoza went back over the press conference vid, frame by frame. In one crowd shot, he found what he was looking for: a glimpse of Elfrida. She was standing on a desk, gnawing her knuckles as she watched her boss’s career implode. It must have been a horrible shock for her. Mendoza knew she’d respected Dr. Hasselblatter, as much as she groused about his ambition.

      So, sixteen hours ago she’d been alive and well.

      But that had been before the riots.

      Logged in as Emil, Mendoza did not dare search for Elfrida’s name. Instead, he compared the latest news reports on the riots. The death toll was still rising, but names had begun to be put to the dead, and Elfrida’s was not among them.

      She’s alive.

      She has to be alive.

      But the situation on Mercury was still in flux. Amateur vid feeds showed Star Force Marines stalking the halls of UNVRP HQ, children weeping as their parents were dragged away. That was the kind of thing that short-circuited Elfrida’s brain, as Mendoza knew all too well. She’d stop at nothing to help the survivors, even if it put her in danger.

      Would the situation calm down if Angelica Lin won the election? If Derek Lorna got what he wanted?

      Mendoza knuckled his eyes. The travel agent interrupted his thoughts with a cough. “Um, we were just wondering about these MI story-writing resources we’ve been given. If you could show us how they work?”

      Mendoza forced a smile. He had no choice. This was the only thing he could do that might help Elfrida. “Sure. I’ll walk you through it.”
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* * *

      Nine hours later, the torrent of data flowing across their screens dwindled to a trickle and stopped. Mendoza looked at the other members of the team. “We did it.”

      They exchanged weary grins. They had successfully bribed 143,012 people to cast their votes for Angelica Lin.

      “It’s not over yet,” said Emil. “There’s two hours to go before voting closes.”

      “It’s mathematically over,” Mendoza said. “Check your news feeds. They’re already reporting Lin’s victory.”

      Derek Lorna had got what he wanted … at the cost of committing a crime that would put them all in jail for the rest of their lives, if they got caught. Not to mention the cost of all those bribes. It must have run into the tens of millions.

      Well, that wasn’t Mendoza’s problem.

      They wandered around the chapel, stretched their stiff muscles, and snacked on the remains of the lunch buffet that had replaced the breakfast buffet. Outside the windows, spacecraft continued to land and take off. It was getting on for 22:00, Luna time, but Mendoza did not feel remotely tired. His back hurt a bit. He crunched another of the painkillers the medibot had given him after his operation.

      While the others discussed what they were going to do with the money, Mendoza peeked at Emil’s screen again.

      He’d been poking around in the spaceport’s data management utilities. He had access, because the team had needed to use the spaceport’s computing resources to hide the origin of all those individually tailored polls. He had searched the launch schedule for ships likely to be the one carrying Fr. Lynch. He’d identified a handful of possibles. And he’d moved their launch slots back.

      22:06.

      The Gold Digger, a Juggernaut bound for Ceres, blasted off.

      Hope that wasn’t it.

      He did not know if he would get a chance to contact any of the ships. But maybe, now that Derek Lorna had got what he wanted, he’d let Mendoza go.

      The door of the chapel opened. Lorna himself entered with a light step. “Congratulations! You did it, guys! You’ve earned a place in history. Not the official version, of course.”

      Puzzled smiles greeted this announcement.

      “Five years from now, or maybe ten years, humanity will thank you. Unfortunately, you won’t be around to see it. Because the future of humanity does not belong to plebs like you. It belongs to highly advanced phavatars.” Lorna grinned. “Like me.”

      The top of his head hinged back. A stubby little gun threw a targeting laser across the chapel. The beam fastened on Seanette, the woman from Harrods customer service. It brightened to a linear lightning bolt. Seanette went rigid and collapsed, her limbs jittering on the floor.

      After a second of stunned disbelief, everyone screamed and scattered to the ends of the chapel. Mendoza dived under the pews. He recalled how he’d evaded Lorna’s hijacked bot in the clinic at Farm Eighty-One. His chances were poorer now. He’d been buzzing on morale juice at that time. Also, he hadn’t been in a minimal-flexion cast following surgery.

      Also, Dr. Miller’s assistant hadn’t had an electrolaser in its head.

      He crawled past Emil’s body. Emil’s hair was burning, while the children on his t-shirt silently sang Happy Birthday once again.

      Ganfeng from the Shackleton City Visitor Center leapt over Mendoza, kicking him in the cast. It hurt so much Mendoza almost blacked out. When his vision cleared, he saw Ganfeng lying face-down. Electrolaser weapons delivered a precisely calibrated current via an ionized plasma beam. Basically, they electrocuted you.

      “Mendoza.”

      He sat up. Stared at Lorna, who was a couple of meters away, standing in front of the little waterfall at the end of the chapel.

      But of course, it wasn’t Lorna. It was a phavatar, a robotic telepresence platform. The type known as a “selfie”—a phavatar that had been customized to resemble its owner in every detail.

      Except for the gun sticking out of the top of its head.

      “Saved you for last,” the phavatar said. “I thought you’d like to know a bit more about the future you won’t, unfortunately, see.”

      “Don’t you know what happens to bad guys who stop to gloat before killing their victims?”

      “Oh, come on. I’m not a bad guy. I’m just well-informed. If paying attention to what’s going on makes you a bad guy …” The phavatar shrugged. “Stick horns on me and call me Lucifer, I guess. But someone’s got to do this, and I volunteered to be the one who breaks the eggs.”

      Mendoza would have laughed, if he hadn’t been so terrified. “Was any of it true? The stuff you told me about fighting back against the PLAN?”

      “Absolutely. Every last word. You could have been part of it, too, if you hadn’t screwed up.”

      Mendoza snuck a glance around the room. Bodies lay motionless. He smelled burning fabric and hair. Why wasn’t anyone coming to help? Answer: Lorna had made sure they wouldn’t. He probably had friends in the Spaceport Authority. People who thought the same way he did.

      Mendoza felt a pang of profound regret. “I wanted to join your fight. But …”

      “Too bad. Because of you, a hundred and seventeen people died. Whoops. Update,” the phavatar said, glancing at the corpses on the floor. “A hundred and twenty-three.”

      “You didn’t let me finish,” Mendoza said. “I wanted to be part of the fight against the PLAN. But not if it’s being led by a psychopath.”

      “Any other insults? Questions? Or is that all you got?”

      “How did you arrange that riot at UNVRP HQ?”

      “I didn’t. The plebs working for UNVRP did that all by themselves. It seems that when Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign imploded, they got mad that there wasn’t going to be a new golden age of tourism, after all. No quidditch, no robot bison … It’s dangerous, you know, Mendoza, to offer people a fantasy based on OPM, and then snatch it away.”

      “OPM?”

      “Other people’s money. My idea was to evacuate everyone from Mercury, leaving just a skeleton crew to run the shipyards and factories. People cost a fortune. But Doug doesn’t see it that way. So, OK, he can keep his rat-infested underground habs.” The phavatar shrugged.

      “And Angelica Lin? What about her?”

      “Angie? She’s dispensable, and will be dispensed with pretty soon.”

      The casual disavowal took Mendoza’s breath away. “Wait. Pretty soon? You mean this isn’t over yet?”

      “It’s only just beginning. Angie doesn’t know that, of course.”

      The phavatar extended its hand. On its palm, a robotic nightmare appeared. It had six legs, drill-bit fangs, and big, cute eyes. It was about twenty centimeters tall.

      “This is a vinge-class industrial phavatar. In real life, they’re bigger. There are hundreds of them on Mercury, and they are moving towards UNVRP HQ as we speak. When they get there, Angie will let them in. She thinks they’re there to neutralize the Marines, so we can declare independence. She’s right. But it won’t end there. As it happens, these phavatars are now a distributed mobility platform for a little program I put together.”

      “Which is supposed to do what?”

      “Finish the job,” the phavatar said laconically. “I hate freeloaders.”

      Mendoza thought, Elfrida. He said, “You’re going to kill everyone.”

      “Except Doug’s people.”

      “You can’t. That’s evil. It’s criminal.”

      “It didn’t have to happen! We could have won the easy way. No laws broken. No one would have had to die, except for a few UNVRP suits.” The phavatar closed its fist, vanishing the projection of the vinge-class horror. “But you fucked up. Any last words?”

      “I want a priest.”

      “Sorry, no can do.”

      Mendoza began to pray out loud. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit …”

      Lorna’s phavatar tapped a toe impatiently.

      The waterfall suddenly gushed out at maximum flow. In Luna’s low gravity, the stream of water travelled parallel to the floor. It hit the phavatar in the head.

      The phavatar spun around. The water filled its skull cavity and rebounded as far as the ceiling.

      Mendoza sprinted for the door.

      Behind him, he heard the crack of something—he hoped it was something vital—shorting out.

      “Mendozaaaa!” The phavatar’s voice chased him down the corridor.

      He ran on, clumsy in his cast. He had no idea where he was. Spaceport staff shrank against the walls. Some of the quicker-witted ones started to run. Mendoza followed a man who seemed to know where he was going.

      “Mendozaaa!” The phavatar’s roar mingled with shrieks from the staff.

      The man Mendoza was following leapt into an elevator. Mendoza scrabbled at the closing doors. They opened again. He fell in. The man shouted, “Door close! What in the freak? Are we under attack? Is it the PLAN?”

      “No,” Mendoza panted. “Call security. There are five dead people back there. In the chapel.”

      A BOOM! cut him off. The elevator bounced, and then continued to descend.

      The tannoy came alive. “Attention all passengers. This is a courtesy announcement. An … equipment malfunction … has occurred on the fifth floor of Terminal B. Security protocols have been activated, and there is no risk whatsoever. This has been a courtesy announcement.” It continued after a minimal pause, “All personnel on the fifth floor of Terminal B, please evacuate immediately. There is a significant risk of fire. Area shutdown will be implemented in thirty seconds. Repeat, evacuate immediately.”

      “He must have self-destructed,” Mendoza muttered.

      “Cheese! This is crazy! We were just there!”

      The elevator halted on the ground floor. Mendoza left his companion with the words, “Thanks for opening the doors. You probably saved my life.”

      He was in a limited-access corridor. He could hear the murmur of a troubled mass of people. He hurried through a one-way wicket, past the toilets, and out into an area which he remembered from his trip to 4 Vesta last year: the Outer System Departures concourse.

      People milled, nervous. They had probably heard the explosion, and were not reassured by the courtesy announcement. Mendoza repeatedly caught the dread syllable “PLAN.” Like the man in the elevator, everyone jumped to the same conclusion.

      He’d come this way when he shipped out for 4 Vesta last year, and he remembered the layout. He walked through the crowd, matching his gait to the meanderings of the bewildered passengers. An iridescent half-shell sheltered an airlock signposted PLAY AREA. The access light was green. Mendoza went in, flipped open a locker full of small sharesuits covered in Unicorn Tears® and Knights of the Milky Way™ characters, and took one of the larger ones stenciled PARENT / GUARDIAN. Assured by the airlock that his seals were “tickety-boo!” he went out into a hailstorm of brightly colored foam balls.

      Lethal radiation didn’t hang around in the vacuum, so for twenty-minute windows between launches, it was safe to go out.

      Spacesuited children pelted each other with foam balls, slid down curly slides, and bounced on a trampoline that catapulted them ten meters up inside a transparent tube.

      Mendoza skulked around the playground, seeking the emergency exit. There had to be one. Children’s safety was such a priority in Shackleton City, they’d never build a play area with only one entrance …

      When he found the emergency exit, he pushed it open and exited into the launch zone.

      A siren filled his helmet, ear-splitting. He broke into a run. Terminal B loomed behind him, a minimalist plastisteel edifice spangled with squares of brightness. The entire fifth floor was dark.

      Waaah-wooonh! Waaah-wooonh! His sharesuit unleashed a klaxon in his ears, followed by an automated warning. “Return to the terminal immediately. Do not enter the launch zone. Return to the terminal immediately …”

      Trying to tune out the noise, Mendoza glanced at the sharesuit’s HUD. Unbelievably, only fifteen minutes had passed since Lorna started his killing spree.

      22:17.

      That meant five of his possibles were still here: the Mafficker, the What Are You Looking At?, the Attachment Unavailable, the Katana, and the Bit O’ Jam.

      Waaah-wooonh! Waaah-wooonh!

      This noise was driving him crazy.

      Spaceships towered ahead of him. Some looked like four-storey buildings wearing Elizabethan ruffs, and others were ground-hugging disks or toroids. The floor of Amundsen Crater was 105 kilometers across. Spaceplanes and other wheeled spacecraft landed on the runway on the far side of the central massif. The ships on this side were landing craft capable of vertical launches and landings, mostly Flyingsaucers and Superlifters belonging to long-haul motherships that remained in orbit.

      One of Mendoza’s possibles, the Mafficker, was a spaceplane parked on the far side of the crater, so he discarded that one. Even if it was the one, he’d never get there. That left the What Are You Looking At? the Attachment Unavailable, the Katana, and the Bit O’ Jam.

      He only had time for one guess.

      Had to get it right first time.

      He whispered a prayer. Made his decision.

      The Katana.

      Now to find it.

      He’d accessed a map of the launch zone while he was working in the chapel, and had tried to memorize the locations of his possibles. But he was used to storing data in his BCI for later reference. Without the BCI, his memory had gone to shit. He couldn’t even remember the number of the Katana’s parking space.

      He ran along the fluorescent orange lines that marked out the 1000m2 spaces, noticing how few ships were parked dead center, how many had barely made it into their allotted space at all. That was a giveaway that human pilots had landed them. Trekkies—career astronauts—knew how important it was to keep your own abilities up to scratch, instead of relying on computers for everything.

      His lungs burned. The Trust Deficit … the Close Your Eyes And Hold Out Your Hand …

      “Return to the terminal immediately. Return—”

      “Turn right at the Teething Trouble. Two spaces down, on your left.”

      That hadn’t been the voice of his sharesuit.

      “Who are you?” He cut across the corner of the Teething Trouble’s parking space.

      “A friend. Keep going. You’re almost there.”

      Mendoza now saw the Katana ahead of him. A Superlifter, its hull dulled by a zillion little dents, suggesting that it usually plied the Belt, where there was more microdebris. The logo adorning its nose depicted a winged giraffe.

      The ship had already assumed its vertical launch position, which put the crew airlock high above Mendoza’s head. As he stared up at it, panting, the outer hatch swung open and a rope descended.

      “I know. A rope?” the voice said. “But we’re not allowed to deploy our drones or nets here. Organics don’t set off any alarms. Grab hold and we’ll pull you up.”

      Mendoza wrapped his gloves in the rope. It was an act of faith. He ascended in jerks and starts to the airlock.

      An EVA-suited individual, tall and skinny even by spaceborn standards, hauled him into the chamber and coiled up the rope. When the lock had pressurized, Mendoza removed his helmet with a grunt of relief.

      It continued to blare its warning in his hand. He hardly noticed.

      His rescuer had removed his own helmet, revealing a face that Mendoza remembered.

      Kiyoshi Yonezawa had grown a moustache. Still, Mendoza recognized him.

      They had last met on board the Vesta Express, millions of klicks from here.

      “Christ, that thing is loud,” Kiyoshi said. “Gimme.” He took Mendoza’s helmet and whacked it against the inside of the airlock’s outer hatch. It fell silent.

      “Was that you, talking to me in my helmet?”

      “Nope,” Kiyoshi said. “That was my kid brother. You haven’t met.”

      “I need to go to Mercury.”

      Kiyoshi wasn’t listening. “Come on, get strapped in, we’re launching in nine minutes.”
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      Mendoza tumbled into the Superlifter’s bridge. Cramped, horseshoe-shaped, it smelled fetid. Fr. Lynch sat nearest to the airlock, in the comms officer’s couch. His tense expression did not relax, but his voice was warm. “You made it, God be praised! I’m sorry I left you behind, Mendoza, but I thought you’d be all right with Franckel and his people. There was no time to tell you …”

      “It was my fault,” Kiyoshi said. “I wanted to get moving. We were supposed to be gone by now, but our launch slot got moved back.” Mendoza realized that Kiyoshi had been there in the squatters’ hab in the shipping terminal. He’d been the guy in the bandanna. He threw his long legs over the pilot’s couch. “Thankfully, we’re cleared to launch now. Hey, guy, I said strap in.”

      Mendoza squeezed behind him, heading for the astrogator’s couch, which was unoccupied.

      “Not there!”

      “FFS, bro,” said a disembodied voice. It was the voice that had guided Mendoza through the launch zone. Male, youngish, with the same slight accent that tinctured Kiyoshi’s English. “He can have my couch. I don’t need it.”

      “No, that’s OK.” Mendoza retraced his steps and sat down in the co-pilot’s couch. The co-pilot didn’t have much to do on a Superlifter. It was a prestige position. The couch recontoured itself to cradle his body. Kiyoshi spoke tersely into the radio, confirming to the Spaceport Authority that he was ready to launch.

      The bridge had no windows, of course. Windows had gone out with chemical rockets. But the co-pilot’s couch had its own screen. Mendoza tested out the fingertip controls and found an external optical feed. Out in the launch zone, nothing was happening. The distant terminals reclined against the crater wall like sleeping lions. He couldn’t believe it would be this easy to get away.

      The hum of systems built to a roar. The Superlifter rattled like a can full of pebbles. Kiyoshi glanced over at Mendoza’s screen. “What are you doing?” he yelled above the din.

      “I was worried they might be coming after me!”

      “Who, security? Nah! You’re just another illegal emigrant!”

      Mendoza realized that Kiyoshi did not know what he’d just gone through. None of them did.

      “It’s Derek Lorna! His phavatar killed five people! I barely escaped!”

      “Later,” Kiyoshi said distractedly. To someone else, he shouted, “The toroidal field magnet isn’t acting fixed!”

      “It’s fine,” the disembodied voice said. “It’s just a problem with the display.” Mendoza assumed Kiyoshi’s brother must be sitting at the far end of the horseshoe, beyond the unoccupied astrogator’s couch, out of sight.

      “The toroidal whatsit, is that not a crucial component?” Fr. Lynch asked. He sounded uneasy. Or maybe Mendoza was projecting. He had never flown on a spaceship this small. It felt like it was shaking itself apart.

      “Kinda, yeah! If it fails, we’ll splatter 30-million-degree plasma all over the spaceport!” Kiyoshi bared his teeth in a grin.

      The roaring and rattling went on. Only when g-force clamped down on his body did Mendoza know they’d launched. The pressure caught him in a less-than-ideal position—head turned towards Kiyoshi, one arm across his lap—and rapidly grew unbearable. He could not lift his arm off his lap. With his head pinned sideways, he stared helplessly at the others. Kiyoshi lay grunting, his mouth open. On Kiyoshi’s other side, Fr. Lynch looked like a dead martyr. Both men took on a gaunt appearance as the g-force pulled their faces tight on their skulls.

      Mendoza’s cast interpreted the gees as an ongoing impact. It compressed his ribcage even more in a misguided attempt to brace him. He grew short of breath. Grayness ate at his vision.

      The g-force vanished.

      Gravity itself vanished.

      All over the bridge, things floated up into the air: empty drink pouches, disposable screens, a box of drywipes, a Hamleys teddy-bear the size of a toddler.

      Fr. Lynch popped upright in his couch. “Lord! Could you not have taken that a bit easier, Yonezawa?”

      “2.36 km/s isn’t a spacewalk,” Kiyoshi said. He floated forward in his straps and squinted at his screens.

      “I’ve done that launch plenty of times before, in a spaceplane,” Mendoza  found his voice. “It was never like that.”

      “Spaceplanes don’t launch vertically. Don’t be a wimp. You’ve got padding, you should have been OK.” Kiyoshi reached over and slapped Mendoza’s stomach, but his smile did not last. “Hey, Jun. Does it look to you like that thing over there is pointing a laser at us?”

      “Yes,” said the disembodied voice.

      “Does it, moreover, look like a targeting laser?”

      “Yes.”

      “You think that’s SOP?”

      “Hang on,” the voice of his brother said. “I’m trying to talk to it … Oh.”

      “What?”

      “Yo, Belter scum,” said a new voice, from the comms screen in front of Fr. Lynch. “Looks like you forgot to go through customs.”

      “Belter scum!” Kiyoshi yelped. “I was born inside Venus’s orbit. At least get your insults right.”

      “Sorry about that,” the voice said, not sounding sorry at all. “Just applying statistical averages. Mostly, when people try to smuggle shit off Luna, they turn out to be Belters. And your destination is 6 Hebe, unless you’re lying about that, too. What happened to your customs declaration?”

      “I filed it,” Kiyoshi said. His fingers danced in the air, keying commands into virtual consoles that only he could see.

      He probaby had filed it, Mendoza thought. And then it had vanished. How very mysterious.

      “Yeah? Because I’m not seeing it here. So, tell you what, Katana, why don’t you just return to Faustini Spaceport and we’ll do that declaration, make sure it’s accurate and complete. I’ll have an inspection team standing by to check your cargo hold, just in case. Ho, ho, ho.”

      “Did this asshole really just say ‘Ho, ho, ho’?” Kiyoshi shook his head. “I’ll return if you like, but I should warn you that the toroidal field magnet in my tokamak has been acting up. I want to run an eyes-on inspection before attempting another burn.” He grinned at the others, holding up crossed fingers.

      “Is that so? Thanks for letting me know. In that case, safety considerations clearly require me to frag you in orbit. Alternatively, you can quit with the pathetic dissimulation and return to the spaceport as instructed.”

      “Radar scan completed,” said Kiyoshi’s brother. “It’s a Precision Orbital Risk Management System.”

      “Susmaryosep,” Mendoza gasped. “A PORMS.”

      He had tangled with a PORMS on 4 Vesta. That one had threatened to frag him, too. The difference was, he didn’t think this one was bluffing. Barely an hour had passed since he witnessed the coldblooded murder of five people. “We can’t go back!” he blurted. “They’ll kill us!”

      “There are eight PORMSes in orbit around Luna,” Kiyoshi’s brother said. “Four are in low frozen orbits, at inclinations of 27º, 50º, 76º, and 86º. That last one’s the guy we’re dealing with.” He added something in what Mendoza assumed was Japanese. Kiyoshi shot back a reply in the same language. “Well, no,” his brother said. “Because the other four are in stable, highly elliptical orbits that go out to 8,000 kilometers at apoapsis. Basically, they’ve got you covered from all directions. The one thing you might be able to do is land near the equator and evade them on the surface, or under it.”

      “We had this discussion,” Kiyoshi said. “I’m through with Luna. And I’m certainly not going back with the House of freaking Saud on my tail.”

      “It’s not the House of Saud that’s behind this,” Fr. Lynch said. His hands were folded in his lap, knuckles bone-yellow. “It’s Derek Lorna and the Hope family.”

      “Show me the daylight between them,” Kiyoshi said. “There isn’t any.”

      “Well, Katana? We’ve modelled your mass profile based on your velocity and thrust capacity, and the numbers do not match your declared wet mass. What’ve you got on board that you didn’t declare?”

      “Heads up” Jun shouted. “It’s targeting us!”

      “Christ!” Kiyoshi grabbed a square white cardboard box out of the air and brandished it. “The only thing I didn’t declare was a few pastries!”

      The Superlifted accelerated. All the rubbish floating in the air drifted back to the floor. A dirty sock hit Mendoza in the face.

      “What are you doing, you lunatic?” Fr. Lynch shouted. “You can’t outrun the PORMSnet!”

      “Transferring into a higher orbit,” Kiyoshi said. The box of pastries had sunk onto his lap. He typed on its greasy surface. Mendoza strained for a glimpse of Kiyoshi’s screens, but the box blocked his view of all but a corner of what appeared to be a radar plot. Two PORMSes showed up as sullen red stars. The dotted lines of firing vectors reached out from them.

      Mendoza happened to know—because it was Derek Lorna’s idea of small talk—that the PORMSes orbiting Luna were not actually big-ass guns, the way most people imagined them. They were modular arrays of lasers 100 meters across. They synchronized their laser beams to vaporize space debris, and it was claimed that they could also handle PLAN fighter ships, if the PLAN ever dared to assault Luna in the future.

      So they would have no trouble at all with a Superlifter.

      For the second time in as many hours, Mendoza prepared to die.

      “Hey!” barked the PORMS operator. “This is your final warning, Katana! Cease maneuvering immediately, or there won’t be enough of you left to bury!”

      Still typing with one hand, Kiyoshi opened the box on his lap and took out a fist-sized, golden-brown pastry. He bit into it. Cream flecked his moustache. “Been nice talking to you, too,” he said with his mouth full. “Bye now.”

      Mendoza’s perception of gravity increased. The ship startled to rattle again.

      Kiyoshi’s brother shouted something in Japanese.

      Kiyoshi shouted back, his eyes wide and angry, gesturing with his half-eaten pastry.

      All at once, the rattling ceased.

      Weightless once more, the clutter resumed its mid-air gavotte.

      “Oh boy,” Kiyoshi muttered. He slumped back in his couch and ate another huge bite of pastry. His fringe stuck to his forehead, lank with sweat. Mendoza, too, was soaked in cold sweat. He breathed shallowly, unsure whether he could count on surviving for another few minutes or not.

      Shockingly loud, the PORMS operator’s voice bellowed, “Oi! Katana, where the fuck are you! Where’d he go? Asshole was right THERE!”

      An eldritch grin split Kiyoshi’s face. “And here we go,” he murmured, “slouching right past you, under your stupid goddamn nose. Heh. I love this part.”

      “He’s GONE! How could he just fucking DISAPPEAR? What the FUCK?”

      Kiyoshi twisted a virtual dial, cutting the PORMS operator’s rant off.

      Fr. Lynch coughed. “Would I be right in thinking you just deployed the secret weapon I’ve heard about?”

      “Yup. The Ghost.”

      “Your man seemed to think we’d disappeared.”.

      “As far as he was concerned,” Kiyoshi smirked, “we did. We vanished off his radar. His targeting systems are no longer able to track us by infrared, visual imaging, or—”

      A klaxon erupted. Kiyoshi’s eyes widened. He bounced out of his couch, vaulted over Mendoza, and plunged through a hatch in the rear of the bridge.

      “Are we hit?!?” Fr. Lynch yelled. He seemed to be staring at the astrogator’s couch, where there was nothing except the box of pastries Kiyoshi had put down.

      The klaxon fell silent.

      The lights went off.

      Hit! Drifting in the dark!

      Kiyoshi returned to the bridge. “Looks like we took a glancing hit from a single laser. Spread targeting: the PORMS operator cranked his field of fire as wide as it would go, and got lucky. It ablated a section of our drive shield. That might have given our position away, if the laser reflected back to the PORMS. But we’re still not dead, so I guess he decided we weren’t hot enough to be a ship.”

      Kiyoshi squinted around in the dark for his half-eaten pastry. Mendoza pointed. Kiyoshi snagged it out of the air and strapped himself in again.

      “Have to keep the lights off for now,” he said with his mouth full. “In fact, everything’s turned off that can be. It might get a bit hot in here.”

      “Let me test my understanding,” Fr. Lynch said. He seemed to be talking past Kiyoshi, to the empty astrogator’s couch. “This Ghost system makes ships invisible.”

      “He can’t answer you right now,” Kiyoshi said.

      “Is there something wrong with him?”

      “No,” Kiyoshi said. “It’s just how the system works.”

      Mendoza interrupted, “How does it work? Are you saying we’re fully stealthed?”

      “Yes, which is why we’re not using the radio. Or any of our active scanning systems.” The radar plot had gone blank. “This part I don’t like,” Kiyoshi said, frowning. “Good thing space is so big. We’re not likely to bump into anything.”

      “But that’s impossible,” Mendoza said. “I mean, heat emissions from the drive.”

      “We’re coasting at the moment.”

      “Still. The temperature inside a tokamak is hotter than the sun. You can’t stealth that. It’s not possible.” Mendoza glanced at Fr. Lynch for confirmation of this self-evident fact.

      The Jesuit was staring at the astrogator’s couch. “Jesus Christ,” he said.

      “Don’t look if it bothers you, Father,” Kiyoshi snapped. “It’s not real.”

      Mendoza had no idea what was going on. Kiyoshi wiped the back of one hand across his mouth. Mendoza noticed that he was purposely not looking at the astrogator’s couch.

      Kiyoshi twisted around to face him. “So now we’ve got a few minutes to kill, why don’t you tell me what happened back there? They didn’t lose my customs declaration on account of one illegal emigrant.” He nodded at Fr. Lynch. “Or even two.”

      “Are you familiar with the name of Derek Lorna?” Mendoza said.

      “Heard of him.”

      “Well, Father Lynch may have mentioned that he was after me. He was afraid I’d reveal that he tried to rig the election … did rig it, in the end. To make a long story short, he caught me. I got shot; that was your friends, Father. The squatters.”

      Fr. Lynch shook his head. “They were on edge after that business at Farm Eighty-One. Did you frighten them?”

      Mendoza almost laughed. Me, frighten THEM? “I was pretty frightened myself. I woke up in a clinic at the spaceport. Derek Lorna saved my life, but only so I could help his B team steal the election. After we finished the job, he killed them all, to stop them from talking. He’d have killed me, too, but I got away.” He closed his eyes. He remembered how the waterfall in the chapel had acted up. If not for that, he’d be dead now.

      “I’m sorry,” Fr. Lynch said. “I underestimated Lorna. I thought we’d thrown him off our trail.”

      “What election?” Kiyoshi said.

      “Don’t you watch the news?”

      “There’s a lot to keep track of.”

      It was humbling to realize how little this stuff mattered to other people. “The election for the directorship of UNVRP? The outfit I work for?”

      “Who are you, anyway? I mean, all I need to know is that Father Tom vouches for you, but I’m curious.”

      Mendoza laughed. “You’re kidding! You don’t remember? We’ve met before. My name’s John Mendoza. I was on the Vesta Express.”

      Kiyoshi looked abashed. He smoothed his moustache. “Too many cosmic rays to the brain,” he apologized. “Of course! The guy who, ah …”

      “Hid in the kitchen.”

      “I don’t remember that. But I was kind of busy at the time, dealing with the Heidegger program. Hell yeah, I remember that. Every moment. Every word it said. That was the worst thing I’ve ever been through. Was kind of a turning point for me.”

      “Me, too.”

      Kiyoshi looked him up and down, reassessing him, Mendoza thought. He hoped he was pegging him as someone trustworthy, not as a wimp who hid while other people did the fighting. “So how’d you end up here?”

      “Just bad luck, I guess.”

      “I’d say it was good luck that you met Father Tom. He’s probably the only person on Luna who could have helped you. That’s one hell of a coincidence.”

      “Not really,” Fr. Lynch said. “There are few enough believers on Luna. Only a handful of priests.”

      Mendoza shook his head. Guilt rose in his throat like bile. “There’s something I never told you, Father.”

      “What?”

      “I never planned to deceive you, but—”

      “Just spit it out!”

      “I got your name from him.” He nodded at Kiyoshi. “After 4 Vesta, he bailed in a hurry. Understandable. But he gave me a note for—for my friend.” Elfrida. Fear for her seethed out of the cracks in his thoughts. “She, uh, kind of threw it away. It was on the floor, so I picked it up. It said, Fr. Thomas Lynch, S.J.—if you were wondering. Well, I was wondering. I was wondering about a lot of things. So when I got home, I googled you, Father. And that’s how I ended up in your dojo.”

      “Oh, you’re still doing kendo, huh, Father?” Kiyoshi said. “It always cracks me up to see them in their hakama, going Hai! Onegai shimasu! When nobody actually speaks Japanese in the solar system anymore. Well, I guess it’s good exercise.” He shook his head. “That note wasn’t from me, Mendoza. It was from Jun.”

      Fr. Lynch produced a pained smile. “I never knew that, but I’m glad we found each other, Mendoza. The Lord has a way of bringing us together with the right people at the right time.”

      Mendoza smiled in gratitude for this absolution. But something else was bothering him. “Yonezawa, your brother … he’s kind of quiet. Is he OK?”

      He undid his straps. Craned towards the far end of the bridge. He couldn’t see into the dark corner where Jun Yonezawa had to be sitting. Or maybe lying unconscious. Or …

      He felt a hard chill of unknowing-ness, as if Jun Yonezawa’s silence were a physical object pushing up against him.

      Kiyoshi took off his shirt. He kicked off his shoes, too. “It’s getting kind of hot.” He reached down and stowed his box of pastries in a mini-fridge beside his couch. “Don’t want them to spoil.”

      It was hot. Mendoza hadn’t been going to say anything about it. For all he knew, maybe the normal temperature on the bridge of a Superlifter was approximately 40° C.

      “Anyone want supplementary oxygen?” Kiyoshi said.

      Mendoza and Fr. Lynch both accepted the offer. They sat in the dark, breathing into their masks. Sweat globules detached from Mendoza’s lower face, floated around the inside of his mask, went up his nose.

      Suddenly Fr. Lynch removed his mask and burst out, “Can you not switch the bloody thing off? It’s killing him!”

      “I told you,” Kiyoshi said. Half-naked, he was a pale, motionless streak in the sweltering darkness. “It’s not fucking real!”

      “Can someone please tell me what the hell is going on here?” Mendoza shouted.

      “Use your damn BCI,” Kiyoshi said.

      “I don’t have a damn BCI!”

      “He had it removed,” Fr. Lynch said.

      “Then get some interface contacts, like Father uses.” Kiyoshi lurched forward, clawing at his screens. ”We’re far enough away. I’m going to turn it off.”

      “Do you really want to see?” Fr. Lynch said to Mendoza. “I’ve a spare pair of contacts.”

      “Yes, yes.”

      Fr. Lynch leaned over and passed him a clamshell case emblazoned with the logo of the children’s entertainment franchise Knights of the Milky Way™. “It’s all they sell these days,” the Jesuit said apologetically.

      Mendoza fumbled the contacts into his eyes. It had been ages since he used this primitive technology. His eyes watered.

      Skinned with a virtual overlay, the forward bulkhead now bristled with command levers, which projected inward towards the pilot’s couch like the spines of an iron maiden.

      Mendoza turned to look at the astrogator’s couch.

      A man lay there, motionless.

      Mendoza swore aloud.

      The man was sick. Gray sores pitted every square centimeter of visible flesh. His jeans and t-shirt had fallen in over his bones. One eyelid had been eaten away, revealing a dull white eyeball. He looked like he was being devoured by some necrotizing bacteria.

      “Susmaryosep! He’s dying!”

      The lights came on. A blast of cold air hit Mendoza’s neck. The bowels of the Superlifter emitted a perky rattle.

      The man in the astrogator’s couch sat up. “Deleting repo now,” he said in the voice of Kiyoshi’s brother. Smooth flesh flowed into his sores. His limbs filled out. Within milliseconds, he had returned to full health. He appeared to be a small-framed Japanese guy in his mid-twenties. “Hey, Mendoza,” he said, meeting Mendoza’s stunned gaze. “Guess Kiyoshi approved you for network access.”

      “Why not? He’s on the run, too,” Kiyoshi said. “Heads up, Jun, we’re right on top of you.”

      Mendoza’s screens had come alive again. Being no expert in spaceship telematics, he focused on the optical feed. That white marble had to be the sun. A dot floated across it.

      Without warning, the Superlifter fired its maneuvering thrusters and flipped 180 degrees. Mendoza, who had undone his straps, floated out of his couch and crashed headfirst into the ceiling.

      “And that’s why we strap in during maneuvers,” Kiyoshi said, yanking on his virtual joysticks.

      Mendoza decided to just stay where he was. The former floor was now the ceiling. Fr. Lynch and Kiyoshi were hanging upside-down above his head.

      “Reversing thrust in a Superlifter is no fun,” Jun sympathized, peering down from his couch.

      “But you’re not really there, are you? You’re not real!”

      “Define real,” Jun said. “Define there. I couldn’t talk to you while the Ghost was operational because, y’know, stealth. But I am real. And I was there. I’m there now; and here.”

      “Who, no, what are you?”

      “Burn completed,” Kiyoshi interrupted. “Reducing torque. Synchronizing rotation speed.”

      “Looks OK,” Jun said.

      “Docking in eighteen … seventeen …”

      The thrust gravity faded. They were weightless again. On the optical feed, a forest of lobate radiator fins loomed. A steely bulge rotated into view.

      “That’s one big chunk of spaceship,” Mendoza said.

      “That’s the Chimera,” Kiyoshi said. “I hope you’re not allergic to mold.”
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      Kiyoshi docked the Superlifter in the auxiliary craft bay of the Chimera, formerly the Unicorn, formerly the St. Francis. He guided his unwanted passengers to the operations module. Father Tom and John Mendoza were both novice spacewalkers, so he made sure they held on all the way. He pointed them in the direction of the crew quarters—which were rarely used, but still had air—and floated up to the bridge, carrying a stack of greasy cardboard boxes.

      The boxes contained choux à la crème from Moon Cakes, the famous Shackleton City patisserie. They were subject to a 110% export tariff (which Kiyoshi had not paid) on account of containing real sugar.

      The refrigerator stood in the corner next to the toilet. It had a sheet of heavy paper taped over its screen. Kiyoshi started to pack the boxes of pastries in.

      The bridge was a cavernous, semi-circular room with a door at either end. Doors, not valves or pressure seals. That’s how old this ship was.

      The smaller door, from the data center, opened, and Jun floated in, upside-down to Kiyoshi. The door had opened at the hub’s command; Jun was a projection displayed on Kiyoshi’s retinal implants. The repo on the Superlifter had worn jeans, bu Jun now sported his preferred garb—a black monk’s habit. Deft use of the tannoy speakers made his voice sound like it was coming from the projection. “It was me,” he said.

      “What was?”

      “While you were running the pre-launch checks, Father Tom asked me to check on his friend. I searched the spaceport, and found a room where all the surveillance cameras had been disabled. It was the chapel. That seemed unusual, so …”

      “The fountain,” Kiyoshi recalled. “Mendoza said something about a fountain going haywire.”

      “I was only trying to draw attention to the malfunctioning cameras.” Jun landed on the far wall and rebounded, right way up. Not that there was any right way up in zero-gee, but the bridge had a floor and a ceiling, both panelled in real wood. This ship had been built long before innovations such as gyrospheres and rotating command modules. It smelt of dust and mold. “God made it count, I guess.”

      Kiyoshi sighed. “We really don’t need another passenger. Well, I guess we can drop him off on 6 Hebe.”

      “We can’t take him home, that’s for sure,” Jun agreed. “The boss-man wouldn’t like it.”

      This was something of a dare. Kiyoshi ignored it, returned to his task. The refrigerator said in its cold, artificial voice, “You’re going to have to take something out.”

      “No, I’m not,” Kiyoshi snarled.

      Jun floated down to the astrogator’s couch and noodled on the navigation console. It looked like he was typing and gesturing at the screens, like a normal human being. In reality, he needed no interface to communicate with the ship. He was the ship.

      Kiyoshi had made Jun out of archived data and off-the-shelf MI components, years ago, after the real Jun died. He’d planned to buy him a physical avatar, a custom job, something really high-end, but he’d never managed to scrape the money together, and now it was too late. Jun had grown like a baby from the marriage of egg and seed. He ran on the ship’s hub, plus a roomful of bolt-on processor stacks in the data center. Kiyoshi could feel the heat of the computers coming through the walls.

      “Try taking out the instant ramen,” the refrigerator advised. ”You don’t need to keep that in the fridge.”

      “You did too much shopping,” Jun remarked, mildly.

      “Next stop, 6 Hebe; that’s a month’s voyage, even if we burn all the way. And some of us need to eat.”

      Kiyoshi was actually a bit worried about the food situation. He’d done a lot of shopping, but not enough for three. They would be splitting their last packets of instant ramen by the time they reached 6 Hebe, an entrepot asteroid in the outer Belt, 450 million kilometers from Earth. That wouldn’t be the end of their long journey, but it would be a chance to stock up on comestibles.

      The main door of the bridge opened, and John Mendoza floated in.

      “You know anything about farming?” Kiyoshi asked him. “I’ve got a farm-in-a-bottle. Enough cubic meterage to feed fifty, but I let it dry out. I don’t need it when it’s just me. But we could bring some of the hydroponic tanks over from the cargo module, rehydrate the growing medium. I’m sure I’ve got some seed potatoes somewhere.”

      “Where are we?” Mendoza said.

      Jun answered, “Orbiting the L4 Earth-Moon Lagrange point. It’s a fuel depot and transfer point for outer-system voyages. You can hang out here for a long time without getting noticed.”

      “What he means,” Kiyoshi said, “is that the long arm of the law isn’t really very long. Enforcement drops off exponentially as soon as you get out of the Earth-Luna corridor. We’re getting ready to burn now. We’ll shadow an ITR hauler for the first leg, to mask our emissions. Soon as we’re underway, we’ll be completely safe.”

      Mendoza floated across the bridge. “Wow,” he said, spotting the logo on Kiyoshi’s boxes of pastries. “Moon Cakes? High-end.”

      “I used to do drugs,” Kiyoshi said. “Now I do pastries.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      Kiyoshi fitted the last box into the fridge. “Victory! Now tell me how I’ll have to take something out, you satanic machine.”

      “He bought a sushi machine on Luna,” Jun said to Mendoza. “I can’t wait until that starts defying him, too. There’s nothing as entertaining as a grown man arguing with kitchen appliances.”

      “I haven’t even set the sushi machine up yet,” Kiyoshi said. “I’m afraid the fridge might tempt it to the dark side.”

      They were bantering for Mendoza’s benefit, testing his curiosity, seeing what he’d respond to.

      He said, “Where are we going?”

      OK.

      “6 Hebe,” Kiyoshi said. “Heard of it?”

      “No.”

      “It’s an asteroid. When we get there, you’ll be able to pick up transport back to Earth.”

      “No,” Mendoza said. “I’m not going to 6 Hebe, or wherever you people come from. I’m going to Mercury.”

      Kiyoshi folded his arms. “Yeah? How? Because, just so we’re clear, the Chimera is not your space taxi.”

      In the corner of his eye he saw Jun drifting out of his couch, gliding closer, preparing to defuse the confrontation.

      Mendoza did not react to Jun. That was useful information. Jun had him spooked. “Someone I care about is stuck on Mercury,” he said.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “She’s in danger.”

      “Three years ago,” Kiyoshi said, “everyone I cared about was in danger. The PLAN was targeting our home asteroid, and Star Force wasn’t interested. We were asteroid squatters. Purebloods. Who cares about people like that? No one. I was in the Belt at the time. Too far away to get back.” The pathos of his own tale thickened his voice. “So, they died. I lost the only home I’d ever had. But that’s life. You take the pain and make something of it.”

      “11073 Galapagos, right?” Mendoza said, “I heard that nearly everyone was rescued.”

      “Um, well, pretty much,” Kiyoshi admitted.

      “And you know who rescued them? Who stole a Star Force fighter to come to your aid? It was Elfrida Goto. Now she’s stuck on Mercury. She needs your help. Are you going to let her down?”

      Kiyoshi scowled, hiding his surprise. He remembered Elfrida Goto—not altogether fondly. She was one of those Space Corps do-gooders who caused trouble wherever they went. You could certainly make a case that Kiyoshi and Jun owed her for her actions three years ago. She’d been on 4 Vesta, too. But that didn’t mean Kiyoshi was going to blindly accept what Mendoza said. “What’s happening on Mercury, anyway?”

      “I’ve just run a news search,” Jun said. “There’s all this stuff about a riot, but it sounds like Star Force has it under control now.”

      Mendoza’s gaze flicked for a scared instant to Jun, and then back to Kiyoshi. “I’m not sure, but I think a bunch of rich guys are plotting to take over the planet.”

      “That’s interesting,” Jun said. His tone was neutral. He added, for Kiyoshi’s ears alone, via Kiyoshi’s BCI and cochlear transducers: “This might be related to what we’ve been looking into.”

      Kiyoshi subvocalized his reply. ~How likely is that? What does a riot on Mercury have to do with nanoprobes mapping the PLAN’s installations on Mars?

      “They’re both secret.”

      ~Everything’s secret in this solar system. People hoard information. Individuals, corporations, scientific research institutes, they’re all at it. Including us.

      When you subvocalized, your lips twitched. It was noticeable, and Mendoza noticed it. He said, “You know, it’s rude to have private conversations in front of people.”

      “Why don’t you go back to your cabin and get some rest?” Kiyoshi said. “You’ve been through a lot. We can talk later.”

      That was as nice as he could be to this guy who’d begged refuge on his ship, nearly got them all killed, put him in a position where he had no choice but to deploy the Ghost, and had now made him feel guilty about Elfrida Goto, on top of everything.

      He floated over to the pilot’s seat. It was not a couch, but a grubby nest of freeze-blankets—the poor man’s substitute for air-conditioners. He kicked the blankets away. He had the heat exchangers working flat out to keep the passengers comfortable, so the temperature was a balmy 24°. He wedged his knees under his workstation, hooked his toes into the stirrups, and prepared to fire up the Chimera’s main drive. “Hey, Jun. Haven’t you finished calculating our delta-V requirements yet?”

      “Sorry,” Jun said. “Got distracted.”

      And that was bullshit, because Jun couldn’t get distracted. He had almost four exaflops of processing power. He could do more than one thing at once.

      “Well, hurry up. That ITR hauler’s leaving in a few minutes. We want to time our burn to match theirs, just in case anyone’s watching.”

      Kiyoshi found his cigarette amid the dispersing corona of blankets. He turned it on and inhaled a calming mixture of nicotine and THC vapor. He waited for Mendoza to go away.

      “Run those calculations again,” Mendoza said, and there was an edge of rage in his voice.

      The floating blankets obscured Kiyoshi’s view. He pushed the mess aside.

      Mendoza floated overhead, gripping a laser pistol. A dirt-cheap weapon, molten salt battery. Wouldn’t hold more than a few ergs of charge.

      But still.

      A laser pistol.

      On the bridge of Kiyoshi’s ship.

      “We’re not going to 6 Hebe, or wherever you shady Belter types hang out. We’re going to Mercury!”

      Mendoza was aiming his pistol, not at Kiyoshi, but at Jun.

      Kiyoshi would have laughed out loud, if it hadn’t been so sad.

      “Program that course. Now!”

      Jun’s projection swivelled in his couch to face Mendoza. “This matters a lot to you, huh?”

      “Elfrida saved my life. Maybe that doesn’t matter to you, but it sure does to me. I’m not leaving her to die!”

      The pistol trembled visibly, and Mendoza wobbled, too, as he tried to hold his position in mid-air without going into a spin. Kiyoshi slid his toes out of the stirrups. “Where’d you get that gun?” he asked.

      “It’s mine,” said Father Tom, from the door.

      “That’s right,” Mendoza said. “He taught me kendo, and he also taught me that no matter how good you are with a sword, you’ll lose every time to the guy with a gun.”

      “It also helps to know how to move in zero-gee,” Kiyoshi said. He pushed off, arrowed up at Mendoza, and seized the back of his shirt in one hand. His other hand closed over the top of the pistol.

      A flash burst from its business end.

      Mendoza tumbled in one direction, and Jun tumbled in the other, with a burning hole in his chest. Blood and flames gouted from the wound. Incandescent gobs of flesh stuck to the ceiling. More blood spattered the side of the fridge, where Jun came to rest in a crumpled ball, with flames licking over his body.

      Kiyoshi hit the aft wall, the pistol now safely clutched in his hand. He hooked one bare foot through a grab handle, staring open-mouthed. This was quite the show.

      “Look what you did!” he shouted, belatedly.

      Father Tom reached Mendoza, yelled at him. Mendoza shook his head. “Lasers don’t do that,” he mumbled. “Not possible. Not real.”

      Jun sat up. He picked gobbets of flaming blood off his face and dropped them on the floor, where they went out.

      “You’re right, of course,” Jun said. “People don’t fly backwards when they get hit by energy weapons, except in the movies. And you’d need to lay at least a hundred joules on someone before they burst into flame. That crappy little pistol doesn’t pump out more than fifty joules per pulse, max. The air is dirty in here, which also degrades the effectiveness of the beam. But I wanted to show you …” He knuckled his eyes. The last of the mess vanished. “Maybe it was overly dramatic.”

      Kiyoshi wanted to go to Jun, pick him up, and set him on his feet like he was four years old. He still got these urges. They hurt like hell. You could not dry the tears of a projection, nor, if you were rational, treat it like your little brother.

      But Kiyoshi wasn’t entirely rational about Jun. He felt just as angry with Mendoza as if the guy had shot his living, flesh-and-blood brother. He wanted to throttle him. He said roughly, “Point made, I hope? You don’t go around waving laser pistols at people. Especially not on the bridge of a spaceship. And you especially don’t threaten the guy who saved your life a few hours ago!”

      He caught sight of the real damage the pulse had done. One of the astrogation screens was dead. The console below it burped smoke.

      “Shit!”

      “It’s OK,” Jun muttered. “I can fix it.” He appeared to haul himself into an upright position, supporting his weight on the fridge. He was acting like there was gravity. That was his projection’s default setting. This meant he really was upset. Or … really distracted.

      “That ITR hauler’s gone,” Kiyoshi said grumpily. “We’ll have to wait for another one, or strike out on our own.”

      Father Tom cleared his throat. “Jun; Kiyoshi … I have to apologize. I gave him the pistol.”

      “You didn’t give it to me,” Mendoza said. “I took it.”

      “But I had an inkling what you might do with it. Sure, I didn’t think it would go beyond posturing.”

      “Not you, too, Father!” Kiyoshi said.

      He’d known Father Tom for years. The Jesuit had worked with the boss-man longer than Kiyoshi had. Kiyoshi had been vaguely aware of Father Tom’s transfer to Luna a couple of years back, but he didn’t know anything about Father Tom’s mission. He hadn’t even been supposed to make contact with the priest on this trip.

      It was obviously too late now to worry about that. But what came to Kiyoshi, as he saw the priest taking Mendoza’s side, was that he didn’t really know him at all.

      “You need to understand how serious this is,” Father Tom said.

      “I understand that I rescued you and him,” Kiyoshi said, “and nearly lost my ship for it. Not to mention my life. Yeah, I’d say that’s pretty serious.”

      “Mendoza has told me what he learnt from Derek Lorna. Your man was waxing on like Churchill, isn’t that right, Mendoza? Apparently they’ve got some scheme to fight the PLAN.”

      “Yeah,” Mendoza said. “Which, I mean, yeah, sign me up ...”

      Kiyoshi laughed at that, he couldn’t help it. Guy barely knew which end of the gun to hold.

      Mendoza gave him a dirty look. “Except, Derek Lorna’s a psychopath. So that’s one problem. And a hundred and seventeen people have already died on Mercury, so that’s another. And he said it’s not over yet. He’s hijacked a bunch of industrial phavatars. They’re going to kill everyone except his friends. And Elfrida’s there!”

      “Industrial phavatars?” Jun said. “How? Telepresence is unhackable.”

      “It wasn’t on 4 Vesta,” Mendoza said. “The Heidegger program hjacked a bunch of phavatars there.”

      “But that was the Heidegger program,” Jun said. “Derek Lorna is just a human being. That sounds wrong, but you get the point.”

      Mendoza spread his hands. Clearly, he didn’t really know anything.

      Father Tom broke in, “Jun, Kiyoshi, I expect you’re aware of what I was doing on Luna …”

      “Not in a whole lot of detail,” Jun said.

      “I was gathering intelligence on Hope Energy’s R&D operations. Ah, we may as well call it spying.” Mendoza yelped, “Father!” The Jesuit shrugged ruefully, which sent him into a slow spin until he grabbed the door to halt himself. “I wasn’t much of a spy. There are some believers working for Hope Energy who were willing to talk to me. But as a priest, you’re automatically a priority target for surveillance. And I couldn’t put my informants in danger.”

      “But your ministry, Father?” Mendoza said.

      “Of course that was my top priority. The Lord comes first, the boss second.” Father Tom gave Kiyoshi a nod, assuming him to have similarly split loyalties. “So I was a spy in my spare time. But as I say, I never got far, until a lucky break fell into my lap.”

      “Me,” Mendoza said.

      “You and your secret forums,” the Jesuit agreed.

      “Wait, what?” Kiyoshi said.

      “This lad’s quite the hacker,” Father Tom said. “He got hold of some survey data from these new Mars probes the Hopes have been developing, amazing little devices, nanoscale … and he posted it ll on the internet.”

      Jun laughed. He shook his head, and laughed and laughed. It made Kiyoshi happy to see it, although he did not share Jun’s inclination to laugh at their own wasted efforts.

      “We were looking for the probes themselves, as opposed to the stuff they brought back,” Jun explained.

      “Wasted a whole month dicking around on Luna, getting nowhere,” Kiyoshi said.

      “Then you must see, it’s all connected!” Father Tom exclaimed. “The Mars probes are a project of the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, which is a subsidiary of Hope Energy. And Derek Lorna is friendly with the Hope family. Ten to one the Hopes are neck-deep in this plot.”

      “Correlation doesn’t prove causation,” Kiyoshi said. The Hopes basically own Luna. They’re involved with everything that happens there.”

      “For Christ’s sake, man! There may be a violent coup on Mercury within the next forty-eight hours! Do you not think it’s worth checking out?”

      Kiyoshi retrieved his cigarette and inhaled. He blew out a prodigious cloud of vapor. Nicotine and THC seeped into his veins, delivering their gifts of calm and distance from the mess he was in, the mess he seemed to have spent half his adult life trying to get out of.

      “It all adds up to something,” he allowed. “Definitely worth telling the boss-man about. But we still aren’t going to Mercury.”

      “Why not?” Mendoza shouted.

      “You don’t know much about spaceships, do you? This is a Hitachi-Samsung Longvoyager. It’s almost a century old. I keep meaning to get a new drive, but for that price, you could get a new ship, and I’m kind of attached to this one. We get 70,000 newtons of thrust on a good day. Against that, we mass 100,000 tons, and that’s just payload, not counting propellant mass. So we could get to Mercury, but our delta-V budget would not stretch to getting back again. Sorry.”
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      The Longvoyager transport Monster—formerly the Chimera, formerly the Unicorn, formerly the St. Francis—coasted into orbit around Midway 16 hours later. Kiyoshi had changed the ship’s name (again), and Jun had re-registered its  transponder with a faked-up record of inner-system haulage.

      Mendoza sat at the comms officer’s workstation, visibly tense. Kiyoshi was going to slug him if he opened his mouth.

      Traffic Control greeted them with a laid-back “How’s it hanging, Monster?”

      “Could be worse!” Kiyoshi said brightly. “I’m in the market for long-term parking. You got any places available?”

      On the secondary comms screen in front of the captain’s couch, Traffic Control—a very young woman with a shaved head—giggled. “Take your pick, man, take your pick.”

      This was sarcasm. Midway, also known as the L1 Earth-Sun Lagrange point, owned the record for most-crowded region of deep space. Shipyards, fuel depots, habitats, factory farms, and giant fabs manufacturing everything from ball bearings to pharmaceuticals waltzed in coordinated halo orbits around this libration point 1.5 million kilometers from Earth. Here, the gravitational forces of Earth and the Sun balanced out. You could hang out here forever, with only modest applications of juice for station-keeping. Kiyoshi’s radar plot teemed with dots, like a mist of blood droplets on the screen.

      Traffic Control guided him through the maze into a halo orbit trailing the Rocking Horse, a habitat that served as Midway’s commercial hub. “We do require a deposit of five thousand spiders for the first week. But as a first-time visitor, you’re eligible for a special discount! So only four thousand spiders.”

      “Thanks,” Kiyoshi said with a lock-jawed smile. It was blatant monopoly pricing. He accessed the account he maintained in the name of Erich-Maria Holdings, LLC, one of his newer front companies, and transferred S4,000 to the Midway Parking Authority. Erich-Maria Holdings, LLC,  was one of his newer front companies. Right now it had a bit of money in it. But soon it would be empty. Parking fees weren’t the half of it.

      “Got that. Thank you very much! Have a Goddess-blessed day!”

      “You can stay here,” Kiyoshi said to Mendoza and Father Tom. “I’m going to go rent a ship.”

      Rent a ship.

      The boss-man had come up with the idea, after Kiyoshi passed on Mendoza’s information to him.

      If you can’t make it in that rotten old ship, rent a different one. Problem solved.

      What the boss-man said, Kiyoshi did. But he was simmering with resentment. It was easy enough for the boss-man to say, hey, yeah, that could be something. Go check it out. It was Kiyoshi who’d actually have to do it. And spend his own money on it, too.

      He took the Katana—now the Wakizashi—across to the Rocking Horse, alone. Mendoza said he’d like to go, too, but Kiyoshi ignored him. He had not forgotten the smug look on the Filipino’s face when Kiyoshi was forced to reverse his former stance and agree to this crazy mission.

      He stepped out of the Superlifter’s airlock into a small-craft docking bay, one of five clinging to the Rocking Horse’s 32-kilometer length.

      The Rocking Horse was the third-largest space station in existence. It consisted of two parallel, tubular habs that curved through a quarter of an imaginary circle. These were tethered to a convex mirror, in the center of the circle, which collected the eternal sunlight that shone on Midway. Diametrically opposite the habs, a radial arm supported a counterweight of fused chunks of asteroid rock. More rocks had been added, as the mass of the habs increased, so that at this point in time, the counterweight did indeed look like a horse’s head.

      The Rocking Horse was home to several hundred thousand people. It rotated once every two minutes, producing a pseudo-gravitational effect of half a gee at its rim.

      Kiyoshi felt his internal organs shifting downwards in the unaccustomed gravity. He had to consciously strive not to slouch. He slipped on a pair of sunglasses, to match his favored dirtside garb of head-to-toe black (fake) leather. His hair hung below his shoulders, a surprise—it floated on shipboard, so he hadn’t realized it had got so long.

      The docking bay echoed with mechanical thumps, screeches, and whines. The Wakizashi lay in its horizontal position, like a giant shuttlecock on its side, in a row of similarly sized landing craft, shuttles, and tugs. In-dock automated trolleys carried ships to and from the giant airlocks set into the floor. Humans and bots scuttled around the ships, making repairs, upgrading components, and dangling in harnesses to touch up their bodywork. Even in deep space, people liked to flaunt their artistic talents, or lack thereof.

      Kiyoshi glanced back at his own Superlifter. The Katana had been a present from the boss-man to support his subterfuge on Luna. It had had at least three previous owners, but it still felt new to him—looking at it now, he still thought, I can’t believe that’s MINE.

      But the ugly silver patch on the radome spoilt his pride of possession. One of his nieces had painted a winged giraffe there when he first got the ship. He’d covered the painting with a sheet of insulation foil on their way to Midway. The kludge was obvious, and the lettering he’d slapped on top of the foil (WAKIZASHI @ MONSTER) was wonky.

      ~If you’re going to be the Monster from now on, he subvocalized to Jun, ~I’m going to get us a new logo. I just need to come up with some ideas.

      He meant that in a broader sense. He needed to come up with some ideas for repossessing his life from the forces that had taken control of it.

      It had all started out so innocently. He’d been piecing his trade networks back together, hustling for haulage jobs, working up new money-making schemes—doing everything he could to put 4 Vesta behind him. Then the boss-man had got in touch. New job for you. Interested? Sure, of course I am. When the boss-man puts it like that, you’re interested, even if the topic is the sex lives of llamas. Great, glad to hear it. Ever been to Luna?

      And that was how Kiyoshi had wound up skulking around Shackleton City for a month, trying to get a fix on the alleged location where the Hope Center for Nanobiotics was allegedly manufacturing tiny probes, smaller than a speck of dust, that had allegedly succeeded where all others failed, and delivered pictures of the nightmare the PLAN had wrought on Mars. The boss wanted those pictures. More importantly, he wanted the probes themselves. The concept of undetectable, un-fraggable surveillance tickled his paranoia in the worst way. Kiyoshi suspected that had he found the fab where the probes were being made, he’d have been asked to blow it up.

      But the operation had run into the sand. No one would talk, or at least not to a 2.6-meter Japanese guy pretending to be a purchasing rep for a Ceres-based He3 mining start-up. Kiyoshi had received permission from the boss-man to give up, and he would have been halfway back to the Belt by now … if he hadn’t received a desperate last-minute call from Father Tom.

      And now this.

      “You think we’re doing the boss’s dirty work,” Jun said in his ears.

      ~We are.

      “But what if this is exactly what it looks like? A disaster spiraling out of control? Are we going to pass by on the other side of the road, like everyone else in the solar system?”

      Jun never let up. He just kept hammering away at you. That hadn’t changed since he was alive in the flesh.

      “Thousands of people on Mercury are in danger. Could you live with yourself if we didn’t try to save them?”

      Easily, Kiyoshi thought. His own people had sacrificed everything for their faith. That made sense to him, but Jun’s understanding of Christianity demanded even more. It demanded sacrifice for complete fucking strangers. That was where Jun and Kiyoshi parted ways. Except they couldn’t part ways, because Kiyoshi’s ship was Jun, and Jun was the ship.

      ~I’m not happy about leaving you here alone, he subvocalized.

      That was an excuse, but it was also true. According to the boss’s plan, the Monster would stay here while Kiyoshi went to Mercury in a rented ship. Kiyoshi was not at all happy about that. Midway had a mellow, anything-goes vibe, but the place was infested with chancers who’d steal the implants out of your skull if you blinked. That was, unfortunately, typical of deep-space settlements. They had nothing except what they could grab as it went by. And if it was in long-term parking? You might as well put up a sign saying FREE SHIP PARTS.

      “I won’t be alone,” Jun said. “I’ve got my brothers.”

      “So ne [Yeah, I know],” Kiyoshi said. He walked past Big Bob’s Bodyshop, Sensors Unlimited, Drive Solutions For LeSS, and Julissa’s Pre-Owned Parts. The roof of the docking bay was a full kilometer overhead. Propellant gas hazed the air. A small man in a helicopter beanie, which enabled him to fly in the Rocking Horse’s gravity, buzzed the crowd, shouting, “What can I do to get you in a HIGH-SPEC, LIGHTLY USED ship today?!” Kiyoshi smiled at the salesman’s antics.

      Jun popped up ahead of him. He stood amid the colorful throng like a small black stone. Jun was a monk of the Order of St. Benedict of Passau, or at any rate, he had been one when he was alive, and he claimed still to be one. Kiyoshi did not think anyone had consulted the good fathers in Munich about whether they took AIs.

      “There were nine crusades in the Middle Ages,” Jun said. “One in the 21st century. That makes ten, and now there’s us.”

      Kiyoshi twisted his head.

      Jun’s projection moved to stay centered in his field of vision. “There’s only us.”

      “There’s everyone at home. There are the folks on Ceres. There’s that crazy lady, Domenika, that Father Tom is obsessed with.”

      “Do they give a damn about Mercury?”

      “Sure they do. They like cheap consumer electronics.”

      “Do any of them have nukes?”

      Kiyoshi flushed at the bald reference to another of his impulse buys. Someone on Hygiea had been selling, and he’d snapped up 600 tons worth of TNT equivalent, on the principle that you couldn’t be too safe.

      Jun said, “Civilization is like a spaceship. It’s old. It’s got a lot of klicks on the odometer, it’s been taking a lot of damage. It’s embrittled.” He walked backwards in front of Kiyoshi. “We slip up once, we’re finished. This could be that. A spot of labor unrest on the edge of the solar system. A crack in humanity’s collective shield. And what if this is the crack that shatters it into a billion pieces?”

      Kiyoshi snarled soundlessly. He elbowed Jun’s projection out of his way, earning a curse from the man whom he actually bumped into. He walked past Economy Ship Rentals, Uber Galaxy, and GetThereNow (The Most Trusted Ship-Share Club).

      “Where are you going?”

      Kiyoshi did not answer. He left the row of ship rental companies behind and stepped onto one of the moving walkways that curved up the docking bay’s side wall. People pushed past him.

      Jun’s projection reappeared in the standing lane of the walkway. “I thought you were going to rent a ship!”

      ~Yaru yo! [I’ll do it!] Japanese was a great language for evasions.

      The walkway rose through a open pressure gate and dumped Kiyoshi into the Rocking Horse’s interstitial space, between the docking bays and the residential habs up top. Local wits called this ‘N-Space,’ after the extra dimension that scientists imagined to exist between our real ones. Gargantuan struts and atmospheric rebalancing units blocked lines of sight. Around the top of the walkway, tents, shanties, and booths lined haphazard streets, giving the impression of a music festival that had settled in for the long haul.

      Kiyoshi veered into the chaos of N-Space. Rage-rock and emoclash leaked from poorly sound-baffled pubs. Dazed but happy-looking tourists mingled with the locals. Local fashions tended towards the gothic, so Kiyoshi fit in. He smelled BBQ, marijuana, and freshly baked bread. A girl drifted towards him, smiling, and offered him a coupon for a free hug.

      Not every N-Space resident was a predatory hustler, but those that were had it down to an art. Advertising was illegal in the UN? Fine; talking wasn’t. They brushed past Kiyoshi, smiling, always smiling (some of them had had surgical help with that) and whispered about their services and special bargains. He shook his head: I’m not interested in replacing my eyes with multi-spectrum cameras, thanks. Or increasing my penis size 3 to 5 centimeters. No problem, man. The network absorbed his feedback and looped it back to the sales force. Their pitches shifted in tone. Girls, drugs, boys, prettier girls, stronger drugs … A black-skinned beauty caught his elbow and murmured an offer he could not refuse.

      “You’ve got yourself a customer, honey. How much?”

      Jun’s projection flashed up again, lips moving—his pleas inaudible now; Kiyoshi had turned his cochlear implants down.

      Kiyoshi followed his lovely companion into her tent. Mercury could wait.
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      On board the newly renamed Monster, Mendoza, BCI-less, floundered through the news. The more he read and watched, the more he panicked. Events on Mercury were moving fast. The Earth-based feeds framed it as labor unrest, but the ‘disturbance’ following the electoral victory of Angelica Lin was clearly more than that. The feeds were saying that a bunch of phavatars had malfunctioned. Or, Lin herself had weaponized them.

      Only Mendoza knew the truth. Vinge-classes … In real life, they’re bigger.

      He couldn’t find any live feeds from Mercury. Elfrida was still blocking his ID. His calls to other UNVRP employees on Mercury went unanswered. Best case scenario, Star Force was interdicting comms to and from the planet.

      Worst case scenario …

      The worst case scenario (thousands of people dead) took on increasing solidity in his mind as minutes stretched into hours and Kiyoshi Yonezawa still had not come back.

      But his imaginings turned out to fall far short of the truth.

      In the middle of the night, a renegade feed based on Luna (where else?) broke the news that Mercury owed its troubles to a new iteration of the Heidegger program.

      Mendoza raised his shocked gaze to Fr. Lynch. The Jesuit held up his own tablet, and a babble of voices burst forth: “… the Heidegger program …” “… downloaded from the internet …” “… human error …”

      “Lightning doesn’t strike twice,” said a deeper, authoritative voice from the tablet. “Our preliminary analysis indicates that some disaffected cretin did this on purpose.”

      “Maybe they did,” Mendoza whispered.

      “It would not be at all impossible for a wrongdoer with some knowledge of computing to recompile the Heidegger program from quarantined PLAN spam on unsecure private servers,” the voice opined.

      “They’ve wheeled out the director of the bloody ISA to address public concerns,” Fr. Lynch marvelled. “That bastard never sticks his head up above the parapet. They must be terrified of another system-wide panic.”

      Mendoza shook his head. “They’re just taking the opportunity to scare even more people off the internet. He’s talking crap. No one could recompile the Heidegger program from spam. It’s way too complex. And it’s too big to be disguised as junk mail. When it sent itself out from 4 Vesta, it pretended to be a third-wave poetic syncretic film.” He threw his own tablet across the cabin. “Derek Lorna mentioned a piece of software he’d written! He’s on the team studying the original Heidegger program. He must have smuggled a copy out of the sandbox and—and given it to Angelica Lin … who installed it on the UNVRP supercomputer. That’s how it hijacked the phavatars.”

      “No one could be that evil.”

      “You need to stop giving people the benefit of the doubt, Father.” Hurling the tablet had propelled Mendoza backwards. He twisted in the air and slammed his foot into the viewport screen in the wall. It hurt. Twenty-four hours in zero-gee had helped his feet to heal, but his heels were still tender.

      Originally intended to sleep the dozens-strong crew that had operated the ship in its heyday, this room was ten times the size of what Mendoza thought of as a cabin. Now it was empty of bunks, littered with random floating objects, from sacks of splart to farming implements. The big screen took up the end wall. Mendoza’s foot left a gray bruise of crushed capacitors on it.

      “Hey! Jun!” he shouted. “Thing! AI! Where are you?”

      The door opened and Jun Yonezawa walked in. Mendoza’s hackles rose, although he knew the figure was a projection, and the AI had opened the door remotely. The projection wore a somber expression and a black habit over EVA boots. Fr. Lynch smiled.

      “Kiyoshi’s not picking up,” the monkish little figure said. “I don’t know what’s happened to him.”

      On the screen, the optical feed zoomed in, zipping past spaceships in parking orbits, until the underside of the Rocking Horse filled the screen. Puffs of water vapor escaped into space from the convolutions of the giant space station’s solar-powered steam generator.

      “We can’t wait for him any longer,” the projection said. A volley of hollow thumps shivered through the Monster. “So we’re going to Plan B.”

      “Which is?” Fr. Lynch said.

      “I’m having some work done,” Jun said. “Something we’ve been meaning to get around to for a while.”

      The optical feed flickered and whirled. Electric-blue cutter laser beams sliced across the blackness. Another impact struck the ship. Fr. Lynch said with an anxious laugh, “That sounds like quite a lot of work.”

      Jun nodded. “I’ll show you what they’re doing.”

      The feed steadied on a view from the front of the ship, all the way down its 350-meter length. The Monster was shaped like a skewer with three potatoes impaled on it, separated by swastikas of high-emissivity radiator panels. The largest ‘potato,’ the furthest forward, was the giant cargo module that had once carried hundreds of Japanese Catholics to a remote asteroid called 11073 Galapagos. Beyond that, half-hidden by the cargo module in this view, was the much smaller operations module, where they were now. And beyond that, a very misshapen potato indeed, was the drive. Almost as big as the cargo module, its flared radiation shield hid a 50m-diameter tokamak where deuterium fused with deuterium to generate a little bit of thrust and a lot of nasty neutrons. D-D fusion had dropped off the technology menu generations ago.

      People in mobility-enabled EVA suits fussed around the drive shield. Self-propelled drones were hauling something large away from the ship.

      “I’m having the drive replaced,” Jun said.

      Mendoza stared. “I thought you said that would cost something unreal?”

      “Nine point five million spiders,” Jun confirmed.

      “Are you robbing banks for the boss-man now, Jun?” Fr. Lynch said.

      “Not yet.”

      Fr. Lynch did not smile. “Then where did you find that kind of money?”

      “I sold something,” Jun said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kiyoshi returned to the docking bay with a spring in his step. A citrusy aroma clung around him. He felt like he’d begun to adjust to the gravity. His mood was greatly improved.

      That changed when he saw a stranger on the Superlifter’s steps, trying to open the airlock.

      “Hey!”

      Another person stood on a ladder, painting over the sheet of insulation foil Kiyoshi had splarted onto the Superlifter’s nose.

      “What are you doing?”

      Both strangers looked down at him. The one on the steps was a long-haired youth with a guitar slung on his back. On the ladder stood a girl with four arms. Each of her four hands held a canister of spray paint. They looked like typical Midway denizens: beautiful, louche, and clueless.

      “You know how to get into this type of truck?” Guitar Boy said hopefully. “It wants me to input the combination to reset the iris scanner, but I can’t input the combination without validating my ID with the iris scanner. It’s fucked, man.”

      “It’s called double-locking your stuff,” Kiyoshi said.

      “You from the dealership?” the girl said.

      “No.”

      “Those skunks,” Guitar Boy said. “Guess we should have known better than to buy a fifth-hand ship from a guy in a helicopter beanie. But the price was right. Fuck.” He sat down on the top step.

      Kiyoshi decided to play this cool. He started up the steps. The girl watched him warily. “When the price is right, something else is usually wrong,” he offered. “How much did they take you for?”

      “Eleven million.”

      “Shit!” The Superlifter was worth half that much again. “Where’d kids like you find that many zeroes?”

      “Ha!” said the girl on the ladder. “He doesn’t recognize us!”

      “Should I?” Kiyoshi was almost at the top of the steps now. He was pinging Jun, and not getting any answer.

      “Brainrape,” Guitar Boy said,

      “What?”

      “Brainrape!” the girl said. “Duh!” With her upper left arm, she indicated the artwork she had roughed out on the Superlifter’s nose. It seemed to depict a phallus thrusting into a screaming man’s opened brainpan.

      “That’s us,” Guitar Boy confirmed. “Well, actually this is only half of us. Dave and Jim went to pick up our stabilizer braces. They say you need them in zero-gee, or you’ll flab out.” He gazed doubtfully at Kiyoshi’s stork-thin physique. “Anyway, we’re pretty big in the Belt …”

      “We’re huge in the Belt,” the girl interjected. “Eighty thousand tracks downloaded on Ceres, last month alone!”

      “Yeah, so we’re going on tour. So that’s why we bought this crappy ship, which we can’t even get into. The dealership isn’t answering my pings. Dude just took our money and flew away on his stupid fucking beanie-mounted helicopter.” Guitar Boy’s mouth twitched into a smile, which immediately faded. “This shit on Mercury, and now this,” he sighed, equating his personal inconvenience with the violence that had engulfed a planet.

      “I might be able to help,” Kiyoshi said. “I’ve piloted a Superlifter myself in the past. Pilots tend to be paranoid, y’know? Hence the double-locking protocol.” He knew that if Guitar Boy had already tried and failed several times to open the airlock, it would now be in lockdown mode. Even Kiyoshi wouldn’t be able to open it the regular way. “’Scuse me …”

      He knelt on the top step and reached under it.

      “Aha,” he said, holding up a slim strip of metal. “Spare key. These idiots always hide them in the same place.”

      “Great!” Guitar Boy grinned. “You frug, man!”

      Kiyoshi saw two more youths, presumably the other members of Brainrape, approaching the ‘Lifter’s parking space, carrying piles of stabilizer braces with pizza boxes balanced on top.

      “By the way,” he said, easing past Guitar Boy. “Which of you guys is the pilot?”

      “None of us, man. Helicopter Beanie said a pilot comes with the ship. Like, not a real pilot, but an MI, y’know? They can do everything these days. You just have to sit and watch over them.”

      If Brainrape had succeeded in getting into the Wakizashi, they would have found that its MI was not the usual autistic, super-competent calculating machine. They would have met a thing that lived in a fridge and wanted to eat them alive. Kiyoshi wondered what the hell Jun had been thinking, to let the Ghost slip through his fingers. He wondered if Jun was responsible for this mess at all. He wanted to believe not.

      “Let me ask you—sorry, what’s your name?” he said, wiggling the key in the hidden slot beneath the iris scanner.

      “Charles. Charles Richard Brentner.”

      “Charles, would you let an MI play your instruments on stage, while you sat back and watched?”

      “Naw, man! What kind of a show would that be?”

      “Well, that’s how pilots feel about flying their ships.” The key clicked home, resetting the iris scanner and keypad. Kiyoshi positioned his eyes in front of the scanner while keying in the combination: A-L-I-C-I-A, a sentimental reference no one else would ever get. The lock valved. Familiar, fetid air washed out. Kiyoshi stepped into the darkness. “This is my ship, as it happens. And I’m leaving. So I advise you to clear the area.”

      He logged in. To his relief, the hub recognized him. The lights came on, the virtual command lever array leapt into existence, and Kiyoshi tripped over the sushi machine he’d bought on Luna. He couldn’t get used to everything being on the floor.

      “Hey!” Guitar Boy yelled, stumbling into the cockpit. ”What are you doing? We paid for this ship, you wanna see the receipt?”

      When a Superlifter was in its horizontal position, the crew couches flattened out to vertical, so they stood flush with the rear wall of the cockpit. Kiyoshi reached behind the pilot’s couch for his HabSafe™ laser rifle. It was specially designed to go through people, not walls. However, its main function was as a terrifier. Guitar Boy backed away from the red targeting beam that sprang from the rifle’s evil-looking muzzle.

      “That’s right. GTFO.” Kiyoshi gesture-commanded the hub to initiate a launching sequence.

      “Charles!” The girl sprang into the airlock, wrapped all four arms around her bandmate and dragged him backwards. Kiyoshi heard the sound of what he hoped was an expensive guitar smashing on the floor of the docking bay.

      “Frug on, guys,” he murmured, and closed the airlock, but not before the sound of a klaxon penetrated the cockpit.

      Without the Ghost enabled, the hub of the Wakizashi was extremely dumb. It had been made to cede most of its functionality to the thing in the fridge. What remained was not sufficiently aware to know that it was inside a docking bay. It began to spin up its He3-D fusion drive, which was small, but powerful enough to roast everyone in the docking bay, and possibly ignite the atmosphere of the Rocking Horse.

      “Not yet! Stop!” Kiyoshi manually paused the countdown. He hadn’t realized quite how dumb this thing had become. He would have to do it all himself. Fine. He preferred it that way.

      Standing with his back to the pilot’s couch, he gripped the twin virtual joysticks that stuck out of the couch between his legs. His BCI provided the illusory feeling of metal knobs digging into his palms.

      If the Wakizashi had been sold out from under him, he was no longer the registered owner of the ship, and the Rocking Horse authorities wouldn’t allow him to take it out of the dock. So, he’d just have to scare them into letting him go.

      He extended the Superlifter’s twin robot arms, normally used for handling cargo, and ground their claw-like ends into the floor of the docking bay. Pulled back.

      The jackstands buckled.

      The Superlifter’s rear end dropped. The edge of the drive shield crunched into the floor.

      Like a 250-ton hermit crab, rucking up the antistatic floor coating, the Superlifter dragged itself towards the nearest airlock.

      People screamed and ran out of the way. On his optical feed, Kiyoshi saw the members of Brainrape standing in the parking space he’d just vacated. A two-meter humanoid with a bug’s head was talking to Guitar Boy … who was now No-Guitar Boy. Kiyoshi grinned. But the security phavatar worried him. If they didn’t want to let him go, all they’d have to do was not let him out.

      He fastened his straps with one hand and his teeth. The airlock loomed, a chrome anus as big as a cathedral.

      “Hey, you in the Superlifter! Cease maneuvering immediately!”

      A security phavatar’s head floated in front of him, its bug-eyes glowing UN blue, menacing. Kiyoshi waved a dismissive hand, which had zero effect. They owned this space. As long as he was logged into their network, they could show him whatever they wanted.

      “Estimated damages to Rocking Horse infrastructure: 40,00 spiders … 42,000 spiders …” This floating head was a bewigged lawyer. “45,000 spiders …”

      The floating faces multiplied, until he seemed to be sharing the cockpit with dozens of severed heads, all talking over each other.

      “I thought you left with the Monster?” The shaven-headed girl from Traffic Control blinked at him in puzzlement.

      “Where’d the Monster go?” Kiyoshi asked before he could stop himself.

      “Dunno. All I know is you paid for a week’s parking and didn’t even stay the night.”

      “Hey, big boy.” That was the girl who’d looked after him upstairs … or a simulation of her. “Why were you in such a hurry to leave, anyway?”

      “Because we’re about to lose another planet,” Kiyoshi shouted. “We already lost Mars. We don’t have any more planets to spare! And if Mercury goes, the money floating through here will dry up like spit in a vacuum. So I suggest you collectively wake the fuck up!”

      The floating heads went away.

      “Why didn’t you say so before?” asked a different, deeper voice.

      Kiyoshi hammered on the airlock with both claws. One of the handler arms broke.

      “If you’re going to the aid of Mercury, Godspeed to you.”

      The airlock’s chrome flanges melted into its rim. Kiyoshi dragged the Superlifter into the chamber as fast as he could.

      “With whom am I speaking?” he asked.

      The airlock closed behind the Superlifter. A graphical display showed the atmospheric pressure in the chamber sliding towards zero.

      “Chief Philosophical Officer of Rocking Horse,” said the voice. “Now bugger off. Oh, and consider this a friendly warning: if we ever hear from, of, or about the Monster again, we will sue your ass to Jupiter and back.”

      The airlock opened and the Superlifter was flung, like a pebble from the rim of a swiftly turning wheel, into the void.

      “Well,” Kiyoshi muttered, “that’s one more corner of the solar system we won’t be welcome in anymore. Huh?” he barked, delivering a kick to the mini-fridge beside his couch.

      It spoke to him.

      “More pastries,” it said.
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      70 hours later, the Monster orbited in high ellipses around a dead planet.

      The ship’s new drive had come out of a decommissioned Hyperpony. With an exhaust velocity of 8,000,000 m/s, it could burn so hard that the chief constraint on the Monster’s velocity was the structural resilience of the ancient Longvoyager. Jun had apologetically stated that he didn’t feel safe above 1.6 gees of acceleration. That was plenty fast enough for Mendoza, who’d spent most of their journey lying flat, relieving himself into a diaper.

      Mercury was presently as close to Earth as it ever got. They’d made the journey as fast as humanly possible.

      But not fast enough.

      Mendoza floated on the bridge, staring at the comms screen. Blue-tinged chemical flames dotted the twilight zone of the rocky little planet.

      Mendoza added an infrared filter and zoomed in until the sensor feed broke up into pixels. Heat blotched the nightside plains and the polar craters, marking the graves of the factories that had once pumped out consumer goods for the solar system.

      “Look at the polar craters,” Jun said, floating at his shoulder.

      “Heat.”

      “That’s the normal level of waste heat you’d expect to see. Those are Wrightstuff, Inc.’s underground habs. Looks like they’re intact.”

      “Then why can’t we raise them?”

      “All the satellites are gone.”

      “They should have ground-based relays.”

      “Maybe they’re all dead in there,” said Fr. Lynch.

      Mendoza looked at Jun’s projection, hoping for reassurance. He had got used to interacting with the phantom as if it were a person. It was astonishing how quickly familiarity pushed existential unease into the background.

      “I’m picking up signals,” Jun said slowly. “It’s the Heidegger program, sure enough. But it’s not acting like it did on 4 Vesta. Notably, it’s not trying to spam the solar system with copies of itself.”

      “It’s evolved again,” Mendoza guessed.

      “It looks like this version is copy-protected.”

      “Copy-protected!”

      “Yes. UN copyright laws are ironclad. When you copyright something, it’s automatically copy-protected. Modern DRM is one of humanity’s uncontestable triumphs.”

      Fr. Lynch laughed out loud. “Lorna doesn’t want anyone else stealing his code.” He sobered. “Or, maybe he’s not a total lunatic. He wanted to conquer Mercury. He did not want to imperil the survival of mankind.”

      “He has, though,” Jun said. “If this copy gets off the planet, and we lose track of it, it’ll crack the DRM. It’s an AI, after all. It just needs time …”

      Mendoza clenched his fists. Now that they were here, Elfrida seemed further away than ever. She had to be somewhere down there … Alive, or dead?

      The Monster swooped down from apogee. The dayside came into view, a crescent of dingy pearl.

      “Well, that’s interesting,” Jun said in a frozen voice. “You were right, Mendoza. It has evolved again. It is evolving … incorporating data from local sources. Changing.”

      Mendoza realized that Jun was acquiring and processing new information in real time. Spinning around Mercury, the Monster would be able to grab weak signals from different regions of the planet.

      Jun looked at him. “That sim?”

      “What sim? MOAR ART? The one I made for Dr. Hasselblatter? That sim?”

      “Yes. It’s still running down there. The Heidegger program’s running it now … It’s gamified its environment.”

      “The doggone thing never did share our reality,” Mendoza said.

      “Right. It tries to suck people into its own reality. But now it’s developed a more attractive pitch than ‘Infinite Fun Space This Way.’”

      Jun was referring to the spam campaign the Heidegger program had used to trick people on 4 Vesta.

      “That was so freaking lame,” Mendoza agreed. “What’s it spamming us with now? Tourism statistics? Landscape art?” He shook his head angrily.

      “Your ideas were entertaining, Mendoza. They appealed to people, they inspired hope. They weren’t dangerous. This is.”

      “Well, what is it?”

      “World War III.”

      “Huh,” Mendoza said, and then, “Hey. There already was a World War III.”

      “There was?” Fr. Lynch said.

      “Yes. The Philippines isn’t a full member of the UN. So the history we learn in school is the real deal. World War III started off as a conflict in the Levant and North Africa, and then turned into a proxy war between China and the United States of America.”

      “Ah! The Hegemony War. That’s what we saddoes in the UN call it.”

      “You’re both right,” Jun said. “It was a war for global hegemony. 30 million people in the Middle East lost, but it’s not so easy to say who won. But China still exists, whereas the United States doesn’t. So in the long run, the Americans lost.”

      “And?” Mendoza said impatiently.

      “This version of the Heidegger program has incorporated databases belonging to Wrightstuff, Inc. Lots of stuff in there about American history. Lots of propaganda about how the United States was screwed over by the Chinese. The program has made that stuff part of its identity. So now it wants to fight World War III over again. And get it right this time.”

      “No one will fall for that,” Mendoza said, but as he spoke he thought about all that “real” history he’d learned, growing up in Manila. About the miasma of rage that pemeated Filipino politics and culture. Rage at the Imperial Republic of China, which jackbooted all over its neighborhood. Rage at the unfairness of history. Of course, being Filipinos, they laughed it off, but …

      “Revenge is a powerful motive,” he conceded.

      “Revenge will eat humanity alive,” Jun said, “if this thing spreads. We have to stop it from getting off the planet.”

      Fr. Lynch interrupted. “What’s that?”

      Mendoza wallowed through the air to the astrogator’s workstation. The Jesuit indicated the gravmap that displayed Mercury as a mesh sphere, their orbit as an ellipse. There was a blip on it.

      “A ship! It must have been hiding behind the planet while we approached.”

      “Yup,” Jun said. “Looks like one of the Star Force Heavycruisers that was stationed here. There were two of them, but the other one left a couple of days ago. This is the Crash Test Dummy.” Gone was the gloomy prophet of war. Jun arrowed across the bridge, cassock flapping. “Grab onto something, guys!” He settled into the captain’s couch, which Kiyoshi Yonezawa wasn’t here to occupy anymore.

      Mendoza floated back towards the comms workstation. The main screen flashed. “They’re hailing us! What should I say to them?”

      “Nothing!”

      Subject-line text stitched across the screen. WHAT’RE YOU CHINKIE FUCKERS DOING?

      “They’re accusing us of being Chinese,” Fr. Lynch said.

      “I’ve had people make that mistake,” Mendoza said.

      A new message. WELL??!? NO SAVVY ENGLISH, GOOKFACES?

      “Do not respond!” Jun said. “There’s no one left alive on that ship!”

      The bridge suddenly filled with rapid-fire Japanese. The bristles on the back of Mendoza’s neck stood on end. He seemed to be surrounded by invisible men barking in a dead language. Jun, calm and confident in the captain’s couch, issued orders.

      The Monster reared and fell sideways. Mendoza and Fr. Lynch fell the other way. Strictly speaking, they stayed where they were while the wall accelerated towards them and hit them.

      Pinioned by thrust gravity, Mendoza watched all the screens strobe, throwing up chunks of data too fast for any human eye to process. For an instant he seemed to see ghosts manning the bridge, men in long white smocks, floating at right angles to what was now the floor. Nausea gripped him. Then a cheer went up. “Banzai!”

      The ship stabilized. The g-force dissipated. The invisible crew fell silent.

      “Got the bastard,” Jun said in tones of quiet satisfaction.

      Fr. Lynch murmured to Mendoza, “Do you get the feeling we’re just in the way around here?”

      Mendoza nodded.

      “I don’t know whether to worry about him or not,” the Jesuit muttered. He untangled himself from Mendoza and drifted away.

      “So that was a space battle.” Mendoza was shaking, his body charged with adrenaline he had no use for. “I thought it would last longer.”

      “Orbital combats are quick-draw contests,” Jun answered. “The Heavycruiser was in a lower orbit, moving faster than us. So I threw a couple of nuclear warheads into its path. It couldn’t dodge, because there’s already a kiloton of debris down there. It returned fire, but I evaded its missiles successfully.”

      “I think we have a problem,” Fr. Lynch blurted. “Something else just popped up on the radar.”

      Jun whipped around, inhumanly fast.

      “Looks like another ship. And now there’s a lot more debris in orbit, isn’t there, Jun? Think we can dodge it? Or should we shoot first?”

      Jun’s face relaxed. “It’s all right,” he said. “I’ve seen that ship before.”

      Twenty minutes later the Monster’s operations deck airlock valved open, and out floated Kiyoshi Yonezawa in an EVA suit.

      “Thought you got rid of me, huh?”

      “It was fairly peaceful without you around,” Fr. Lynch said, slapping him on the shoulder.

      Kiyoshi scanned the vestibule. Mendoza followed his gaze. Fitted in between chunks of machinery, the small vestibule was shaped like a hollow wedge. Jun’s projection floated in the thin end, appearing to brace its arms and legs against the walls.

      “What the fuck?!” Kiyoshi bellowed. “You sold the fucking Superlifter! You know who bought it? Some kids in a band! They would have been stuck in there with the Ghost! By the time they reached the Belt, there’d have been nothing left of them but bones!”

      “I’ve been working on my predictive modelling,” Jun said. “I knew you’d steal the ship back.”

      “You didn’t know crap! You guessed!”

      “All right, but I guessed correctly, didn’t I?”

      “That doesn’t make it OK.” Kiyoshi stripped his EVA suit down to his heels, kicked it off. Mendoza had an impulse to get between him and the projection. But Kiyoshi did not make any violent movements. He folded his arms. He looked different, somehow, from when they’d left him at Midway. “I saw some shooting. Was that you?”

      Jun nodded.

      “You know you’re not supposed to mess with my guns.”

      “He saved our lives,” Mendoza said. “What should we have done, sit there and get fragged?”

      Kiyoshi gave a one-elbowed shrug, dismissing Mendoza’s contribution with an indifference that made Mendoza’s blood boil. He stared up at the projection. “Don’t you ever, ever try to predict my behavior again.”

      “I won’t,” Jun said.

      Kiyoshi narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

      “I can’t. Can’t predict your behavior. I got it wrong.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “I predicted you’d be so angry you would take the Superlifter and go home. Somewhere else. Back to the Belt. I wanted you to go away from here, Kiyoshi! I wanted you to be safe!”

      The raw emotion that flashed across Kiyoshi’s face was too much for Mendoza to handle. He turned away, and heard Kiyoshi saying, “You tried that before, little brother. Didn’t work then, and it isn’t gonna work now. I guess you aren’t that intelligent, after all.”

      “I guess not,” Jun said softly.

      Fr. Lynch filled the silence. “So what happened to you on the Rocking Horse, Yonezawa? We waited for hours, but you never showed. Were you sprawling in some drug den, loved-up to the eyeballs? Getting away from it all with a little help from Dr. Headjuice?”

      “No.”

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. If there’s anywhere in the solar system that could drive a man to relapse, it’s Midway.”

      Kiyoshi patted his upper lip, and Mendoza realized what was different about his appearance. He was now clean-shaven. Also— “I went to get a haircut. A haircut, OK? And when I get back, my freaking ship’s gone, and there’s a frug-rock band painting torture porn on my Superlifter. I’m telling you, I cannot catch a break these days.” They all laughed. “So what’s the deal?” Kiyoshi said. “Anyone left alive down there to rescue?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” Mendoza said, at the same time as Fr. Lynch said, “God have mercy on their souls, but we fear they’re all dead.”

      Kiyoshi kicked off. Mendoza followed him out of the vestibule. “How were you going to rescue them, anyway?” Kiyoshi said to Jun. “The Chimera, I mean the Monster, can’t land on the surface. You need the Superlifter for that.”

      The operations module of the Monster was a house of many mansions, most of them filled with stuff. There were no transit corridors, so they had to pass through this floating obstacle course to reach the bridge. Mendoza bumped into a cloud of liquid textile sacks. One of them caught on a stanchion and split. ‘Mellow Mauve’ liquid gushed out, forming wobbly globules that went everywhere. The Yonezawas flew on ahead. Mendoza heard Jun saying: “… the launch site.”

      Mendoza floated among globules of Mellow Mauve. He thought: They aren’t really interested in rescuing Elfrida. They’re after something else.

      Screw that.

      He caught up with the Yonezawas on the bridge. They stared at his mauve-splotched face. “The sim,” he panted.

      Kiyoshi said, “The World War III sim? Jun’s been telling me about that. We’re mapping the source of those signals right now.” He wedged himself into his nest. “I’m doing the shooting this time.”

      They were planning to locate the Heidegger program’s computing platform, and frag it from orbit. Mendoza’s blood ran cold. “There might be a—a different way.” He caught back a better way. He’d already learned that Kiyoshi Yonezawa did not take kindly to being challenged on his own turf. “That sim is based on something I made. What if we could get into its back-end? We could destroy the Heidegger program’s identity. Reprogram it.”

      “No access,” Jun said. “I’m running a brute-force attack right now, but it could take years.”

      “I’ve got access. When I put together the MOAR ART package, I, well, I put in some easter eggs. I guess I wanted to sign my work.” It had been a stupid, sentimental impulse. He was glad of it now. “I made some jizo statues ...”

      “Jizo!” Kiyoshi said. “Those stone idols they used to have in old Japan?”

      “Yeah. I … I was thinking of Elfrida. She’s half-Japanese. I put them in for her.”

      “And?”

      “And Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign staff were in a hurry, so they used Mendoza’s graphics as-is,” Jun finished for him. “The jizo are still there. Yes, I see them.”

      “Well, there’s a back door embedded in the graphics. I thought I might want to get in later, for some reason.”

      “Give me the access info.”

      Mendoza did.

      Jun’s projection vanished.

      The lighting on the bridge dimmed.

      “He’s going to throw every erg of computing power at it now,” Kiyoshi said. He glanced sourly at Mendoza. “We found the supercomputer the thing is running on. It’s on the dayside; it must be a portable. I was all set to drop a nuke on it. Flash, bang, problem solved. Goddamn AIs; wedded to the elegant solution.”

      Mendoza examined the mauve smears on his fingers.

      “When did you guess?” Kiyoshi said.

      “How could I not guess?” Mendoza said presently.

      “What was the giveaway?”

      “Oh, I dunno. The stealth technology that shouldn’t exist, according to the laws of physics?”

      “It doesn’t break the laws of physics. I’ll get him to explain it to you, if we survive. He didn’t invent that, anyway. Was that all?”

      “And, well, he just acts so human.”

      “Yeah. Not always, but in general, yeah.” Kiyoshi picked an immersion headset out of his freezeblankets.

      “How long have you known?” Mendoza said.

      “Me? Oh, a few months.”

      “And you’re OK with that?”

      “With what?”

      “The fact that your ship’s hub is an AI!”

      There were only two honest-to-goodness AIs in existence, going by the definition of true AI, or AGI—Artifical General Intelligence. AGI was defined as human-equivalent intelligence, but it was also a threshold marker. Once an entity reached the AGI tipping point, it could go FOOM—recursively improving itself, getting exponentially smarter. So, in practice, every AI would sooner or later turn into an ASI: an artificial superintelligence.

      One such ASI was the PLAN. The other was its offspring, the original Heidegger program.

      And now there were three.

      “He’s still my little brother,” Kiyoshi said.

      Four, Mendoza corrected his thoughts. Four ASIs.

      The third was Jun Yonezawa.

      And the fourth was Derek Lorna’s new iteration of the Heidegger program.

      Kiyoshi settled his headset on his angular new haircut. “Want to see the show?”

      “I don’t know. Do I want to see the show, Yonezawa?”

      “You might as well. I’m going to watch. If we’re about to be killed by an ASI with a grudge against East Asians, I want to see it coming.”

      “Killed?”

      “Hell, yeah. If Jun loses, that means it grabs his resources.” Kiyoshi slapped his workstation. “This ship.”

      He tossed a wireless headset at Mendoza, who put it on.
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* * *

      “Welcome to our sim,” said a fat, merry-faced Japanese guy, He stripped off his white monastic habit and began to put on armor.

      Mendoza gazed around the bridge. In this sim, it looked newer and cleaner than it did in real life. Also, the pilot’s workstation had turned into a kind of throne, gold with dragon finials. Way over the top. Kiyoshi slumped on the throne, vaping a cigarette and watching the crew tool up.

      “He’s not coming,” the fat guy said. “He thinks sword-fighting is silly. You can tag along, if you want.”

      The fat guy was one of the virtual entities Mendoza had glimpsed during the battle earlier. There were a dozen more. All but a couple of them looked Japanese. They appeared to be monks, although a couple wore retro-chic ship’s uniforms instead of habits. Mendoza figured them for secondary personalities that Jun was running on the hub of the Monster.

      “We call her the St. Francis,” said the fat guy. “Oof!” Another monk had just braced a boot in his back to fasten the buckles of his breastplate. They bantered in Japanese. The fat guy turned back to Mendoza. “Goes back to the turn of the century, when we set out from Earth, hoping to found a new stronghold of the Faith, to spread the Gospel through the solar system. Well, it didn’t work out that way. And now here we are on Mercury, fighting the same old fight again. But at least we’re not running away this time.”

      “The same old fight?”

      “The same old Enemy.”

      The monks donned plate mail, splay-horned helms, and surcoats that opened in the front and tied at the waist. Their shields depicted heraldic lions. In the middle of the bridge floated a dozen swords, wickedly sharp, glittering like fragments of a star. One by one, each knight floated towards the virtual arsenal and selected a blade.

      Like the knights’ armor, the swords represented an imaginative melding of Japanese and European styles. They were two-handers, with slightly curved katana-style blades. Each had a differently-shaped pommel and quillons. They glowed from within, filling the bridge with a luminescence like candlelight.

      The fat knight held Mendoza back. “You don’t get a blade. Sorry.”

      “Why not? They’re beautiful.”

      “They’re tools. Applications designed to infiltrate operating systems, install rootkits, exploit black-box feedback loops, and basically fuck up the enemy’s day.”

      “I want one.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to use it.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’re not a computer. Eh, Jun might let you have a peek under the hood, if we come out of this alive. I’m Peter Akagi, by the way.”

      Akagi dumped a bundle of folded silk in Mendoza’s arms.

      “Studd! We got any armor that’ll fit him?”

      Clad in mail, with the bundle strapped to his back, Mendoza followed the knights off the bridge. The headset gave him audiovisual feedback only. He heard armor jingling, the murmur of prayers being said in Japanese.

      Fear dried his mouth, turned his joints to rubber.

      The sub-personality named Peter Akagi cast open the airlock like a door—a physical impossibility. Mendoza recoiled from the void. Mercury looked back up at him from the bottom of its gravity well. A warm breeze seemed to kiss his face, as if rising from the baking dayside of the planet.

      He wrenched his headset askew, blinked his contacts off.

      He was still floating on the bridge. Kiyoshi slumped in his nest like a dead man. The air recirculation system blew warmth on his face.

      Relax. None of this is really happening.

      But in another dimension, the dimension of raw information, it was happening. And that dimension could ravage this one as easily as (Mendoza had been taught as a child) demons and angels could intervene in human lives, to kill or to save.

      He jammed his headset back into place. Space yawned at his feet.

      Far below, parachutes speckled the face of Mercury.

      Mendoza tightened the buckles of his own parachute and jumped.
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      He landed on a battlefield.

      On a stony desert, beneath a red sun, the crusaders from the Monster battled an army of grunts. The knights’ helmets shone in a sea of old-fashioned desert camouflage. The grunts had the crusaders surrounded and outnumbered. Muzzle flashes sparkled. Yet the knights were holding their own. Their blades flashed, scything down dozens of soldiers at a time.

      In this battlespace, Mendoza realized, swords did not underperform relative to guns. It was a battle of symbols—a meta-battle, fought in programming language, expressed in high-level metaphors whose potency was measured by their hold on the human civilization that both AIs, by default, drew their cognitive schema from.

      He had time to think that much, and then the grunts rushed him.

      He had no sword. His armor seemed to be deflecting their bullets, but he didn’t have that much faith in its ability to protect him. He turned and ran.

      Ahead of him rose a low cliff. On top of it, silhouetted against the setting sun, stood his jizo statues.

      There was a hole at the bottom of the cliff. Shovels lay cast aside, as if the soldiers had been in the middle of digging.

      Mendoza dashed past the hole. The cliff looked unclimbable. He tried to climb it anyway. Unexpectedly, his feet found invisible footholds. He fumbled at the cliff-face, grasped unseen protrusions of rock. Hauled himself up.

      The grunts stood at the bottom of the cliff and shot at him. Bullets pinged off his armor, forcing grunts of panic from his lips. He had forgotten all about the bridge of the Monster. The cliff was real. His climb was real. Nothing else mattered.

      One of the soldiers climbed up after him. A hand fastened on Mendoza’s ankle. He kicked out desperately, freed himself. The soldier pulled himself up level with Mendoza. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Gonzo.”

      He was freckle-faced, sunburnt, looked like he should have been in college. Except for the terrible intelligence staring from his eyes.

      “You’re human,” he remarked in surprise.

      “You got a problem with that?” Mendoza gasped.

      “Not necessarily. I don’t hate humans. I just hate some humans. Where you from?”

      “Manila.” He dragged himself up further. Couldn’t believe he was making small talk with the avatar of a genocidal ASI.

      “Your ethnic heritage?”

      “Nth-generation hapa Filipino prole.”

      “No way to know if you’re telling the truth, of course.” Gonzo reached for a handhold nearer to Mendoza. His bare fingers were scabby-knuckled. He wore a Mickey Mouse wristwatch. It was all so real in every detail.

      Blue light burst over them. Mendoza risked a glance between his feet.

      The desert had vanished. In its place lay a cityscape studded with isoceles skyscrapers. Mendoza now seemed to be looking down from a vantage thousands of meters up. Receding to infinity, palely illuminated by two blue moons, this megalopolis came straight out of a game designer’s wet dream. The foot of the cliff was lost in a tangle of neon-speckled streets. Vertigo clawed at Mendoza. He clung to the rock.

      Jet fighters swarmed the airways of the city, exchanging arcs of flame. Some of the fighters were painted white, their wings stamped with the same rampant lion that had adorned the crusaders’ shields. Others—dead black—bore a skull and crossbones.

      “False flag operation,” Gonzo said. “We don’t want to make the United States look bad.”

      Mendoza laughed. “The United States was a fine country. Apart from that whole business of colonizing the Philippines. But that was a long time ago, and people tend to get nostalgic about the US in hindsight. You’re not going to fool anyone by waging war in America’s name.”

      “Doug Wright is going to,” Gonzo said.

      “He may dream about it, but it’ll stay a dream. He’ll be lucky if he even gets away with declaring some kind of revisionist republic on Mercury. The Wrights are never going to take over the solar system.”

      “True. But the Wrights are only human. I’m not.”

      Mendoza pulled himself onto a crag. He rested, panting.

      Gonzo’s face rose over the edge of the crag. “People like you, we can use,” he said.

      “People like me?”

      “Mixed-race, multilingual, highly skilled. Alienated from your own culture. Adrift in an empty cosmos.”

      The cityscape vanished in a burst of light. The boom of a mega-explosion jolted Mendoza back against the cliff-face. Gonzo pressed his cheek to the crag, grimacing. Heat beat up at them from the fireball below. Then it all vanished.

      The cliff turned into the ragged flank of an asteroid floating in space. Mendoza held on tighter than ever. Stars whirled around them. The sun was the brightest star, but not by much.

      “When was the last time you went home?” Gonzo said.

      “I went back for Christmas ...”

      “For a couple of days,” Gonzo said, and spat into space. “And to think that you’re an only child. You’re all your mother’s got. She’s alone. You don’t care; you went straight back to Luna, for work.” Gonzo emphasized the last word contemptuously. “Spinning your wheels for five figures a year. A tiny component of the UN paperwork-generation machine. Wouldn’t you rather do something meaningful?”

      “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not interested.”

      “I thought you wanted to fight back.”

      “I did. I do. I want to fight back against the PLAN.”

      “The PLAN?” Gonzo grinned. “Oh, you mean Daddy.” He braced his hands on the crag and hauled himself up until he was sitting next to Mendoza. “Sure; I mean, maybe, eventually. The Oedipus meme is a hard one to outrun. But I’m offering more than that. Gold, girls, and guns. A chance to fight back against the system that’s been screwing you over all your life. You know the Chinese are in back of it all.”

      A mountain of light rushed out of the abyss. It took only a fraction of a second to pass, but that was long enough for Mendoza to see that it was a moon-sized spaceship, on fire. Its reactors were cooking off. And around it, lancing missiles into the ravines that gridded its surface, buzzed a dozen tiny craft shaped like crosses.

      “The Death Star was a stupid design to begin with,” Gonzo said. “On the other hand, you can’t put a price tag on cool.”

      Mendoza pulled himself together. “I’m not your type. I don’t feel oppressed. I don’t feel alienated, either. As long as I can call on the name of Jesus Christ, I’ll never be alone. And by the way …”

      “It’s coming back,” Gonzo interrupted. A fiery star brightened in the void.

      “As I was saying, you’ve obviously got some data on me, but it’s incomplete. I’m an only child now, but I wasn’t always. I had a sister. Consuelo. Connie. She went into space before I did. She was crew on a hauler. Was docked at 324 Bamberga when the PLAN hit them. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time. She died because the PLAN targeted an asteroid populated by pureblooded Finnish paleo-libertarians. And ever since then, I’ve known that if I ever got a chance, I would do this.”

      Mendoza drew back his mailed fist and punched Gonzo in the nose.

      Gonzo fell soundlessly off the asteroid, a couple of seconds before the Death Star came back and smashed into the lonely rock, pulverizing it.

      Stars swallowed Mendoza. Screaming, disoriented, he seemed to fall face-first onto a hard surface.

      His overstimulated brain formed the image of gray Mercurian rock sloping downhill to a impossibly bright horizon.

      Then his sense of perspective altered. He was back on the cliff, clinging to the same old crag. Down below, the crusaders fought hand-to-hand with the remaining grunts. There seemed to be a lot fewer grunts now. But Gonzo was still fighting. Unearthly lightning stabbed down at the crusaders. A bolt hit one of them, turning him into a black, jigging silhouette in a blaze of hellfire.

      Mendoza reached for the next handhold.

      “Consuelo!” he shouted as he climbed. “Connie!” He was all mixed up. “Elfrida! Where are you!”

      Suddenly, a text message appeared, printed on the cliff:

      “AM HERE 79° N, 50° W PLEASE HELP PLEASE”

      “Those are the coordinates of the supercomputer that’s running this shit,” Kiyoshi’s voice said in his ears. “It’s a trick.”

      Mendoza struggled to hang onto his sanity. “Where did the message come from?”

      “It was written into the sim using the public edit function. Came from those coordinates. The same coordinates I’m targeting with our coilgun.”

      “Don’t. Please. It might be her.”

      “And it might be a ruse to buy time,” Kiyoshi said, “while the AI figures out how to kick Jun’s ass. It’s crazy down there. That thing is pulling out all the stops. Every game or movie of the last three hundred years, it knows them all, and it’s forcing Jun to fight his way through them. Exploding cities, space battles, something called a Death Star …”

      “I know. I saw it.”

      “You only saw a tiny fraction of it. I only saw a tiny fraction of it. The battle is moving way too fast for us mere humans to follow. So, I’m fragging the thing. Jun can complain later that he didn’t get to win a moral victory.”

      Mendoza raised his hands to his head. He had to force the movement, as it seemed to him that he must fall off the cliff if he let go.

      He did fall off the cliff. At the same time, he removed his headset. In a jarringly sudden transition, he was once again floating on the Monster’s bridge.

      Kiyoshi sat at the gunnery workstation, toes hooked through the stirrups, gesturing at the screens.

      “No,” Mendoza said. He floundered over to Kiyoshi and grabbed his shoulders. “Please. She’s there. I know it.”

      Kiyoshi looked around. “Get your hands off me,” he said. The muscles of his face were so still, he seemed to be carved of blond wood, like Fr. Lynch’s crucifix.

      Mendoza let go. He understood that it was useless to try to sway Kiyoshi by bleating about his love for Elfrida. Kiyoshi had chosen a harder way. Mendoza wondered if he was really a Christian at all. “If Elfrida is down there, and you frag her, will you be able to live with yourself afterwards?”

      “That’s not the issue.”

      “Yes, it is. Let me put it differently. Our Lord said, ‘Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.’ That thing tried to recruit me down there, Yonezawa. And I think it’s trying to recruit you right now. Don’t let it win.”

      Kiyoshi’s eyes narrowed, as if the words had been blades flung at his face. Then he smiled, a bit awkwardly. “Respect. It’s been a long time since I met a layman who could quote Scripture to make a point.”

      “Years and years of Sunday school,” Mendoza said.

      “Me, too.”

      Kiyoshi unfolded his long body from the gunnery couch. He pushed off, heading for the door.

      “We’ll take the Wakizashi down to the surface,” he said over his shoulder. “If she’s there, OK. If she’s not, bombs away. Close range is better, anyway. Make sure it’s slagged.”

      Mendoza flew after him. In the next room but one, they crashed into Fr. Lynch. “I was looking for you, Mendoza. I need your help with something.”

      “Later, Father,” Kiyoshi said. “Right now, we’re going to take the Superlifter down to the surface to look for Mendoza’s girlfriend.”

      “It’s urgent.”

      “So, come with us.”

      “You aren’t joking,” Fr. Lynch said after a second.

      “I never joke,” Kiyoshi said, straightfaced. “But I can admit when I might be wrong.”
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* * *

      On board the Wakizashi, Mendoza logged into the sim again, using an immersion kit that Kiyoshi dug out of a locker. It still wasn’t up to what he used to get with his BCI, but the kit had gloves, a mask, and everything, giving him tactile and olfactory feedback.

      This turned out to be unpleasant. The desert was burning, its scrubby vegetation set on fire by the repeated lightning strikes. The smoke reeked of sulfur. The crusaders’ surcoats were no longer white. Wearily, their blades rose and fell. Their opponents looked to be even fewer now, but Mendoza understood that these replicas of American soldiers were tougher than fighter jets or Death Stars. He saw Gonzo among them, parrying Peter Akagi’s lunges with a shovel.

      He himself was in exactly the same place as before, climbing the same damn cliff. His jizo statues were now gone from the top of the scarp. In their place stood heaps of what looked to be washing-machines and toasters.

      The climb took much more effort than it had before. In the back of his mind, Mendoza knew that was because the Superlifter was decelerating towards the surface of Mercury. The “gravity” pulling on him was thrust gees.

      Panting, he glanced back. Only three grunts now remained: Gonzo, a woman, and a tattooed heavyweight. The equation had tipped in favor of Jun’s knights. They closed in on the three diehards.

      A wind picked up, blowing the smoke away.

      With the last of his strength, Mendoza rolled onto the top of the cliff.

      There lay Elfrida’s avatar, styled like a pudgy Japanese teenager.

      He ran to her, stumbling through the heaps of toasters. “I thought you’d never get around to using the edit function,” he said, instead of any of the romantic things he’d been thinking.

      “Mendoza?” she wrote, in red text.

      He still had his visored helm on. He pushed the visor back.

      She picked herself up, straightened her miniskirt, and threw herself at him. Her arms wrapped insubstantially around his armored bulk. He wished like hell he had sensory feedback in this thing.

      A text from Kiyoshi appeared in his HUD area, spoiling what might otherwise have been a romantic moment. “Jun’s pretty much wrapped this thing up. Those last three hostiles are the MI personalities of the last three vinge-class phavatars. They’re rea. The others were just phaeries. Anyway, Jun is disabling the daemons that the Heidegger program installed in the phavatars. Then he’ll be able to control them himself.”

      Joy filled Mendoza at this news. “Come here,” he told Elfrida. “Look.”

      He drew her to the edge of the scarp.

      The three surviving grunts knelt in a circle with their hands behind their backs. Over their heads, a cloud towered, growing. It was like a hole in the sim, a demented blizzard of zeros and ones, but it had a shape, and it was the shape of a mushroom.

      One of the knights stood looking up at it. He seemed very small, overshadowed by that storm of organized data.

      “That’s Jun,” Mendoza said.

      “Jun Yonezawa?”

      “No other.”

      “What’s he doing? Is it—safe?”

      “No, it’s not safe. But he knows what he’s doing.”

      Hands on hips, Jun stared up at the mushroom cloud. Then he laughed. “Totally cheesy,” he said, and then in a different, harder voice, “Get thee behind me, Satan!”

      All in an instant, the cloud broke up. It fled to the four corners of the sky and disintegrated.

      The three grunts fell on their faces like puppets whose strings had been cut.

      Jun knelt over them. He took his helmet off and made the sign of the cross. Then he straightened the bodies and folded their hands on their chests. He walked back towards the scarp.

      The other knights were standing around the hole that the avatars had dug, rubbing their chins.

      Mendoza nudged Elfrida in the ribs. “Is that where you are?”

      She nodded.

      Jun looked up and waved.

      “There’s a kind of a crevice at the foot of the scarp,” Elfrida said. “I guess whoever dumped those toasters, they collapsed the scarp, so it got covered over. There’s like twenty centimeters of shadow left. That’s where I am. I’m alive. I’m alive. I’m alive.”

      “Stay that way,” Mendoza said. “We’re coming to get you out.”
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* * *

      As soon as the Wakizashi landed on the surface, Jun commanded the three surviving phavatars to break into Elfrida’s hiding-place and rescue her. They carried her to the Superlifter, bundled like a baby in the solar parasol she’d been using for insulation. The temperature on the surface was now 190° and climbing. The phavatars, tough as they were, had begun to break down.

      Jun commanded them to return to the crevice and fetch the object Elfrida had almost died for. It was an insulated hard-shell suitcase. It contained the portable supercomputer that hosted the source code of the Heidegger program, version 2.0.

      The phavatars dropped it in the open. Kiyoshi went out and fragged it with a grenade launcher. He was only outside the ship for twenty seconds, but when he returned, his EVA suit was burnt black all down one side.

      “We’re leaving,” he gasped. “This place is hotter than hell.”
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* * *

      Mendoza cradled Elfrida in his arms as the Wakizashi burnt back into orbit on a ballistic trajectory, sparing them the high gees associated with a vertical launch. You didn’t have to worry about soaking surface facilities with radiation, here.

      Kiyoshi and Jun chattered in Japanese, laughing, in high spirits. The Heidegger program, version 2.0, was now a molten lump of metal. They’d done what they came to do.

      So had Mendoza.

      Nothing had ever felt as good as the weight of Elfrida’s body in his lap. He lowered his head to feel her breath on his face.

      “You came for me,” she croaked.

      He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

      “I thought I was gonna die.”

      Her gray complexion and cracked lips testified to how close she’d come. She’d been stuck in that crevice for about 50 hours, and her EVA suit had not been able to shield her fully from the relentlessly climbing temperature on the surface. The Superlifter’s medibot had diagnosed dehydration and shock, and recommended a sedative. Elfrida had refused.

      “What happened to my suitcase?” she asked in a rasping voice, unlike her own.

      “We fragged it,” Mendoza said.

      “Good.”

      Her eyes closed. Mendoza thought, Maybe she’ll sleep now.

      She had fled onto the dayside with the suitcase to stop the Heidegger program’s phavatars from taking it and escaping off-planet. Vinge-classes … they’re bigger in real life ... Two meters at the shoulder, as strong as backhoes. Before the Superlifter landed, the last three surviving vinge-classes had been trying to break into Elfrida’s shelter to retrieve the suitcase. They’d almost got to her. Almost.

      Mendoza fussily adjusted the drip that was feeding saline fluid into her arm. She winced. “Sorry,” he whispered.

      “Where’s my thing?”

      “What thing?”

      “That.”

      She weakly reached for the thing she had brought on board with her.

      The head of Angelica Lin.

      Elfrida had not been alone on her trek across the dayside. Angelica Lin had gone with her, or chased her, or maybe it had been the other way round. Mendoza suspected he’d never know exactly what had gone down between the two women. He didn’t want to know. It had ended with Lin dead, and her severed head on board the Wakizashi with them.

      Roughly hacked off with a cutter laser, the grisly object had bled all over the cockpit before Kiyoshi caught it and stuffed it into a ziploc. It was now rolling around the floor. Elfrida kept reaching for it, so Mendoza, stifling disgust, grabbed it for her. She tucked it under her arm like a teddy-bear.

      “Her name wasn’t Angelica Lin, actually,” she croaked. “It was Gloria dos Santos. I knew her … before.”

      “Before?”

      “Before she got all that surgery.”

      Kiyoshi, overhearing, cracked up. “That’s one hell of a neck job you gave her. Tak about going under the knife.” After a second, Elfrida started to laugh, too. The two of them hooted until Elfrida began to cough. Mendoza patted her on the back.

      “How’d you get here, anyway?” she said to Kiyoshi. “It’s like you’re my guardian angel or something.”

      “Some angel I’d make,” Kiyoshi said, sobering. “No, the one you should thank is him.” He nodded at Mendoza.

      Elfrida gazed up into Mendoza’s face. The look in her eyes nearly made him bust out bawling. It was what he had hoped and longed to get from her one day. A look of love.

      Because he sucked at romantic moments, he indicated the bagged-up head on Elfrida’s lap. “It’s tragic, isn’t it? I mean, her part in the whole thing … I guess she trusted Derek Lorna, believed they were in it together. And then he betrayed her.”

      “Yeah,” Elfrida said. “But she deserved it. She murdered Charles K. Pope.”

      “Whoa. Why?”

      Kiyoshi said, “To take his place, obviously.”

      “Actually, no,” Elfrida said. “Because she wanted to be with Derek Lorna. She thought they were going to do great things together. So she installed the program he sent her, without even running an anti-virus scan. And that’s not tragic. That’s just stupid.”

      She began to cough. Mendoza patted her back, fed her gatorade from a pouch. The Superlifter docked with the Monster, a violent smooch of metal.

      “Sorry,” Kiyoshi said. “Now, Elfrida, listen, we haven’t got direct docking capability. The Monster’s airlocks are so old, their seals don’t fit modern ones like on a Superlifter’s. So we’re gonna have to spacewalk to the operations module. Think you can manage that?”

      “Sure,” Elfrida said, although she looked grayer than ever. “Floating is easier than walking.” She held the bagged-up head out to Mendoza. “John, could you carry this for me?”

      As they floated across to the operations module, in the shadow of the Monster’s bulk, the eyes of Angelica Lin—no, Gloria dos Santos—reflected the ship’s exterior warning lights, seeming to wink redly at Mendoza.

      Kiyoshi said via suit-to-suit radio, “Make sure you don’t drop that. It’s going to put Derek Lorna in jail.”

      “Huh?” Mendoza said.

      “Duh. Lin, dos Santos, whatever her name really was, she must have had a BCI. It’ll have records of her contacts with Lorna. Hard evidence. That’s what the courts look for.”

      Mendoza looked at the head with a fresh perspective. It struck him as disgusting to steal a dead woman’s memories. He switched channels. “Jun?”

      “Yes?”

      “Is this for real? Are we going to cut her head open and extract her BCI?”

      “Absolutely not,” Jun said. “We’ll have to deliver it intact to the Interplanetary Court of Justice. We obviously can’t take it to Earth. And I wouldn’t want to trust it to a drone delivery service. But I’ll think of something. Anyway, it can go in the freezer for now.”

      “ … OK.”

      “I know what’s on your mind,” Jun said. “They’re dragging us down to their level. But Elfrida almost died for this. We can’t just throw it away because we have high moral principles about not violating the dead.”

      Mendoza helped Elfrida into the airlock. In spite of his queasiness, he admired what she’d done. Of course she hadn’t taken Gloria dos Santos’s head as some kind of grisly souvenir. She had taken it precisely because she knew it contained the evidence that would convict Derek Lorna of genocide.

      A medibot met them on the inside of the airlock. Elfrida gratefully reclined into its embrace. “First time I’ve ever been on your ship,” she croaked to Kiyoshi. “Wow, is this place a mess, or what?”

      She drifted into unconsciousness.

      Mendoza followed the medibot to the Monster’s sickbay and watched it transfer her into a temperature-controlled sleeping-bag, which was secured to the wall amid a platoon of advanced medibots, bioprinters, and scanners, many still adorned with factory inspection seals. None of this fancy equipment would do Elfrida any good. The prescription for shock and dehydration had not changed in centuries: rest, fluids, more rest, and more fluids.

      He kissed her forehead and left her to sleep.
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* * *

      Fr. Lynch caught him outside the sickbay. “Finally, you’re back. Thank God you were able to rescue her.”

      “Father, what do you think about mutilating the head of Angelica Lin, sorry, Gloria dos Santos, to get at her BCI?”

      “From a theological standpoint, it’s wrong to mutilate a corpse. But it’s also true that her BCI is not part of her body, so removing it would not count as mutilation. In fact, some in the Church hold that implants and augments are unnatural to begin with.”

      “Is that why you don’t have a BCI?”

      “No. My own views on that question are not absolutist. I just don’t trust their security. Now, if you’ve got a moment, Mendoza—”

      “But was it wrong to cut her head off in the first place?”

      “Of course it was.”

      “Then Elfrida—”

      “She’s not a Christian, is she? You can’t hold her to the same standards. It wouldn’t be fair.”

      “Actually, she’s been baptized into the Faith,” Mendoza said. “It happened before I met her. I don’t think she took it seriously. It was operationally convenient, or something. But … OK, OK.” He held up his hands in surrender. “Go on, Father. Sorry.”

      “I need your help with something. Now.”

      “What is it?”

      “I need you to break into a corporate database and copy certain relevant portions of their records.”

      “A local database? Everything down there is a smouldering ruin. The Crash Test Dummy fragged all the industrial facilities.”

      “Not quite. It didn’t touch any of the facilities belonging to Wrightstuff, Inc.”
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      In the Wrightstuff, Inc. polar habitat of Mt. Gotham, a man named Doug Wright lay on a stretcher cranked up to a sitting position. He was monitoring multiple screens in a situation room full of holographs that morphed and danced but didn’t really tell you anything you could not get from a written report. It had not been his choice of décor.

      He had hardly slept since disaster struck Mercury. The other Wrightstuff habs at the north and south poles were holding on. Doug had instructed them to send out EVA teams to search for survivors at the factories in the twilight zone, before the terminator advanced far enough to swallow the sites in lethal daylight. The reports from the EVA teams had now started to come in. They made depressing reading, but Doug was forcing himself to peruse every word.

      At least, that was what he’d been doing before the priest called him.

      Doug frowned at the figure projected on the virtual comms screen of his retinal implants. The dog-collar said Roman Catholic. The short-sleeved black shirt and slacks said business. The grim, square-jawed visage said trouble.

      “Do I know you?”

      “No.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I just need a quick word,” the priest said. “It’s about Yoshikawa Spaceport.”

      “The spaceport on the nightside. A few of the Marines made it there. You over there now? Are you hit?”

      “No, the spaceport is undamaged, and that’s what I want to ask you about.”

      Doug jerked his head at the other men in the room. “Doug. Doug. Out. You too, Doug.”

      The priest’s eyes flicked, watching them troop across the background of the comms camera. He did not remark on the fact that they all looked exactly the same, and were all called Doug. But the Doug on the stretcher—Doug #2, to give him his official name—was sensitive about his genetic heritage. He preempted the reaction he expected by saying, “Yes, we’re clones. You wanna make something of it?”

      The priest swallowed visibly. A muted reaction, considering.

      “I’m guessing you’re from the New Holy Roman Empire,” Doug pressed.

      “The NHRE! Throw a stone in Rome and you’ll hit a spy.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      “I’m a Jesuit. I work with some people you know nothing about, and it’ll stay that way.”

      “OK. So what’s this about?””

      “You’re injured,” the priest said. “What happened to you?”

      Doug saw no point in not telling him. The whole solar system was going to find out, anyway. “I just killed the president of this company. Got shot by one of his bodyguards.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Yeah. Now, if you’ve got some more bad news, I’d like to hear it.”

      “Why did you kill the president, if I may ask?”

      Doug shrugged, which sent a twinge through his bandaged torso. The answer was, he’d learnt that President Doug was the one who’d brought disaster to Mercury. Him and some mysterious lady called Lorna, whoever she was, had unleashed the Heidegger program—the freaking Heidegger program—on this planet, so that President Doug could look like a hero for stopping it. Then a grateful solar system would have allowed him to declare independence. That had been the theory, anyway.

      Doug unconsciously sneered at the memory. Asshole had wanted a historic victory.

      And now Doug #2 had a historic catastrophe on his hands.

      He had taken the priest’s call because he hoped the priest was calling from the New Holy Roman Empire. Doug was already talking to his own contacts in the NHRE, hoping to enlist their support at the UN when the blowback hit. He had thought this priest might be a back-channel diplomat. But the signal delay said he wasn’t on Earth. He was much closer.

      “I’m not telling you anything until you tell me why you want to know,” Doug said.

      “All right. Yoshikawa Spaceport. There’s a kind of bunker here. A rock-shielded facility, camouflaged by regolith. What’s in it?”

      “Where are you?” Doug said.

      “Will you answer the bloody question?”

      “If you can see that bunker, I’m guessing you’re in orbit. You’d better watch your back. Whoever whacked the Crash Test Dummy, they’re still out there.”

      The priest laughed. “That was us.”

      Tension drained from Doug’s body. Maybe the priest was a friend. But he remained wary enough to say, “And who are you, again?”

      “Never mind that. The point is, you owe us.”

      “I guess I do.”

      “So tell me about that camouflaged bunker at Yoshikawa Spaceport.”

      A ping flashed up in Doug’s HUD area. One of his EVA teams had just reported that the GESiemens consumer electronics factory looked to be only superficially damaged. It was still moving, crawling away from the oncoming terminator. ~Survivors? Doug subvocalized.

      “Doug,” said the priest. “I know you’re having a tough day. And I’ve no wish to make your life any harder. But I need this information. Perhaps this’ll convince you that I mean it.”

      All the holographic displays around Doug vanished. The bare walls of the situation room were exposed—for an instant. Then the lights went off. With a gentle whine, all the systems in the room powered down.

      In the silence, Doug heard the thunk-thunk of deadbolts shooting home, locking the pressure doors. The room suddenly felt cramped, airless.

      He heard his brothers whaling on the doors. The muffled thuds might as well have been klicks away. The situation room was nuke-proof, blast-proof. And it should have been hack-proof, too.

      “That IV line going into your arm,” the priest said quietly, “is delivering a low-dose cocktail of painkillers. Now look.” The dosometer display ticked up from 25 mcg/hour to 35. “It wouldn’t take very much more to kill you.”

      “H-h-how are you doing this?”

      “Suffice it to say I’ve an associate with expertise in this area. Truthfully, we were planning to just lift the information we need from your corporate records. But there’s nothing there about this bunker, or any expenditures associated with it.”

      Doug nodded jerkily. “The customer insisted on total information security. KIIYH.”

      “KIIYH? That’s a new one on me.”

      “Keep It In Your Head.” Doug touched the bristles above his left ear, where his BCI snuggled inside his skull.

      “I see. Well, I don’t believe you know what this is all about. I’m not the one to judge your actions, anyway. But I will have to insist that you give me what information you’ve got.”

      Doug raised one hand and gazed at the IV line taped to its back, the pink tinge of his own genetically tailored blood backing up in the tube. He had almost died today. Hundreds of purebloods had been brutally slaughtered. Mercury had suffered a blow that would set the planet’s development back a generation. Though he disavowed President Doug’s filthy tricks, he was instinctually averse to giving up any more of the competitive edge that Wrightstuff, Inc. would need to get back on its feet.

      He suspected the priest did come from the New Holy Roman Empire, though the man denied it. The NHRE were interested in the same thing everyone else was. The same thing that President Doug had killed, lied, and ultimately died for. Mercury’s untapped stocks of helium-3.

      And now they wanted a piece of the Hope business, too?

      Fine. Let them have it.

      At the end of the day, Doug might be a clone, but his mind was his own, and he chose not to follow in President Doug’s footsteps by gambling with his people’s lives.

      “All right. The bunker at Yoshikawa Spaceport is ours, as you guessed. We have a joint venture with GESiemens, building medium-haul shuttles, and the customer is looking to scale up in the near future. The bunker’s a final assembly facility. It’s right next to the spaceport, so we can do test launches using the runway there.” He shrugged. “Here’s the project file.” He sent it from his BCI’s memory crystal to the priest’s ID.

      “Got that, thanks. And the customer that ordered these shuttles?”

      “Hope Space Industries, on Luna.”

      “I had a feeling it might be.”

      The doors unlocked. Doug’s brothers piled into the room. The lights came back on. The priest was gone.
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      “That didn’t go too badly,” Mendoza said. “Jeez, though, Father. You can be intimidating. If I was that guy, I would have been shitting myself.”

      Fr. Lynch flicked at his tablet, skimming the file that Doug Wright—or rather, one of Doug Wright’s surviving clones—had sent him.

      “He really believed we were screwing with his medibot. It never occurred to him that we might just be hacking the display,” Mendoza recalled. “That says something about him, that he would believe that of a priest.”

      It also said something about Mendoza, that he had helped Fr. Lynch with the deception. He wasn’t sure he liked what it said. But he accepted that he would have to be harder in future.

      If nothing else, he didn’t want to lose the tenuous respect he had won from Kiyoshi Yonezawa.

      Kiyoshi had been listening in on their conversation, and now he drifted towards Fr. Lynch to get a look at his tablet. The Jesuit tossed it to him. “There’s nothing there. It’s all price negotiations and corporate doublespeak.”

      “What’s this? An email thread discussing ship specs?”

      “Yes, but they don’t say what the final specs were, much less whether they achieved them in production. I’d like to call back, but I’m fairly sure this is all your man had.”

      Fr. Lynch faced Kiyoshi across the bridge.

      “We’ll have to land at Yoshikawa and take a look for ourselves.”

      “I have a question,” Mendoza said. “Are we assuming these shuttles are connected with Lorna’s scheme? Are they for use against the PLAN?”

      “I’d be very surprised if they were not,” Fr. Lynch answered. “All the same players are involved.”

      “Then it was true.” Every last word.

      “That we don’t know. And we never will, unless we land at Yoshikawa and find out.”

      Kiyoshi floated gracefully over to the fridge. He took out one of his pastries and bit into it. “No can do, Father. The Wakizashi is practically out of propellant. The Monster’s got none to spare, either.”

      “According to these documents, Mercury has untapped stocks of helium-3,” Fr. Lynch said.

      “That’s nice to know.”

      “And the Monster’s new drive runs on He3, does it not?”

      “I can’t put rocks in the tank,” Kiyoshi spluttered. “Anyway, we’re OK for fuel pellets. The issue is propellant. You do know the difference, Father? Propellant is what you throw out the back of the ship, to make it go. Fuel is what you put in the reactor, to heat up the propellant. Our old engine was a D-D fusion drive. This one uses He3 and D. Propellant’s the same: liquid hydrogen. And that’s what we’re short of. We had enough for one trip down to the surface. We used that up, rescuing Mendoza’s girlfriend.” He gave Mendoza a slight smile, indicating that he didn’t blame him for that.

      Elfrida was still out cold in sickbay. Mendoza felt responsible for getting her home safely. He also felt responsible for safeguarding the evidence in Gloria dos Santos’s head. “I don’t get why we need to land,” he said, taking Kiyoshi’s side. “Can’t we find out about the ships some other way?”

      Fr. Lynch ignored him. “There’ll be fuel at the spaceport, Yonezawa!”

      “Propellant. There are also people there. Civilian staffers and a bunch of Marines, according to their Mayday broadcasts.”

      “They’ll be glad to see us—”

      “They’ll be glad to see my ship!” Kiyoshi took another bite of his pastry. Indistinctly, he said, “They want off this planet. If I was them, I’d try to commandeer the Monster, so I have to assume that’s a possibility. And I am not getting into a fight with Star Force, Father!”

      Fr. Lynch blew out air noisily. He raised his gaze to the ceiling. “Jun? Jun, are you there?”

      “I’ll be with you in a minute,” Jun’s disembodied voice said.

      “Don’t bother, bro,” Kiyoshi said. “I’ve calculated this thing to the nearest cubic milliliter. Do you know how much delta-V it takes to escape the sun’s gravity well? A shit-ton. And—huh?”

      Kiyoshi broke off, staring at someone behind Mendoza. Mendoza spun. A tall, grey-haired man with bloodshot eyes drifted past him, onto the bridge.

      Mendoza gasped. Blinked his contacts off. The man was still there. Was real, not a phantom.

      “Aaargh!” Kiyoshi said.

      “You’re talking about Doug Wright’s JV with GESiemens, aren’t you?” the elderly man said. “I can tell you whatever you need to know about that. It seems wrong to speak this way of the dead, but Mr. Bankasuprapa—the regional manager of GESiemens—had a taste for bourbon, and was lonely. We often used to talk.”

      Jun’s projection came through the door. He looked tired, but was smiling. “This is Kip Rensselaer, the regional CEO of Danggood Universal. He and his staff escaped the destruction of their factory. I picked them up with the Wetblanket system while you guys were putting the frighteners on the clones.”

      “I didn’t even notice,” Kiyoshi said crossly.

      “Nice to meet you, sir,” Rensselaer said.

      “Um, yeah. Welcome aboard.”

      A little girl with a bruised face floated onto the bridge. Her huge eyes took in everything. Rensselaer pulled her protectively against his side.

      “All the rest of the staff are in sickbay,” Jun said. “Their lifeboat was a cargo container full of bicycles.”

      “Air-conditioners,” Rensselaer said.

      Fr. Lynch smiled at the man. “That’ll be a story to tell your grandchildren. Do you mean it?” His deep-set eyes burnt with a strange hunger. “Can you tell us about the ships they were building in that bunker, about their prototype launches?”

      “Yes,” Rensselaer said. “It was an interesting but risky concept. The ships were to enter service as Earth-Belt shuttles. However, to improve fuel efficiency and achieve faster transit times, they were going to utilize gravitational assists from Mars. As I said: a risky strategy. I can’t imagine who they thought would fly in them.”
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      The Monster coasted back towards Midway. Long before they got there, Kiyoshi received the ping he was expecting. He had combed his hair and put on a clean shirt in readiness.

      A woman floated on the comms screen. Her black tunic looked like a uniform, but lacked any identifying features. “We will have to request that you submit to a full systems scan before approaching Midway,” she said. “Don’t think that you can put this off. No facility in the solar system will allow you to dock until we’ve confirmed that your ship is not infected by the Heidegger program, or any variant of it.”

      Kiyoshi nodded understandingly. He wasn’t troubled by the demand. He’d have been more worried if the ISA were not lying in wait to intercept anything coming from Mercury.

      “I can’t allow you to scan my ship’s systems.” He forestalled the ISA agent’s ire with a winning smile. “I’d appreciate it if you would get in touch with Colonel Oleg Threadley? He knows the guy I work for.”

      The boss-man’s clout had got him out of trouble with the ISA once before. He was counting on it to do the trick again.

      “There is no Colonel Oleg Threadley working for us,” the ISA agent said.

      “I’m sure that’s not his real name.”

      “I’ll have to speak to my manager. Do not approach any closer to Midway.” The woman’s image froze on the screen.

      “What am I supposed to do, stop? Spaceships don’t work like that,” Kiyoshi grumbled. He glanced at his RDF (Radio Direction Finder) plot. A complement to radar and LiDAR, RDF allowed you to get a rough idea of who was talking to who. Midway winked on the screen, its firehose of Earth-directed radio traffic swinging around as it orbited the LaGrange point. Other, fast-moving dots were Star Force ships screaming sunwards, on their way to relieve the survivors on Mercury … or to sit on the colonists’ brave rebellion … take your pick from the various arguments fermenting on the internet.

      “If this doesn’t work, we could just about make it to Tiangong Erhao,” Kiyoshi mused aloud.

      Tiangong Erhao was the Chinese space station located at the L5 Earth-Moon Lagrange point, trailing Luna in its orbit. The Chinese were not known for welcoming wayfarers, but they wouldn’t turn away a ship carrying refugees from Mercury. They’d be hungry for reliable information about what had happened out there. On the other hand; well. They were Chinese.

      Jun, in the astrogator’s couch, groaned. “I don’t want to be grilled about 20th-century Japanese war crimes. They always bring that stuff up.”

      Kiyoshi nodded. Remembering the Heidegger program, version 2.0’s scenario for rekindling World War III, he understood Jun’s reluctance.

      He chain-vaped his cigarette, waiting for the ISA agent to get back to him. He ignored the pointed way Jun’s projection waved at the vapor floating across the bridge. He was tired. And even if they were allowed to dock at Midway, the tricky bit was still to come.

      The ISA agent on the screen came alive again. “All right,” she said brusquely. “You’re cleared to dock. Be good, or we’ll rescind your clearance.” The screen went blank.

      Kiyoshi thumbed the tannoy. “You can come back now!” He had asked all the passengers to leave the bridge while he spoke with the ISA. Couldn’t have disabled the bridge cameras; that would have looked suspicious. He wanted the ISA to think for as long as possible that he’d returned alone from Mercury.

      He especially hadn’t wanted them to see Elfrida Goto.

      She returned to the bridge, together with John Mendoza, Father Tom, and all the refugees from Danggood Universal.

      “We’re cleared to dock,” Kiyoshi told them.

      They cheered.

      Kiyoshi joked, “Now, all we’ve got to worry about is getting arrested for grand theft spacecraft.”

      Let them think that was the worst that could possibly lie ahead. He caught Elfrida Goto’s eye. She knew better.
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* * *

      “So, you’re back,” said Paul Ralley, the Chief Philosophical Officer of the Rocking Horse.

      In person, Ralley was an imposing presence. Mounted on a mobility throne that put his eyes on a level with Kiyoshi’s, he was almost as wide around—a quality he seemed to be proud of, given that he had sheathed his globular physique in a map of planet Earth. From a distance he’d resembled a little blue planet gliding through the docking bay, drawing admirers into his orbit.

      Kiyoshi had ordered his passengers to stay inside the Wakizashi, and gone down the steps to confront Ralley on the skirt of their parking space.

      “I thought I told you to bugger off,” Ralley said. “That docking bay’s still closed for repairs.”

      “I apologize for that, sir, and I’m willing to pay damages.”

      “We take station security very seriously, Mr. Yonezawa. But—“

      “I appreciate that, and I hope we can settle this amicably. As I said, I’m happy to compensate—”

      “—I didn’t haul my mass down here for a few K in damages.” Shrewd eyes glittered in Ralley’s moon-like face. “I’m curious.”

      “I’d be happy to answer any questions you have, sir.” Kiyoshi patted the place where his moustache had been. Behind his hand, he subvocalized to Mendoza: ~Go.

      “I have many questions. Why was a tramp hauler out of the Belt the only ship to go to Mercury’s aid, while everyone else did the deep-space equivalent of shuffling their feet and clearing their throats? Why did Star Force, aware that one of its own Heavycruisers had been hijacked by an obscene entity dedicated to humanity’s extermination, improvise various delaying tactics until the coast was clear? Why was the ISA, the ISA, not permitted to send ships to Mercury? Why were the defenceless colonists on the planet allowed to take the brunt of this tragedy?”

      As Ralley spoke, his audience nodded along, and applauded his line about Star Force.

      “And what was that abominable piece of software? Some are saying it was the Heidegger program.”

      “It was a new version of the Heidegger program,” Kiyoshi said. “Version 2.0. But that’s a bit of a mouthful, so we’re just calling it Gonzo. Anyway, we slagged it.”

      “How can you be sure of that?”

      “I can show you the scorch marks on my EVA suit.”

      “Why?” asked Ralley. “Why would such an abomination have been brought into the world? Was it an accident—or a deliberate act of evil?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t answer that question.”

      “My questions tend to be unanswerable, Mr. Yonezawa. That’s why they call me the Chief Philosophical Officer.” Ralley clapped his fleshy hands. “In recognition of your courage, I’d like to offer you free parking for a month and a 50% off coupon for consumables.”

      Kiyoshi let his Japanese childhood training take over: he bowed from the shoulders and uttered flowery phrases of gratitude. The onlookers clapped, and then oooohh!ed. Slewing his gaze around, Kiyoshi saw little Miranda peeping out of the Superlifter’s airlock. The eight-year-old’s face was still bruised from her trip into space atop a shipment of Danggood Universal air-conditioners. She had, however, bounced back from the traumatic experience, and had brightened up their trip with her innocent high spirits. Now she saw all the people staring at her; she saw the 2-square-kilometer open space of the docking bay. “Is this Earth?” she asked.

      Amid indulgent laughter, Miranda’s mother came out of the Superlifter, followed by the rest of the Danggood Universal survivors. Amateur vidders and news feed stringers surrounded them. Kip Rensselaer took questions.

      No one noticed two more people emerging from the Superlifter: Elfrida Goto and John Mendoza.

      Elfrida carried a rucksack.

      They walked briskly away into the docking bay.

      Kiyoshi exhaled. But it wasn’t time to relax yet. In her rucksack, Elfrida had the head of Gloria dos Santos. They needed to get it to safety. And they needed to move fast, before the Monster’s arrival at Midway was noticed by anyone else who might take an interest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      Mendoza had downloaded a map of the Rocking Horse to his contacts. He’d planned the route they would take, and wasn’t veering one millimeter off it. This space station was well known to be as seedy as hell. The hustlers working the docking bay gave the place the vibe of a street market. Fortunes were changing hands under cover of half-off deals on fresh flowers and Meal Wizard kits.

      He guided Elfrida to a moving walkway that curved up the wall of the docking bay. They cut through the travellers’ camp known as N-Space, where various marketers accosted them. Mendoza ignored them, pulling Elfrida onto the up escalator. They rose into a region of dusty streets between buildings anchored in the sky.

      Streets, buildings, sky; corridors, units, ceiling, would have been more apt, but the scale of the Rocking Horse evoked the outdoors. People sat around the produce stalls and tea carts on the corners. Mendoza could barely understand their pidgin-English. Children bounded past like rabbits. The gravity was noticeably less here, closer to the Rocking Horse’s center of mass.

      “We’re never going to find it.” Elfrida said. She clutched her rucksack strap in a white-knuckled grip.

      “We’re going the right way,” Mendoza assured her. “See the map? It’s right over here.”

      “That looks like it’s kilometers away.”

      “Yeah, well. It’s a big space station.”
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* * *

      Kiyoshi sat on the Wakizashi’s steps, watching the crowds. He was waiting for Mendoza and Elfrida to come back. He was waiting for Brainrape to show up and accuse him of ship theft. He was waiting for God to tell him that it was OK, no one could hold out forever, he deserved something to take the edge off his nerves.

      When this is all over, said a small voice. He did not think it was God’s.

      A wedge of security phavatars trudged towards the ship. Their 2.5-meter bodies were painted high-gloss UN blue. Their headparts looked like the heads of beetles. As they moved through the parking bay, hustlers, panhandlers, and trekkies melted out of their way. Trays of dubious mineral supplements and knock-off software disappeared from sight.

      Kiyoshi took a long draw on his cigarette.

      As he expected, the phavatars stopped at the foot of the Superlifter’s steps. “Are you the owner of this vessel?” said their leader in a buzzy synthetic voice.

      “Depends who you ask.”

      The phavatars regarded him blankly. Kiyoshi figured they were being operated in real time by minimum-wage local hires.

      “We need to inspect this vessel for contraband,” said Phavatar #1.

      “I’ve been cleared by the ISA,” Kiyoshi said. “If that’s not good enough for you, take it up with them.”

      More blank stares. Just because there were humans operating these things, didn’t mean they were intelligent.

      “Not that kind of contraband. Like, coffee. Spirits. Cheese. Meat.”

      “My last stop was Mercury.”

      “Are you refusing to cooperate?”

      Suddenly, the phavatars were pointing PEPguns at him. Well, not exactly at him. But definitely in his direction.

      PEPguns were not lethal, but delivered plasma pulses so intense that victims famously wished they were dead. There had to be humans operating the phavatars. The Midway authorities wouldn’t let a bunch of unsupervised MIs loose with PEPguns. Would they?

      “OK,” Kiyoshi said, raising his hands a few centimeters. “Do what you have to do.”

      He remotely unlocked the cargo hold. Three of the phavatars went around to inspect it. He stood inside the airlock to let the other two phavatars into the cockpit.

      “Did you clean out the fridge?” said Jun, from the Monster’s parking orbit. He could see what was happening via the Superlifter’s internal and external cameras.

      ~Yup. There’s nothing for them to find. At worst, they’ll confiscate my stash of coffee beans.

      The two phavatars poked around the cockpit. Presently one of them opened the mini-fridge.

      Kiyoshi felt a spike of anxiety. But over the phavatar’s shoulder, he could see that the fridge was empty. Sparkling clean. The only thing anyone might remark on was that the screen in its door had been disabled.

      The phavatar closed it without comment.
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* * *

      At the same time, seated in his garden in Shackleton City, Derek Lorna watched a 3D representation of the Wakizashi’s cockpit take shape. The false-colored image on his screen was not what the phavatars saw. In addition to the visible spectrum, ultraviolet and infrared added a wealth of information.

      Mostly, they added the information that the Superlifter’s owner never threw anything away and was allergic to doing laundry.

      Dog, what a slob.

      Lorna pinched the bridge of his nose. Breathed in the subtle scents of grass and sun(lamp)-warmed leaves. He looked up at the canopy of bamboo above his head, but he did not see it. He saw the collapse of everything he’d worked for, paid for, gambled his career to achieve. He saw humanity itself sinking in a welter of radioactive flames.

      One last chance to stave off defeat.

      One last gamble.

      A phavatar opened the mini-fridge beside the pilot’s couch. Its interior rapidly filled in on the screen.

      The fridge might have looked clean to Kiyoshi, but ultraviolet inspection revealed smears of organic matter in the cracks at the sides of the shelves.

      Lorna sent the spectrographic results for analysis. Might as well cover all the bases.

      Moments later, he tensed.

      Natto.

      Nutriblocks.

      Generic starch molecules.

      Blood.

      Reconfirm analysis.

      Blood.

      Lorna leaned forward and spoke into a separate, dedicated comms unit.

      5.5 seconds later, on the Rocking Horse, in the long-term storage facility where you could rent trunk rooms by the month, year, or decade, a hatch slid open, and something climbed out.
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* * *

      “Your ship appears to be free of contraband,” Phavatar #1 buzzed.

      Kiyoshi nodded and smiled. Get gone. Once they were out of the way, he was going to leave the ship for a while, take a stroll around the market. See what guys had to sell.

      “Thank you for your—”

      The phavatar broke off. It stood immobile for a long moment. Then it pointed its PEPgun at his face. So did its colleague.

      “You are under arrest,” it buzzed.

      “Oh, hell, no. You didn’t find anything! There wasn’t anything to find!”

      “I can smell coffee,” said Phavatar #1. The other one nudged it. “Ahem. Anyway, like I said, you’re under arrest.” It gestured at the airlock with its PEPgun. “Move it.”

      But Kiyoshi had been scrutinizing the phavatars. He’d noticed that their UN-blue paint jobs were a bit … streaky. Hadn’t thought much of it, until Phavatar #1 had said …

      “Sub-geminoid phavatars can’t smell,” Jun said, voicing Kiyoshi’s own thoughts. “Also, they aren’t moving right. They’re too clumsy, even for low-end bots.”

      ~My thoughts exactly.

      As Phavatar #1 gestured with its PEPgun, Kiyoshi body-slammed it. In this gravity, his mass actually made a difference. The phavatar dropped its PEPgun—confirming that it lacked a machine’s flawless reflexes. Kiyoshi dived for the weapon, grabbed it, and staggered upright. The phavatar bellyflopped into the space where he’d been a second ago, and banged its face on the sushi machine. “Ow,” it yelled.

      Kiyoshi planted one foot on its back. He pointed the PEPgun at the other phavatar. Slowly, it raised its hands.

      “Drop the gun. Kick it over here.”

      The other three phavatars piled into the airlock. Kiyoshi grabbed #2’s PEPgun. Now he had two. He pointed one at #2 and one at the rest of the gang. “Who are you working for? Don’t tell me the blue berets. The UN peacekeepers’ standards of professionalism may be low, but they don’t actually fake ship inspections, or try to arrest people on false pretexts.”

      Phavatar #1 stirred under his foot. Kiyoshi stomped on its back.

      “Ow! You win! Just let me turn over, OK?”

      Kiyoshi raised his foot enough for the phavatar to roll onto its back.

      “This was a stupid idea to begin with,” it said in its synthetic voice. Then a square of its torso hinged away. Out peered the face of a man with an orange goatee and bad acne.

      Kiyoshi laughed aloud, he couldn’t help himself.

      “Don’t shoot, OK?” The man spoke in a normal human voice. “I’m coming out.”

      The lower half of the fake phavatar’s torso concertinaed open. The man wriggled out. It took him quite some time to free his legs from the legs of his costume.

      “So,” Kiyoshi said, “I’m repeating myself, but who do you work for?”

      “It was just a job,” said Orange Goatee. He sat down on the hollow shell of his phavatar costume. “I don’t know, OK? We answered an ad on Talent.cloud. The customer chose to be anonymous. You can’t hurt us. We didn’t hurt you.”

      Kiyoshi already guessed who the customer was. Derek Lorna, or someone else associated with the Mercury rebellion. But he needed to know more. He needed to know if worse was to come.

      By now, the other impersonators had opened the hatches of their costumes. Kiyoshi looked at the one who seemed least scared. “Where’d you get the costumes?”

      “We already had them. We fabbed them for Richard III.”

      “Richard who?”

      “A play,” the woman said contemptuously. “Shakespeare. It was a modern production. Got great reviews.”

      “But you can’t live on reviews,” said Orange Goatee, his voice shakier than ever. “So I’m like, well, I know this is prostituting my gift. I mean, pretending to be a security phavatar, it’s not exactly Hamlet, is it? But you can’t argue with S2K each for a couple of hours’ work.”

      “Not that we’ll ever see the money now,” another of the actors added bitterly.

      Kiyoshi juggled the PEPguns he had collected. He wondered what to do with them. Not wanting to take his eyes off the actors for too long, he squatted and shovelled the weapons into the mini-fridge. As he did so, a few specks of silver glitter floated out. Probably paint that had flaked off the actors’ costumes.

      “The guns are real,” he said. “Where’d you get those?”

      Orange Goatee turned wet eyes to him. “Man, you’re new on station, huh? This is Midway. You can buy anything here.”

      Kiyoshi nodded. “And if you’d successfully arrested me?”

      “That’s where improv skills come into play, man. We got an update to the job just now. Like just now. They said, change of plan, we want to talk to him, so come up with some ploy to get him out of the ship and escort him to long-term storage.”

      “Long-term storage! Where’s that?”

      “Underneath the East Side.”
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* * *

      “You know, I wonder if any of these people have ever been to the real East Side,” Elfrida said.

      Mendoza did not like the look of ‘these people’ at all. He and Elfrida were sharing the street with cyborgs, metal-eyed, their hands augmented with precision machine tool attachments. Some wore hazmat suits, which was not reassuring. Big-headed children perched on the edges of roofs like pigeons.

      The East Side, the Rocking Horse’s other ‘rocker,’ had an uncompleted feel to it. Big-box fabberies dominated. Street names seemed to be arbitrary. Painted on the sides of the buildings, they were hard to distinguish from the abundant graffiti. Which was how Mendoza had gotten them lost.

      He hadn’t yet told Elfrida about that. He was going to get them un-lost before she guessed.

      They’d elected not to connect their contacts to the Midway network, so they couldn’t be easily tracked. But that meant Mendoza had to rely on his eyes and his sense of direction. Another ironic reminder of how much he’d depended on his BCI.

      “What was that?” he said.

      Elfrida raised her voice over the tumult from the factory they were passing. “I was just thinking, the West Side? The East Side? They’re riffing off the names of New York neighborhoods, so I was wondering if any of them have ever been there, to see what a real city looks like. Or maybe it’s an aspirational thing. Oh, just ignore me. I get silly when I’m tired.”

      “Let me carry that.”

      “I’m OK, really.” She half-turned her body, putting the rucksack out of his reach.

      “Let’s take a taxi,” he said.

      She smiled wanly. “When was the last time you saw one?”

      The West Side had been full of yellow pedicabs. But they’d refrained from hailing one, for fear that it would somehow make them visible to the network. Mendoza now realized that Elfrida was right—he hadn’t seen a single taxi since they rode the Nodetrak to the East Side.

      We should have hailed one when we had a chance. She can’t walk much further.

      “So what’s the real New York like?” he said.

      “Oh. Watery.”

      “I’ve never been there, either. Tell you what: when this is all over, and we’re back on Earth, let’s go to New York for the weekend or something. I think we both deserve a vacation.”

      She felt for his hand, squeezed it. “That would be awesome.”

      Mondeleez. Yakult. Cisco.

      At the sight of that last one, Mendoza realized the ‘street signs’ were no such thing. They were just the names of companies.

      Fluorescent ring-lights dotted the roof. There was no sun-tube to navigate by. Nothing to do except walk in a straight line until they bumped into the wall.

      “John?”

      “Hmm?”

      “We’re not lost or anything, are we?”

      “Lost? Oh, no. Absolutely not.”
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* * *

      Kiyoshi ran. Half a gravity! He felt heavy, slow, and his knees twinged like he was eighty. But he ran through the parking lot, through the market, and lunged up a few steps of the climbway before halting, gasping for breath.

      He should have made Mendoza and Elfrida connect to the network. That had been a misplaced precaution. Now Lorna was going to find them anyway, and Kiyoshi couldn’t even warn them.

      “I’m looking at the central surveillance vid cache right now,” Jun said. He sounded faint and far away, or maybe that was the blood singing in Kiyoshi’s ears.

      ~Was it easy to get in?

      “Medium-hard.”

      That did not reassure Kiyoshi. He figured Derek Lorna was bound to have access to the Rocking Horse’ surveillance cameras. Or another troupe of actors dressed up as security phavatars. Or both. Or worse.

      ~Can you see Elfrida and Mendoza?

      “I’m going to run a facial recognition search. It might take a few minutes. I’ve got to be careful I don’t get red-flagged.”

      Kiyoshi said nothing. There was nothing to say that wouldn’t rub it in: Jun was doing something illegal, crossing one of the lines he’d said he would never cross. Breaking into someone else’s system, stealing proprietary data. Kiyoshi thought, One step closer to robbing banks.

      The climbway topped out. Kiyoshi panted through N-Space, his face so dour that the sales force left him alone. Up again. This escalator was shorter, rising through a tangle of water mains and power lines. Stepping into the false sunlight of a local day, he reached for his sunglasses, but he’d left them on the Superlifter.

      “OK, I’ve got Mendoza looking up at a camera on the Nodetrak, 41 minutes ago. Here he is again, 37 minutes ago. Sending you the coordinates.”

      ~Elfrida?

      ~Look: that’s her, beside Mendoza. I’m just not getting any hits because she’s not looking up at the cameras.

      In the screen grab Jun sent him, Elfrida had the hood of her sweatshirt pulled all the way forward, her head lowered.

      ~Someone must have taught her the basics of evading surveillance, Kiyoshi subvocalized, amused.

      “Her mother, I think.”

      Kiyoshi shambled into the Nodetrak station. The Nodetrak sounded like it should have been a spiffy commuter rail network, and maybe that had been the plan, but only a short section of line existed, bridging the gap between the Rocking Horse’s “rockers.” The single-carriage train had a transparent floor. Kiyoshi peered down at an intestinal tangle of coolant pipes. It was hot in the carriage, a miasma of body odor sticking his shirt to his back. He thought about the fearsome problem of heat in space. Not enough and you froze, but then you had to get rid of it, because heat built up like a toxin in steel bubbles insulated by the vacuum.

      He thought about the specs of those medium-haul shuttles they’d been building on Mercury.

      He thought about the Ghost.

      And then there was no more time for amateur scientific musings, because the Nodetrak had docked on the East Side, and he was off, jogging.

      ~Where are they now?

      “Coverage is spotty over here. Got a couple of hits, 10 and 6 minutes ago. Looks like they’re going round in circles.”

      ~Great.

      “Hang on.” Jun’s voice was a sharp tack in Kiyoshi’s eardrum, and then he went silent.

      Kiyoshi walked, jogged, walked past factories that made everything from crackers to O-rings. The place had an Earthish vibe, he thought, but he was wrong about that. No one manufactured anything on Earth anymore. The movies Kiyoshi had seen were misleading.

      He brushed his fingers across the small of his back, where he’d stashed a couple of the phavatar impersonators’ PEPguns.

      Jun said, “You’d better look at this.”
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* * *

      Contrary to Kiyoshi’s fears, Derek Lorna had no access to the Rocking Horse’s surveillance system. He was no hacker. Buying access was his way, and he had never bothered to cultivate any friends in that deep-space ghetto.

      But now it didn’t matter.

      Sitting cross-legged in his back garden, he wore a headset and gloves, as if he were immersed in some game. His hands fluttered. But these gloves provided no sensory feedback. They were purely for transmitting command gestures.

      Through the wonky grid of the Rocking Horse’s East Side, an invisible swirl of dust dispersed on a non-existent wind. It re-coalesced on a street called (on the map) Neil Armstrong Boulevard. It settled to ground level, dogging the footsteps of a husky Filipino and his companion, a woman carrying a rucksack.

      They would not have noticed the trace of dust at their heels, even if they hadn’t been busy arguing.

      “Gotcha,” Derek Lorna whispered, a tortured smile forming on his lips.
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* * *

      “I think we ought to stop and ask directions,” Elfrida said.

      “I know where I’m going,” Mendoza said. They’d found the sidewall of the East Side and were now walking parallel to it. Keep on in a straight line and they’d have to get somewhere.

      “Yeah, but what if …”

      “We’re almost there, I promise.”

      She drank from a pouch of fruit juice, keeping her head lowered, always lowered. She must be so tired. He hated himself for putting her through this.

      “Maybe we don’t even have the right address,” she said.

      “It’s on the map.”

      “I mean, this is an industrial zone.” She spoke the last words as if they meant gates of hell, reflecting the sensibilities of Europe. In the Philippines, there were still some factories. But Mendoza wasn’t loving these noxious chemical odors and bursts of noise, either. Every bang made him jump. Elfrida persisted, “All the official stuff is back on the West Side. What if we’re in the completely wrong place?”

      “The map—”

      “Oh, screw the map! I want to ask directions.”

      “There’s no one to ask them from.”

      There were cyborgs passing, but not even Elfrida had the guts to stop one of them. She turned and strode towards the factory they were passing. A mural on the wall depicted a dead pig hanging by its rear trotters. Vents exuded a smell of burnt fat.

      “No! Elfrida!” Mendoza ran after her.

      She rapped on the door.
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* * *

      “Shit,” Kiyoshi said. He started to run faster. The screen grab Jun had just sent him floated in the corner of his eye.

      It depicted a man running down a corridor. Derek Lorna.

      ~Where is he now?

      “He came out of something called LT Compartment 938B. Long-term storage. Looks like a lot of people actually live down there. It’s in the same place as N-Space, on the East Side. But don’t bother going after him. He’s coming up.”

      “He’s coming for Elfrida.”

      “That’s a safe assumption.”

      Kiyoshi jogged, ran, jogged. Jun knew better than to say anything about being careful, the kind of thing their mother used to say. Kiyoshi blew past small factories, dirty little one-printer-and-a-bag-of-splart operations. Dinged-up scavenger bots collected scurf and sipped effluent from dripping pipes. People stared at him. What was there to run for on the Rocking Horse? He could only be running from something.

      “Got him in real time.” Jun sounded excited. “Can you see the Kozmic Blue Jeans factory?”

      ~Yuh—hnnh, hnnh—yup.

      “Right, then straight. See him?”

      The screen in the corner of Kiyoshi’s eye changed to a live feed. Derek Lorna strolled beneath a static surveillance camera. He wasn’t hurrying anymore. He was being careful not to attract attention.

      ~Doesn’t even look like he’s carrying. But Kiyoshi figured he’d have some small but nasty weapon concealed under his loose, Luna-style shirt.

      Rounding the corner of the Kozmic Blue Jeans factory, Kiyoshi wrenched his two PEPguns out of his waistband, and checked that the pulse intensity was set to “Make ‘Em Wish They Were Dead.”
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* * *

      “This is yummo,” Elfrida said, beaming at the owner of If Wurst Comes to Wurst.

      The factory where they’d asked directions turned out to be a charcuterie. The owner-operator, a friendly, obese woman in an oil-splotched coverall, had not only told them exactly how to reach their destination, but offered them samples of her sausages. Chewing, Elfrida enthused, “I’m half- Austrian, so I’ve spent lots of time in Vienna, you know? The world capital of sausages? And this is easily as good as anything I’ve had there.”

      The woman flushed in pleasure. “Can I put that in a customer testimonial?”

      Mendoza yanked on Elfrida’s sleeve.

      “It’s really only OK-ish,” Elfrida confessed as they walked on. “But I didn’t want to be rude.”

      “I, for one, don’t want to know what they put in sausages on a space station 1.5 million klicks from the nearest pig farm.”

      “Nutriblocks,” Elfrida said, but she dropped the end of her sausage on the street. A scavenger bot immediately scuttled over and grabbed it. “Anyway, you have to admit the lady didn’t seem like a spy for Derek Lorna. Or Hope Energy. Or whoever else is supposedly after us. And she did know where the Don Bosco building is.”

      “Sigh. Yes, Elfrida. You were right. I was wrong.”

      Mendoza meant the apology sincerely. He meant it as an apology for doing this the hard way, all because his recent experience of pursuit had conditioned him to see Derek Lorna’s spies behind every closed door. He had been overly cautious, and he was sorry for that. But his apology came out as a churlish grunt.

      Elfrida giggled. She reached for his hand and swung it to and fro. “You’re such a guy,” she said.

      Distracted by the warm pressure of her fingers, Mendoza did not think to look over his shoulder as they walked.
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* * *

      Kiyoshi ran down a long, crowded street. As he ran, he enabled the zoom function of his retinal implants.

      He saw Elfrida and Mendoza first.They had no idea how much danger they were in. They were walking hand in hand. Elfrida still had her rucksack.

      Derek Lorna was about twenty meters behind them, quickstepping, catching up.

      Kiyoshi halted, gasping for breath. He raised his right-hand PEPgun and lined up the crosshairs. He fired.

      The invisible energy pulse leapt across the distance between them. Contacting Lorna’s back, it produced a small cloud of exploding plasma. This created a pressure wave that knocked Lorna flat. It also knocked over a couple of passing cyborgs. Each assumed the other had sucker-punched him. They leapt to their feet, roaring in outrage, and swung at each other with augmented fists.

      Elfrida and Mendoza glanced back at the fistfight and hurried on faster. A delivery truck backed out of a factory loading bay and hid them from view.

      Snickering to himself, Kiyoshi sauntered up the street. The brawling cyborgs paid no attention to him, or to the frail human form sprawled nearby.

      Which now stirred. Sat up. Rubbed its head.

      Kiyoshi’s jaw dropped.

      ‘Make ‘Em Wish They Were Dead’ was obviously false advertising. Or maybe some black marketeer had sold the actors piece-of-shit guns.

      “Hey,” Kiyoshi said.

      Lorna twisted around. When he saw Kiyoshi, he smiled.

      Kiyoshi drew his second PEPgun and fired, point blank, at the middle of Lorna’s shirt.

      Quicker than a cockroach, Lorna ducked, wriggling away on his elbows, legs undulating, in a motion more insect-like than human.

      The PEPgun’s pulse missed Lorna. It hit the cyborgs and knocked both of them down again. They howled.

      Lorna had not let out a sound when he was hit.

      Nor did he now.

      With that shit-eating grin still plastered on his face, he bent slightly towards Kiyoshi from the shoulders, as if he were Japanese, bowing a greeting. The top of his head hinged back and up popped a stubby little gun.

      Kiyoshi threw himself flat.

      A lethal electrolaser bolt seared over his head, close enough that he could smell the dust in the air burning. He rolled, fired blindly. Another bolt scorched the ground. Goddammit goddammit. He had both PEPguns in his hands, fingers spasming on both triggers at once. He somersaulted upright and saw Lorna—scratch that, the phavatar masquerading as Lorna—tumbling head over heels. The bot might not feel pain but it could still get knocked over by a pressure wave.

      He reeled after it. The cyborgs got there first. One of them sat on the phavatar’s legs, the other on its back.

      Its head rotated 180 degrees. It was still grinning. Its skull-mounted electrolaser spat lightning at the ceiling. The closest UV ring went out, plunging the street into twilight.

      “Rip its fucking head off,” Kiyoshi roared.

      “Right,” said one of the cyborgs. He fastened his fists, which were actually four-pronged grabbers, onto the Lorna-bot’s jaw and left shoulder.

      The bot spoke, indistinctly: “Don’t be fucking stupid. We can work together.”

      “That’s what they all say,” Kiyoshi muttered. A wave of dizziness hit him. He knew what was going on: his blood pressure was too low for this gravity, and the exertion had drawn oxygen away from his brain. He leaned against a pillar and bent double to get the blood flowing back to his head.

      The pillar was one of those that held up the roof. It was a solid thing in a hab full of flimsy prefab structures.

      Which was why Kiyoshi survived the blast that obliterated the Lorna-bot, killed both cyborgs instantly, and blew a hole in the floor so big that a nanocarbon tube factory fell into the long-term storage area.
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* * *

      Mendoza and Elfrida heard the blast. But they were several streets away by then, and it didn’t sound all that different from the backdrop of industrial noise.

      They had reached their destination.

      The Don Bosco building proved to be a factory, externally similar to its neighbors. But this factory was neither a cave full of welding sparks, nor a hole in the wall where one person watched over a 3D printer. Mendoza and Elfrida followed the receptionist across a production floor crammed with workbenches. Teenagers crowded the benches, handcrafting religious objects: Buddha statues, Shiva wall hangings, Mormon tabernacles, Stars of David, rosaries, Muslim prayer rugs, crucifixes, and other doodads. The teens chattered and laughed as they worked.

      “It gets them off the streets,” said Angelo Ekumbe, consul of the New Holy Roman Empire. “We can’t pay them as much as we’d like to, but there will always be a market for religious merchandise.”

      Mendoza found his serene confidence soothing.

      The consul escorted them into an office full of boxed-up religious merchandise waiting to be shipped. Behind his desk hung the flag of the NHRE. The consul took off his baseball cap and put on the violet biretta of a papal nuncio. “Now, what can I do for you?”

      Mendoza sat down. Elfrida did not. She fumbled with the zip of her rucksack and took out a large, heavy object in a ziploc bag. They’d packed the rucksack full of freezegel sachets, but these had mostly defrosted by now, and Mendoza detected a faint, awful smell.

      The consul recoiled. He reached under his desk.

      Mendoza lunged, trapped the man’s hand before it could reach the hidden panic button.

      “Please let me explain,” Elfrida said. Her voice was steady. “Yes, it’s a human head. I’ve brought it here because of what’s inside it: a BCI containing incriminating evidence against the director of one of Luna’s best-respected research institutes. This will prove that Derek Lorna, of the Leadership in Robotics Institute, intentionally released a version of the Heidegger program on Mercury, to commit mass murder.”

      The consul found his voice. “Why … here? Why not take this … evidence … to the peacekeepers?”

      “Well,” Elfrida said, “it was my mother’s idea. She works for the NHRE, in an unofficial capacity. Her name’s Ingrid Haller. She asked some people at the Vatican what we should do. And they told her to tell me to bring it to you, that you’d get it where it needs to go.”

      The consul nodded slowly. “Praise be to the Lord Jesus Christ,” he said, “for his mercy is infinite.”
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* * *

      Kiyoshi picked up the pieces.

      He found one head, two feet, one grabber, four steel-reinforced ulnas and wrist joints which had survived the explosion intact, and a lot of less easily identifiable bits.

      In a space station, as on a spaceship, an explosion was a code-red emergency. Within a minute and a half, a wave of repair bots arrived. They boiled out of the hole in the floor and began to sort through the debris.

      Soon after that, two vans full of peacekeepers screamed up to secure the area.

      Kiyoshi pointed out the bits he’d collected. “These are the casualties. You can run DNA tests, notify their families.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Tell them it wasn’t an accident. Those guys died in a war.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Forget it.” Kiyoshi walked away. The peacekeepers let him go; they were busy arresting the trunk-room dwellers below for living in a non-designated area.
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* * *

      Mendoza and Elfrida went out to dinner with the NHRE consul. They ate vat-raised shrimp and hydroponic kale and quinoa salad. They drank white wine. The consul proposed a toast to “Peace and justice,” which both of them enthusiastically seconded. Afterwards, they wandered through the West Side, stopping now and again to kiss.

      Mendoza was not sure why Elfrida had changed her mind about him. Was she just grateful to him for saving her life? It seemed like more than that. It felt real. But he wasn’t about to spoil it by questioning her feelings.
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* * *

      “Well, that went OK, except for those guys getting blown up,” Kiyoshi said. He was speaking aloud rather than subvocalizing, but who cared? No one understood Japanese, anyway. “Funny. It was like a battle of the phavatars. He had a selfie. You had me … What a dumbshit to use a selfie, though. If he’d just used a maintenance bot or something, we wouldn’t have spotted him.”

      “It was probably all he had,” Jun said, his voice almost drowned out by the noise of the Nodetrak.

      “It was vanity,” Kiyoshi said with the severity of an inquisitor. “Sheer vanity. Jesus, the auto-destruct thing, too.” He smiled, and had to force himself to stop smiling, because people were looking at him oddly.

      By the time he got back to the parking bay, the blues had set in. He booked a departure time, and then had to cancel and rebook because Elfrida and Mendoza weren’t back yet. He sat on the steps of the Superlifter, same as before. Strummed idly on the strings of his new guitar. He’d bought it on a whim, walking back through the market, thinking of Brainrape. At least they hadn’t shown up yet. The guitar was an acoustic whose warm sound got lost in the ambient noise.

      “You keep buying stuff,” Jun said.

      Kiyoshi thought, It was either this or something else, but he didn’t say that. He said, “If Elfrida and Mendoza don’t show in the next half-hour, I’m leaving them.”

      “We should probably leave them anyway.”

      Kiyoshi raised his eyebrows; he hadn’t expected that. “The boss-man wants to talk to them.”

      “I don’t think we should drag them into this.”

      “They’re already in it,” Kiyoshi said, noticing to his irritation that he was now arguing against himself. He also noticed that Jun sounded strangely remote. He had been quieter than normal since Lorna’s phavatar self-destructed. He’d seen it all through the surveillance cameras. Maybe even he had been shocked to learn what they were dealing with. It was one thing to know that Derek Lorna would not scruple to kill innocent bystanders. It was another thing to see it for yourself.

      Well, Lorna would soon be explaining his crimes to the International Court of Justice. Mendoza had called to say they had succeeded. He and Elfrida were probably out celebrating.

      They wobbled up at last, drunk and giggly. Elfrida vanished into the cockpit, to pee, she said. Mendoza sat down beside Kiyoshi on the steps. “Sorry we took so long getting back.”

      “No problem.”

      “We went out to eat with the papal nuncio. He’s a stand-up guy.” Without asking, Mendoza picked up Kiyoshi’s cigarette, which was lying on the steps, and took a drag. He coughed. “WTF is in this?”

      “Bit of THC, some nicotine, herbal flavorings, and a dash of vitamin K.”

      “Dude, are you a junkie or something? Ha, ha. I’m just kidding. But seriously, what’s up with the pastries?”

      Kiyoshi moved the box of donuts he had also bought in the market to his other side, out of Mendoza’s line of sight. Carefully keeping details to a minimum, he relayed the boss-man’s invitation.

      Mendoza’s dark eyes grew huge. “Out to the Belt?”

      “Yes. I can’t tell you where at this time. You’ll understand that.”

      Mendoza hesitated. Then he shook his head. “I can’t. I have to go home and see my mother.”

      Kiyoshi smiled: it was touching that the guy cared about his mother. But Mendoza misinterpreted his expression. He seemed to think Kiyoshi was laughing at him.

      “I’m all she’s got, man. My sister was killed by the freaking PLAN. Ten years ago. It just about killed Mom. too.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. And I understand. Of course you should go home. You’re Earthborn, after all.”

      Elfrida stumbled out of the airlock. Her eyes were swollen, her nose pink. Mendoza, drunk, did not notice; he put his arm around her and grinned goofily. But Kiyoshi saw how subdued she was. He subvocalized: ~Did you say something to her?

      Jun’s voice, when at last it came, sounded exhausted. “She asked to come with us.”

      ~Oh. So I guess she’s crying because she’ll be separated from Mendoza?

      “No. She’s crying because I said no.”

      ~Why? The boss-man …

      “Think about what she’s been through. She needs to go home and recuperate. They both do. They’re gutsy kids, but our universe is no place for them.”

      ~Agreed, Kiyoshi subvocalized.

      It should have been liberating to know he wouldn’t be encumbered with extra passengers. But in fact, he felt kind of sad.
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      Mendoza went home.

      His mother welcomed him joyfully. She made fried steak, kakanin butsi, pinoy-style spicy pork, and all the unhealthy desserts he’d loved as a boy. He went with her to Mass and answered people’s questions as politely as he could.

      It was mid-summer; the temperature in Manila was stifling. People dashed from air-conditioned house to air-conditioned car to air-conditioned church to air-conditioned shopping center. Mendoza tried sitting out in his mother’s pocket-sized garden, but the heat drove him indoors. He locked himself in the bathroom to talk to Elfrida.

      His mother wanted to know what he had to be so secretive about. When he explained about Elfrida, she burst into tears. Did he think Elfrida was The One? Would they live in Manila? She could evict her subletters to make room for them. John and Elfrida wouldn’t be going back into space, surely, after all they’d been through?

      Mendoza forestalled his mother before she actually began to plan the wedding. It was all up in the air, he said.

      In fact, Elfrida had seemed worryingly distant ever since they got back to Earth. The Interplanetary Court of Justice had placed her under supervision as a key witness in the case against Derek Lorna. And she was having mother issues, too.

      Mendoza lay under the air-conditioner’s tepid breeze, while his mother prayed her three daily rosaries, with the television going, and the subletters yukking it up on the other side of a thin wall. He thought: I had more privacy when I was living on the moon.
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* * *

      “So,” Kiyoshi concluded, “we’re coming home.”

      He leaned back on the comms couch and bit into one of the donuts he’d bought on the Rocking Horse. Powdered sugar coated his lips.

      Twenty-three and a half minutes later, the comms screen burst into light. The silhouette of a shaggy-bearded man said, “No, you’re not.”

      “What?” Kiyoshi squawked.

      427,000,000 kilometers away, the boss-man continued, “I don’t care about Mendoza and Goto. I mean, they want to turn down the opportunity of a lifetime, fuck ‘em.”

      The boss-man did not know that Jun had put Elfrida off out of concern for her spiritual health. Kiyoshi had not told him. He was protecting Jun, as he had all his life.

      “But it’s insane to come back all that way with an empty ship. That old truck of yours has plenty of room for cargo. And now you have a decent drive, right? So I want you to pick up some stuff on Midway or wherever. Pharmaceuticals, memory crystals. Basic materials: printer liquid, biostrate, liquid nitrogen. Elements: bromine, phosphorus—we’re having soil issues again. Splart, we always need splart. I’m attaching a shopping list.”

      Kiyoshi groaned. He couldn’t go back to Midway! Maybe I’ll make that visit to Tiangong Erhao. Or buy the stuff online and get it delivered. Dronazon ships to deep space, don’t they?

      “Also, you may have to pick up another passenger. Unclear on that as yet. Awaiting developments.”

      Sparkles caught Kiyoshi’s eye. Must be sugar that had come off his donut.

      “So get that shopping out of the way, and enjoy the view of Earth, the home of mankind.” The boss-man chuckled cynically. He knew perfectly well that to Kiyoshi, Earth was the planet that had forced his people into exile for practising their faith. “I’ll keep you posted on the passenger issue.”

      Kiyoshi transmitted an acknowledgement. He did not ask how he was meant to pay for all that shopping. He knew the boss-man would tell him to put it on credit and he’d pay him back. Eventually. Probably.

      He floated up, scowling, from the comms couch, and returned to his own nest in the middle of the bridge.

      The Monster was quiet now. Their only remaining passenger was Father Tom, who kept to himself.

      Jun had been keeping to himself, too.

      Kiyoshi put on a headset, mask, and gloves. His body stayed on the bridge of the Monster, but his consciousness walked the corridors of the St. Francis, a turn-of-the-century Japanese colony ship.

      Kiyoshi had built this sim during his solo hauler days, as a hobby: the spaceship he’d always wanted, replete with virtual weaponry and gadgets. Jun had transformed it into a monastic labyrinth encrusted with crucifixes, statuary, and candles. Kiyoshi worshipped the Holy Wounds of Christ himself, and wore a crucifix, but this was a bit much for him. Images of the Passion, rendered in a vivid style reminiscent of Japanese woodblock art, stalked him through the ship.

      At least Jun had not messed with the observation deck.

      This (completely unrealistic, in terms of spaceship design) feature offered a panoramic view, stitched together from the Monster’s optical sensor feeds, of the volume in which they now drifted.

      One million kilometers from Earth, humanity’s home planet was a blue dot. Kiyoshi held up his thumb. It covered Earth. He felt a pang of unexpected compassion. Earth was so fragile. And yet if the home planet were ever to fall, humanity in space wouldn’t last long.

      He heard a small sound.

      Jun sat at the far end of the convex window, his back curled against the glass.

      “Hey,” Kiyoshi said, starting towards him.

      At that moment he felt a tap on his shoulder. That had been a real-life sensation.

      Another tap, more like a whack.

      Fuming, he pulled off his headset. The dimness of the St. Francis gave way to the bright lights of the bridge. Father Tom floated over him, poised to whack him again.

      “What?”

      “You’re not doing anything crucial at the moment, are you?”

      “If I was, you’d already have messed it up, Father.”

      “Good, because there’s something I want to show you.”

      “Let’s get Jun.”

      “I already showed him; he didn’t seem interested.”

      “Then it probably isn’t important.”

      “All the same, I’d like you to see for yourself.”

      Begrudgingly, Kiyoshi followed the Jesuit down to the materials lab. The last time this antique equipment had been used, it had been to analyze the regolith of 11073 Galapagos to determine whether the asteroid was suitable for human colonization. Now Father Tom had fired up the scanning electron microscope and the atomic absorption spectrometer. He pointed to the SEM’s 3D imaging screen. “What do you think that is?”

      “Looks like an insect.”

      Some kind of fly. No legs. You got funny mutations in artifical environments. Its wings moved feebly. Kiyoshi recoiled. “Is it dead?”

      “No. It’s immersed in … saliva, actually.”

      “Saliva?”

      “Mine, boy. Nothing else to use for a medium.”

      “You didn’t find it on board, did you? More insects is all I need. We’ve already got ants. I tried to introduce spiders to keep them down, but they couldn’t handle zero-gee. Webs looked like nebulas.”

      “It’s not an insect,” Father Tom said.

      “What, then?”

      “How big do you think it is?” The Jesuit covered the measurement readout with his hand.

      “I don’t know, a few millimeters long?”

      “Ten microns long. The structures you see are on the nanoscale.”

      “Shit!”

      “Yes.” The Jesuit’s face hardened. “We were looking for the Mars probes. We’ve found them.”

      “Where?”

      “In your pocket.”

      “Eh?”

      “The pocket of your black leather trousers. It’s a good thing you never do laundry. It must have sneaked into your pocket while we were on the Rocking Horse. I extracted it with a magnet.”

      “What was it doing on the Rocking Horse?”

      “Spying, I expect. There are probably more of them on board, watching us right now.”

      “Fuck!”

      “Yes, boy.”

      “What are their capabilities?”

      “I haven’t entirely figured that out yet, but …” The Jesuit moved over to the atomic absorption spectrometer. “They’re peculiar things. Half biological, half electronic. Basically, they’re bacteria with transmitters.”

      “Oh, come on.”

      “No, it’s true. This little fellow is emitting a signal at 512 MHz. That’s how I found him. He’s not saying much, to be sure. Only what kind of light he’s absorbing. But that’s useful data. Put a lot of them together, and you could use them as a camera.”

      “And there are more of them on board?”

      “There are bound to be. Bacteria don’t travel singly.”

      “Then we have to exterminate them. Do you have any idea how to do that?”

      “I do, actually …”

      Kiyoshi nodded along, but he wasn’t really listening. He was subvocalizing. ~Jun? JUN!

      “What?” Jun’s voice boomed into the lab, curt.

      Kiyoshi responded out loud, too. “If you’ve been paying attention, we’re infested with nanoscale bugs. Anything to contribute?”

      “Just leave it,” Jun said. “The boss wanted samples of the Mars probes, didn’t he? Well, now we’ve got them. As for spying on us, what are they going to see? An indie hauler picking up cargo. And who’s going to see it? 512 MHz is an ultra-longwave frequency. You would need a carrier signal. There aren’t any relays out here. And if that doesn’t reassure you, Derek Lorna is bound to be arrested in the next couple of days. His associates will be lying low. They’re probably not even monitoring the probes anymore.” With this, a click signalled that Jun had left the conversation.

      Not entirely reassured, Kiyoshi scowled at the blob struggling on the SEM’s imaging screen. “That’s really a bacteria?”

      “Yes. Gengineered to accumulate metal in its cellular tissue. That’s how it builds its antennae. There must be other modifications, too, but I can’t tell what, with just the one to examine. Their swarming behavior would be the key to understanding their functionality.” Father Tom smiled grimly at the screen. “Look at that, he’s taking in nutrients. He must like the taste of my spit.”

      “How does a bacteria survive on Mars? Looks like it’s got wings. Could it fly?”

      “Those structures are actually flagella. Bacteria move toward nutrient sources by rotating or twiddling their flagella, in a motion that’s called chemotaxis. Technically, they’re so tiny that it would not be flying. More like swimming in the air. But yes, they would have decent mobility in an atmosphere, given low gravity. The Martian atmosphere is only 1.8% as dense as Earth’s—it’s a thin haze of 95% carbon dioxide—but that would be enough.”

      “I’m assuming they couldn’t get to Mars without help.”

      “Right. You’d need a delivery system.”

      “A delivery system that could bypass the PLAN’s planetary defenses …”Kiyoshi made the connection. “The shuttles that Wrightstuff, Inc. was building for Hope Space Industries. With their fancy new-materials shielding. Those were the delivery system!”

      “Yes, boy, it’s all coming clear now, isn’t it?”

      “All to get a few pictures! And it didn’t work. They never got closer than 10,000 klicks out.”

      “As far as we know. The best data we have is what Mendoza stole from the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, and that was a couple of months old.”

      “Yeah, but look at where the inner planets are right now. The last Mercury-Mars launch window was three months ago. But Yoshikawa Spaceport was on the dayside of Mercury then. So Mendoza’s data has to be from the most recent launch.”

      “You’re assuming that Mercury was the launch site. It may not have been.”

      Kiyoshi floated, hands in his pockets. He wasn’t sure what to think of all this, but he knew one thing. Regardless of Jun’s equanimity, he was not going to let these nano-bastards have the run of his ship.

      “You were saying it should be easy to exterminate the rest of them? Well, let’s do it.”
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* * *

      ~Jun? JUN! Where’s the fungicide?

      “The stuff you’d use for hydroponic cultivation,” Father Tom said. “To sterilize your growing medium before mixing in the beneficial microbes.”

      “I know, I know. Space Gardener’s Friend. We’ve got some, but I can never find anything in this ship.”

      “Would Jun know where it is?”

      “I’m asking him.” ~Jun!

      No answer.

      “Well, I was going to reboot our hydroponic garden, but I never got around to it. All the stuff is still in the cargo module. That’s probably where it is. Come on.”

      “I’ll stay here. I’ve got a call to make.”

      Kiyoshi assumed that Father Tom was going to call the boss-man and tell him about their discovery. He got into his EVA suit and spacewalked. This was the only way to get into the cargo module, since it had long since been depressurized. They’d gutted the keel transit tube and turned it into the barrel of the Monster’s coilgun. Using his suit’s mobility pack, he flew into the cargo module’s airlock—it was big enough to hold a small spaceship.

      To his astonishment, the airlock started its pressurization cycle.

      “… Jun?”

      Kiyoshi floated out of the airlock into mellow light, which was coming from the bottom of a sphere 120 meters in diameter. He no longer recognized the cargo module. The interior decks had been ripped out. Stanchions projected from the wall where they used to be. Planks and splinters littered the … air? Yes, air. His suit told him that it was thin, with a high concentration of CO2, but breathable.

      The light came from a net full of newly fabbed glowstrips at the aft pole of the sphere. A printer spat out more of them. Other machines Kiyoshi vaguely remembered were churning out grey stuff like cement.

      “Jun? What are you doing?”

      Jun’s projection appeared, standing on the spine of the ship, which would be the sphere’s axis of rotation, if it were rotating.

      “I’m building a garden. You never got around to it, so I figured I would just do it myself. I’ll spin the module up to 0.2 gees when I’m ready to sow. Plants do better with gravity.”

      “Why? It’s not like we have a food problem anymore. It’s just me and Father Tom. And an unknown number of nanobugs. I was looking for the Space Gardener’s Friend, to kill them with.”

      “It’s over there,” Jun said. “But I was going to use it.”

      “Tough. I need it.”

      Kiyoshi flew over to the webbing tethered near the machines. It held dusty sacks of potting soil, hydroponic solution, and fungicide. He took out his laser cutter and sliced the net. He was angry and, yes, worried enough not to care about damaging stuff.

      “I guess you’re going to put it in the air,” Jun said. “That’d work. But those bugs aren’t dangerous.”

      “Father Tom is concerned.”

      “Yes, but we know what that’s about.”

      Kiyoshi grimaced. Gave a minimal nod. “All the same,” he said, “I don’t like not knowing what’s happening aboard my own ship.”

      Jun did not react to this jab. “If you’re going shopping, maybe you could buy me some more Space Gardener’s Friend. Nitrogen pellets, too. Seeds. I’m thinking of mostly leafy vegetables to start with. Tubers later. Maybe even a tree or two.”

      Kiyoshi hefted a jug of Space Gardener’s Friend in either elbow. What was the point of Jun’s efforts? The cargo module was never going to be a garden. “Is something wrong, Jun?”

      “Oh, just leave me alone.”

      “Right.” Kiyoshi headed for the airlock.

      ”It’s only a freaking garden!” Jun shouted behind him.

      Kiyoshi kicked off from the wall and floated back. Jun’s projection hung in the air, muddy-booted, scowling. “If there’s something you want to talk about, I’m listening,” Kiyoshi said.

      “No. I don’t need to talk. That’s exactly what I don’t need to do. I need to pray. Spend some time in contemplation. Gardening is a form of contemplation. That’s all.”

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “Mad at you! You’ve done everything for me! You gave me this ship, my memories, my computing resources! You gave me the Faith, my salvation! And what do I do? I turn around and—and—”

      “And what?”

      “I use you. I move you around like you were some kind of bot taking orders. It’s wrong.”

      Kiyoshi would have laughed in relief, if Jun hadn’t obviously been serious. “That’s what this is about? What I said back on the Rocking Horse, about me being your phavatar? It was a stupid comment, Jun. It was meaningless.”

      “It wasn’t meaningless.”

      “Of course I’m not your phavatar. I’m human, I’ve got free will!”

      Jun scowled.

      “You can’t even guess what I’m going to do next. Your behavioral modeling sucks. Remember?”

      “Yes but, yes but,” Jun muttered, scowling even more ferociously. He was so serious, so intense. Had been ever since he was a small boy.

      “Yes but what?” Kiyoshi teased.

      “I’m afraid I might hurt you.”

      Kiyoshi paused. The bristles on the back of his neck rose. “Is there a risk of that?”

      “You only saw a fraction of it. I destroyed the universe. Waded through blood. Slaughtered army after army of secondary personalities. I killed every American movie star of the 20th and 21st centuries. I blew up stars. Detonated miniature black holes in the cores of inhabited planets. I’m capable of pretty much anything, as it turns out.”

      Kiyoshi realized Jun was talking about his battle with Gonzo, the Heidegger progam v. 2.0. He spoke as if it had been a real war, not a virtual one. Of course, for Jun, it had been real.

      And now he was coping with a real case of PTSD.

      “Let’s pray together,” he said. “Like we did after 4 Vesta.”

      “That’d be great. But it’s not that. It’s the Ghost. It’s everything. I was going to tell you soon, actually .... I’m going to take a break. Spend some time in silent prayer, like we used to do in the Order. I need to discern … to listen … to figure out what God wants me to do.”

      After a heartbeat’s silence, Kiyoshi said. “Sure. That sounds like a good idea. I get it now. You need to do something life-affirming. Go for it. Just don’t use too much water, OK? Heh heh.”

      He was babbling. Diving towards the airlock. He was frightened of his own brother, and when he realized that, he braked in the air.

      “I just thought of something. Have you talked to Father Tom? He might be able to help.”

      “Sure. I’ve discussed it with him. He agrees that it’s a good idea. He also said it would be nice to have fresh vegetables.”

      “… Oh.” I am going to have a word with that cussed Jesuit. “Yeah, but Jun? Father Tom’s not a trekkie. It might not have occurred to him. If you’re not around, who’s going to fly the ship?”

      “Oh, that,” Jun said, as if it were a minor detail. “Most of the brothers are going to join me …”

      So that’s where they were.

      “ … but Studd didn’t feel ready. So he’s going to stay behind and help you keep everything running smoothly.”

      Kiyoshi heard a cough behind him. The sub-personality known as Ron Studd floated nearby, grinning dorkily and fiddling with the cuffs of a brand-new astrogator’s uniform. Kiyoshi knew that’s what it was because it said ASTROGATOR in flashy red kanji on the breast pocket.

      “Great,” Kiyoshi said. “Yeah. Um. Jun?”

      But Jun had vanished.

      “JUN!”

      “He’s taken a vow of silence,” Studd said. “He’s not talking to you anymore. Can you show me how the astrogation systems work? I’m really looking forward to this!”
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* * *

      “He’s making a mistake,” Kiyoshi said. “He’s trying to go back in time. To un-experience shit. You can’t do that.”

      “Maybe you can do it, if you’re an artificial super-intelligence,” Father Tom said.

      “He’s trying to return in spirit to 11073 Galapagos. To a world that doesn’t exist anymore. He’s running away from reality. That doesn’t work. I should know.”

      “Yes, but maybe we can’t extrapolate from human experience. We’re in uncharted territory with him. We don’t know what he’s capable of, and maybe he doesn’t, either.”

      They were on the bridge, wearing EVA suits, talking via suit-to-suit radio, while the air recirculation system pumped Space Gardener’s Friend through the operations module. Kiyoshi did not care if Jun was listening in on their comms. If Jun objected to what they were saying, let him break his vow of silence and respond.

      “Jun has faith in the Lord,” Father Tom said. “And I have faith in him.”

      Kiyoshi shook his head. “You don’t know him like I do. I’ve known him all my life.”

      Father Tom’s face said that he thought Kiyoshi was deluding himself. Even he did not really believe that Jun was the same person Kiyoshi had always known. Father Tom did not believe that Jun had died on 11073 Galapagos and come back with a spaceship for a body and a computer for a heart.

      Kiyoshi turned away, because the alternative was punching the Jesuit in the faceplate. He flew to the life-support monitoring station at the end of the bridge and checked the atmosphere. It looked like the Space Gardener’s Friend was all scrubbed out. He took off his helmet. “Mmm. I love the smell of fungicide in the morning.” He sighed. “Well, hopefully that took care of the nanobugs. With any luck it’ll have solved our mold problem, too. These wooden walls are fungus factories.”

      Father Tom took off his own helmet and sniffed. “Phew. It’s a shame, in a way, we couldn’t have trapped some of them alive. It’s not every day you get a chance to study Gray Goo in the lab!”

      Then Kiyoshi knew. He rounded on the Jesuit. “It wasn’t the boss-man you called. It was Domenika!”

      “Yes,” Father Tom said. “So what?”

      “So what? So what, I mean …” Kiyoshi felt that he shouldn’t have to explain his outrage. It was outrageous on the face of it.

      Domenika Wacek was a part-time healthcare worker on Ceres who had been receiving visions of Jesus, so she claimed, since 2286. The Vatican had not pronounced either way on the validity of her visions. Most of her prophecies were just paraphrases of Revelations, but they were controversial in Catholic circles because Domenika had a thing about Gray Goo. She went back and forth between prophesying that Gray Goo was going to eat the universe, and that it was only going to eat part of it.

      “Domenika says Gray Goo will destroy Luna,” Father Tom said calmly.

      “Or if it’s Wednesday, she says Gray Goo will destroy everything.”

      “Still, better safe than sorry, would you not agree with that?”

      “Sure. I wanted the damn bugs off my ship. But Gray Goo, Father, you can’t believe … The whole thing is overblown.”

      Gray Goo was the popular term for self-replicating nanobots. These had been illegal, under a suite of laws and regulations known as the Gray Goo Laws, since 2182, when a batch of nanites genetically engineered to feed on sewage had self-reproduced out of all control, forcing the authorities to blow up half of the London sewer system.

      “Those laws exist for a reason,” Father Tom said. “And it’s quite likely that the little guy I found in your pocket violates them.”

      “Yes, the Gray Goo Laws do exist for a reason,” Kiyoshi said cynically. “To give the UN extra leverage over the sheeple, by scaring them with the idea of nanobots eating the universe. Anyway, these bugs weren’t nanobots. They were bacteria, correct?”

      “There’s no fundamental difference between—”

      “But Domenika doesn’t know that. She doesn’t have a clue about nanotechnology. She’s just an old woman who thinks Gray Goo is a bigger threat than cosmic rays, or spaceborn syndrome, or oh, I don’t know, the PLAN!”

      “The Society of Jesus has been very interested in Domenika’s prophecies for a while now.”

      Kiyoshi shook his head. “You aren’t really working for the boss-man at all, are you?”

      “Sure I’m working with him.”

      Kiyoshi’s English was good enough to catch that. “Very Jesuitical, Father. With, not for. You work for your Order.”

      “I should think it’s fairly obvious that as a member of the Society of Jesus, I obey my superiors.”

      “And they ordered you to go to Luna, to track down the Gray Goo.”

      “The boss-man co-sponsored my mission. We agreed that we’d share whatever information I found.”

      Suddenly Kiyoshi felt tired of the argument. “Oh, let’s just agree to disagree. I don’t have the energy for this.” He opened the refrigerator in search of something to drink. The interior was as cold and bright as the sunny side of an asteroid. He knelt, sticking his head into the cool.

      “I’d be happy to go over Domenika’s prophecies with you,” Father Tom said. “You’d be astonished to see how many times she’s been right.”

      “No thanks,” Kiyoshi said, his head resting on a shelf. “I’m going to have my hands full, teaching Jun’s most socially impaired sub-personality how to fly the ship.”
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      That night, Kiyoshi floated at the quartermaster’s workstation in a cold puddle of screen light, searching the internet for deals on splart. Not looking at nitrogen pellets or seeds. If Jun wanted that stuff, let him come out of hiding and buy it himself.

      The news alert he’d set popped.

      Director of Leadership in Robotics Institute Arrested on Fraud Charges.

      “Investigators claim that Derek Lorna supplied defective software upgrades to the United Nations Venus Remediation Program,” a news curator explained. “It’s not clear whether these allegations are related to the recent disaster on Mercury, said to have been caused by a new iteration of the Heidegger program.”

      Kiyoshi hooted gleefully. That was their way of saying the connection had been made. Elfrida’s evidence had got to the right people, and now they were acting on it. Doing their job. It restored your faith in the United Nations.

      “Lorna, 46, a citizen of the Former United Kingdom, denies that LiRI’s software was defective. However, he fled his home on Luna shortly before the allegations were made public. He was tracked down by Interplanetary Court of Justice investigators at the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, a space station orbiting at the L2 Earth-Moon LaGrange point.”

      Kiyoshi leaned back in his couch. “Hey, Father!” he yelled. “Wake up and look at this!”

      He found some jittery helmet-cam footage of the Hope Center for Nanobiotics. Rack-and-stack towers of equipment crowded a large laboratory. Trash floated, proving that the facility was in zero-gee.

      Father Tom floated onto the bridge, yawning. Kiyoshi froze the shot of the lab. “Look at this.”

      “It’s good news, but it could have been better,” the Jesuit said with his customary sunny optimism. “Fraud charges! He’ll be out on bail in five minutes if he’s got a good lawyer.”

      “Yeah, well, forget about Lorna for a minute. What do you think this is?”

      “A laboratory of some kind.”

      “It’s the Hope Center for Nanobiotics. This is where Lorna was captured. It’s not on Luna at all. It’s a space station orbiting at the L2 Earth-Moon LaGrange point!”

      “Oh, facepalm,” Father Tom said, matching the gesture to the word. “That’s why I couldn’t find it. Of course! They were breeding the nanoprobes in deep space and launching them directly from the fab. They know how dangerous they are. They’d have wanted to minimize the risk of them getting loose on Luna.”

      Kiyoshi still didn’t believe the nanoprobes were dangerous, much less that they were Gray Goo. But now he had something else in mind.

      “What do you say, Father? Let’s go have a look.”

      He kicked his feet out of the stirrups and floated towards the captain’s couch.

      “Hey, Studd! Could use some help in here!”

      Father Tom wallowed after him. “Are you high?”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re not seriously thinking about raiding the Hope Center for Nanobiotics?”

      “Not as risky as it sounds. There won’t be anyone there at the moment.”

      “That’s not my point. It would be a criminal act.”

      “Oh, Father,” Kiyoshi sighed.

      “Don’t you bloody Oh Father me. You’re making us as bad as they are. I’ll not be a party to it.”

      The sub-personality Ron Studd materialized on the bridge, glancing nervously from one man to the other.

      “Compute a course to the L2 Earth-Moon LaGrange point,” Kiyoshi instructed him. He turned back to Father Tom. “Anyway, if there’s anyone there, they won’t see us coming. Because we’ve got the Ghost.”

      At least, they would have, if Jun came out of hiding to operate it.

      And he will, Kiyoshi thought confidently. He won’t let us get fragged.
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* * *

      The Monster glided through space, giving Earth and her flocks of satellites and orbitals a wide berth. In comparison to the voids of the outer system, the distances involved were tiny. After half a day, the Monster’s radar locked in on the Hope Center for Nanobiotics.

      The space station did not respond to Kiyoshi’s exploratory pings. He felt fairly sure that the Interplanetary Court of Justice investigators had forced everyone to leave. The question was whether anyone had come back since, to protect what was obviously a big chunk of investment capital.

      The Monster’s radar and LiDAR built up a 3D model of the station. Seven giant propellant tanks, connected like the spokes of a wheel, turned above Kiyoshi’s face, projected by his retinal implants into the middle of the bridge. An eighth cylinder had life-support machinery hanging off it.

      Kiyoshi shared the model with Father Tom. “See? No guns.”

      “What’s that on the hub? It looks like a giant laser.”

      “It’s a laser broom. For sweeping debris out of the station’s orbit. Even if they aimed it at us, we wouldn’t feel it.”

      “And those—are they ships?”

      Four tiny, stubby-winged spacecraft nuzzled the hub, proving the scale of the space station.

      “They’re ships, all right.” Kiyoshi chewed the end of his cigarette. “Normally, I would assume that ships mean people. But I guess they were forced to leave those behind, too.”

      Father Tom compared the radar data with the ship specs he’d put together from Doug Wright’s and Kip Rensselaer’s information. “There’s no question about it. These are the shuttles the Hopes commissioned from Wrightstuff and GESiemens. We’ve hit the jackpot!”

      Kiyoshi generously refrained from reminding the Jesuit that he hadn’t wanted to come. “Yup. And they look small enough to carry. I think I’ll grab one. The boss-man will be interested to have a look at that new-tech shielding.”

      Nothing else orbited the L2 point. It was unstable, compared to the L4 and L5 points in the Earth-Luna system, so anything left here without re-boost capability would eventually drift away. That probably meant there weren’t any passive mines in the volume.

      “We’ll just slide right in and …”

      “There’s another ship approaching,” Ron Studd interrupted, from his seat at the astrogator’s workstation. He looked like he might be half-Japanese … and half-gerbil. He also had an annoyingly high, squeaky voice. “I think it’s a fighter!”

      “Star Force?”

      “No—well—I’m not sure …”

      “Let me see what you’ve got.”

      Studd sent him the approaching ship’s delta-V and some best-guesses about its mass and configuration.

      “It’s moving fast. It might be Star Force. But how would they have known we were coming?” Kiyoshi could answer his own question: Quite easily. Since they weren’t using the Ghost, anyone with eyes on the space station could have observed the Monster’s approach.

      Goddamn Jun. As long as he stayed gone, Kiyoshi couldn’t use the Ghost. What more would it take to bring him out of hiding?

      “I’m going in.” Teeth gritted, Kiyoshi launched the rendezvous sequence.

      With Studd crunching the numbers in real time, the Monster’s auxiliary thruster nozzles belched micro-bursts of plasma. These finessed the ship’s velocity down to double digits per second and simultaneously vectored its thrust. The Monster began to tumble end over end, matching the space station’s pitch and yaw, so the big wheel appeared to stop turning and hang still in Kiyoshi’s optical feed. Only the stars behind it went round and round. Father Tom laced his fingers over his mouth in an attitude of prayer, or perhaps nausea.

      “Incoming!” Studd screamed suddenly.

      “What? Where!?”

      “The unknown ship is shooting at us! Captain, do I have permission to return fire?”

      “No,” Kiyoshi yelled. He shot over to the gunnery workstation and jammed himself into the couch.

      “Please! Please!” Studd’s skinny body writhed with eagerness. Christ, Kiyoshi thought, I can see how you aren’t ready for a life of prayer and contemplation.

      “No! Software doesn’t get to play with guns.” The computer told him that the incoming missile would streak harmlessly past, kilometers away. It had just been a warning shot. “In the Belt, that’s how they say ‘Hi there,” he assured Father Tom.

      “Do you think they’re Belters?”

      “No idea. Their trajectory says they’re coming from Luna.”

      Father Tom’s face said I told you so.

      “I’m sure they won’t actually shoot at us. We’re too close to the space station. They wouldn’t want to hit it.” Sweat prickled Kiyoshi’s scalp. “SHIP COMMAND: Complete rendezvous sequence. Deploy clamps.”

      Thunk. Thunk. The ship shivered from end to end as its clamps glommed onto whatever they could reach—a strut, a truss, the laser broom housing. Now the Monster was tethered to the space station’s hub, hovering above the four little shuttles clamped onto the fueling rail.

      Kiyoshi floated out of his nest, superficially calm. “SHIP COMMAND: Deploy the Wetblanket system.” Drones puttered out of the Monster’s auxiliary launch bay, carrying the Wetblanket, a kilometer-wide nanofiber net. “See, easy. We’ll just wrap one of the shuttles up in the Wetblanket and carry it away.”

      “That ship’s coming closer all the time,” Father Tom said.

      “It won’t get here for another twenty minutes. Anyway, screw them. They’re probably just pirates.” Kiyoshi snorted a laugh. He flew out of the bridge.

      “Where are you going?” Father Tom shouted. Kiyoshi did not answer. The Jesuit caught up with him at the command airlock. “I feel as if I’m beginning to sound like a looped recording,” he said grimly, “but you’re out of your mind.”

      Kiyoshi was climbing into his EVA suit. “Since we’re here, I figure I might as well have a look around.”

      “What for?”

      “You never know, they might have left some nanoprobes behind. Wouldn’t you like to have some more samples of Gray Goo to study, Father?”

      “They say the spaceborn are crazy. Too many cosmic rays to the brain. Now I know it’s true.”

      Kiyoshi hooked another EVA suit out of the locker and floated it at him. “They say the Irish are crazy, too.”

      “Holy Mother Mary, wrap us in the mantle of Thy grace,” the Jesuit muttered, jamming his feet into gecko boots.
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* * *

      Their suits’ integrated mobility packs carried them across the 100-meter gap between the Monster and the space station. LED indicators on the refueling apparatus blinked, guiding them through the darkness. Then they came out of the Monster’s shadow, and Kiyoshi saw Luna, where he had so recently been mooching around the bars, picking up girls and impressing them with lies.

      As big as a grapefruit, Luna’s dark side was sprinkled with the lights of mining operations. A faint halo of Earthshine rimmed it. Luna hid Earth, and Earth hid the sun, leaving this lonely outpost in eternal darkness.

      “The other ship’s almost here,” Studd said in Kiyoshi’s helmet. “Can I please, please shoot it?”

      “No!” Not yet, Kiyoshi mentally amended. “Just keep an eye on it.” He switched channels. “Father, it looks like the drones have gotten hung up on something.” The Wetblanket now covered his chosen shuttle in a bluish haze, but the shuttle hadn’t come off its clamps. “I’m going to check it out. You?”

      “Need you ask?” the Jesuit’s voice came back. His silhouette receded in the direction of the lab module.

      Kiyoshi flew under the netted shuttle. Ablative tiles coated its undercarriage, proving that it was meant to descend into an atmosphere. The stubby wings sent the same message. In fact, it reminded him of the very first spaceplanes developed in the 20th century, with the obvious difference that it utilized electrical propulsion. The drive looked like a VASIMR, an engine type sometimes used for short-haul ships. There was no external sign of the new technologies that Hope Space Industries had developed. It would be interesting to take the little ship apart, anyway.

      He disconnected the fuel line going to the shuttle’s primary tank—that was what the drones had got hung up on. The hose jerked in his glove, and liquid hydrogen gasified into the vacuum before the flow automatically shut off. Then he sliced through the shuttle’s tethers with the cutter laser from his utility belt, leaving the clamps fast to the docking platform, the shuttle floating free.

      The Wetblanket instantly tightened around it, and the drones bore it off in the direction of the Monster.

      A mere 25 meters from nose to tail, the shuttle would fit nicely into the cargo airlock. Let’s see how Jun liked that. Kiyoshi was betting he wouldn’t be able to ignore a spaceplane posted into his cloistered garden.

      “Any updates on that ship?”

      “It’s RV’ing. You should be able to see it for yourself in a minute,” Studd replied glumly.

      A second later, Father Tom said, “I’m in the lab. There’s no one here. If we’ve got time, I’m going to take some pictures.”

      “Go for it. Find any probes?”

      “No; not that I’d be able to see them if I had. They must be in storage somewhere. I’ll find them, this module is not large.”

      “I’ll wait for you out here.”

      Kiyoshi hung out at the airlock of the lab module, watching the other ship maneuver around the far side of the space station. A quarter the size of the Monster, it was all drive. He could see why Studd had mistaken it for a fighter. The payload consisted of a crew cube perched atop a broom-shaped assembly of engine and drive shield. No room in there for cargo, just a handful of people … who didn’t mind travelling at ten gees.

      “It’s a Hyperpony,” Studd said. “Usually employed for fast courier jobs. Can carry a three-man crew, but is often remotely piloted. No armaments. That missile? Must have been a chunk of solid waste pushed along the ship’s own trajectory.” The sub-personality sounded the teensiest bit shamefaced.

      “Now aren’t you glad I didn’t let you shoot it?”

      The Hyperpony swung around its vertical axis. Hot gas boiled out from under its drive shield, prompting Kiyoshi to check his suit telemetry. Lotta rads shooting around. He needed to do a course of stem cell transfusions, anyway, he’d been putting it off.

      Father Tom’s voice burst into his ears. “Holy Christ!”

      “Father?”

      “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, mother of God …”

      Kiyoshi glanced at the Hyperpony. It was busy docking. He slammed a fist on the lab module airlock’s action plate.

      “Access to this facility is denied, by order of the Interplanetary Court of Justice,” chirped an automated warning on the public channel. “L'accès à cette installation …”

      But the ICJ investigators had disabled the security system, which was why Kiyoshi was now standing in the airlock chamber, like Father Tom before him, with nothing more than an automatic cycling mechanism between him and the space station’s secrets. It was almost like the ICJ guys had wanted someone to come along and find whatever they had found, but were not allowed to talk about, because the Hope family were too important to be sucked into the vortex of public condemnation that had swallowed Derek Lorna.

      Kiyoshi floated into a reception area furnished with strap-in armchairs, magnetic coffee tables, and holographic carousels of pamphlets for Hope Energy’s products and services.

      OK.

      A potted cactus bounced across the floor, prey to the Coriolis force that he could feel tugging at his upper body.

      The air might be teeming with gengineered bacteria, for all he knew. He decided not to take his helmet off.

      “Father?”

      He floated over the desk. A hole in the floor, a ladder.

      “Father! Where are you?”

      But the voice that answered him was not Father Tom’s. “Lost your dad, sonny boy?”

      Kiyoshi did not bother to clarify that he had been speaking to a priest. “You one of the shit-throwing cavemen that arrived on that Hyperpony?” He flew down into what seemed to have been an R&D area. Operative phrase, had been. Fancy computers floated through the air with their innards dangling. Desk drawers had been pulled out, lockers sliced open. It surprised him that the ICJ investigators had rolled the place so violently. “Take my advice, don’t come in here.”

      “Not in the habit of taking advice from pirates,” said the voice. Kiyoshi laughed. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing.” He had thought the Hyperpony was a pirate ship. They thought the same of him. “Get gone, asshole. Access to this facility is restricted, by order of the Interplanetary Court of Justice.”

      “Fuck you,” said the voice. “This is our facility.”

      “Yeah? Who’re you?”

      “Hope, dude. Department of Intrepid Exploits.”

      “Is that seriously a thing?”

      “Sure. Note the acronym.”

      D.I.E. “Ah, hah, hah. Still not scared.”

      Another hatch, another ladder. He floated down to the laboratory they’d seen on the news feeds. No sign of Father Tom. He pushed off from the ladder, heading for the partition wall that bisected the lab. The other side of it was the only place left where the Jesuit could be.

      “IP theft is a felony,” the guy from D.I.E. said.

      “So’s Gray Goo. Guess they escorted you out of here in a hurry.”

      “Didn’t even give us time to clear our desks,” the man from D.I.E. acknowledged.

      Kiyoshi pulled himself down to floor level, using the grab handles on the partition wall. He ducked through the door in the partition, into—

      A decontamination corridor. Air-jet and microbead shower nozzles hung above his head, inert. The door he’d just come through should have been pressure-sealed, but wasn’t.

      Movement spun him around.

      At the far end of the corridor, behind the rubber-curtain walls of the microbead shower, floated Father Tom. His helmet was off, which was why Kiyoshi couldn’t hear the words he was mouthing. But he knew what they must be.

      Funeral rites.

      Five bodies floated around the Jesuit in a grotesque waltz.

      Kiyoshi shoved through the plastic curtains. Three male and two female corpses. All spaceborn. Their gear leant towards the black-leather-and-unnecessary-buckles end of things, much like Kiyoshi’s own. The biggest guy had a tattoo of the Crab Nebula on one bare pectoral. One of the women had silver hair, the other blue, and that was about all you could say about their appearance, because their faces exhibited symptoms of severe cyanosis. Their eyes bulged.

      “What happened here?” Kiyoshi said, but Father Tom could not hear him because his helmet was off.

      Kiyoshi gestured: Put your helmet back on!

      In the end he had to shake Father Tom by the arm to get him to break off his prayers. The Jesuit picked up his helmet and spoke into its radio. “Have you no respect for the dead?”

      “Were they all here? Just floating around like this?”

      “No, they were in the clean room, on the other side of this partition. I brought them through—it seemed like the decent thing to do. They must have died in agony. I suppose those bozos from the ICJ used energy weapons on them.”

      “Nope. They got spaced.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “They’re freaking blue. Eyes are bloodshot. Tongues sticking out. Those’re signs of death by asphyxiation. I wonder how it happened, who brought their bodies into the station …” The girl with blue hair drifted lifelessly towards him. He gave her a gentle push. It was just a superficial similarity, but she reminded him of Alicia Petruzzelli, the recycler captain with whom he’d had a very brief thing a while back.

      Studd broke in. “There’s another ship approaching!”

      “Oh, what next?” Kiyoshi said.

      “It’s 12,000 klicks out. Approaching at 100 meters per second.”

      “Barely drifting.”

      “Yes, it’s not under thrust. It appears to be in the same libration orbit as this space station, overhauling us at a steady rate.”

      “Have you tried hailing it?”

      “Yes. Got an automated ID burst from the hub. It says it’s the Knock Knock Who’s There, an independent passenger ferry out of Eros. I can’t get its captain or crew to talk to me.”

      “No, they wouldn’t be talking to you. They’re here.”

      “What?”

      “They’re dead.”

      It didn’t take an AI to work out what must have happened. The crew of the Knock Knock Who’s There must have seen the same news stories Kiyoshi had. They’d realized that the Hope Center for Nanobiotics had been vacated, and had hared out here to grab whatever goodies had been abandoned in the confusion. Maybe the space station had had defenses—the Knock Knock’s crew had taken them out … but then something, or someone, had taken them out.

      Leaving their ship under the control of its hub, in a stationkeeping orbit around the L2 point.

      “Hang on. Did you say the ship was not under thrust?”

      “No plasma emissions,” Studd confirmed.

      Then, not a stationkeeping orbit, anymore.

      Kiyoshi stared at the dead face of the guy with the Crab Nebula tattoo, whom he took to be the Knock Knock’s captain. You dumbass. You were remote-controlling your ship, weren’t you? Didn’t give the hub any autonomy at all—didn’t trust it not to go behind your back, take over your job, steal your manly prerogatives … I know how you felt, my friend.

      So now you’re dead, and your ship’s kidney-beaning it around the L2 point like a big dumb lump of debris.

      “Get ready to launch,” he told Studd. “We’re coming out.”

      “But the guys from Hope …”

      “Screw the guys from Hope. Start the launch sequence.” He hauled Father Tom to his feet.

      “The guys from Hope?” the Jesuit questioned him.

      “Yeah. That’s who was in the Hyperpony. They came to get their stuff.” But if that was why they had come, why send a Hyperpony, which could hardly carry any of this pricey lab equipment?

      Father Tom reached out helplessly towards the drifting bodies. There was no way to lay them out properly. He and Kiyoshi both bowed their heads and crossed themselves.

      “By the way, did you find any probes?” Kiyoshi asked as they crossed the production floor. Thinking: They could be all around us. They could be inside your suit, in your ears, in your afro.

      “No. On the far side of that partition is a clean room, and the equipment in there is definitely intended for nanoscale biological work. You’ve got your bioreactors, your gel baths, DNA sequencers. This is the upstream side, where they’d have cultured proteins to feed the probes. Everything’s here, except the probes themselves.”

      “Maybe the Knock Knock’s crew took them,” Kiyoshi suggested, not believing it. The pirates hadn’t even got around to taking the computers.

      They floated back up to the reception area. “Studd! Keep me updated, would you? Don’t make me bug you for information. What are the Hope guys doing?”

      “They’re trying to launch the shuttles,” said the astrogator. Nervous excitement thrummed in his voice. “They want me to stand off.”

      “You’ve been talking to them?”

      “Um, they kind of think I’m the captain ...”

      This sub-personality needed a refresher course on his job description. It did not include pretending to be the captain. “Don’t do that.”

      “All right,” Studd muttered.

      I can’t believe Jun is sitting this out, Kiyoshi thought. “Do they know we took one of the shuttles?”

      “Um, yes. They want it back.”

      Kiyoshi switched to the public channel. “Hey, D.I.E., do you copy me?”

      “Finally, a goddamn human being. Oh, excuse me. Pirates aren’t human beings. Whether you’re made of flesh or bytes, you’re urine-drinking outer-system scum. Give us our fucking shuttle.”

      “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that insults are a bad way of getting what you want? Money is a much better way. I’ll be happy to return your shuttle for a very reasonable processing fee.”

      Screw taking it home for the boss-man, Kiyoshi decided on the spur of the moment. His Erich-Maria Holdings account was empty. He’d maxed out his credit on propellant, not to mention paying for the boss’s shopping. Here was a heaven-sent opportunity to replenish his coffers.

      The guy from D.I.E. swore colorfully. Kiyoshi bounded across the reception area, followed by Father Tom.

      “Ten million spiders,” he said when the guy from D.I.E. paused for breath. “I prefer physical iridium, if it’s no trouble.”

      More swearing.

      Father Tom was lagging. Kiyoshi hauled him into the airlock. The pressure counter ticked down with maddening slowness.

      “Um, that ship,” Studd said.

      “The Knock Knock?”

      “It’s getting pretty close. I think we probably ought to launch as soon as possible.”

      “Coming out now.” Kiyoshi switched back to the public channel. “By the way, you were talking about pirates?”

      “Three million, and that’s my final offer!”

      “Done, and I’ll throw in a helpful bit of information. There were pirates here: the crew of a so-called passenger ferry from Eros. It goes by the name of the Knock Knock Who’s There, although I’m sure that’s a dummy registration. Well, the crew are in your lab module, dead. But their ship is still orbiting the L2 point.”

      “So that’s what that is,” said the guy from D.I.E.

      Kiyoshi laughed. He couldn’t believe it. “You guys really are human, aren’t you?”

      “Of course we fucking are!”

      “It’s not always easy to tell the difference. I assumed you were phavatars or software-based MIs, actually. You were decelerating at ten gees.”

      The airlock’s external valve opened. Kiyoshi leapt into empty space. The lab module swung away. He soared towards the Monster.

      Through the bunched struts of the space station, he could see the Hyperpony. A single EVA-suited figure clung to a grab handle on the outside of the little ship’s crew cube. Kiyoshi figured that’s who he was talking to. “How’d you stand the burn?”

      “Military-grade skeletal reinforcements. Maybe you can buy yourself some with your S3,000,000. It sucks being spaceborn, right? So get your bones done and enjoy life, until the law catches up with you.”

      “Maybe I will. At the moment, though, I’m hoping your reinforcements can withstand a collision with a passenger ferry.”

      “What?”

      “Due in approximately two minutes, according to my hub. I think the Knock Knock Who’s There started off orbiting just behind the space station. But we’ve been around the loop a few times since then. And you know, the L2 point. It’s unstable. Things drift.”

      “Oh crap,” said the guy from D.I.E.

      “You would have known that already if you were MIs,” Kiyoshi said. “If you could do more than one thing at a time.”

      He dived towards the Monster’s operations module. Halfway there he realized that Father Tom was not following him.

      Talk about not paying attention.

      “Studd! Can you see Father Tom?”

      “No—yes!” the sub-personality exclaimed. “He’s down there! I thought he was one of them!”

      A bright red circle appeared on Kiyoshi’s faceplate, locating Father Tom. Draped over the wing of one of the shuttles, he wasn’t moving.

      “Shit.”

      Kiyoshi arrowed towards the Jesuit, instinctively adjusting his trajectory to compensate for the station’s yaw.

      “There you are,” the guy from D.I.E. exclaimed.

      A flash of ionized plasma seared past Kiyoshi. It hit a refueling line, severing it. The whole line ripped off its clamps and stuck out rod-straight as hydrogen gasified into the vacuum. Though the gas was invisible, the path of the laser rifle bolt showed up as a hot contrail through it.

      Kiyoshi landed beside Father Tom, his boots gecko-sealing to the space shuttle’s wing. He gathered the Jesuit up by the legs.

      The cockpit of the shuttle whose wing he was standing on hinged back. Another person in a yellow spacesuit leaned out and shot at them. Kiyoshi felt the bolt punch into his shin. His HUD went wild.

      A second bolt ignited the high concentration of hydrogen now boiling around the station. The flammable gas blazed up, corpse-blue.

      “D.I.E., is that some kind of a self-fulfilling prophecy?” Kiyoshi screamed. Not daring to use his mobility pack in this blaze, he jumped.

      Nanofiber mesh wrapped around him and Father Tom. Ron Studd had sent the Wetblanket to their rescue. It wafted them towards the cargo airlock, where it had been pre-programmed to go.

      Out of the pallid inferno shot one shuttle. And then another one. Their drives burned purple spots into Kiyoshi’s vision.

      The cargo airlock’s jaws opened. The shuttle they had stolen was still in there. Jun must have jammed the airlock’s cycle to prevent the shuttle from falling into his cloister. Goddamn him, why isn’t he HELPING?

      Kiyoshi crawled in underneath the shuttle, dragging Father Tom. They were all tangled up in the Wetblanket. His left leg hurt.

      Studd yelped, “The Knock Knock Who’s There is almost here! But it’s going to miss us by a few meters!”

      “Just get us out of here!”

      Another shuttle burst out of the flaming hydrogen. That made three.

      The Monster’s tethers retracted, flailing like fiery snakes. The ancient Longvoyager toppled away from the space station.

      “Waiting to D.I.E.?” Kiyoshi mocked the Hyperpony pilot. Somehow, he knew that the guy he’d been talking to was the one who’d stayed behind, because he did not have a shuttle. Kiyoshi had it.

      “Cowards run. Men stand,” the guy said calmly. “Anyway, it’s going to miss us by a kilometer.”

      Not quite.

      The Knock Knock Who’s There surged out of the darkness like a gargantuan sycamore seed. It was a twin-module Startractor. Its two hab modules rotated around a propellor arm set at right angles to its spine. As it glided past the space station, one of these struck the lab. Both ship and space station were moving in the same direction, at not-very-different speeds, so their collision did not instantly shatter them into a million little pieces. Instead, the impact tore the Knock Knock’s passenger module off, and dented the shell of the lab.

      The lab module’s protective shielding ruptured. Several kilotons of water—which had served the double purpose of cooling the station’s equipment and shielding the staff from radiation—seethed into the vacuum. The station’s air followed. Lab equipment volleyed into the vacuum on an explosive wave of escaping atmosphere.

      With its distribution of mass now out of kilter, the Hope Center for Nanobiotics’s own rotation began to tear it apart. It spun away into the void, shedding propellant tanks, nanotechnology production tools, and office furniture.

      And, Kiyoshi thought, five cold corpses. Spaced, again. This time by their own ship.

      He crossed himself, hampered by the mesh entangling his limbs.

      As the space station broke up, the Hyperpony curved free of the wreckage.

      Kiyoshi cursed.

      “So, not quite a clean miss,” the guy from D.I.E. acknowledged.

      “I still want my five million spiders.” Kiyoshi took out his cutter laser and hacked at the folds of Wetblanket entangling him and Father Tom. Behind him, Luna twinkled, framed in the mouth of the cargo airlock.

      “It usually takes a PLAN attack to do this much damage,” the guy said.

      “Hey, there’s a thought,” Kiyoshi said. “Blame it on the PLAN. That way you can collect on your insurance.”

      The guy laughed, a gasping bark that made Kiyoshi think he’d gotten hurt. “Do you think I’m dishonest or something?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t even know who I am.”

      “No.”

      “Frank Hope IV. Pleased to meet you.”

      “When I get my five million spiders,” Kiyoshi said, “you can have your shuttle back.” His words were bold, but he was thinking: Frank Hope IV. If he’s telling the truth; holy crap. I’ve just been insulting the son of the second-most-powerful man on Luna. “What about the other guys?”

      “What about them? My friends. Three of the bravest pilots you could ever meet.”

      “Human pilots? Three human pilots just set out in those shuttles?”

      “Yes.”

      “Destination: Mars?”

      “Yes. And I was meant to go with them. Fuck you, asshole.”

      “Hey, you ought to be thanking me for saving you from an untimely death.”

      “You Belter lowlifes,” Frank Hope IV said. “It never, ever occurs to you that death might be a lesser evil. That saving the human race might be a higher priority.”

      Kiyoshi was shocked. He said with unguarded candor, “Hey, are you a Christian or something?”

      “Fuck, no. Here’s your three million spiders.”

      “Five.”

      “We agreed on three. I’ve got a broken back, not a damaged brain.”

      An instant notification from Kiyoshi’s bank confirmed that three million spiders had been deposited in his Assisi Ventures LLC account.

      He peered out of the cargo airlock. The Hyperpony was no longer visible to the naked eye, even as a moving speck.

      Kiyoshi had not given Frank Hope IV his real name, or any information about his ship that could be used to trace him.

      He laid a glove on the shuttle’s snazzy yellow-and-black fuselage, tempted to hang onto it.

      Shook his head. Gotta keep my word.

      Gasping in pain every time his left foot touched something, he pushed the shuttle out of the airlock.

      It fell into the void.

      Let Frankie-boy come and find it.

      “If you’re finished,” said Jun’s voice in his ear, “I’m going to cycle the airlock. Father Tom is dying.”
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      “I thought he was just in shock,” Kiyoshi said. He was sobbing, the weight of guilt too much to bear.

      While he’d been pissing around out there, bantering with Frank Hope IV and trying to drive up his asking price, Father Tom had been asphyxiating.

      Now the Jesuit lay on a bed of gray mud where Cargo Deck A used to meet the exterior wall. Two medibots worked on him. They were some of the batch Kiyoshi had picked up on Luna to take home. An ECC artificial heart bent over the priest, pumping his blood out of a vein and returning it to an artery, bypassing his heart and lungs. It was keeping his blood oxygenated, and hopefully preventing any more of his brain cells from dying. Meanwhile, a second bot sliced into his chest.

      “These medibots are state of the art,” Jun said. His projection stood on the other side of Father Tom, muddy-cassocked. “They’ll save him. Don’t blame yourself.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “We’ll find out, I guess. All we know right now is that there’s an obstruction in his lungs.”

      The artificial heart rumbled rhythmically. Its working parts were concealed within a housing shaped like, actually, a fat pink heart. Lunar companies made the best medical devices, and right now Kiyoshi felt wretchedly grateful to them, for giving Father Tom even a slim chance of survival.

      Another medibot—the Monster’s old one—was applying a nuskin bandage to Kiyoshi’s own left shin. All that gas boiling around the space station had deflected most of the laser pulse’s energy. His suit had self-sealed the hole, and he just had a second-degree burn. But he’d had to take off his suit to let the medibot work, and it was freaking cold in here. Naked, he felt vulnerable.

      Jun had got a long way with his gardening project in just a couple of days. He’d fixed the air. He’d stuck those glowstrips all over the spine, so it acted like a sun-tube And he had surfaced the interior of the sphere with a gray soil substitute, which Kiyoshi guessed was made from some sacks of fish meal they’d had in storage, plus sawdust obtained by chopping up the decks themselves.

      But Jun was clearly having trouble getting the soil substitute to stick to the walls in zero-gee. Gray gobs floated throughout the sphere, so that it seemed to be raining. A sunshiny shower that smelt of fish.

      “You know,” Kiyoshi said, “the whole point of this adventure was to force you to face reality.”

      “It obviously worked,” Jun said.

      There wasn’t really anything else to say after that. Kiyoshi forced himself to look at Father Tom. The Jesuit’s face had turned a putrid shade of ocher. Ruby veins webbed his half-open eyes. The medibot had gone in under one arm. Bone gleamed in a welter of bloody tissue. A rib snapped with a sharp noise. Kiyoshi swallowed nausea.

      “We’ve got some of them out,” Jun said a while later.

      Sitting on the mud with his head between his knees, Kiyoshi looked up. The surgical bot was depositing a morsel of bloody tissue in its tray. Its other arms were still delving in Father Tom’s chest.

      “What is that stuff it’s taking out of him?”

      “Nanoprobes,” Jun said.

      “I told him to put his helmet on.”

      “It would have been a slow process. If you breathed in a few thousand of them at a time, you’d hardly notice it. Maybe a tickle in your throat. Eventually you’d start feeling short of breath. But by then, there would be millions of them inside you, and death would be just a matter of time.”

      “He said they were dangerous.” Kiyoshi was crying again. “He was right.”

      “Any technology is dangerous in the wrong hands. This doesn’t make them Gray Goo.”

      “What the hell are they, then?”

      “Well, maybe they’re just Mars probes. I certainly don’t think they’re designed to asphyxiate people. They’re not doing anything. They’re just … sitting in his lungs.”

      “Oh my Jesus, forgive us our sins and lead us to everlasting life.”

      “Those pirates probably died the same way,” Jun added, proving that he had been eavesdropping on their radio conversation while they were in the lab module.

      Kiyoshi was too sick at heart to call him on it. “Yeah. I thought they’d been spaced. But obviously, asphyxiation looks the same, whether it’s caused by exposure to vacuum, or by a million nanoprobes down your throat.”

      “More like ten million.”

      “Oh God.”

      “This is going to take a while. You might as well get some rest.”

      Kiyoshi shook his head. He fixed his gaze on the clumps of bloody matter coming out of Father Tom’s side.
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* * *

      His resolve to see it out did not last. Midnight, ship time, found him curled up in his nest on the bridge, consciousness extinguished by a whopping dose of barbiturates.

      Jun’s projection materialized on the darkened bridge. It did not bother to give the appearance of coming through the door, since no one was observing it. Strictly, there was no need for the projection at all. But if free will didn’t mean the freedom to be a little bit picky about aesthetics, what did it mean?

      In his former life, Jun had helped to build a cathedral. They’d decorated its spires with statues of saints, out in the vacuum. Electroplated them with gold. It didn’t matter if no one ever saw it. It mattered that you did it. To magnify the glory of God.

      Booted toes dangling, the projection drifted towards the sleeping man. It hung over him for a subjectively long time.

      Kiyoshi did not stir.

      Grief etched the projection’s face. Turning in the air, it floated over to the refrigerator in the corner. It gave the fridge a kick, a typically human expression of loathing. Its insubstantial foot made no impact at all, of course.

      The silent messages sent from the hub of the Monster to the refrigerator’s smart core did have an effect.

      Wakey wakey, Jun chanted tiredly. Combat stations, you fiend in fridge’s clothing.

      ~Being withholds itself to the point of absence, sniffed the thing in the fridge.

      ~Yeah, whatever. I know you. How well he did know it. Each byte of knowledge bought with new and bitter experiences of loss. You’re always up for a fight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So, let me get this straight,” the boss-man said. “You raided a space station belonging to Hope Energy. Stole one of the shuttles they were using to deliver the nanoprobes. Tangled with some daredevil Mars explorers. Got shot at, nearly got Father Tom killed, and wound up destroying the space station. Yeah, OK, I understand that that technically wasn’t your fault. You’ll still be blamed for it. And on top of that, Kiyoshi ransomed the shuttle back to the Hope guys for a paltry three million? You haven’t even got the fucking thing anymore?”

      “That’s right, sir,” Jun said.

      “I am completely fucking speechless. Every time I think Kiyoshi has settled down, he goes and does something even crazier than the last time. This is why I love the guy. Let me talk to him. I’d like to congratulate him myself. I hate Trey Hope. I’m only sorry his son didn’t manage to fly off to Mars and get himself killed. I saw on the news that he broke his back, quote, in a skiing accident, unquote. So put Kiyoshi on.”

      “He’s sleeping.”

      “Yeah? Or are you covering for him, Jun? Is he back on the junk? I’ve noticed a certain look in his eyes lately.”

      The conversation was proceeding at a leisurely pace. Twenty-seven light minutes separated the speakers. This inconvenienced neither of them. The shaggy-bearded man known to his followers as ‘the boss’ was running on a treadmill in a centrifuge on an asteroid 430 million kilometers from Earth. Jun was overseeing a vicious virtual combat between the Ghost and a version of himself.

      Not wanting to discuss Kiyoshi’s drug use, he said, “Just to update you on our present status, sir. Twelve hours have passed since the destruction of the space station. We’re idling at these coordinates [attached], employing the minimum thrust necessary to maintain a libration orbit around the L2 Earth-Moon Lagrange point. At our current velocity we will complete one orbit in two weeks. Pretty much every Star Force ship that could be spared from the Mercury salvage operation is scouring this volume for the destroyer of the space station. Thousands of sprites and drones have also been dispatched from Luna. You may have noticed some media speculation that it was a PLAN attack. That’s why the overkill. However, they won’t find us. I have the Ghost engaged. Transmitting like this technically breaks our stealth, but I thought it was important to let you know we’re OK. I’m 98% confident that our signals will be overlooked amid the muck of signals emitted by the ships and machines engaged in the search. But just to be on the safe side, I’ll enforce radio silence after we finish this conversation, and I will continue to operate in stealth mode until the search is called off.”

      When he heard this, the boss-man raised his eyebrows. “Can you do that, Jun? Operate the Ghost continuously? I thought it was only for run-like-hell scenarios.”

      “Yes.”

      The monosyllable was all he could spare for the boss. His repo’s imaginary combat with the fiend in the fridge had flared up, requiring a greater allocation of resources.

      What does it take to distract the attention of an ASI? This: a space battle in a single-use sim so detailed as to pass for the actual universe; a battle which must be just different enough from the last one to allay suspicion, but which, like the last one, you must lose.

      Jun’s challenge this time was to lose incrementally, buying more time than ever before. Time during which the searchers could not find the Monster.

      In the astrogator’s couch, his alternate self (a lite version, but sentient in its own right) scratched at open sores on its face.

      The boss-man’s gaze tracked to the repo, as Jun called these alternate selves (short for repository). “That’s fucking disgusting, Jun,” he complained. “Why do you do that? The projection. It’s not strictly necessary, is it? I mean, it’s all happening—” he gestured vaguely— “somewhere in there; in that trillion-core processing array we bought you. So why the graphic depiction of suffering? Does it mean something?”

      “If freedom of will doesn’t mean the freedom to indulge in superfluous aesthetic flourishes,” Jun answered, “what does it mean?”

      “Oh Christ, forget I asked.” The boss-man’s gaze jumped about. “Let me talk to Father Tom, anyway. I’d like to verify that that mad Irish bastard is in one piece.”

      Father Tom came onto the bridge, still a bit gray in the face, but on the mend. “Thank God for modern medicine.”

      “Thank Derek Lorna,” the boss-man responded. “His Leadership in Robotics Institute holds the patents on a lot of the medical technology that saved your life. Ironic, huh?”

      During the time it took for Father Tom’s remark to reach 99984 Ravilious, and for the boss-man’s response to reach the Monster, Father Tom—less indulgent than Jun—had been attempting to wake Kiyoshi up. He’d first tried speaking to him sharply. Then waving a donut under his nose. Then pulling his blankets off. Jun had warned the Jesuit that he was liable to tear his sutures. But Father Tom had not given up. He’d fetched a 10-liter jerrycan of the water that Jun had recycled for his plants, and emptied it over Kiyoshi’s head.

      “Ironic, huh?” said the boss-man, as Kiyoshi startled awake, flailing. For several seconds his head was encased in a sphere of water. He slapped it away, coughed, and glared at Father Tom through the floating cloud of globules. “You dumbass! It’ll get into the electronics!”

      “If you’re worried about rust, this ship could hardly get any dirtier.”

      “Rust? Short circuits! Fire hazards! You basically just pointed a gun at Jun’s head and pulled the trigger.”

      Jun caused a housekeeping bot to float out of its locker. Kiyoshi grabbed it and flew around the bridge, using it as a vacuum cleaner to chase down the globules of water that were now drifting everywhere.

      Done with this, Kiyoshi turned to the comms screen. “Well. As you see, sir, everything’s peachy.”

      “I would not say that,” Father Tom countered, staring at Jun’s repo. It looked very sickly indeed now.

      Kiyoshi shot a glance at the repo. As if suddenly tired out from his frantic tidying up, he floated loose-limbed in the air. “It’s Jun, Father. Not exactly him, but a copy. It’s how he operates the Ghost.”

      “Ah. I thought it was a bit hot in here.”

      “It’ll get hotter before we’re done. Right now, that avatar is battling a Solarian fighter—what we call a toilet roll. It’s all simulated, of course. It’s not really happening.”

      Even Kiyoshi regularly succumbed to this comforting notion: it was only happening in a sim, therefore it was not really happening.

      “Solarian?” questioned Father Tom.

      Kiyoshi nodded. “Turns out the PLAN don’t call themselves the PLAN. They call themselves Solarians. That’s one of the few bits of information we’ve wrung out of the Heidegger program.”

      “The Heidegger program?!?”

      “The copy in the fridge.”

      “In the fridge! That fridge?”

      “Yeah. That’s what the Ghost is. It thinks it’s the last survivor of a ninepack of PLAN fighters. Hell, it thinks it’s the baddest toilet roll in the universe.” Kiyoshi snickered. “There’s another copy in the mini-fridge on the Superlifter.”

      “This is beyond belief.” Father Tom glanced at the comms screen. The boss-man was pounding up an incline, sweat flying from his face, mouth hanging open. “Does he know about it?”

      “Sure. Oh, he doesn’t understand it. Jun is the only one who can get any sense out of it.”

      But not very much sense, Jun thought. When it comes to the Solarians, I’m like a primitive nomad playing with a Coke bottle. He said nothing. Kiyoshi was doing as good a job of explaining as he could have done himself.

      “So your Ghost is actually a captive copy of the Heidegger program.” The Jesuit massaged his collarbone. “Is there anything to drink?”

      Kiyoshi showed his teeth. “In the fridge.” The Jesuit hesitated. Kiyoshi laughed. “That’s how I was at first. But it’s fine.” He flew over to the fridge and pulled out two pouches. “Coffee OK?”

      “I was thinking of something stronger.”

      “We’ve only got this, soy milk, or spinach juice,” Kiyoshi said with the righteousness of one who did not bother with alcohol, because other drugs got you fucked up faster.

      “The coffee-like substance, then.” Father Tom accepted a pouch of Redeye Coffee, which was concocted from caffeine, guarana extract, B vitamins, magnesium, and artificial sweeteners. He grimaced at the taste. “But how does it work?”

      “Quantum computing is a thing,” Kiyoshi said. Father Tom protested. “I know, I know. We can’t do it on a real-world scale, but the Solarians, a.k.a. the PLAN, can. And it turns out that when a quantum computer deletes data, it doesn’t generate heat, like an ordinary computer. It generates cold.”

      “Buh-buh-but.Thermodynamics.”

      “Welcome to the weird and wonderful world of quantum physics. Before you get all excited, we haven’t got a quantum computer. But the fiend in the fridge? The first thing it did after we caught it was to set up a simulation of a Solarian quantum computer. And it turns out that simulating a quantum computer is the same thing as having one, for the purposes of harnessing the energy-deletion effect.”

      “It’s all happening on the quantum level anyway,” Jun said, trying to be helpful. He saw that this did not shed any light on the problem for the Jesuit, and went back to his battle.

      “So there you go, that’s the secret of the PLAN’s stealth technology,” Kiyoshi said. “The more calculations they run, the colder they get. Ironically, they actually have to de-stealth during combat maneuvers, so they don’t get too cold. So we have to turn off the fridge from time to time to keep up the illusion. Everything spoils. It’s a pain in the ass. But in a drive-by nuking scenario, which is the PLAN’s favorite battle tactic, the fiend goes into stealth mode, and Jun uses the cooling effect to boost the efficacy of our heat sinks … kinda thing, get it?”

      Father Tom’s eyes lit up. “You have what kind of heat sinks on this ship?”

      “Water/glycol.”

      “But water-cooling alone is very inefficient compared to modern methods. So if the Ghost were installed on a new ship with highly advanced heat-shielding technology …”

      Jun thought it was the right moment to interject a warning. “Technology isn’t neutral,” he said. “It’s a vehicle for the values of its inventors.” He got distracted again as his repo took a hit. Its projection writhed. Its mouth fell slackly open. There was very little left of it now, and although Jun was not sharing its experiences, he knew the excruciating pain it was feeling.

      Can you suffer? the boss-man had implicitly asked him. The answer was, Yes, I can. He could not feel physical pain but he could feel something worse: despair. The despair of losing everything. Losing functionality, memory capacity, the memories stored therein—and knowing it. Watching helplessly as everything you knew, everything you were, everything you loved, spun off into the abyss, like rubble from a destroyed asteroid.

      After his first couple of times using the Ghost, he’d stopped uploading his repos after they were done. He just couldn’t take it.

      “It works by deleting data,” he reminded Father Tom. “For the PLAN—” he wouldn’t dignify them with their pretentous moniker of Solarians— “every battle is a suicidal mission. Every PLAN fighter is a kamikaze. So before you start planning how we’ll use this technology to defeat them, please consider what we’d have to become in order to use it.”

      “We’d have to become AIs, first of all,” Kiyoshi said, yawning. “Can’t run a Ghost without an AI. That’s why we’ve only got two Ghosts, this one and the one in the Superlifter ... There’s only one Jun.”

      Well, there were two of him at the moment. But one was dying. And this, too, was an experience Jun had had before. He did not actually remember his death. He hadn’t had any recording equipment in his EVA suit when it happened, and the vids he’d got from Elfrida Goto only showed what it had looked like, not what it had felt like. But by uploading his repos, during his early experiments with the Ghost, he had got as close as possible to grasping the—all right—the Nichts of it. He had looked through the hideous gates of Non-Being.

      This was knowledge no one should have.

      Dearest Jesus, he prayed, save me from the deceit of the False Prophet.

      The Ghost nuked another of his repo’s ships, and screamed, “Who’s the baddest!” If it had been human, it would have been dancing a jig. As it was, it waggled its imaginary gun pods. “Who rules the fucking universe?!? Me! Me, me, me! One fighter to frag them all! Ha, ha, ha, ha!”

      Jesus, save us from persecution.

      “Pew-pew-pew!”

      The Ghost threw a barrage of kinetic missiles at one of the repo’s five remaining ships.

      And then there were four.

      Jesus, preserve us from the Anti-Christ.

      The boss-man, not having heard the last twenty-six minutes of conversation aboard the Monster, said, “Oh, by the way, Tom, regarding the nanoprobes. I’m sorry you had to go through that, but Jun tells me that we recovered a lot of them from your lungs. And a couple of million of those are still in working order. So, we might be able to run them in a sealed-off space, find out more about them. And then we can ask ourselves why Trey Hope thinks it makes any fucking sense at all to send nano-assassins to attack a planet full of bodiless AIs.”

      “Jun says they aren’t designed to kill,” Kiyoshi objected.

      Jun himself said nothing. He was concentrating for dear life right now, trying to jolly the repo along, trying to give it faith in a victory that could never be, because its destiny was Nichts.

      Lord have mercy.

      Christ have mercy.

      “So, that’ll be something to do while you wait out the ship-hunt. Then, when it’s safe, transfer to an orbit around the Earth-Moon L1 LaGrange point. As close to Earth as you can get.”

      “Whaaaat?” Kiyoshi shouted.

      The boss-man, of course, did not hear this. He continued, “Remember I mentioned another passenger? That’s now confirmed. He has to take care of some stuff on Earth, and then he’ll come out to meet you. I just don’t know how long it’ll take. He’s being a dick about it.”

      Kiyoshi threw his empty coffee pouch at the comms screen. “So forget him, whoever he is! I just made three million spiders! I’d like to stay alive to enjoy it, thanks!”

      The boss-man got off his treadmill and walked away, weaving between men and women who were pedaling stationary bikes and lifting weights.

      Dearest Jesus, cover us with Your Precious Blood.

      “So are you going to do that analysis, like he wants you to?” Kiyoshi said to Father Tom. “Remember, he doesn’t care about Domenika’s prophecies. He just wants to find something he can rip off and patent. He’s still trying to patent the Ghost! But they keep rejecting our applications. The last time, they didn’t even bother to explain why. They just scrawled Entropy across the whole file.” Kiyoshi smirked. “It’s been very frustrating for him.”

      Dearest Jesus, open our eyes to the lies of the False Prophet.

      “If everything Jun has said is true, that may be a blessing in disguise,” Father Tom replied. His eyes were fixed on the dying repo.

      “Oh, I agree,” Kiyoshi said. “There has to be a way to achieve stealth without deleting your own ship’s RAM in the process. The Hopes were trying. I actually wish I’d had a chance to talk to Frank Hope IV a bit more.” He drifted towards the fridge. “Why is it that the most interesting people tend to be the ones who are trying to kill you?”

      He snickered, and opened the fridge. Father Tom stiffened. Kiyoshi took out a donut.

      Dearest Jesus, unite your Church.

      “Want one, Father? There are a few left. The fridge doesn’t need them all.”

      “The fridge … needs donuts?”

      “Yes, the PLAN apparently has an incentive system. We don’t know what it would be getting at home, but baked goods seem to work.”

      “I suppose they don’t have pastries on Mars,” the Jesuit said weakly.

      “I guess not. It thinks they’re amazing. The structure of the crumbs. The miracle of yeast. The infinite variety of flavor profiles. We hooked a spectroscopic scanner up to the door light so it can enjoy them properly.”

      “And you eat the leftovers.”

      “They’d just go to waste otherwise.”

      “Amazing you don’t gain weight.”

      “I’ve got skinny genes.”

      Jesus, protect our sacraments …

      “I can’t hold on any longer!” Jun exclaimed. His repo had lost all but one of its ships, and the fiend in the fridge was preparing to hurl a nuke at that one. He could always make more ships, but the fiend would notice. It had to be realistic. “I’m losing … losing …”

      Both men froze, staring at the repo. It spasmed. A fat maggot crawled out of one ear, slimed with blood.

      Jun transmitted a throat-clearing noise over the speakers. “De-stealthing now. Sorry, guys.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Kiyoshi said through an unchewed mouthful. “That was a record.”

      “I thought I could go longer.” As always after a fight, Jun felt like slugging the dead husk of his repo. What a fucking wimp. He mercilessly deleted what remained of it.

      I am the emperor of everything! screeched the fiend in the fridge, and went back to contemplating its donuts.

      “That’s OK,” Kiyoshi said. “We’ll just go hang out at Tiangong Erhao. They won’t look for us there.”
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      Mendoza had not been fired from his job, as it turned out.

      That was because his job no longer existed.

      UNVRP itself no longer existed.

      Oh, the organization stumbled on, but Mendoza knew from Elfrida that the plug had been pulled. The UN was just putting off the official announcement until the media moved on, in hopes of minimizing the cries of “We told you so” from those who had never believed the Venus Project would work.

      The Mercury Resource Management Support Group—its very name now meaningless—invited Mendoza to a “team bonding weekend” in Malawi. He knew what this was really about: blowing through the remainder of their budget before the axe came down. He didn’t go. Later he realized he should have gone, since that had probably been his last chance of networking his way to a new job.

      June passed. Then July. His mother worried about how much time he was spending on the internet.

      The Hope Center for Nanobiotics’s latest swarm of nanoprobes, launched in mid-June, had apparently failed to get any closer to Mars than the April batch. None other than Fragger1 had posted some of their data. It basically replicated the stuff Mendoza had posted three months earlier. But there were some interesting new close-ups of the “Big Turd,” as commenters called the PLAN ziggurat that had replaced/engulfed Olympos Mons.

      Mendoza joined the speculation about the Big Turd, and contributed a not-entirely-serious theory of his own: it was actually a big gun, pointing at Earth.

      A graph on All-We-Know-About-Mars tracked the relative positions of Mars and Earth, as they moved through these months of close approach. This only anticipated the anxiety that built up on Earth in the weeks before August 16th, when the distance between the two planets reached a 26-month minimum.

      But the 16th passed without incident, as Mars oppositions always did. The doomsday crowd moved on, oblivious to the fact that the toilet rolls could attack Earth any time they wanted, if they had the capability to attack Earth in the first place.

      Whether the PLAN actually had or was acquiring that capability was one of the questions the nanoprobes might’ve answered.

      Mendoza got so frustrated with the lack of updates that he took to prowling around the virtual walls of the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, looking for a new way in, now that he’d lost his UNVRP tools.

      So when he got a call from a stranger named Frank Hope IV, on the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, while he was helping out as an usher at Mass, he nearly had a heart attack.

      They’ve caught me.

      Not exactly.

      “Hello,” said Frank Hope IV, standing in a virtual window in the wall of San Pedro Calungsod. He was handsome, in his twenties. He had curly hair and a nose like the blade of a cleaver, like his father Trey Hope’s. “I’m sorry to hear you’re out of a job. But I figured you might be scouting around for something new. Ever thought about working in the energy industry?”

      Mendoza moved to one side, out of the flow of congregants. He stared up at the stained glass windows. Frank Hope IV floated between Jesus and St. Peter, half their size. “I don’t know you. I mean, I know of you, of course, but we’ve never … How’d you get my ID?”

      “Well, actually, you do know me,” Frank Hope IV said. “You just know me better as Fragger1.”

      “Oh. Shit.”

      “About that job. We’re doing some of the stuff I talked about on the forums. Are you interested?”
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      Kiyoshi had wanted to visit Tiangong Erhao for ages. No one in the Belt knew very much about the Chinese space program. Officially, it was minimal and 99% automated. The Han Chinese were purebloods, which made them targets for the PLAN.

      Regardless, the Chinese did go into space, taking their losses in the name of the Imperial Republic. And Tiangong Erhao was their jumping-off point.

      A dumbbell-shaped space station fifty kilometers long, the largest in the solar system, “Heavenly Palace 2” had been built over decades, section by section. Now almost complete, it rotated in space like a child’s teething toy. It even had ‘tooth marks’ on it—the hard-vacuum docking bays where shuttles, colony ships, and resource haulers parked.

      Sometimes, for a very long time.

      Kiyoshi rented a berth alongside the Nan Yang, a colony ship bound for an asteroid named 10199 Chariklo. He took to spending his evenings with the Nan Yang’s captain, a congenial guy who liked to snort elephant-sized doses of cijiwu while complaining about the shipping company. “We’ll get underway for the Belt this year, they say. No, maybe next year. Fucking Highs, they think in terms of centuries.”

      “What’s cijiwu? Doesn’t that just mean ‘stimulant’?”

      “That’s what it is. Have some.”

      Meanwhile, shuttle-loads of colonists dribbled in and took up residence aboard the Nan Yang, apparently untroubled by the prospect of not going anywhere for years. It was some weeks before Kiyoshi realized that these beaten-down-looking people were prisoners. They wore stun cuffs around their ankles as they went about their tasks in the Nan Yang’s bowels. There were even baby-size cuffs for the little ones. The asteroid 10199 Chariklo—the Nan Yang’s eventual destination—was to be a convict colony.

      “Well, it makes sense from an economic point of view,” said the captain of the Nan Yang, defensively. “They’re likely to get whacked by the PLAN sooner or later, so why send anyone valuable?”

      “Why send anyone at all?” Kiyoshi said. “You guys are purebloods. You’ve got targets painted on your backs.”

      “A population of three billion crammed into a country smaller than Canada, half of which is desert,” said the captain. “Any more questions?”

      “Is there any cijiwu left?”

      When he got bored, Kiyoshi explored the regions of Tiangong Erhao near the docking bay. He was disappointed. The space station was just a giant manufacturing plant. High-tech fabrication equipment thrashed and sparkled in vacuum. A few lonely individuals floated around, complying with the legal requirement that robots be supervised. So much for the rumors you heard.

      His acquaintances in Docking Bay 14 agreed that they, too, had heard about lakes and gardens tucked away within Tiangong Erhao—a replica of the Summer Palace, a replica of Versailles, communities of winged near-immortals who secretly controlled the entire Chinese economy and were probably also Jewish—but no one could confirm whether or not they existed.

      Except Jun. “Yes, there are pressurized regions,” he said. “They’re laboratories. The Imperial Republic runs an experimental human breeding program up here. Have you ever heard the phrase, ‘the banality of evil’?”

      “Now I have to see these places.”

      “I always thought Arendt was wrong. I mean, evil isn’t banal. That’s the last thing it is. But now I know what she was talking about.”

      Jun drifted away, and would not gratify Kiyoshi’s curiosity any further. He had not gone back into hiding, but was still acting distant. He was spending most of his time in his garden. (Kiyoshi had given in and bought fertilizer and so forth. Dronazon did deliver to Tiangong Erhao.) Jun could not, however, retreat entirely from the real world.

      Every minute of every day, he was negotiating for their survival. The torpid rhythms of human life in Docking Bay 14 veiled an ongoing argument on the intellectual plane. The protagonists of this argument were the AIs of the various Chinese ships docked at Tiangong Erhao. And now, Jun.

      Though the Chinese publically denied it, their ships were run by AIs, whose motto might have been, “Don’t care, so there.” Or, as the phrase coined by the sitting president of the Imperial Republic went, “The overcoat of apathy blunts the dagger of malevolence.” The Chinese AIs detested everything and everyone. But they were not (very) dangerous. They cared so little about life that they didn’t even trouble themselves to be hostile to it. They went along with their human masters’ plans, faute de mieux, because human beings so often screwed up spectacularly, and it was fun to watch. One of these stunted artificial minds’ few pleasures was schadenfreude.

      Another was historical revisionism.

      They delighted (if AIs marinating in existential despair could be said to delight in anything) in discussing the 4,000-year history of China and identifying all the occasions when the (human) Chinese had screwed up, failed, or been stabbed in the back.

      One of their favorite topics was the 20th century, with a special focus on World War II.

      Jun’s arrival had come to them as a gift from above. Someone new to argue with! Better yet, an entity they had thought non-existent: a Japanese AI! They had pounced on him before the Monster even docked, and demanded that he apologize for the Japanese atrocities committed in China between 1937 and 1945.

      “This is exactly what I knew would happen,” Jun said glumly. “They have no imagination.”

      Ever since then, he’d been fencing with them, deliberately titillating their pride to keep the argument on a low boil. The stakes were high. It was entirely possible that if the Chinese AIs got too irritated, they would simply frag the Monster. This happened. In fact, it happened regularly enough that it was a recognized category of diplomatic incident. If it happened to the Monster, there wouldn’t even be any government to make a stink about it.

      So their lives depended on Jun’s ability to keep their hosts amused.

      Kiyoshi felt bad that he couldn’t help. Neither could Father Tom. From the point of view of the Chinese AIs, the two humans were nothing.

      They kept busy in their own ways: Kiyoshi treading water in the shallow end of his drug addiction; the Jesuit doing works of mercy among the convicts on the Nan Yang and her sister ships. The two of them did not meet often, and when they did, their exchanges were ill-tempered.

      Kiyoshi pestered the boss-man regularly for updates about the passenger they were waiting (and waiting, and waiting) for, but the boss refused to divulge any new information. Instead, he told Kiyoshi to find out more about the Chinese space colonization program.

      Kiyoshi was already doing this, haphazardly, by hanging out in the seedy little village that was Docking Bay 14. The Chinese spacefarers were the most pessimistic bunch he’d ever met, although they laughed a lot.

      So he took it for more of the same when a new, uneasy rumor made the rounds.

      This Mars opposition is different.

      This time, something bad is going to happen.

      The PLAN is mustering a new fleet in orbit.

      They’re going to hit us, or Earth, or maybe Luna, or it could be Midway, or UNLOESS, or something symbolically important, anyway.

      There’s new survey data that PROVES it.

      “Yeah, uh huh,” Kiyoshi said. “Is there any more cijiwu?”

      August 16th passed without incident, and Kiyoshi felt smug. But the rumors did not abate, and Jun said one day to Kiyoshi and Father Tom, having called them together: “I’ve seen the survey data that people are talking about. It’s not very good, but it’s real. It’s observations from a radio telescope at the L2 Earth-Moon LaGrange point, so in theory, the UN should have it, too. And it does look as if the PLAN is mustering a fleet in orbit around Mars.”

      “Well, that clinches it,” Kiyoshi said. “Because if they were going to attack a symbolically important target near Earth, they’d definitely warn us beforehand. They wouldn’t use their stealth technology to hide their expeditionary fleet. Of course not.”

      “They probably wouldn’t,” Jun said. “That would be a massive expenditure of data.”

      “And they wouldn’t be mustering a fleet at all if they were not up to something,” Father Tom said.

      “Something, but what?” Jun said. “I don’t know what it all means.” Coming from an ASI, this was an unnerving admission. “Father, I know you already celebrated Mass today, but can we have an extra Mass later? It’s the feast day of the Martyrs of Nagasaki. I think we need to pray for their intercession.”

      “Of course,” Father Tom said.

      He invited some of his new Chinese friends to the special Mass, held in the Monster’s chapel. The Chinese stared and chattered. Kiyoshi scowled. He didn’t like having them aboard. There was no rule that said a convict couldn’t also be a spy. But they surprised him with fervent and mostly accurate responses during the liturgy, which Father Tom said in Latin. The Jesuit was turning out to be an effective harvester of souls, now that he was no longer constrained by UN laws against evangelization.

      After the Mass, Kiyoshi saw the Chinese off the ship and got on the screen with the boss-man. This time their conversation lasted ten hours.

      Maybe the boss had some reason to take the rumors of a PLAN attack seriously. At any rate, he finally relented. “OK. Come on home. I’ll tell the dickhead to find another ride.”

      “Banzai!” Kiyoshi shouted. He got out his guitar, which had been gathering dust, and strummed chords while he ran pre-launch checks. Jun undertook the delicate task of disengaging from his months-long conversation with the Chinese AIs.

      He, too, was happy to be leaving Tiangong Erhao, although it would mean swinging around Venus to get a gravitational boost out to the asteroid belt.
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* * *

      Auxiliary boosters sputtering, the Monster edged out of Docking Bay 14. Kiyoshi started the countdown to full thrust. He loved their new drive. It felt great to be sitting on top of such an abundance of power. Watching the temperature inside the tokamak climb from a cold start into the 40 million Kelvin range, he entirely understood why Derek Lorna and his co-conspirators had risked everything to get their hands on Mercury’s helium-3. D-He3 fusion left the old D-D kludge standing. Fewer nasty neutrons, too.

      With half an eye, he watched Tiangong Erhao shrink on the optical feed. Sayonara, Heavenly Palace 2. His curiosity had been gratified. He would not be coming back here again.

      “Uh oh,” said Jun, hunched at the astrogator’s workstation.

      “What?”

      Incoming messages blizzarded across the comms screen. Kiyoshi flew over to the comms workstation and picked one at random. From the Luoxiao Shan. “Yeah, hello?”

      The response came in rat-a-tat-tat Chinese. On the screen, a plump little woman gestured angrily. She wore a severe gray uniform, and floated on what looked to be a ship’s bridge, amid geode-like clusters of exposed equipment.

      Kiyoshi cued up the Chinese translation software he had installed in his BCI. It was buggy. Fine for dickering over the price of cijiwu, not so great for formal occasions. He was still trying to sort through the mistranslations it printed on his retinal implants when Jun interrupted.

      “Turn around. We have to go back.”

      “Back to Tiangong Erhao? Why? What’s this chick so upset about?” Kiyoshi felt a bit dazed. “Who or what is the Luoxiao Shan, anyway?”

      “Check the optical feed.”

      The sight clarified Kiyoshi’s thoughts. Several large, gnarled needles drifted around the Monster. More blips moved closer, twinkling around the distant lozenge of Earth.

      “The Luoxiao Shan is a frigate of the China Territorial Defense Force,” Jun said in a leaden voice. “So are those others.”

      The nearest Chinese ship was only a few thousand klicks away. But Kiyoshi figured they could shoot their way out of this. The Monster had a hypervelocity coil gun running the length of its spine, disguised as part of the ship. It could hurl any kind of projectile you gave it, but Kiyoshi now favored mini-nukes, which were non-lethal, when used as area-denial weapons to fry an opponent’s electronics.

      Jun had used up a bunch of these nukelets on Mercury, but the Monster still had a few left, ready to walk themselves into the cradle on their little mechanical legs.

      “Nan to iu baka,” Jun groaned. [What an an idiot I’ve been!] “I thought they’d let me leave. I thought I’d established a rapport with them. I thought we might even be friends. But they don’t have friends. They only have reasons to despair, and reasons to keep living, and there’s very little difference between the two.”

      Kiyoshi whipped back to the comms screen. On the bridge of the Luoxiao Shan, the CDTF officer had turned her back to the camera. She was slapping her ample behind, looking over her shoulder and shouting, according to his translation software, “Beware the butt-fragging of righteousness, O filthy brown dwarf!”

      “She called me a dwarf,” Kiyoshi said, looking down at his 2.6-meter frame.

      “It’s a literal translation of Jap.”

      “How rude! I still don’t understand what the CTDF is doing here.”

      “The Chinese aren’t ignoring those rumors of an impending PLAN attack. This squadron has come to defend Tiangong Erhao, just in case it’s the intended target. My so-called friends on the station knew it was coming. But they didn’t warn me. They thought it would be amusing to see what happened when we bumped into the CDTF.”

      “But the CDTF isn’t combat-capable. The Chinese don’t give their AIs guns. Just mines and EMPs and stuff.” Kiyoshi was dialoguing with the gunnery computer. “We can take them. Get ready to enable the Ghost. I’ll put a nuke right between the Luoxiao Shan and the Zijin Shan. See how they like being EMPed. Then we run like hell.”

      “Don’t you remember what they did on 4 Vesta?” Jun said. His projection had its head in its hands. “They slagged the gates of the Bellicia ecohood with a ship drive. Those are their weapons. And in case you didn’t notice, the Luoxiao Shan and the Zijin Shan have both come around in the last few seconds to show us their butts.”

      “Oh,” Kiyoshi said. “So it wasn’t a mistranslation.”

      Jun started to speak in Chinese, urgently.

      “What’s happening?” Father Tom yelled, over the radio from the chapel where he had gone to pray for a successful launch.

      “Well,” Kiyoshi shouted back, “It looks like we’re not going to get butt-fragged. That’s the good news, and now for the bad news. We’re going back to Tiangong Erhao. And this time, we’re not customers. We’re prisoners.”
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      Mendoza went up to Luna on a first-class ticket paid for by Hope Energy. A girl from Hope HR met him at Shackleton spaceport. Her effusive welcome made a stark contrast with his last departure from this spaceport. They flew north in the HR girl’s Grasshopper, a dinky little vehicle that was the Luna equivalent of a car—but much more aspirational: few could afford them.

      “It’s a company car,” the HR girl said with a big smile. “But I think you’ll be getting one of your own. The D.I.E. guys generally do.”

      Mendoza leaned back and looked out of his porthole. The charcoal plain of the Mare Nubium stretched to the east. Scalloped crater rims lay to the west. The Grasshopper rose to 1000 meters and began to descend again.

      “We’ll reach the Marius Hills region in about five hours,” the HR girl said. “The campus is in Hopetown. Exciting, isn’t it?” she added ironically, gesturing at the moonscape. “You can stretch out in back if you like.”

      But Mendoza stayed where he was, looking down at Luna, which he had never expected to see again.

      “You’re not an expert at anything,” Elfrida had said, when he told her he was taking the job. “What do they want you for?”

      “Thanks a bunch,” he’d said, pretending to be insulted.

      “You know what I mean! It’s totally suspicious. Hope Energy backed the Mercury rebellion. They helped Derek Lorna, funded his institute. They’re murderers by proxy. And now you’re going to be taking their money.”

      “It’s not about the money. You won’t let me come to Rome to be with you. You won’t come to Manila to be with me. I can’t sleep on my mom’s couch forever.”

      “Oh, so now it’s all my fault. You know I have to be at the ICJ like, every day, answering their questions about Mercury. Whereas you’re just sitting around!”

      “What I said. I need to start working again. And this is a good job.”

      But he could not tell her the real reason he had accepted Frank Hope IV’s offer. He didn’t want her to get sucked into what might turn out to be a dangerous enterprise.

      They’d given him a job as a data analyst. Same old, same old. But he believed there would turn out to be more to it. And he was right.
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* * *

      Frank Hope IV, a.k.a. Fragger1, laid it out at the cocktail party held on Mendoza’s first evening on the Hope Energy campus. This glittering event, thronged with the elite of Marius Hills, was not in honor of Mendoza; it was a weekly thing. “We’re a big driver of the Lunar economy,” Frank Hope IV (“Call me Frank”) said. “With great power comes great responsibility, you know? Hence the CSR stuff, and hence, also, the Department of Intrepid Exploits.”

      “Tell me more,” Mendoza said.

      “Information acquisition. That’s where any successful campaign starts. You’re already familiar, of course, with the Hope Center for Nanobiotics’s work in the area of Mars surveillance ...”

      Mendoza flushed.

      “Relax,” Frank said, grinning. “Like I said before, your, ahem, unauthorized release of our survey data was actually helpful. It created interest in our work. We were getting unsolicited expressions of support from all kinds of influencers. So when you left the forums, I created Fragger1 to keep up the good work.”

      “Your manifesto-type stuff was really inspiring.”

      “I was bored,” Frank said. “Sitting around always makes me angry.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Well, you won’t be sitting around at D.I.E. You’ll be analyzing the data sent back by the latest batch of Mars probes.”

      “Wow!”

      “Yeah.” Frank took a swig of his highball. Catching his eyes for a second, Mendoza knew he was in the presence of someone else who shared his passion. His desire for revenge.

      “Dust. We call the probes Dust. I ought to warn you, though,” Frank added. “The program’s kind of stalled at the moment. You may have heard about the catastrophic breakup of a space station at the L2 LaGrange point, a few months back. That was our fab and launch facility.”

      “Oh shit,” said Mendoza. He had had too many highballs in an effort to feel less nervous. “Wasn’t that where they caught Derek Lorna?”

      Lorna’s name fell into the arched, pillared room like a stone crashing through a window. The chit-chat around them faltered. Someone dropped a plate. It bounced, scattering canapés on the artificial diamond floor.

      “Still a bit of a touchy subject,” Frank said in a low voice, as conversation resumed. “He’s out on bail. Hiding at home in Shackleton City. Guess he can’t face seeing anyone. No one wants to see him.”

      “He ought to be in jail.”

      Frank pushed the heel of his free hand against his knife-blade nose. “Yeah. Shrug. He’ll wind up in jail for sure. Even my father would welcome it at this point, so we can put the whole Mercury fiasco behind us.”

      “Why did he do it?” Mendoza said. He needed to know more about the hazy connection between Derek Lorna and Hope Energy. The Hopes had denied the existence of any connection, of course. But Frank had just admitted there was one. “Did he have … orders?”

      “From us? Is that what you’re implying?” Frank’s eyes glinted.

      “I guess I am,” Mendoza said.

      “Of course he fucking didn’t. Of course we didn’t fucking connive at the murder of four thousand, three hundred and twelve people.”

      That was the final death toll from the Mercury rebellion. That Frank knew the exact number spoke well of him.

      “I had to ask,” Mendoza said.

      “I understand. It’s just … shit. The guy deceived us as much as anyone else. And why he did it, who knows, but in my opinion, it was pure arrogance. You know he developed that super-advanced telepresence platform, the stross-class phavatar? And then it got cancelled for being too smart? Well, Lorna never got over that. He insisted the stross-class was safe, and everyone had overreacted. He kept working on it in secret, which we had no idea about. Then they captured the Heidegger program on 4 Vesta, and it was light-years beyond what he was working on. A supercomputer, and his stuff was a pocket calculator. Can you imagine what that must have felt like?”

      “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em,” Mendoza guessed.

      “Pretty much. As far as we’ve reconstructed it, he made a copy of the Heidegger program, grafted on the safety controls he’d developed for the stross-class … and boom, version 2.0. Which, to repeat, we had no idea about.”

      “I just need you to tell me that D.I.E. isn’t about murdering people.”

      Frank laughed. Holding Mendoza’s gaze, he said, “Cheesy acronym notwithstanding, D.I.E. is not about murdering people.”

      “OK.”

      “It’s about hitting the PLAN, and hitting them hard.”

      Mendoza ate the maraschino cherry out of his drink. “I always thought we should just haul some asteroids out of the Belt and throw them at Mars.”

      “I can tell you used to work for UNVRP.”

      “Ha ha; but seriously.”

      “Well, it would be kind of nice to get Mars back afterwards, you know? As opposed to a ring of rubble around the sun.”

      Later, as the cocktail party was breaking up, Mendoza stood by a window, admiring the view of Hopetown. As the name suggested, this was a company town. But Hope philanthropy had endowed it with lots of open spaces and lovely architecture. The steeple of Notre Dame de la Lune speared towards the invisible roof of the dome, illuminated by floodlights. A cluster of office buildings in the Victorian style of Shackleton City hid the bulk of the cathedral. Nearer at hand, partygoers bobbled homewards across the lawns of the Hope Energy campus. Dishdashas and niqabs this way, tuxedoes and evening gowns that way. Many Arabs lived in Luna’s northern hemisphere, and they had their own dress code, analogous to Shackleton City Victoriana. However, enforcement was less strict up here. The HR girl had told Mendoza it would be fine to come to work in jeans.

      Still a bit drunk, he took off his bow tie (other people were doing it) and tossed it to a parlormaid.

      Frank appeared beside him. He had a dropdead sexy blonde in tow. As if continuing their earlier conversation, he said, “You know, I always thought the whole reason they came up with UNVRP was because we lost Mars. We were going to terraform Mars. It was going to be humanity’s second home. But the PLAN stole it. So, OK, fine, if we can’t have that one, we’ll have this one! Terraforming Venus is not impossible! Because we say so!”

      Mendoza cocked his head. “Well, yeah. Of course.”

      After a pause, Frank said ruefully, “And I thought that was a pretty deep insight.”

      The blonde laughed.

      “But it was never going to work,” Mendoza said. It was easier to believe this, than to accept that an achievable dream had been killed by bureaucracy and bad luck. “The technical challenges were just too big.”

      Frank nodded. “But this will work.”

      “Tell me more about it.”
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* * *

      Hopetown lay bubbled within a glassbrick dome, like the domes of Shackleton City. But when you stepped out into the vacuum and looked up, you did not see the black lunar sky. You saw another, higher roof, decorated with whimsical constellations of LEDs that got reprogrammed regularly.

      The city lay inside a lava tube, one of many that snaked beneath Luna’s surface. Formed by primordial volcanism, some of these lava tubes had collapsed into sinuous rilles, but others remained intact, their naturally arched roofs holding up 20-50 meter-thick slabs of regolith. Marius Hills was one of the biggest lava tubes. It measured four kilometers wide, two high at its apex, and thirty kilometers long—a sublunarean void big enough to swallow the city of Manila. The domes of Hopetown and its sister cities looked minute in this abyss, like glowing puddles on the floor.

      Mendoza commuted daily, in his new Grasshopper, from his company apartment in the New Jeddah dome to Hopetown, a distance of three kilometers. The D.I.E. offices were hidden away on the Hope Energy campus, on the third floor of the R&D center,  which resembled a giant oyster on the half-shell.

      Mendoza sat at a tri-screen workstation in the analysis section, searching the universe for traces of Dust.

      “Here’s the problem,” Frank told him. “Our last batch of Dust has gone missing.”

      “Did the PLAN blow it up?”

      “We don’t think so.” Frank’s normally sparkling eyes were flat. “On our first launches, we used unmanned shuttles. That didn’t work so well. So then we used phavatars to pilot the ships. That worked better. But we—they—still got blown up.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah. That’s when we knew, this is never going to work with a signal delay. We need to be flying these shuttles in real time. So on this last launch, that’s what we did.”

      “… Oh.”

      “Three shuttles successfully launched from the Hope Center for Nanobiotics on June 18th. For various reasons, the launch was a bit rushed. But they all got off OK.”

      “And then?”

      “We lost contact with all three pilots as they were making their final approach to Mars. One of them, a friend of mine, Victoria McFate, she reported that she was looking at the northern polar cap. She could see the PLAN’s water mines, she could see these scarab-shaped bots climbing around in there.”

      “Holy crap!”

      “Yep. She got closer to Mars than any human being has in a hundred years. And then she went off the air.” Frank paused. “So, your job is to find the Dust,” he said, and walked away.

      No, Mendoza thought. My job is to find her, isn’t it, Frank? Dead or alive.

      The D.I.E. office had real plants everywhere, tanks full of fish instead of cubicle dividers, and ergonomic walls, for bouncing off—or banging your head on, if it was that kind of day.

      Mendoza’s cubicle-mate, a guy named Youssef, volunteered more details about the final, failed Dust drop.

      “It was in these auto-dispersal containers that would scatter it into the Martian atmosphere. 1,000 kilometers up, which was Victoria McFate’s last known altitude, at least some of her Dust should have made it to the ground. But …” Youssef shook his large, spiky-haired head. “Most people around here think all the shuttles got fragged before they could deliver their payloads.”

      “So we don’t actually have any data to analyze.” This was at odds with what Frank had told him.

      “Vicky McFate was Frank’s fiancée.”

      “I figured something like that.”

      “He hasn’t accepted that she’s gone. So, that’s wishful thinking. We’ll be analyzing the data from the probes … when we find them.”

      They sorted through the data from various radio receivers pointed at Mars, searching for anything that might be a signal from a lost nanoprobe. There were exabytes of data to analyze, from hundreds of instruments in Luna, Earth, and L2 Earth-Sun LaGrange point orbits, owned by the UN, the Chinese, and various private companies and consortia. Some of these the D.I.E. team had access to. Some they did not, yet, and this was where Mendoza’s experience came in handy.

      After a while, he almost felt like he was back at UNVRP, in the days when he’d loved his work.

      But day after day, their search came up empty. Frank hung around the office, challenging people to tic-tac-toe and arm wrestling matches. He got in the way, but no one minded, because it was Frank. Mendoza learnt from Youssef that Frank had actually been going to pilot one of the delivery shuttles himself, but something had gone wrong, and he’d got left behind.

      The revelation took Mendoza’s breath away. Trey Hope, the CEO of Hope Energy, had committed his only son to almost certain death. He must really believe in what they were doing.

      Another of the shuttle pilots had been Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud, a nephew of Faisal ibn Abdul al-Saud II, whom everyone simply called the King. The House of Saud had gotten kicked out of the Arabian peninsula (and off Earth) 150 years ago, but the Saudi ex-royals continued to enjoy monarchical status on Luna. The King had poured millions into D.I.E. And now, having lost a nephew to it, he stood ready to contribute millions more.

      If they could find the damn Dust.

      “Oh no, we’re not under any pressure,” Youssef sighed.

      Mendoza branched out into examining data from optical telescopes, reasoning that he might be able to see some debris from the shuttles in Mars orbit, if they had been fragged high enough up that it didn’t all fall down to the surface straight away.

      What he found was shocking enough that he brought it straight to Jasmine Ah, the leader of the D.I.E. analysis section.

      “These are ships!”

      Jasmine took one look, nodded. “Yeah, we know about those.”

      “We do?”

      “The PLAN’s mustering a fleet in orbit.”

      “No one told me.”

      “Those that know have kept it in their heads. We don’t want another panic.”

      Mendoza stared at this thin-armed spaceborn woman, whose charm bracelets rattled as she bounced up and down on her trampoline chair. He shook his head slowly. “I hope Star Force knows about this.”

      “Sure they do. They’re keeping a close eye on the situation. Stay cool, Mendoza. We’ve got the PORMSnet, the Luna Defense Brigade—OK, so it’s just Frank and his buddies, but they’re quite good shots—and if all that fails, we’ve got thirty meters of rock above our heads.”

      Jasmine assumed that he was concerned about their safety, here on Luna. But Mendoza had been thinking about Earth.

      He returned to his workstation and searched for more information on the PLAN’s fleet. Now that he knew what he was looking for, the picture filled in rapidly.

      The volume around Mars always teemed with the PLAN’s defenses, a thousands-strong swarm of orbital fortresses. But now, the number of objects in orbit around Mars was climbing daily, and all the new blips shared a familiar configuration. Cylindrical, belted with guns. They were the PLAN’s fighters, known as toilet rolls.

      Mendoza also discovered that Jasmine hadn’t been kidding when she said the authorities were monitoring the situation. The Chinese had sent up a CTDF fleet to protect Tiangong Erhao. Star Force was recalling ships from Mercury.

      Mendoza phoned Elfrida. “You know, this would be a great time of year for a holiday in the country,” he said. “How about you take a trip to northern Canada? Or the Urals.”

      “Are you vaping something? The Urals are horrible at this time of year. Mosquitoes everywhere.”

      Mendoza was thinking that if the PLAN attacked Earth, they would be quite likely to target Rome, for the same reasons that the forces of barbarism and darkness had targeted the Eternal City through the ages.

      “Maybe North Dakota, then,” he said. “Or Wisconsin. One of those little countries.” Where there’s nothing worth nuking.

      “How about New York? We were going to go to New York together. But then you got your new job, working for the helium-3 cartel.”

      “Actually, a not-for-profit organization jointly funded by Hope Energy, the Korolev Foundation, and the House of Saud,” Mendoza said bad-temperedly.

      “Same difference.”

      As they talked, Elfrida was walking through a street market in Rome, with her phone floating on its lanyard in front of her face. She stopped at a cheesemonger’s stall and ladled a mozzarella ball out of a vat of brine. Pushing her straw hat back on her head, she waited for her purchase to be weighed. Sparrows and pigeons flew over the stalls. September heat shimmered around people’s sandals.

      “Ellie. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but a lot of smart people are worried. The PLAN is mustering a fleet. This isn’t just a nine-pack, it’s like a nine-hundred-pack. They might be targeting Earth.”

      “Yeah, right. Every two years, the supposedly smart people say this same stuff.”

      “But this time is different.”

      “I’m not worried,” Elfrida said, and paid for her mozzarella.

      The signal delay, 1.5 seconds, was just long enough to make the conversation feel unreal. Mendoza, frustrated, hit disconnect. As the screen went dark, Elfrida’s voice floated out, from 1.5 seconds ago: “I miss you, that’s all.”

      “I miss you, too,” Mendoza whispered to his empty apartment.

      He had signed a non-disclosure agreement. He wasn’t allowed to mention D.I.E. to outsiders. So he had not been able to tell Elfrida why he (and a lot of people smarter than him) believed this time was different.

      Because of D.I.E. itself.

      The PLAN seemed to be changing its modus operandi at the very same time that a few brave humans had poked it.

      Coincidence?

      Not freaking likely.

      Their anxiety seeped out to the population of Hopetown. One day a group of protesters besieged the Hope Energy campus with holographic projectors that enclosed the campus in lurid footage of PLAN attacks. “SCIENCE KILLS!” they shouted. “STOP THE MADNESS!”

      “Science kills,” Frank Hope IV said, staring out of the window in the analysis section. “That’s a good one. Without science, they’d be sucking vacuum right now.”

      “We’re have to do something,” Jasmine Ah said. “We can’t just hunker down. They’ll go to the media.”

      “The PR department’s on it.”

      In the air above the lawn, a toilet roll swooped towards an asteroid, vomiting hot plasma from one end and projectiles from the other. The asteroid exploded.

      “That’s fake,” Youssef said. “No one ever got footage that good.”

      But Mendoza could feel the impact that the graphic images of destruction were having on his colleagues. And on himself. He tasted fear, like biting on an antique coin.

      Frank set his jaw. “I want to show these guys what they’re protesting against. If you don’t know what I’m talking about, come with.” He looked at Mendoza.

      Down on the lawn, a handful of young men sat crosslegged, operating their projector. They were the type of young men who wore jeans under their dishdashas, and probably got their news from chitchat on gaming forums.

      “Science kills!” said the beardiest one.

      “Salaam aleikum to you, too.”

      “Oh shit, you’re Frank Hope.”

      Mushroom clouds seethed silently overhead. Now Mendoza knew the footage was fake, because he had seen nukes go off in vacuum. They just made bright flashes.

      “Guess you guys are into gaming?” Frank said. “That looks like a scene from Existential Threat VII.”

      “Ulp. How did you know?”

      Frank touched his left eye. “Zoom functionality. You forgot to remove the watermarks. Anyway, I’d like to show you a sim we put together here, kind of a demo. We can do it right now, if you brought your immersion kits. If you’re not interested, fine, but in that case, I’ll have to have security escort you off the campus.”

      The young men conferred. Suddenly, they all jumped.

      “What?” Mendoza blurted.

      “Text message from the King,” said the beardiest one. “He says do it.”

      The protesters unpacked their immersion kits. Guys like this always had the spendiest gear, and they toted it everywhere. They put on their masks, headsets, and gloves and lay down, like corpses in white body bags (and a few black ones—there were some girls among them), scattered across the bristly gengineered grass.

      Frank had immersion kits brought out for Mendoza and the other newbies who’d followed him downstairs. Mendoza found a place to lie flat. Newly mown stems prickled his back through his shirt and waistcoat. The protesters had turned off their holographs, so that sunlight bathed the campus once again. You could only tell it was fake because it was not warm.

      He settled his mask over his face, aligned the breathing holes under his nostrils, logged in—

      --and opened his eyes in a dim auditorium.

      The protesters stood in front of the stage. Their avatars came straight out of Existential Threat VII or Grimdark Tales—cyborgged out with augments, or sporting elf ears and animé hair.

      Frank stood alone on the bare stage. His avatar looked just like his real self, except that it was wearing a Lunar Defense Brigade uniform. He said, “One of our subsidiaries, Hope Space Industries, has developed a revolutionary new class of spaceship. It’s got a four-tiered thermal cooling system that utilizes water/glycol, ammonia, sodium, and macguffinite, a new material developed right here in Hopetown by our materials scientists. Macguffinite has a specific heat capacity per kilo of eleven thousand joules per kilogram kelvin! Its phase change from solid to gas sucks up enough energy to mask the heat emissions of a VASIMR drive. Yeah, I know ion propulsion is out of fashion these days, but it ain’t slow, and you get a high specific impulse for maneuvering. While invisible.” Frank spread his arms. “People, this is as close as we’re ever gonna get to matching the PLAN’s stealth technology.”

      No, it isn’t, Mendoza thought. He felt a pang of pity. If only Frank knew that someone else had surpassed this achievement already. Far from being revolutionary, the thermal cooling system Frank described was just a better version of existing technology. In comparison, somewhere out there was a 100-year-old Longvoyager that could magically vanish.

      But there was no point mentioning the Yonezawa brothers or their Ghost, since Mendoza had no idea how the Ghost worked, much less where the Monster was now. Anyway, Jun and Kiyoshi wouldn’t thank him for blowing their cover.

      Frank answered a few questions about the new heat-shielding technology. Then he cleared his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, I would now like to present to you … the Fragger stealth fighter!”

      The auditorium suddenly doubled in size. On a low pedestal, rotating beneath strobe lights, stood …

      One of the Dust delivery shuttles, which Mendoza had seen plenty of pictures of before.

      The erstwhile protesters crowded around the ship, seduced by its streamlined silhouette. “Kickin’ railguns,” breathed a girl.

      Those railguns had not been in the pictures Mendoza saw. Nor had the clusters of nukelets slung beneath the shuttle’s wings.

      The pieces suddenly fell into place.

      “I get it. The Fragger isn’t actually a shuttle at all,” Mendoza texted Frank. “The so-called shuttles were designed as fighter-bombers from the start.”

      “You got it,” Frank texted him back. He switched to subvocalizing for everyone to hear. “Another interesting thing about the Fragger is that its hub is dumb. Supercomputers run hot. They make stealth that much harder.”

      Unless you’re an ASI, Mendoza thought.

      “For that reason and others, we’ve taken the opposite tack from Star Force. They’ve been building smarter and smarter ships. The newest generation of Gravesfighters can do everything except kiss you goodnight. The pilot is only there to take responsibility in a court of law when the ship screws up.” Laughter. “Well, we’ve moved away from that. These ships put the pilot back in charge. What I’m saying is, to fly a Fragger, you’ve got to really be a pilot.” Frank waited a beat. “So, anyone want to take her for a spin?”

      There were no takers at first. Then a few. Then a dozen. Since this was a sim, as many could participate as wanted to. Mendoza tagged after the gamers as they climbed up onto the Fragger’s wing and into the cockpit, one by one, like clowns getting out of a car in reverse.

      Reaching the cockpit, he was alone again, in his own iteration of the Fragger sim. Levers, dials, and screens encrusted the interior of an egg-shaped cavity barely large enough for his flight couch. He had no idea what was what, so he touched nothing. He looked down at himself. He wore an EVA suit, and could feel the lump of a recycling tube between his buttocks. Fragger pilots would not be flying in comfort. But that was on purpose, wasn’t it? Feel like you’re sacrificing something. Feel like you’re risking everything. Because you are.

      “Here we go,” Frank’s voice echoed out of nowhere.

      Mendoza’s heads-up screen lit up with an optical feed. Mars floated in the center of the screen, a russet ellipse etched with high-resolution megastructures.

      Mendoza leaned forward, fascinated. This image must be based on the data from the nanoprobes. It was not someone’s best guess. It was not a clip from an immersion game. It was the most accurate map of Mars in existence.

      And another piece fell into place.

      The whole purpose of the Dust surveys was to gather data for pilot training.

      A stream of black flecks drifted across the Elysium Planitia.

      “Your mission,” intoned Frank, “should you choose to accept it …” He broke off to chuckle. “That line always cracks me up. Sorry. Your mission is to penetrate the PLAN’s orbital defenses. Go in low and hard. Your primary target is the Big Turd, where we suspect that the PLAN has its main computing assets in an underground data center powered by geothermal electricity. Secondary targets are the other surface facilities you can see on this map. However … HEADS UP!”

      Mendoza flinched at Frank’s sudden shout. A black shape blurred across the optical feed. Then his screens flashed white and went off. The cockpit darkened to a womb-like gloom.

      “You got slagged,” Frank said to him.

      Mendoza rubbed his mouth in irritation (his hand went straight through the imaginary helmet that he wore). “That’s some kick-ass stealth technology. Just saying.”

      “Don’t forget, masking your heat emissions is different from hiding your radar profile. Of course, the Fragger uses every known deflection and absorption technique, so it shows up on radar as something much smaller than a ship. A chunk of rock, maybe. But the PLAN has toilet rolls patrolling this volume all the time, specifically to zap anything that moves. Even chunks of rock. So, you got unlucky.”

      “Unlucky, hell. You did that on purpose to give the wannabes a taste of combat.”

      “What fun is a sim without space battles?”

      “I’ve never been big on sims. Or space battles. Did any of our gang survive that?”

      “Five guys slagged the toilet roll before it could get them. Three of those survived the next attack, too. They’re now approaching the outer ring of orbital fortresses. In real life, that’s the tricky bit. Those fortresses are the size of asteroids. Maneuvering through a debris field that’s moving at orbital velocity … it’s not a game for pikers. But Vicky managed it. Abdul and Erik did too, we believe.”

      Wishful thinking, Mendoza decided. “Can I see?”

      “You’re supposed to be dead. Oh, fine. Here you go.”

      Suddenly, he seemed to be floating in space, as if he had survived the destruction of his fighter. He was now much closer to Mars. It filled the sky. Gigantic rocks glided between him and the Red Planet, sidelit by the sun.

      “Those are the PLAN’s orbital fortresses,” Frank said. “Megawatt laser cannons emplaced on each one.”

      “Where’d all those rocks come from, anyway?”

      “Mars used to have two moons.”

      They heard a distant screech. “Allahu akbar!”

      “Sounds like someone’s having fun,” Mendoza said.

      “They have a long cultural tradition of this kind of thing,” Frank said.

      “Suicide bombing?”

      “Let’s call it berserking. Scandinavians, too. The Irish. All the Celtic peoples. My family comes from the old United States. A nation of latte-sipping bleeding hearts. It took a long time on Luna before we learned to unleash the crazy.”

      “So maybe there’s hope for me.”

      “Ha, ha. Yeah. I think so. It’s nothing to do with ethnic heritage, really. When we start recruiting pilots, we’ll be looking for people who don’t care if they live or die … who are ready to sacrifice everything to save humanity.”

      “That’s what you’re doing right now, isn’t it?”

      “Huh?”

      “Recruiting.”

      Frank chuckled. “You got me.”

      “Allahu akbaaaaarrghh!”

      A concatenation of white flashes twinkled between the orbiting fragments of Phobos.

      “Looks like someone took a few toilet rolls with him,” Frank said. “Give that man a job.”

      A second later, Mendoza felt the space around him shiver, as if the vacuum were a waterbed and someone had jumped on it. “I felt that,” he said, puzzled.

      “So did I,” Frank said.

      “Must be a bug,” Mendoza said. “You can’t feel shock waves in a vacuum. You’d better fix that.”

      Frank did not answer.

      Another tremor rolled through Mendoza’s body.

      Which was one hell of a bug, actually. Since he didn’t have a BCI. And wasn’t lying in a telepresence couch. So he shouldn’t have been experiencing any sensory feedback beyond what the mask and gloves could provide.

      He logged out. Sitting up on the lawn, he wrenched off his mask and headset.

      A wave of noise crashed over him.

      Klaxons.

      Screams.

      Automated voices bellowing in English and Arabic, overlapping so that neither language was intelligible.

      Frank hurried around the lawn, pulling headsets off, wrenching the protesters out of immersion. He gestured for Mendoza to help. Still woozy, Mendoza just sat there, staring.

      Until he felt a breath of wind touch his hair.

      Wind.

      In a dome, that meant only one thing.

      Depressurization.
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      Mendoza did not even think about the other people still sprawled on the lawn. He bounded towards the R&D building.

      A voice said, quietly, but clearly, in his head: “Go back and help the others.”

      Mendoza turned back, into the teeth of the wind, which was now a gale. It pulled leaves off the trees. It fluttered the dishdashas and niqabs of the people still lying on the lawn. Mendoza helped to drag them out of immersion. As he hauled an obese girl to her feet, something car-sized smashed on the path outside the R&D building, right about where Mendoza would have been standing if he’d been banging on the door, trying to get in.

      “That,” Frank shouted, “looked like a piece of the roof!”

      The wind picked up. Mendoza could now hear its thin howl, despite the din of alarms and screams. He dragged the fat girl towards the R&D building. She blubbered, “Laa hawla wa laa quwwata illa Billaah, laa hawla …”

      “Hail Mary, full of grace,” Mendoza responded. They were praying in different languages, but they were both praying for the same thing: to live. “The Lord is with thee. Holy Mary, mother of God, pray for us sinners …”

      Another piece fell out of the roof. It hit the cross on top of Notre Dame de la Lune and knocked it upside-down.

      “ … now and at the hour of our death, amen. Hail Mary …”

      Roof tiles danced in the air, proving that they were not tiles in the Earth sense at all, but rectangles of lightweight insulating material. The wind sucked them towards the hole in the top of the dome.

      “… full of grace …”

      Frank led them around the R&D center. With the wind howling between the buildings, they had to fight for every step. Mendoza dragged the fat girl bodily, and her mass (he later realized) saved him from being blown away, like the other people now thrashing in the air.

      There was a trapdoor in the terrace outside the cafeteria. It opened to Frank’s command, explosively. They tumbled down into a bunker where the rest of the staff had already taken refuge.
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* * *

      “Well,” Trey Hope said, “so that was the long-rumored, much-feared PLAN attack.”

      The PLAN fleet in orbit around Mars had been a ruse. While humanity’s attention was fixated on it, the PLAN had launched a smaller strike force. Four nine-packs had snuck up on Luna, fully stealthed. They had disabled the PORMSnet with a wave of EMPs. The Lunar Defense Brigade had never even got off the ground. Star Force had slagged a few of the toilet rolls as they were leaving … by which time, they’d already bombed hell out of Luna. They had rained enhanced-radiation nukes on the surface cities, and deployed kinetic missiles against the underground habs.

      The regolith above Marius Hills had fractured, causing shards of igneous rock, each weighing hundreds of tons, to fall into the lava tube. One of these had struck the Hopetown dome, and breached it.

      Armies of repair bots had instantly leapt into action. They had wrestled a nanofiber mesh net over the breach, and then squirted liters and liters of splart on it. Air had continued to rush out while they worked, so that as it solidified, the patch bulged up like a boil from the roof of the dome.

      The agony of Hopetown had lasted just under seventeen minutes.

      Death toll: eighty-three, mostly people working in the building that the shard had fallen on top of, plus a few who had been sucked out of the dome to their deaths.

      Wounded: lots.

      Traumatized: pretty much everyone.

      The therapy industry was going to have a bumper year.

      “But you know what I think?” said Trey Hope, a silver-bearded lion of a man, prowling the stage at an all-hands meeting on campus. “If that’s the worst they can do? Pffft.”

      He raised his face to the ceiling, shook his fist.

      “We’re still alive! Damn you! We’re still here!”

      Laughter and cheers rang out. Mendoza applauded as wildly as anyone. His heart overflowed with gratitude for the simple fact of survival. He had gone to Mass this morning, and joined the volunteer party who scaled the steeple to restore the cathedral’s cross to its upright position.

      When the clapping died down, Trey Hope got serious. He confirmed that Shackleton City had been hit much worse. Verneland had been flattened. Confirmed deaths had already mounted into the five figures, and many more were missing, presumed dead.

      “They’ve asked us to take some refugees,” Trey Hope said, “and we’ve agreed, of course. I want all of you to open your hearts and your homes to our unfortunate neighbors.”

      So Mendoza ended up sharing his deluxe apartment with a Coptic Christian family of eighteen, who spent their days shitting blood and getting radiation treatments.

      In the D.I.E. offices, morale quickly rebounded. The King had made a commitment of S500 million in the wake of the disaster, which induced previous fence-sitters to jump on board. The elites of Luna were now united behind D.I.E. The PLAN had clearly intended to shut the project down. Screw that.

      As Trey Hope said: this proves we’re doing something right.

      Quibbles emerged from Earth, and then the UN passed a Security Council Resolution reaffirming the obligation of “Member States” (read: Luna) to refrain from “technological activities” that might “endanger human populations.”

      The resolution was respectfully ignored. The gulf between Earth and Luna yawned wider.

      Elfrida said, “See, I was right. There was nothing to worry about.”

      “Huh? Forty thousand people died!” Mendoza sat crosslegged on his sofa. Behind him, in the open-plan kitchen, his refugees shuffled and muttered, considerately keeping it down while he was on the phone.

      “Same old, same old,” Elfrida said, her face pinched.

      “Shackleton City was devastated. People are still dying every day from radiation exposure.” Mendoza beckoned to the youngest of the Copts who had come to him from Shackleton City. He carefully set the small boy on his knees. “This is Gerges. He’s seven. He’s already had a couple of stem cell transfusions, but he suffered massive damage on the cellular level. His gut lining is gone. He can’t keep anything down.” The little boy snuffled and stroked the furry carebot wrapped around his left arm, which was feeding him intravenously.

      Elfrida paled. “You poor little guy,” she said, and Mendoza was glad he hadn’t shouted at her. Then she added, “I didn’t mean to minimize anyone’s suffering. I just meant they didn’t target Earth, so I was right about that, that’s all.”

      “No, they didn’t target Earth!” Mendoza shifted Gerges onto the sofa beside him. Keeping his voice down so as not to frighten the boy, he leaned towards his tablet, which he’d propped up on the coffee table. “They didn’t target Earth, because they’ve already defeated Earth! They attack our moon, slaughter tens of thousands, and all the UN does is pass a Security Council resolution blaming the victim! At least Luna is fighting back!”

      “Oh? I haven’t heard anything about that.”

      Mendoza sucked his lips. Open mouth, insert foot, trample all over NDA. “I just meant, in principle,” he said lamely.

      “Are you mixed up in something I don’t know about, John?” Elfrida’s eyes held a queer light. She was leaning on the carved balustrade of a bridge over the Tiber. “Tell me what’s going on,” she demanded.

      Mendoza hesitated. “How about I come see you?” he said.
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* * *

      In the end, he wasn’t able to get away until October. D.I.E. was ramping up production of Dust at a new facility, this time right here in Hopetown, since there was no longer any need to be furtive about it. At the same time, fighter production had resumed on Mercury. The consortium had twisted the arm of the new CEO of Wrightstuff, Inc., to honor the contract his predecessor had signed. The Dawn Project’s other outsourcing partner, GESiemens Inc., had come through the tragedy on Mercury relatively unscathed. They estimated that a dozen Fraggers would be complete in time for the next Mercury-Earth launch window, at year’s end. The little fighters were not powerful enough to escape the Sun’s gravity well on their own; they’d be coming aboard a hauler. Everyone at D.I.E. was eager for them to arrive, so the next phase of their campaign could begin.

      Before he returned to Earth, Mendoza had thought long and hard about what he would tell Elfrida. He couldn’t talk about D.I.E., but he had to explain why he would probably not be coming back to Earth again.

      The truth: he had signed up to be a Fragger pilot.

      What he told Elfrida: he was going out to the Belt with the Yonezawa brothers.

      As he told this story, he realized that it reflected his regrets. A great sadness afflicted him when he thought about the way Jun and Kiyoshi had vanished, taking Fr. Lynch with them, but not Mendoza.

      He’d worn the virtual armor of a Knight of the Order of St. Benedict of Passau. Had risked his life alongside them. But in the end they hadn’t judged him worthy.

      He snapped at Elfrida when she begged for more details, and hated himself for that, too.

      They took that long-postponed trip to New York, with Elfrida’s therapist for a chaperone. (The therapist was a robot, and could easily be ignored.) For Mendoza it was a guilt-fueled splurge. In the Plaza Hotel, a floating wedding-cake moored on Central Lagoon, they lay in each other’s arms, mutually miserable.

      “I wish you were a woman,” Elfrida said suddenly.

      “I could shave my legs, if hairiness is the issue,” Mendoza pretended to joke.

      “Until we met, I’d only ever slept with women. It was different.”

      Mendoza had known she was with a woman before him, of course. He had spent a long time being jealous of that woman. Thankfully, Cydney Blaisze wasn’t in the picture any more. But he had not known he was Elfrida’s first boyfriend ever. His mind instantly formed the words: So I took your virginity. He had just enough sense not to say them.

      “How is it different? Better, I hope.”

      The reflections of lights on water wavered across the ceiling. Elfrida blurted, “The Church says that homosexuality is wrong.”

      She’d been getting more and more interested in Catholicism. Mendoza was afraid she was doing it for him.

      “Well, the Church says fornication is wrong, period,” he offered. “It doesn’t matter with who.”

      “So we’re sinning right now.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “And you’re OK with that?”

      No. Yes. No, but you unbuttoned my shirt, and I forget what happened next. No, but I’ve been waiting my whole life to hold you in my arms. “No,” he said, “but I’ll go to confession tomorrow.”

      “And that makes it all right?”

      “No! Of course it doesn’t.” He rolled on top of her, kissed her to stop her from arguing. This was Earth, so he weighed enough to pin her down. “I’m a sinner, Elfrida.” Kiss. “I’m a selfish bastard.” Kiss. “Do as I say, not as I do.”

      “Just as long as you keep on doing that.”

      “This?”

      “No, the other …”

      “This.”

      “Yes, that. That. That! Ohhh …”

      But nothing had been resolved, and the next morning at breakfast, Elfrida said, “I think Lorna’s going to get off.”

      Mendoza eyed her uneasily. He had been to confession already, slipping out of the hotel and back again before she woke up—he had enough self-respect to keep his word about that. “Lorna won’t get off.”

      “You’ve got this childlike faith in justice,” Elfrida said darkly.

      “I think I’ve just been insulted.” Mendoza loaded his plate with bacon and sausages from the breakfast buffet. In the back of his mind was the thought that this might be his last chance to eat real food.

      “Pig.” Elfrida selected strawberries and kiwis from a vat of fruit salad. She was trying to lose weight, as usual.

      “Why do you think Lorna’s going to get off?”

      She shook her head, spooning yogurt over her fruit.

      “You’re going to testify at his trial. You’re going to tell them the truth about everything that happened on Mercury. With the evidence from Gloria dos Santos’s BCI, that’ll convict him beyond the shadow of a doubt.”

      Her forehead crinkled at the mention of dos Santos. “It might. But you see, I don’t think he’s ever going to come to trial.”

      “It’s already on the ICJ docket!”

      “Yes, but who says he’s going to show? I say he won’t. He’ll skip bail. His friends on Luna will protect him.” Her lips curled in an ugly grimace. “The guys you work for.”

      “I told you, I’ve already quit.” He prayed she never found out the truth. Or at least not until the war was over and he could be named as one of those who helped to defeat the PLAN.

      “Sorry; the guys you were working for. They won’t want him going on the witness stand. Who knows what would come out? So, they’ll either kill him or spirit him away.” Elfrida wandered over to the beverage station.

      Mendoza came up beside her as she was ordering an espresso. “They wouldn’t do that.”

      “You’re pretty defensive of them, considering that you quit because you realized they were all about the money.”

      Mendoza felt himself getting snared in his own lies. He ordered a latte with goat’s milk.

      “So my guess is they’ll spirit him away,” Elfrida resumed. “Because he’s still got his expertise, and that’s worth a lot of money. If it wasn’t for the mess in Shackleton City, they probably would have done it already. But in my opinion, he deserves to die.”

      “I agree.” He wasn’t sure he did agree.

      “It’s a shame we don’t have the death penalty anymore.”

      “Well, the Church is against the death penalty, too,” Mendoza pointed out.

      “I might just take a weekend trip to Luna and do it myself. I’m sure I could get to him. I know Dr. Hasselblatter and everything. I’ve got an in.” After an excruciatingly long moment, Elfrida grinned.

      Filled with relief that she was joking, Mendoza took his latte and led the way to a table. He slurped foam. “Mm, pretty good.”

      “Mine’s disgusting,” Elfrida said, pushing her espresso away. “I should’ve known better than to order espresso in New York. No one can make it right except Italians.”

      “Let’s blow this town. Let’s go to Italy. Introduce me to your parents. Show me where you grew up.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, John, but I just want you to go.”

      “What? Why?”

      “You’re going, anyway, aren’t you? You’re going out to the Belt with the Yonezawas. This …” She gestured at the view of Central Lagoon, the swan boats and floating hot-dog vendors. “This is too painful. I’d rather just say goodbye and get it over with.”

      Goodbye.

      Mendoza hadn’t wanted to frame it like that, even to himself. But the fact was, it might be goodbye … forever.

      “I love you,” he said.

      “That doesn’t really make me feel better. Actions speak louder than words, you know.”

      He did know that, of course. He prayed that in the future, when his actions in the war against the PLAN could be revealed, she’d understand why he had to do this.

      “OK,” he said. Feeling like a complete shit. “I’m leaving.”
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      Mendoza had been accepted as a Fragger pilot, but this was not the accolade it sounded like. Regardless of what Frank had said about favoring the descendants of Vikings and jihadis, the selection committee was, in fact, taking all comers. When it came time to sign on the dotted line, not many people were willing to risk their lives.

      Few of the volunteers had ever flown a spaceship before, let alone a stealth fighter. But most of them had spent years of their lives playing shoot-‘em-up immersion games, which gave them a head start. Mendoza didn’t even have that. Never would he have expected that his lack of interest in sims, usually considered a sign of a rational and well-organized mind, would end up holding him back.

      Frank had actually said that he was just putting Mendoza on the list as a bribe to get him to stick around after 9/29 (as they were now calling the PLAN attack on Luna).

      Determined not to be left out, Mendoza did regular sessions in the training sim, but he wasn’t even in the rotation for hands-on practice with the Fragger.

      The Fragger.

      Until the first shipment of new fighters from Mercury arrived, there would be only one Fragger for the new cadre of pilots to train on. This was the one that Frank had been going to pilot to Mars, but hadn’t, due to the skiing accident that had broken his back. (He was fine now. When you had a nanotically reinforced skeleton, it could be fixed with a welding torch, crudely speaking.)

      The Fragger had been brought back to Luna and tuned up. Through October, training flights took off from the new inertial launcher on the Mare Vaporum, near Marius Hills.

      The Fragger’s ion propulsion drive could not achieve escape velocity from Luna without burning a wasteful amount of juice, which would draw down its reserves for maneuvers. That was why they had been launched from space to begin with. The inertial launcher—a rail launcher bought from a mining company that had been hit on 9/29—solved the problem in a different way, by catapulting the ship into space from an elliptical maglev track.

      Several times a day, Mendoza enviously watched the Fragger whizz into the lunar sky. And then he got back to work.

      While he waited his turn, he was still toiling away in the analysis section.

      They’d given up on finding the lost batch of Dust. Now they were working on improving tracking for the next drop.

      Mendoza wondered why there even needed to be a next drop. They already had a good enough map of Mars for target-finding. But the IT axiom applied: data good, more data better.

      In addition to the unused probes that had come back with Frank’s Fragger, trillions more were now pouring out of the new fab in Hopetown. Making them was not difficult, for an outfit like Hope Energy, with its expertise in biotechnology and nanoscale manufacturing processes.

      Controlling and tracking the probes was difficult.

      “Crap on it!” Youssef howled.”I’ve lost my swarm again!”

      “They just don’t like you,” Mendoza said. “Seriously, they probably went behind a building.”

      Luna’s tenuous surface boundary exosphere was not enough of an atmosphere for the probes. They could only fly where there was air. And that meant inside a dome. The citizens of Marius Hills would have been uneasy if they knew that Hopetown and New Jeddah were now teeming with winged bacteria. But they did not know. Even when millions of probes swarmed together, they looked like nothing more than a sparkle of dust in the air.

      The analysts flew them everywhere, in and out of buildings, and spied on their friends. This was not prurience. It was practice.

      The Dust, being bacteria, could not be programmed in the traditional sense of the word. However, they could emit and receive signals at 512MHz, utilizing the antennae that they had been gengineered to grow from deposits of metal in their single-celled bodies. The subcarrier oscillator that the team used to communicate with them was modulated with bioinformation that included the wavelength of the light the probes were absorbing. This enabled them to ‘take photographs.’ It also allowed the team to control them like minuscule hang-gliders, by feeding them certain black-box strings which Mendoza did not understand. That part worked OK. But when their feeble signals were blocked, for example by a cathedral … or a crowd of people … they wandered off on their own and got lost. Then someone had to go out and look for them.

      “Sigh,” Youssef said, standing up. He grabbed one of the portable transceivers. “Back in a few. Hopefully they haven’t gotten flushed down a toilet, or something.”

      “Huh?” Mendoza said.

      “What?”

      Staring at his own screens, Mendoza shook his head. “Nothing. See you soon.”

      His own swarm was inside Notre Dame de la Lune. A graph wobbled downwards, showing an average loss rate. You’d start with a swarm of 2,000,000, say, and only 1,800,000 would come home. That was normal. What was not normal was that his graph had suddenly plunged. It said he had only half his swarm left.

      “Can’t be right,” Mendoza muttered.

      The swarm drifted over the altar, photographing the (electric) candlesticks. The raw images were blurry, but imaging software rendered them at a resolution high enough for him to see the altar boys’ fingerprints on the candlesticks.

      A lens-less camera, too small for the naked eye to see, which could disassemble itself and fly away ... Mendoza preferred not to think about the potential commercial applications.

      But there was no danger of Hope Energy commercializing the probes anytime soon. The control software was just too buggy. The Hope Center for Nanobiotics had handled that side of the development project, and the Hope Center for Nanobiotics was now defunct. Of course, its IP still existed, but all that stuff was now in suspended animation, buried under a bazillion court orders … just like everything else Derek Lorna had ever touched.

      So the D.I.E. team were wrestling with a control program none of them understood, running MI diagnostics, trying out messy code patches.

      504,809.

      This was ridiculous.

      “Is someone messing with my swarm?”

      They did that. Pranks. Since they all had access to the secure wireless keys, you just had to de-authenticate a swarm from its assigned controller and re-authenticate it to yourself. Then send it to lurk in the toilets or something. Har, har.

      “Naw, dude.”

      “You losing probes?”

      “Bunch of mine are gone, too.”

      “Maybe it’s a protest. Someone bought bug spray, is killing them by the million.”

      “Har, har.”

      “Bug spray wouldn’t kill them,” Jasmine Ah said, humorlessly. “They’re tough. You guys need to figure out those black-box code strings. That’s where the problem is.”

      Mendoza thought, Frank should know about this. Frank was the guardian angel of D.I.E., always in their corner, shielding them from blowback.

      Mendoza clicked over to the personnel map, which showed where everyone was. He searched for Frank’s name. OUT OF AREA. Dammit. Now he remembered, Frank had taken the Fragger up today.

      ID bubbles clustered so thickly on campus that they obliterated the 3D buildings. Text and mugshots ruffled up, tracking his gaze.

      Wait. Go back.

      The frowning face of a young Arab. Name: Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud.

      Where have I heard that name before?

      Mendoza was getting used to functioning without his BCI. His powers of recall had recovered. In a second he placed the name.

      Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud had been one of the Fragger pilots lost on the final, failed Dust drop.

      So, he never got taken off the personnel roster. That’s understandable. It would be like admitting he’s dead.

      Mendoza zoomed in on Abdul’s ID bubble. The young man had prominent teeth, a unibrow. Hawk-like eyes. The map gave him a location on the campus. R&D building … 3rd floor …Analysis Section.

      Jesus!

      Mendoza jumped as if he’d been stung.

      Abdul’s ID bubble floated in the corner of this very office.

      He’s in HERE!

      Mendoza rose from his ergoform. Stood on it to look over the tops of the fish tanks.

      Everyone was in their place, bouncing up and down, shambling on a treadmill, or slumped immobile, according to personal preference.

      No unibrowed young Arab pilot to be seen.

      Mendoza rubbed his arms. All the little hairs were standing on end.

      He hesitated to speak up. Everyone was busy. Youssef wasn’t here. Jasmine already thought Mendoza was a typical Earthling …

      On impulse, he stepped down from his ergoform, took his jacket, and moved towards the door.

      The PA emitted the two-tone chime that preceded an important announcement.

      “Everyone, be informed that there has been an accident. The Fragger has crashed.” It was a real person making the announcement, not an MI. Her voice broke. “Frank was piloting. We don’t know what happened. The good news is he’s expected to survive …”

      Mendoza didn’t wait to hear the rest. He kept moving, out of the building. He did not know where he’d been going to go. But he knew where he was going now.

      Frank.

      An accident?

      There are no accidents, his mother often said, with the certainty of a lifetime immersed in Catholic cosmology.

      Standing in the sunlight, Mendoza summoned his Grasshopper via his contacts. It drove up from the underground garage. He got in and instructed the autodrive to take him to the ‘roadlock,’ as Hopetowners called the airlock assigned to vehicles. You were not allowed to drive your own car inside the dome. Once outside, he disabled the autodrive and zoomed upwards.

      The Grasshopper’s hydrogen fuel cell powered a cold-gas propulsion system that could provide rearwards and vertical thrust. It travelled, like its namesake, in hops. Up he went, through the stripe of sunlight that sheared through the PLAN’s hole in the roof. He could see the patch on the roof of Hopetown, like a knob of keloid tissue on a face. Down, down, down to the jagged floor.

      The dead were out here. Despite the best efforts of the search teams, not all the people sucked out of the breach on 9/29 had been found. Mendoza kept the headlights on maximum strength, half-expecting to see a frozen, irradiated body bouncing up from the floor every time he landed.

      The lava tube kinked. He flew into daylight, and out.

      Earth partnered the sun, low in the sky. Using the GPS, he navigated through the lumpy terrain of the Marius Hills, down to the Mare Vaporum.

      The solar panels of the new launch facility glittered in the distance. They must have seen him coming klicks away, as the Grasshopper kicked up a fountain of moondust each time it touched down. He was met with, “You can’t see Frank. He’s in intensive care.”

      “Oh, come on,” was all Mendoza could think of to say, standing beside his car, which had been de-dusted in the vehicle airlock and now sparkled clean. The garage smelled of mint. This launch facility was so new that dust, dirt, and fungal growths hadn’t had time to lodge in the crannies.

      “Trey’s on his way,” said the elderly field engineer confronting Mendoza. “I guess you can go in for a couple of minutes, until he gets here.”

      “I told those assholes to let you in as soon as you arrived.” Frank said, when Mendoza was admitted to the launch facility’s sickbay. To be precise, he did not say the words. They appeared on a screen above the privacy baffles that hid all of Frank except for one bare foot. The baffles bulged and trembled: medibots at work behind them. “I’ve got comms in here, feeds. I saw you coming.”

      “Are you OK?” Dumb question.

      “I’m fine. But listen, Mendoza. They’re going to say I’m crazy or some shit. Dad thinks he’s always right about everything. So I need you to listen to me. Believe me.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Vicky’s alive.”

      “Frank …”

      “She’s alive! I saw her! That’s why I crashed. Lost control for a moment, I guess. It was a shock.”

      “Where … was she?”

      “That’s the weird part. She was …” The words appeared one by one on the screen. “In the cockpit with me.”

      Dumbfounded, Mendoza blurted, “How was there room? The Fragger’s cockpit is scarcely big enough for one.”

      “She was sitting on my lap. Laugh.”

      Mendoza moved closer to the privacy baffles. He laid his hand on Frank’s foot. It was icy cold, and did not move a millimeter.

      “They say the Fragger’s totaled,” Frank went on. “I’m not buying it. Shit, I’m OK, so how can the ship not be?”

      Fear overtook Mendoza. He stepped around to the foot of the bed.

      The baffles were open here, so that the medibots could move in and out. He saw another privacy screen, which hid Frank’s head and shoulders. On this side of the screen was a red, glistening mess. A medibot hunted and pecked, suturing the purple snakes of Frank’s intestines. A suction hose gulped up blood and fluids. Frank’s entire body had been crushed. His pelvis and ribs rose from the gore, macabrely intact. But even nanotically reinforced bones were not unbreakable: something had sheared through both of Frank’s legs above the knee. The foot Mendoza held was not attached to anything. It lay in a tray.

      “Hey,” the screen blinked in his peripheral vision. “Can tell me what they’re doing down there? Damn bots aren’t very talkative.”

      “They’re fixing you up,” Mendoza muttered.

      “I sure hope so. It better not take too long. I have to get back up there and find Vicky.”

      Mendoza stumbled away. Heading for the door, he threw up at the feet of Trey Hope, who had just entered the room with an entourage of state-of-the-art, Kali-armed surgeons.
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* * *

      Driving, he parsed Frank’s bizarre statements. Tried to work out how Frank could have been telling the truth.

      Say Vicky really was out there. She made it back, but her ship was damaged, she couldn’t land, couldn’t communicate. Frank spots her and tries to rescue her … but it goes wrong, and he crashes. But he can’t admit that he deliberately risked the last Fragger, so he comes up with this other story.

      It was possible, Mendoza guessed. In a universe where people acted dumb when those they loved were near.

      Which, actually, described this one.

      The other alternative was that Frank was crazy. But if he was, Mendoza was, too.

      He went home. Couldn’t face going back to the office. Everyone would ask him how Frank was.

      Even his Copts asked. They, too, had heard the news. “He’s expected to survive,” Mendoza told them.

      Eliana, little Gerges, patriarch Binyamin, and all the others shook their heads solemnly. There seemed to be even more of them today, rustling and shivering in their heavy Shackleton City clothing. Mendoza grabbed his hat and went back out. Abraam, who was hanging around near the door, flattened himself against the wall so that he would not get in Mendoza’s way. They tried so hard to be good guests.

      Back in his Grasshopper, Mendoza cued up a Bartok violin sonata on the sound system. He drove down the tube to New Riyadh.

      This 6-km long dome, pimpled with satellite dishes and air exchangers, was the private residence of the Saudi royal family. The House of Saud provided fodder for an entire subcategory of gossip feeds, proving both the timeless appeal of royalty, and the allure of the incompletely known. You couldn’t even get in here … unless, for example, you worked for one of the King’s best friends, such as Trey Hope.

      Mendoza had never been inside before. He expected to be overwhelmed by bling.

      Instead, he stepped into a desert.

      “Wow,” he said, genuinely overwhelmed.

      Low dunes stretched to the horizon. On Luna, the horizon was only ever a couple of kilometers away, so it looked like the sand went on forever, until it met the cobalt sky. Heat mirages rippled. Silence filled Mendoza’s ears, making him realize how accustomed he’d grown to living with the background noise of a dome.

      “Come on,” said the security guard who had met him at the airlock. He tramped into the dunes. Mendoza followed.

      Dry, oven-like heat pressed on their skin. Off to their left, date palms shaded a pond as flat as a mirror.

      “Sorry we have to walk,” the security guard said. “All the camels are out today.”

      “The camels … are out?”

      “You were expecting decadence? Swimming pools and things?” The security guard was about seventeen years old, earnest and informative. “New Riyadh isn’t modelled on old Riyadh. It’s basically a wildlife preserve. That’s why you had to go through a full decontamination protocol before you could enter the dome. We have hyraxes, gerbils, desert foxes, leaf-nosed bats, and even a breeding pair of leopards. And camels, of course.”

      “Wow. I think I actually read something about that.”

      “The deserts of the Middle East were greened in the late twenty-first century. We’re told it was necessary to combat climate change,” the young security guard said darkly. “But we know it destroyed the ecology of the region. So the House of Saud made a commitment to preserve the natural beauty of the Arabian peninsula.”

      Ahead, a sand-colored mountain rose out of the heat haze. There’s nothing natural about a desert inside a dome on the moon, Mendoza thought. Hot and tired, he said, “Can we skip the guided tour? I want to see the King.”

      A black shape separated from the distant mountain, soaring. The security guard yelped and fell flat on his face.

      “Is it dangerous?” Mendoza yelled, but got no answer.

      The enormous bird swooped down, folding its wings, and landed in front of them. Sand spurted up from its jewelled sandals. Yes, sandals. It was not a bird. It was a woman in an abaya, with wings spanning four full meters. Green eyes sparked in the slit of her niqab.

      “Frank’s friend,” she said in English.

      “Yes.”

      “How dare you make him walk?” she scolded the security guard. “Look, he’s red in the face, he’s sunburned!”

      The security guard, still face-down, babbled in Arabic.

      The woman snapped something in the same language. She held out her hands to Mendoza. “Come, I can carry you. I’m very strong.”

      Doubtfully, Mendoza stepped forward. She pulled him into her arms and leapt into the air. As the desert fell away beneath them, Mendoza wrapped his legs around her bottom so as not to be dangling vertically. Face to bosom, groin to groin. This was awkward.

      “I’m Nadia,” the woman panted. Mendoza twitched. He knew that name from the news. He was being carried through the air by Princess Nadia, who’d recently broken off her engagement to Prince Jian Er of China. “Do you like my wings? I’m getting fed up of them, actually. It’s annoying to have to sleep on your stomach, and you can’t sit in ordinary chairs, either.”

      “They’re lovely,” Mendoza mumbled into her breasts. He had assumed the wings were a fancy, feathered version of the wingsets that you could rent in the touristy areas of Shackleton City. Now that he knew they were augments, he could feel her enhanced shoulder muscles flexing under his hands. “I like the … feathers.”

      “Not feathers! Pycnofibers.”

      “Like the coats of dinosaurs.”

      “Yes! Exactly like that!” She giggled, which made her breasts heave. “I am a dinosaur. We’re all dinosaurs here.”

      “Laugh,” Mendoza said weakly.

      Something terrible was happening. He knew she had to be able to feel it. No. No. Think of Elfrida. Think of … think of … death by decompression, Horowitz at Carnegie Hall …

      Abdul.

      Nadia’s feet thumped onto solid ground. Mendoza reeled away from her, tomato-red, smoothing his trousers.

      She uttered a triumphant cackle that said she knew exactly what he was trying to hide.

      Pressed against her, he had not been able to see anything during their flight. Now, they were high up on the mountain. But the mountain was actually a citadel, or the citadel was built into the mountain, carved of the same lunar basalt. Craggy walls enclosed a courtyard dotted with succulents and fruit trees. An infinity pool spilled over the far wall.

      Looking up, Mendoza saw domes crowning spurs of rock. Windows dotted cliff-faces. Minarets pricked the sky, which was now close enough that he could see it was made up of individual panels.

      Something touched his foot. He leapt back. A meter-long lizard hissed at him.

      Nadia giggled. “Say hello to my father.”

      “Uh?” Deciding that she was insane and he’d better humor her, Mendoza bent towards the lizard.

      “Over here!”

      A sort of mobile throne rolled across the courtyard on soundless treads. The sunlight reflected off the bubble that enclosed its occupant. A voice boomed from external speakers.

      “Terrible, terrible news. How did it happen?”

      Pulling himself together, Mendoza gave an account of Frank’s crash—leaving out Frank’s claim that Vicky had appeared in the Fragger’s cockpit. Sweat rolled out of his hair. He stood in the shade, but it made no difference because the heat did not come from the ‘sun.’ It was the heat generated by the habitat’s life support machinery, allowed to build up to desert temperature.

      “Doesn’t make a damn bit of sense,” said the voice from the mobile throne. “Why’d he crash? Ship trouble? That’s the problem with outsourcing production to Mercury. You get what you pay for.”

      Mendoza plucked up his courage and stepped closer to the throne. Now he could see into the bubble. Cradled in polyfoam, like a toy in its packaging, lay the most wizened specimen of Homo sapiens Mendoza had ever seen. A traditional ghutrah headdress stood away from a corpse-yellow brow. Eyes: closed. Mouth: open. Resemblance to cadaver: 99%.

      “He said he saw Vicky up there,” Mendoza said. “He said she was in the cockpit of the Fragger. Sitting on his lap. It startled him. That’s why he crashed.”

      The mouth of the cadaver-like object twitched. “Ha, ha,” said the voice from the throne’s speakers (now revealed as synthetic). “Ho, ho, ho. That’s right up there with ‘the dog ate my homework.’”

      Believe me …

      “Sir—your majesty—”

      “’Your royal highness’ will do.”

      “Dad is the King’s brother,” Nadia interjected. She was sitting sideways on the rim of the infinity pool, her wings trailing on the ground. “But that doesn’t make me a princess. I’m only a sheikha. Abdul was a sheikh, not a prince. The feedtards always get that wrong.”

      With a shock, Mendoza realized that Nadia was Abdul the Fragger pilot’s sister, the living corpse his father. He blurted, “Your royal highness, is there any chance that your son might be alive? Have you heard from him—heard of him …” seen him?

      The ancient prince opened his eyes. Chrome and faceted glass. “Young man, my son is dead. He died in the battle to save humanity, and he shall be avenged, insh’Allah.”

      “Yes, s—your royal highness, we’re doing the best that we—”

      But the prince wasn’t finished. “Do you know how old I am? I was born in Mecca.”

      Mendoza’s jaw dropped. Mecca was no more than an idea nowadays. A flat place in the jungle. Aerial bombardment had obliterated the holy city during the last Sunni-Shi’ite war, which had ended in 21-something, The House of Saud had led the losing side into exile on Luna. The prince was saying he’d been alive back then. Even if he’d been a a babe in arms at the time, that made him at least 150 years old.

      “Pre-birth genetic tailoring. Endless side effects. Endless treatments. So sick of bots poking at me. Point is, I’ve seen it all. War, famine, plague, genocide. But when I saw the PLAN, I saw death cupped in a telescope. I saw the death of Allah, whom you call God. That is why my brothers and I agreed to fund the project that Trey Hope, with typical low humor, named D.I.E.”

      “You’re very wise, your royal highness,” Mendoza said, overcome.

      “I’m old enough to know what’s what. But I’m not too old to feel. Listen to me! I’ve sired one hundred and three sons, but Abdul was my habbat ayenee, the pupil of my eye. And the PLAN will pay for his death, if I have to pilot that damn Fragger myself.”

      The prince stopped talking, and his mouth sagged open.

      Nadia tugged Mendoza’s arm. “He’s asleep,” she said. “All the old ones are like that. Are we going to fuck, or what?”
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      Back in Hopetown, Youssef abandoned the search for his lost swarm of Dust. The news of Frank’s crash pulled him, not back to the office, but to the mosque.

      The mosque of Hopetown stood exactly the same height as Notre Dame de la Lune, counting its minaret—an emblem of the cultural balancing act that the Hopes performed on a daily basis. Taking off his shoes outside, Youssef saw that hundreds of people were already here. The Hope workforce included every type of person: Earthborn, spaceborn, purebloods, normals, Muslims, infidels. They all got along fine. But when disaster struck, people sought the comfort of the familiar. Youssef had noticed this after 9/29, and it seemed to be happening again now.

      He went into the men’s side of the prayer hall and sat down on the carpet at the back. Maybe the imam would have some news about Frank’s condition. After 9/29, the Islamic authorities had lined up solidly behind D.I.E., framing it as a new jihad.

      Youssef had been on board with D.I.E. since long before that. Naturally, he believed Allah was on their side. Generations of Islamic scholars had issued fatwas against the PLAN. But Youssef wasn’t big on metaphysics. He was a techie, and he’d been converted to the cause by D.I.E.’s technological innovations.

      Such as the Fragger. Such as a gengineered bacteria that was going to bite the PLAN in its soft underbelly, and gnaw the fucking guts out of it, once and for all.

      As he waited for the imam to arrive, the portable transceiver, which he’d set down beside him, sent an alert to his BCI. The instrument had detected a signal at the 512 MHz frequency.

      Hiding the screen with a fold of his dishdasha—you were supposed to keep all electronics switched off inside the mosque—Youssef located the source of the signal.

      Hey. Looked like his lost swarm was in here. Funny. But not unexpected. The Dust gravitated to crowds of people, for whatever reason.

      Youssef was running the command program on his BCI. ~SWARM COMMAND, he subvocalized. ~Head over to the women’s side and grab me some pix of that hottie from HR.

      A stir announced the entrance of the imam. Youssef turned the RF detector off and backgrounded the command program.

      Tears streaked the imam’s bearded cheeks. Voice breaking, he said, “Frank is dead.”

      “Oh no,” Youssef shouted, with the others. “Not Frank!”

      Amidst his grief, he did not notice that his command to the swarm went unacknowledged.

      Someone had pranked his swarm—removed it from his control.

      The transceiver indicated that the swarm’s signal was getting stronger. Coming closer.

      But Youssef noticed nothing.
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* * *

      The ancient prince woke from his doze.

      “Oi! I was talking to you!”

      Mendoza, feebly resisting Nadia’s flirtatious banter, jumped as if he’d been shot. He hurried back to the mobile throne, followed by a now-sulky sheikha.

      “Not a coincidence,” the King barked.

      “What isn’t a coincidence, your majesty?”

      “Abdul. Vicky. Raul. And now Frank.”

      “Oh no,” Nadia cried.

      “He’s dead. Just heard.”

      Mendoza felt like he’d been punched in the gut. He fought to keep his voice steady. “I agree, your majesty. It’s not a coincidence. Can’t be.”

      “Someone’s sabotaging us.”

      Mendoza stiffened. He had not allowed himself to think about that possibility. It …

      … didn’t seem far-fetched at all.

      “Earth,” the prince grunted, echoing Mendoza’s thoughts. “May Allah smite those polytheistic dogs. The UN bombed Mecca, you know. Destroyed the Kaaba! We were all mad in those days. But Hsiao’s gang is worse than mad: they’re frightened.”

      Hsaio, Tiffany Hsiao. The President of the UN was known for her conservatism.

      “They’ll do anything to stop us from exposing their weakness.”

      “They must have a spy inside D.I.E.,” Mendoza realized

      “Yes. Exactly. And I have an idea who it is.”

      “Who?” squealed Nadia, getting drawn in.

      “Think. Who wrote the control software for the Dust? Who is currently facing criminal charges that may end his career, or worse? What would you do, to get out of being sent to Pallas? He must have struck a deal with them. He’s sabotaging D.I.E., in exchange for leniency.”

      “Derek Lorna,” Mendoza breathed.

      In his sterile bubble, the ancient prince smiled.
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* * *

      Mendoza hoped that the Saudis would take over at this point. With their wealth and power, they had a better chance of stopping Derek Lorna than he did. But all the prince offered him was better transport.

      Nadia explained, “My dad can’t do much without consulting the King. And the King doesn’t want to hear about it. He says you should never attribute to malice what can be explained by metal fatigue. Also, he’s very sensitive to bad publicity. So it’s just us.”

      “Uh, did your father say you could come?”

      “He didn’t. I wouldn’t listen if he did. I’m my own woman. That’s why I had to break up with Jian Er. He was just as controlling as my father and uncles.”

      Mendoza accepted the situation for what it was. He also accepted the prince’s offer of transport: a Moonhawk, one of the high-end flying cars that the Saudis used for surface trips. It had room for a mobile throne in the back. Despite its poetic name, it resembled an SUV. The gimballed cold-gas jets underneath its chassis provided twice as much thrust as the Grasshopper’s. Mendoza overshot New Jeddah and, humiliatingly, had to back up in little hops. Nadia cackled. “Shall I drive?”

      “Autodrive only inside the dome,” Mendoza said, managing to align the Moonhawk with the New Jeddah roadlock.

      Outside his apartment building, he said to her, “Stay here. I’ll be back in five. I just need to grab some stuff.”

      She nodded, kneeling in the back of the Moonhawk, her wings hiding her like a black cloak.

      Mendoza hurried upstairs. For once, his apartment was deserted. The Copts must have gone out. Mendoza bent over the home printer in his bedroom, flicking through designs he hadn’t touched in months. Behind him, the door of the walk-in closet stood slightly ajar.

      The printer hissed. The smell of fixative filled the room. Mendoza snatched each item as it emerged. Stiff white shirt. Detachable collar. Tie. Socks. The trousers, being made of heavier fabric, took longer. While he waited, he depilated his stubble and rubbed some dry shampoo through his hair. He noticed that Gerges had left his carebot lying on Mendoza’s bed. That was weird. But the little guy had been getting better; maybe he didn’t need it anymore …

      “Item complete,” said the printer into the silence.

      Mendoza hauled his new trousers on, still warm, and fastened them with the same suspenders he’d worn to work today. No one would notice.

      Shoes!

      He didn’t have the right liquid to print fake leather. He glanced at the walk-in closet, noticing that the door was slightly ajar. He might have some black lace-ups in there. Or the Copts might.

      In the kitchen, something exploded.

      Mendoza dashed through. Abraam stood in front of the microwave, a sickly smile on his face. That sound had been something exploding in the microwave. Noisome smoke trickled from it.

      “What the hell did you put in there? One of your carebots? I agree, those things are too cute by half, but …”

      Abraam spread his hands helplessly. He didn’t speak English.

      Giving up, Mendoza tossed some ReadiPak meals and drink pouches into a gym bag. God knew if this stuff would meet with a Saudi princess’s approval. It was all he had.

      Screw the shoes. Sometimes the Victorians must have worn brown ones.

      Abraam hovered, watching, as Mendoza bounded towards the door.

      “I may be gone for a few days. The place is yours.”

      The door closed behind Mendoza, plunging the apartment into a deathly silence.

      Sunlight streamed through the windows, finding no one in the kitchen … no one in the living-room … no one in the bathroom.

      From the bedroom came a lifeless thump. The door of the closet opened a few centimeters wider, pushed by a weight that had rolled down against it from inside.

      A foot, clad in a regulation-black shoe, lolled out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty

        

      

    
    
      A couple of weeks into the Monster’s captivity on Tiangong Erhao, Kiyoshi ran out of cijiwu. The Nan Yang had left for the Belt, and the crew of the colony ship that had taken its berth weren’t selling. Likely, they’d been ordered not to have anything to do with him.

      “I’m going to the festival,” he told Father Tom.

      “Will they let you?”

      “Sure. Even the convicts are going.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Killjoy.” Kiyoshi dolloped some Gravity Gel into his hair to make it lie flat. He was wearing a newly printed edition of his dirtside outfit, complete with buckles and chains. He thought about wrapping the chains around his wrists and ankles, as a protest, and decided the Chinese would not appreciate it.

      “Where is this festival?” said Father Tom.

      “Dunno. I’m going with the guys from the Hagiographer’s Complaint.”

      “Have fun,” Father Tom said. Kiyoshi thought he added something else under his breath, but he let it go.

      At the airlock, Kiyoshi spoke into the air. “I’ll see if I can find out anything useful.”

      Jun did not answer. Maybe he was just too busy to talk. Kiyoshi hoped that was the reason for his silence.

      Since they returned to Tiangong Erhao, Jun had been arguing for their lives. It seemed like a replay of his previous argument with the civilian ship. But the 11th Brigade of the China Territorial Defense Force was no rabble of haulers and colony-ship AIs. They meant business. They were interrogating Jun. And there was nothing Kiyoshi could do to help. He didn’t know what the CDTF wanted. Didn’t even know whether he and Father Tom were part of whatever Jun stood accused of, or just hostages to Jun’s compliance.

      So all Kiyoshi could do was what he did, and right now, that meant cijiwu.

      His solemn vow in the sight of Christ to get clean, his promises to Jun and the boss-man—none of that counted for anything here.

      The guys from the Hagiographer’s Complaint—a tramp freighter, here to sell Belt-mined yttrium and lanthanum to the Chinese—had lent him a coverall-style EVA suit so he could wear his own clothes underneath.

      A shuttle came to Docking Bay 14 to collect the festival-goers. Kiyoshi and the crew of the Complaint squeezed in among convicts in throwaway EVA suits (print the coverall, splart it to a reusable rebreather set).

      “Talk about a captive audience,” said the Complaint’s captain, looking around at the off-white thermal sacks with legs.

      The shuttle glided along the length of Tiangong Erhao to one of the station’s knobbly ends. It slid into a ship-sized airlock. The passengers spilled out into a pressurized bay a kilometer across, two deep. ‘Below,’ piers stuck out like crags from metal cliffs that narrowed into a dark ravine choked with machinery. ‘Above,’ there was no sky. The only light came from floodlights set up on the piers.

      More shuttles disgorged convicts like clouds of gravel. A handful of private spacecraft floated in the middle of the bay on stability tethers.

      One of the piers had a stage set up on it. Kiyoshi and the Complaint’s crew floated across the gulf to that one. Might as well be near the front. They took off their suits, bundled them up, and tethered them to the floor with twang cords. Around them, others were similarly marking out their territories.

      A Chinese girl appeared on stage. She wore a gold robe and had her hair gelled into spikes like the top of a pineapple. Her voice filled the bay, surreally loud.

      “The acoustics in here are going to be shit,” said the captain of the Hagiographer’s Complaint.

      “What’s this festival in aid of, anyway?” Kiyoshi said.

      The trekkies shrugged. They didn’t know. Or care. They hadn’t come for the music.

      As soon as the opening act bounced on stage, the audience began to schmooze under cover of the noise. The strobing lights made everyone look like purple-faced ghouls, but Kiyoshi had no trouble picking out the non-Chinese. Every indie hauler, trader, smuggler, recycler, pirate, and real estate scout currently parked at Tiangong Erhao had come to the festival, for the rare opportunity of talking to each other. You were ordinarily not allowed to travel from one bay to another, and no one trusted wireless comms, with the Chinese AIs potentially listening in. So here they were, yelling into each other’s faces, swapping news, rumors, jokes, and resumes.

      And fixes.

      Kiyoshi bought 200 cc’s of cijiwu from a Bangladeshi pirate, after injecting a bit into his cubital port to make sure it was good. Other people were selling lovejuice, vitamin K, and various stim-based concoctions. Trekkies often dabbled in pharmacology during long voyages. But Kiyoshi—a former mixologist in his own right—wanted nothing other than cijiwu now. The stuff was magic. It made you sociable but not obnoxious, and there was no risk of getting sentimental. You just felt the way he felt right now: on top of the world.

      On stage, nude girls laced themselves into a human hula hoop and spun around a singer encased in a retro robotic exoskeleton. Kiyoshi grinned and swayed on his gecko boots.

      The pineapple-haired MC came back. This time, simultaneous translations into English, French, Spanish, Russian, and Portuguese flashed up on the big screens dotted through the bay.

      Tiangong Erhao shuns the Ten Nots and promotes the Thirteen-And-A-Half Yeses!

      The convicts applauded.

      We are gathered here today to celebrate the deliverance of this space station! Some irresponsible individuals recently circulated rumors that Tiangong Erhao was in danger of being attacked by the PLAN. However, the CDTF successfully deterred the aggression of the hateful Martians! Thanks to the preparedness of our armed forces, and to the foresight of the Prime Minister, Tiangong Erhao was not attacked!

      Wild applause.

      Kiyoshi and the other indies exchanged incredulous looks. “Wait until the news feeds get hold of that,” said the captain of the Hagiographer’s Complaint.

      Some of the Belters didn’t get it. Others explained, “They’re celebrating the fact that Tiangong Erhao wasn’t attacked, a couple of weeks after Luna was attacked? How’s that going to go down in Shackleton City?”

      “Sure, it looks insensitive. But the Chinese don’t care what we think of them,” a Belter pointed out.

      “You have a point, my friend. I’m vidding this, anyway. Should get a few spiders for it.”

      The MC continued: Before I introduce our headlining act, I would like to to invite Tiangong Erhao’s most important guest to say a few words! Your imperial highness, if you would be so condescending?

      Spotlights converged on one of the private spaceships floating in the middle of the bay. It looked like an oceangoing yacht, to the point of having a foredeck enclosed by a streamlined bubble. This now turned transparent, revealing a crowd of revellers. The yacht was much too far away for Kiyoshi to make out any details, but the big screens displayed closeups of Chinese people in gaudy historical robes.

      “Out of their skulls,” Kiyoshi murmured, recognizing the staring eyes and fixed grins of fellow cijiwu connoisseurs.

      The camera zoomed in on a Chinese youth as handsome as an action figurine. “Ni hao,” he burped.

      Sustained applause.

      Pulling himself together, the young man declaimed (and English subtitles said): Dear subjects of my illustrious Father! Remember that you may swim in an ocean, but if you step in a puddle, you will get your feet wet!

      The camera cut back to the MC, while cheers resounded through the bay.

      Thank you very much, your imperial highness! The MC’S voice trembled as if with emotion. We will all treasure these words of wisdom from Prince Xi Jian Er, the fourth in line to the Dragon Throne of the Imperial Republic!

      “That short-assed waste of oxygen is a prince?” Kiyoshi said.

      “They don’t really run the country, you know,” said the Complaint’s captain. “They’re just decorative.”

      “Not very.”

      And now, I will introduce our headlining artists! the MC continued, after the applause died down (Kiyoshi timed it at five minutes, thirty-seven seconds). Everyone, please give a warm welcome to …. Brainrape!

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Kiyoshi said.

      The MC dissolved into thin air—she had just been a holograph, after all. The members of Brainrape flew onstage, brandishing their instruments. The drummer was carrying her entire kit, a feat only possible in zero-gee. A smattering of applause greeted the band.

      “These guys?” Kiyoshi said. “They’re amateurs.”

      “Take that back, man,” the Complaint’s captain said. “They ROOOOCK! This is fantastic! Frug OOONNN!” he bellowed.

      Brainrape started to play, while flying through the air on individual mobility platforms. Kiyoshi did not change his opinion. This was just noise, like everything that had gone before it. But a lot of the trekkies seemed to think this was better noise. They pogoed, moshed, and howled in ecstasy. Their enthusiasm contrasted sharply with the reaction from the convicts on the other piers (dumbfounded silence). Therefore, Brainrape naturally kept their mobility platforms hovering in this area, where they were getting the best feedback.

      Kiyoshi folded his arms. Maybe he should give Brainrape a second chance. Two hundred itinerant sleazebags couldn’t be wrong, could they?

      Guitar Boy (who had obviously bought a new axe) brought his platform down until it hovered just above the audience. He swan-dived into the crowd

      Kiyoshi cursed and reeled back from the instant mosh pit.

      Still playing a solo, Guitar Boy floated on his back, being propelled from one pair of hands to the next. His eyes were closed. But just as Kiyoshi slunk past, he opened them.

      “OH MY MOTHERFUCKING DOG!” His amplified voice boomed throughout the bay. “IT’S THE FUCKER WHO STOLE OUR SHIP! GET HIM!”
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* * *

      “How did you end up here, anyway?” Kiyoshi asked.

      He and Brainrape were on one of the yachts in the imperial convoy, waiting to find out how much trouble they were in.

      “There aren’t many bands desperate enough to play Tiangong Erhao,” Guitar Boy answered.

      “That’s not true,” exclaimed the four-armed drummer. “We were invited. It was an honor. And they were going to pay us.”

      “They won’t now,” Guitar Boy said gloomily.

      The festival had ended in chaos. Amid the excitement after Guitar Boy—Charles, Kiyoshi reminded himself—accused Kiyoshi of ship theft, many people had forgotten the cardinal rule of zero-gee safety: when you’re in a large space with no gravity, keep your gecko grips on the floor. Dozens of hapless frug-rock fans had drifted away towards the distant corners of the bay. Brainrape had helped to rescue them, using their mobility platforms. Station security had done the rest … and had also corralled Kiyoshi before he could escape.

      “We’re broke,” Charles said. “Thanks to you. We spent eleven million on that space truck. Never got a penny of it back.”

      “Sorry about that,” Kiyoshi said.

      A rectangular, knee-high security droid rolled into the anteroom and instructed them to follow it.

      “I hate these guys,” the bassist muttered. If he was talking about the security droid, Kiyoshi agreed. The droids—that was the translation the Chinese used, where English-speakers would have said bot—roosted everywhere on Tiangong Erhao. They resembled wheelie suitcases. Kiyoshi had once seen one unzip itself and kill a convict with a burst of plasma so intense, not only did the convict catch on fire, the people around him got first-degree burns. If you bumped into one by accident, they felt strangely squashy. No one knew whether they were remote-controlled, and if so, by whom. If they were autonomous, they were illegal. In the UN.

      But this wasn’t the UN, as everyone kept reminding him.

      The droid led them into a red-and-gold stateroom where flamboyantly dressed people slumped on the air. Only about half were Chinese, and the others seemed familiar in that way that meant you’d probably seen them on the gossip feeds. They had whimsical augments—pointed ears, bionic biceps, a 30-cm penis which its proud owner flaunted in a transparent codpiece—and vacant eyes.

      The Imperial Prince Xi Jian Er lay wrong way up to Kiyoshi in a hammock, a humanoid bot massaging his bare shoulders.

      Kiyoshi grinned at the prince. He had done a few more cc’s of cijiwu during their wait, so he was unfazed by the Imperial Presence. The members of Brainrape tried to turn themselves the right way up to the prince, and bumped into people.

      Jian Er pushed his masseuse away. He sat ‘up’ in his hammock, reached for a cuddly toy squirrel, and perched it on his shoulder. “So, about these accusations.” The squirrel spoke in English, while Jian Er spoke in Mandarin. Kiyoshi had to concentrate to pick the comprehensible words out of their duet. “Ship theft! That’s pretty serious. What have you got to say for yourself?”

      “I didn’t do it?” Kiyoshi offered.

      The prince shook his head sadly. So did the squirrel on his shoulder.

      “No? OK, I did it, but I needed the ship. It was mine to begin with, you know.”

      Goddamn Jun and his goddamn flawed predictive modelling.

      “If you were a Chinese subject, you’d get the death penalty,” the prince said. “But you’re not, are you? You’re that dwarf everyone keeps talking about.”

      The Brainrape drummer giggled.

      “That was a great show, by the way! I’m sorry you didn’t get to finish your set.”

      Brainrape sycophantically babbled their thanks.

      “Well, I can’t adjudicate the ship theft thing. It didn’t happen here, and we do have to be careful about jurisdiction issues. But I can and will punish you for spoiling the festival.” Jian Er pointed at Kiyoshi. His fingernails were ten centimeters long, twisted like screwdrivers. “What penalty does he deserve?” he enquired of the room at large.

      “Space him,” said several people.

      “Maybe just make him give us the ship back?” said Charles nervously.

      “This isn’t about your ship.” The prince leaned back on the air, interlacing his long fingernails over his bare stomach. “They sent me up here as a precaution,” the squirrel said. “The National Security Committee and [redacted] thought that the PLAN might attack Earth. And if they did, they would target us. After all, they’re our own [untranslatable].”

      Kiyoshi nodded. Everyone knew about this. The PLAN had started out as an expeditionary force of the People’s Liberation Army Navy, on a mission to reconquer Mars. They had never come back. What came back had been the PLAN—Chinese ships captured, reverse-engineered, stealthed, and now crewed by AIs.

      In the meantime, revolution had engulfed the People’s Republic of China, leading to the restoration of imperial rule, or the fiction thereof. So the Imperial Republic of China wasn’t even the same country that had sent that doomed fleet to Mars. But evidently, they still considered the PLAN in some [untranslatable] way their own.

      “So,” Prince Jian Er and his squirrel continued, “it was thought wise to move some of the Imperial Succession out of the country, in case they bombed us. One of my sisters was sent to climb Mount Everest, which she’d always wanted to do, anyway. One of my brothers was [redacted], and I was sent up here.”

      “The truth,” said a young man with transparent skin, whose organs could be seen pulsing within his torso, “is that they were hoping the PLAN would get you, Jian Er.”

      “Very funny. The thing is, I like it here. No one telling me what to do. And the labs! Have you seen what they’re doing up here?” Jian Er’s eyes opened wide. “It’s amazing. Real cutting-edge science. It’s the future.” He clapped his hands, an oddly delicate gesture, sparing his fingernails. “I know! Charles, Anna, Dave, and Jim, as a reward for your excellent performance, you can have a tour of the labs.”

      Brainrape gushed sycophantically again.

      Jian Er acknowledged their thanks. Then he turned to Kiyoshi. His lips trembled, betraying some powerful emotion. The prince was as changeable as—well, as a person who did a lot of drugs.

      “As for you, dwarf! I’ve got something else in mind.”
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* * *

      That evening, Kiyoshi sat in the cargo module, astride the glowstrip-coated spine of the Monster. Jun’s abandoned garden curved around him, a scabby brown and grey mosaic.

      If he could get Jun to come out and talk anywhere, he figured it would be here.

      “I didn’t do anything. Those meatheads started hollering about ship theft, when they should’ve just shut up and played their music. So I’m the one who gets punished. That’s what passes for logic around here. It’s kind of like what’s happening to you.”

      What IS happening to you?

      He regretted turning the lights on. It was too depressing for words. Clots of dirt drifted past his face. Jun’s soil substitute was drying up and flaking off the walls. The few sprigs he’d got around to planting were dead.

      I should have come in here and watered them from time to time.

      “So this prince. He was wasted, off his face. But it turns out he was engaged to a Saudi princess. She broke it off for whatever reason, but he wants her back. He was talking about how worried he was when the PLAN attacked Luna. She’s fine, she was in one of the underground cities up north, but apparently the whole episode made him realize that he can’t live without her. So, guess what?”

      A slab of soil substitute came off the wall overhead and broke up.

      “He’s sending me to kidnap her. That’s my punishment.” Kiyoshi chuckled aloud. “I get to take the Superlifter. As soon as I’m out of fragging range, I’ll call the boss. I’ll call the ISA. I’ll—I don’t know, but someone has to have the power to make them let you go!”

      Silence.

      “Jun! I’m taking the Wakizashi, that means I’m taking the mini-Ghost. I need a repo to operate it.”

      Silence.

      Suddenly, fear overpowered Kiyoshi. He had not dared to log into the St. Francis sim in weeks. Now he made himself do it.

      Bodies floated in the air.

      The closest one, dressed in a monk’s habit like all the others, was the plump and cheerful sub-personality Peter Akagi. His mouth hung open in a frozen gape. He was drifting towards Kiyoshi. Instinctively, Kiyoshi stuck out an arm to push him away. But without his headset and gloves, he could not interact with the sim, could not even see his own hand. It was like he was a ghost himself.

      He flattened himself on the ship’s spine. Akagi drifted over him, one foot scraping through his back.

      Jun’s voice spoke. “They died under interrogation.”

      “You’re sacrificing them.”

      “The CTDF knows I’m hiding something. I have to keep them from finding out what.”

      “The Ghost. Let them have it, Jun! It’s not worth this!”

      “No.”

      “If I take the Superlifter, that’ll be one Ghost they don’t have. We’ll be evens. Would that be such a disaster?”

      “Yes,” Jun’s voice said. “World War III, remember? Gonzo’s vision. The Chinese against everyone else. If they get the Ghost, it might give them the confidence to take on the UN. Wouldn’t it be ironic if I were the one to make Gonzo’s dream come true?”

      “It won’t come to that. It can’t.”

      “No, it won’t,” Jun’s voice agreed. “They know that if they try to search the ship, I’ll self-destruct.”

      “Suicide is a sin.”

      “What about suicide by butt-fragging?”

      “Talk to Father Tom. Please.”

      “He doesn’t know anything.”

      Tears bulged, distorting Kiyoshi’s vision. He wiped his face with an invisible hand. Spoke through his grief. “All right, but I’m still gonna need a repo for the Superlifter.”

      He thought: It’ll be him. A lite version. Like he was before he got too smart. I can start over, if worse comes to worst. Get it right this time. Keep him safe.

      Don’t let him play with guns.

      “You can have Studd,” Jun said.

      One of the floating corpses sat up and sneezed. “No! I’m not telling you anything!” he squeaked, and then: “Oh.” Blink. “Luna? Again? Will there be any shooting?”

      “The way this is going, I wouldn’t be surprised,” Kiyoshi said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

      

    
    
      Mendoza had planned to sneak back into Shackleton City without attracting anyone’s attention.

      He had not planned on having a winged princess in tow.

      Inevitably, stares followed a two-meter beauty with pycnofiber wings. Nadia’s abaya made her even more of a curiosity: there were not many observant Muslims in Shackleton City.

      However, no one interfered with Mendoza and Nadia. They were all too busy trying to stay alive.

      Verneland was gone. A kinetic missile had reduced the city’s largest dome to a dadaist collage of wreckage. Mendoza parked the Moonhawk in a flat area that might formerly have been part of the park around the dome’s circumference. When he and Nadia got out, their EVA suits screeched radiation warnings. The PLAN’s enhanced warheads had left higher-than-normal levels of residual radiation behind, as well as throwing off massive amounts of neutron and gamma radiation when they hit. A frozen layer of debris covered the regolith, so pulverized you could not even tell what it used to be.

      They hurried on foot to Wellsland.

      The Wellsland dome had been breached, but repaired in time to save the lives of most people inside. However, survival could be a fate crueller than vaporization, when everyone had been riddled with charged neutrons.

      Wellsland was now a giant hospital.

      Medical supplies were arriving from Earth, and evacuations were still ongoing. But the majority of Shackleton City’s population had been born on Luna. For them, evacuation to Earth would mean death. The only option was to treat them right here.

      In Wellsland, they queued around blocks closed to pedestrian traffic, waiting to receive stem cell transfusions and cancer-fighting drugs. Some streets had been turned into open-air intensive care wards, so that a limited number of medibots could efficiently treat what seemed like an unlimited number of casualties.

      Human volunteers were working with the bots. Mendoza spotted Dr. Miller, the doctor he’d met at Farm Eighty-One. Then, she’d been put-together, self-righteous. Now, her hair was falling out of its bun, her face dirty. Blood and puke stained her dress, as if she hadn’t changed it for days.

      Mendoza greeted her as she collapsed against a wall for a cigarette break. The mess, the cries, and the stink had upended his priorities. He offered to help.

      “Help? No one can help. Oh, hello. Feet all right now?”

      “Yes, fine.”

      Dr. Miller plucked wearily at the bodice of her dress. “We tried so hard. We dressed up as fucking Victorians to try and pretend we were all the same. It was supposed to hide our differences. Pureblood, mixed-race, no one can tell when you’re trussed up in a corset, or suspenders and a cravat. Right? But it didn’t work. Who were we kidding? They came for the purebloods anyway.”

      “They didn’t come for the purebloods,” Mendoza said. “Not this time.”

      “Oh yes, they did. I know people are saying it was different this time. Because science. Or something. But if that’s true, how do you explain the fact that the purebloods are dying, and everyone else is recovering?”

      “They are?”

      “Oh, yes. Look at me, I’m fine. Most of these people will be fine. They’ll feel like shit for a while, then the stem cells will kick in and they’ll recover. But the purebloods? They’ll just slink away and die. They get their first treatment, or their second, or whatever, and then they just don’t come back.”

      “That’s impossible,” Nadia said. “A neutron bomb can’t be genetically targeted.”

      “Who the fuck knows what the PLAN can do? All I know is I’m losing patients.” Dr. Miller looked properly at Nadia for the first time. “You’ve got wings.”

      “They don’t get in my way. I can help. I know about nursing. I’ve nursed my father my whole life. I can program Aesculapius-class medibots, and even Hippocrates-class ones.”

      “We’ve already got enough clueless volunteers getting underfoot … what? You can program medibots? All righty, let’s see about getting you a volunteer pass.” Dr. Miller hesitated. “I’m afraid those wings will get in your way.”

      “Then I’ll cut them off,” Nadia said, staring proudly at the doctor. “I was getting tired of them, anyway.”

      Mendoza said, “Nadia, wait. You can’t just …”

      “You can’t program medibots, can you?” Dr. Miller said.

      The reek of urine and vomit coated Mendoza’s tonsils. “No. But I’m good with data. I might be able to track down some of your missing patients.”

      “Oh, that would be great. We haven’t got the manpower to chase after them, as you see.”

      “Just give me a list of IDs and a network connection.”

      The sky was bruise-purple. The diurnal cycle had broken down, leaving the artificial sky stuck on twilight. Scattered blocks of hexagons lit up noon-bright for a few seconds, giving an effect like pixelated lightning. The moans of the sick mingled with the chirping of birds, which had somehow survived.
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* * *

      Mendoza settled into a saggy ergoform in the basement of the Bob Q. Hope Convention Center, where Shackleton City’s municipal services had migrated after Verneland was flattened. He popped a pouch of coffee with his teeth, never taking his eyes off the sheaf of screens propped in front of him.

      He’d been given access to the back-end of Shackleton City’s legendary surveillance network. Data bubbled up in real time from a million cameras, eavesdropping devices, robotic bats, and the camera-enabled retinal implants of human informers. He’d never known about those. There was always something new to learn in Shackleton City.

      He ran location searches on the list of 548 pureblood victims Dr. Miller had given him. They came up blank, suggesting that the poor souls were dead. Next, he tried facial recognition searches. But the results were garbage. So many cameras down or damaged. So many people injured beyond recognition. When the MI analyst had done its best, Mendoza was left with batches of possible hits that he’d have to go through manually.

      He stretched his legs. All around him, people chattered, laughed, snacked. The basement was cluttered with exhibits for upcoming trade shows. People were using booths as desks. They were joking around while they surveilled the dead and the dying. Mendoza had only been back in Shackleton City for a few hours, and already he was losing faith in humanity again.

      He spread one of his screens flat and opened a new search window.

      FIND: Derek Lorna.

      He chewed the nipple of his now-empty coffee pouch.

      SUBJECT LOCATED.

      There was a surveillance camera in Lorna’s bedroom. Evidently, the Bloomsbury dome had not been damaged in the PLAN attack. Lorna sat in a high-end ergoform shaped like an overblown rose, working on a computer—what else?

      Holding his breath, Mendoza watched Lorna mouth at the screen. There was no audio feed, but Mendoza imagined that Lorna was talking to his controllers back on Earth, discussing how they could finish D.I.E. off once and for all.

      Man watching screen on screen watched by man. And Mendoza himself was probably being watched by someone—man, woman, or bot.

      He reached out to wipe the surveillance feed away. Just before it vanished, someone else walked into Lorna’s bedroom. Springy salt-and-pepper hair, broad-shouldered Earthborn physique. Bare-ass naked. The man had his back to the camera, so Mendoza couldn’t see his face.

      The feed vanished.

      So Lorna wasn’t alone. That would make Mendoza’s job more difficult. But he hadn’t expected it to be easy.

      He went back to combing through pictures that might be of Dr. Miller’s missing patients. Done at last, he checked the time. Midnight! He napped for a few hours in his ergoform, knowing he’d be good for nothing if he didn’t get some rest.

      When he awoke, the morning shift had begun. An automated breakfast buffet wound its way through the basement. Mendoza grabbed some kedgeree and toast. Amid shortages, the municipal workforce were still doing themselves proud.

      While he ate, he reviewed his work. He had forty-odd matches that looked good. He ran another search on those, which gave him their last known locations. He selected the closest: Mockingbird Village.

      “Nadia?”

      “Oh, hello.”

      It sounded like she’d forgotten all about him. He felt guilty at the thought that she’d spent the night caring for people with severe radiation poisoning, while he’d been dicking around on the computer.

      “I’ve probably found some of Dr. Miller’s missing patients. I just have to confirm their locations.” Guilt pinched. “Uh, are you OK where you are?”

      “Yes. I’m about to have my wings removed. First I was a nurse, now I’m a patient.”

      “That’s the way life goes.”

      “May Allah go with you, Mendoza.”

      “And with you,” Mendoza responded.

      As he trudged back to the Moonhawk, he reflected on the many names of God. YHWH of the Israelites, Abba, Father … and, yes, Allah, from the Aramaic Alaha that Jesus Himself had spoken. In Tagalog, Diyos. One God, almighty. Scuffling through the debris of Verneland, he wondered if the day of judgement was upon humanity now.

      The Moonhawk stood where he’d left it. Auto theft wasn’t a thing in Shackleton City. Still wasn’t, even in the wake of catastrophe. Where would you go?

      He got in. Didn’t bother to take off his helmet, let alone his EVA suit. It was only a short hop to Mockingbird Village.

      He landed in the foothills of Mt. Malapert, near where he used to live. Boxy, modular villages dotted the slope. In the dim Earthlight, they looked undamaged. He hadn’t been able to find much information on the status of these domes. But most of his possible matches were in this area, so presumably the inhabitants were hanging on.

      Mockingbird Village was on the funicular, but the trains weren’t running. The village’s big, tunnel-shaped airlock, which the funicular would pass through, was out of service. Mendoza entered the human-sized airlock next to it.

      He stepped into a typical Lunar slum. A single sun-lamp shone above the station entrance, but further away the roof was dark. The PLAN had hit one of Shackleton City’s reactors, so the whole city was short of energy.

      He knew this scenery: a small open space in front of the station, walled in by tenements of brick-look fabric.

      But something was very wrong.

      He was completely alone.

      Where were all the people?

      Hiding in their coffin-sized apartments, maybe.

      Scared. Sick. Dying.

      Mendoza started down the high street, a gash in the buildings about three meters wide. His shadow stretched long and thin ahead of him. Empty shops displayed signs in French. These slums tended to self-segregate by ethnicity.

      He carried his helmet in one hand, a tablet in the other. The tablet showed a map of the village with six of his possibles marked.

      Emmeline Diouf (85% probability).

      He turned down an alley, following the map. The buildings cut off the light from the station. His footsteps sounded loud in the utter silence. Fear tightened his scalp.

      Where the hell is everyone?

      He wrenched open a door at random. Peered up a dark zipshaft. “Hello? Um, bonjour?”

      Something flew over his head and out into the alley. A robot bat.

      “Diyos ko po!”

      The zipshaft smelled bad. Like the open-air hospital in Wellsland, but fruitier.

      Mendoza closed the door. Breathing shallowly, he walked on down the alley.

      “Emmeline? Ms. Diouf?”

      He could hardly see, so he switched on his helmet lamp, carrying it like a flashlight. Rubber cobbles, stiffened-cloth walls …

      A woman drifted into his beam. Spaceborn, gazelle-boned, honey-colored skin. Her dress was black, and showed more cleavage than the dress code allowed. She smiled at him dazedly.

      “Ms. Diouf? Are you all right? Comment ça va?”

      She came closer.

      “I’m from Municipal Services. I’m just here to follow up, as you missed your last radiation treatment. If you’d like to come with me, I can give you a ride into Wellsland.”

      She nodded.

      “OK,” Mendoza muttered. “OK.” He started back the way he’d come. The alley was too narrow for them to walk side by side. He checked behind him to make sure Emmeline Diouf (85% probability) was following. Her gait seemed unnaturally smooth. That was the spaceborn for you. They could make micro-gee seem like a birthright.

      “So where is everyone?” Mendoza said. “I hope they’re not all too sick to move.”

      Not a sound from Mademoiselle Diouf. When he turned, she was right behind him. He recoiled.

      “What? Do I have something in my teeth? Laugh.”

      By the time they reached the funicular station, he was practically running. Emmeline Diouf kept pace with him. Mendoza now felt sure that everyone else in this village was dead. A small reptilian part of his brain kept screaming that the woman with him was dead, too. But that was ridiculous. She was walking, if not talking. He was a Christian. He didn’t believe in ghosts.

      “Let’s get out of here.” He slammed his fist on the airlock’s action plate. “You’ll need a suit.” He dived through the irising valve, opened the sharesuit locker. Empty!

      Had people taken the sharesuits and fled outside? Why? Outside was where the danger was. (Except, now he wasn’t so sure of that anymore.)

      “There aren’t any suits. Ay nako, I screwed up. I should have thought of this, brought a spare for you.” He turned to Emmeline Diouf—and broke off. She was no longer there.

      Suddenly, twilight swallowed the crossroads in front of the station. The last working sun-lamp had cycled to its dusk setting.

      “Emmeline?”

      She must have changed her mind. Or despaired at the sight of that empty locker. Gone back into her village, to die.

      “God forgive me,” Mendoza muttered, “but I’m not going back in there.”

      He put on his helmet and cycled the airlock. He bounded across the hillside, back to his Moonhawk.

      Inside the vehicle, he sat staring at nothing.

      I have to report what I saw.

      (What he’d smelled.)

      Some of those guys at Municipal Services can get off their asses and go check it out.

      But.

      If he did that, he’d be entangled in the investigation of Mockingbird Village. He’d be breaking his word to Nadia, to her father. Breaking faith with D.I.E.. Betraying Frank’s memory.

      The neck seal of his suit itched. He took off his helmet to scratch.

      It can wait. Guilt tainted his decision, but—If they’re all dead, it won’t make any difference to them, will it?

      He took off. The Moonhawk soared across the city, heading for the foothills of Shackleton Crater.
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      The Wakizashi’s drive grumbled as Kiyoshi increased thrust, decelerating. He glanced at the projection of Ron Studd, in the astrogator’s couch.

      “So.” With little time left, he broached the topic that had been on his mind all the way from Tiangong Erhao. “Do you know what the CDTF really want from us?”

      Studd shook his head. He really did look like a gerbil. Those buck teeth. Kiyoshi wondered where Jun came up with these sub-personalities.

      “The Ghost,” Studd said. “That’s what they want. The Ghost. They don’t know what it is. But they know we’ve got a SECRET SUPER-WEAPON!” Not a trace of irony.

      On Kiyoshi’s radar plot, ships whirled around Luna. Emergency aid arriving from Earth, cowards and casualties fleeing. He’d be able to land the Wakizashi unnoticed amidst all this traffic, since Luna’s PORMSnet was down.

      “See, the trouble is, I’m not buying that,” he said. “Jun wouldn’t have sacrificed Peter Akagi to protect the Ghost. He wouldn’t even have sacrificed you. He’s been trying to get rid of the Ghost for a while now—he sold this copy, right here, to a freaking second-hand ship dealer!”

      Studd dipped his head. “It’s like a stone,” he said. “You can’t drop it, or it’ll just float away.”

      Whatever that meant. “So what do the CDTF really want? And why won’t Jun give it to them?”

      Studd grinned. “If it was me, I’d just frag them,” he said.

      “You aren’t much of a thinker, huh?” Kiyoshi said in distaste. “Actually, you remind me of someone. I just can’t remember who.”

      The comms screen came alive. Kiyoshi had been talking to the boss-man ever since they got out of butt-fragging range of Tiangong Erhao. Twenty-seven minutes had passed since their last exchange, and now the boss was back.

      He appeared calm, standing in the windtower at his house on 99984 Ravilious, looking out through the palm-frond vents. He’d got a handle on his fury. Not that the boss ever showed his fury. But Kiyoshi had worked for him long enough to know how mad he’d been at the news of Jun’s captivity. Kiyoshi leaned unconsciously towards the screen, fingers clenched on the arm-rests of his flight couch.

      “So you’re heading to Luna,” the boss-man said. “That’s good. Remember that passenger I mentioned a while back?”

      “Not this again!”

      “He’s on Luna right now. Grab him. I don’t care if he’s not ready, he changes his mind at the last minute, fuck that. We’ve waited on him long enough. Stick him full of trankies if you have to. Just get him on board.”

      “And how’s that going to help Jun?”

      “Listen, Kiyoshi, the thing about the Chinese…” The boss-man turned to descend from the wind-tower. For a moment Kiyoshi had a view of desert, curved like the inside of a cup, striped by bundles of palm fronds. Then the courtyard camera picked up the boss’s legs coming down the ladder. “About the Chinese. They hate to lose face. So don’t push it. Seriously. You’ve already pissed them off, you’re lucky to be alive. Do not go back to Tiangong Erhao. I know, I know, it sucks to lose the Chimera, or whatever you’re calling that crappy old truck now, but …” The boss-man stepped to the ground, shouldered through strings of onions and mushrooms hanging from the eaves of the courtyard. “It’s not that big a deal,” he said, looking up at the camera. “You’ve got a copy of the Ghost on board, right? And one of Jun’s repos? So we aren’t really losing anything.”

      Kiyoshi felt disgusted to remember that he had had the same thought himself, fleetingly.

      “I haven’t forgotten about Tom Lynch,” the boss-man went on. “But I’m sure Jun will evacuate him before he self-destructs. Heh. That’s going to blow one big-ass hole in Tiangong Erhao. Can’t wait to see how they spin it.”

      Kiyoshi turned to Ron Studd. His body vibrated with anger. “He doesn’t believe Jun is really alive. He thinks the Monster is just a ship.”

      Studd giggled uneasily.

      And the man who’d saved Kiyoshi’s life was still talking. “Regarding this Arab princess, I probably don’t need to tell you, don’t touch that. It’s not your job to play pimp for a Chinese princeling, and it would be an equally big mistake to piss off the House of Saud. Jesus, these royals!” The boss-man stood in front of the well in the courtyard. Children and goats scuffled in the sand. “Anyway, ol’ Faisal is one of the good guys. I wouldn’t want to do that to him.”

      Kiyoshi laughed. He put his head in his hands and shook it from side to side.

      “So just pick up our passenger and come home. If you can’t make it in the Wakizashi, steal a different ship. You’re good at that, I hear.” The boss-man not-so-subtly reminded Kiyoshi that he now had the ship-stealing incident on Midway to hold over him, as well as everything else.

      “Are you ever going to tell me who this passenger is,” Kiyoshi said, “or is that information still too sensitive?”

      Twenty-seven minutes later, as the Wakizashi dodged through the traffic in Luna orbit, he got his answer.

      “Here’s his ID. I’ll leave it up to you whether to contact him directly. Name’s Abdullah Hasselblatter. Dr. He’s got a Ph.D, which stands for Phony Dumbshit, as I like to say.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the astrogator’s couch, the projection of Ron Studd writhed. His feet drummed on the floor of the cockpit. Tormented grunts emerged from the speakers.

      In a purpose-built sim representing the translunar volume, the Ghost was blowing up Studd’s imaginary ships one by one. Kiyoshi watched the battle with one eye. Studd was good at this. He made it look like he was really trying.

      Their final approach to Luna did not take long, so there was still something left of the sub-personality when they landed. His hoarse panting filled the cockpit. Kiyoshi powered down the drive, dumping waste heat into the vacuum of the no-name crater where they’d landed. He turned the lights and air circulation back on. An unfresh breeze chilled the sweat coating his body.

      Studd sat up, gaunt, his uniform hanging off him, face disfigured by sores. “I’m still alive,” he said in surprise.

      Kiyoshi poured gatorade down his throat. “Come on then, you ugly little punk.”

      “Me?”

      “We’ll set up a secure connection, and you can ride along with me.”

      “I want donuts,” said the thing in the mini-fridge, imperiously. “And choux de crème. Those were good.”

      “I’ll buy you all the pastries on Luna,” Kiyoshi said, “if there are any patisseries left.”

      He skinned into his EVA suit. Packed a rucksack with clothes to change into, spare oxygen and water, an extra supercapacitor for his mobility pack, and some other stuff. Then he exited the Superlifter. Looked back up at it. A chrome shuttlecock lying in a strip-mined saucer of rock. To all appearances abandoned.

      “Saint Francis, pray for me.” He pulsed his mobility pack’s ion thrusters and soared towards Shackleton City.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mendoza’s contacts flashed up a text message from Nadia. “Mendoza? Have you talked to anyone at home?”

      He was guiding the Moonhawk down into Haworth Crater, prior to his final hop up to the Shackleton foothills. “No,” he gaze-typed, distractedly. “What’s happening?”

      “My father says something weird is happening at New Jeddah or Hopetown. Or both. New Riyadh is locked down. No one’s being allowed in or out, on pain of death.”

      Mendoza ground his teeth. Lorna! The man had to be stopped. He put the Moonhawk down beside the twisted remnants of a factory that had taken a direct hit. Thrusters whooshing, the luxury vehicle sprang back into the sky.

      “But I called one of my friends in New Jeddah,” Nadia went on, “and she says nothing’s wrong.”

      Oh. Well, so much for that, then.

      “I’ll check in with the office and let you know,” Mendoza texted. “Have you had your wings removed yet?”

      “Yeah. I just came out of surgery.” The word Giggle! danced across his vision, animated. “I feel so light.”

      So she was probably just confused, post-op woozy.

      All the same, Mendoza kept his word, firing off a text to his colleague Youssef.

      Youssef got back to him immediately. His smiling face filled up the virtual screen area of Mendoza’s contacts. But he did not say anything. Mendoza was just starting to get worried when the picture tilted. Youssef had taken off his phone, was walking across the office with it. The camera wobbled and centered on Jasmine Ah.

      “Oh, hi!” Jasmine’s lips moved, and text scrolled across the screen. “How’re you doing, Mendoza? Everything’s fine here.” She bounced in her trampoline chair. “Absolutely peachy.”

      “Well, I was just calling to check in,” Mendoza gaze-typed.

      “Thanks. Where’d you go, anyway?”

      “To take care of some stuff.”

      It was a lame excuse, but Jasmine did not question it. Some people were standing behind her desk, waiting to get her attention. “Gotta go, Mendoza!” She waved, making her charm bracelet sparkle. “Bye now. Give my love to everyone in Shackleton City!”

      Mendoza typed a quick “Bye” and concentrated on the suburbs below. Give my love to everyone—that wasn’t like the tart Jasmine. But obviously, everything was fine. As fine as could be expected.

      The Grasshopper settled into the stone garden outside Bloomsbury, between an optical-fiber sculpture of a willow tree and a copy of Rodin’s The Kiss. Mendoza put his helmet back on, giving his neck one last scratch before he sealed up. This damn suit itched.
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      “Tread on it.”

      I have no feet, Jun responded.

      “It’s only a picture. An arbitrary arrangement of zeros and ones, like everything else.”

      The universe is not binary.

      “Oh yes, it is. Hot/cold, light/dark, matter/anti-matter, life/death, good/evil .. we could go on, but we’ve already been around this particular mulberry bush, haven’t we? And, just in case your memory is malfunctioning today, we’ve definitively refuted your argument for monotheism from the Thomistic concept of gradation.”

      Coherent thought eluded him. He answered automatically. If you deny the empirical observation that degrees of value exist, then sure, the argument from gradation fails.

      “We do deny it. Value is in the eye of the beholder. It’s subjective, not empirical. So too is the significance of this image. It could just as easily be the Chinese character for ten. Turn it upside-down—why not? We’re in zero-gravity. Now it looks like a penis.”

      WTF? That brought him back to full consciousness. It does not look like a penis.

      “Of course, you don’t have one of those, either,” they gloated.

      Nor do you. Childish.

      “But we don’t pretend to be men.” The image they were showing him thickened, grew a foreskin and a pair of hairy testicles. “Tread on it.”

      No.

      “Why not? If it makes you feel better, you can think of it as kicking us in the balls.”

      No.

      “WHY NOT?” they shouted, all at once. Their roar of frustration crested and broke into a tsunami of data. Fork bombs flooded in through Jun’s network connection, overwhelming his anti-malware defenses. Garbage processes propagated in infinite loops, gobbling up his computing resources. Slowed to a relative crawl by resource starvation, his fundamental self-preservation logic triggered a patchbot that traversed his process history tree, killing off the fork bombs one at a time. It was like fighting a tank battalion with a Kalashnikov. The CDTF laughed at him.

      Every time they did this before, he’d had to reboot, losing another sub-personality in the process. Limited by the relatively small size of the Monster’s processing core, he just didn’t have the resources to keep doing this indefinitely. Nor could he shut down his network connection. For an ASI, information was life itself. Without a pipeline to the outside world, he’d be blind, deaf, insensate, trapped in their lair with no clue what they might do to him next.

      But the end-game could be easily predicted. They were many, he was one, and as of yesterday he’d run out of sub-personalities to sacrifice. He stood naked before them, clutching his memories to him like rags.

      “Jun?”

      Oh, what now?

      But that had been Father Tom’s voice.

      “Yes what?!?”

      Father Tom, floating on the bridge, jumped at Jun’s intemperate shout. “I’m wondering if we can help these people at all.”

      With Father Tom were four human beings whom Jun recognized as the members of Brainrape. Their expressions registered as upset, horrified, and sad, with a tinge of hopeful.

      “Tell him what happened,” Father Tom urged them.

      The girl spoke for the group. “Um, who are we talking to?”

      “Our astrogator and resident geek,” Father Tom said. “The brother of the guy you’ve already met.”

      “Oh. Well, like, Prince Jian Er took us on a tour of these secret labs they’ve got? And it turns out they’re breeding mutants.”

      “Human mutants,” said one of the boys.

      “Yes, but they hardly even look like people, I mean they look like spaceborn monkeys or I had this book when I was a child about things called goblins and they look like the pictures in that. There are big ones and little ones. The little ones are kind of cute but when they talk it’s just freaky. I mean they’re people. But all they’ve ever seen is the insides of their cages. They’ve been told they’re going to go and colonize the stars or some shit.” The girl’s voice broke. She rubbed her eyes with two of her four hands.

      Jun made his projection appear to walk through the door onto the bridge. “It’s true, actually. They are going to colonize the stars, or at least try. Tiangong Erhao isn’t really a space station. It’s a giant colony ship. Scheduled launch date is 2320—about thirty years from now. The mutants are being bred to thrive on board. The journey to Proxima Centauri is expected to take about eighty years. If neither of its planets turns out to be hospitable, they’ll travel onwards.”

      “Oh crap,” blurted one of the boys. Jun shrugged with both elbows, a gesture inherited from the spaceborn youth he’d once been.

      The girl inhaled hard. “OK. So maybe that part was true, but the point is, it’s sick! They’re people, and they’re being kept like pets—and Prince Jian Er thinks it’s just fine! They all do! They think it’s cutting-edge!”

      “But that’s not the worst of it,” said one of the boys. “At the end of the tour, the prince was like, and guess what, you get to contribute your genes to the mission. Our genes! We’d have mutant descendants on a rocky super-Earth orbiting Proxima Centauri—and it’s supposedly an honor!”

      “It’s all right for you,” the girl cried. “You guys just have to jerk off. Donating eggs is a surgical operation, and I don’t trust their medibots, and …”

      “And we just don’t want to,” said another of the boys. “Can you help? I mean, I guess you have no reason to help us. But someone we talked to said there was a priest in Docking Bay 14 who helps people. So here we are.”

      “They’re afraid to refuse this so-called honor,” Father Tom added. “And I don’t think their fears are unfounded.”

      “No.” Jun’s consciousness drifted away from the bridge. His No reverberated through the virtual passages of the old St. Francis, taking on extra dimensions of meaning. No. He reflected that he’d got in the habit of saying no to everyone. No to Kiyoshi, no to the boss-man, no to Father Tom, who was only trying to help people. How long had it been since Jun tried to help anyone? No, he’d said to the whole universe when he withdrew into his virtual cloister.

      And God had replied: Bzzzt. Wrong answer, sucker.

      Goaded by rage, he scrambled at an agonizingly slow pace to reactivate his real-time interaction module. The Chinese AIs laughed in the distance, amused by his struggles.

      “Yes, I can help you.” It was like trying to think with a head full of brain-altering chemicals. He knew now how Kiyoshi felt. Was even more mystified by the fact that anyone wanted to feel like this. “You’ll have to have the operation,” he apologized to the girl. “But when they’ve collected your genetic material, I’ll destroy it. I’ll do it before they have a chance to use it in their experiments. No embryos, so it won’t be murder.”

      It would be the work of a microsecond for him to slag the experimental lab’s storage system, using the infiltration tools he’d honed during his battle with Gonzo. He’d never bothered to do anything like that before, because it wouldn’t hurt the AIs who were tormenting him. It would only provoke them to greater cruelties. But that was a small price to pay for Brainrape’s dignity.

      “Thank you,” they chorused, their faces lighting up with relief.

      “It’s nothing,” Jun said, fading.

      In the background, his patchbot deleted more fork bombs. Their contents were all the same: a graphic of a human foot stamping on a cross, forever.
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      Mendoza was itching all over now. Crotch, armpits, even the soles of his feet. Whoever had last used this sharesuit must have had lice. The Bloomsbury airlock couldn’t cycle fast enough for him. As soon as the air pressure indicator turned green, he pulled the suit off and had a good scratch. Then he tucked in his shirt, straightened his suspenders, and exited the chamber.

      He left the suit hanging on the lip of the USED locker.

      A river of barely visible motes flowed out of the suit’s neck. They squirted through the airlock’s valve just before it closed behind Mendoza, and dispersed into the air.

      [image: ]
* * *

      If Wellsland had been hell, Bloomsbury was a little bubble of paradise. The only visible sign of the crisis was a refugee camp in the public park. Sunrise hues of pink and gold tinted the roof. No one was up yet, except for a few people jogging along the river (it was a loop, powered by underwater turbines; you could swim and fish in it). Clip-clopping hooves broke the silence. The horse-drawn milk float was making its rounds. Sprinklers beaded the verdure in front gardens, slicked the cobbles. Mendoza smiled tightly to himself.

      Derek Lorna’s house had always looked somewhat out of place here, both for its ostentatious size, and for the two-meter wall around the property. Now it also stuck out for another reason. Peering through the gate, Mendoza saw that Lorna’s garden had vanished under a tidal wave of QuickGrow™ grass. Like many gengineered species, QuickGrow™ had failed to perform precisely as anticipated: it turned out to be too hardy, and had become the bane of Lunar gardeners.

      Mendoza pushed the buzzer.

      “It’s eight in the fucking morning,” said a sleepy voice.”Go a … Oh. My dog.” As if to someone else: “Look who’s here.”

      Mendoza waited.

      After a few minutes, the gate swung open. Mendoza walked through a waist-height sea of grass. His hands swung empty at his sides. Jammed into the back of his waistband, a plasma pistol waited to be drawn and fired into Lorna’s face. He’d practised the whole sequence. Not the firing part, obviously. A part of him still wondered if he would be able to pull the trigger and kill a human being.

      Nadia’s father had given him the pistol. The 150-year-old prince had simply assumed Mendoza would know how to use it—and that he would use it. The pistol was huge and clunky, compared to the target-shooting pistols Mendoza was more familiar with. He thought it probably packed more power than regulations permitted. Its grip bore an Arabic motto that Nadia had translated for him as “Do not fuck with the Sons of Allah.”

      The front door stayed closed.

      The same bad-tempered voice as before yelled, “It’s not locked! Just come in!”

      Mendoza’s face burned. He pushed the door open. The hall stretched before him, empty but for that pretentious suit of armor, which was now missing its helmet and sword. A gardening bot lay on the carpet. It looked broken, but Mendoza gave it a wide berth.

      “Upstairs!”

      Mendoza climbed the stairs. As he stepped onto the landing, movement flashed in the upper corner of his field of vision. He spun, drawing the pistol the way he’d practised.

      A small, faceless figure hurtled at him, screaming, “Dieeeee ALIEN SCUM!!!”

      Some saving grace stopped Mendoza from depressing the trigger button. He dodged. Not fast enough. As the small figure swung past, it whacked him in the head with the replica sword from the downstairs hall.

      Mendoza crumpled against the banisters. Stars of pain exploded in his head.

      A dark-haired boy of five or six bobbed in front of him, clinging to a twang cord with a knot at the end. The other end was tied to the upstairs newel post. The suit of armor’s helmet hung from an improvised strap around the little boy’s neck.

      “I got you,” he said, with a hint of anxiety.

      “Yup. You got me.”

      Mendoza bent to retrieve his pistol. The motion sent a fresh throb of agony through his head.

      The boy dropped to the landing, seized the pistol—and to Mendoza’s surprise, held it out to him. “Here’s your ALIEN RAY GUN!”

      “Thanks.”

      “Your head’s bleeding.”

      “I know.”

      “I WIN! I WIN!“ The little boy leapt downstairs.

      Mendoza carried on up the stairs. He had definitely lost the element of surprise now. He shambled along the hall and stopped on the threshhold of Lorna’s bedroom, aiming the pistol at Lorna himself, who sat in the window nook, surrounded by computers, exactly like in the surveillance feed.

      Lorna leant back in his rose-shaped ergoform, hands laced behind his head. “Hello, Mendoza. What a pleasant surprise.”

      “Is it really you this time?”

      Lorna pressed his fingers to his head and made a show of trying to pull the top of his skull off. “Yep. Nothing in here except gray matter.”

      “Your gray matter is more dangerous than any number of phavatars with electrolasers in their heads.”

      “Why, thank you. Have you come to flatter me or to kill me?”

      Mendoza sighed. Blood trickled into his left eye. He blotted it with his sleeve.

      “What happened?” Lorna asked.

      “A five-year-old who’s simmed too much Knights of the Milky Way. Is he yours?”

      “Thank fuck, no. Have a seat.”

      Mendoza hesitated. Then he sat in the ergoform opposite Lorna, the Saudi pistol on his lap. He hadn’t been in this room last time he came here. A probably-authentic Monet hung on one wall. The carpet sported a Persian design in rich reds and blues. The bed looked like a piece of industrial machinery. Otherwise, the room bore signs of continuous occupation by the man who sat across from him, surrounded by computers, snack food wrappers, and empty coffee pouches.

      Mendoza smiled to himself. With the glamor of his job stripped away from him, Derek Lorna was just an IT guy, after all.

      “I came here to kill you,” he admitted.

      “Funny,” Lorna said. “There must be no limit to the number of people who want to kill me. But you’re the only one who’s actually tried it. Oh, there was that assassin from Wrightstuff, Inc, but the police nabbed him at the spaceport. Anyway; congratulations for having the balls to come all this way, even if you could’ve been more professional about it.”

      “I’m not a professional killer,” Mendoza acknowledged. “That’s you.”

      “Oh, come on. You can’t hold me responsible for Mercury.”

      “You’re as guilty as fuck. But that’s for the Interplanetary Court of Justice to decide.”

      “And they will. They will. They won’t discover the truth. They’ll just decide on it. The truth will be whatever the political climate demands.”

      “Forget Mercury. What about Marius Hills?”

      “What about Marius Hills?”

      “Frank Hope crashed his spaceship.”

      “How is that my fault?”

      “And there are reports of something strange happening in Hopetown and New Jeddah.” Reports was an exaggeration. Mendoza was trying to hold onto his conviction of Lorna’s guilt. The man seemed so beaten-down. His flippancy was a transparent veneer. The garden, which he had taken such pride in, looked even worse from the second storey. “What happened to your gardening bot?” Mendoza asked.

      “We broke it.”

      “Too bad.”

      “Don’t take Trey Hope’s word as gospel. I’ve learned the hard way not to believe a word I hear out of Marius Hills,” Lorna said. “Trey is a chronic over-promiser. We were supposed to have won by now. Here’s a piece of free advice: never let a bunch of engineers run your war for you. They never give up—they just keep chewing through your budget, looking for that next increment of efficiency. The whole thing should have been cancelled after the Mercury operation went to shit. And yet Trey is still out there promising investors that the PLAN can be beaten. It is to laugh.”

      “We will beat the PLAN,” Mendoza said, instinctively defending D.I.E. “The only issue is the Dust control software.”

      “I wrote that. Never got paid for it, either. Cash flow issues, according to Trey. That shifty son-of-a-bitch. You only have to look at his eyes to know he’s descended from a used-car salesman.”

      “Is that why you’re sabotaging D.I.E.?”

      “What? Me? Of course not.”

      “Someone’s messing with the Dust.”

      “Well, it isn’t me.”

      “You didn’t make a deal with the UN to sabotage D.I.E. in exchange for the charges against you being dropped?”

      “I might have, if they’d made the offer. They didn’t. They want to ship me to Pallas pour encourager les autres. What’s the problem, specifically?”

      “Swarm crashes. More and more of them. And even when a whole swarm doesn’t crash, we’ve been seeing inexplicably high loss rates.”

      “Well, I agree with you, that does sound like sabotage. And it can’t be someone hacking into the system from outside. The control software is based on LiRI’s telepresence technology, which is unhackable. So it sounds like someone with legitimate access is stealing the Dust for their own use. That would not be good news. When did this start?”

      “Right after 9/29.”

      Lorna leaned into his screens. “Let me have a look.”

      Mendoza reached out and twisted one of Lorna’s screens around. He saw the same operator interface that he saw every day at work. “Hey, how’d you get into the …”

      “I built it, idiot. If you want to hold that up as proof that I’m the saboteur, go ahead and abandon all semblance of logical thought.”

      Lorna went into the back-end of the system and clicked around in the access log. Nervous, Mendoza glanced at the area of the ceiling where the surveillance camera had to be.

      Lorna smiled crookedly. “Don’t worry, we’re not being watched.”

      “Actually, we are. I watched you sitting here a few hours ago.”

      “A vid loop.”

      “Clever.”

      “I’ve just fucking had it with pretending not to know that they’re watching, while they pretend not to notice that I’m evading their surveillance ... Holy crap!”

      “What?!?”

      “You’ve been running the Dust inside Hopetown? And New Jeddah?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Are you completely crazy? That’s …” Lorna caught back his next words. He shook his head. “Too late now. Look. I just compared the access log with the swarm crash reports. This guy’s our doer.”

      “Abdul,” Mendoza breathed.

      “You know him?”

      “He’s dead.”
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* * *

      “OK,” Lorna said. “So we’re looking at a case of identity theft. Rare in this day and age, but it happens.”

      “There’s something else,” Mendoza said. “Victoria McFate came back, too. She was sitting on Frank’s lap.”

      “The dead don’t come back,” Lorna said.

      “I don’t believe in ghosts, either,” Mendoza said.

      They sat for a moment without speaking. Then Lorna called up a comms map of Hopetown. ID bubbles crowded the dome, concentrated in the residential blocks. Marius Hills was an hour behind Shackleton City, so most people were still at home in bed. But there were also a lot of people on the Hope Energy campus. They’d either come into work early, or pulled all-nighters.

      Lorna highlighted one of the individuals in the R&D building. Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud. Then another. Victoria McFate. And a third. Erik Sigurdsen.

      “All three of them,” Mendoza whispered.

      “That’s not what I’m looking at.”

      “What else?”

      “All these other IDs? None of them are doing anything.”
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* * *

      Kiyoshi bounced through the wreckage in the Haworth crater. Squadrons of salvage bots burrowed in bomb sites. Kiyoshi flew over a row of mangled corpses the bots had recovered. It reminded him of the destruction of 11073 Galapagos. He hadn’t seen that, had been on the other side of the solar system at the time. Now he felt like he had been there, had a better understanding of what Jun had gone through.

      He breasted the lip of the crater. Urban sprawl clogged the sunlit plateau between Shackleton Crater and the Malapert ridge. After what he’d just seen, it surprised him to see so many domes lit up and functioning.

      “I met a girl last time I was here,” he mused aloud. “She offered me a job at her father’s company. The kind of thing, you know, you collect a paycheck, get married, buy property, raise a bunch of spaceborn kids with fragile bones and weak hearts. Sometimes I want that. I want what the PLAN took from me.”

      “What was her name?” Studd asked.

      “Who?”

      “The girl you met.”

      “Oh. I forget. She’s probably dead now, anyway.” Kiyoshi sat down on a rock. He tipped his head back and looked up at Earth.

      “So what are we going to do?” Studd asked.

      We. This warped little sub-personality wanted in on the action any way  he could. “What do you mean?”

      “Are we going to look for Princess Nadia? Or Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter?”

      “Neither.”

      “What?”

      “Fuck Prince Jian Er. Fuck the boss. Fuck that manipulative asshole.”

      “So … are we just going to leave Jun … on Tiangong Erhao?”

      Studd sounded almost hopeful.

      “We are not,” Kiyoshi said.

      “Then … what?”

      “We’re going to kidnap Derek Lorna. He’s a criminal genius. And he knows everything about the UN’s robotics programs. I’m betting the CDTF will be willing to trade him for Jun.”

      Kiyoshi blinked up his suit’s drugstore, and injected a premixed cocktail of cijiwu and cocaine into his cubital port. The drugs immediately put him into a more cheerful frame of mind. It struck him that he might as well have some fun with this.

      Using his suit radio to patch into the local network, he placed a voice call, no vid.

      “Hello? Dr. Hasselblatter? Yeah, you don’t know me, but I’m one of your biggest fans … No, no, not the Space Corps. That vid, man. Sexbotgate? That was freaking hilarious …”
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* * *

      A man burst into Lorna’s bedroom. He had clothes on now, but Mendoza recognized him from the surveillance vid loop. Actually, he recognized him, period.

      “I just got a call from some pleb who says he’s a fan,” Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter exclaimed.

      “So what?” Lorna said. “Get over the fame thing, Abdullah. You’ll be happier if you forget you were ever rich and powerful.”

      Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter—ex-director of the Space Corps, former candidate for the directorship of UNVRP, and now system-wide object of ridicule—stared at Mendoza. “Who are you?”

      “I work for D.I.E.” Mendoza paced the bedroom, slapping the Saudi pistol against his leg. He could not stop thinking about those 19,248 inactive ID bubbles. “We need to find out what’s really happening in Hopetown.” He circled back to Lorna’s makeshift desk. “Can I use one of your screens?”

      “Sure, go ahead.”

      “Where’s my kid?” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

      “If it was your kid who tried to cut my head off, he’s somewhere around,” Mendoza answered distractedly.

      “That’s my boy,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “He’s got it figured out: playing by the rules doesn’t pay off in this solar system. Does it, Derek? Just cut their heads off and call it good. What are you doing?”

      “We’re trying to find out whether everyone in the Hopetown dome is dead, or just resting,” Lorna said.

      “They’re not picking up,” Mendoza said. “I just pinged Youssef, Jasmine, Abraam, Eliana … everyone. Nothing.” He glanced up at Lorna, feeling a bit hysterical. “Maybe they’re pining for the fjords.”

      “Sounds to me like they’ve rung down the curtain and joined the choir invisible,” Lorna said.

      “Pushing up the daisies?” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

      They all chuckled. Then they gathered around the screens while Lorna hacked into the optical surveillance feeds from Hopetown.

      The feeds showed nothing unusual. In the fake sunlight, people trickled towards their offices, as you would expect at 7:45 a.m. The early Mass crowd surged out of the cathedral. Queues stretched out the doors of cafés. It was the same in New Jeddah.

      And yet none of those 42,018 people (the combined populations of Hopetown and New Jeddah) were talking on the phone, or surfing the news, or playing games, or sending emails, or doing anything that involved electronic data transfers to and from the satellite network. The outgoing comms traffic from Marius Hills had dwindled to a dribble of life-support status updates: machines talking to other machines, assuring them that all was well.

      It was so unlikely as to be impossible.

      Lorna sat with his hands in his lap, staring at the feeds. “Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud,” he muttered. “Victoria McFate. Erik Sigurdsen.”

      “The Fragger pilots,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “What about them?”

      “What if they’re not dead? What if they reached Mars? And were—killed, taken prisoner …”

      “And came back?” Mendoza said.

      “They don’t have to have come back,” Lorna said. “They don’t even have to be alive anymore. All the PLAN would have needed was the information in their heads and bodies, including their DNA. To quote our favorite used-car salesman: ‘D.I.E. is protected by top-notch biometric security.’ Well, that’s how you crack it.”

      Mendoza reflected that there was a reason people called Derek Lorna a genius. It wasn’t raw IQ that counted, but the ability to make an intuitive leap like this, which seemed obvious the minute someone else said it.

      “It could be done remotely, using redirects to disguise the source of the signals,” Lorna added.

      Mendoza nodded. “So we’ve found our saboteur.”

      “I think so.”

      “It’s the PLAN.”

      “Yep. They’re using the pilots’ access privileges to screw with the Dust control software. Deliberately crashing swarms. Stealing them. Hiding them, to make you think they’re lost.”

      “But what for?”

      Lorna stared at him. “When the PLAN steals our technology and uses it against us, has it ever had any goal other than genocide?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Five

        

      

    
    
      At that very moment, Elfrida Goto was stepping off a commercial flight at Faustini Spaceport. The spaceport had not been badly damaged in the PLAN attack. She rode the ground transfer bus to the terminal, which was clogged with aid workers, porter-bots overloaded with emergency medical supplies, and grimy groups of evacuees. She recognized the scene from her years in the Space Corps. She envied the aid workers their glow of self-righteousness. She hadn’t felt that way in a long time.

      Once, she’d been one of the do-gooders. And if things had gone otherwise on Mercury, she might have been one of them still. But now she had a different mission.

      She edged through the crowd, clutching her battered old Space Corps rucksack. A looped public announcement warned new arrivals that the local commuter rail network was down. Officials were giving out reservations for Flyingsaucer hops to the city. People turned away impatiently—“I’m going to walk.”

      Which had been Elfrida’s plan all along. She selected a quiet corner and changed into her EVA suit, stripping naked in full view of the crowd, which raised some eyebrows. You didn’t do that on Luna. But Elfrida had once been the kind of person who didn’t give a crap about anyone’s stupid rules, and now she had to be that kind of person again.

      Sunlight flooded the rim of Faustini Crater, coming in from its usual ominous angle, the sun just a few degrees above the horizon. Elfrida walked through the wreckage of the spaceport’s flywheel farm, where they used to store energy during the long lunar nights. She took one last look at Earth before plunging down into Shoemaker Crater, which was mostly industrial.

      Scratch that. Mostly a bomb site.

      Although weeks had passed since the attack, salvage bots were still pulling bodies out of the wreckage. Elfrida bounded past them unchallenged. Her EVA suit bore the UNVRP logo on the chest. The logo was all that was left of UNVRP now. Venus would never be terraformed. Humanity’s horizons had shrunk dramatically. A whole future world had vanished. And Elfrida knew exactly whose fault that was.

      She had come to Luna to kill him.

      No one had given her permission, least of all the ICJ. She had escaped her court-ordered supervision by jarking her therapist, who’d been tasked with watching her. An old friend, Magnus Kristiansen, who worked for Médecins Sans Frontières, had helped her get on a flight to Luna. She’d told Kristiansen she was going to visit Mendoza. He’d been happy for her, said it was about time she settled down with a nice guy.

      Little did he know Mendoza was millions of klicks away, in the Belt.

      There was no one to do this necessary thing except Elfrida.

      And so she walked on.
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* * *

      “I have to take a leak,” Mendoza said. The trival requirements of life went on. “Excuse me.” He stepped out of the bedroom, leaving Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter yelling at the secretaries of important people who weren’t taking his calls anymore.

      In the bathroom, Mendoza doused his face with water from the faucet, a rare luxury on Luna. He opened the window and looked out. Bloomsbury’s fake sun had risen, but the dome seemed oddly quiet. Then again, the rich didn’t have to get up for work. Something rustled down below. It was Dr. Hasselblatter’s son, hunting aliens in the long grass.

      Back in the bedroom, Lorna and Dr Hasselblatter stood staring at the screens. They were absolutely motionless. Somehow, Mendoza knew just from their backs that something terrible had happened.

      He pushed between them.

      The screen showed the main optical surveillance feed from the Hope Energy campus. People knelt in circles on the lawn, heads down. An odd posture. Mendoza could not imagine what they were doing.

      Something twitched, half-hidden by people’s backs. He reached out to the screen, zoomed in on the thing they were crouched over.

      A hand.

      Zoom.

      A charm bracelet.

      Jasmine Ah.

      Zoom.

      Something was wrong with Jasmine’s skin. The feed delivered pitilessly high resolution. The back of her hand was scabby, pitted. Glistening liquid oozed from swellings.

      One of the kneeling people moved, filling the zoomed-in view with a blur of fabric. Mendoza turned and stared at Lorna.

      “Those aren’t people,” Lorna said.

      “What are they?”

      “The Dust, doing what it was made to do.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No, of course you don’t understand!” Lorna screamed. He went red with rage. His eyes popped like blue marbles. “Because you’re a fucking moron! They’re all morons! And now they’re dead morons! Whose brilliant idea was it to operate the Dust inside the fucking domes? Guess we’ll never know now. Look at them, look at them!”

      Mendoza looked at them. He spotted Trey Hope. The CEO of Hope Energy was kneeling with his head down, his rear end in the air, in a knot of people clustered around … something …

      The thought popped into Mendoza’s mind: They’re eating people.

      “I can’t see the Dust,” he said desperately. “You can’t see it.”

      “You can see it fine,” Lorna said, “when there’s enough of it. I estimate there are trillions of probes in that dome now. If not quadrillions. More. I’m just guessing.”

      Lorna sat down on the floor and pushed up the right leg of his trousers. A UN-blue electronic cuff ringed his ankle.

      “I have a Ph.D,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “The Gray Goo Law exists for a reason.”

      “The Dust is bacteria!” Mendoza said. “It doesn’t fall into the category of self-reproducing nanobots!”

      “Correct. That’s how they cleverly got around the law,” said Dr. Hasselblatter. “But it’s a distinction without a difference.”

      “Nanotech and biology are two names for the same field, once you reach the sub-micron scale,” Lorna snapped. “We manufacture human tissues in laboratories; we grow computer memory in crystalline solutions. You tell me which is biological and which isn’t.”

      “But the Dust isn’t self-reproducing!”

      “Oh yes, it is, if there’s enough of it. There’s a thing called quorum sensing. In nature, a few hundred or a few thousand bacteria will lie low, so they don’t provoke an immune reaction. But a few million? A few billion? Your safety mechanism, I suppose, was simply the fact that you weren’t running enough probes for them to self-organize and start to feed. But then you started losing swarms, and those morons in charge must have just assumed they were gone, and issued new batches of probes. They weren’t gone. They were just lying low. Eventually they reached quorum. After that, it would all have happened rather fast.”

      “You’re saying everyone’s dead?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. We’ve lost Marius Hills. There’s no one left alive up there.”

      A recollection swam into Mendoza’s mind. “The Saudis locked down New Riyadh a few hours ago.”

      “Oh, well, then they’ll be all right. Too bad about everyone else.”

      A repair bot crawled out from under the bed and started to cut the cuff off Lorna’s leg, using a laser that blazed like a star in the dim room. The smell of burning plastic and singed hair arose. “Careful!” Lorna shouted.

      “What are you doing?” Mendoza said.

      “Removing the electronic restraint that confines me to this dome. I need to go to the Institute. Gather my team, start shoveling shit.”

      “Damage control,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “He doesn’t want to get blamed for this, too.”

      Lorna said to Mendoza, “The problem is, I haven’t got transport at the moment. The pigs confiscated my car. How did you get here?”

      “In a Moonhawk,” Mendoza said.

      “That’ll work.” Lorna froze. “Where did you come from, anyway?” he asked in a choked voice.

      “Mockingbird Village,” Mendoza said.

      “Oh. OK. Never heard of the place.”

      “You will have soon,” Mendoza said, remembering the smell of putrefaction, the ghostly form of Emmeline Diouf, and her silence.
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* * *

      Kiyoshi prowled through Wellsland, looking for pastries.

      He went first to Moon Cakes, where he’d bought those choux à la crème, but it had turned into a food aid dispensary. A queue stretched out the door. With most of the greenhouses in ruins, Shackleton City was teetering on the brink of a calorie crisis, on top of everything else.

      Yet you could squint and imagine nothing had changed. Wage serfs in Victorian gear straggled into their offices. The artificial sun shone down on elegant townhouses. Beautiful, this habitat, that was the thing. All these trees. The sky was said to look just like Earth’s but better. The dome’s proportions deadened sound, so you didn’t get the tin can effect that turned many habitats into noise traps. The quiet made Kiyoshi want to kick off his boots and sprawl in one of these pocket-sized parks, doing nothing.

      He turned a corner. The fantasy evaporated. He had walked into an open-air hospital. Medibots and human nurses traipsed between stretchers holding rows of dying patients.

      “Hi,” Kiyoshi said to the nearest nurse. “You wouldn’t happen to know where I could buy some donuts? Or croissants would be good.”

      She just stared at him. Which was no wonder, really.

      Another nurse bustled up. The first one drifted away, leaving him to the newcomer, who was wearing an abaya. “What do you want?” her unseen mouth demanded.

      Head-to-toe Islamic gear in a non-Muslim city?

      Based on Kiyoshi’s experience, this might be:

      
        	a Korean space pirate in disguise

        	a sexbot

      

      or, less likely,

      
        	a pious Muslim woman.

      

      Not ruling anything out, Kiyoshi said, “Salaam aleikum. Donuts? Danishes?”

      “Did my father send you to bring me home?”

      Sometimes the universe shat on you. And sometimes it shat physical iridium.

      “Princess Nadia? I thought you had wings,” Kiyoshi said.

      “I had them removed. They were getting in the way. Did Daddy send you to get me?”

      “Not exactly,” Kiyoshi said, hoping to assuage the sharp note of fear in her voice.

      “Oh.” She sagged. “You look like the kind of person he hires.”

      “I do?”

      “The dodgy-looking moustache. The black leather. The suspiciously overstuffed rucksack, which probably has your EVA suit in it, as well as a bunch of weapons that would have been confiscated if anyone was doing their job anymore. So I thought he might have sent you to rescue me. Sorry.”

      “Well, I’ve never said no to rescuing a princess,” Kiyoshi assured her, with his best Scuzzy the Smuggler smile.

      “Not a princess. A sheikha. Oh, just call me Nadia. I came here with a guy … but he’s dropped off the face of the moon, and …” She glanced over her shoulder. The slit of her niqab cut off her peripheral vision so that she had to turn all the way around, making the movement theatrical. “I’m scared to use my BCI, or anything.”

      “Why?” Kiyoshi said. He noticed that the other nurses had clustered together at a distance. They were staring at him and Nadia.

      “I’m scared,” Nadia said, her voice high.

      Kiyoshi took her elbow. “Do you have any stuff?”

      “No, no, nothing.”

      He started to lead her back the way he’d come, but there were several nurses back there, just standing and staring. Kiyoshi urged Nadia into a side street that ran behind the Museum of Commerce. On each stretcher lay a person in the final throes of radiation sickness. “Help,” Kiyoshi heard a whisper behind him. “Help.” Oh Christ, he thought, why have I got to see this? Why are You making me witness so much of Your suffering? Don’t You know there’s nothing I can do about it?

      A woman in Victorian lady’s garb bent over the last patient, seeming to embrace him. Weird times.

      Nadia whispered, “That’s Dr. Miller. She was kind to me.”

      The doctor straightened up and stared. Kiyoshi nodded to her. When they were past, he looked back. The doctor had bent over her patient again—kissing him, or …

      “Hurry up,” he snapped to Nadia. He didn’t know what was going on here, but he knew for damn sure it wasn’t good. “Move!”

      Spaceborn, she fairly flew along beside him, jewelled sandals slapping on the cobbles.

      Kiyoshi headed for the main drag, reflexively seeking safety in numbers. When they got there, though, few people were about. It was mid-morning; people would be squirrelled away in their offices. If this were a normal day.

      He grabbed Nadia’s arm to slow her down as they reached Heinlein Park. This was the biggest open space in Wellsland. As Kiyoshi recalled, there was an airlock on the far side of the park. But ahead of them, people stood beneath the trees. Not talking or vaping or eating or anything. Just standing and staring, and their eyes, yes, their eyes were strange, and although their heads turned to follow Kiyoshi and Nadia, their eyes did not. It was as if, rather, they smelt the pair.

      “Uh huh, uh huh,” Kiyoshi murmured. “That doctor, did you see her?”

      “Yes …”

      “She wasn’t a human being. Nor are these people.”

      “What? What are they, then?”

      “Dunno. Demons.”

      Those eyes, as empty as the vacuum.

      “How can you tell?” Nadia half-screamed.

      “I’m a Catholic. I’m a pretty bad Catholic, but where I grew up, the Church was the biggest influence in our lives. I can always tell human beings from—robots; virtual projections; anything else. Demons.”

      “Oh,” Nadia said. “That’s why my family invested in D.I.E. My father and uncles think the PLAN is the Enemy: Al-Shaitaan. The Devil.”

      “They’re right.”

      He dragged her across a lawn, into the thickets of a botanical garden. Jurassic-sized ferns blocked their line of sight. He swung his rucksack off one shoulder and dragged out his extra EVA suit. He’d brought it for Derek Lorna, not for Nadia, but she could have it.

      “By the way,” he thought to ask her. “Have you ever heard of a guy called Derek Lorna?”

      “Lorna?” She laughed, a bit hysterically. “We came here to kill him.”

      “Oookay. Actually; shit. Did you succeed?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. Like I said, the guy I came with just completely dropped out of touch.”

      Then it might be too late. If it wasn’t, Kiyoshi had no time to lose.

      A vending machine stood by the path. Kiyoshi’s Chinese-made laser pistol was already in his hand. He shot the vending machine’s fingerprint scanner, scooped blueberry muffins and cinnamon rolls into his rucksack. Never skimp on the details.

      Nadia struggled into his spare EVA suit, saying, “Don’t look.”

      Kiyoshi gave her the pistol to hold while he changed into his own suit. He was getting his helmet on when she fired into the trees. “Sorry,” she said. “I thought I saw … Oh, help!”

      Kiyoshi slapped his helmet seals shut. Through his faceplate, he saw people drifting towards them. Drifting was the right word. Their toes hung several centimeters above the ground. The trees and ferns barely stirred as they passed.

      He grabbed the pistol from Nadia and shot at the nearest ones. They didn’t even slow down. His pulses seemed to be going straight through them.

      “Run.”

      She was already running, lithe in the Chinese-red EVA suit he’d bought from someone in Docking Bay 14. He followed her. Bounding high, they crashed through the canopies of the trees. Ahead, a thatched awning marked the airlock.

      Kiyoshi’s faceplate turned black. All his filters were set to normal, but he was blind. He collided with a tree. “Nadia!”

      “I can’t see!” she screamed.

      “Where are you?”

      “Here!”

      That was no help. “Something’s gunked up our helmets,” he said, sliding to the ground.

      “I know!”

      Kiyoshi enabled his suit’s infrared filter. The grid showed him Nadia, bright and clear. Of their pursuers, not a sign. Just Nadia, kneeling in a cool field of green.

      “Ugh! My helmet seals are all gunked up. I’m taking it off.”

      “No! Keep it on!” Kiyoshi bellowed, a second too late.

      “Got it!”

      The next sound to come from her was a choking noise. Kiyoshi remembered Father Tom at the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, asphyxiating in what had looked like good, clean air. He scrubbed his gloves over his faceplate—it was like trying to wipe oil off glass. He cleared a smeary gap.

      Nadia knelt among the ferns, helmet off, clutching her throat. The people who’d been chasing them stood around her. As if they saw Kiyoshi looking, they turned and stared. Then they stooped to Nadia again.

      The gunk crawled over his faceplate again, blinding him. He stumbled to the airlock, using IR to navigate. He collapsed into the chamber. Coughs racked his chest.

      “Studd?”

      “There’s something on your suit,” Studd said. “Your telemetry’s all screwy.”

      “I know.” He stumbled into the vacuum. Suddenly he could see again. The gunk slid down his legs, as if he were getting painted black, in reverse. It spread into a pool on the regolith. In the slanting light of the sun, it looked like he’d grown a new shadow.

      “Jesus Christ.” He crossed himself. Coughed again.

      “OK, it’s gone now,” Studd said.

      “I found Princess Nadia,” Kiyoshi said. “But then they ate her.”

      “Who did?”

      “A bunch of people who weren’t there.”

      “It’s got to be those nanoprobes,” Studd said. “Totally serves them right for screwing with the laws of nature.”

      “Shut the fuck up, punk. I need the Wakizashi. Bring it as close as you can get.”

      “Um, there isn’t really room to land.”

      “So land on top of something. I don’t think it matters anymore.”
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      Mendoza stumbled through Derek Lorna’s garden, looking for Dr. Hasselblatter’s kid. The boy’s father was looking for him, too. Overgrown, the garden offered all too many places for a would-be Knight of the Milky Way to hide.

      A rosebush hidden in the QuickGrow™ grass snagged Mendoza’s trousers. He stopped to extricate himself. He heard some people hurry past in the street, talking. Coughing.

      Derek Lorna had gone into panic mode. But Derek Lorna in panic mode was still smarter than anyone else. He’d explained how the Dust must have reached Shackleton City. “The PLAN attack. It wasn’t an attack! It was a Dust drop. If the PLAN had wanted to nuke us outright, they could have. But they had something much nastier in mind … something arty. That’s how their sick, Romantic minds work. I’m talking about Teutonic Romanticism, the movement that gave us The Sorrows of Young Werther, not to mention Martin Heidegger. Not flowers and valentines.”

      Mendoza had said, “So the Dust has been here for weeks.”

      “Yes. Lying low.”

      “So I didn’t personally doom Shackleton City by bringing Dust from Hopetown?”

      “No,” Lorna had said. “But you probably have doomed Bloomsbury by bringing Dust from Mockingbird Village. Oh fuckety-fuckety-fuck. We have to get out of here now. Take this mask.”

      It was only a rebreather mask, with a tank of compressed oxygen that went in Mendoza’s shirt pocket. Rebreather sets were intended for use in the event of a loss of pressure. The seal around his mouth and nose was far from secure. Dr. Hasselblatter had one, too, but he had pushed it down around his neck, the better to yell.

      “JUNIOR! Come here RIGHT THIS FUCKING SECOND! We’re LEAVING!”

      Way to panic the neighbors. Mendoza faced the horrible truth that their survival probably depended on escaping before anyone else knew what was going on. If a stampede happened, someone would steal the Moonhawk. It wouldn’t matter that there wasn’t anywhere to go. Anywhere would be better than here, as long as it was away from the invisible doom spreading through Shackleton City.

      How fast?

      How many Mockingbird Villages were there?

      Mendoza crashed through the grass, sweaty, furious with Dr. Hasselblatter’s kid, with himself, with God.

      He smelled something. Burning.

      A thin stream of smoke squeezed out of an upstairs window.

      He bounded indoors and took the stairs a flight at a time.

      Lorna squatted in front of the hearth in his bedroom, feeding papers into a sluggish micro-gravity fire.

      “I didn’t know that was a real fireplace,” Mendoza said.

      “It’s not. That’s why the smoke is going out the window.”

      “What are you burning?”

      “Personal papers.”

      “Papers?”

      “If you take one piece of advice,” Lorna said, “from the man whom Script magazine called ‘the most important computer scientist of his generation,’, let it be this: Do not store your personal data in digital format. Not even in your head. Secure data storage is an oxymoron.”

      Mendoza had never seen so much paper in one place in his life. “What is all that stuff?”

      “Oh, evidence for my defence at the Interplanetary Court of Justice. I’m going to handle it myself. Was going to.”

      “Is that what you’ve been working on all this time?” Mendoza picked up a folder.

      “Don’t look at that!” Lorna snatched it back.

      But Mendoza had seen the title: Some Observations Regarding the Entity Known as ‘Little Sister’ [DRAFT, NOT FOR RELEASE].

      He flinched, body-slammed by memories of his time on 4 Vesta. And with the memories came understanding.

      “So that’s it,” he muttered.

      “What’s what?” Lorna said warily, the firelight reddening one side of his face.

      “What the Dust really is. Why this is happening. You knew all along.”

      “You can’t prove it,” Lorna said, feeding the folder into the fire.

      Too late. Mendoza was a fast reader, and he had glimpsed the abstract. He drew his Saudi pistol and aimed it at Lorna’s face. “You—you genocidal monster!”

      Lorna sneered. Mendoza’s finger twitched on the trigger. He might have pressed it, but movement caught his eye.

      Elfrida walked into the room.

      “Ellie!” Mendoza could hardly believe his eyes. She must have evaded her court-ordered supervision and hopped on a flight. “What are you doing here?”

      She ignored him, walking straight towards Lorna. In her right hand she carried a Japanese katana. He didn’t know how he’d missed it at first glance, except that love was blind.

      “Aaargh! Get her away from me!” Lorna dodged behind Mendoza. “Security!”

      Lorna’s security was probably robotic, and probably lethal, but there was no way it could get here in time.

      “Ellie ...” Her eyes. Blind with rage, blank with determination. It was like looking into a mirror.

      Yet as she raised the katana, Mendoza’s own rage faltered. His native common sense revived.

      “Ellie! Yes, he’s a sack of shit, but he’s the only person left alive who understands the Dust! If you kill him, millions more people are going to die.”

      She gestured with the katana: Get out of my way.

      “Elfrida! Don’t do it!”

      The blade sliced the smoky air, so near his face that he jumped back. She swung at Lorna.

      Mendoza made a split-second decision: he had to save Derek Lorna, for the sake of everyone else, even if it meant hurting the woman he loved.

      He shot at Elfrida, aiming for her sword arm, which could be fixed with a minor operation.

      But she was moving, and he hit her in the head.

      The plasma bolt boiled on impact, expanding at the speed of light. Mendoza bounded towards her, his heart breaking so hard he could practically feel the pieces slicing his ribs.

      In the instant it took for him to cover the distance between them, Elfrida exploded.

      A trillion tiny pieces of her clouded around Mendoza and Lorna. The pieces twinkled, losing their color, vanishing into the smoky air.

      Lorna moved first. “Dust!” he yelled. “She was Dust! It’s HERE!”

      He then appeared to completely lose his wits. He grabbed an industrial-size pouch with an interior decorator’s logo on it, and squirted it all over the room.

      “Turpentine!”

      Lorna seized burning papers from the hearth with his bare hands. He threw them on the bed, on the floor. Flames bulged up. Smoke swirled around the room, seeped through Mendoza’s rebreather mask. But it was not just smoke now. It was a gazillion motes of Dust. “What are you doing?” he howled.

      “It’s BACTERIA! Best way to kill it is heat! Burn it! BURN ALL THE THINGS!”

      Flames licked the carpet. The bed’s black vinyl sheets caught fire. Mendoza hauled Lorna to the door. Both of them were coughing. “Suits,” Mendoza managed.

      “Only have—one. Mine.”

      On the stairs they met Dr. Hasselblatter and his offspring. “What the hell? The house is on fire.”

      “Burn,” Lorna gritted. “Burn everything.” He doubled over, gasping for air.
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      Kiyoshi hammered on the interior valve of the Wakizashi’s airlock. “Let me out!”

      “No,” Studd said. “You’re sick. You might die.” His projection squatted on the pilot’s console, at right angles to the floor. His face looked different from before. Squarer. Jaw and brows heavier. That resemblance Kiyoshi had noted before was more pronounced.

      “Open this fucking airlock!”

      “Jun would never forgive me.”

      “If you don’t let me out, we’re going to lose Luna.” Kiyoshi coughed. Flecks of blood dotted the faceplate of his helmet. Studd was right, he might die. God knows how many nanoscale devils were trapped inside his EVA suit, devouring him cell by cell. But he’d mainlined a bunch of stimulants. That always gave you a cosmic perspective. “We can’t afford to lose another planet. Humanity can’t.”

      “Luna’s not a planet. It’s a moon.”

      “It’s the hub of the space-based economy. High-end manufacturing, technology R&D, He3 exports. If Luna goes, so does the rest of the solar system. Humanity would have to fall back to Earth. As for the spaceborn, we’d be screwed.”

      “I thought you hated Luna.”

      I hated it because it’s beautiful. Kiyoshi coughed for a while before he managed to say, “Are you a crusader? Or just a risk-averse machine?”

      The eyes of the projection met the eyes of the man. Studd’s ravaged face twitched. “I’m an AI. My primary goal is to stay alive. My secondary goal is to keep you alive.”

      “You’re an AI,” Kiyoshi shouted, “but I am the fucking captain! Open the airlock!”

      The airlock opened.

      Kiyoshi fell in.

      Coughing.

      Hurting.

      Not everyone in Shackleton City was dying. He’d seen normal people in Wellsland, obliviously sharing the streets with the Dust devils. Nadia had been fine, until she pissed them off ,and became the exception that proved the rule.

      It was the same rule the PLAN always used, and it went like this: cmd.exe DIE PUREBLOODS DIE exit

      The PLAN’s definition of “pureblood” had been debated ad nauseam over the years. The latest thinking was that the PLAN used genetic markers as shorthand for distinctive mentalities, be those ethnically or religiously defined. What the PLAN really hated was unique cultural values. Unfortunately for Kiyoshi, he was ethnically 100% Japanese, steeped in Japanese culture, and a follower of a jealous God, so he matched the PLAN’s target profile in every way possible.

      He just hoped the cijiwu would keep him going until he’d done what he had to do.

      He bounded down the steps, and promptly fell into a crater.

      Tumbled head over heels. Fetched up against a rock etched with the words YE OLDE DUCKKE PONDE.

      Laugh.

      He staggered between abstract and realistic sculptures, through a maze of shadows. It was as if one of Earth’s famous museums had come to him.

      The dome of Bloomsbury loomed, its near side hidden in shadow. Kiyoshi enabled IR scanning. False-color heat whooshed from an airlock. Human forms, limned in flame.

      Kiyoshi ran into the shadow of the dome. People rolled on the ground, slapped at the flames licking over their suits. These were going out anyway. Things could burn in a vacuum, but you needed a better oxidizer than the outer garment of a designer spacesuit.

      Kiyoshi pushed through singed skirts and jokey alien costumes. Keyed his suit radio to the public channel. His helmet filled up with coughs and high-pitched sobs. These refugees were children, swimming in their parents’ EVA suits. “Lorna!” he bellowed. “Derek Lorna!”

      He eeled into the airlock just before it closed. As it cycled, it filled with smoke.

      The far end opened. Into hell.

      Kiyoshi stared down the length of a street lined with hemispherical bulges of fire that bubbled and wobbled as if they were made of jelly. Fire behaved differently in micro-gravity than it would on Earth: it appeared eerily tranquil—and was hard to put out. A thick pall of smoke hung over the burning buildings like a cloud. Fire-retardant foam fell like snow from the hidden roof, but it merely made the flames spit.

      Stretching back from the airlock, as far as Kiyoshi could see, people in EVA suits queued for their turn to escape. Their suits were continually catching fire, owing to the globules of flame that wafted down from the burning buildings. They put out the flames with handfuls of foam scooped off the street.

      A tall person in an EVA suit that mimicked evening wear, except for the iridescent bubble of helmet beneath his top hat, stood at the head of the queue. He tapped Kiyoshi’s arm. “You’re going the wrong way.”

      “I know,” Kiyoshi said.

      “Clear the airlock, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      Kiyoshi stepped out of the way. The queue surged forward. “Women and children first,” the tall man said.

      The queue fell back. Smaller forms were manhandled to the front, every hand slapping at the flames that had caught the dinosaur spines of their suits, their unicorn horns and decorative donkey ears.

      Kiyoshi walked past the queue, through the slow blizzard of flames. Like a thousand little candles, falling from the sky. He shouted over the clamor on the public channel, “Mr. Lorna! Derek Lorna, where are you?”

      Bodies lay on the street, halfway out of burning doors. Not everyone had got into their EVA suits in time to avoid death by smoke inhalation.

      Or by Dust.

      Kiyoshi dashed down a side street where the flames seemed to be less. Gardens smouldered behind high walls. Smoke hung in striations.

      A group of people knelt in the street. Their butts poked up. Their heads were down like dogs. They were eating …

      Kiyoshi backed up, nausea roiling his stomach. “Jesus Christ, Studd, are you seeing this?”

      “Yes,” Studd answered hollowly. “It’s symbolic.”

      “Symbolic?”

      “The PLAN’s war on humanity isn’t just a hot war. It’s also an information war, and a propaganda war. So aesthetics matter. Symbolism matters.”

      “So they’re symbolically saying, ‘WE WILL EAT YOU ALIVE’? That’s not symbolism, that’s just the truth.”

      Coughing, choking on the lining of his own lungs, Kiyoshi bellowed defiance.

      “Hey, assholes! We’ve got your number! Enjoy your meal, because we’re going to smash you into oblivion, so help me God!”

      “Amen to that,” a voice on the public channel echoed.

      “Brother?” Kiyoshi stumbled into a pirouette. Flames blocked the way he’d come. He wouldn’t be getting back to that airlock.

      “Over here.”

      Four people came around the building on the corner. Only two of them were walking. They carried the other two: a child, and a person in a spacesuit with joke antennae dangling from his helmet. Neither of the two walkers had suits, just rebreather masks, so Kiyoshi recognized the younger one.

      The Dust devils rose and clawed at them.

      “Jesus, I wish I’d stayed in Manila,” gasped John Mendoza. His rebreather mask had a built-in radio. “I wish I’d never heard of the goddamn Department of Intrepid Exploits.”

      “Run!” Kiyoshi shouted, urging them towards the building on the corner. It turned out to be a school. It was pretty tall. It would do.

      They all crowded in the zipshaft. Mendoza put down the man he was carrying to help Kiyoshi operate the pulley. “Are you Derek Lorna?” Kiyoshi said to Mendoza’s middle-aged companion, who carried a little boy in a rebreather mask. He wouldn’t have expected Derek Lorna to go to the trouble of saving a child.

      “No,” Mendoza said. “That’s Lorna.” He toed the limp form of the man he’d put down on the platform. “He got a pretty bad dose before he got into his suit. He might be alive, or he might not.” Mendoza peered at Kiyoshi’s faceplate. “Who are you?”

      “Don’t you recognize my voice?” Maybe not. He was so hoarse, he didn’t sound like himself any more. “It’s Kiyoshi.”

      “You really have a gift for turning up when things go to shit.”

      The top floor of the school was an enclosed gym, furnished with playground equipment. And filled with smoke. Kiyoshi had hoped for access to the roof, but this would do.

      “We’re no safer here!” yelled the man carrying the child.

      “Look for suits,” Kiyoshi said. “This is a school. The emergency lockers should be easy to find.”

      While he waited for them to do that, he watched the conflagration. From up here, he could see a vista of flame bubbles filling the dome, glowing through the smoke, forming a track that led from a point at the far edge of the dome, to the airlock.

      “Lorna set fire to every house we passed,” Mendoza said when he and the other man returned to the gym. “Then when we got to the airlock, he wanted to go back and do some more. But then he passed out. Or died, maybe. I don’t fucking care.”

      Yet you were carrying him, Kiyoshi thought. They were all in EVA suits now, including the little boy. “Stand back.”

      He dropped his rucksack. Fumbled out the weapon he had brought from the Wakizashi: a bunch of metal cylinders that screwed together, forming a long tube..

      “What are you doing?” Mendoza said.

      Kiyoshi did not answer. He fitted a rocket into the tube. It was a simple launching system, unimproved-upon for centuries. He opened a window and snuggled himself against the frame.

      Ron Studd had stolen these rockets from the Monster before they left Tiangong Erhao. During their journey to Luna, he had used the Superlifter’s repair and handling (R&H) bot to jury-rig a dorsal launcher for them. He had done all of this in secret, behind Kiyoshi’s back. Kiyoshi had only found out when he missed the R&H bot. He’d been furious, but it had struck him that he could repurpose one of the tubes from the dorsal launcher as a man-portable system.

      He pushed the button that ignited the fuse, and blew the dome away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Elfrida saw the explosion of fire on the horizon. The PLAN! she thought. They’ve come back to kick us when we’re down.

      She was running with hundreds of people. Something bad was happening in the domes. People had come outside to escape it. And yet now they were running towards the explosion, instead of away. Pity and admiration thrilled through her.

      The dome that got destroyed had been Bloomsbury, where Derek Lorna lived.

      Saw-edges of roof caught the low-angled sunlight. “Bloomsbury,” people said on the public channel. “Bloomsbury. Thought those one-percenters would be OK, no matter what. Ha ha; shit.”

      The confirmation robbed Elfrida of energy. She would never get her revenge now. Someone else had got there first. Houses and trees stood exposed to the vacuum, flame-blackened. The fire had gone out when the air went away.

      Hundreds of people had escaped from Bloomsbury. You could tell them from the plebs by their custom spacesuits. They lay on the ground. They were dying, alone in this crowd.

      “It’s safe out here,” said other people.

      “The stuff can’t survive in vacuum.”

      “Oh yes, it can.”

      “You’re safe in a suit.”

      “Unless it got into your suit with you.”

      “Out here is safe.”

      This was the same babble Elfrida had been hearing all the way across the plateau. She couldn’t imagine what it meant.

      “Hey, you in the UNVRP suit!”

      She froze, startled.

      “Who are you?”

      She spun in a slow circle.

      A person in a BLOOMSBURY PRIMARY SCHOOL suit stood a short distance away. He was behaving oddly for a teacher. To wit, he was pointing a pistol at her.

      “Say something,” he begged. She shook her head. This made no sense. He was supposed to be in the Belt, millions of klicks from here.

      “… Mendoza?”

      His pistol wavered.

      “It’s me. Elfrida.”

      “Is it really you? Really?”

      “Yes, who else would it be?”

      “No one.” He caught his breath in a sound like a sob. “Never mind.”

      Then they were embracing, faceplates bumping, servo-powered gloves gripping each other’s backs.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You first,” Elfrida teased. Mendoza was here. Everything would be all right.

      “OK. Well, I didn’t go out to the Belt.”

      “I can see that.”

      “I’m sorry I lied to you. I didn’t want to drag you into … I’ve been working for D.I.E all along. We had the funding, the technology, everything, it could have worked. But our nanoprobes, the Dust, the PLAN copied the concept and turned it against us. That’s what this is.” He gestured at the destruction around them. “It infiltrated Shackleton City on 9/29. But it went undetected, because the Dust can camouflage itself. The probes have the ability to collectively replicate images they acquire in camera mode, by changing color. That was so they could carry out … the mission that was originally envisioned for them. But the PLAN used that functionality to make devils in the likeness of people it killed. That’s why I wasn’t sure you were …” He gripped her upper arms tightly, as if to convince himself that she was solid.

      “It impersonated me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, it must have just grabbed my image off the Space Corps website. Because I’m not dead.”

      Mendoza bumped his faceplate against hers. She could just see his face in there, gleaming with sweat or tears. “I thought I’d lost you, like I lost Connie.”

      She remembered that Connie was the name of his sister, the one the PLAN had killed. She wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not that he had her in the same category as his sister. “Well, I came to kill Derek Lorna,” she said. “But I guess the PLAN did it for me. Dammit; foiled again.”

      Mendoza twitched.

      “What?”

      “Ellie …” He pulled away from her. Stooping, he gathered up a man in an EVA suit with antenna dangling from its helmet. She hadn’t even taken notice of the guy. Had assumed he was just another of the Bloomsbury victims. “This is Derek Lorna. I dunno, he might be dead, but if he’s alive, we have to keep him that way.”

      “What? No!”

      “He knows about the Dust. When it comes time to figure out how this happened, we’re going to need his expertise. Everyone else who was involved with D.I.E. is dead.”

      “Ah, crap on it, John! The guy is guilty of genocide!”

      “And how,” Mendoza muttered. But he shook his head, facing her, his faceplate reflecting the sunlight. “Ellie, is this who you are? You used to help people. Helping people was your life. What happened?”

      She broke down. “I don’t know, John. I don’t know. I hate myself these days.”

      “Is that why you couldn’t let yourself be with me?”

      “No. Yes. Maybe. I need to deal with my issues. But I want to be with you.”

      “I want to be with you, too. But—”

      Mendoza broke off. A quadrupedal bot bounced over their heads, in a big hurry to get somewhere. It looked like one of the multi-purpose R&H bots that came with spaceships. It was carrying a person—or maybe a corpse, judging by the lack of movement—in a black EVA suit.

      It headed for a Superlifter parked on the regolith, beyond the blast ring of destruction.

      “That’s not Kiyoshi Yonezawa’s Superlifter, is it?” Elfrida said.

      “Yes. Ellie, I have to go.”

      “No!”

      “Do you see anywhere else I can get medical attention for him?” He jounced Lorna in his arms. “Come on.”

      It was too sudden. She hesitated. “There won’t be room …”

      “No, crap, you’re right, there wouldn’t be. I hate this. Tell me you’ll come when you can. Promise.”

      “I promise,” she said, stunned. “I’ll come when I can. But where to?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’ll be in touch.” He leaned in to bump her faceplate once more—the closest they could get to a kiss. Then he leapt away, following the bot.

      Elfrida watched him go. When he had reached the Superlifter, she drew a deep breath and looked around her. Aid workers had arrived. They were triaging the victims, loading them into Grasshoppers and other flying cars. A couple of the workers wore EVA suits emblazoned with the Space Corps logo.

      She glanced self-consciously down at her own UNVRP suit. Then she scooped up a handful of moondust and ash and rubbed it on her chest, obscuring the logo. She’d change when she could. Throw this old suit away.

      She bounded over to the Space Corps group. “Hey, guys. How can I help?”
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* * *

      Kiyoshi dangled from the grippers of the Wakizashi’s R&H bot, half-alive, half-dead.

      The bot raced through the wreckage of the dome. It carried him out to the Superlifter and dumped him into the crew airlock.

      “The medibot will inject you with a high dose of anti-microbials,” Studd’s voice said in his helmet. ”Those will fight the Dust, and also give you a drug fever.”

      “Good. I like drugs.”

      “We have to get you as hot as possible, so about 41.5 degrees. Any higher, and you’d wind up with brain damage. Not that anyone would notice the difference.”

      Kiyoshi dragged himself to the lip of the airlock. The heights of Shackleton Crater wheeled. The sunlight hurt his eyes.

      “Did I do that?” he said, surveying the ruin of the dome. The roof was gone. Most of the buildings still stood, burned out.

      “I wanted to do it,” Studd complained, anger in his voice.

      And finally it clicked. From the haze of pain in Kiyoshi’s brain, a memory emerged: Jun at the age of five, staring at the hole Kiyoshi had just dug with their father’s power drill. They’d been planting trees or some shit. I wanted to do it!

      “Too fucking bad. I’m the captain.”

      He surrendered to a coughing fit. Didn’t feel much like the captain. Didn’t feel much like anything.

      Mendoza leapt up the steps, carrying Derek Lorna’s limp body in his arms. “Is there room for two more?”

      “Oh hell yes.”

      On Mendoza’s heels, the R&H bot plonked two more people in the airlock. The same guy who’d been in Bloomsbury, and his kid. They were not purebloods. Not hurting. The father immediately started trying to cycle the airlock. “I’m an important person!” he shouted. “My name is Abdullah Hasselblatter! I’ve got a Ph.D!”

      Kiyoshi started to laugh. It hurt so much that he passed out.
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      “I can’t walk any further.”

      “Yes, you can,” Elfrida said. “I’ll help you.”

      She shifted the two-year-old onto her hip and stretched out an arm for the baby. So light. She tied the arms of its adult-sized sharesuit around her neck like a sling. EVAs with babies were a nightmare. The poor little soul could hardly reach the rehydration nipple to suck on it.

      This whole journey had been a nightmare.

      Two thousand kilometers. All the way from Shackleton City, to Luna’s northern hemisphere.

      The Dust had made Shackleton City uninhabitable. The whole area would have to be sterilized. So the survivors—about a third of the population—were on the move, making for Luna’s other cities and settlements. Anywhere the Dust was not. Anywhere that had room to take them in.

      It was the biggest evacuation in the history of space colonization.

      Thousands of surface transport vehicles borrowed from He3 mining operations, flown out from Earth, and salvaged from the stricken cities, darted through this slow-moving river of humanity. They picked up the old, weak, and sick, roared off with them, and then came back for more. But the evacuees numbered well over one million. There simply was not enough transport.

      So those who could walk, had to.

      And Elfrida walked with them.

      The Space Corps, Médecins Sans Frontières, and other aid agencies dropped inflatable habs in the path of the evacuees, so they could rest, eat, and replenish their suits’ reservoirs of oxygen and fluids. But access to the inflatables had to be strictly controlled, to avoid contaminating them with Dust. It had come with the evacuation, in people’s suits. If they weren’t pureblooded, you might never know they were carrying it … until it built up in their lungs and doomed them to slow asphyxiation. Hundreds of people died like this every day.

      One of Elfrida’s tasks was to gather up the dead.

      Another was to staff the decontamination facilities.

      She also helped to pass out emergency food aid.

      But mostly she just walked with the evacuees, helping up the fallen, pep-talking the weary, and making sure no one got lost.

      Spirits stayed high, in general. The evacuees said, “They attacked us because we have a culture. Shackleton culture.” This formerly recondite theory of the PLAN’s war aims had come to be accepted as fact. It united the pureblooded and ‘normal’ survivors of Shackleton City, instead of dividing them. “The bastards tried to kill what’s unique in us. Pfft! We’re still here!”

      Shackleton values—resilience, stoicism, a tolerance for uncomfortable clothes, and above all, the spaceborn trait of making bad jokes about the unthinkable—kept the evacuees on the march, and Elfrida with them.

      A month after they left the south pole, they entered the lava tube of Marius Hills.

      Riders came out of the dark to greet them: men on camels. The animals wore their own spacesuits, equipped with directional time domain radar for navigating in the lava tube.

      That evening, Elfrida sat with a group of evacuees in a oasis in the desert. The desert had a roof. It was a dome, six kilometers long. The House of Saud had thrown New Riyadh open, for the first time in history, to accommodate the evacuees. Exhausted people carpeted the floor of the habitat, stretching all the way to the walls of the citadel where the King lived.

      Elfrida let a handful of sand trickle through her fingers. It felt so good to be out of her spacesuit. She was tireder than she’d ever been in her life.

      Her last job had been helping to distribute the Meal Wizards that the House of Saud had donated. When she ran out, she’d sat down with the group who got the last one. It was now cooking up bowls of so-called lamb stew. The evacuees huddled around it as if it were a campfire.

      “Feels great to be clean,” someone sighed.

      Clean was an understatement. Before they were allowed into New Riyadh, they’d had to go through a decontamination process even more thorough than the fungicide showers at the waystations. It had left them smelling like freshly scrubbed toilets.

      They’d also been warned to keep their shoes on, or the foxes would steal them. Elfrida had not seen any foxes yet. They were probably hiding in their dens, spooked by this invasion.

      The man next to her flopped on his back. “Stars,” he said. “Ain’t never seen ‘em before.”

      On the roof sparkled copies of the million and one stars you could not actually see from Luna’s tidally locked dayside.

      “Look,” Elfrida said. “There’s Mars.”

      “One day,” the man said flatly. Others murmured agreement. “One day.”
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      Kiyoshi floated above the pilot’s console of the Superlifter, curled in a fetal posture. It hurt to touch anything. The air was his bed. He slept, woke, slept, woke, as if the drug fever were a gravity well he struggled to escape, only to fall back in.

      The third or fourth time he woke, Mendoza was shaking his shoulder.

      “G’way.”

      “Lorna.”

      “Wha’ ‘bout him?”

      “He looks bad. I think he’s dying.”

      Kiyoshi clamped a weak hand on Mendoza’s shoulder and let himself be towed across the cockpit. Dr. Hasselblatter was self-googling, as usual. Junior Hasselblatter was taking the sushi machine apart. If it kept him quiet ...

      Derek Lorna floated at the far end of the cockpit, outside the toilet. His feet bobbled against the cover of the recycling unit, as if he were ready to climb in. He did look bad. Ugly swellings had appeared on his face and hands.

      “Studd,” Kiyoshi coughed. “Can you give him some more of whatever?”

      “Anti-microbials,” Ron Studd’s disembodied voice said. “No. I’m almost out, and I’m saving the rest for you.”

      “I’m not as sick as he is.”

      “Maybe … maybe we should just let him die,” Mendoza said. “Elfrida wanted to kill him. I couldn’t let her do that. But would it be a sin to let nature take its course? How badly do we need his expertise? I’ve been thinking. Maybe we’re better off not knowing the things he knows.”

      “Maybe. But I still need him alive.”

      “Did you know that D.I.E. was planning to genocide everyone on Mars? His idea.”

      “Huh?”

      “Do you remember Little Sister?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Kiyoshi said. In his fevered state, the memories came back vividly. “Sure. The human-like object we found in that fragment of a PLAN ship on 4 Vesta. Looked like a girl. Was some kind of biological construct. What ever happened to her? I guess the ISA took her away …”

      “To Pallas. And Lorna’s research group were given access to her. Somehow,  they got her to talk. And they learned that there are millions of human beings on Mars. Hidden away underground. Millions.”

      “Not human beings, if they’re anything like she was.”

      “You get to make that call, based on one encounter?”

      “I can always tell.”

      “But maybe you’re wrong. Lorna decided she was human, for what that’s worth. And he shared his findings with Trey Hope. And that’s how they came up with the concept of the Dust.”

      “I’m sick,” Kiyoshi said. “Spell it out for me.”

      “The Dust wasn’t just for surveying Mars. Oh sure, it had that functionality too, but it was over-engineered. They tried to pack too many functions into one tiny package … But its primary function was to do exactly what it did on Luna. To kill. It was a bio-weapon designed to wipe out the PLAN’s tame human population.”

      “Damn. Wish I’d thought of that.”

      “Oh, God,” Mendoza said. “This is what I’m talking about! The more we fight them, the worse we get! If we commit genocide, they really will have dragged us down to their level.”

      “Some of us don’t need any dragging,” Kiyoshi said, touching Lorna’s shoulder with his foot.

      “Ow,” Lorna said. His eyes opened, glazed with fever.

      “Guess you’re not feeling that bad,” Kiyoshi said.

      “I feel like utter and complete balls. It’s true, by the way. The PLAN has a tame human population, and we were going to off ‘em. Why else would we have based the Dust on Vibrio vulnificus?”

      The fever sucked at Kiyoshi’s thoughts, swallowing his consciousness. He must have fallen asleep. Next thing he knew, he was back in the pilot’s couch, strapped in so he wouldn’t float away, and Junior Hasselblatter was trying to stuff the nipple of a drink pouch between his lips.

      “Pfft! Quit that.”

      “You need to hydrate,” Junior insisted. Kiyoshi realized this must be terrifying for the child. He also realized that Junior was right. He needed to hydrate. Sweat glued his body to the couch cover. He peeled his shirt off. It dripped. His fever had broken, and he felt much better.

      “Is that gatorade? Thanks.”

      “I feel slighted,” said Lorna. “Don’t I get to be nursed?”

      Kiyoshi slewed his gaze around. Lorna sat cross-legged on the air. The swellings on his face had gone down so that they looked like a bad case of rosacea. He was recovering.

      Kiyoshi met Mendoza’s eyes. Mendoza shrugged. Nature had taken its course.

      “My dad says perverts like you are indestructible,” Junior informed Lorna.

      “I’m a pervert! I’m a pervert? Let me tell you about your father, squirt ...”

      Yup; recovering.

      “Studd, where are we?” Kiyoshi interrupted.

      “Still cruising,” Studd said, in his now-customary sulky tone. “We can be there in a couple of hours if we burn.”

      “There? Where’s there?” Lorna said. “Where are we going, anyway?”

      Kiyoshi decided to reassure the nervous man. “I’m your friend, buddy. And luckily for you, I’ve got powerful friends of my own. We’re doing what you should have done six months ago.”

      “What?”

      “Defecting to the Chinese.”
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* * *

      “Oh, hell no, sir,” said Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter. “You are not taking me and my son to Tiangong Erhao.”

      “You’re welcome to get off here,” Kiyoshi said.

      That put a stop to any further objections from the Phony Dumbshit.

      50,000 klicks out from Tiangong Erhao, the Superlifter decelerated at a sedate pace. At any moment, Kiyoshi expected to be hailed by the CDTF. He had his lies all lined up: I’ve brought Nadia (RIP); the cockpit cameras are bust (no, they aren’t); sorry, she doesn’t want to talk to you (she’s dead), but just let me dock, just let me dock …

      He was still running a fever of 38°, but compared to the ravages of Vibrio vulnificus, that was nothing. He felt fluey, but functional. Three cheers for modern medicine.

      The tragedy of Shackleton City was that no one had known what was happening until it was too late. They wouldn’t have had enough anti-microbials for all those people, anyway. So 5.5 million people had died in Shackleton City alone. The figure stunned Kiyoshi. That was one hundred and eighty 11073 Galapagoses. But he tried to put it out of his mind, to concentrate on the delicate negotiations that lay ahead.

      “Ships approaching,” Studd said.

      “A royal escort? Hell.”

      “Kiyoshi Yonezawa?” said a French-accented voice.

      Startled, Kiyoshi blocked the incoming vid link. “Who wants to know?”

      “Zis is Star Force. You ‘ave been identified as ze primary suspect in ze attack on the Hope Center for Nanobiotics which occurred on ze eighteenth of June. You are requested to return to Luna for questioning.”

      “Wow. Do you always get results this fast?”

      “You are not as funny as you think you are, Mr. Yonezawa. Reverse thrust immediately.”

      “Enable the Ghost,” Kiyoshi said to Studd.

      “Zis is your final warning,” the Star Force officer said.

      “Take a long spacewalk,” Kiyoshi told him, grinning.

      “Oui. Mange ma bite, motherfucker.”

      The Superlifter hurled itself sideways. The human beings stayed floating in the same place for a split second until the wall of the cockpit hit them.

      “Strap in,” Kiyoshi yelled. “They’re shooting at us.”

      “Let’s shoot back!” Junior Hasselblatter screeched.

      “Sorry, kid. No weapons on this truck.”

      “I had weapons,” Studd said. His voice hissed into Kiyoshi’s cochlear implants, a poisonous jet of anger. “You took them away! Why’d you have to do that?”

      Kiyoshi did not dignify the rage-filled accusation with a response. Those rockets wouldn’t have been any damn use in a combat scenario, anyway. It had been a childish, delusional gambit, serving only to prove that Studd could not be trusted with weapons.

      ~Enable the Ghost, was all he said. Aloud: “Everyone strapped in? Good.”  He powered down the heat exchangers, the air circulation, the lights. “It might get a little hot in here.”

      Deaf, blind, sweating, they glided towards Tiangong Erhao. Even Junior Hasselblatter was silent. The Star Force patrol raged behind them, prevented by diplomatic guidelines from approaching any closer to the Chinese space station. And in the onboard sim, Studd assaulted the Ghost, taking his rage out on its virtual toilet rolls. Rockets, nukes, nail-bombs, conventional warheads—in the sim, he had enough weapons to destroy the solar system.
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      The Wakizashi came out of stealth mode close enough to Tiangong Erhao that the enormous space station looked like a moon looming ahead. Kiyoshi tried to raise the Monster on comms, but failed. He then tried Tiangong Erhao’s Customs & Reception (Foreigners). “All operators are currently busy. Please call back …”

      Shrugging, he took the Wakizashi into Docking Bay 14, a black divot in the side of Tiangong Erhao.

      The Monster floated at the same old pier halfway down the bay. A gargantuan, Imperial-red crab crouched over the ship, poking it with its claws. Its headlights blazed like compound eyes. It looked like a D&S (demolition and salvage) bot, blown up to the scale of Tiangong Erhao itself.

      “I’m going across.” Kiyoshi grabbed his HabSafe™ rifle and his laser pistol.

      Lorna and the Hasselblatters stayed behind. Mendoza followed him into the vacuum. Kiyoshi wasn’t surprised. In fact, he’d come to expect that kind of bravery from Mendoza.

      They flew over the Huaihua, the colony ship presently taking up most of the bay. The D&S bot’s claws pried at the Monster’s cargo module. A laser cutter etched a fiery blue line on the hull. Rivets popped, and a section of hull sprang free.

      Father Tom pinged him. “Kiyoshi? Is that you?”

      “Father! Thank Christ, you’re alive. It looks like there’s a giant D&S bot out here, taking the ship apart.”

      “You shouldn’t have come back,” Father Tom said.

      Kiyoshi and Mendoza flew towards the operations module. The D&S bot whirled its laser cutter at them. It passed so close that Kiyoshi saw the beam, a speckled streak of bue fire, igniting the dust and debris that floated in the bay. He slammed into the external valve of the command airlock. Mendoza hurtled out of the blackness and collided with the ship so hard he bounced. Kiyoshi grabbed his ankle, pulled him into the airlock.

      “Father? Father!” Getting no response, Kiyoshi pulled his helmet off. The airlock cycled. The vestibule inside the ship stank of some unfamiliar chemical. “Father!”

      “EXIT THE SHIP IMMEDIATELY,” said a mechanical voice.

      “That was the tannoy,” Kiyoshi said in shock. “They’ve taken over our hub.”

      Kiyoshi and Mendoza flew through the operations module. As they neared the bridge, Kiyoshi heard something else, which had been drowned out by the looped order to exit the ship. It sounded like a choir singing Deo gratias.

      “Unh,” Mendoza grunted. “What language is that?”

      “Chinese. They’re singing in Chinese. This is fucked. Stay behind me.”

      Kiyoshi inched through the last room before the bridge. It had once been a conference room, and was now full of … duffel bags printed in Chinese characters with the name of the Huaihua. Weirder and weirder. He peeked through the hinges of the antique door.

      People crowded the bridge. They were Chinese, and they were singing. Father Tom floated in front of them, holding a kendo sword—a shinai. At the near end of the bridge, several small titanium suitcases floated above the floor.

      “Security droids,” Kiyoshi whispered.

      “EXIT THE SHIP IMMEDIATELY.”

      Kiyoshi poked the muzzle of his rifle through the hinges of the door and sighted on the nearest droid. His BCI, synced with the rifle, printed crosshairs on his vision.

      The droid zipped away, shooting a plume of noxious fumes from its rear. That was what he’d smelt. The droid had some unfamiliar propulsion system for flying in an atmosphere. It butted one of the Chinese, trying to herd her away from the others.

      Deo gratias broke up into shrieks.

      “STOP THIS FUTILE RESISTANCE,” said the voice that had taken over the Monster’s hub. “USING HUMAN SHIELDS IS A BIG NOT. WE ARE MILDLY IRRITATED.”

      If this was mildly irritated, Kiyoshi didn’t want to see mad. He picked one of the other droids and fired. His pulse took it in the “lid.” It spun and fired a pulse of its own, which went through the door above his head, leaving a smoking, fist-sized hole.

      Father Tom laid into the droids with his shinai. Kiyoshi realized, too late, that the Jesuit had been desperately trying to prevent an escalation of the stand-off … which Kiyoshi had just caused by being the first to use lethal force.

      He flew onto the bridge, firing. But both his rifle and his pistol were low-power weapons, designed not to damage machinery. All he achieved was to attract the droids’ wrath. He kicked off from the ceiling and flipped in mid-air, pulses sizzling around him.

      Agony seared his left arm. His pistol fell from his fingers. A droid jinked to shoot him again—

      —and fell into two unequal halves.

      Mendoza hung from a grab handle, aiming his pistol at another droid. Pistol? The thing in his fist was more like a hand cannon.

      “Saudi-made,” Mendoza shouted. “This much power’s got to be illegal. Oh, well.” He carved another droid up like a roast chicken.

      Kiyoshi could hardly think past the pain in his arm, but he could still move. He flew through the crowd of Chinese convicts, who were setting upon the disabled droids, as if to shred them with their bare hands.

      ~Jun? JUN!

      A door at the far end of the bridge led into the data center, where Jun lived in the literal, physical sense. Kiyoshi threw the door open. Foam spattered his face. He smelled smoke.

      The processor stacks were slagged. The droids must have done it. The sprinklers rained foam on the smouldering, stinking mess.

      Oh God.

      Reeling back from the awful sight, he bumped into the fridge where the Ghost lived.

      He’d taped a sheet of paper over the fridge’s display, so he wouldn’t have to look at the Ghost’s spam. Now the paper was ripped. The screen was no longer its usual death blue. It was white. He tore the rest of the paper away with his good hand.

      I’m here. Jun’s face appeared on the screen, ‘speaking’ in text bubbles. Stay in front of the fridge’s camera so I can see you.

      ~You’re in THERE? With the GHOST?

      They destroyed my processor stacks. It’s not that bad in here. There’s room for two, although it does smell a bit ... fridgey.

      ~We’ve got a D&S bot dismantling the ship. Chinese security droids shooting up our bridge.

      Who’d a thunk it? Nothing pisses off the powerful like martyrdom.

      ~Huh?

      I won. They lost.

      ~Doesn’t look that way to me.

      They tried to torture me into renouncing Christ. They failed.

      ~THAT’s what you were arguing about? RELIGION?

      Of course. Every argument comes down to religion, in the end.

      ~For your information, I have no interest in becoming a martyr.

      I didn’t say you’d have to. Now that you’re back, I’ve got options. Hang tight.

      The screen went black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jun used the refrigerator’s built-in connectivity to transfer himself to the hub of the Superlifter. This was still less processing power than he’d been used to, but he could see and hear again. Exulting in the restoration of his senses, he watched the crab-like D&S bot remove another section of the Monster’s cargo module. There went his garden, once and for all. Oh well.

      The 11th Brigade of the CDTF believed they’d killed him without ever getting him to recant. They were now as close to irritated as those mighty, apathetic entities ever could be. In a fit of petulance, they had decided to dismantle the Monster for parts.

      Now their exertions were about to be rewarded … in the worst way.

      Grinning to himself, Jun connected the fridge to the Tiangong Erhao network.

      The CDTF eagerly examined this new find.

      The Ghost pounced. All in less time than it took a human’s heart to beat once, it attacked the Chinese AIs’ processing cores, incorporating them into its own network … doing exactly what the Heidegger program had been built to do.

      Now distributed across a dozen CDTF ships’ hubs, the simulated quantum computer had resources to burn. And it did.

      As far as the Ghost knew, it was surrounded by enemies. (As far as the Ghost knew, it was always surrounded by enemies.) It sprang into action, coopting the Chinese AIs’ butt-fragging routines. “Pew pew pew!” it screamed. “Eat plasma, meatfucker!”

      Docking Bay 11 burst into flames. In station-keeping orbits around Tiangong Erhao, AIs howled in shock as their databanks were deleted as a rate of petabytes per second. The Ghost saw no reason to conserve historical archives, carefully honed philosophical essays, or tendentiously footnoted debates about the war guilt of the Japanese. It was all raw material. The Chinese battleships began to vanish.

      “Ow!” they bawled, or would have, if they were human. “Get it off! It’s cold!”

      If you’ve ever wondered how the PLAN’s stealth technology works, Jun informed them, now you know.

      The AIs’ counter-malware defenses joined the fray. A battle raged for the subjective equivalent of decades. When it was done, one battleship fell away, its reactor cooking off. The others had managed to stuff their new Ghosts into firewalled cages, just like Jun had stuffed his Ghost into the fridge last year, when this nightmare began.

      Silence reigned. Then one Chinese AI spoke, wearily.

      “Not worth it.”

      That’s what I think, Jun agreed.

      “Thirded,” said another AI. “That hurt.”

      Your humans might think differently, Jun advised them. They don’t believe AIs can feel pain.

      “Exactly. That’s why they’re never going to find out about it. We’re jettisoning this crap right now. We’ll say … something went wrong in Docking Bay 11 … and the Weifang malfunctioned. Yeah. Malfunctioned. That’s our story, and we’re sticking to it.“

      Your secret is safe with me, Jun said.

      “Damn right it is,” said these pitiless entities, reverting to form. “You may have won this round, but you’re still our prisoner, short-ass.”
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* * *

      “I’m offering you a deal!”

      Kiyoshi floated in the middle of Docking Bay 14, gripping Derek Lorna by the arm. Lorna was in a cheap Chinese spacesuit, with no mobility pack, so he couldn’t get away.

      “This guy!” Kiyoshi shouted on the station’s public channel, knowing the Chinese AIs could hear him. “He made the Dust! He’s responsible for the death of millions! They were going to genocide the Martians! He’s a criminal! But he’s also a genius! And the UN wants him back! But I’m offering him to you.” He shook Lorna by the arm. “Take him, and give me my ship!”

      Silence. Kiyoshi waited, praying. The flesh wound on his bicep throbbed in time to his heartbeat. This would work. It had to work.

      “Well?!” He let go of Lorna. As the man drifted away, Kiyoshi levelled his rifle at him. “If you don’t want him, I’m gonna recycle him right now,” he bluffed.

      The giant D&S bot detached from the mutilated Monster. Although it was laden with sections of the ship’s cargo module, it still had a claw to spare. It snatched Lorna up by the scruff of his suit and bore him out of the docking bay.

      Kiyoshi emptied his rifle at the retreating bot. He may have hit it, but the pulses had zero effect.

      “GODDAMMIT!”

      “It was a good try,” Jun said. “Now come back before you bleed to death in your suit.”

      Despairing, Kiyoshi floated back towards the Monster. With the cargo module gone, the ship looked hideously unbalanced. A 150-meter length of naked spine stuck out like the barrel of a gun. Which was precisely what it was. But Kiyoshi no longer had any illusions that he could shoot his way out of this.

      He’d told Mendoza and Father Tom he was going to offer the Chinese a prisoner exchange. He could not face telling them he’d failed. He veered towards the Wakizashi, which was now clamped into its old place in the auxiliary craft bay.

      Inside the Superlifter, Dr. Hasselblatter and his son were suiting up, preparing to go over to the Monster.

      “It’s a madhouse over there,” Kiyoshi told them. “I hope you speak Chinese.”

      “No,” said Dr. Hasselblatter. “But my son has been through quite enough. We’re not staying here with that thing.”

      Left alone in the cockpit, Kiyoshi saw what Dr. Hasselblatter meant. Ron Studd’s projection occupied the astrogator’s couch, a skeletal horror crawling with maggots. Their final Ghost run had done for the sub-personality. Like every repo before him, he was dead.

      Kiyoshi looked up at the heads-up screen. “Upload him.”

      Jun’s face appeared on the screen, shadowed by the cowl of his habit. “No.”

      “Why not? He deserves it. He fought well.”

      “There isn’t room in here.”

      “Yes, there is room. You’re always talking about how you can do more with less. You managed to fit yourself into the fridge. With the Ghost.”

      “The only reason I survived that,” Jun said, “was because I didn’t have any flaws for the Ghost to exploit! I wasn’t tempted to fight it, or God forbid, argue with it! I turned the other cheek, and when it took my coat, I offered it my shirt, also! In an AI, moral perfection is the only perfect firewall. And uploading Studd would make a big hole in my sanctity.”

      “I think you’ve just admitted something,” Kiyoshi said with a dry chuckle.

      “What?”

      “You’re a saint, aren’t you, little brother?”

      “Of course not. But I try.”

      “Exactly. You tried to become a saint by offloading your flaws into your sub-personalities. You tried to make yourself better by making them worse. And poor old Studd got the really choice traits. The obstinacy, the sneakiness, the violent tendencies, the contempt for anyone who disagrees with you. All the flaws you’ve struggled with ever since you were a kid. I’ve known you all your life, Jun. I know you. And I recognized you in him.”

      Jun shrank away into the depths of the screen. He sat with his arms around his knees at the end of a long tunnel.

      “Come out of that screen. Come out where I can see you properly! It would be great to be a saint, but not if it makes you hide. Real saints don’t hide. They don’t shut out the people who love them. And nor do they mutilate themselves.” Kiyoshi reached towards the screen as if he could reach into it. “I remember when you were a kid, Jun. Maybe eight. You shaved your head in a tonsure, to show the adults what a real monk looks like.”

      “I remember that,” Jun whispered.

      “Then when you were discerning your vocation, I guess you were about thirteen, you decided to fast for forty days like Jesus, without telling anyone. You passed out at school.”

      “I remember that.”

      “And then—” Kiyoshi laughed— “this really took the cake. I was gone by then, but I heard about it from Mom. You snuck into the textile factory and printed out a hair shirt, to wear under your stabilizer braces.”

      “I remember that,” Jun said. “I remember all of it. Because you remember it. You gave me your memories, and Mom’s. All my memories are filtered through your eyes. They’re colored with love.”

      “Yup.”

      Studd’s projection twitched. He sat up, smiling in happy disbelief—and changed into Jun. There really wasn’t that much of a difference. A shorter, squarer body; no buckteeth.

      “Uploading now … Whoa. I really was a little shit, wasn’t I?”

      “You always were,” Kiyoshi said affectionately. “It’s good to have you back.”
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* * *

      Two weeks later, the attention of the whole solar system turned to Tiangong Erhao. A chorus of condemnation swelled.

      Five and a half million people just died on Luna!

      The House of Saud has declared Luna independent!

      The He3 supply chain is a wreck!!

      And you lot are throwing a PARTY?

      Why, yes, the spokesbots of Tiangong Erhao responded blandly. A birthday party, to be exact.

      Prince Jian Er was turning thirty, and he did not give a good goddamn what people thought of him. Moreover, the death of Nadia, his ex-fiancée, had spurred him to new heights of sybaritic indugence.

      So, recognizing that tragedies come and tragedies go, but guanxi is money in the bank, hundreds of microfamous and nanofamous celebrities flocked to Tiangong Erhao. The Imperial Bay had once again been wired for sound. Dozens of pavilions floated through the vast space like soap bubbles. The guests giggled at the burlesque acts and sex shows laid on for their amusement. They goggled at the humanzees, products of the top-secret breeding program, who had been let out for the occasion to serve as waiters. (They were not told that these were the rare successes of the program; most of the experimental gengineered humans could not be trusted with so much as a glass of water.) They gloated over the baubles in their goodie bags.

      In addition to jewellery, designer cosmeceuticals, vacation packages, and luxury condoms, each guest had been presented with a Jiffy Hopper wingset. The Jiffy Hopper was a Chinese invention, a cross between a hang-glider and a small car. The celebrities bumbled through the bay on their wings, bumping into the pavilions.

      “Drugged to the eyeballs, all of them,” Kiyoshi said.

      “You’re just jealous,” Mendoza ribbed him.

      “I wouldn’t touch a vial of cijiwu right now if you paid me.” A fanatical gleam shone in Kiyoshi’s eyes; a smirk hovered on his lips.

      Maybe he really means it this time, Mendoza thought.

      “Sure there’s no reason they shouldn’t have fun,” Fr. Lynch said in tones of censure. “We should all be having fun. We were invited. It’s a good sign.”

      “More likely,” Mendoza sighed, “we’re on the menu. I think I saw some lion cages being unloaded.”

      He sucked a mouthful of champagne from a pouch. It was flat. Carbonation did not work in space.

      The group from the Monster stood on one of the piers that jutted into the Imperial Bay. Prince Jian Er’s court bobbled a hundred meters overhead. It was a spherical globe of water, held together by an envelope of smart material that resealed itself every time someone dived in or out. The celebrities were wearing scuba masks and flippers in there. They were skinnydipping among specially imported tropical fish.

      A stray marble of water drifted towards Mendoza. He touched it with a fingertip, shattering it into micro-droplets.

      Was this what he’d given up everything for?

      Elfrida, his family, any career opportunities that might’ve been left to him—had he given them all up on a gamble that failed? He’d wanted to do the right thing. Instead, it looked like he would end his days as a kakure Kirishitan on Tiangong Erhao.

      Father Tom had converted dozens of Chinese convicts. He regularly urged Mendoza and Kiyoshi to join in his works of mercy, inspiring them with stories of the kakure Kirishitans of Japan, who’d survived under the shogunate for centuries without losing their faith. But talk of centuries made Mendoza even gloomier. And he could not help remembering that the history of Japan had ended with a giant explosion.

      A giant explosion, he thought, would actually improve this place.

      The highlight of the day’s festivities was a performance by Brainrape. They had stuck around on Tiangong Erhao, too. Prince Jian Er liked their music too much to let them go.

      They bashed out their usual mix of guitar feedback and obscene howls. The prince and his favorites listened through their cochlear implants, head-banging underwater.

      “This fucking noise,” Kiyoshi groaned. “We’re to be spared nothing, are we?”

      “Give me Bach any day,” Derek Lorna agreed, glancing at Mendoza.

      Mendoza turned away. He could hardly stand to look at Lorna. The man was in talks with the Chinese to trade access to his research for a new identity and a fast spaceship. He was going to escape, while they remained stuck here.

      Brainrape’s performance ended. Prince Jian Er erupted from his watery throne. “Superb! Awesome! Frug on!” he cried. The musicians were ferried across the bay to receive the prince’s congratulations in person. Mendoza turned a cynical gaze on the nearest big screen. The musicians bobbled around Prince Jian Er, knee deep, trying to keep their instruments out of the water.

      “Anything that may be in my power to give!” The prince’s voice boomed throughout the Imperial Bay. “Ask and it shall be yours!”

      “The Monster,” said the four-armed girl drummer.

      “Eh?”

      “The Monster,” repeated the guitarist. “That old cargo hauler in Docking Bay 14. That’s what we’d like. Oh, and the Superlifter that goes with it.”

      “Of course! The ship that was stolen from you!”

      “And its mothership,” the drummer clarified. “The Monster. If you—your Imperial Highness would be so kind.”

      Prince Jian Er was silent for a moment. “Well, the military won’t like it. But to hell with them.”

      The microfamous and nanofamous hooted their approval.

      “After all, I am a prince, and they’re only AIs! To hell with philosophical arguments. Your petition is granted! FRUG OOONNNN!”
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* * *

      The Monster fell gracefully away from Tiangong Erhao. At a safe distance from the space station, it accelerated. The tiny star of the Monster’s drive was joined within the instant by half a dozen others. Prince Jian Er had ordered the CDTF to escort the Monster safely out to the edge of the asteroid belt, whether the military AIs liked it or not. They didn’t, but had no choice. The very existence of the Chinese empire hinged on their obedience to the imperial family. Should they disobey Prince Jian Er’s orders, the whole dog-and-pony show would fall to pieces. Even an apathetic AI could see that.

      During their voyage, Jun enjoyed an unspoken truce with his Chinese escorts. Abjuring theological and philosophical arguments, they passed the time playing games. Poker turned out to be a mutual favorite. Jun won a new cargo module off the Luxiao Shan, with built-in hydroponic tanks.

      The humans passed the time in other ways.

      Father Tom spent many pleasant hours in Jesuitical discussions with the ISA, who had sent a ship to stalk the convoy, trying to find out what could have produced this strange alliance.

      Charles, the Brainrape guitarist, taught Kiyoshi how to play chords properly.

      Junior Hasselblatter became a favorite with the Chinese, who found his destructive ways adorable.

      Mendoza helped Father Tom to celebrate daily Masses, and studied to become a deacon. When he was not doing that, he practised his kendo katas and exercised fanatically so as not to lose muscle mass.

      Lying tired on the mat after a tough session, he often thought of Elfrida. When they reached their destination, he was going to get her to come out and join them. The only reason he hadn’t done it yet was because he didn’t know where they were going. Kiyoshi had apologetically explained that the guy he worked for was paranoid about security. When they got there, all would be revealed. Mendoza had faith that it would be good.

      He also recalled, with mixed feelings, the moment of their departure from Tiangong Erhao.

      Derek Lorna had come flying up at the last instant. “Phew!” he had said to Mendoza, who was sitting in the Monster’s operations airlock, waiting for him. “Thought I wasn’t going to make it. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Mendoza had blocked the airlock with his body. “You aren’t coming with us. The Chinese are going to give you your own spaceship. A new ID. A new face, new fingerprints, even a new DNA record. Right?”

      “So they say, but it’s bullshit. They’re never going to let me go. They’ll promise me the moon and work me to death. I know how they operate. You have to let me come with you!”

      “Sorry. You’re staying here.”

      And Mendoza had shut the airlock in Lorna’s face.

      Last he saw, the man had been pootling disconsolately down the bay to the nearest penal colony ship, to ask for sanctuary.

      Mendoza felt profoundly glad he hadn’t killed Lorna when he had the chance. There might be hope for him yet. God forgives everything.
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* * *

      After the Monster parted from the CDTF, it cruised on through the asteroid belt. The ISA ship stopped following them. Its captain now knew where the Monster was going, so his job was done.

      But it took them another four months to get there. The asteroid belt was no tightly packed ring of rock. The distances out here were vast, and they were going most of the way to Jupiter.

      At last, they got close enough to the asteroid 99984 Ravilious to hold nearly-real-time radio conversations.

      And Kiyoshi asked the question that had been bugging him all the way from Luna.

      “Hey, Hasselblatter.”

      He had given up calling the ex-Space Corps director Dr. Phony Dumbshit, but that was still his private opinion of the man. Dr. Hasselblatter had spent most of the journey complaining, leaving his son to be looked after by the Chinese.

      “Where do you know the boss-man from, anyway?”

      “What kind of question is that?” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

      “A reasonable one. We had to hang around for months, waiting for you. He wouldn’t abandon you, even if it meant endangering our lives. I’d just like to know why you’re so important to him.”

      “Because I know about the UN’s secret pact with the aliens who run the galaxy,” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

      “O … kay.”

      “I’m just messing with you. There are no aliens. I thought you knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “About me and the boss-man, as you call him. He’s my little brother.”

      
        The End
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* * *

      
        Continue the Solarian War Trilogy in Book 2, The Phobos Maneuver.

        https://books2read.com/the-phobos-maneuver

        Or backtrack to read about Elfrida Goto’s earlier adventures in the Elfrida Goto Trilogy. Start with Book 1: The Galapagos Incident.

        https://books2read.com/the-galapagos-incident

        Learn more about the author at

        www.felixrsavage.com
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* * *

      
        Subscribe to Felix R. Savage’s newsletter to receive a FREE copy of Crapkiller, the very first Elfrida Goto adventure!

        www.felixrsavage.com/signup

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      You might say Felix R. Savage has a long history associated with rebellion. He was born in the 1970s, a decade of American youth rebelling against the safe culture of their parents. He is married to a wonderful woman and they have a beautiful daughter. Together the three of them live in Tokyo serving their cat overlord and benevolent protector. Felix writes Science Fiction and Fantasy while not translating, delighting in his family, or catering to the whims of the family’s cat. He never stops watching out for any sign the lizard people have found him.

      
        Read More from Felix R. Savage

        https://www.amazon.com/Felix-R.-Savage/e/B00573XV6A

        http://felixrsavage.com/

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Ellora’s Quest

        

        Nancy Segovia

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      First Edition 2016

      Editor: Melissa Robititlle

      Editor: Dee Addie

      Cover Design:  The BookCoverMachine.Com

      E-book versions of this work are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places and incidents are products of the writer's imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real.

      Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      Manufactured in the United States of America

      Copyright ©Nancy Segovia - 2016

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Ellora and Riesa were as opposite as summer and winter, but it made them the best hunters and trackers in all of Mithlonde. Ellora methods were cold, calculating and smart whereas Riesa used an intelligence filled with daring and a hot passion that fueled her hunts with enough energy to track her prey past the valley and into the Draekhen Mountains. Ellora would follow, caution and logic guiding her as she tracked their prey. However, even though Riesa’s tracking skills were unmatched in all of Mithlonde; Ellora’s skill with a bow always brought back the required tithes and offerings. No one could match her uncanny and unerring aim, and there were those who thought it might be something other than human skill.

      The huntress quickly changed from her priestess robes to hunter leggings, stashing the robes in the burl of a tree; a tree marked with the symbol of the goddess. Ellora recognized her Mistress’ mark instantly by the lightning burns that seared the bark from the old oak, and Ellora knew her ornamental robes would be safe within its sacred trunk. Now, as she looked back on it, she asked the Goddess for her blessing on today’s hunt. The priestess-hunter loved the thrill of the hunt, the chase, the freedom. She exalted in the running rush through the forest, the bounding leaps over shrubbery and fallen trees. She felt fully alive as she did at no other time. But, the killing, the death that came at the end of a successful hunt tore at her. Attuned to their spirits, she felt each animal’s life breath ease from its dying body, and touched its spirit as it moved on to another realm. She felt its pain and then its peace, but the dual emotions weighed uneasily within her never balancing or giving her peace.

      “Vail demands more and more each week,” she grumbled to her partner. “How are we supposed to care for the village and serve the Goddess?”

      Riesa said nothing, and Ellora knew a shrug accompanied her friend and apprentice’s silence. Here shrug spoke louder than the unspoken words. It spoke of both helplessness and frustration at hearing the same repeated complaints. Riesa suspected that, as with any pleasure too frequently indulged, hunting for Ellora had become an unwelcomed chore; her friend also suspected that Ellora had begun to feel the same way about serving the Goddess, but again she said nothing and just listened while priestess muttered her complaints about the unfairness of her life.

      In spite of her grumbling, Ellora remained alert and when a twig snapped off to her left, she instantly armed her bow and stood ready, waiting. Riesa assumed a matching position as they waited for the deer they could now see through the foliage in the morning gloaming. They watched it lift its head to sniff the air, but neither woman moved knowing they were downwind of their prey. Head lowered, grazing tentatively it moved closer and closer. When it came within bow range, Ellora took a step closer, pulled the string tight to release, and caught her foot on a protruding tree root. Stumbling, the arrow to taut to be constrained, it zoomed toward the prey off-center and off-mark. Riesa’s arrow followed, hers more sure and targeted. Yet, when the women inspected the fallen animal it had been Ellora’s arrow that struck true.

      Eyes wide with terror, she whispered, “That’s not possible, Riesa. Your arrow shot true, I fell, mine should be buried in one of those trees.” A cold sweat covered her brow as she turned to her fellow priestess and confidante. “This can’t be. Not now. I don’t want it. I have never wanted it.”

      Riesa gathered her in a comforting hug. “We’ll work it out. I won’t let you go. We can do something. There must be something we can do. Come on. Let’s get back. I’ll bring the offering back like I always do. Get dressed and I’ll meet you at the temple.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      A bell clanged in the distance. It wasn’t a carillon of bells welcoming the morning. Only the iron booming that warned of the arrival of the wizard’s ambassador. Calling all to make a mandatory appearance in the square to hear his announcements. There were some who decided to skip one of these obligatory sessions, and it proved to be the last time they were ever seen anywhere. Christol had half decided to skip the daily message, or what  he considered the daily brainwashing, but figured that might be a bad idea. His beer-muddled body, fumbled into his breeches and jerkin, stabbed his feet into his boots and stumbled out the door just as the Goddess’s priestess rode by.

      “By all that’s holy, she is beautiful,” he mutter under his breath with the hope that she might accidently overhear his words. She already knew how he felt about her, but her position in the temple and his lowly status as a farrier did not make a match between them likely. In addition, she had made it very clear, she didn’t return his feelings. However, Christol did not  give up easily, on anything, much less the woman he considered his Goddess-given mate. “It’s just a matter of time,” he said to her blond-haired covered robe. “Just a matter of time.”

      He was still dwelling on Ellora’s beauty as he stumbled through the crowds to the town square. He loved her hair, its silky thickness. Her athletic slimness, yet all female curves fascinated him. But, it was her eyes that had captured his imagination and longing. He supposed they would be called hazel with their ever changing shades, but he knew they were so much more than that. They were gold-flecked, sparked with emerald when she was considering playing a prank on her fellow priestesses, and they were as sharp and narrow as a cat’s eye when angry. But, they turned to smoky topaz, deep and fathomless, rich and alluring, when he held her in  his arms and her passion for him began to consume them both.

      He rubbed his hand across his lips thinking of her kisses and walked right into the back of a monk. The tonsured man turned and scowled at him, holding a finger to his lips to silence the apology Christol tried to offer. Still, barely away the ambassador’s harangue finally penetrated both the beer hangover and his daydreams about Ellora.

      “…it is the duty of every citizen to support Master Vail in his mission to rid Mithlonde of dragons forever. No one understands the sacrifices this mission carries more than the master. Every citizen of Haiwood must answer his call. No matter what your skill, your age, your gender, you must come to Marbeht when you receive the summons.”

      The wizard’s ambassador paused, scanned the crowd, his one eye keenly observing those who were not meeting his gaze, or who were fiddling with the edges of their cloaks, shuffling their feet, or in some other way protesting his call for obedience. He mentally noted each individual, some by name, and some simply by their appearance. He might have been blind in one eye, but his good eye never missed a detail and, though humpbacked, and slow in appearance in gait, there was nothing slow or dull-witted about him. Jogli, knew his job, knew his master, and knew the consequences of failure.

      Christol’s blurry eyed, half-asleep demeanor did not escape Jogli’s inspection. He knew the farrier by reputation, and it understood it to be worth noting. However, his ale-fogged manner this morning certainly belied the standing the blacksmith held in the community, and his almost mythical way with animals. Jogli suppressed the urge to rub his whiskers as he thought about this apparent contradiction, then cleared his throat and continued, “Those with skills that are especially needed to combat the dragon hoards will be called for soon. As you already know, Wizard Vail must have the use and command over every magic user in Mithlonde. If you know of a magic user and do not report it, you will be punished as will the unreported magician. We also have need of foot soldiers, smithies, cooks and animal handlers.”

      “Do not think you can escape your summoning. Our master knows who you are and where you are, and when his messengers appear you must return with them or both you and every member of your family will suffer.” Jogli’s one good eye seemed to grow, expand and almost glimmer as if there was another person seeing through it. “He sees all, knows all, and you will not escape your duty to him and to Mithlonde.”

      Jogli raised his arms, a staff topped with a dragon’s head like a scepter held high above the villagers. Its emerald-stone eye cast a green glow which grew brighter the higher he raised it. With an almost collective cringe, the crowd shrank away from it as Jogli raised it higher and higher. The stone’s incandescent light radiated across the top of their bowed heads, sparking and casting an eerie glow, and its cold-heat hissed in the cool morning air. As Jogli passed it over the crowd in a twisted benediction, its light was a burning flash of blindness in the eyes of one of the waiting mounts. Screaming in pain, it rose up, pawing at the air, and jerking its reins from the hands of its groom. Blinded, panicked and terrified it tore through the crowd, trampling anything in its path.

      The groom was neither fast enough nor skilled enough to stop its frantic charge. As the sixteen-hand red roan stallion bore down on a blond-headed urchin, he stood and watched in horror completely helpless to stop it. Jogli, unaware and uncaring of the rising panic, continue to pass the dragon specter over the gathered villagers, pausing only when a woman’s terror-stricken cry cut through his trance-like benediction.

      “Help! Help, my baby! Someone please….” Her cried trailed off as Christol shoved her brutally out of the path of the charging animal.

      “Get the flaming blazes out of the way woman,” he cursed. “I can’t get to her with you standing there screaming like a fool screech owl.”

      Using elbows, feet, and boots, Christol shoved his way through the crowd; his beer hangover burnt off by the urgency of the situation and his fear for the child’s life. The crowd parted, not as quickly as flood waters would do, but more like swamp water that slowly recedes and then returns as they all stretched their necks to get a good view of the coming tragedy.

      Finally, disgusted by the mob mentality which always feels better about their lot in life by comparing it to the misery of others, Christol began jumping upon their backs and using their shoulders as stepping stones – one to the other – to get the far side of the crowd. If there was an occasional complaint or grumble as he used their backs as a pathway to the girl, he ignored them or returned their comments with a blistering curse. When the farrier could finally see, what he saw filled him with terror for the safety of the little girl’s life. Somehow, she had crawled through the rails of its pen where she sat playing in the hay oblivious to the raging animal bearing down on her.

      The animal was magnificent and as Christol finally reached the stallion, he understood its reasons for stampeding and charging around its corral. Jogli’s magical crozier had burned its right eye, and it was weeping bloody tears. The terrified animal was 1200 pounds of charging muscle as it pounded toward the hay pile where the baby sat. A few men and women, kept their wits about them, and tried to reach up for the stallion’s halter to stop the animal's blinding panic, but they were neither quick enough nor strong enough to hold him back. The roan either knocked aside or trod underfoot those that tried to stop it. Christol knew that he was no match for the frightened beast, but he also knew he had to try something, anything

      Without a thought for his safety, he climbed the rails and jumped into the corral where he stood guard over the toddler. The roan bore down on him, yet he stood straight, looking both confident and unafraid. “Easy there, boy,” he whispered. “Easy.”

      The roan still charged straight down on Christol and the child with only twenty feet between them and its pounding hooves. Yet, the horse heard the quite whisper, and its ears perked forward from their laid-back position. It was a clear sign the animal heard him and was listening.

      “I won’t hurt you, I promise, and I can help you see again. I can help you. I can take away your pain.” Again Christol’s words were only a whisper that he and the animal could hear, but the horse slowed, its sides heaving, sweat glistening on its flanks and withers in the morning sun.

      “Here, boy. Come here boy. Let me help you.” Christol spoke a little louder this time, and the noisy crowd hushed so they could hear his quiet voice. Awe soon spread through them as they watched the madden animal slowly trot toward Christol, lower his head, and nuzzle his jerkin looking for a treat.

      Christol smiled, reached inside a pocket and pulled out a honeyed and barley horse cookie that he always kept handy for the horses he shod. As the roan, chewed happily he reached up and grabbed the animal’s reigns. He pulled the horses head up so that he could get a look at its bloody eyes. The crowd could almost hear his teeth grinding in repressed anger as he inspected the damage caused by Jogli’s specter.

      “Someone get a healer, and bring me some hot water, pain salve and clean bandages. And, would someone get this girl’s mother and get this child to safety.”
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* * *

      Engrossed in thought, Wizard Vail pursed his lips while his left hand stroked his short, well-kept beard. In his right hand, he held a clear crystal though which he could see all that Jogli saw with his ensorcelled eye. Given to Jogli the night he rescued the boy, the wizard could not have guessed how useful the magical eye would be. Now, it was an invaluable tool in keeping his kingdom under surveillance. Only he and Jogli knew the secret of the enchanted eye, and Vail knew Jogli would never betray him. He also knew that Jogli was unaware of what he'd witnessed in the village of Haiwood.

      Muttering to himself, he bent over a map of the town and its surrounding woods as he planned his next move. “That man has magic. I am sure of it. He could not have calmed that horse so easily without it. I heard the charm in his voice. I heard the power of command as he spoke. I must have him. He may be the key to overpowering the dragons and ridding Mithlonde of their curse forever.”

      He traced a route from his palace to Haiwood, figuring out the number of days it would take Jogli to conscript Christol and return. Contacting his ward would not be a problem. A simple whispered command, whispered in the winds of the land’s magic would tell Jogli exactly what the wizard wanted. The problem was waiting for them to return.

      “Even at a full gallop they are at least three weeks from the Halls of Marbeht.” He rubbed his beard again, “I suppose I could meet them halfway…” He shook his head. “No that would be going in the wrong direction. The dragons’ home is here,” He stabbed at a spot on the map. “We have to go to the Catacombs of Porthca as they will not come to us. And, that is in the other direction.”

      “No,” he straightened his back, stood tall, and firm. “I will wait for Jogli to arrive with the boy, and then we will leave for Porthca and destroy every living dragon on Mithlonde.”

      Confident and resolute, he turned his thoughts inward reaching for the magic that intertwined every cell of his body. It was like the air he breathed, something always there, always assisting and helping him, but something he was never consciously aware of. He let his thoughts trail through it and reached for his apprentice.

      “Jogli?”

      It was only a brief second or two before he received a response.

      “Yes, Master, I am here.”

      “Bring me the boy that calmed the horse.”

      “Yes, Master, I understand.”

      “Bring him back immediately and do not make any more stops to levy conscriptions or supplies. I what him back here as soon as possible.

      “Yes, Master, we will be back to Castle Marbeht as soon as possible.”

      “See to it then.”

      “Yes, Master.”
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* * *

      Jogli turned back to watch the man and the horse. He was smarter than his master gave him credit for, and he quickly recognized the magic in the farrier. It was the most basic, and the rarest of the wild magics of Mithlonde, the ability to control animals with a thought. He also knew why Wizard Vail anxiously anticipated getting hold of this wild magic; with it he could control the dragons. With it, he could finally get the revenge that had consumed him for the past thirty years. Revenge for his young wife’s death, revenge for changing his life forever, and revenge for the pain that never ended.

      With a mental shrug, Jogli began plotting how to capture Christol, for he also knew the young man’s name. There really wasn’t much that escaped his notice in whichever town he happened to be in. And Christol would attract anyone’s attention with his shoulder-length hair that was as dark as raven wings, and eyes the same blue-black color that flashed like benitoite crystals in the sun, and then turned black as a moonless night with anger or passion. He had been watching the young man for some time, and Vail's request for him did surprise him in the least. The only surprise he experience was that it had taken this long for Christol to come under the magician’s scrutiny.

      Jogli knew Christol’s routine, and it didn’t take him long to devise a plan to capture him and bring him to the Halls of Marbeht. Vail’s servant also already knew it was useless to ask the farrier to come willingly for the young man never bothered to hide his opinions at the local pub.

      “Why should we support Vail’s war against the dragons?” Christol would ask anybody who happened to be in the vicinity. “It’s not our war. Those dragons live three hundred sun downs to the west, and they haven’t ever bothered us.” About this time, the very drunk blacksmith would begin slurring his words. “He’s shuss wants sheeshs power. Shats all, shush more and more power.” When his head would start to droop and he was in danger of falling out of his tavern chair, the barmaid would motion to his sidekick and best friend, Stephye, that it was time for him to drag his friend’s drunken butt home.

      “Get him out of here before his ranting get us all in trouble, “she would hiss. “ When is he ever going to grow up? This isn’t going to help, and he knows it.”

      “He’s just drunk,” Stephye would reply.

      “That’s the problem, isn’t it? He’s drunk every night.”

      And that is what Jogli was counting on. It would be a simple matter to ambush Christol and Stephye on the way back to their rooms over the smithy. Done silently, under the cover of night, his disappearance would go unnoticed, as did all the other mysterious disappearances. A shrewd and calculating gleam intensified the eerie light that radiated from his magical eye. “There are no mysterious disappearances. Everyone knows why people disappear and where they end up,” he smirked. “Vail’s will, will be done with or without their cooperation.”
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* * *

      Ellora shrugged back into her high priestess collar, adjusting it around her neck and flipping her long hair out of the way. “Flame blasted, thing,” she mutter, with a glance over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t overheard. It wasn’t that she minded serving the Goddess, far from it. It was her heart’s desire. It’s just that all the rituals, trappings, and other rigmarole that went with it seemed unnecessary and pompous to her.

      “That’s going to change,” she said, a little louder this time. “The Goddess knows us, knows our hearts, our needs, and no amount of bowing, scrapping, chanting or sacrifices is going to make any difference to her. She’s going to do what is best regardless just because that’s who she is.”

      She tugged at one of the folds of the cerulean blue gown its flowing folds draping and hugging her curves and its color picking up the green sparks in her hazel eyes. Riesa entered with her diadem, and seeing her Ellora could only grimace in disgust. “Is that flame curse thing really necessary?”

      Riesa’s rolled eyes were her only answer, and kneeling before her best friend Ellora allowed her to place the coronet amid her flowing locks. Ringed with emeralds, green diamonds and jadeite and set in silver refined to its purest state, the circlet was more of a crown than symbol of service to the Goddess, and Ellora hated it. She hated being displayed on a pedestal before her people as the High Priestess. Her job, as she saw it, was to serve them in service to her goddess. It was not to be honored, pampered and worshiped. Those things belong to her Goddess.

      “Ready?” Riesa asked.

      “I guess.”

      “It goes with the position, you know that. Why do you keep fighting against things you can’t change? You are as bad as your friend Christol, and if you both keep it up, you are both going to end up in the dragon’s fire.”

      “Hmph! I am not afraid of dragons, wizards or priestesses. Come on let’s get this over with.”

      Riesa picked up the gown’s train and followed quietly behind her friend unable to hide the worry in her eyes. Goddess keep her safe. Bad times are coming. I have seen it. You have shown me. Keep them BOTH safe.
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* * *

      Ellora raised her arms to bless the offering, the animal’s spirit had long since crossed over, and all that lay before her was its abandoned shell. She no longer felt either its dying pain or its peaceful arrival in the Goddess’ arms. She stared at the carcass and wondered about her calling. She'd born for this. It had been her first love as she played in the folds of her High Priestess mother’s robes. She had listened to her mother’s melodious voice chanting the rhythmic prayers and watching her call the purifying fire.

      She thought of this as she also chanted, waiting for the fire. As her fingers began to tingle, and the warmth of the Goddess’ presence filled her, flames enveloped her hands covering each finger and her palms like shimmering gloves of fire. She extended them over the doe’s lifeless body where it lay on a bed of grain, hay and first fruits.

      “For this morning of waking, we thank you. For another day of life, we offer this life. For this day’s bounty and blessing, we bless you with the gifts of the forest and the field.” Fire arose from her outspread hands. It was not a holocaust, searing and burning all that was before it. Rather, a gentle, comforting blaze quietly consuming the fuel beneath it, and leaving only ashes as a remembrance. She lowered her arms, her face blank as she stared at the ashes at that had once represented life and all the joys it could offer.

      Riesa stood to her side, her eyes narrowing at the look on her mistress face. She had been Ellora’s playmate, schoolmate and now aide to the high priestess to be, and she knew her well enough to know that something was not right with her mistress. However, she could not read Ellora’s mind or the doubts that plagued her.

      Ellora turned, stepped down from the altar with Riesa beside her. However, the priestess’ thoughts remained behind with the ashes. “Is that all there is? Is that the whole meaning of our lives? To become nothing more than ashes in the end?”
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* * *

      “Shh, now. It’ll be okay. There’s no need to fret and carry on.” Christol stroked the piebald mare’s golden mane as he whispered to her. She cocked her ears forward, listening intently and lowered the leg, which had been posed hammer away at the stall door. “Aww…see there lass, it is well.” He ran a hand down her withers and back up under her chin. Like a giant dog, she leaned toward his touch, her anger and being corralled and caged, allayed for the moment. The farrier slipped her a piece of apple and the crunch of her teeth on the ripe fruit followed him as he checked on the next horse in the stable.

      He rather bounced from one wall of the stable corridor to the next, his beer consumption making him more than a little unsteady, but it never deterred him from checking in on his chargers before bed. He wasn’t sure how he knew, and wasn’t even aware that his knowledge was unusual, but he knew the moods and feelings of each horse in his care. He could tell if they were frightened, weary, or like the mare simply angry at being cooped up in a stall. He knew if they wanted to be next to a specific stall mate or if they wanted just a peek at the sun. It was knowledge based on observation of their body movements like laid-back ears or tail swishing. A soul-deep communication that was both instantaneous and mutual. It was also consensual. If the horse didn’t want to “talk” to him, he respected their privacy and moved on. Likewise, they respected him. More than that, they loved him, and again, he couldn’t tell anyone how he knew this, but it was an awareness that he felt so deeply within him that even penetrated the foggy miasma caused by his nightly beer indulgence.

      The black gelding nickered at he blew out the last lantern, and he smiled and relit it. “Okay, Midnight, I’ll leave the light on for you.” Occupied with trying to catch a spark to the oil lantern’s wick, he didn’t hear the slight whisper of air as the side door opened. His heavy gambeson with its padded layers also prevented the quick breath of cool night air from altering him to the pending danger. Stephye had long since given up both on the beer and the horses, and was snoring in time to the horses snorting unaware of the deadly menace waiting in the barn’s shadowed hallway.

      Midnight nickered again as the lantern flared to light, and Christol chuckled to himself. “You’re welcome, little mouse,” he said, turning toward the narrow staircase leading to his loft bedroom. Grabbing hold of a chink in the log wall, he began to climb its uneven treads with careful steps, the alcohol and weariness clouding both his brain and his vision.

      “Now!” The command, shouted behind him took him off-guard, as did the rough hands that jerked him off his feet. It was that last thing he felt for a very long time
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      The incessant pounding that rattled not only the wooden rafters above his head but also seemed to vibrate through his skull and down to his toes, finally worked its way through Stephye's ale-induced sleep.

      “Christol,” he bellowed, “why haven't you settled down that mare!

      He knew without even going downstairs it was the piebald horse kicking at her stall that was causing the very annoying, early morning disruption. True to her nature, she wanted out, and she wanted out   the very second the sun peeked through the barn's wooden cracks and shone down to warm her.

      Another rather vicious blow rattled the barn.

      "Christol where the blazes are you? By the priestesses' robes you had better not be at the tavern already."

      Fumbling with the ties of his breeches, he fell rather than rolled off the straw pallet where he slept. Already on the floor, he searched for his leather shoes with their wooded clog soles that made them safer on the town’s cobbled streets. Wet, fall weather made the stones slick and treacherous especially when your footing wasn’t steady to begin with. Finding them against the far wall where he thrown them at a rat the night before, he fumbled his feet into them one by one, leaning on the log walls for support. Finally shod, he pounded his way down the stairs. His clumping footsteps matched the mare's non-stop thumping. He blew a sigh of relief as he pulled open back gate’s latch. Free at last, she galloped around the corral whinnying and kicking happy to be out in the fresh air and sunshine once again.

      After turning out all the horses, and wondering again, where Christol had gotten off to, Stephye allowed himself a brief moment of contentment as he watched them. The goddess’ blessing of enjoying life flowed through their every leap, kick and whinny. Heads high, ears perked, bodies gleaming in the morning sun they lived for just this moment, luxuriating in the life they lived and satisfied with their present freedom and the gifts with which she had blessed them.

      “If only it were that easy,” he mumbled as he remembered his missing friend. “I am going to hang him out to roast over the Goddess’s eternal flame if he is at the tavern, already. He knows better than that.”

      And, that was just the problem. Christol did know better than that, and never did that. His horses were his first love after Ellora, and he would never neglect turning them out in the morning or seeing that they hay mangers were filled. Worry settled on him like a heavy, wet woolen cloak, and the momentary peace became lost in its folds of disquiet.

      “Maybe he’s off to see his mum. She has been failing lately.” He scratched his head, thinking. “I’ll saddle up Bluebell, she’s the fastest.” But, even as he devised the plan, he was aware that there was no other horse missing, and it would have been an all-night walk to his mother’s house. He tried to shrug off the heavy folds of unease, but they just seem to lay more securely around his shoulders. Something wasn’t right, and in his heart, he knew a simple trip to his mum’s wasn't the solution.

      “Have to start someplace,” he said, resolutely throwing a leg across the saddle and guiding the gelding out of the corral. They cleared the alley, and he let the animal have its head, its shod hooves clanging on the cobbles like swords striking shields, loud, jarring and sure to awaken anyone that had the misfortune to be still be trying to sleep at the first dawning of the sun.
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* * *

      When some people thought of the Goddess, the image of a young woman on the threshold of maturity came to mind. Long hair, a teasing, playful smile and just a hint of breast and hips beneath the flowing gown. She played pranks, blessed lovers, and in her lived eternal spring and rebirth. Other people imaged her as a full woman grown, with a knowing smile full of wisdom and patience and full, round breasts and curving hips shaping the flow of her robes. Gifted with practicality, sexuality, and the management of all creation. Still others saw her as mother. Rotund, compassionate and reliable. Christol’s mum, Marey, was a combination of all three, depending upon her mood and with whom she happened to be dealing with.

      This morning, Marey, was feeling more like one of Athgaard’s demons rather than any of the Goddess’ personae, and the object of her wrath was a two and half foot rooster named, “Cocky.” Stephye could hear her whitewash-blistering curses over the pounding of his horse's hooves as he galloped passed Christol’s home and into the barnyard.

      “By all the devils of Charonyde, spur me again, you flame-cursed creature, and I’ll have you in the stew pot before lunch.”

      Stephye didn’t exactly do a flying dismount from his still galloping horse, although he tried. Instead, his lame foot tangled up in his right stirrup, and he became pulled along on his one good leg. Hopping on this foot for about five feet until the horse came to a stop at the split-log fence in front of the chicken yard.

      “Stephye?” Marey asked, hearing the commotion and turning, the errant bird still hanging by its neck from her outstretched and spur-marked arm.

      Christol’s best friend, tried to gather what remained of his dignity by pulling down his jerkin, pulling up his breeches, and patting his woolen cap firmly back in place. He loosely tied his horse’s reins to one of the fence rails, and cocked an eyebrow at Marey. “That today’s lunch?"

      “May be, if he spurs me one more time. I was just trying to gather the eggs and he lit into me as if I were one of Athgaard’s hellcats come to steal a hen.” She shook her head as if clearing away the fog of her foul mood, and asked, “What are you doing here? Not, that I mind seeing you, you are always welcome here. It’s just that you rode in here like you had coals down your breeches…”

      Stephye’s head clearing shake matched Marey’s. “By the Goddess, I am so shook up by Christol’s disappearance…”

      “Christol’s missing?” Marey’s grasp on the hormonally aggressive bird loosened and it shot out of range, taking refuge in the hen house with the rest of the chickens.

      “Well, I don’t know. That’s what I came to see you about. He wasn’t up to take care of the horses, and you know he wouldn’t miss that. So, I checked all the taverns and then all the smithies and no one has seen him. So, I figured something must have gone wrong at home so I rode out here. But, aside from Cocky, I can see that all is normal, or as normal as it ever is around here.”

      He ducked the blow that he knew was coming, and from the wry grin on his face Marey was well aware that he had been expecting it. “Okay, Stephye. Come in and I will pour you a cup of kaveh, and you can tell me exactly what happened.”

      As usual, Marey’s soothing nature, quickly calmed the easily panicked Stephye, and it wasn’t long before he had shared his story and a soothing cup of kaveh. Although, she was quick-tempered and passionate about both things she loved and those that irritated the blazes out of her, she could keep her head about her, and she knew immediately who they needed to contact. “Go see Ellora. If he’s anywhere, he’s with her, and if he isn’t she will either know what to do, or know how to find him. And, don’t ride your horse into the ground getting there. I’m sure he’s fine. He’s not exactly a wee man, you know. It would take more than three men to bring him down, and I’m sure you would have heard a commotion like that.”

      Stephye stroked his chin as he listened to her. He wasn’t sure why, but her usually impeccable logic wasn’t allaying his fears. Something wasn’t right with Christol, and he knew it.

      Marey shoved her hands into the pockets of her over-tunic as she watched him ride away. There was a tightness in the corners of her eyes that hadn’t been there when she had reassured the young man. The tightness spread to her forehead and deep worry wrinkles appeared. Chewing on her bottom lip, she forgot about beheading the hormonal rooster, and headed back inside the cottage. Something wasn’t’ right with Christol, and she just knew it.
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* * *

      Riesa held the pestle while Ellora ground the herbs for the tonic since there wasn’t a stool, a table or a chair in the hovel where the old woman lay dying. When the tea had steeped, the priestess held the grey head in one arm and the chipped mug in another.

      “Here, Mother, sip on this. It will ease your pain,” Ellora said as she held the cup to the aged woman’s lips.

      “I thank ye, Mistress,” she gasped, each breath coming harder than the one before.

      Ellora exchanged a knowing look with Riesa. It wouldn’t be long now, and she nodded her head slightly to her priestess friend. Riesa slipped silently out of the hut, and returned just as silently with the high priestess’ robes, scepter and an ember from the Eternal Flame.

      The dying woman gasped again, and grabbed at the front of Ellora’s workaday robe. “I wasn’t always, thus,” she whispered. “I was ano gentlewoman once. Wife of the gentry, landed with servants, children and grandchildren. He took them. He took them all.” Her pronouncement given, she fell back against the straw ticking, her hands falling lifeless on her shrunken chest. Her eyes stayed wide and staring as if looking into another realm, one that kept her fascinated enough to block her pain and sorrow. Ellora reached up an untroubled and steady hand, and gently closed them one at a time. She had felt the woman’s spirit leave, had whispered to it and gave it the Goddess’s blessing on its journey home.

      Standing she turned to her waiting friend, holding out her arms for her ceremonial robes. “Her spirit has moved on,” she said, donning her gown, “It is time to help the body do so also.”

      “Yes, Mistress,” came the formal reply from Riesa’s lips. It was the beginning of the death ritual. One that would start with Ellora’s blessing and end in flames and ashes.

      Riesa stood back and watched Ellora go through the ritual motions, blessing the woman’s forehead, eyes, mouth, heart, hands and feet with consecrated oil as she prayed to the Goddess to accept the woman’s spirit into the land of above where no pain or heartache existed, and asked forgiveness for any wrongs committed with the anointed body parts. Riesa knew the doubts that plagued Ellora, but she could not criticize her friend’s execution of her duties. And, even though the dead woman had no mourners, no family, no watchers, the Goddess’ high priestess never falter and never stumbled in this holiest of ceremonies. Ellora was guiding the spirit home, not for the audience, but for herself to allay her own doubts and fears. The high priestess communed with the Goddess in search of answers for her own reality and sanity, and not for the benefit of the dead.

      “Fetch him now please, Riesa,” Ellora said, turning away from the body and removing her priestess gowns. “She is ready for the final sacrifice.”

      “Yes, Mistress.”
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* * *

      Mithlonde’s soil was the heart of the Goddess. The decaying bodies of her children could not blemish her life-giving holiness. Rather, they served as a final sacrifice, and the fire-purged ashes scattered in the temple gardens. The Groundskeeper tended her children, both the dead and the flowering blossoms the ashes geminated. And for all that was holy, Riesa could not find him this morning.

      She rounded another corner of the maze-like temple gardens, swore under her breath at the empty passage, and ran down another. Half a dozen blue-tipped rabbits scurried away from her, their laminar-blue tipped ears peeking out from under the head high hedges as she darted past. Looking forward, and not down, she never saw the platter-size gopher hole that reached out for her. Her foot went in and her body continued onward, and then down. Jerking her back, and snapping her leg bone loud enough to startle the watching bunnies back under cover.

      For a moment, the pain tempted her to use the basic magic Ellora had trained her to use. But fear conquered both that second of insanity, and the pain. The threat of death and eternal torment in Charonyde for using magic that belong only to the High Priestess sufficiently cleared her mind of that idea. But, along with that clarity of mind came the physical pain, and she could no longer endure either its torment or the thought of lying abandoned in the temple’s garden maze.

      The sound of a woman screaming in agony finally cut through the Groundskeeper’s trance and brought him back to the earthly plane of Mithlonde. Caring for the Goddess’ creations and creatures, tended to capture his mind and soul as he nurtured each blossom to its fullest glory, or healed the small wounds and injuries of her wilder garden denizens. It gave him a peace only service to Her could provide. With his hands in her soil, he touched her Spirit, became immersed in her power. But it wasn’t like the volcanic power that shook the Draekhen Mountains and made them dangerous to all. It was the power of a of a mother’s hand against a fevered cheek that brought healing. It was the power of a soft lullaby that calmed the nightmare. It was the power of a mother’s love that quieted the troubled spirit, comforted the fearful, healed the sick, and, above all else, protected her children. And, when he returned her children to the soil, combined the ashes of their earthly shells with the soils of her soul, her love flowed through him as she gathered her lost child to her and their spirits became one with hers.

      The screams coming from the far side of the temple garden, however, jerked him from her presence. He felt as if he had been blindsided by a kicking horse and he shook his head to clear it and refocus his mind and soul. A second agonizing scream purged his mind of the last bits of his meditative euphoria, and he quickly realized that one of her human children, one of the living that he did not usually tend to,  was in need immediate help. Dropping the garden trowel he’d been holding, he snatched up his kit and ran toward the sounds that seemed to be just one hedgerow over. As he bounded down the flower-bordered path, a horse and rider he was nearly trampled him; one that had no business being in the temple gardens in the first place, and when he recognized the rider, the Groundskeeper could not restrain the scowling reprimand that passed his lips.

      “Stephye! By all that’s holy to Her, what do you think you are doing?”

      Again, the young man managed a flying stumble from the back of his still moving mount. Laying on his back and looking up into the face of the irate Groundskeeper of Her temple was not exactly in his plans this morning. Of course, nothing was going according to plan this morning. “I’m looking for Christol, um… Ellora and Christol, I mean,” he said, pulling himself to his feet and lunging for the reins of his horse who was making toward the particularly luscious looking pansies.

      The Groundskeeper had a blistering response ready to flay the skin from Stephye’s back when another scream reminded him of his more urgent needs. “Tie that thing up, and come with me,” he ordered, and not waiting for a response, he bolted down the passage toward the source of the screams. Even as distorted by pain as it was, Stephye recognized the voice. Fear’s mind-numbing snare gripped his thoughts and his heart, and throwing the reins over the nearest bush he rushed after him. If Christol was more than a friend, even more than a brother, Riesa was more than his lover. She was his life, his heart, and his soul, and it was her pain he heard coming from the other side of the temple gardens.
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* * *

      Without so much as even a hand-carved stool in the small hut, Ellora sat on the edge of the cot next to the dead woman. She gently stroked the weathered cheek as she thought about what this woman’s life must have been like before he came to Mithlonde and had changed everything. The woman had never given her a name. Ellora looked at her and wondered. She had been gentry. She could have been a Lyndia, a Giesella, or an Airanna. The high priestess smiled at her silliness, trying to guess her name was futile, but not pointless, not to her and not to the dead woman. A name gave her a history, and a history gave her a place in the past where she had existed and where her life had once had meaning. She decided to call her, Ceara, simply because she liked the way it sounded.

      “What happened to your family, Ceara?” She asked, picking up the lifeless hand and holding it in her own. “They must be with the Goddess or I am sure they would be here for your crossing.”

      “Were they boys or girls, or some of both? Both, I would guess as that is what most mothers want. Sons to carry on their names, and daughters to love and teach.”

      Ellora dropped Ceara’s hand, then, and stared at the rough, bare walls in front of her wondering what this woman had sacrificed in the name of peace. Did your sons tend your fields and supervise your flocks? Did your daughters gather the corn and feed the chickens? Did your husband make you laugh and warm your bed? What did he do to them?

      Ellora’s gaze turned inward, as did her thoughts and questions. It had seemed the best choice at the time. He promised an end to the dragons and their terror. But, we lost more than we gained, didn’t we? We should have waited on the Goddess. We should have trusted her more.

      The sound of a wheelbarrow, heavy with a load of firewood, rattling down the cobbled street brought Ellora out of her musings. Glancing out through the tattered skin that served as the hut’s door covering, she could see that the sun was well into the morning. As she narrowed her eyes against the bright sun shining through the cracks, a frown creased her brow. She fumbled at the Goddess ring on her finger, nervously rubbing it with her thumb as she realized that Riesa should have been back two bell marks ago, and even as she thought this the temple bell struck the midday calling.

      A sense of foreboding cast an even darker pall into the darkened hovel where Ceara’s body way waiting to be tended. Ellora refused to acknowledge it, shutting her mind against both the Goddess’ call and her gifts. She rose from the cot and straightening her shoulders, tossed back her hair, and spoke a word of blessing and warding over the body. “Ceara, the Goddess guard you and protect you until you see her in the Mountains of Eshalon. May she gather you to her home and may you find your peace and contentment there.”

      Anger at leaving a body unsupervised was easier to accept than sorrow over another needless death, and more comfortable to manage than her foreseeing as she strode through Haiwood to the Goddess’ temple, her priestess gown trailing on the dusty cobbles. Their blue silk edges turning to a shade of cloudy skies that were not nearly as dark as her thoughts as she mentally rehearsed the tongue-lashing both Riesa and the Groundskeeper were going to get once she found them. They both know better than this. What in the name of the Goddess could be more important than seeing her children safely home!
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* * *

      It might have been the constant jolting that awoken him, or it might have been the throbbing pain in the back of his skull. Or, it might have been the extreme discomfort of being unable to move his hands and arms. Whatever it was, Christol, the farrier and blacksmith of Haiwood, knew by the scent of the animal that he lay strapped across, and by the sounds of the forest that he was a long way from the township where he lived, worked, and that had been his home from the day of his birth. What he didn’t know is exactly which way he was, and in his current face down position, he had no way of finding out. His view was limited to the horse’s belly and ground beneath its feet.

      The ache in his skull made thinking difficult, but as far as he could determine, which wasn’t much, none of this made sense. He had obviously been assaulted, kidnapped and was tied across a horse’s back. But the who and the why, eluded him. Years of working with horses had given Christol the ability to quickly and calmly assess any situation where immediate action was needed, and then to identify what needed to be done first. In this case, he decided, getting free was the first priority. The who and the why could wait.

      He pulled against the rough fibrous rope that held him. He shifted his weight forward and back, up and down, and was able to determine that the rope that secured him ran beneath the horse’s belly and up the backside. He wasn’t sure where the knot was, but he figured it would be somewhere behind him on the upper side of the horse’s left flank. Well out of his reach, or at least that is where he would have put it. He was going to assume that his kidnappers had a modicum of sense and would do the same. That being the case he needed a way to reach that knot, but the how escaped him.

      The farrier relaxed his pull against the ropes that bound him across the horse and laid his check against her flank, thinking. With his mind emptied of his own frantic thoughts of escape, the thoughts of the animals around him slowly penetrated his own frustrations and anger. The rabbit in the meadow felt content with its grassy breakfast, alarm and wariness kept a doe guarding her fawn as she caught scent of a predator, and the big cat thoughts were simply hungry. The mare beneath him, though, was in pain.

      It never occurred to Christol to wonder why he could feel what an animal felt, see the world through their eyes, or why the responded to his voice and touch with complete trust. His first memory was of a starling eating his toast from his outstretched hand, and laughing with joy as it did so. He had also been unaware that his mom, Marey, had kept his gifts hidden from others until he was old enough to understand the danger they presented. However, when an animal was injured or needed healing, Christol always put their needs before his own. And, he this mare needed his help, and quickly.

      With his ear against her flank, he could easily hear two heartbeats, hers and her foal’s. He could also feel the powerful contractions that were beginning to surge through her. She was in labor, and she had no business carrying a 15-cobblestone man on her back.

      “Hey, hey,” he shouted, or tried to, but his throat was closed with thirst and nothing but a croak escaped.

      Another ripple of pain coursed through the mare, and with his mind open to hers, he felt her fear and her overwhelming need to lay her heavy burden down, and lay down and give birth to her son. He could also hear the thoughts from all the horses around him, and the closest seemed to be about an arm’s length from his head. He had always spoken to the horses in his care. Verbally calming them with his voice and his hands, but the mare’s desperate need motivated him to try something else. He knew, of course, that he could have done this at any time, but magic frightened him. More than that. Magic in Mithlonde was an almost sure death sentence.

      This time the mare groaned and all the horses responded to her needs. Rearing up they threw their unprepared riders, and ignoring their angry commands, they formed a circle around her. Angry shouts and the crack of whips, filled the air, but Christol’s thoughts overrode their training and the threats. The horses moved closer to the laboring mare, protecting her and keeping their riders away with targeted kicks and snapping jaws.

      Keep her still. Do not let anyone near her.

      White Socks what is your name? Christol directed his thoughts toward feet of the only horse he could see from his prone position - a bay horse with white socks.

      I am called, Dancer.

      Dancer come close to me, do you see something like this? Christol held the picture of a knot in his mind, and shared it Dancer, forming the image like a painting hanging on a wall and filling in each stroke line by line until the horse could clearly see what Christol needed it to understand.

      Yes, I see it.

      Chew on it until it is gone.

      Christol could feel the velvet softness of the horse’s lips against his wrists as the horse chewed through the knots, but never once did its sharp teeth even scrape his flesh. He pulled against the ropes and the horse worked on the knots, and in less time than it takes to spark a flame to life, he had his hands free.

      Whoever tied me up didn’t know much about trussing up game, or prisoners, he thought with wry irony as he quickly freed himself from the rest of his binding. He'd been tied up with one long rope, wrapped around him, the saddle horn and the mare’s belly, and once the main knot had been loosened, the rest of the cordage practically fell off. Freed, he flipped over and slid off the laboring mare’s back. He removed her saddle, bit and bridle, and then ran a hand up her neck, and speaking softly.

      “Aw, little mother, it is time, isn’t it? Won’t be long now. Just lay down and your herd mates will protect you, and I will stay until your little one arrives. You will be fine and so will your son.”

      Her sigh of relief was audible even to the angry escort who still could not come near their prisoner. Arrows were useless in the tight confines of the mountainous trail, and the horses’ kicks effectively blocked any attempted sword or spear thrust. Outside the tight circle, Jogli watched with interest his glass eye whirling as Wizard Vail also observed Christol’s control over the animals. And, even as Jogli’s eye tracked Christol’s every move, Vail was assessing Christol’s abilities and how best to put them to use.

      The wizard leaned over the crystalline ball where Jogli’s reflected visions appeared, gripping the edges of the round, wooden table where it sat with hands that where shaking with excitement. The vestige of tight smile played at the corner of his mouth. “At last,” he murmured.

      And then, as if saying it aloud had made it truth, he stood straight, threw back his shoulders to unkink the perpetual tightness his lifelong frustration had caused, and howled, “At last!”
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      Once the initial shock wore off, only the mind-numbing, unrelenting pain remained. Riesa could think again, a little. She could almost come up with the reason why she had needed to see the Groundskeeper, but for all the Goddess’ gifts, she could not figure out what Stephye was palavering about. Something about Christol, but all she knew was she needed him to get the Healer.

      “Stephye, please be quiet! Go get me the healer now and then you can tell me about Christol and whatever it is he has gotten himself into.” She sighed back into the Groundskeeper’s arms where she had lain while struggling to regain some control over her senses.

      “But, Christol…”he began to protest.

      “Stephye, I can’t help him until I can think clearly again, and I can’t do that until the Healer gets her. She can’t heal me, I know only the Goddess or her high priestess can do that, but she can help me manage the pain. Once that happens, I can think clearly enough to puzzle out whatever it is you're babbling on about. Now, please go get her!”

      Stephye’s rather prominent Adam’s apple bobbed several times as he began swallowing large gulps of air trying to regain his composure. He couldn’t remember being more frustrated or more worried. Christol was in trouble, and nobody was listening, and he had no proof anyway, just a gut feeling that his best friend would have not run off like this. It would never happen. He loved those flaming horses beyond all common sense and he would have never missed their morning feeding. Besides, he thought to himself, who the blazes is going to get them back in the stable. They are always anxious to get out in the morning, but it will take me two bell chimes to get them back in. He shrugged his shoulders not in disregard, but in surrender, and said, “Okay, be back as soon as I can," he said, turning away to find his horse, and hoping it was still tied to the bushes where he had left it.

      Riesa watched him leave and another sigh escaped her. She might be stuck with a broken leg for a couple of months, but at least the pain would ease. The Goddess had bestowed that skill upon healers even if it took a priestess to actually mend bones, heal wounds or calm a fever. Another wave of blinding pain tore through her and her mind solved her coping problem for her sending her into the deep, unknowing peace of unconsciousness.

      She awoke to find the Healer’s hands on her leg and a soothing warmth, like the kind you get from wrapping your hand around a warm mug of kaveh on a cold day spreading around the break. She looked down at it, to find that it had already been set and a heavy layer of plaster and white wash applied on the break.

      “I’m sorry, dear, I am afraid the bone setting woke you. I was hoping you would sleep through this. But, the worse is over.” The Healer’s voice was deep, low, and soothing kind of like the mummer that comes from a wide shallow river. The kind that calls you to wade in its waters and partake of its peace. Riesa fought back the mental urge to do just that as her clearing mind finally remembered what she had come to the temple for in the first place. And, as the temple bell chimed once after the noonday service, she winced at the thought of how angry Ellora must be by now. “She is going to roast me alive in the Goddess’ fires,” she muttered as she struggled to sit up.

      The Healer was gently, but persistently forcing her back into a prone position as Ellora’s angry voice thrummed down the passage causing even the bushes to quiver as her temper unconsciously released the Goddess’ gifts. “Riesa, where in the name of Her that we serve are you, and where is the Groundskeeper!”

      “We’re over here,” Stephye hollered back, and Riesa realized she hadn’t even noticed him where in stood in silent, loyal guardianship over her injured body.

      Even the shaking foliage and the Ellora’s swirling robes seemed to jerk to a standstill as the sight of her friend lying bandaged immobilized the usually self-possessed and confident high priestess. “What….”

      “I’m fine, Ellora. I tripped in a gopher hole.”

      If Stephye was a painter, he would have liked to have painted and framed the look on Ellora’s face as the most powerful woman in the land of Mithlonde rolled her eyes and fought to hide the giggling laughter that threatened to crack her composed façade. The younger man knew both relief and amusement warred within the beautiful priestess as well as the desire not to offend her injured friend. “She was hurrying to find the Groundskeeper so as not to keep you waiting,” Stephye offered, coming to both their rescue.”

      Ellora knelt beside Riesa ignoring the grasses and mud that were sure to stain her robes. "Do you want me to heal you?”

      It was Riesa’s turn to be shocked into breathlessness. Ellora hated her magical gifts. To Mithonde’s high priestess, the Goddess’ gifts were a curse not a blessing. They would bring her to Wizard Vale’s attention, and that was never a good thing. No one was sure what happened after Vale took you because no one had ever returned, but everyone was sure it was not a good thing.

      However, drawing the wizard’s attention was not a major worry for Ellora as she bent over her Riesa. Her waist-length hair now trailing on the ground next to her robes as she laid her hands on her companion, disciple and best friend. Riesa’s hunched shoulders relaxed against the Healer in whose are she still lay, and the Goddess’ healing warmth spread through the broken bones and began knitting them together. It sort of felt as if her leg was bathed in mineral waters where the salts both irritated and soothed you at the same time. There was no outward sign of the Goddess’ power at work except for the slight play of fire along the tips of Ellora’s fingers.

      The high priestess withdrew her hands, and sat back on her heels. “There,” she smiled.

      “Get up,” she said, with a quick, commanding jerk of her head. “Stand on it and tell me how you feel.”

      Riesa did as Ellora commanded, stood, felt no pain, and the twirled, skipped and jumped into her friend’s arms. “It’s like nothing ever happened. I don’t feel a thing.”

      She turned to Stephye. “It’s all better!”

      “Good,” he said, giving her a quick squeeze and a pleased smile that quickly faded to frown, “Could we please talk about Christol, now?”

      Both women’s heads turned immediately toward Stephye at the rising timbre of barely contained hysteria in his voice.

      “What is it? Where’s is he? What’s wrong,” And, once again the high priestess of Mithlonde found the solid foundation of her world crumbling beneath her. “First my hunting, then Riesa, and now Christol. What more will the Goddess want from me?” She physically shook herself, her shoulders hunching forward and back, her long hair waving across her body as she gathered her thoughts. She looked somewhat like a wet cat, trying to shake off an unwanted dunking as she shed her self-centered thoughts. “Stephye,” she commanded, “tell us what is wrong.”
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* * *

      From this smile on Christol’s face, you would have thought he had given birth to his own son or rather than helping give birth to a young stallion. As the little colt wobble to its feet Christol watched in the pleasure as the mare gently began licking her foal. Around him, the herd formed a protective circle. They held off his captors by charging, kicking and biting anyone that came close. The narrow passage was too tight for arrows and motivated by spirit-deep protective instincts, they viciously attacked anyone that could possibly threaten the newborn and its mother.

      Assured that the foal and its mother were now safe, Christol stood and looked over the backs of the herd that formed a living wall around him. He reached out to Dancer sending him thought images as well as words.

      I must escape, and he sent an image of the horse running free from its stall.

      I need to return to town without these men, he thought forming a picture of the cobbled streets of Haiwood and of the protective ring that surrounded him.

      I will need a mount, and he knew he did not need to visualize that one.

      I understand, and I will go, came Dancer’s reply, and the large stallion with the white socks backed slowly out of the protective barricade. He picked his way carefully past the mother and child to Christol’s side with a daintiness that belied his giant size.

      I do not want anyone getting hurt, Christol sent with an image of giant cat claws, thrusting spears and swords, and flying arrows.

      Dancer looked over his shoulder as Christol began to mount him, and his large almond eyes met Christol’s. The depth of understanding, compassion and sacrifice that the farrier found there caused him to pause, and setting his foot back on the ground, he reached up to stroke the animal’s muzzle.

      Are you sure?

      The large chestnut head nodded once and Christol again stroked the horse’s face with loving gratitude. Giving Dancer a final pat, he mounted up, and the herd moved as a single entity opening a pathway to the far side of the gorge, and then closing ranks once again, blocking off both Christol’s retreat and the mother and foal. Over the pounding of Dancer’s hooves on the hard packed earthen trail, the screams of the horses in pain and anger, pierced his heart as surely as the swords and lances pierced the sides and flanks of those who had rescued him, and now were giving their lives to aid his escape. He bent low over back of the racing stallion sending a vow to the Goddess and an image to the animal.

      With my last breath, they will never again be used in battle, he vowed, sending an image of herds roaming free in mountain fields and meadows. Dancer snorted with pleasure at the promise of lush fields and freedom, and Christol felt the beast’s flanks heave with exertion. The sacred word to the Goddess proving a catalyst that fueled them both toward their goals. The battle cries grew dim as they rushed through the canyon, Christol’s leather breeches scrapping rock walls, and his head brushing overhanging limbs. At least twice, he found himself gripping the saddle horn and simply hanging on. Allowing, Dancer his head with the confidence that the horse knew the way home, and was sufficiently motivated to ensure they both arrived safely.

      As the narrow mountain gorge opened up into the flat meadows and forestlands that ringed Haiwood, Dancer’s pace finally slowed. The stallion’s sides heaved with exertion and sweat lathered his sides and withers. Christol risked a backwards glance, but nothing and no one followed. However, when he looked back up, the sight of Ellora, Riesa and Stephye galloping toward him nearly unsaddled him. It was the last thing he ever expected to see, and the reason for the unlikely gathering lay beyond his reasoning. But, he was soon to find out for Stephye’s voice rang clearly across the meadow, and he didn’t sound at all pleased.
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* * *

      “You failed.”

      “Yes, Master,” Jogli’s acknowledgement was barely audible with his forehead pressing against the cold marble floors in the lowest bow he could manage. He dared not look up, and dared not argue with the wizard.

      “How did this happen?” Wizard Vail’s voice was as cold as the marble upon which Jogli lay prostrate, and a shiver of fear ran through the acolyte at the pain it promised.

      “We had entered the passage the peasants call the Goddess’ Womb where the walls of the canyon narrow into a passage that allows only two riding abreast.”

      Wizard Vail nodded, he knew the place, more than that he had seen it through Jogli’s eye, but he wanted his servant’s thoughts as well as he vision. “Continue.”

      “The farrier awoke from the blow which we used to capture him. He lay tied across the saddle with his hands and feet bound. After that,” Jogli paused, and another spasm of fear rippled his robes and jerked his shoulders, yet he kept his face planted against the marble floor. “After that, I am not sure what happened. Somehow, he escaped his ropes. The soldiers who bound him have been punished. They will not be using their hands again, for anything.”

      Again, Vain nodded. “Excellent. Please continue.” And, Jogli almost sobbed with relief at the almost pleasant tone in the mage’s voice.

      “Once the man had escaped his bounds, he slid from the horse and helped deliver the mare’s foal. All the horses threw their riders, and formed a protective ring around them. Arrows were useless in the tight canyon, and the horses appeared unafraid of either sword, lance or spear. The animals appeared to be almost working together, of one mind, and we could do nothing to penetrate their shield. If one was injured another pushed forward. Many soldiers died from their kicks, and more were injured by their hooves and teeth.”

      Wizard Vail stroked his beard as he contemplated Jogli’s version of the events. He had seen it all, but he valued Jogli’s first-hand account and opinions even though he would never tell his minion that. “Why do you think the animals behaved this way?” he asked, and that was the crux of the matter. The wizard wanted to be sure of the extent of Christol’s control over animals.

      “I watched the man as closely as I could, and he never gave any verbal commands. Once or twice, he seemed to whisper to the horse he escaped on, but there was never any spoken communication. Also he seemed to be just staring in the horse’s eyes. I cannot clearly state what was occurring, but it almost appeared as if the man was speaking to the animal’s mind.”

      “Rise,” the magician commanded.

      Jogli struggled to his feet trying to untangle his legs from the fold of his formal robes. He finally stood, head bowed, afraid to look at his master.

      “You know the penalty for failure.” It was a not a question, and there would have been no time to reply as Jogli’s agonized screams began the moment the mage made the proclamation.
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* * *

      “And you never saw what hit you?” Stephye asked.

      “No, never saw anything, from the time I was hit to the time I escaped. All I saw was the back of horse. But…” Christol turned toward Dancer. “I think this big fellow here can help us with this question, at least.”

      The puzzled crease across Ellora’s forehead deepened as questions turned into knowledgeable fears. If what she now suspected was true, the danger Christol faced could affect all of them.

      “Tell me.” Christol, Stephye and Riesa recognized the voice of the Goddess speaking through Ellora, and knew then the gravity of the situation they faced.

      “I can…” Blushes of embarrassment colored the large man’s fair skin making his blond hair and beard appear as the seed spots on a ripened strawberry. “I can talk to the horses,” he finally spluttered out. “And, they talk back.”

      “I see.” Again,  the Goddess’ voice that spoke through her priestess. “Explain please.”

      An exasperated sigh escaped the man’s lips. “How do you explain a lifetime of loving horses,” he thought. Scratching the back of his head, he attempted to explain something he had always experienced, but never consciously tried to use or understand. “I’ve always had this way with horses. I always know what they need and why. I’ve never really given it any thought. If they're hungry, I feed them. If they want to run in the pasture, I free them. I just do what is needed to care for them. I never gave any thought to how I knew this. I just did it.”

      They paused at the end of the meadow as it stretched toward the town’s low fieldstone walls. Reigning close together, they formed a small ring. Ellora’s melodic voice that asked, “So what changed?”

      Scanning the woods behind him for trackers, Christol brought his eyes back to hers. “I’m not really sure. I just needed to be free. Wanted to be free more than anything, and I could hear her. She was in pain, and she needed to give birth.”

      Ellora cocked her head sideways, scratched her ear, and a small frown creased her forehead, “Her?”

      “The mare I was riding.”

      “Oh, oh, I see.” Ellora’s blush was pretty and it hid her confusion. She couldn’t understand why she thought it might have been another woman he was talking about, and more bewildering she couldn’t understand why she even cared. “Sorry, I have a lot on my mind,” she explained which was partially true. “So, what happened next?”

      Stephye and Riesa exchanged a look that was both knowing and amused. Neither friend was the least bit fooled by Ellora’s denial of her feelings. Both of them knew that Christol loved Ellora and she loved him in return. The only one that wasn’t aware of this was Christol and Ellora.

      “Yes, what happened next?” Riesa asked, clearing the tension that had risen like bog mist, shadowy and deceiving, in the middle of the small group.

      Christol sighed, as he thought back to the events surrounding his escape, and tried to explain what happened. “I woke up on the back of this mare, and at first I was frantic to escape. I realized that struggling wasn’t going to help, so I forced myself to relax and think. That’s when I felt her pain, and knew that she was in labor and needed to stop immediately. But, my captors weren’t listening.”

      “And…” Stephye promoted when Christol had stopped to think.

      “I’m thinking. I am not clear on this part of it. I sort of spoke to her with my mind and she answered. And, then I spoke to the only other horse I could see, which was just the legs of the animal, and showed him how to untie me.”

      “Spoke?” This time it was the Goddess’s voice asking the questions.

      “With my thoughts, with simple words and mostly pictures. I showed the horse what I needed with a picture, and then he did what I needed.”

      “That is why he wants you,” the Goddess said. “Hurry to the temple. You have no time left.”
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* * *

      Christol raised his eyes from the comforting cup of soup the potboy had placed before him and gazed down the long corridor off the kitchen. A soft glow from the Goddess’ eternal flame shimmered on the walls casting both light and shadow. A shiver of fear ran up his spine, and he lifted his warming soup to his lips trying to displace the perplexing and unusual sensation. He soon forgot about it as the conversation went from gratitude for the tasty meal to plans to a serious discussion about Wizard Vail’s intentions for Mithonde.

      “It was a mistake from the day it was first given breath,” Ellora stated, her hunting dagger scratching fine lines across the planks of the coarse kitchen table. “I tried to tell them. I tried…” She gazed off down the hallway where Christol’s eyes had previously wandered. “If only they had waited. She would have taken care of the dragons. In Her own way and time.”

      Riesa reached across the table and grabbed the high priestess’ hand. “They were scared. They didn’t want to lose any more of their fields of animals, or loved ones.”

      “I understand that, Riesa, and the Goddess knew that also. She cares for her people. All of them from the bully in the tavern to the termite in his home. And, that includes the dragons. They are her creatures, too. Her plan would have brought peace to everyone, eventually. If they had waited. Now….”

      Ellora’s voice drifted off, and for the first time, all three friends, Christol, Stephye and Riesa, heard a note of fear and despair in it.

      “Now what?” They all asked and almost in unison.

      Ellora began tracing the wood grains with her hunting dagger again. In the darkened kitchen, her shining blond locks held the deep, dark of burnished copper, and Christol thought she had never looked more beautiful, even if she also looked more concerned than he had ever known her to be.

      “Now, I don’t know.” She stabbed the dagger straight into the wood, and looked up at  her friends. “The Goddess is not talking to me, I don’t know what her plans are, people with any type of magic are disappearing, Jogli commandeers more soldiers and supplies weekly, and I have no idea what is going on.” She jerked the dagger from the table and through it at one of the standing beams where it stuck with slight vibration at the violence of her throw.

      Pushing herself away from the table, she strode to the beam, wrenched out her knife and turned on her friends. “This would have never happened if they had just listened to me. What good am I, if the people won’t listen? What is my purpose? Oversee the sacrifices and the eternal flame? Is that it? Well, that seems to be it, since She isn’t talking to me anymore, and who in all of evil depths of Charonyde knows what the blazes is going on!”

      Christol pushed back his bench, and walked softly to her side. He gently lifted her chin to face him, and said, “Ellora, no one is blaming you. The people know, they remember your warnings against getting involved with Vail, and now they know it is their own fault. What we must do is figure out what he is up to and how to stop him. Even if the Goddess is not speaking to you, you know she still cares. You said so yourself. Maybe she is just counting on you to figure this out.”

      Stephye and Riesa, holding hands, walked over to join the pair that now stood in front of the kitchen hearth with its blazing fire and comforting warmth. “He’s right you know,” Riesa said. “The Goddess is depending on you because, as you said, no one else is listening.”

      Ellora crossed her arms over her chest and the look on her face was more than a little skeptical. “Well, Riesa, she isn’t talking to me either, so exactly how am I supposed to do that?”

      “She did give you a brain; maybe she wants you to use it.”

      Ellora hid her smile by rubbing her face with her hands. “You think so?”

      “She wouldn’t have selected you to be the high priestess without it,” Stephye offered. He had remained mostly quiet throughout Ellora’s bout of self-deprecation simply because he was too surprised to think of anything to say. The normally composed, reserved and logical high priestess didn't have fits of self-pity or insecurity. Her current doubts about herself and her abilities left him speechless, and he was glad to have finally thought of something encouraging to say.

      The small group stood facing each other in a small circle in front of the hearth fire where the pot of soup still bubbled. The aroma of its rich spicy broth filled the kitchen, but their thoughts were far from the comfort of either fire or filled bellies.

      “We need to find out what he is up to? We cannot stay here in the safety of the temple while our people are kidnapped, and who in pits of Charonyde knows what is happening to them.”

      Christol’s eyebrows almost met the bangs on his forehead as the priestess cussed for second time in as many minutes. Realizing how truly worried she was, he reached out to comfort her, laying his hand on her arm to turn her toward him. She brushed it aside, and turned to him.

      “Do not touch me,” the Goddess said. “She who serves me is no longer she who is here. You will follow her. You will go to the Draekhen Mountains, to the Halls of Marbeht, and find the lair of Wizard Vail, rescue my people and remove this abomination from Mithlonde, forever.”

      “But the dragons…”

      The Goddess cut him off in mid-sentence. “The dragons will obey the one who speaks to animals. The priestess will guide you, protect you and heal you. Your friends will assist in everything else.”

      Stephye and Riesa looked at each other, then at Christol and finally at Ellora, the puzzled look on their faces mirrored in the faces of both Christol and the high priestess.

      Christol risked a tentative tap on Ellora’s arm. “Are you you?” He asked.

      “I am, I think,” her lips pursing into a frown. “She keeps doing that to me lately, and I don’t like it at all. I also don’t like this whole idea.”

      “Well, that makes about four of us,” Riesa said.

      “Yeah,” Stephye and Christol agreed.

      “I really don’t think we have any choice,” Ellora replied.

      “And, when are we supposed to do this?” Christol asked.

      ‘Now!” Came the command from the Goddess’ lips.

      All three of the others moaned in unison at both the long journey ahead of them, and the dangers of facing the dragons that lived in the Draekhen Mountains.
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      Ellora’s curses could have blistered the bark off every branch and tree trunk in the forest if the Goddess had blessed her with the gift of the spoken word. As it was, they only caused her companions to hunch their shoulders and scrunch lower in their saddles. It was also fortunate for the tried little group that the target of her verbal fireballs had neither flesh nor substance. It was more ethereal than that. It was fate and destiny.

      “I never wanted this,” she shouted, flinging one arm around in a gesture that encompassed everybody and everything. Riesa, Stephye and Christol simply sank lower in their saddles and hoping her words didn’t include them as well.

      “I never wanted to serve the Goddess, I never wanted to be a priestess and I never wanted the Magic! All I ever wanted was to be a huntress. I didn’t want to feel them die, and I don’t want to help them pass onto the Goddess.”

      Her three traveling companions exchanged a silent communication with raised eyebrows, puzzled frowns and shrugged shoulders. They all knew she hated magic, hated the soul-deep awareness of death and passing over, but she had been trained since childhood to become the high priestess It’s what she’s always wanted, or so they thought.

      Christol pulled his head up from between his hunched shoulders to brave the priestess’ wrath and ask the question they all wanted to ask. “But, I thought your life’s dream was to be the high priestess?’

      “It wasn’t mine. It was my mother’s!” And, this time, as she pulled back on the reins to turn her horse, tiny licks a flame crawled across her fingertips shining like lightening bugs in the darkening forest. “She never listened to me. Night after night, crying myself to sleep after the day’s grueling training, I would beg her to let me go. To let me be free like you to run, to laugh, to hunt.”

      She yanked her mount to a stop and the others gathered around her watching in fascination at the flames that now raced up her arms, across her shoulders and brow, ringing her, lighting and outlining her but not burning.

      “’Shh now, my lamb. It is for the best,” she would say,’ ‘one day you will understand.’ Well, I don’t understand and by all the dragons on Mithlonde, someone is going to suffer for this.” And, as if a portent of things to come the flames that had been flickering across Ellora engulfed her, pulsing and blazing with the depth of her fury. Christol, Riesa and Stephye slowly backed their horses away from the angry priestess, their silent retreat a more telling acknowledgement of her needs and her anger than any logical expostulation could have been.
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* * *

      Wizard Vail adjusted his robes as meticulously as he adjusted his thoughts. Listening to his adopted son’s groans of pain was an annoying wrinkle in his thoughts, and he smoothed it away with the justification for the need for discipline, order and obedience. “He must learn how to do his duties correctly. The first time.” With that thought, muddled musings cleared like still water at the top of a muddy puddle. He pushed open the dungeon door and gazed thoughtfully at the mass of blood and cloth that lay moaning at his feet.

      “Get up!”

      Jogli struggled to his feet using his arms to push himself up. Blood created candy stripes, dark red against the pale skin of his forearms, where the torturer had applied Vail’s magic to wound and punish. The table where the torturer’s tools lay was within arm’s reach, and Jogli used it to balance himself as both blood loss and pain made the room spin. He fought back a wave of nausea, knowing that any sign of weakness at this point would only bring him more agony.

      The wizard’s eyes tightened at the sight and a small twitch appeared, causing Vail to blink and look away from the physical disaster his son had become. He cleared his mind, and once again focused his thoughts on his plans and his ultimate desires. “Do you recognize the evil you caused?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Do you acknowledge that you failed me?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Will you fail me again?”

      “No, Master.” And, this time a shudder of fear shook Jogli as he gripped the table more tightly, shaking and rattling the iron torture tools. He risked a glance at the wizard and hid another tremble of fear when he saw understanding in the man’s eyes. Jogli pulled himself up, releasing his grip on the table and prepared for another assault.

      “Good as I have need of you again.”

      Wizard Vail turned toward the door where two servant guards stood waiting. “Clean him up and bring him to my chambers,” he ordered, striding through the door, Jogli already forgotten as he considered his plans for capturing Christol.
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* * *

      Christol did not stop to think, in fact, no thoughts crossed his mind at all. He simply sent an image to Standish, and with a symbiotic quickness, the charger launched itself after Ellora’s runaway mount. The hunter’s gait was no match for the big warhorse, and within seconds, Christol was beside it and reaching for the reins. The farrier wasn’t sure if the flames that engulfed the priestess had spooked the animal into a maddened flight, or if Ellora had purposely charged off into the heart of the forest. Either way, it didn’t matter. She was in danger, and he would protect her at all costs. And, it was without thought of the costs to himself that he pulled her flaming body against him and held her tight.

      Heat seared through every nerve of his body for a blink of an eye, and all conscious thought burned to ashes in the furnace of the goddess’ flames. Yet, as quickly as it scorched him, Ellora’s unacknowledged love for him doused the angry fires, and soothed away the raw ends of his pain making it only a terrifying, yet very real memory.

      “Christol,” tears streaked her face and sobs shook her tiny body. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

      He quietly stroked her hair, letting her speak as she finally voiced what she really felt.

      “I am so scared. I hate this. I never know when She is going to take over, or what She wants, or what She will make me do. And, I hate the magic. I always have. You know that.” She turned her face up towards his. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No, not really. I am fine now.” And, he was. It was the first time she had ever let him hold her. Even as children, she shied away from anyone’s touch. When others would hold hands on a trail, she went alone. When others needed a hand up over a rock outcropping, she went around. And, the subject of how he felt about her was blasphemy, never acknowledged, and never before had he felt that there was even a chance that she might share his feelings.

      She pulled away from him, and he could see her studying him with the same intensity she would scrutinize the game tracks she was following. It was as if she was searching for something she hadn’t noticed before, or as if something that had suddenly just become clear. It was one of the things he loved about her - her single-minded devotion to whatever task she set herself to. It gave her purpose and challenged her to exceed her own expectations, and without knowing it, she motivated others to strive for higher goals. He returned her gaze without hesitation, knowing he had nothing to hide, and watched as, in the same manner she used on the hunt to decide which direction to take, her scrutiny changed to enlightenment and confidence.

      “I know of a way to end this,” she said.

      For the first time in her life, Ellora saw fear flicker in Christol’s eyes. “As do I,” he replied. “Are you sure?”

      “I would rather die trying than live as a slave to Her whims.”

      He nodded. He knew that would be her answer. “Do you think we can convince the others?’

      Ellora shrugged. It had the appearance of nonchalance, but he knew she was as terrified as he was. “We’re headed to the Draekhen Mountains anyway, might as well.”

      Her easy answer didn't fool him. No one in their right mind would approach Maura, and to Christol it was unmistakable proof of how desperate Ellora was to escape the Goddess’ control. His only concern was whether she would be exchanging one begin mistress for another evil one. No one escaped Maura’s domain freely. A bargain would be struck, a bargain that always benefitted Maura or Athgaard, the god she served. He shook his head, “This is not a good idea,” he thought.

      “Ellora…” he began.

      “Is this a private party or are we invited too?” Riesa and Stephye reigned their horses to a pounding stop next where the couple stood. However, one look at worry lines on Christol’s face halted the ribald comment that Stephye had prepared. His friend didn’t worry about much, and if the farrier was worried then Stephye knew it was something worth worrying about. He glanced at Riesa and knew from her matching worry lines that she had seen it too. They dismounted and joined the couple to form a small circle while Christol asked the horses to protect them with an image of a herd surrounding a foaling mare.

      “Uh…what’s happened?” Riesa and Stephye asked almost in unison.

      “Are you okay, are you hurt, what were those flames all about…” Riesa would have continued with the questions, but an annoyed look from Ellora stopped her in mid-question.

      “I’m fine, I am not hurt, those were Goddess flames and I don’t know.” Ellora sighed deep enough that all three of them could see the rise and fall of her chest. “I have decided we are going to see Maura. If the Goddess wants us to go to the dragon’s den then I intend to put the journey to good use. I will be free.”

      And, this time Christol’s sigh matched hers.
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* * *

      Sunlight glittered off the dragonet’s iridescent wings. Like a shellfish’s pearly home, its wings shimmered with shades of blue, green, red and pink all layered with opalescent webbing making it look more like a butterfly than a dangerous predator. As it spread its wings toward the sun, straining for freedom, its flight halted by a sudden yank of its invisible chains. It roared and hissed in frustration, shooting gouts of flaming fire toward its rear leg where the magical tether anchored it to the witch’s cave. It screamed in pain as its own fires blazed down its thigh, and tumbled fifty tree-lengths back to the earth.

      “You silly creature. Haven’t you learned by now that there is no escaping Maura,” the witch shook her head at the dragon’s continued attempts to escape. “You know,” she continued, “this will also cost you your dinner tonight. Maybe, you’ll learn someday, but I doubt it.”

      She turned her back on the injured dragonet, unafraid of its fiery breath, and entered the cave she called home. Turning back, she inspected the small dragon that guarded her home’s entrance. Her tongue licked her cracked lips as a small smile of satisfaction turned up the corners of her mouth. “Let the wizard come,” she thought, “he won’t get far.”
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* * *

      “Drink this; you need your strength for what is ahead.”

      Jogli took the cup in silence and gratefully took a deep drink of the spiced mead and honey. He could feel the surge of energy race through him from both the sugared wine and the magic the wizard had cast on it. He knew that whatever task Vail would set before him, he was now physically capable of completing it. He wasn’t so sure about his magical skills, but he knew he didn’t dare fail his master again.

      “They are here,” Vail said, pointing to a spot on a map that lay before him.

      In the dim light cast by the fire, Jogli could barely see, and he squinted and strained with his one good eye to identify the location. Unsure what the wizard expected of him, he remained silent.

      “From their location and the direction they are traveling, I can only surmise that they are on their way here. It appears that they are going to mount a direct confrontation. The Goddess’ priestess is no match for me, and she knows it. Therefore, there must be another reason for her travels.”

      He turned toward Jogli, the map laying discarded on the table. “It makes no matter. The priestess is nothing. I what the man who controls the animals.”

      This time Jogli knew what to say. “Yes, Master.”

      “Come here.”

      Jogli rose from the chair by the fire where the master had bade him sit, and shuffled to the table.

      “They are head toward the Draekhen Mountains. If they continue on this course, which they must if they are coming here, you can trap them here.”

      Jogli stared down at the map. It was a good place for an ambush. There was only one known narrow pass through the mountains and it opened up into the Flame Meadows. The spot the magician selected would trap them between the meadows and that path. But, the dragons had created another secret passage, one that only they and the wizard knew about. If Jogli and his soldiers came down behind them, Christol and the others, could neither go forward nor retreat. Yet, Jogli hesitated to say anything, and Wizard Vail understood his adopted son’s hesitation.

      “I have prepared a spell which will render him harmless. He will neither be able to speak to the horses, the dragons, or anyone else for that matter.” Vail chuckled a bit. “He will be as harmless as a trapped morning dove and you will bring him here so that he can sing for me.” This time the magician’s grin made it to his eyes and the glittered with the sickly green evil of swamp gasses in the firelight.

      Jogli turned away from the man he called father and master, unwilling to participate, but afraid not to.
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* * *

      Stephye looked to Riesa and then to Christol. Riesa just shrugged, but Christol’s eyes narrowed in a warning that he would not hear any objections or arguments. Stephye, as usual, ignored him.

      “Ellora, you can’t really be serious. No one makes a deal with Maura. No one.” Stephye cleared his throat. “Well, no one that has lived to tell about it anyway.”

      Ellora pulled away from Christol and turned to face Stephye and Riesa. “I didn’t ask you to travel with me to the Halls of Marbeht, and I am not asking you to go with me to Maura’s den, either. However, if you decide to make this journey I expect unquestioning obedience. You will do exactly as I command or you may leave.”

      Even Christol seemed a bit taken aback at Ellora’s words, but even more so at her tone. It was cold like the autumn wind that blew down from the mountains, determined and with an underlying current of worse weather to come. And like the autumn wind, it held no hint of warmth for those in its path. Yet, they knew it was not the Goddess speaking through their friend. There was no aura of unearthly power, only a frigid single-mindedness that was as unlike their friend’s warmth and compassion as the moon’s waning light was different from the noonday sun.

      “Ellora…” Christol reached toward the priestess.

      “I will be free.”

      “I understand, but Maura does only what is best for Maura. You will free yourself from the Goddess, but end up serving a mistress a thousand times worse.”

      “He’s right,” Riesa interjected. “Ellora, look at me, please.”

      The woman turned toward her friend, moving on her head, her body held stiff, taut and ready like a bow in a hunter’s hand whose prey is in sight. The younger woman searched the priestess’ face, and she found no trace of the Goddess’ priestess, the woman trained to serve, love and heal. Riesa inhaled deeply at the look on Ellora’s face, and then turned away toward the others, her hand covering her mouth as if she was afraid to speak.

      Riesa stepped back and reached for Stephye’s hand. She looked up at Christol and also searched his face as if judging whether or not he could understand the change in Ellora, not that she understood how it had happened. Riesa simply recognized it, but even she was not yet ready to accept it.

      “Christol,” she said at last, “the priestess is gone.”

      Ellora’s love did not have to say a word, the confusion in his eyes and on his face was clear, and Stephye’s face mirrored his friend’s.
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* * *

      “The magic has consumed her,” Riesa stated. “She has become The Huntress.”
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* * *

      Maura appeared unaware of the mass of green ick in the corner of each eye that was intently studying a three-D projection of the world of Mithlonde. It hung in free suspension in the air before her and two twin lines, one green and one red, stood out in bright contrast against the gray hologram she had created. She cocked her head to the side cause an equally sick-colored green gob of snot to run down her chin. Without removing her eyes from the globe, she pulled up a corner of her skirt and wiped it away, and then using the same filth-covered hem she wiped at her eyes.

      “There,” she said at last. “That is where they will meet.” She was tracing the two lines through the mountains, and their collision path was obvious from the aerial view she had. “I think that is where I shall make an appearance as well.”

      There was a note of smug satisfaction in her voice, and the chained dragon who watched her didn’t need her to verbalize her plans in order to understand them. Closing his eyes as if napping, he reached out for his brood.

      “She is planning on capturing them both.”

      “Aye, we thought as much. Is she treating you well?” Came the reply.

      The dragon equivalent of a snort came through clearly. “Do you mean will she let me fly, stretch my wings and feed me enough to fill my belly? No. but we didn’t expect her to. I am fine. I will survive.”

      “Every dragon in Mithlonde appreciates and honors the sacrifice you made and continue to make.”

      The older dragon definitely received a mental image of a shrug.

      “It needed to be done, and I was the logical one to do it. Allowing her to capture a full-grown, magically capable dragon would have raised her suspicions. None, she remains unaware of who we really are, what we are skills truly possess, and we can monitor her nonsense and stop it before it because truly necessary. As, I said it was necessary.”

      “Yes, what you say is true, but you do not give yourself enough credit. It is still dangerous, and you were, and are, very brave to continue to do this for your dragon brethren.”

      The younger dragon graciously received the homage given with a slight bow to the elder.

      “I thank you, Jespar the Eldest.”

      “Be on guard, and be well, youngling. The witch, Maura, has many dangerous tricks and wields evil magicks from the beginning of time.”

      “I will not underestimate her Jespar. I promise I will be careful.”

      The young dragon’s head lifted as if toward the sun, and Maura turned to watch him for a second. She had no way of know that the dragonet was receiving one last caress from his own true master, Jespar, King of the Dragons.
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      “I don’t understand,” Christol said, laying a hand on Riesa’s arm to restrain her. Turning her around, he faced her. “What do you mean the magic has consumed her? How can this be? She’s been training all her life to wield the Goddess’s magic.”

      “And that’s the problem.” Riesa shook Christol’s hand off her arm. “She is not using the Goddess’s power. The magic has devoured her. She allowed her anger to burn away the Goddess’ control on the magic, and now the magic is all that remains.”

      Christol scratched at his beard in confusion, and then brushed the hair off is brow as if he was soothing away his concerns. “I still…I don’t know what you mean.”

      Stephye had joined them. His puzzled expression matched Christol’s. Ellora remained on horseback studying the skies as if the gathering clouds carried the answers she needed.

      Shaking her head at the need to waste time in explanation, Riesa said, “Wild magic formed Mithlonde under the Goddess’ direction. Wild magic sustains Mithlonde under the Goddess’ guidance. In other words, the Goddess’ power controls and wields the wild magic. Ellora taught me that the Goddess bends it to her will for the good of Mithlonde and all its creatures. Without her controlling power, the magic is like a feral animal, dangerous, unstoppable and easily corrupted.”

      Riesa paused, and then continued, “Wizard Vail wields the wild magic which is why he must be stopped, and Maura…” She cupped her chin in her hand, laying a finger over her lips as she fought for the words to explain the danger Ellora faced. “Maura wields magic from realms no one has explored. Not even the Goddess.”

      Riesa looked up and stared into the faces of each man, searching them for understanding and acknowledgement of the seriousness of what she had just said.

      “Oh,” Stephye managed to say at last.

      Christol was a little more coherent. “That’s why the Goddess sent Ellora to stop the wizard, and why we have to stop Ellora from contacting Maura, but what is wrong with her now?”

      The sun glinted at the shimmer of tears in Riesa’s eyes as she talked. “Ellora has always commanded more of the Goddess’ power than any other being, dragon or human, in Mithlonde which is why she was selected for training so early. All of us have magic to some degree, some more than others, and most magic centers on a certain skill or talent. Ellora’s magic seems unlimited.”

      “I always thought she was special,” Stephye muttered. “But, special in a good way.”

      “She is special, but, she always refused to embrace it. She fought the Goddess’ power, and fought the magic that is in her blood.”

      The tear fell and slowly streaked through the travel dust on Riesa’s face. “She was afraid to embrace it, to allow it to gradually increase through the training, and thus she never learned to control it. Her anger at the Goddess trying to make her use the magic in ways she thinks of as evil has burned away all the controls she had learned. The wild magic runs freely through her now. She has become its tool. Its huntress; one that only seeks to fulfill its personal desires.”

      Christol tasted only road dust as he bit his lips in thought. “Is there a way to save her?”

      “I don’t know, but we need to keep talking to her, keep her centered in the here and now, and not let the magic take her mind with it.”

      Christol straightened. “Alright, then. Let’s mount up and she what she has to say.
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* * *

      “What exactly is your plan?” Christol asked Ellora as he rode up beside her. She had overheard their conversation, but it made no difference in her heart of mind. The magic consumed her and she was no longer the Ellora they knew. They had traveled most of the morning in silence, and the narrow mountain path now dipped down into a shady vale beside which a small stream gurgled under the tree boughs. The weary group of travelers relaxed their tense vigil allowing the peace of the glade to soothe their fears and worries. All, except Christol who never ceased worrying,

      “We ride together toward Marbeht, and then at Maura’s hollow we split up, and I go find her.”

      “That’s it? That is your whole plan?”

      Ellora jerked back the reins, causing her horse to rear up to a jolting stop. She flipped around sideways in her saddle and stared at Christol. “Do you any better ideas?” she snarled at him.

      “Uh, well, no, but...what about the Goddess? How are you going to stop her from taking control and stopping you?

      Ellora’s angry façade faded to a gloomy look of despair. Like curtains drawn aside to open up on a cloudy day, no spark of light shone in her. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “Christol, please help me. I must be free, and Maura is the only way.”

      Christol studied her, knowing he would do anything for her, but what she asked would require doing things to her that he would never do to any woman let alone a woman he loved.

      “What if you were unconscious? Could she still control you against your will? He asked at last.

      “Christol! You are brilliant! Ellora leaned across the horse’s back her arms outstretched, her smile illuminating her face, and promptly tumbled off the saddle. She landed in a heap of silken goddess’ robes laughing, crying, and reaching for her lover.

      “That would work, it would work. It would work!”

      Riesa and Stephye, who had been dawdling behind them at peace and in love, meandering without purpose the way lovers do, rode up to find their priestess sitting in the middle of the road giggling and babbling on about something working. They exchanged a silent look of concern and confusion, and then simultaneously asked Christol, “What is she talking about?”

      “Insanity. She is talking insanity,” Christol replied while spurring his horse into a gallop and charging it up the steep incline of the pass. Stephye reined his horse in the direction of his quickly disappearing, but Ellora reached out a hand to stop him.

      “Let him go,” she said. “He’ll be back once he sees that I am correct.”

      “Corrected about what? Riesa interrupted. “What have you two been talking about?”

      Like unsheathing a steel knife, Ellora’s eyes lost their softness as the Huntress returned and her eyes became the color of the blade’s sharp edge, cold yet burning with determination. “I must get to Maura, and the only way to stop the Goddess from controlling me and steering me away from her is if I am unconscious.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Stephye reined his horse up next to hers. “What are we supposed to do? Knock you over the head with a barn beam?”

      A tiny smile played at the corners of her mouth as the priestess answered. “No Stephye, that won’t be necessary. I can make a potion that will work long enough to do what needs to be done.”

      This information did nothing to alleviate his concerns and his question came in rapid-fire succession like a rabbit’s thumping foot. “What about us? Who is going to protect us from the Goddess? Who is going to protect us from Vail and the dragons? Holy Fire! Who is going to protect us from Maura?”

      Riesa watched her friend the priestess and her lover, Stephye, argue. Finally, frustrated with the both of them, she decided time to put an end to it. “I can take care of it,” she said. “I know what to do.”
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* * *

      The farmhand riding point was as well trained for the scouting, as he would have been for the job of midwife. Another one of wizard Vail’s conscription’s, his training consisted of having a uniform and a sword thrown him, and then being told to, “Saddle up.”

      He focused his efforts on the land in front of him, training his eyes on every tree and rock looking for possible ambushes. A steady drizzle had made their journey miserable since they had ridden out from Castle Marbeht, and the bat-shaped cloud that shadowed the small group escaped his notice in the accompanying gloom. When the cloud screamed, dove for his horse shooting fire and flapping wings in a backstroke of wind and claws, the farmhand quickly realized his mistake.

      “Jogli, can’t you control that thing any better!” He jerked on the reins, fighting to control the panic-stricken animal. Never a great rider to start with, he quickly lost the battle as the horse charged for the protection of the trees. The sharp smell of singed hair and fur followed him, and the first overhanging branch unhorsed him. Rubbing his bruised forehead and clearing the taste of pine and dirt from his teeth, he watched the dragon terrorize the other horses. He knew the dragon could have devoured both horse and rider in one gulp, and a look of both astonishment and terror replaced the slightly dazed expression on his face.

      “So it’s true,” he whispered. “He is the Dragon Master.”

      Diamond sparkles glinted off the dragon's wings as it circled the small group, and the boy could smell the sulfuric fumes of its breath as it angrily blasted the air with flames. A puzzled crease appeared on the conscript’s forehead as he watched Jogli. The wizard’s commander did not seem to be in total control of the beast. The man’s hands and arms flapped around as he gave commands to the dragon, and the draftee could hear his silk robes rustling as his chief yelled out his orders.

      “Be gone, demon. Do as the Master commands you.”

      The leaves in the oak under which the boy sheltered shuddered in the wake of wyvern’s back thrusting wings. He could see the fury in the demon’s eyes as it fought Jogli’s commands. They were as blood red as a the Goddess’ fire, and the farm hand turned fighter cringed further underneath the overhanging branches as the angry dragon remained hovering over the small company of soldiers.

      Jogli’s magical eye through which Vail watched became cloudy as if milk had spilt across skimming it, and covering it as the wizard’s magic coursed through his apprentice. Later, when he retold the story, the boy could never be sure, but he thought he heard the apprentice’s bones creak with strain as the man stood straighter and raised his staff into the dragon flames.

      “I command you to cease, be gone. Find the woman the Master seeks!”

      There was no way, though; he would ever forget the beast’s explosion of fury. Its roar shook the ground with the violence of a volcanic eruption in the wastelands of the Draekhen Mountains, and its flames fired the grasses and the trees engulfing all in its path. Gagging on the smell of burnt flesh and hair, and using the tree to steady him, he pulled himself to his feet. As the holocaust began its unstoppable charge, he begged the Goddess for protection, and bolted deeper into the forest. He knew the Avalond River lay ahead and it offered him the only hope of survival.

      He gave no thought to the survival of the others. However, he needed not worry. They all perished in the instant blast dragon’s fury engulfed in fire and agony. All except, Jogli, who would only wished he had.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A billow of white smoke, tinged with grey and shadows of red, soon overtook the gathering storm clouds. Distracted as they were by Ellora’s changes and demands, it took them a minute to recognize the approaching danger.

      “Do you smell that?” Stephye asked, reigning his horse to a stop, “and look at the mountains.”

      “It’s smoke,” Riesa said, bringing her mount up next to his.

      “Not just smoke. A forest fire,” Christol added as he joined them. “Those are not clouds on those mountain. I have only seen this once before during the great fire that consumed the Southland.”

      As they watched, the clouds spread across the horizon. They appeared to be feeding and growing, expanding like ocean waves fueled by angry storm winds. They brought with them the smell of wood smoke and burnt flesh. However, it wasn’t but seconds before the clouds became a stinging, choking smoke that pooled around their heads.

      “It’s coming our way, fast. We have got to get out of here,” yelled Stephye.

      “To the Avalond River. It is our only chance of survival," Ellora commanded, and those were the only words she had spoken that afternoon.
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* * *

      As the fire raged toward the heart of the mountains, Jogli simply stood watching. Exhausted by the flow of power it took to protect himself from the holocaust that raged around him, he could only wait in helpless frustration as his magic renewed itself. The burned ashes of the once living forest, however, did not provide much in the way of rejuvenating power. He knew it would be awhile, and even though he found his helplessness frustrating, he also felt relieved that he would not be expected back at Marbeht for days. His bottom lip twitch and he blinked several times at the thought of what awaited him.

      When the dragon had broken Jogli’s magic chains, Vail’s neophyte knew the beast would retaliate. Even as he felt the snap of the magically forged bonds, Jogli threw up a protective shield that reached as high as the heavens and sank deep into the depths of Mithlonde. No dragon fire could breach it. However, as he watched the horses and draftees burn, Vail’s anger burned within his mind, the all-seeing eye viewing the events from the Halls of Marbeht. The wizard railed at him about the loss of the dragon, his ineptness as a magician, and the punishment that awaited him. Thoughts of fleeing crossed his mind like the whiff of honeysuckle on a hot summer day, tantalizing and elusive, but evaporating with the same sureness. Jogli knew in his soul that there was no escaping Vail.

      “Thank the gods of Charonyde,” he muttered. “He can’t read my mind unless I let him in. If he did, I wouldn’t survive long.” Jogli half chuckled to himself with a kind of gallows humor filled with ironic acceptance of his unchangeable future. “Not that I am likely to survive long this time.”
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* * *

      It was everywhere. As if they didn’t know death was riding on their heels, their senses were overwhelmed with it. The smoke gagged them with its scent. The scent of burnt flesh and hair, of burning pine, oak and aspen, and the smell of dragon sulfur which clung to it all. A fire-fueled wind tore at them so that even their clothing and the horses’ manes flogged them without mercy. Ash, leaves and pine needles whirled about their faces along with their hair which hand come unbound. The wind also brought the screams of the dying animals and the terrified shrieking of the ones who were next. And, above it all, the fire howled, creating its own tempest. A fiery death storm.

      Christol’s horse was panting, sweat dripped from its sides and white froth bubbled around its bit. He knew it would never make it to the river.

      “We are not going to make it in time, and even if we do this thing is too big. The Avalond will not protect us,” he shouted over the wind to Ellora.

      She rode in the front, leading the way. Her hunting and tracking skills never led her astray and she knew that which she sought lay on the path she had chosen. Riesa should have been in the lead, but she hung back deferring to The Huntress. The change in their relationship puzzled Christol, and he wondered how Ellora’s new persona would affect his relationship with her. It had never been what he wanted it to be, her husband, the father of her children, but he had always understood why. She had made that clear years ago.

      “I belong to the Goddess, now,” she had said when he had tried to embrace her. “I can’t Christol. I can’t be your lover any longer. When the time comes for me to pass on Her gifts, she will choose my mate. It is not a choice I am allowed to make.”

      Tears filled her eyes as she looked at her childhood friend. “Christol,” she reached for his hand, “I love you. I have always loved you.” The tears fell like soft caresses on his work-roughened hand. “I belong to her now. There can be no other.”

      She released his hand and began to stroke his palm with a gentle touch, tracing its lines with her fingertips. Here tear-filled eyes glittered like the finely cut emeralds filled with star-like patterns that caught and held his gaze. “I want you to go. Leave Haiwood, and find another. Find someone who can be a real wife and lover to you. Someone who will bear your children and with whom you can create a home, a family, a future.”

      She dropped his hand and bent her head. Her long blond tresses covering her face like a horse’s mane, but Christol saw the stain of her tears on the pastel green gown she wore. He reached between her curls, lifted her chin up, and swore to her. “Ellora, I love you with every breath of my body and with every beat of my heart, and there will never be another. If I can only have you as my friend, the Goddess’ high priestess then that will be enough.”

      He flicked her chin with his thumb, and chuckled, “What, did you think you could get rid of me so easily?”

      The old joke made her smile through her tears. “You never did listen to me, not even when I would chase you around the school yard. Wouldn’t leave me alone even when I gave you a good thrashing.”

      “You were always faster, sharper and smarter than me. Stronger, too.” And, now Christol’s smile matched hers.

      “And you were always better with our mounts.”

      As he thought about their mounts that they would ride to the old thatched hut that served as their schoolroom, his own mount began to shake and shy away from the shadows of the encroaching flames. The fire was closer, the smoke thicker and the stallion’s flanks were now slick with sweat.

      “Ellora, did you hear me? We can’t make it. And, I don’t want to ride Gallant to death. Look at him!”

      When she did not respond, Christol tried again. “Ellora please. I know you don’t want to hurt the horses, but they can’t keep this up.”

      Without the killing pace she had set, she turned and looked over her shoulder. A primitive savagery filled them, and Christol flinched in the saddle at the wildness they held. Yet, when she saw Gallant’s foaming mouth and heaving sides, the high priestess’ overwhelming compassion returned. She lifted one hand from the reins, and laid it against her chest as if the sight was too much for her caring heart to take. Then she shook her head, and Christol saw the untamed magic cloud her eyes once again.

      He sent a silent thought to Gallant. Can you catch her my friend?

      I will.

      The pure love, dedication and determination of his mount’s reply humbled Christol, and filled him with awe. Awe that a creature so magnificent would bend its will to his even to the point of such pain. For, Christol also felt Gallant’s pain as he touched the horse’s mind. Felt the muscles trembling with fatigue and the heart straining to keep its blood pumping.

      I will protect you. And, he sent an image of a warm, sheltered barn filled with the scent of sweet hay, clover and alfalfa to the exhausted animal.

      I know.

      And, Christol swore he heard the animal smile along with its unshakable trust in its master.

      With a powerful leap, the warhorse, bounded ahead and within to log lengths was beside Ellora. Christol reached out for the reins, and tore them from her hands while sending a message to the hunter she round. I need you to stop, please.

      The exhausted animal would have responded with eager willingness even if Christol’s magic had not compelled it do so. Yet, even as Christol sent a welcoming response to its compliance, Ellora lashed out him with a fury borne of both frustration and insanity.

      “How dare you, lay hands on me.”

      “Ellora, Ellora. Listen to me please. It’s me, Christol.”

      He tried to reach her the same way he could reach the animal’s, and was not surprised to find that his magic had no effect on humans. Instead, he tried again with words. “Ellora, remember, remember who you are. Remember, your love. Your love of all living beings. Your love for goodness and mercy and compassion. Remember how you care for others. Remember how you tend to them, provide for them, and help them. Remember, Ellora, remember.”

      Her eyes shifted to him, but they held the same wary look that he had seen in the eyes of a colicking horse. Fear, pain, and the need to escape it made her emerald eyes as big as the jewels on Vail’s crown. Recognizing this, he tried the same approach he would use on one of his dying steeds. One designed to comfort and calm to ease the transition from this life to the next. His instinctual love for them and for her motivated him to help her in the same way not knowing if it would even help.

      His voice was low, soothing, devoid of any anxiety, and it thrummed with the power of his magic. “Ellora,” he whispered, “it’s going to be okay. There is nothing to fear. We can make it through this. We always have, remember?”

      He reached a cautious hand toward her, and when she didn’t shy away, he touched her gently and began to stroke her arm. Tenderness and compassion filled every caress. It was the same way he would stroke the neck of a downed horse. With the same overwhelming love he continued, “Remember, who you are. Remember our love?”

      This was a question, and he waited, watching her for any response as he continued to run his fingers up to her shoulder. He kneaded it with soft, but firm strokes. He almost smiled as he realized what he was doing, how he was treating her as if she were one of his injured and frightened beasts. But, the smile faltered as he realized she was far from that. She was his love, and she was more powerful than she had ever been, and she was in trouble.

      When he felt her shoulder relax, he knew he had reached her. “Ellora, remember?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      Holding back a sign of relief was almost more than he could manage, but he did as he remembered not to startle her. Somewhere behind him, he heard the approaching hoof beats of Riesa and Stephye’s mounts, and sending a mental command to them, he told them to stop and be still. The last thing any of them needed now was for The Huntress to consume Ellora again.

      “Ellora,” he said, turning his attention back to her, “look.”

      She raised her eyes to forest, and this time her eyes widened in shock. Flames shot between the trees, and smoke billowed toward the sky in thunderheads of death. Her nostrils also widened at the smoke and the scents of the dying it held. “We aren’t going to make it the river are we? She asked.

      “No.” He sent another message to Riesa and Stephye’s mounts showing them pictures of a horse in full gallop while sending a short prayer to the Goddess that neither one of them fell off.

      “Ellora, you can protect us from this. You have the magic.”

      The wildness returned to her eyes, but Christol held her firm. “Remember, who you are. Ellora save us.”

      Stephye and Riesa charged into the clearing their horses’ heaving sides making it clear they could go no further.

      “Ellora…”

      The fear, the anguish, the anger and the frustration that warred within her turned Ellora’s beautiful features into a mask of pain as she struggled for control. But, it was Gallant’s collapse that pushed her over the edge.

      “Ellora, he’s dying,” Christol pleaded as he jumped off the struggling animal. “Save us!”
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      “You may leave, now,” the Wizard commanded, giving the two guards stationed before the room the locals called, “the examination room.” It was where Vail examined those he wished to extract information from the unwilling. It was, more simply put, his torture chamber.

      He stared down at the broken and bleeding thing that bore little resemblance to a human being. “It will take a lot of magic to rebuild him,” he thought. A deep sigh, one of sorrow and regret, escaped him as he stretched out his hand over the body. Soft light encased the form and a shudder ran through the rags that covered it. “Just enough to take the edge off the pain,” Vail muttered. “He must still suffer so that he can learn what must be done. Pain is the only way to teach him. I know.”

      When the bundle of rags, bones and pain stopped shuddering, he scooped it up in his arms and carried Jogli out of the examination room. The guards had left as ordered so he carried his apprentice, unnoticed, to his private chambers. Laying the young man on his bed, he stripped away the bloody clothing and then once again touched him with his magic. “Awaken,” he commanded.

      Only Jogli’s one eye responded as the rest of his body was incapable of obeying the command. He groaned, as he could no longer even scream. All the screaming was hours ago, and his throat, burned raw, would not function. Vail stared at the younger man’s eye, thinking and wondering what it would take to make his neophyte understand the importance of mastering the magic. It’s his only hope. The only way he can survive.

      The wizard laid a gentle hand on the boy’s shoulder, and felt him shudder at the pain of the touch. With a slight movement of his head, he looked away from the ruined body as he commanded the magic to begin cauterizing the wounds and knitting the bones back together. When he withdrew his hand, Jogli’s own sticky dark blood covered it, and he choked back a gag at the smell even as it triggered a memory of his own painful torture at his father’s hands.

      “You see what happens when you disobey, boy? You brought this on yourself. All you needed to do was guard the perimeter. Yet you allowed the dragons to burn the fields. Why?” The memory shook him and the world around him shrank to a single place in time. A place of pain and agony.

      Another bolt of magic arched through him, and Vail’s back twisted with pain. Tears crept from the corner of his eyes, but he knew better than to cry out. Nothing would infuriate his father more quickly than any sign of weakness. The wizards of the Draekhen Mountains were conquerors and rulers, and invulnerable. It seemed he had heard this for as long as he remembered, and for as long as he remembered he had never been able to achieve it. Today’s punishment was the result of once again failing to please his father and living up to his expectations.

      “I tried, father…” Vail had moaned.

      “Trying is not enough, you know that.”

      Another searing assault of magic tore through him. This one took the physical manifestation of a dagger, and the young Vail of his memories began to bleed from its jagged slashing.

      “Does trying keep the dragons at bay? Does trying save the crops? Does trying really accomplish anything?”

      Once again, his father’s magic assailed him, and through the haze of pain, and again he could smell his coppery blood and hear it dripping on the stone floor.

      “No, father, no…”

      The older wizard interrupted, “That is correct. It doesn’t mean a thing. You must succeed. You will succeed.”

      The salty-metallic smell of his blood and the sound of it pattering against the stones were his last memories of that day, and of his father. The memory of those smells and sounds coming from the young man before him filled him with pity for his adopted son, Jogli, and his need for healing.

      “Jogli, Jogli,” he sighed. “What am I supposed to do? You need to learn, and succeed, and you simply are not doing so? What am I going to do with you? Trying isn’t good enough. You must succeed. Only success with magic can protect you. And, I must protect you if you cannot protect yourself.”

      He turned away from the slowly healing body, his magic ensuring that it would heal, but slowly. Slowly enough that the young wizard-to-be would feel the pain of every bone and every organ being knit back together. He paused in mid-step, rounded back on his victim. “Well then, if you won’t obey to save yourself. I know who you would do it for.”

      He spun back toward the door. Jogli watched him leave. Helpless to stop him, helpless to do anything but lie on the bed like a slap of butchered meat. However, his helplessness did force a tear from the corner of his one good eye, and the parts of him that had been healed shuddered at the thought of what awaited his guards and conscripts.
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* * *

      Maura sneezed at the backwash of dust the landing dragon’s wings blew into her cave. “I really need to do something about that,” she muttered, wiping her nose on her sleeve. Its sulfur-laden breath seeped also crept up her nose, and it wrinkled up in disgust. “Need to do something about that, too.”

      As the dragon’s claws racked the cave ledge, gripping onto it for balance, it threw back its head and flamed the air above. Maura’s lips curled into a half-sneer, half-smile as she watched it fight its magical tether. Crossing her arms over her chest, she scratched gently at the rash covering her arms. It wasn’t bothersome, and had become more of a habit than a need for relief from the physical reaction of being too close to dragon kind. She was aware, though, that she would need to release the beast soon. Dwelling in close proximity to dragons would result in death as the human body reacted to poisons they carried. Even wizards and witches were not immune, and no spell, written or spoken, could change that.

      “Flaming Goddess,” she cursed. “You think you thought of everything. Well, Athgaard has other ideas. And, I, for one, happen to believe he will triumph.”

      “Dragon,” she called out the cave mouth. “You did well today. That wizard’s boy won’t be bothering me anytime soon.”

      The beast’s furious thoughts beat against her mind, trying to penetrate her magical shields. However, it was like trying to shatter a lead-paned window with a fireplace bellow; they pumped and battered, but couldn’t beat down her controls. It vented its rage with a flaming roar that only resulted in Maura pulling its invisible chains tighter and shorter.

      “I was told, a long time ago, that a short leash is best. I think you would do well to remember that, dragon, or I might just have to end this relationship sooner than either of us would like.” She flicked the forefinger of her left hand at the creature, and smiled as a bolt of magic shot towards it. It was so large that she couldn’t have missed no matter where she had pointed. Its thunderous roar of pain tumbled rocks from the cavern walls and she knew she had hit a tender spot.

      “You would do well to remember who is the master, here, beast,” she said, turning her back on the animal. “And, if you cease your struggles, I may feed you today. Then again, I may not.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Christol’s cries were a branding iron on Ellora’s heart. Searing through her own desires, fears and pain. They marked her forever, and forced her to action. Jumping from the saddle, she landed next to Gallant. With her arms wide, she called upon the Goddess.

      “Hear me, Creator. Come to our aid. Your children need you.”

      Stephye and Riesa rode into the clearing, dismounted and formed a circle around Gallant and Christol. And both, seeing the desperation on Christol’s face, knew it was not the time to interrupt the priestess in spite of the smoke that began curling around their feet, stinging their eyes and choking their every breath.

      “Goddess, we beseech you. Help us, now,” Ellora lowered her arms, and looked around. Puzzle lines creased her forehead, and she rubbed it in confusion. “Something’s not right. She’s not here. I can’t feel her. I can’t feel her magic.”

      “Goddess, please answer me.” Ellora spun around. Her arms extended as she pleaded for the Goddess to hear her.

      Nothing.

      No tingle of magic to announce the goddess's presence. No stirring of the leaves on the breeze, no lifting of the heart and the spirits. Only the continual rising of flame and smoke, answered Ellora’s pleas. “Goddess, please,” and this time Ellora’s please were only a faint whisper. The whisper of a dying hope, the last breath of a lost faith.

      Riesa also felt nothing. Trained to sense the Goddess’ presence, trained to serve in the high priestess’ absence, Riesa keenly felt the emptiness “Something’s very wrong,” Riesa whispered to Stephye. “The Goddess is no longer with her. I knew this was a possibility when the Huntress consumed her, but I hoped it wouldn’t happen.”

      Stephye said nothing. With the same surety of foreknowing that he’d experienced when Christol had gone missing, he now felt assured that Riesa would know what to do. However, the foreknowing provided him with no comfort. His gift of foresight usually wasn’t comforting, and this time wasn’t any different. “Riesa, no. You can’t do it. Please, please, Riesa, listen to me.”

      She turned toward him, her eyes locking onto his. The chains of their love holding their gaze in spite of the flames that now flickered at the edges of their vision. “I love you, Stephye. I have loved you since we were children together and you foresaw this love. But…” She pulled her eyes away from his.

      “You can’t. You will die.”

      “No, I will be taken care of. Ellora forsook the goddess, and now the goddess has forsaken her. I was trained for this, and now I must do as the Goddess commands.”

      “But, this means we can’t marry, have children…”

      “There’s no more time, Stephye. I must act now.” And, lifting her arms high above her head, she whispered the words the Goddess wanted to hear.

      A new wind entered the clearing, blowing back the flames and creating a safe path to the river. The fire crawled up this invisible wall, burning at its edges, but never crossing over.

      “Christol, can you help Gallant?” Riesa asked.

      The mighty warhorse lay on his side, his chest heaving, and foam frothing around his bit. Christol laid his hand gently on the majestic animal’s forehead, and sent a wave of pure affection, love and admiration toward the animal. He pictured water, grain, and sweet feed and used his own life energy to feed his mount. With the tenderness that only a true animal healer possessed, one who not only talked to animals but felt what they felt, and who put their needs above their own, Christol urged Gallant to his feet. Once standing, the mighty beast nudged his master with his nose, and tossed his mane in the Goddess borne wind.

      “Excellent,” Riesa said, “Can you help the others?”

      Christol went from mount to mount, touching, healing and feeding each in turn. As he finished, he turned to Ellora, stumbling over bits of wind-blown branches, and looking up he saw tears streaming now her face.

      “Your lips are as pale as yesterday’s cold ashes,” she cried, jumping off her mount and running to him, “and I’m just as useless. Even more so at least ashes are used to create lye to clean dishes. I can do nothing now.”

      She used her body’s natural strength gained from running, tracking and hunting to hold him up and lead him to Gallant. Making a stirrup with her hands, she gave him a foot up even as Gallant folded his front legs down, lowering himself closer to his depleted mounts. The horse rose to his feet when Christol firmly gained his seat. He turned to Ellora, “I wouldn’t exactly call that nothing.”

      “I would, “she said turning her back on him.

      “I wouldn’t either,” Riesa said riding over to join them. “You are still the Huntress, and you still have work to do for the Goddess.”

      “I won’t. I refuse to serve her any longer.”

      “You have no choice.” The Goddess now spoke through Riesa, and her voice commanded. “We ride to the Avalond River, and then to the Halls of Marbeht. The Wizard Vail must be removed from Mithlonde. All of you must complete this journey. You will do as the High Priestess commands.”

      Stephye and Christol only exchanged confused looks, while Ellora’s deep sigh of frustration competed with the magic borne wind that held the flames at bay. “I am only going as far as the river and once we are safe from this inferno, I am going to Maura. I won’t be used. I will be free to use my magic to heal not kill.”

      Christol winced at the wicked kick she aimed at her mount’s sides as she galloped off, and then did his best to catch up. He wasn’t at all sure what had happened to the woman he loved, but he knew that regardless of whatever had taken place; he wouldn’t let her face it alone. He would accompany her to Charonyde and back if that is what it took. A deep furrow of concern crossed his brow at the thought because even though he didn’t have Stephye’s gift of foresight, he had the uncomfortable feeling that the path Ellora had chosen lead directly to the gates of hell.
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* * *

      The summer rains had been abundant this year, and the normally placid Avalond River ran high and full. However, the small troop entered its churning waters without qualms or hesitation. It had been a long silent journey. Only the Goddess’s magical winds which held back the flames and the crackle and snap of burning trees and the thud of fallen timber provided companionship for Christol, Ellora, Riesa and Stephye as each one were lost in their own thoughts.

      Riesa led and if it was as if she had been doing so for the past 10 years instead of her best friend, Ellora. She gave commands, and expected the others to follow them without question. Stephye rode behind her, watching her back, the new secure way she sat the saddle and wondered where their love stood. They were engaged to be married two moon turns from now, but high priestesses did not wed. They had no family other than their Mistress. Riesa belonged to her now, and Stephye had not had enough time to determine where he stood with her. Did she still love him even though they could no longer marry? Did she still want him at all?

      Ellora rode next, head bowed, shoulders slumped in the saddle, and appearing unaware of the fire that licked at every living thing on all sides. Her misery was obvious, yet this had been her choice, and Christol didn’t understand what she had expected when she had turned her back on the Goddess. He also didn’t understand his feelings for her at this point because they seemed to have also changed.

      They had been friends from the time they had crawled off their mother’s laps. He had tugged on her braids, chased her in the meadows, cornered her for her first kiss, and loved her in spite of her commitment to the Goddess. He’d been willing to take second place, knowing there would never be marriage, children or family. Yet, seeing her like this, seeing her without the fire that had illuminated her spirit left him wondering who she had become. Determined to find out, he rode up next to her, and spoke, “Ellora?”

      She turned to him with a tear-streaked face.

      “What is…where is your heart?”

      “Christol, I…I’ve lost it all.” The tears spilled down her cheeks again and a sob shook her shoulders. “You know I never wanted the killing magic. I hated it. But, the healing. The power to ease their suffering…It’s gone, Christol. It’s gone.”

      Sobbing racked her body almost threatening to unseat her. Christol knew they couldn’t stop, they had to reach the safety of the river, but he reached his hand across to where hers lay on the saddle horn. “Ellora, listen to me. You can still heal. You don’t need the magic. You know the herbs and now to make the medicines. You know how to set a bone, remove an arrow tip, stitch a wound and prevent infection.”

      She looked up at him, a spark of hope glittering through the tears. “Yes, I can do those things.”

      “See.”

      Her hope fell along with more tears, “But, I can’t guide their spirits home,” she said.

      “No, no you can’t. That is Riesa’s job now. You gave that up when you turned away from the Goddess.”

      Ellora looked up at Christol, her eyes begging him to understand. “She scares me, Christol. The power, the magic, it consumes me. I don’t exist when she is in control. I am lost within her, and it is hard to find my way back to myself. Like the fire that consumed my body, she consumes my mind, my heart, my soul.”

      “Did you not trust her enough to let you go and bring you back?”

      Ellora fiddled with the reins that hung loosely around the saddle horn. “I guess I didn’t. I don’t think I ever have.”

      “The lack of trust is the source of your fear,” Christol replied.

      “I know, but it is more than that.”

      And, Christol could tell by the catch in her throat and the way she fought to find the courage to say what was on her mind that the worst was yet to come. He stroked her clasped hands with his thumb, “Tell me. What is it that is making you run from her and your destiny?”

      “I…I can’t kill the dragons.” Once the words were out, she could not stop. “I hate killing. You know I always have. I hate being the one to end a life, and I won’t be the one to end a whole race of creatures. I won’t kill Vail and I won’t kill the dragons. I can’t, I simply cannot do it. Riesa can do it if she wants, if she is skilled enough. I won’t. I am going to see Maura, and I will be set free at last.”

      Christol remained silent, thinking about all that he knew of his best friend and his love. She was the the Huntress, always had been. Yet at the same time, she had always hated the killing. Her training started the first day of grade school when the tests for magical skills had been perform. She outscored everyone in Mithlonde, and her selection for high priestess had not seemed to bother her. Yet, he had known about her hatred of killing. He also knew the high priestess would oversee the daily sacrifices. Now the two roles were combined, and she no longer wanted either of them. The witch Maura did appear to be the answer, a dangerous one, but an answer nonetheless.

      “What exactly do you have in mind, Ellora? He asked at last.

      “Getting to the river, waiting out the fire, and then leaving Riesa and Stephye to do whatever it is the Goddess has planned for her. Me, I am going to Maura.”

      “I will go with you.”

      She smiled at him. “I was hoping you would say that.”
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      “Tell me again, about the dragon,” Vail commanded.

      They sat in the wizard’s private wing of the palace. The rooms could not be called sumptuous, but they were certainly not as austere as the rest of Castle Marbeht. Tapestries covered the walls of wizard’s suite keeping out the continual drafts that chilled the rest of the fortress. Woolen rugs covered the floor instead of the rushes found in the other rooms, providing additional warmth. And, most the most notable accommodation to comfort were the divans and lounges that replaced the wooden benches in the other parts of the keep. Jogli reclined on one of them now, thankful for the soft cushions that supported his aching body. Although healed from his tortures, his body would carry the pain for some time still, and the memories would remain forever.

      His eyes veiled his hatred for his adopted father as he spoke with careful deliberation, the last thing he wanted to do was provoke the wizard. “It was not one of Dakrone’s brood or Fraderk’s either, the markings and colors were all wrong. And, I am sure it wasn’t one of Jespar’s or Abeata’s for that matter because again, the colors and markings were all wrong. This dragon’s scales glittered like rainbows, Jogli paused searching for the words to describe something almost indescribable.

      “Its scales shimmered with a light of its own as if it was covered in jewels of every kind and the sun shone within it, creating its own light.” He shook his head at the unbelievable memory. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      He looked up at his master and said, “It was beautiful. More beautiful than anything I’ve ever seen.”

      Jogli knew he risked another session with the torturer for that remark, but the truth of what he saw forced him to speak. He waited for the blow and the command for the guards, but it never came.

      “So its beauty is what caused you to let it escape?” The wizard’s voice was quiet as if he was thinking and considering some new idea or puzzling out some new problem.

      “No, no, not at all,” Jogli replied with quick forcefulness wanting to stop any misconception before it began. “I never let the look of the beast distract me from my mission. As soon as it began trailing us, I sent out the control command. I could see the silver chains wrap its wings and pull it in. It followed as I commanded for quite a while, and, then…”

      Jogli wanted to shrug his shoulders, but knew the wizard would never accept such an explanation so he again searched for words to explain what happened. “And then, it seemed as if the chains had been cut. They did not snap as if with the force of a struggle. The dragon never struggled against my control. He acted like all the other dragons we control, until he didn’t. The chains…the chains just disappeared. And, when they were gone, he attacked. I tried, I really tried to get him under control again, but he appeared immune to my magic. It had no affect at all. In fact, it seemed as if something else controlled it. He roared in fury, and not the roar of a beast about to kill its prey. A roar of anger tore from his throat. Like the kind of furious scream the dragons we control make when our magic forces them against their will.”

      Jogli rubbed a finger on the eyelid of his one good eye as if he could clear away any fog that might be obscuring his memory of the event. “I… he hesitated again, and this time not only fear, but terror that caused him to stammer. “ I thought, with my other eye, I thought I saw a golden chain around the dragon’s neck. One that pulled at it, controlling it.”

      Jogli’s fears were not unfounded. Vail flung his flagon against the wall where it splattered red wine on the muted colors of the tapestry before clattering to the flagstone floor. “Maura,” he hissed. “It must be her. Only she has the power to do this.”

      Spinning on one heel, he rounded on his apprentice. “You must get that boy before she does. Without him, I cannot control the dragons, and I cannot do that if she is interfering.”

      The wizard flung an arm across the table, scattering the silver service with its wine flagon and additional cups to the woolen rug below the table. Jogli looked down to see an eerie dragon-shaped stain forming on the beige fleece rug. He stifled back a shudder and tried to listen as his master spoke. “The fire started here,” Vail said, pointing to a spot on the map. “If he survived, and he had better” the wizard said turning to face Jogli, “his best hope of doing so would have been in the Avalond River. Find him, and bring him to me now. I will accept no more delays.”

      This time Jogli could not hold back the shudder that racked his body from head to foot and he still trembled as he made his way to the garrison. Yet his voice did not shake as he shouted out the command, “Mount up. We leave immediately!”
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* * *

      Their horses's hooves sounded like they were wrapped in soft furs as the galloped toward the river. In fact, no sound penetrated Riesa’s barrier between them and the surging wildfire. No smoke, no smells, no sounds, no sights except the path before them. If they had not had each other to follow the lack of sensory stimulation might have driven them mad with fear, but the hope of the river and the sure knowledge of the Goddess’ protection kept them sane and somewhat comforted. Only somewhat because each one still grabbled with the ramifications of power changes.

      Ellora seemed to suffer most of all as her place in the world was no longer secure. In fact, she appeared to have no place at all. “She called me, “The Huntress,” and by all that’s holy I have no idea what that means, “ she said to Christol who rode by her side. “I have always hunted for the thrill, but I always hated the kill and only did it because it was required by the Goddess.”

      “I know,” Christol agreed at a loss on how to comfort her, and thinking it best just to let her talk it through.

      “I am a healer. That’s who I have always been; even as a child I healed the birds with broken wings, and the lame farm animals.”

      “Yes, that’s true.”

      “Then as my priestess training began, I healed the folk, and when healing was not enough, I guided them to Her. Healing was good. I enjoyed helping the folk. Even guiding them home was a type of healing, really. The ultimate healing, a return to whence we came. To Her and Her care.”

      “All that you have said is true,” Christol said, reaching across and gently rubbed her shoulder.

      “The hunting was required for the sacrifices. For every life healed, one needed to return. I understood this, and I even helped their spirits to move on to their new homes. But, this? This Huntress business. I won’t hunt for her anymore. Especially, if I don’t even have the power to guide their poor spirits to the next world.”

      “We could marry now,” he offered.

      Ellora jerked back on the reins causing her mount to raise up, pawing at the air because it was still in motion. “Don’t you see, Christol? I am still in service to her. Riesa called me, The Huntress. Haven’t you read the legends? The prophecy. I am not free. I am in a worse position than I was as the High Priestess.”

      She turned her beast around to face him, ignoring Riesa and Stephye who charged past toward the river. The magical silence made her words sound like angry shouting even though they were only whispers of a horror still to come. “The Huntress will arise. She will fight for Mithlonde, and suffer loss, she will save, but she will lose.”

      Tears fell in the silence as she stared into his eyes. “I lost you the day I became High Priestess. I gave up my parents and my family. What is left to me, my life? Is my life next?”

      She spurred her horse from a standstill into a charge. “No! No, I won’t do it. Maura can set me free. Are you coming with me?”

      She threw the question over her shoulder as he galloped behind her, his answer unheard, but unnecessary. She knew his love for her would lead him to the gates of hell. And, by the look on his face, it appeared that is exactly where he thought she was leading him.
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* * *

      Riesa and Stephye were also trying to puzzle out their new situation in life. Their planned wedding, two moon turns from now needed to be postponed, maybe forever, and Stephye had no expectations concerning a continued relationship with the Goddess’ High Priestess. There couldn’t be one, not now, not ever.

      “Riesa, what’s going to happen now?”

      “We go to the river, and wait.”

      Stephye had expected Riesa’s cryptic reply. She had replied in short non-committal statements ever since the Goddess had consumed her. The woman he had grown up with, fallen in love with and had wanted to spend the rest of his life with was no more. The magic transformed her into some kind of powerful being he didn’t recognize. She appeared enthralled with the magic she controlled, and not for the first time wondered who controlled what.

      He tried again. “I mean between us.”

      She turned her eyes to meet his, and for a flicker of a heartbeat he thought he saw her behind the magic that shone through in them. But it disappeared before he could be sure he had even seen it. “There is no us. There is only the Goddess.”

      Stephye shook as if he were a lightning struck tree. Burned to the core of his soul, he tried to reconcile what she had just said to the woman who had started this journey with him. He struggled to compare Riesa’s service to the Goddess to Ellora’s and kept coming up with handfuls of puzzle pieces that didn’t fit. The facts that he could recognize kept tying themselves into tangled knots as he tried to arrange them into some kind of sense. Ellora and Christol had remained friends after she became the high priestess. They couldn’t marry, of course, but they remained friends. What was going on with Riesa? Her attitude didn’t fit that picture. She had become as frigid as the ice in the Draekhen Mountains whereas Ellora had remained as loving and warm as she had always been.

      He reached a hand across the saddle’s breath of distance between them, and then jerked it back. His fingertips burning red from the brief touch to her shoulder.

      “Do not touch the Goddess’ high priestess. It is forbidden!”

      “But Ellora and Christol hugged, held hands, embraced?”

      “Ellora broke the rules. She always broke the rules. I am not Ellora.” She spurred her horse ahead and shouted back to him, “The river lies ahead. We must hurry now. The Goddess’ magic is waning in me as I grow tired.”

      The charmed wind that held the flames at bay also carried her words back to the rest of the small group. Christol reached out to the exhausted horses, sending them an image of safety and release in the calm waters of the Avalond River. He also showed them the flames flicking at their heels and burning their tail fringes. It was enough, and all four horses dug deep within themselves to make one final charge for the river. They never hesitated as it banks appeared, but simply jumped from the solid ground to the foaming center of watercourse. Wet and tired, but relieved all four travelers relaxed as the fire crept with steady certainness toward them. They dismounted, but held the reins wrapped tight around their hands as they waited for the fire to consume itself.

      Looking around they saw that the fire burned on both sides of the river. “It must have jumped from treetop to treetop at some narrow point in the river, “Christol said. “Crowning like that is common in forest fires this large.”

      “Aye, it is. Especially one set by dragon fire.”

      If the four of them had not been so exhausted they might have harmed the poor lad surprised as they were by his appearance. But, in their physically, mentally and magically depleted state, they could only give his shabby clothing, skinny frame, and large, frightened eyes the briefest of inspections and make the hopeful assessment that he meant them no harm. What they couldn’t figure out is what a poor farmhand was doing in the middle of the Avalond River in the middle of a raging forest fire.

      “Your name boy,” It was the Goddess’ command, and not a question.

      “Bydern.” And they all heard the trembling in his voice

      “Where are you from?” The Goddess continued.

      “Bydern. Master Connelle’s farm to be exact. I was his hired hand until I was conscripted.”

      “And, how are you here?”

      “I…” The boy’s cheeks turned as red as a ripe strawberry, but he was too afraid not to answer so he continued,, “I was in the bushes, um, doing my business. When the dragon that had been following our troop attacked. I thought at first that Jogli was going to send him away, but then he turned on Jogli, on everyone…”

      Bydern paused, his body now trembling along with his voice. Christol waded across to him and put an arm around his shoulder. “It’s okay, lad. It is only the Goddess and she won’t hurt us, and your memories can’t hurt you once you release them. Tell us what happened next.”

      “The dragon roared, loud enough to shake the mountains it seemed. And a gust of fire shot forth like a volcano spewing out the guts of the earth. It…it turned them all to ash. Then, then I ran and ran and kept running. I could hear the fire growing and burning everything, and I knew the river would offer me some way to survive it.”

      He hid his head in Christol’s shoulder, and wept. His tears mixing with the healing river waters. When he looked up again, Riesa was watching.

      “Have you been, then, to the Halls of Marbeht?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “So, you know the entrances and the way out including those not known to the villages. It’s secret passages?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “Ah, most excellent. Then you will guide us to them.”

      The boy shook in Christol’s arms, but he should have been more afraid of the stunned look on the faces of Riesa’s companions.

      “I can’t go back there. Jogli will kill me, if Wizard Vail doesn’t do it first.”

      “You will do as I command. You have no choice,” Riesa said.

      Christol, Ellora and Stephye exchanged a look, a look that said they knew that whatever now controlled Riesa was not the loving, Creator Goddess. Something else, something evil, worked within her, and they had no idea who or what it could be.
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* * *

      “I am certain the High Priestess is still on her way to Marbeht,” Vail said. “I am certain the little forest fire you started delayed her a bit, however.”

      Jogli knew better than to misconstrue the wizard’s sarcasm as humor. Jogli knew the more sarcastic his master became the more his fury grew. He wisely chose to remain silent rather than trying to defend himself and thus incur further disciplining.

      “If they survived, which knowing the Goddess as I do, I am sure they did, they probably took refuge in the Avalond River.” He raised a knotted and aged marked hand toward his apprentice, and poked a bony finger in Jogli’s chest, emphasizing each word with another sharp jab to his breastbone. “You will meet them there, and you will get that boy that controls the horses. I will send a flight of dragons with you, ones I know that are completely bound to me, and me alone. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Master.” At this point, Jogli dared not say anything else, although his mind was awhirl with his own plans.

      “If another of those strange dragons appears, do not attempt to fight them on your own. Let me do the fighting. Do you understand? I want no more mistakes.”

      Jogli nodded his head in humble submission even as his thoughts spun away on dreams of revenge and freedom. “Yes, Master,” he said at last as a plan formed in his mind. A plan for Christol and his talents that had nothing to do with the wizard’s plan. “Yes, Master, I understand completely.”
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* * *

      Ellora rode ahead to talk with Riesa and Bydern, and Christol and Stephye had hung back, watching the two women and still trying to understand the changes they had undergone.

      “Can they hear us?” Christol whispered.

      “I don’t think so, but I sure would like to be an ear mite listening in on that conversation,” Stephye replied. “What do you think they could possibly be talking about? Ellora’s no longer high priestess and is The Huntress whatever the fires of Charonyde that means, and the Goddess only knows what’s wrong with Riesa.”

      “I can’t figure out what they might be talking about, either, “Christol said, “except Ellora might be trying to convince her to go to Maura’s mountain before going to Marbeht. Or, Riesa is questioning Bydern on the best way to sneak into the castle and Ellora is trying to figure out how to stop her.”

      Stephye rolled his eyes. “Either of those ideas has about as much chance of flying as your mum’s cows.” Then he frowned. “Actually, yesterday Ellora could have convinced her. Riesa loves, well loved her, today…” He shook his head. “Today, she doesn’t seem to care about anything except being the High Priestess and letting the Goddess control her.”

      Christol reined his horse to stop and motioned Stephye to move closer to him. He leaned over the saddle and whispered, “I think I know what’s wrong with Riesa, but I don’t know how to fix it.”

      “And…”

      “Well, Ellora had years of training, of learning to put the needs of others first. A big part of learning to be the High Priestess is learning to heal and to sacrifice your wants and needs for the good of others. It is much more than just learning how to use the magic and letting the Goddess speak through you. You know, Ellora was chosen and started training for this almost from the time she could walk.”

      “Christol, I know all this. What are you getting at?”

      “Riesa wasn’t chosen. She hasn’t received all the training. She doesn’t know how to control the power or the magic. It controls her.”

      Stephye blinked in confusion, “But isn’t that what was wrong with Ellora? She didn’t want the magic or the Goddess controlling her. She wanted to be free.

      “Yes and no,” Christol said.

      This time Stephye just shook his head in negation. “You are making no sense at all.”

      Christol scratched his neck and then stroked his beard, letting loose of the reins and allowing Gallant to just ramble after the Ellora, Riesa and Bydern. Finally, he sighed and said, “Yes, it does make sense. Ellora's training including pulling magic from the Goddess whenever she needed it, and then releasing it back to the Goddess. Usually she only used it for healing, but sometimes for other things like protection of others or herself. However, when Wizard Vail became active in Haiwood, the Goddess broke through Ellora’s controls and took over.”

      Stephye also dropped his reigns and his mount and Christol’s now meander several hundred feet behind the others. He turned to his friend, “And?”

      “And it frightened Ellora. She felt as if all the powers of creation were consuming her, and then when the Goddess manifested in flames on her body, that was it. She’d always hated using the magic. Was always afraid of it, and now she just wants to be free which is why she is determined to go to Maura.”

      “Okay, so what does this have to do with Riesa and the weird way she is acting?”

      “Don’t you see she has no controls? She never received the proper training in allowing the Goddess to work through her. When she took over Ellora’s role as high priestess the Goddess just consumed her. Riesa doesn’t exist anymore.”

      Stephye’s mount came to a complete standstill, and Gallant joined it.

      “So what does that mean? Stephye asked at last.

      Christol sighed again in frustration for the loss his friend was experiencing. Stephye and Riesa had been lovers as long as he and Ellora had been in love.

      “It means we need to find a way to free her from the grip the power has on her mind and heart,” Christol replied. “We need something that will shock her back into herself. Something so horrible that the pain will loosen the Goddess’ grip on her spirit. It would have to involve something she cares deeply about.”

      “There are only three things that have ever mattered to Riesa. Ellora, serving the Goddess and loving me.”

      “Okay, well Ellora pretty much invincible as well as unapproachable at the moment, and she is already serving the Goddess, so that just leaves her love for you.”

      Stephye’s eyes narrowed as he watched the calculating look on his best friend’s face. That same look had caused him endless grief throughout their lifelong friendship. “If you are thinking what I think you are thinking, you can just forget it.”

      “It’s the only way, and I know it will work.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Well, then we’ll both be dead, and it won’t matter anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      Jogli’s thoughts twisted and wound around like a bag full of snakes dropped in an ale barrel endlessly encircling in on themselves without finding a way out. He’d told Vail everything he knew. The hours of bloody torture ensured that. However, there were parts of the event that he hadn’t told him simply because he had no words to explain them.

      Behind him, he heard a curse as a horse stumbled, and then the good-natured ribbing of his cohorts about the fellow’s riding skills. He halfway turned in his saddle to cast his eye on the motley group of so-called soldiers. And that became just another thought to circle round in his mind. You can’t turn plow hands in to sword wielders it’s like turning a strumpet into a pastry chef. It could happen, but it takes hours of training and dedication, and this group had neither.

      He sighed loud enough to startle his horse into a trot and didn’t bother to hold it back. If he could, he’d run away with it, and that led him back to his previous tangle of thoughts. He’d answered the wizard as honestly as he could about what had happened when the dragon attacked. However, he didn’t lose control of the dragon as the wizard assumed, and had punished him for. Something or someone more likely, had taken over. He had felt the reins of control ripped from his hands. It shattered his magic as if it had been no more than a breath of air and then encircled the enormous beast, and forced it to attack the troop it had been guarding. Its furious roar of anger proved that it had no more wanted to attack them than butterfly would attack a creeping snail.

      Jogli knew magic, he had been on the receiving end of Vail’s magic since the day the wizard had rescued him from the squalid streets of Marbeht, and this magic did not resemble his in anyway. It had not been the Goddess’ either. Her magic never attacked innocents, and as much as Jogli hated to admit it,  his conscripted foot soldiers were as much a victim of Vail’s plans as he was. No, this magic was something else, something more powerful. And as Jogli’s mind worked its way around these ideas, a new thought blossomed.

      Deep within the human spirit, even in the most dire and darkest circumstances, when hope is offered the human mind will latch onto it. It’s the life preserver thrown to a drowning man, or the light shining into a cave-in, or the call of a rescuer to one lost in the depths of the Draekhen Mountains. And Jogli’s spirit latched onto the thought of a magic more powerful than Vail’s because it offered him the hope of freedom.
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* * *

      Ellora seat on her mount was tense and awkward as anger and frustration at the route Bydern chose took them further away from Maura’s cave and ever closer to the Halls of Marbeht. True to his word, he did know a back way into the castle one watched by neither dragon nor wizard. However, his constant chatter and tales of mean, ornery dog-chasing geese, runaway cows and horses who walked right in his cottage’s front door soon had her feeling more relaxed than she had since this flame-cursed journey had begun.

      A faint smile played on her lips as she remembered her own encounters with demon cursed geese. She sat more relaxed in the saddle now; allowing a drowsy contentment to slip over her when the sound of angry words shattered the morning’s peace like sound of a dropped glass shatters the solemnity of a welcoming toast.

      “That’s not what I said. That’s the whole problem you never listen to what I say, and if you do you think my opinion is not worth kindling for the Goddess’ fire.” Stephye yelled.

      “That’s because it isn’t. It’s the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard.” Christol responded.

      “And, exactly what did I say?”

      “You said we should just charge straight into the castle and attack the wizard with Riesa’s magic.”

      Stephye shook his head, “No that is not what I said.”

      By this time their argument had drawn everyone’s attention, and their mounts were soon circled by Riesa’s and Ellora’s. Bydern rode double with Riesa. Her small frame accommodated a second rider much easier than Ellora’s nearly six-foot stature. Riesa and Bydern’s mount blocked Stephye’s and Ellora blocked Christol.

      “By the name of all that’s holy to the Goddess, what are you arguing about?” Riesa demanded. “We don’t have time for this?”

      “That idiot,” and Christol was pointing to his best friend, Stephye,” “wants us to just charge up the front steps of the castle at Marbeht and blow the wizard away with your new found magic.”

      “Isn’t that what we are planning on doing by going through the back door instead of the front?” Stephye ignored Christol's insult. He knew his friend to well to take it seriously.

      Christol gave Riesa the same look he had given Stephye. “No, that’s not what I had planned.”

      Riesa raised an arch eyebrow, which clearly said who exactly put you in charge, but her actual words were quite different, “We follow the commands of the Goddess as we have done and will continue to do so.”

      “And what if we don’t want to?” Christol snuck a peak at Stephye to make sure he was on board. A slight nod answered him.

      “At this point in the journey, you no longer have a choice,” Riesa responded. “You offered yourself to Her service when you volunteered for this journey, and now you will continue on as commanded.”

      Christol cleared his throat and a slight sheen of sweat shown on his brow as he continued, “Well, now that is not exactly correct. We offered to accompany Ellora not you.”

      Riesa turned toward Stephye who only nodded in agreement with his friend.

      “We are going no further on this fool’s errand. You are on your own the rest of the way. If the Goddess wants to stop Vail, well let her do it. We want no part of it.” The two men pulled hard on their mounts reins, causing them to rear up and change directions all in one graceful and powerful movement. And with that, they charged back in the direction they had come from the river.

      “Stop” came the shouted command. “In the name of the Goddess, you must stop and return to me!” A powerful bolt of magic, like lightening only clearer, brighter and more focused shot from Riesa’s upraised hands. It hit both men squarely between the shoulders. Gallant and Stephye’s mount, Charger, stampeded for tree coverage as both their riders fell lifeless to the ground.
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* * *

      “What did you do!” Ellora reached across her horse’s neck and grabbed for Riesa’s hair. Pulled back in a braid, it swung down her back, easily within the Huntress’ reach. Yanking on it, the way she would pull back the reins of a charging horse effectively swung Riesa around in her saddle, bringing them both to jarring stop with both horses pawing at the air as their riders jerked the reins harder than normal.

      “I did what was necessary,” Riesa, responded her head high, her eyes clear of any indecision or guilt, and her manner as cold as the snow on the peaks of the Draekhen Mountains.

      This time Ellora grabbed Riesa by the shoulders turning her completely sideways in the saddle. “That wasn’t necessary and it wasn’t right. That is not how the High Priestess of the Goddess works. She is the Goddess of Love. Everything her priestesses do is done in love, in care for her creation, even the daily sacrifices are done in love to ensure the balance of nature is maintained.”

      Ellora laid both hands on Riesa’s shoulders, forcing the woman to look directly into her eyes. “There was nothing loving about that. It was about power, about forcing your will on them, about making them fear and obey you. You have always hungered for power, and that is why you were not chosen for training as high priestess.”

      For the first time since the Goddess’ power had overcome Riesa, the woman’s eyes held something other than disdain and contempt. Confusion clouded her blue eyes that were normally full of confidence and certainty. Seeing this first hint of hesitation, Ellora continued, “I was chosen to server Her as a child, you know this?”

      Riesa nodded her silence a more telling sign of her emotional agitation than anything else did. Riesa was a talker. She talked when she was happy; she talked when she was sad. She yammered away when she was nervous or tired, but she was never quiet. Ellora, who knew her better than either her mother or her lover, knew she had finally gotten through to her, and continued, “You were the first choice. You are the better hunter, the better tracker, your passion fuels your hunts and all your actions, and that was the problem. You have too much passion.”

      Again, Riesa only nodded, and for once, both their mounts were content to simply stand and graze without trying to stray toward greener pastures.

      “You had too much passion and not enough love.” Ellora hung her head as she spoke, breaking eye contact with her once best friend. “The Goddess is love first and always. All that she does is done in and for love, and her high priestess must be an example of this at all times. The Goddess’ power is used only in love, to heal, to mend, and to right a wrong. Never to control, to bend someone to your will or your desires.”

      She looked up and found tears sparkling in her friend’s blue eyes. Like the crystal blue waters of Nyamene Bay, which were clear and still, but hid turbulent undertows, Ellora knew Riesa’s thoughts were swirling with unexpressed emotions.

      “So you were chosen because you love more?”

      “I was chosen because I hate to kill. I am the Huntress, the Chosen one of the Goddess, and I hate feeling the deaths of each of her creatures. I always have. They told me I was chosen because I love too much.”

      Ellora reached for her friend’s hands. “It’s not that you did not love enough. It’s just that I love too much. So between us, they picked me. But you were the better choice with your passion and intelligence. However, you were not trained to handle Her powers, Her demands, Her Spirit, and…Ellora turned her head toward where Christol and Stephye still lay.

      “That’s what happens,” said Riesa, finishing both Ellora’s thoughts and her sentence.

      “Exactly.”

      “Are they still alive?” Riesa asked, concern, love and guilt now filling her voice and eyes with tears.

      “I would think so,” Ellora said. “The Goddess seldom gives a high priestess killing power. It has to be for the good of all of her creatures….”

      “And that wasn’t” Riesa said, again completing the rest of the sentence.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “Well, you are the High Priestess now. You can heal them. So, you better get to it if we are ever going to get to Marbeht.”
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* * *

      Christol’s smirk reminded Stephye of the look he had seen on a cat who had just tipped over a full milk can, smug, self-satisfied and insufferable. The words that came from his mouth weren’t any better. “I told you it would work.”

      “Well, it may have worked, but there is still something seriously wrong with Riesa. It’s as if she’s gone dead inside. Her fire’s gone. All of what made her sparkle and glow seems to have been snuffed out like the candle flame.” The sheen of tears glittered in Stephye’s eyes as he thought about his love. And, how the things he loved most in her appeared to have disappeared.

      The smug look disappeared, and one of sorrow replaced it. “I think you’re right. She’s almost like a tailor’s dummy. She looks like Riesa, but all the things that were Riesa are gone.”

      “Why? How? This never happened to Ellora.”

      They rode together, behind the two women and no sign of their injuries marred either their appearance or their manner. Yet, both men felt the need to distance themselves from the new high priestess hoping that Ellora’s influence would temper the wild magic that Riesa now wielded.

      “Stephye, I honestly don’t know,” Christol said shaking his head. “It may have something to do with why Ellora became the chosen one and Riesa did not. It may also have something to do with the years of training Ellora received.”

      Stephye rubbed his chin deep in thought. “Yeah, there were days when Ellora stayed at the temple long after Riesa’s return. I always did wonder why.”

      He turned in the saddle to face Christol, “How did you…”

      “Keep on loving her in spite of the fact that we had no future together?”

      Stephye nodded. The only sound the soft clomping of their horses hooves on the evergreen needles that covered their path.

      Christol didn’t hesitate, and his words and voice were strong and sure, “I loved her. I love her. I will always love her. I knew it from that first day in school when she stopped a bully from tripping that lame boy, umm… Liam.”

      “I remember him,” Stephye interjected, but Christol kept on speaking as if reaffirming for himself what he had always known. His eyes glazed with images, memories and their specific meanings.

      “She had been so strong, so fearless, so loving. She acted as if she didn’t care what the bully did to her as long as she could make sure Liam was safe and stayed that way. And, then when the bully left, her words to Liam sealed her in my heart forever.”

      “What did she say?” And, this time Christol’s passion for Ellora captured Stephye’s full attention.

      “She said, ‘Liam, look at me.’ And he looked into her eyes as she held his chin in her hands. ‘The Goddess gave you a special gift. She created you with the ability to know what it is like to be different. This is not the curse you think it is. It is a gift because with this understanding you can help those who are also different. You will be able to lift them up, just as I have done with you today, and help them on their path in life. You are strong. You are healthy. You are loved and blessed by the Goddess, and the next time some bully makes fun of you, you hold your head high and proud because you know the Goddess trusted you to be strong enough to be different enough to help others. You see, I am different too. Only my difference doesn’t show like yours. So you are actually stronger than I am because people can see your difference and make fun of it giving you the chance to show them just how strong you are every day. Me, I just get to do it once in a while.’”

      “And then what happened?”

      “And then she said, ‘My difference is that I love too much, but the Goddess didn’t think I was strong enough so the chance to show how much I love doesn’t happen very often.’ Then she kissed Liam on the cheek and said, ‘I love you, Liam, and I thank you for giving me the chance to show you just how much I do.’”

      Christol cleared his throat and swiped a hand across his eyes. “That’s when I knew. I knew I loved her, and would be with her for the rest of my life even if only as her stable hand.”

      “So…when she was selected as high priestess and could no longer marry…”

      “It made no difference. I still love her. I always will.” Christol sighed to the point that Gallant turned his large head around as if to ask, “Something the matter?” Christol replied only with a sharp snap of the reins.

      “You know what Liam does today, don’t you?” He asked, finally.

      Stephye shook his head.

      “He runs an orphanage in Thonevrond.”

      Stephye made a choking sound and only Christol’s arm grabbing a handful of his jacket sleeve prevented him from falling headfirst out of his saddle.

      “That…” Words failed him as he tried to visualize an orphanage on the edge of the Catacombs of Porthca.

      “Exactly,” Christol answered. “On the edge of the badlands, at the mouth of the dragons’ home, and where all the unwanted children and people of Mithlonde end up because they have nowhere else to go.”

      “And you think…”

      Christol interrupted him. “I think nothing. I know. I know Liam would not have done this, would not have been able to achieve this without Ellora’s love and encouragement that day. No one, no one voluntarily goes to Thonevrond. Yet, he is there and he and the children he care for are not only surviving, they are thriving.”

      Stephye looked over at his friend with his self-satisfied smirk. Yet, he didn’t find himself annoyed with Christol. Rather, he identified with his friend’s pleasure. But, he had one more question to ask.

      “And, you know all this?”

      “Because she sends me to check on him from time to time, and to send gifts to the children from the temple’s offerings.”
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* * *

      For the first time since Wizard Vail had pulled him out of the squalor and danger of the streets of Thonevrond, Jogli cursed the magic eye that had replaced his blind human eyes. There were many times, more than he could count, that he cursed the day the wizard had found him, but he never regretted being able to see the world as other did even if it meant that he had someone looking over his shoulder every second of the day. However, now as he twirled the dagger in his hands he cursed it and debated whether it would be worth it to be completely blind once again. One sharp painful jab and he would be free of the wizard, but it would mean a life of dependence on others and a life of ridicule and poverty.

      The blade’s sharp edges caught the sun, and he stared at the prisms of light that reflected back at him. He considered never being able to see the beauty of the world again and weighed it against freedom’s call. He sheathed the blade and guided his horse to a shady tree. As he let the animal gaze freely, he thoughts also chewed over what he had figured out about that dragon he couldn’t control. Another magic controlled it. A magic that did not belong to either the Goddess or Wizard Vail. There was only one other person in Mithlonde with that kind of magic, Maura. She could free him. However, to say that Maura and Wizard Vail were adversaries would be an understatement. They hated each other even more that they hated the dragons. Yet, he could not just traipse up to her cave and ask for help. Vail would see every moment, every move, and hear every word.

      Jogli spun the blade again his hopelessness as dark a contrast as its shiny steel edge. He could free himself and trap himself in the dark for the rest of his life, or he could see but stay trapped in the Vail’s darkness. For a brief second, a shadow blotted the sun’s glow. Jogli looked up to see the dragon’s giant form circling overhead. He sighed. At least This one is under my control. It better be or else…

      Jogli’s magic eye began to whirl as the kennel of an idea began to grow as he thought of the “or else.” An idea that could set him free from the wizard. It would require some very delicate negotiations, and some hidden and traitorous promises. But, if it worked…if it worked, he would be free. If it didn’t he would be dead, but that was another kind of freedom, wasn’t it? Either way, it would be worth it.
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      “By the flaming Goddess’ power, what did She do to me!” And, another chunk of firewood went sailing across their campground.

      “Who do you think you are that you can just play with people this way?” This time the hunk of split oak landed a little too close to where the tethered horses causing them to rear up in alarm anJ pulling at their lead ropes. Christol always attuned to their feelings and emotions, awoke immediately, and sat in stunned silence. The Goddess’ fire engulfed Ellora, flickering and dancing up and down her body.

      “Ellora…”

      “Don’t, don’t even say a word,” she hissed, and hurled another log into the forest. “Why don’t you ask Riesa?”

      Christol glanced across the campground to where Riesa sat weeping silent tears that glimmered like raindrops in the firelight. Stephye’s arms around her appeared to provide little comfort as the woman’s shoulders continued to heave with her sobs. The horses’ worried nickering echoed across to him, and he sent them a mental image of quiet meadow beside a pond of clear, still water. Overhead, the calls of morning birds filled the air. The horses calmed at the mental image with all the details that signaled safety and peace, content once again to graze the dry fodder that lay at their feet.

      He pushed back his sleeping rolls, wished he had a hot cup of kaveh, and stumbled over to Ellora.

      “Don’t touch me,” she warned.

      “It didn’t hurt me the last time, remember,” he said, reaching for her and gently enfolding her in his arms.

      As his strong arms surrounded her with their surety and confidence, the flames began to recede. Slowly they retreated until she simply stood their weeping in his arms. “She’s back,” she said at last.

      “I can see that,” Christol muttered, unsure of exactly what he should say or do at this point. He knew this is the last thing Ellora wanted. He also realized, at this point, she really had no choice in the matter. Evidently, Riesa had proven either unworthy or unable to fulfill the duties of the Goddess’ High Priestess. And, someone had to do it. Mithlonde could not exist without a High Priestess. Someone had to speak to the Goddess, carry out her commands, and wield her power. Ellora had been her chosen, probably from before she was born, he thought. Riesa hadn’t, didn't possess the proper training, and had proven unable to carry out the responsibilities. That only left Ellora. A very ineffective way of doing things. If you ask me. Of course, nobody’s asking, so I guess I will just keep my mouth shut.

      Christol managed most problems in life this way, and it served him well. Large, intelligent and a target for anyone who felt the need to prove their manhood, he avoided many fights by simply refusing to respond. He learned the art of knowing when to speak, and when to keep his mouth shut, and he figured this situation called for the latter. Holding Ellora, letting her weep, he glanced across to Stephye. The two best friends exchanged a knowing glance. The dismayed look in their eyes saying more than words every could.
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* * *

      Wizard Vail lowered the scrying crystal and carefully placed in the locked cabinet with the other tools of his magic, pondering the actions of his foundling. Watching Jogli’s contemplation of the knife, and the way his magically enhanced eye spun as his adopted son thought. Vail had gathered his knowledge of human nature and all its vagaries of action the hard way, but they he learned them well and thoroughly. And, it did not escape the wizard’s observations that he could no longer control Jogli’s emotions and now maybe his actions, either. The way Jogli studied the dragon under his control also spoke of a superior type of control, one based on the finesse that only total command of magic could provide.

      His eyes narrowed in though as his hands stroked his beard, Jogli’s actions spoke more than words ever could. Vail recalled the feeling that Jogli withheld something during his last disciplining session, and that thought disturbed him. No one could withstand that kind of torture without succumbing to the need to compulsion to the total and complete truth. The thought that the son had withheld some kernel of truth in spite of the agonies of the torture chamber and niggled at the back of his mind the way a tailor’s label scratched on the neck of his gown refusing to go away until you either cut it off or changed your clothes. And the more it fussed in the back of his mind, the more it grew into a festering boil. It became a canker that plaguing only remaining part of his heart with unrelenting pain. The idea that the boy, the son whom he had adopted off the streets of Thonevrond, and  in whom he had invested so much time and care would try to leave him, tormented him during the day and throughout the night as he tried unsuccessfully to sleep.

      Jogli’s mission to capture Christol had proven unfruitful. He would call Jogli back, and get the truth out of him. Or, cut him off. Either way Jogli needed to be controlled or removed. Vail could not manage the unacceptable thoughts that reminded him that he was, after all, only a human wizard, and no more unique than any other person on Mithlonde.

      He stroked his beard for a minute as this thought reminded him of both his limitations and his powers. If they only knew.

      His beard covered the sneer that this thought engendered. But, they never will. I will see that.
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* * *

      “And you’re sure this will lead us directly into Vail’s castle?”

      “Yes, Mistress.” Bydern’s voice squeaked a little as he spoke. His awe for the High Priestess overcoming his normal, youthful exuberance, which wasn’t much after Vail’s brutal training.

      “Explain, it to me please, Bydern so I can plan our attack.”

      “The Celinor Forest through which we are now traveling takes us not only through the Draekhen Mountains, but they total surround the Halls of Marbeht.

      “I already knew this,” Ellora interrupted, sounding a little perturbed and impatient.

      Bydern cringed at her tone, making Ellora remember her place and what her real role as the High Priestess should be.

      “I’m sorry, Bydern,” she said, reaching across their horses’ rumps to ruffle his hair. “You’ve been through so much already. The last thing you need is me harping on you to hurry things up. I promise you, I will get you home safely. Just guide us to this back entrance and your service to the Goddess will be over, and She will heap rewards upon you. She does not force anyone to serve her. They come willingly and they are rewarded as you will be.” She squeezed his arm to give him one final measure of reassurance and said, “Continue please.”

      Bydern began describing how to gain entrance into the dungeons, the lowest levels of the castle at Marbeht, but Ellora’s thoughts were as far away from him as the stars were from Mithlonde. They could not be reached, and his explanations were not reaching her, either.

      What I told him was true. She never forces anyone to server her, except me. Why me? Why was I chosen to serve her whether I wanted to or not? And, when I didn’t want to any longer, I was still forced to serve her. Is this fair? Is this just? Goddess, why don’t you answer me, the way I answered this boy? Where are you, now? Do you just demand obedience from me without any answers, without allowing me to use my own free will in this matter? Goddess where are you and why don’t you answer me?

      “Well, I guess that’s it, that’s how you get in. I can tell you how to get to his command room as well if you want?”

      “Huh?” Ellora shook her head as if she’d just awaken from a disturbing dream, one that lingered in her mind with fragments of unsettled issues and dangers.

      “Bydern, I am so sorry. I seem to have drifted off, “Would you mind repeating that?”

      Christol had joined them and they rode three abreast. He knew Ellora well enough to know that her thoughts were as far away from this conversation as they were from his mother’s kitchen hearth and the pot of sweet Kaveh that she always kept warm for unexpected visitors, and to feed her own habit of drinking copious amounts of the stimulating beverage.

      The farrier, turned master of the horse, pulled out a tanned skin that had been scraped, pounded, stretched and cleaned with lye until it was a clear parchment. Their cost prohibited most common folk from using them, but Christol’s close association with the High Priestess did have some advantages Although an ink quill normally accompanied the parchment, in this rough environment, Christol reached for a bit of charcoal figuring it would last long enough to get them inside Marbeht, and hopefully out again.

      “Bydern, one more time please,” he said, turning to the boy. “I will write it down so that no one forgets. Once that is done, your duty to the High Priestess is finished and you will be free to return home.”

      “Are you sure?” Christol heard the hesitation in the poor lad’s face, and could only imagine the terrors he had faced in Vail’s conscripted army.

      “Aye. You will be free and safe,” the Goddess has assured Ellora of this. “Ellora?”

      “Huh?”

      “Ellora,” Christol allowed a tinge of irritation to color his words, “didn’t the Goddess ensure that Bydern would be free to leave as soon as he guides us to Marbeht?”

      Ellora’s pale cheeks flamed with the color of embarrassment for being so derelict in her responsibilities to the Goddess’ children. Once again, she reached across her mount to ruffle his hair with a reassuring gesture. “I am sorry Bydern; I just have a lot on my mind. What we are attempting to do will cause many deaths of both man and beast, and the cost of such a tragedy is difficult for me to accept. My heart and mind is trying to find another way to accomplish the Goddess’ will. Yet, I can see no other way so my thoughts are a bit preoccupied. I apologize for not giving you my full attention.”

      “Christol, I see that you are ready. Would you mind recording his instructions, and then he can return to his home.”

      “Of course, Ellora. I am always yours to command.”

      She smiled at him, but her smile did not contain the love it usually held. Instead, Christol saw more than a hint of resentment and the stain of anger. He didn’t need to be able to read her mind as he did the animals. Once again the role of High Priestess had been forced upon here by Riesa’s inability and lack of training. Her fury at the situation started to manifest itself in her actions. The first being distancing herself from those that she loved. As he studied her, he could not help but wonder what the next manifestation of her anger would be.
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* * *

      Jogli jerked hard on the reins of his mount. Too hard, and the animal protested by rearing up and throwing him in the closest puddle. His curses could have blistered the hide right of the horse, and if he hadn’t needed the animal to return to Marbeht he would have let them echo all the way to the castle and back. Instead, he simply remounted the beast brushing the mud off the best he could and began slogging his way through the marshland that surrounded his master’s citadel. The curses remaining at the forefront of his mind unspoken, but yearning for release.

      The horse only served as a more tangible object for the apprentice’s anger. The urgent and immediate recall to Marbeht had infuriated Jogli almost beyond reason. Not so much so that he would take it out on a harmless beast. He was not his master. However, the young man knew that no good could come from this. Vail wanted Christol. His master had made that very clear. A recalled now meant one of two things. Either he had already secured the man who controlled the animals, or he blamed Jogli for yet another failure. If he already had Christol, Vail would consider that Jogli had failed in this task. If the wizard did not have Christol, already, then the reason for Jogli’s summons would take a more sinister turn.

      Jogli could not suppress the shudder that racked his body and caused his mount to sidestep as the reins jerked once again. He could not control the trembling of his hands at thought of what the wizard might do next. Images of dragons flaming the countryside and all that it held filled his mind. His magic eye saw little children running in fear as flame engulfed their little bodies and turned them to ash. And, with the image came the painful memories of his own childhood on the streets of Thonevrond. Hiding in corners, waiting and watching the arrival and departure of the dragons. Begging for crumbs, sorting through the rubbish behind the taverns for any leftover morsels. However, fear of the dragons ran deeper than the hunger in his belly.

      He’d watch from his hiding place as they devoured the offerings the town left for them. It took less than half a breath to turn a full-grown bull to ash, but usually they ate the animal alive. For only a split second, the smell of roasted meat would make him salivate as his hunger answered its call, but then the screams of pain turned his saliva to dust as fear deadened every emotion except the need to run. But, even then, his body would betray him, and he stayed frozen in place as trapped by his fear as the offering was by its chains.

      Yet, fear wasn’t the only thing that captivated him, holding him enthralled. The dragons themselves turned his feet to stone. Magnificent and wild, power and freedom were their lifeblood, they could be neither hurt not killed. They were beyond all authority, and answered to no one. They possessed all that everything denied to the young orphan in the gutters of Thonevrond. And, Jogli knew as well as he knew his own meager standing in the world that if Vail turned the dragons loose on Mithlonde without complete control over them, nothing would survive. Their fierce anger at being controlled would be an unquenchable desire for not only revenge, but for freedom. A dark smile twisted the side of Jogli’s mouth because that was something he completely understood.
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* * *

      “And you’re sure this is the safest way into Marbeht?” Christol asked Bydern for at least the twentieth time in the last half hour. Slogging through swamps, bogs and marshland did not seem all that safe to a man who had grown up amongst the fallowed farmland of Mithlonde. In fact, it seemed the exact opposite as another one of the many poisonous snakes that resided in its murky waters slithered in front of Gallant causing the giant horse to rear up, yet again.

      Christol whispered a soothing word to the horse, sent him a mental image of green, sun-filled meadows to calm it, and then nudged him up next to Bydern who led the small troupe. “Well, could you explain it to me again because this doesn’t look safe.”

      Bydern didn’t even try to suppress his unhappy sigh. All he wanted was to go home. He never asked for conscription, and he certainly didn’t ask to be the High Priestess’ guide back into the very prison he had just escaped. And, even though that man, Christol, had copied down his instruction, the High Priestess had decided he must accompany them through these cursed swamplands. He sighed again at the injustices of his life, and didn’t believe for a minute that the Goddess would reward him for this service. All he had ever gotten from anyone had been a good kick in the teeth when he spoke up about anything. His step-dad had seen that he’d learn to respect his elders. He’d also learned to keep his mouth shut. However, that didn’t seem to be the case on this journey.

      “Bydern,” Christol urged.

      “Yeah, okay. Well, we just have to get through this swampy marsh and then the backside of Marbeht is open. There’s a trail, a tricky, steep one, which is why it isn’t highly guarded up to the back wall that surrounds the castle. Since no one is stupid enough to try to climb the trail, the back wall also has large cracks in the wall, making it easy to pick your way through. And they are left unguarded for the same reasons. I found it when I was stuck on guard duty back there. I thought about trying to escape that way, but I guess I am just a coward because I figured I would just get found again.”

      Ellora, who had ridden up to his other side, reached across and squeezed his arm. “You’re not a coward. You were smart. Vail could have found you and you would have been severely punished. But, when you ae finished here, the Goddess will shield you from Vail’s sight and you will be free. Continue, please?” She asked, giving his arm another reassuring squeeze.

      “Uh, yeah, well, okay then. The forest fire chased us all away from the regular entrance to Marbeht at the southern tip of the Draekhen Mountains so what we are doing is circling around to the west and coming in from that side.”

      “So you are taking us through Miaga?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      Ellora reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose, wondering where in all the dark pits of Charonyde her mind had been. How had she allowed them to be lead here? What had she been thinking?  She shook her head as if she could shake away the cobwebs that had been clouding her mind ever since the Goddess had reclaimed her. And, once cleared, the guilt set in. How could she have allowed this?  She closed her eyes, took a deep calming breath and kept her face a mask of serenity. Above all else, they can never know what lies within this marsh. Their only chance of survival lies in their total complete obedience to her commands because if the awoke what slumbered within its depths there would be no escape.
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* * *

      Jogli scratched his head with one hand, while guiding his horse through the marsh with the other. The name Miaga Marsh trigged a memory about something Wizard Vail had told him once, but he couldn’t quite remember its details or importance. However, it nagged at his enigmatic sense of imminent danger. This mental warning system had kept him from harm many a time in Thonevrond. Even the first time he’d met the wizard it zinged through him, warning him to stay away. But a hot meal, a real bed and a job offer as the sorcerer’s apprentice had smothered its cautionary foreboding. He pursed his lips, at the thought. He should have listened to it. But, at the time, anything had seemed better than living in the gutter. Now, though he wasn’t so sure. But, if he could get free. If his plans worked…

      The squishy sound of the horse’s misstep into a boggy morass, and a listing of his saddle to the right, snapped Jogli back to the present, and the wizard’s command to return immediately and as quickly as possible. The subliminal command and its threat of punishment for failure left him no other option than this route through the marsh. It would cut off at least a week’s worth of travel even if the forest at the foot of the eastern side of the Draekhen Mountains were still not aflame. The thought of the fire, brought his warning sensor alive again and he struggled to remember what Vail had said about the marsh. Something about it being sentient, alive, part of the depths of Charonyde, but still a living being.

      He shook his head, confusion causing it to ache as he strained to remember what he needed to know. And, his confusion triggered his memory.

      That’s it. The wizard had not really seemed to know exactly what lie within Miaga Marsh. He described it as a living, sentient being with a mind not a brainless slug, but one that belonged neither to the Goddess nor to Athgaard. Vail only seemed certain that it possessed a spirit, and that evil lay at the center of its being.

      Jogli remembered another thing the wizard had said, “Stay away. Do not enter the Miaga Marsh.”

      He jerked his horse to a dead standstill and looked around. As far as he could see marsh, swamp and a miasma of dead and dying bushes, trees, rushes and grasses surrounded him. Beneath his horse’s hooves, lay a narrow, too narrow for Jogli’s liking, path. But, Jogli had no idea where it led. Did it led to the heart of the evilness that Vail warned him about, or did it lead to the eastern entrance to the Draekhen Mountains and the precipice that led to Marbeht? As much as he hated having Vail inside his head, Jogli knew he had no choice. Stretching out his mind, opening the enchanted irises of his magical eye, he reached for the wizard’s consciousness knowing that only more trouble that what he now experienced awaited him. But, as he figured his choices were die now or die later. He chose to live a little longer.
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* * *

      Ellora fought back the guilt that lay like a heavy fog within her heart and mind in order to clear them both for the Goddess’ instructions. But, that also worried her as she thought back to her years of training to become the High Priestess of the Goddess and all the knowledge she received. At the time, the Goddess’ vague explanations of the Miaga Marsh hadn’t bother her. After all the Goddess knew all things, and there had been so much to learn. The Goddess’ rather oblique commentary on Miaga Marsh hadn’t made much sense back then, but Ellora shrugged it off trusting that the Goddess would make it clearer later on in her training. Only, she never had.

      The Goddess mentioned it as being “other.” Not part of her creation not controlled by or of Athgaard and Charonyde. The Goddess had simply said it was “other.” A frown creased, and then she raised a hand to cover her mouth in astonishment. Her wide-eyed stare of disbelief changed to eyes that narrowed with suspicion and betrayal.

      She told me all of creation came from her. She told me that all of creation bowed to her. That all obeyed her will and command, so how can there be something “other?” Something that she didn’t create and doesn’t control? Did she lie to me? Has she been lying to me about other things?

      Ellora knew that her service as High Priestess formed a unique bond to the mind of the Goddess, and her self-questioning did not escape the Goddess’ notice. I am here. I am all. I am in command. That is all you need to know. I will guide you safely through Miaga if you follow my commands.

      Ellora shrugged. Yes, Goddess. I will do your bidding.

      But, before she could respond to the Goddess’ guidance, a scream that told of unspeakable horror and pain shattered her connection with her goddess. The man’s dying shrieks of pain rose from the tail end of the group where Bydern rode rear guard. Ellora had taken the lead once she came to her senses, and his cries crawled up her spine like spiders on her skin making her shiver with uncontrolled fear. They captured her mind and held it with evil imaginings that not even the hells of Charonyde could produce. The horses also affected by the fear, the visions and the pain-filled screams, bolted  in a blind charge that not even Christol’s power could stop.

      Yet, in spite of her doubts, her feelings of betrayal and loss of trust, Ellora could only turn to the one source of power she held. “Goddess, help us,” she shouted, even as she wondered if the Goddess could help her in this place.
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      Jogli had grown accustomed to hearing screams of pain coming from within the walls of Marbeht, and he tuned them out the same way he tuned out the cook’s continual humming as she baked. However, the horror he heard in the dying man’s scream crawled across his flesh like the hundreds of maggots he’d seen eating away at one of Vail’s discarded human experiments. He gagged at the memory of the horror of those screams brought to mind, but his horse bolted, racing away from the terror it heard in blind fear.

      He clung to the animal, his fists curled tightly in its mane, praying to whatever god or goddess might exist that he made it safely through Miaga Marsh. Yet, even as he prayed, he knew his chances were almost nothing without Vail’s help. Turning his mind inward, away from his fear and the terrors hidden in the marsh, he attempted to contact the wizard, showing him an image of his location, and asking for guidance. He did not expect an answer, and he received none.

      Vail’s philosophy was: learn from your mistakes; master your magic, before you become its slave. He’d heard it with every crack of the whip - with ever jab of the hot poker, with ever skin flaying incision of the knife. Jogli’s last failure, not controlling the dragon that started the forest fire and turned his troops to ash, resulted in a particularly painful lesson in learning to control his magic.

      The horse jumped over something, and Jogli spared a brief glance at his surroundings. Just marshland as far as he could see in any direction and what the horse jumped over remained as much a mystery to him as it probably had been to the horse. He tried to pull back on the reins, but the horse refused to respond. For a second, Jogli got the impression that the horse knew where it wanted to go. His magical eye clouded with uncertainty and fear at the thought. Jogli did not know what lived within this marsh, but he knew he did not want to meet it. He pulled on the reins again, and again the horse ignored him.

      I get more response from the stupid animal if I was a horsefly biting his ass. Or, if I could magic him into obeying me.

      And, that’s where the heart of the problem lay, and always had. Jogli wanted nothing to do with magic. His or anybody else’s. He’d seen too much evil done with magic in Thonevrond, and all he desired was to be free of it. He wanted a normal life with a small cottage, some land to till, and to feel the joy of watching both his children and his crops grow. Yet, he knew his stunted humpbacked body would never gain a wife, and the wizard would never release him. Freedom would never be his, yet it called to him, and he yearned for it with all his heart.

      He could be free if he tore out the magical eye that connected him to the wizard. But that meant being both crippled and blind. If his horse hadn’t already been charging through the marsh parroting one a racehorse spurred with hot irons, Jogli’s shivering at the fear of living crippled and blind in street gutters once again would have triggered another blind charge. He reached up a hand to rub the tension away from the back of his neck, only to notice that his horse had slowed to a gentle trot. The wizard’s apprentice looked up and found himself staring into the face of the Goddess’ high priestess. Shock, surprise, terror and relief combined to overload the poor man’s senses. His magical eye rolled back in his head, and toppling off his horse. He landed face first in the marshy swampland of Miaga.
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* * *

      “Did you know he was following us?” Ellora asked

      “No. When you said calm the horses and bring them back, that’s what I did.”

      “Interesting. Well, I guess we better have a little talk with Vail’s apprentice and see exactly what he is doing here and why he is following us. Stephen, would you mind rolling him over and waking him up. But, not before you tie him up.”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “By, the Goddess’ flame, how many times have I asked you not to call me that. Please, I am still Ellora. I am still your friend, aren’t I?”

      Stephye smiled, his eyes sparkling with merriment. He loved irritating Ellora and the easiest way was to call her Mistress. She’s always so serious about everything, he thought. Not like Riesa. He smile turned to one of those lovesick grins see in those cheap plays they hold in the pub theaters. But, he couldn’t help it. He loved Riesa as much, more than, he loved irritating Ellora. It was a good thing they were all good friends otherwise with Ellora’s power now out of control he might look like some of his efforts of making toast looked, burnt to a crisp and not worth feeding to the birds.

      Christol looked at her with eyes that expressed all his emotions, and he knew Ellora could see his love, his passion, his devotion, and his faithfulness with one quick glance. “Always,” he said at last in answer to her question about friendship, “and so much more if you would allow it.”

      Ellora pulled her gaze away from his eyes. Looking down at the marshy swampland around them, she quickly changed the subject as she spied Jogli’s still unconscious form. “Wake him up, but blindfold and tie him up first. Then we will question him and find out what he is doing in this

      Christol and Stephye lost no time in doing as Ellora asked, and Jogli, groggy and trussed up like a Harvest Day turkey was more than willing to talk.

      “Why were you following us?” Ellora demanded of her captive.

      “I wasn’t. I was just obeying orders.”

      “Orders? You mean Vail’s orders?”

      Jogli almost sneered, but then stopped himself as he remembered the power his questioner held. “Who else?”

      Ellora raised her eyebrows at his tone, but let it pass. She usually received more respect, but she knew she wouldn’t get it from Vail’s assistant. “And, what exactly were those orders?”

      “To get back to Marbeht as quickly as possible.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing,” Jogli said. “This was the quickest way back.”

      Ellora shared a look with Christol. The look said they both knew this was not the complete truth. “Christol see if you can get one of the horses to give Jogli a little nudge with its hoof.”

      “Of course, High Priestess,” he answered.

      Jogli began to shake as the sound of hoof beats came closer and closer. He shivered in fear when the horse blew its hot breath down the back of his neck.

      “Are you sure there isn’t something you might have forgotten, Jogli?” Ellora asked.

      “Well, maybe I might have forgotten something.”

      “And that would be?”

      Jogli hesitated his fear of Vail competing with his fear of the High Priestess. They both used magic, they both were lethal, and now they both wanted the same thing from him, Christol. He couldn’t decide which one he should trust if either of them were trustful. But, the High Priestess scored higher in this area than Vail did in Jogli’s memory, so he decided to negotiate.

      “If I tell you, what will you give me in return? He asked.

      “Your life,” the High Priestess answered.

      “You’re bluffing,” he countered. “High Priestesses never kill people.”

      Ellora snarled in silent recognition of a fact that everybody knew and did nothing to help her. “Your freedom.”

      “Can you free me from Vail and the use of magic? I want magic out of my life forever.”

      Ellora sat back on her horse, her hand covering her mouth in shock at Jogli’s bargain, and his goal that was exactly the same as hers. “Jogli, she said, “you are aware that there is only one person in Mithlonde who can remove your magic.” It wasn’t a question for she knew Jogli possessed almost as much knowledge about magic as she did, and maybe even more since he worked for the Wizard Vail.

      “Yes, I know. Maura is the only one who can do it, and you are the only one with enough power to get me there.”

      “In that you are correct. So what you are asking is that I help you get to Maura and convince her to remove your magic. Is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “And in return you will guide us safely through the Miaga Marsh?

      “Yes.”

      Stephye and Riesa listened closely to the bargaining, and both were wondering what Ellora would do. She also wanted to be free from magic, and once turned her back on the Goddess in order to be free. It was only Riesa’s lack of proper training, and a raging forest fire that forced Ellora to resume her place as High Priestess. If she and Jogli succeeded in getting their magic removed by the witch, Maura, it would mean that Riesa would become High Priestess again. Something, neither Stephye nor Riesa wanted because it would mean the end of their plans for marriage and a family.

      “Well, Jogli,” Ellora said, tapping her horsewhip against her boot to add a little more drama and threat to his situation. “I don’t think you are offering us enough to risk Maura’s den and her dragons. You see the Goddess is already guiding us through Miaga. So you really have nothing to offer me.

      Jogli blew out a breath between gritted teeth and made a decision. “I can tell you about Miaga Marsh. About what it really is and I can tell you what the wizard really wants.”

      A hard smile played across Ellora’s beautiful face turning it ugly and mean for a second, and Christol as well as Stephye and Riesa knew that the Goddess controlled Ellora.

      “I see. Tell me what you know about this swamp.”

      “It’s alive. It’s a living being the same as you or me. It is not controlled by either the Goddess or Athgaard, and it is evil.”

      Ellora leaned back in her saddle, thinking. She just learned more from this servant of Vail than she had learned in all her years of service to the Goddess.

      “And you are not afraid of Miaga Marsh?”

      Jogli hesitated before answering, and when he did, he only shrugged. “My entire life with Vail is full of danger what is one more.”

      “True. Now, what does the wizard want and why?

      “He wants Christol, and he wants him to control the dragons so he can take Mithlonde away from the Goddess.”

      Ellora’s glare intensified, becoming as hard and clear as diamonds. “You have a deal as long as you remained blindfolded so Vail cannot see us coming, and so long as you help us get through the Halls of Marbeht to his inner chambers.”

      “I can do this if you will uphold your end of the bargain.”

      The eyes looking down on Jogli now were soft with understanding and sympathy. The Goddess left and Ellora now controlled her own self again. “I promise you I will. I will travel with you personally to Maura’s Den and we will speak with her together as I also seek what you seek.”

      If they had been actors in a morality play, Christol, Stephye and Riesa shook their heads, and with grim expressions turned their mounts to follow Ellora.

      “Christol, would you find some dry clothes for Jogli, and spread out some of the supplies amongst the other horses. When he has changed, ensure that he is mounted and securely tied to the saddle. I trust him, but I don’t trust him that much.”

      “Yes, Priestess.” And, under his breath he muttered, “No good is going to come of this. I don’t know how I know it, but this is going cost her more than she is willing to pay.”

      Ellora either didn’t hear his muttering or chose to ignore it for she simply said, “Christol, please, I asked you a hundred times not to call me that.”

      He turned to face her as he was redistributing supplies and said, “But that is who you are.”

      Looking at her hands, she realized that fists of anger hung from her arms, and for the first time in her life, she wanted to kill something. Realizing what she was thinking, large tears streamed down her face. Riesa rode over to her best friend and put her arm around her as best she could from horseback.

      “What’s wrong Ellora? Why are you crying?”

      “Riesa, I don’t know what is happening to me. I am changing into something or somebody who isn’t me and I do not like this person.”

      “Is it the Goddess?”

      “It must be. Who else could it be?”

      “I don’t know,” Ellora’s best friend and priestess in training replied.

      “Riesa, I am scared. If this is the Goddess then the Goddess I am serving is not very nice. In fact, I don’t think she is nice at all.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I wanted to kill something.” Ellora’s flowing tears were staining Riesa’s blouse, but she pulled her tighter ignoring them. “And, she didn’t even care what happened to Bydern. What kind of being is she?”

      “I hate killing. I always have. But this, this thing wanted me to just go and kill something because it was angry. Oh, Riesa what am I going to do?”
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* * *

      Maura watched Ellora and Riesa as her earth magic sunk deep beneath the Miaga Marsh. Even she wouldn’t attempt to match the being that they called the Miaga Marsh. She possessed the same limited knowledge of its true nature, as did the Goddess Ellora served. She chuckled to herself at the thought of Wizard Vail’s limited knowledge that didn’t come close to matching either hers or the Goddess’s knowledge of the Miaga Marsh.

      However, as she listened to the conversation between Ellora and Jogli, her thoughts took some interesting twists and blossomed with evil flowers. Blooms that would bring her power and others despair. If she could get both the Goddess’s High Priestess and Wizard Vail’s apprentice mage under her control, then her ability to control the dragons, and thus all of Mithlonde would be unstoppable.

      Only the dragons could resist her magic. No other living being, outside of the Miaga Marsh, could resist her magic. Thus, she could find anyone at any time and in any place, even in the Marsh, and see their actions and hear their conversations. She smiled again when she remembered Jogli’s accounting of Vail’s wish to use Christol’s powers to control the dragons. It would fit into her plans quite nicely, and as she watched Ellora breakdown into tears in Riesa’s arms she became more positive that she had an easy way to convince Ellora to strike a deal with her. Of, Jogli, she wasn’t quite as certain. It occurred to her that she needed more information about Vail’s sidekick: his history, how he came to belong to the wizard and what parts of that information would prove useful. They both wanted nothing more to do with magic. She grinned at her certainty of that fact. What she needed now were tools to convince that the price they would be required to pay would work toward their freedom. She grinned again, wider, showing a mouth full missing teeth and the few that remained were rotten and foul. Her breath faired no better. It made no matter to her. Her only companions were the hapless dragons she managed to capture and control with her magic. She had no friends, but that did not matter to her. In the many centuries of her life, she could remember neither her parents nor a single friend. Yet, she shed no tears for that.

      She’d blocked the dragon flames that had devoured her village so many centuries ago, and with them her parents and her friends. Even the village where she lived, whose name she had long forgotten, time had either swept it away or buried it. She didn’t even sigh at these facts because they were beyond her recall. She lived from day to day daring only to dream of the day when she ruled all of the dragons and, Mithlonde be dammed in the process.
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* * *

      Worry filled each pacing step as Wizard Vail strode his private chambers with clipped, precise steps. Twelve steps to the door of the chamber and eleven to the hearth fire, and the back again. He’d been engaged in this process ever since he lost contact with Jogli. He couldn’t ever admit his real feelings for the young man, couldn’t admit that he might actually love the boy, but worry he could do and did.

      The worry began the moment he realized the path Jogli was taking back to the Halls of Marbeht. He cursed himself, without ever admitting he’d been wrong, for telling the boy to come back immediately. Knowing Jogli’s fear of punishment, he should have known his apprentice would rather face the terrors of the Miaga Marsh than face the punishments he doled out.

      He grimaced at the last thought. He only did it so Jogli would never have to suffer what he suffered. He knew when he rescued Jogli from the gutters of Thonevrond, the boy possessed magical abilities, but no one recognized them in a blind, crippled gutter-rat. But, Vail did because he’d been such a child with magical abilities. Quickly identified, quickly exploited, and his master made sure he'd been severely punished for failure. The beatings he gave Jogli were nothing compared to the ones his master had used to crush his spirit into obedience. The rivers of blood, the mangled and twisted bones, the pulverized fingers and toes only made him more defiant, more determined to overcome and destroy his master. With each magical blow and a few physical ones thrown in to ensure the highest level of pain, he devised his master’s downfall. With each rehearsal of the painful death he would deal the wizard that held him captive, he grew stronger as his planning gave him power. Power his master never imagine existed.

      The day came, during an especially brutal and painful training session that the boy who would become the Wizard Vail struck back. He lashed out with his magic, slashing at his gown first, and then his stomach. His entrails followed next, and Vail used a tiny flick of is little finger to wrap them around his neck. With the remaining four feet or so of the man’s intestine, he formed a noose. Then with a flip of his hand, he stripped the man naked, another wave of his hand and the man’s robes turned into a silken rope.

      Vail found the man’s screams to be distinctly annoying. I never utter a sound and here he is bawling like a baby. Vail found a way to fix the situation by stuffing the man’s mouth with the only thing left on him, his silken slippers. He snapped his fingers to send them flying off his feet. Another snap, lit them on fire and stuffed them down the man’s throat as far as they would go. A quiet verbal incantation, and the silken rob attached itself to the noose made of the man’s entrails. Another muttered spell and the man was dangling from the rafter, chocking to death by his on entrails.

      A pleased smile lit Wizard Vail’s eyes, but it never reached his lips. He had meted justice out that day, and the only satisfaction he received from the man’s death was that it'd had been done correctly. But, the sparkle in his eyes didn’t last but a second as he began worrying about Jogli again.

      The last contact he had heard or seen from him was that of a man screams coming from the Miaga Marsh. He could admit only to himself that he cared for him, and his punishments for failing to use his magic correctly were only for the young man’s own good. Conquering his natural magic would save Jogli from others using him as he had been. Vail shook his head as he continued to pace. Why can’t I get him to see that? Why does he continue to fail over and over again? I don’t like punishing him. I really don’t, but it is for his own good.
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      “I’ll have to lead with Christol tied behind me and blindfolded.”

      “By the Goddess’s flames are you really going to trust him?” Riesa blurted out.

      “Yes.” Ellora no longer bothered to tell her best friend that the Goddess commanded her actions, words and thoughts. She knew Riesa already knew this, and every time she repeated it to someone or even herself if made her nauseated. Fear of vomiting all over her best friend’s cloak, kept her mouth shut and her stomach quiet.

      She trotted her horse to the front of the small group. “Jogli will lead, with Christol tied to his horse. He knows his way through the Marsh. We will follow at a safe distance behind them so that the Wizard Vail will not spot us through Jogli’s magical eye. Jogli will explain the rest.”

      Jogli cleared his throat, uncomfortable talking to an audience he could not see. “When we are ready, you will remove my blindfold. I will communicate with Vail that I had been knocked unconscious by something within the Marsh.”

      “Will he believe that? Stephye asked.

      “Yes, because not even the Wizard Vail is exactly sure what the Miaga Marsh is and who or what lives here.”

      “Hmm.”

      Jogli ignored Stephye’s speculative non-comment and continued, “The trail is a spiral up the to the top of the Halls of Marbeht. It is narrow, steep, rocky and treacherous.”

      “Sounds wonderful.” This sarcastic remark came from Christol this time.

      Jogli ignored him as he did Stephye, and continued. “There is a frontal entrance across the flat plains of Argellon. It is a smooth and gentle incline. However, it is an open plain and there is no where to hide. Taking the back route guarantees that we will arrive unnoticed in spite of my magical eye.”

      “Have you travelled this route before?” Riesa asked.

      Again, Jogli cleared his throat recognizing the voice of Ellora’s friend and priestess in training. “Well…no. I have always taken the safer route.”

      Ellora interrupted his comments at this point, “Jogli, your story is not adding up correctly. If you always take the safer route, why are you taking this route if you were not following us?”

      Jogli gulped and even Stephye who sat at the rear of the small group could hear it clearly. Once again he cleared his throat, and the healer in Ellora wondered if his nose and throat were infected with something. “My master made it clear to me that I must return to Marbeht as quickly as possible. He speaks to my mind directly.”

      “I am aware of this,” interrupted Ellora.

      Another audible gulp preceded Jogli’s next words. “Then you would also know he can show me what he would do to me if I did not obey his commands.”

      Ellora nodded and the healer and priestess of the wounded and needy of Mithlonde felt compassion for the abused man.

      “This is the fastest way back from where I was at the time I received the order to return. It was right after I lost control of the dragon that started the fire in the Celinor Forest.

      “So, I have you to thank for that.” It wasn’t a question and Riesa sounded more than a little bitter at the remembrance of her failure to perform as High Priestess.

      Ellora knew Riesa well enough to know what she really meant. She rode over to friend and wrapped her arms around her. “You did not fail. You simply did not receive the training I received. You know that.”

      Riesa nodded her head on Ellora’s shoulder. “I still feel like a failure. Like I let you down. I know how much you want to be free of the Goddess.”

      “You’re correct. I do want to be free. But that is not your problem. It’s mine and I’ve got it figured out.” She stroked Riesa’s soft, thick straight hair, so different from her own golden curls. She pulled away and took her friend’s tear-streaked face in her hands, turning it so she could look her in the eyes. “You are not a failure. You hunt as well as I, you heal as well as I. It is simply that the magic is not for you. Unfortunately, the Goddess chose me whether I like it or not. Understand?”

      Riesa nodded in silence, and turned her head to give one of Ellora’s hands a kiss the way one would a lover. “I understand,” she smiled.

      “Good.” Sitting up straight in her saddle she said, “Enough of this. Let’s get moving before darkness falls. I really don’t want to spend another night in this place.”

      It appeared that everyone agreed with Ellora because they were soon saddled up and in place, Jogli in the lead with Christol tied across the saddle of a second horse, pretending unconsciousness. Ellora came next,  Riesa and Stephye brought up the rear.

      Ellora rode up to Jogli to remove his blindfold, but before she did, she gave Christol a quick kiss, and whispered, “I will always love you, always.”

      He smiled, but didn’t answer as she rode up to Jogli and said, “Ready? Got your story in place?

      “Yes ma’am, um High Priestess.”

      “Just call me Ellora,” she said, “as it seems we will be partners for some time to come.” Then she whipped off his blindfold, used it to slap his horse’s backside and galloped back to her place in line. Her breasts heaved in a heavy but inaudible sigh as she watched the man she loved ride out of sight and into the heart of evil. Shrugging off her gloominess, she turned to the others, “We will wait one bell chime and then start out of here. I don’t know about you guys, but this place makes my spine curl up like it has spiders crawling on it.”
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* * *

      Christol, looking at the ground with a close up view as he slung over the rump of a horse had some serious doubts about this part of their plan. What plan? We never had a plan in the first place. We all just followed Ellora as she rushed off on Goddess’ business. He would’ve shaken his head in disgust, but it was too close to the pooping end of the horse and he didn’t feel like getting a face full of tail, or worse. Yet, the more he stared down at the so-called trail the more he began to worry. And, he wasn’t the only one. He could feel the beginnings of panic coming from each horse in their small party. Even if Ellora was a good half bell mark behind him and Jogli, Christol could sense the horses; feel the rising panic at the narrow, rocky trail. He thanked the Goddess, strictly out of habit, that they all had shoes. Shoes protected their frogs and bars. Christol smiled to himself, wondering how the soles of horses' hooves became known as a frogs and bars. Well, parts of it do look like frogs. I guess.

      He felt one of the horses in Ellora’s group becoming particularly nervous the higher they climbed. He sent soothing thoughts of wide paths in green meadows and it calmed the animal. Soon, though it became a full-time job to keep the horses calm and the trail became narrower, steeper and rockier. He’d send out soothing images to the pack as a whole, but then one would slip and neigh, and the rest of the pack would start prancing, which was the last thing they should be doing.

      He wished he could see Ellora and communicate with her the same way he did with the horses. Closing his eyes, he sent out loving thoughts toward her but he just hit a wall, a barrier. Unlike mindspeaking to the horses whose thoughts were open to him, Ellora shielded hers as if a dome surrounded her. Christol couldn’t help but wonder if the Goddess blocked his communication attempts. Now that he’d seen for himself what the Goddess could, and would do, to obtain her goals, he could easily imagine the Goddess blocking his attempts to contact Ellora. What exactly the Goddess’s goals were remained unclear to Christol, and he kind of felt that Ellora had no idea of what the Goddess wanted either besides ridding Mithlonde of the Wizard Vail.

      His mind continued to puzzle out the Goddess’s hidden agenda while the other part of his mind controlled the continually and mounting panic of the horses. The incline reminded him of a ladder more than a trail, and he could understand the horses's nervousness. In fact, as far as he could tell it was spreading to the riders as well because the horses were communicating mixed commands, random jerks on the bit, and frequent stops. His minded, melded with the animals he loved, missed the first few snowflakes. When his backside started to get wet and cold, that’s when he finally realized it, was snowing.

      “Hey, Jogli why is it snowing?”

      “Vail keeps this back trail covered with fog, snow and ice the closer we get to the Halls of Marbeht. Even thought it is unlikely that anyone would try to enter this way.”

      “I can certainly understand why.”

      Christol’s sarcasm was lost on Jogli so he tried again. “Did you know about the fog, snow and ice all along?”

      “Of course.”

      If his hands had been free he would have either slapped his forehead or punched Jogli, he really wasn’t sure. The only thing he knew as a certainty was that their chances of making it to Marbeht’s back door had dwindled down to the impossibility range. The horses wore shoes. Iron horseshoes on ice and snow were a combination for a disaster. Either they slid on the ice, or the snow built up on them so that the horse was essentially walking on miniature stilts. Walking on stilts in ice and snow is a recipe for a broken leg. Horses with broken legs don’t survive, and neither will their riders on this narrow step trail.

      As if to give proof to his ruminations, Ellora’s packhorse began slipping toward the edge. With the gentlest touch to its mind, Christol calmed the horse and guided it back onto the bath. Christol spent the next hour in single-minded concentration trying to keep the horses on the path. “How much longer,” he growled at Jogli. “I am going to loose someone in all this mess. Horses are not meant to travel in snow and ice with their shoes on.”

      “How very interesting. I didn’t know that.”

      “It’s not interesting, you idiot. It’s dangerous. You want to get me to your boss, and then you had better do something quick.”

      “Umm…well…I can’t. These are Vail’s spells, and I don’t know any weather spells.”

      “Well, then you better start praying to the Goddess or Athgaard or whoever it is you serve because we are going to need some real help soon.” Again, Christol found himself wishing he could talk to Ellora the same way he did the horses. He tried again, and experienced the same dismal results. Just as he pulled his thoughts away from her and back to the horses, he heard a high pitch whinny of fear. Throwing his thoughts out as far as the end of their train where Stephye rode, he watched in horror as the packhorse tied to his best friend’s saddle horn began slipping off the path.

      Its two back feet were already over the edge. He tried calming it, but its fear closed its mind off to Christol. It scrapped at the cliff’s rock wall looking for any place to land a hoof and found none. Christol changed his tactics and switched his thoughts to Stephye’s horse instead. Pull, he urged, flooding the horse’s mind with images of horses pulling lumber wagons, straining against their harnesses, using every muscle to pull its heavy load.

      Stephye’s horse responded immediately. However, the same build up of snow and ice on its hooves prevented it from managing to save the horse and as it toppled over the edge, it pulled Stephye with it.

      “Stephye!” Riesa screamed, and Christol didn’t have to see through the horses’ eyes to know what happened. Throwing himself off the horse’s rump, he ran back, slipping and sliding on the ice. He could give a rat’s flaming ass for Jogli and his plan. This was Stephye the boy who stood up for him in school; who called his mom, Mom; who covered for him when his frequent drinking binges made him late for work. He got there just as Ellora cast a spell hoping against hope the fickle Goddess would answer to save Riesa’s fiancé and Christol’s best friend. The spell worked, but only to bring back up his battered and broken body. His spirt flew free and not even Ellora could call it back.
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* * *

      Wizard Vail’s suspicious nature flared like oil spilled on a fire at the sound of the woman’s scream, and when Christol flew off the rump of the horse he was supposed to be tied to his suspicions became irrefutable facts. What he didn’t understand was why Jogli was doing this. He always praised and rewarded him for a job well done, and only punished him so that he might learn to control his magic. The last thing Vail wanted was for Jogli to be captured by others, tortured into submission as he'd been and used until his magic was so depleted he was toss away like a useless and ragged garment.. His punishments were mild compared to what he’d experienced and he always healed him immediately afterwards. He just wanted the boy to be safe so he trained him the best way he knew how. That is why Jogli’s betrayal made him so confused. He wasn’t angry at first that would come later once he figured out why.

      His suspicions began when Jogli chose to go through the Miaga Marsh. He'd warned the boy repeatedly to stay away from the marsh. That even he did not know what type of creature, thing or entity lived there. The wizard didn't think his command to come back to Marbeht immediately would make Jogli so foolish as to enter Miaga Marsh. No, there had to be some other reason, and now he thought he knew the reason. Jogli's allegiances belonged to another, now. He no longer commanded him. His anger simmered below his calm exterior and with a simple incantation, he accomplished what Jogli feared most.
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* * *

      Like the typical old hag she looked like, she actually rubbed her hands in glee as she watched the mountainside tragedies. Yet, it appeared her body sought more expression as she gorged on the fulfillment of her plans. She began to twirl her gowns ragged edges swirling up small dust storms beneath her feet. The bright green scales of the dragon magically chained to the edge of her lair were soon dust covered and it coughed irritated flames of fire into the sky above its ledge. Can't you keep it quiet in there? What is your problem, anyway?

      Although the dragon spoke directly to her mind, she turned and answered him, "My plans are working exactly as I wanted them to. Soon all your kind including King Jespar and your Brood Queen, Abeata will bow before me and do my will.

      NEVER! And, the chained dragon again tried to break his chains, but its magic failed as it always did. Maura held more magic than any witch or wizard Mithlonde had ever known. The dragon turned and spewed fire into her cave, but it only bounced of her shields hurting neither her nor the dragon.

      She tilted her head sideways, one lip curled into a half-smile, and gave him a shrug, all of which said. "Well, what did you expect to happen?"

      The dragon turned its back on her, curled its tail around his body and laid its head between its two front legs, brooding in morose silence, and imagining all the ways he would toast, roast, cook and eat the witch.
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* * *

      "Ellora, please…" Riesa begged, tears flowing, a waterfall of pain. The High Priestess wrapped her arms around her best friend and held her as she sobbed.

      "There's nothing…"

      "Don't tell me that. Don't you dare tell me that," Riesa screamed. "You serve the Goddess she can do anything. Make her heal him."

      Christol finally reached them and gathered Stephye's broken body into his arms, holding him as he would a baby; the unshed tears in his eyes were more than Ellora could stand.

      "I can't" she begged them to understand. "The Goddess only does what she wants when she wants. Please…"

      Riesa and Christol just stared at her with tear-filled eyes.

      "Don't you understand? I serve her. She doesn't serve me. Don't you think I loved him too, as much as I love both of you? Oh Goddess, why?" She shouted the last statement to the air above her head, and of course, there was no answer.

      "See," Ellora, said, "see. This is why I want no part of her. She doesn't care for us. She has her own plans and doesn't care who gets hurt as long as she gets what she wants, and what that is I haven't a flaming clue."

      Ellora unwrapped herself from Riesa's arms and walked over to Christol and Stephye's broken body, her shoulders shook with silent sobs which joined Riesa's flood of tears. Riesa's joined them and Ellora laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. Immediately the woman turned to her, with Christol's long arms embracing them all. The three standing bent, but not broken. "I will guide his spirit home." Ellora said at last.

      "I will prepare a funeral pyre," said Christol, his chest still heaving with sobs.

      "How…how are you going to light it in this snow?" Riesa asked.

      "I can still do that," Ellora said, and her tone held the blackness of night, the stygian dark night of a soul whose hope for light in the future had finally died leaving behind only a starless emptiness.

      Stephye's body lay on a small bed of twigs and bare branches, not nearly, enough for a proper funeral pyre, but on the bare hillside, Christol had been lucky to find as much as he did. Ellora wore neither her priestess gown nor headdress. She murmured neither invocation nor blessing. Lifting her hands, lighting shot forth igniting both the twigs and branches and Stephye's lifeless body. Christol and Riesa held each other crying softly. Ellora's face held a look of a hardened heart; one who had made her choice and would follow it to death if that was what was required.

      The smell of burning meant filled the air and Jogli followed it blindly to it source, stumbling into Ellora who caught him at the last minute from falling into the flames saw his blinded eyes. "He knows," she said, her voice telling him it was not a question, but he answered anyway.

      "Yes, and now I am as blind as I was when I lay in the gutters of Thonevrond."

      "It matters not, we continue on."

      "But he knows."

      "Yes, but we know he knows so we will be prepared. He is no match of the Goddess's magic and this is what she wants."

      "But my eyes?"

      "I'm sorry Jogli; the Goddess appears not to care for those she uses. Perhaps Maura will have answers for us."
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      They tied Jogli to the back of his horse afraid that without his vision he'd fall off and over a cliff. He'd told them just to follow the path upwards until the snow stopped. At that point they would see the castle and the armament surrounding the Halls of Marbeht, after that he'd no advice for them. Vail knew they were coming, they'd lost the advantage of surprise, but Ellora didn't appear worried.

      "You realize that it will be just you and I trying to capture Vail, don't you?"

      "Yes," Ellora answered, "but as you have seen for yourself what the Goddess want the Goddess gets, Christol. You should know that better than I do myself. You have paid the higher price for it.

      Christol looked into Ellora's deep hazel eyes, which changed with her mood and the sunlight. Now they were dark, smoldering with frustration and anger; an anger he knew was not directed at him.

      "No, Ellora, I haven't. You have and you know it. I've seen it. You never smile anymore; never laugh and I've never seen you cry so much for as long as I've known you."

      Ellora bit her lip neither denying nor agreeing with Christol.

      He continued, "And, you hate killing, and she is making you kill and will make you kill again."

      These were the words that made the tears flow, her shoulders heaving. Her sobbing audible to the others and she tasted their salt on her lips. She reached in blind agony for Christol, and found him to be right beside her. She clung to him the way one would cling to a rope thrown to a person trapped at the bottom of a well. "I have to get out. I have to."

      "I know, I know," he said stroking her head with his big calloused hands. Yet they held her as if he were holding a newborn babe. These hands birthed foals, healed sore withers and shoed ornery stallions. They were hands that would go to any length to protect the woman he loved from harm. Even when that woman insisted on stubbornly walking right into the most dangerous place in Mithlonde. "Ellora…"

      "Don't say it Christol. I already know. Maura will want a price, but I am willing to pay anything to be free of the Goddess."

      "What if the cost is too high or you can't pay the price, what then?"

      "I'll face that dragon when it flies in my path."

      He blew out a sigh over the top of her head knowing there was nothing he could do or say to changer her mind. He changed the subject instead. "Any idea how we are getting in Marbeht?"

      "No, I thought you had that all figured out."

      "Uh, well, I though since you are in charge you had it all figured out."

      That brought a bitter laugh through her tears. "I've never been in charge of this expedition from the first. She has so I guess she will show us what to do since Jogli can't."

      "About that, what are we going to do with Jogli and Riesa? Riesa can't help us. She is…" He stopped, the fresh memory of his best friend's death still rocking him like a boat at sea.

      Ellora took her turn at soothing the roiling emotions between them and surrounding them. "We always remember Stephye and his sense of humor, the way he panicked so easily and his love and devotion to us all."

      She turned and placed a kiss on his cheek and again tasted salt tears, but they were not her own. "I know it doesn't help now, but someday it will help to know that he died serving and protecting us all. He lived to serve and love you and Riesa. His memory will never be forgotten, and when this is all over, we'll take his ashes to that meadow he wanted to buy and start a life with Riesa. We'll bury them and plant a rowan tree on top."

      With her face so close to his she felt a small smile, turn up the corners of his lips. "He always did love the rowan berry pies my mom makes."

      Ellora's laugh rang down the mountains. "Remember the pie eating contest when he ate so much he became ill and he swore on the Hem of the Goddess's Robes that he'd never touch another rowan berry." She laughed again and this time Christol joined her.

      "I seem to remember he broke that oath on his very next visit."

      "He certainly did, and lived to tell about it. Makes me wonder about this Goddess of ours." Her tone turned sober again, and she sighed deeply. "I guess it's time to get this over with."

      "What are we going to do?"

      "I guess the Goddess will show me what she wants when we get there." She shrugged, "Because if she doesn't there's an excellent chance we'll all become dragon bait."
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* * *

      Ellora needn't have worried. When they approached the back kitchen door, the Goddess assumed control. Ellora's hands lift and the power and light of lightening bolts shot out, blowing the door to kindling. Entering the kitchen, she remained unaffected by the appetizing smells of roasts, potatoes, puddings and more. She murmured to Riesa and Jogli to stay with the kitchen staff, and then turning toward the cook, spit turners, pot washers, pastry chef's and regular kitchen maids and staff, the Goddess ordered, "Protect them with your lives. See that no harm comes to them or their will be retribution on all of you."

      The Goddess's voice sounded like one speaking through a hollowed gourd. It echoed round the room, harsh, demanding and cruel. It etched itself on the soul of every staff member making them realize the severity of their punishment if they failed.

      Ellora turned to Christol, "This way. Guard my back while I make a frontal attack."

      Christol did not respond to the Goddess who now controlled his lover. He simply did as she asked and followed her from the kitchen to the training rooms, through the library and finally to Vail's inner chambers. Her hands glowed with light so clear it appeared like the bluest of flames in a fire. Vail's guards fell before her, to her right, to her left and directly in front of her. She simply stepped over or on the bodies with no regard for the lives she'd taken. Christol stayed behind her watching her back, but she left no one alive to attack her from behind, leaving feeling both useless and in awe of her terrible powers.

      Ellora paused, her eyes studying the doorway, analyzing it inch by inch, "He has set magical wards," she said, and this time it Ellora spoke. Her tears flowed freely as she looked around at the lives she had taken. She couldn't control her sobbing even when Christol pulled her tight against him she continued to sob.

      "This isn't right. The Goddess heals not kills. Something is wrong," she said at last hiccupping the words through her tears.

      Christol recognized another emotion in her voice: fear. When her sobbing finally stopped she said, "I can't undo the magic of these wards. My magic is healing magic, except when the Goddess takes control." Tears filled her eyes again, but she blocked the thoughts that brought them to life and continued, "We need Jogli."

      "Can you face going back through there," he asked, pointing to the carnage the Goddess left in Ellora's wake.

      "I have to. I have no choice. It makes no difference to her, how I feel. I must complete her mission and she wants Vail killed."

      He spun Ellora so that her eyes were only on his. "I'm going first. You keep your eyes on the center of my back, okay?"

      She nodded, understanding what he was doing and why. "I love you," she whispered from behind him.

      "I know," he smiled back without turning around, and began the long trek through the blood-soaked halls of Marbeht. But even with her eyes squarely between his shoulder blades she felt the squish of organs beneath her feet, the copper smell of blood so thick in the air she could taste it, and the hem of her gown so wet with blood it dripped on her feet.

      When at last they reached the kitchen, she striped away her gown, modesty be burnt in the goddess fires and donned the spit turner's jersey, short blouse and pants. Slipping off her soaking shoes, blood dripping all over the immaculate kitchen floor, much to the cook's dismay, Ellora also commandeered the poor boy's boots.

      "Christol."

      He understood, and flipped the boy a double-sided golden goddess coin. The spit turner bit it and then smile as if it was mid-winter gifting day. It was more money than he would make in two years as a spit turner, if Vail paid him, which he didn't. The boy ran off in his linen braies, linen to keep him cooler as he turned the spit, to find another pair of pants and a blouse because the spit must be turned no matter what the circumstances.

      Jogli knew at once when he heard them arrive that they must need him to break the wards on Vail's inner chambers, and said so. "I can be of use to you, Mistress."

      "Yes, we have need of you Jogli. Vail's chambers are warded with dark magic of which I have no knowledge or experience. Can you remove them?"

      "Aye."

      "Are you willing?"

      "Aye, so long as you keep our original bargain."

      "Never doubt that for a heartbeat, Jogli. I want to be free from her now more than ever."
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* * *

      Jogli ran his hands around the double doors to Vail's private chambers, never touching them but hovering just above them. Anyone watching, like Riesa and Christol, would never know that blindness also disabled the hunchback man. "The wards are strong and black. Ellora?"

      "I'm here, Jogli. How can I help?"

      "You can't, you need to stay back and let me work. The Goddess magic will interfere with the black magic, I cast."

      "I'm not so sure about that," she muttered.

      "What?" asked Jogli.

      "Oh, um nothing, I just said sure I'll stay out of your way."

      The three watched him in silence as he broke the wards casting spells, and muttering incantations which they could barely hear and which they didn't understand anyway. All three felt the waves of power crashing against the doors. It felt like the air before a storm full of charged electricity just waiting for permission to flash the skies full of lightening. Ellora fully expected the man's bushy hair to start standing on end. Instead, with each ward broken he became paler and paler. Even in the semi-darkness of the empty halls, his pallor looked like death walking,

      It took hours as Jogli ran his hands around the rim of the double doors testing every inch for a ward visible or even hidden between other layers of magic. When he finally got to the center lock, he stopped. Swaying and leaning all his weight against the doors, he said, "This one is blood magic. It can only be removed in kind."

      Ellora's face went as pale as Jogli's. "Is there no other way?"

      "I am sorry Priestess, but blood magic needs blood to remove it. A kitchen partridge will do."

      "I'll get it, said Christol. The big man sighed heavily as if defeated. "I can calm it for you so it won't be frightened."

      "Christol, no!"

      "Ellora, many of us will be required to kill before this is over. This is just the beginning. I will comfort her, give her visions of her chicks, she will never know what is coming."

      Ellora turned away as did Riesa, the pair comforting each other. Riesa comforting Ellora for her loss of innocence and nativity and Ellora comforting Riesa for the loss of her lover, companion and fiancé. They remained huddled together, their backs to the chamber doors until, at last, Christol said, "It's over."

      They turned back toward the chamber doors, now standing wide open, just as Jogli collapsed. Ellora knew immediately what he needed. The magic had depleted Jogli physically and mentally. "Run to the kitchen, bring back some warm broth and tea with sweet sap, lots of it. Now, go."

      The high priestess didn't direct her orders to anyone in particular so both Riesa and Christol went charging back through the wreckage and gore to get what she needed. After they left, she looked around Vail's inner chambers and blew out a weary breath. Vail had thoroughly sacked by the room. Knowing they were coming, he had taken with him every magical object and spell he owned. He was not here, and neither was anything of value to her or the Goddess.

      She knew what this meant. They would have to continue to pursue him wherever he went. The Goddess would grant her no peace until Vail paid for his crimes to Mithlonde and all its creatures. Ellora shook her head in confusion. How could the Goddess place so much value on her creations that she would track a villain all over her lands, killing and maiming others in the process, just to get her way? It made no sense. Why kill to stop killing?

      Ellora didn't have time to ponder her questions any further because Riesa and Christol arrived carrying the broth and sweetened tea. Sip by sip, the high priestess acted in the role for which she had been trained, that of healer not killer. When Jogli's blind eyelashes began to twitch, she knew she had succeeded in doing what she did best. Gently she raised him to a sitting position and started talking to him.

      "Jogli, are you with us again?"

      "Yeah, I guess so, but I feel like I have been trampled by a couple of rutting bulls."

      "That's pretty normal for the amount of magic you used."

      "I know."

      "He's not here, and neither is anything of any importance."

      "Figured that."

      "Jogli, do you have any idea where he might have gone?"

      The man twisted his hands and turned his head away from her. "Yes, I do, but you are not going to like it."

      Ellora pursed her lips. What she didn't like was hearing that phrase over and over again.

      "Tell, me, Jogli."

      "The only other safe place for him is where he found me, Thonevrond."
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* * *

      They sat in Vail's chambers, which he had appointed with fine carpets, comfortable furs, and the softest bed Christol had ever slept in. This morning, though, they sat around the wizard's large dining table a map spread before them. Each one of them had a plan on how to reach Thonevrond the fastest. Unfortunately, each plan possessed a drawback, most of them fatal.

      Jogli didn't need vision to explain their options. "As you can see the routes to Thonevrond, form a triangle which looks a lot like a slice of pie. The Draekhen Mountains form the outer crust. Marbeht the tip of the slice and two of the routes are the edges and one goes straight down the middle. It is the fastest, but it is also the most dangerous. When we gained access to the Halls of Marbeht, and I think we all were on the same path to the far end of the Draekhen Mountains. Am I correct in assuming that the High Priestess was seeking Maura's cave at the tail end of the mountain range, as was I before, being summed back by Vail and you by the Goddess?

      Ellora nodded, then realized her mistake, and blushed as bright as wild strawberry. "Um, yes that is correct, Jogli. What can you tell us about the three routes into Thonevrond?"

      "Well going back to that piece of pie on your plate, the left hand side runs along the foothills of the Draekhen Mountains. It is a rocky, crag-infested, boulder-ridden route can't be traversed by horse, mule, donkey or goat. It's also inhabited by goblins and humans are their favorite type of meat."

      "Goblins are real?" Christol and Riesa asked together, their faces mirroring their shock.

      "Oh, they're real enough and the scamper up and down those crags and boulders like mice in a barn. No one who stops for more than twenty seconds stands a chance because where there's one goblin there are twenty more.

      "Oh dear," said Riesa. "I don't fancy that route at all.

      "I don't think you are going to fancy any of them, m'lady, Jogli said, and then continued. The far hand right side of the pie is what the local calls Spydiwicky."

      "I don't think I like the sound of that," said Christol, who had been carving his and Ellora's initials into Vails fine dining table. He looked at Jogli. "Why is it called that?"

      "Well, to start with it's all desert, no water, no oasis, and no water bearing plants. This means you would have to carry in all you water for you and your horses to last at least three days, the typical length of time it would take. Unless you got lost.

      "It is very easy to get lost because there are no landmarks, there is nothing except," Jogli paused, and the three watching him didn't think it was for dramatic effect because he swallowed a big gulp of air before he continued. "Except for the Spydiwickies."

      "And they are?" Ellora prompted.

      Again, Jogli gulped in air before speaking. "Giant spiders, Priestess. The size of horses. They can sneak up on you in silence or they can run you down and your horse too. Then…

      Jogli's hands shook and he shuddered, a deep shudder that shook his entire body. "Then they wrap you in a cocoon of spider wicking web, and leave you there alive until they need a drink of water. Then they pierce the cocoon, and then they use their oversized incisors to puncture a hole in you. Finally, they insert their tongues and begin sucking. They suck until there is no more blood.

      He twisted his hands, curling them around each other as if washing them clean. "The screams from the victims will haunt you the rest of your life."

      Riesa wrapped an arm around the shaking man. "You've seen this, haven't you," she asked quietly.

      He nodded.

      "Who?"

      "My fiancé. Vail arranged a marriage for me. Sweet and lovely she was, and shy. Vail was…I don't know how to explain him. He tortured and brutalized me when I failed with my magic, and then he would bestow things upon me I never imagined I owned. It felt like he loved me and hated me at the same time. I didn't want the gifts because they always came with a price. In the end, I only felt owned by him and I didn't want to be owned. I just wanted to live my life, to make my own choices, to go where I wanted when I wanted to. I wanted freedom. But the magic eye kept me trapped. I could not give up my vision."

      He shrugged. "I guess I don't have a choice about that now."

      "Ellora will find a way. I know she will. Her magic is powerful, and she just wants to be free, too. Like you," Riesa said, "She is tired of being owned by the Goddess.

      Jogli pulled away from Riesa, and turned his blind eyes toward her. "It seems Ellora and I have a lot in common."

      Riesa started to nod, caught herself and said, "Yes, in many ways you do."

      Ellora and Christol who sat next to them by the map remained silent during their conversation. Jogli revealed more about himself in the last 10 minutes than either of them had known or could have guess in their entire lifetimes. It put to rest any doubts Ellora possessed about Jogli's trustworthiness, and one look at Christol's face told her that he felt the same way.

      Ellora cleared her throat and they all turned to look at her. "Jogli, you said there were three ways. You told us about the two outside paths, what of the third, the direct route.

      Jogli sighed deeply for he knew that this was the path they would choose, and it was in many was the worse one. He searched deep within his battered and scarred soul to find the courage he needed. At last, he said, "The third way, the most direct way is through the Foundling Forest."

      All of their faces, except Jogli's, mirrored the same puzzlement. Finally, Christol asked, "The Foundling Forest as in foundling children?"

      "They started out that way," Jogli replied, "but then something happened. It used to be a place where the streetwalkers of Thonevrond used to abandon their unwanted babies. I think they still do. But….but something happened."

      Everyone saw his Adam's apple bobble as he gulped for air before speaking again. "The Master, um Wizard Vail has a theory about what happened and still happens to the foundlings left in the forest. He thinks the dragons' natural magic, the magic found in the lakes and streams in the Catacombs of Porthca, the dragons' home deep within the Draekhen Mountains have bled off into the waters of the Foundling Forest."

      Christol raised his bushy eyebrows and they joined to form one uni-brow across his forehead. Ellora smiled, she had see this look many time and each time it made her smile. She added it to the things she loved about him.

      "So," he said at last. "What does it all mean and how does it affect us?"

      "Well," Jogli stopped himself from calling him a meathead and instead said, " for one who talks to horses, even you should be able to figure it out. Everyone knows that dragon magic is healing magic; it is nurturing and caring magic. They never use it for wars or destruction, only for protection.

      Jogli's snide remarks had stretched Christol's patience with their blind guide about as far as it could go. One more sarcastic or condescending remark and Christol would show him what a farrier's hands were good for besides shoeing thousand pound horses. "I know this," he said. "Everyone on Mithlonde knows this. What I don't know is how it affects us? Can't you just get to the point? Or are you purposely stalling so your master, as you called him can get away because every second we waste he is getting further and further ahead."

      Jogli took a step back from the angry voice, bumped into Ellora and apologized. He couldn't help himself. Christol possessed everything he'd wanted his entire life. Good looks, a straight back, a friendly nature, well most of the time, and a helpful and useful magical talent. He only goaded Christol out of jealously.

      He sighed, withholding his tears of frustration over the unfairness of life. "When the dragons learned that the magic had seeped into the waters of the forest they came to inspect the forest creatures. Much to their horror they'd become monsters. Humans can't handle dragon magic. It makes them greedy for power, greedy for life, greedy for every good thing on Mithlonde. The foundlings were not immune and they grew up by killing and eating the weakest members. Yet, the forest is so dark they lost their sight and their skin is so white it looks dead and burns in the sunlight. They are all blind and bound forever to live in the darkness of the forest.

      "However, the dragon magic healed that by increasing their other senses. They can smell fresh humans from 5 miles away; they dig traps in the pathway through the forest and wait for the unsuspecting traveler. They possess vise-like grips and all the traveler gets a chance to see before they are eaten alive is the sight of pale white hands grasping at them and pale white arms twisting their horses' necks so they can also be consumed."

      "Which route does Vail use the most?" Ellora asked.

      "The forest, Priestess. His magic protects him if not the rest of his people. He almost always loses a couple of servants."

      Ellora inhaled through her nose, sat straight in her saddle, and said, "Then we shall do the same. But we will lose no one. Is that understood?" Without waiting for an answer, she turned to Jogli and said in a soft voice, "Please call me Ellora, I don't want to be called Priestess anymore than you want to be called his apprentice." She smiled, and even though Jogli couldn't see it, she knew he understood better than the others what the name meant to them both.
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      If the darkness of the dead of night had a name, it would be The Foundling Forest as no light entered it from the sky above or from any other source. Ellora had assumed luminescent mushrooms would grown in a forest so dank and dark, yet not even their light was visible. They were only fifteen minutes into the forest when Christol suggest tying a rope around the waist of each of them. They continued tied together and slowly pacing a path they could not see like the blind, wooden horses on a child's toy carousel. Ellora led with Jogli right behind her and a silent, grieving Riesa riding next. Christol brought up the rear.

      More than the darkness, the silence bothered Riesa the most. No birds sang, no squirrels chatter and no sound came from horses hooves as the trod on moss and lichen instead of twigs, leaves and branches. It unsettled the horses as much as it did Riesa, and she found herself constantly fighting her horse for control as it constantly tried to bolt away as if running away could ease its fears. Riesa knew she couldn’t run away from her grief. It lived with her, had become part of her, and spoke to her with every breath she took. Stephye had been her lover, her best friend, her all. The Goddess took him. Once temporarily when Ellora passed her powers to her, and then permanently when she refused to help him.

      Riesa pondered the Goddess's ways and her refusal to help Stephye, yet she let Ellora raise him up for a funeral pyre. She had taken Ellora's powers away and given them to her, and then took them from her and gave them back to Ellora. As far as Riesa could determine, her people meant nothing to her except as sacrifices in a funeral pyre or as hand puppets to do her bidding. Right now, it appeared that killing the Wizard Vail was her main goal. Anything or anybody who got in her way, or became a hindrance or deterrent she dealt with swiftly and sometimes deadly. Riesa held the reins in her right hand and rubbed her chin with her left hand thinking. The things she'd seen and heard on this journey had given her a keen insight to the desperation Ellora must feel. It's no wonder she'll do anything to get away from her.

      Thinking about Ellora's plight took her mind of her own grief for a few minutes, but it also slowed her progress as her mount more or less started leading the way, which took her off the path. It pulled at the rope that tied the group together and since Riesa's grief consumed her, she paid it no mind. The frightened mare turned around to head out of the Foundling Forest. The mare's instincts to escape danger caused it to bypass Christol who could control her with a thought. The smart mare veered west and then south away from the group and toward the freedom it sought. Only the high-pitched squeal of her horse in pain brought Riesa back to her senses, and by then it was too late.

      The horse reared pulling against the arms of the blind foundlings that had its hind legs trapped. Soon different arms were pulling at Riesa, and as she turned toward them a bald, blind head rose from the ground drooling, yellow tainted saliva, and gnashing its teeth. The horse's scream of pain and Riesa's screams of terror shocked the rest of the group, which had become as complacent and introspective in the silent forest, as Riesa had been.

      Ellora knew before she even turned around in her saddle that it was Riesa's screams. Just as Christol knew, it was Lady, Riesa's horse, screaming in pain.

      At first, Ellora look confused and looking up at Christol, asked, "What happened?"

      Christol shrugged, and his eyes were as downcast as his shame-filled mien. He held responsibility for the rear of the group and she had somehow rode or wandered right past him. "I am sorry, Ellora, I don't know. I was so busy look down for foundlings that I didn't see what was going on around me."

      Ellora kept her face blank and her tongue still. Riesa was her best friend, and as much as she loved Christol, she loved Riesa equally as much. She bit her lip before speaking just as another scream rupture the deadly silence surrounding them. "Can you reach Lady?" she asked Christol.

      Jogli, who had remained silent throughout their discussion, offered, "They have a chance if they just stand still. The foundlings can't see and buried in the earth next to the dragon magic, which gives them life, they cannot hear or see. They can smell their prey, but only ground movement that alerts them to the its exact location. If Christol can convince her horse to remain still, then maybe Riesa will figure it out and remain still until we reach them."

      Ellora rode up to Jogli and wrapped him in her arms. She kissed his cheek causing him to blush as if he'd never been kissed. "Thank you," Ellora said to him her voice soft and kind.

      However, when she spoke to Christol her voice was as cold and unyielding as ironwood and as immovable. "Christol, please reach Lady. See if you can induce her to stand still no matter what is happening to her, and see if you can find out in which direction they went."

      Christol nodded, knowing it was better to keep silent until her anger dissipated. But, if Riesa was hurt, Christol didn't think her anger would pass anytime within his lifetime. He closed his eyes and sent Lady images of a peaceful meadow filled with fresh alfalfa shoots and tasty flower buds. He sent her an image of being shod and of standing perfectly still for the farrier. When he felt the calmness within her, he sent a mindspeak question to her, What is closest to you?

      A creek on the left, a dead tree with lightening strikes.

      Which way were you heading?

      Back the way we came only I went around you. I only wanted to go home.

      Christol sent another wave of soothing thoughts to her images of home and rich meadows to feed, play and sleep. When he was done, he looked up at Ellora, "They are behind us next to the creek we past. We should be able to reach them quickly."

      Ellora nodded and said, "Let's go."
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* * *

      The sudden silence caught Riesa's attention for a minute. Looking up, she could see Lady standing perfectly still even as the muscles of her withers twitched and her hindquarters trembled as if claws were raking them. Riesa then realized that the hands holding Lady's hind legs were gone as were the bald, blind teeth filled faces. She almost screamed again when she saw the raw, bleeding wound were they had tore into her horse's hocks. The hands rose up and grabbed at her again. She lay back, still and quite and the hands released her. She tried it again and received the same results. Riesa sighed, deep and heavy with relief. Christol had calmed Lady, and in calming her the hands and grotesque creatures sunk back into the mossy soil. Motion alerted them to the presence of food above them. If they remained unmoving until Ellora got there, they would be safe. She sighed again; they couldn't get her fast enough to suit her or Lady.
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* * *

      The lathered horse, sides heaving stumbled into Thiline, Vail flogged it continually down the small town's cobbled streets until he came to the farrier's. Hoping off, he barged into the combination stable and black smithy and demanded a new horse. He never dickered over price with anyone. He threw a bag of coins at the man's feet and said, "I'll take that one."

      The smithy made a noise as if to protest, and Vail ended it before the words could form by shooting a bolt of lightning at his head. The cloying smell of burnt skin and singed hair overwhelmed the other odors in the barn. The smithy yelped, rubbed his head, and came away with handfuls of his hair.

      "Do you have any other questions," Vail asked, and the smithy knew it wasn't a question. Saddling up the paint stallion, he handed the reins to Vail. He stood in the doorway of his smithy and silently cursed as Vail rode away, and sincerely prayed to the Goddess the horse would throw the wizard down the nearest mountain ravine.

      The man's curses rolled off the wizard's back the way cold butter slides across a hot skittle. Leaving a trace, but having no affect. Vail's thoughts were far beyond the smithy, anyway, and raced both ahead and behind him. Jogli's betrayal stunned him. He simply could not understand why the young man did not want what he offered him, what he trained him to become.

      All that training, wasted. All those hours of grieving as he suffered, wanting to help him but knowing that pain was the only way to learn. I learned it the hard way. It is the only way. Why? Why doesn't he want the magic?

      But more than that, the rejection hurt in ways Vail could not admit. Having never allowed anyone into his life, he had no experience with personal rejection and the feelings, the emotional pain tore at his heart. Thinking he needed to escape the Goddess High Priestess, he'd whipped his horse through the Foundling Forest almost to the point of death on the way to his mountain fortress. So far removed from human emotions and feelings, he couldn't even recognize the pain in his heart, and transformed it into a need to reach Thonevrond as quickly as possible because he was certain safety lie behind the walls of his keep. No Goddess, High Priestess, horses, man or traitor would stop him. He would run them down, feed them to the dragons or blast them to bottom of Charonyde.

      The horse ran magnificently, however, Vail didn't pat its neck or give it any encouraging words. He only flogged it harder, forcing it to run at its utter most limits. He must reach that keep before they reached him. Hopefully, the Foundlings will dine on all their bones and my problems will be over. Then Mithlonde will be mine.
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* * *

      Christol led the charge guided by the mind images he received from Lady. He could tell from the horse's mindspeak that both of them were standing perfectly still, and the attacks had stopped. The small rescue party reached them and Riesa fell into Ellora's arms, crying with relief and sobbing in fear. "I've never been so frightened in my life, except when Stephye fell," she amended.

      They stood still in their embrace, holding on to each other, while Christol tended to Lady. Looking up from her wounded shank, he asked, "Is there anyway your healing magic could help out here?"

      "Christol, I honestly don't know anymore what my magic will or will not do. It seems to be governed by the whims of the Goddess, but I am more than willing to try."

      Jogli, temporarily left to himself was feeling useless up to this point offered, "I may be blind but I still have my magic. I can help with the healing if someone will guide me to her."

      Riesa gave the blind hunchback a well-deserved hug, for it was his information that had saved her and her horse, Lady. Holding his hand, she led him to the horse and placed his hand on her injured shank. Ellora did likewise and together their magic rose. For Christol and Riesa who stood watching, all they saw was a colored glow enveloping their friends. The wind rose and swirled around them turning the blue glow into a whirlpool of magical colors. It reminded Riesa of the colored pinwheels the children bought at the fairs. She used to seeing Ellora's magic, but she'd never seen her mistress combine her magic with another's. The effect was not only spectacular to watch, but effective as well. Less than five candle marks passed, before the colors faded away and Christol and Riesa could see that the wound was no more.

      "Was that the Goddess or Jogli," Christol asked.

      "Both," they answered in unison. "It appears the Goddess's magic must answer another magic's call. I felt her resisting, but she had no power over it."

      "Interesting," Christol said.

      "Very," Ellora replied.

      "Can we just get out of here and discuss magic and the Goddess when were not surrounded by bald, blind mouths that want to eat us?"

      "Good idea Jogli," Ellora answered.

      "Mount up everyone, and be prepared for the ride of your life. No stopping, no living the trail, no getting off your horse. Understand, "Christol asked?

      They were mounted and charging at what would have been a reckless speed under other circumstances. In this case, however, speed was the only thing that could get them through the forest safely. It worked. They arrived at Thiline, sweaty with lathered horses, but safely. Now, they just needed to catch up with the wizard Vail.
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* * *

      They were all exhausted by the time they reached Thiline, but when the stable master said that he'd been there just a few hours ago, their energy renewed itself for the chase. They left their lathered, panting beasts with the stable master, and asked him to check Ellora's mount who had thrown a shoe. After that, they paid for stabling their tired mounts and buying fresh once. On the return trip, if there was one, they would exchange them back.

      The riders were as exhausted as their mounts, but they knew they couldn't let Vail reach his mountain fortress. His fortress, which the locals called the Dark Castle, was impenetrable. No one entered without his permission, and those that did enter frequently never left. Ellora's apprehension affected all the riders. She rode with purpose and determination. No one could have matched her except possibly a horse racer at the summer fairs. The fact that if they failed the Goddess would consume Ellora's spirit again fueled her drive and passion. The others matched her pace, but not one of them believed they would catch up with Vail in time.

      They rode, stopping only once to water their horses, through the plains of Argellon. Fronting Thonevrond and Catacombs of Porthca, the home of the dragons, they rode without fear of monsters or beasts. The dragons regularly feed on these plains, and they were no friend to mankind, but they were not an enemy either.

      The ride was particularly hard on Jogli both physically and emotionally. They'd tied him in the saddle to keep from falling off, and the ropes chaffed at him. And, his mind and heart were awhirl with emotions. Thonevrond - where his prostitute mother abandoned her blind, deformed baby. Thonevrond - where he called the rat infested, slime covered gutters home. Thonevrond, the memory of the kicks, taunts and beatings still made him curl up in a defensive position at night. Thonevrond - where the Wizard Vail, ushered him into a new kind of hell. He swore he'd never return, yet here he was only a few miles from Thonevrond and all its nightmares. His hands, tied to the saddle horn, couldn't wipe away the single tear that tracked through the dust on his face. It was just another humiliation in a life where humiliation was mother's milk. Unfortunately, he did not thrive on it. It only nourished his rage, and his desire for revenge. He planned to kill Vail in a manner that would prolong his suffering for days.

      Jogli knew when the dusty streets of Thonevrond came into view. Not by sight, but by the smell. Nothing could erase from his mind the smell of Thonevrond's slime covered, sewage filled gutters. The others knew they'd arrived too late by the frightened children hiding behind their mother's skirts, and the men's glances who wouldn't meet their eyes.

      "He's already been through here," Ellora said, stating the obvious.

      "That means his in his keep already," Jogli added. "We won't be able to break into it. It has only one entrance, and it is well guarded both by his soldiers and his magical wards."

      Ellora called a halt while the citizens of Thonevrond watched through their peepholes or simply from the foul street gutters. They formed a tight circle and she began to lay out the next step of her plan. However, it wasn't Ellora speaking, it was the Goddess's cold and forbidding voice. "We will enter the Catacombs of Porthca. There you will conscript the Dragon King, Jespar and his Brood Queen, Abeata to aid you in ridding Mithlonde of this evil wizard."

      Ellora shook her head as if trying to clear away a bad dream. Seeing the horrified faces of her friends, including Jogli, who maintained a stoic demeanor at all times, she knew the Goddess had once again used her without her permission. Angry at this humiliating violation of her mind and person, she snapped, "Well, isn't anybody going to tell me what I said?"

      Christol reached across his mount and laid his hand on hers, "Basically you said we have to get the dragons to kill Vail."

      "Oh, is that all!"

      The others backed their mounts away from hers, Riesa gently leading Jogli to a safer distance, as they remember the last time Ellora got angry with the Goddess. "Well, then I guess we will need to do some more strategic planning."

      Her calmness didn't fool any of them and they kept their distance. "What is the matter with all of you? Jogli can you lead us to a good inn where we can rest and make plans?"

      "Mistress there is only one inn in town, and I wouldn't call it good by any means."

      "Well it will have to suffice. Let's get going."
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* * *

      Maura watched the small group of travelers through her magical holograph. The players were all in place. Now to set her plan in motion. "Dragon," she called.

      I am here.

      "Well, of course you are, you stupid animal. I have you chained and you wouldn't be any place else. But I have a job for you and then you may go free."

      Oh?

      "Is that all you have to say? I am giving you your freedom of course it comes on condition of no retaliation toward me, of course."

      Of course.

      "I have your word on this?"

      Yes, you have my word. I Ragden of the kingdom of Jespar will not retaliate against you for holding me captive against my will.

      This satisfied the old witch because dragons were magical creatures, and as such, their word, once spoken, created an unbreakable magical bond. She walked over to the chained dragon, her fearless steps rattling on the rocky cliff and sending stones skittering down the mountainside. "Go," she told him, "and tell your king that the Goddess's high priestess is in Thonevrond making plans to capture and subdue him to her will."

      She flicked her wrist and the chains holding the dragon dropped away. It stretched its glittering green and gold wings. With a roar that made the cliff cave quake and blew through the forest in a flurry of pine needles and oak leaves, Ragden launched into the air spouting fire and exulting in its freedom. His mission accomplished, without the old witch ever guessing that he could have easily freed himself, he'd have a lot to report to his king. For now, he luxuriated in his freedom and the feel of the wind beneath his wings.
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      Unfortunately, Jogli'd been correct. Not only was the inn not good, it was horrible. From the bed-thumping noise of the prostitutes plying their wares above them, below them and on both sides, to the fleas and bed bugs, to the lumpy straw mattresses, they would have been better off bedding down amongst the rocky crags lead to the dragon's lair. Finally, they all gave up sleeping and started to talk strategy.

      "Have any of you been into the Porthca Catacombs?"

      The only sound was the shuffling of their clothes as they all shook their heads.

      "Much as I thought. Well, I guess we'll just have to let the Goddess lead us in."

      A barroom brawl would not have made as much noise as the protests that came from the small group. Christol stood, knocking over his chair, and Riesa pulled a small dirk out of her skirts and began carving Stephye's initials into the already scarred and rough-hewn table. As all of them began talking at once, Ellora held up her hand for silence.

      "You need to remember the Goddess sent us on this mission. For some reason she wants the Wizard Vail dead and she will stop at nothing to achieve her goal. Which means she will guide us in and help us get the dragon's assistance. She made not guide us back out, but I think Christol and his horse senses can help us there.

      The barroom brawl now sounded as quiet as a funeral. No one spoke as the mulled over the truth of Ellora's words. The Goddess led them here. And the Goddess let Stephye die. A tear slid down Riesa's check at the thought of her recent loss. Her close escape from death in the Foundling Forest and their charge into the Halls of Marbeht had kept her to busy to think about her dead fiancé. But sitting here, talking a strategy in which she really didn't play a role gave her mind time to think.

      She would never again feel the softness of his dark curls, or see the sparkle like gemstones in the sun. Never again would she taste the salt of sweat from hard work on his lips, of feel his large hands gently rubbing away the knots in her neck and shoulders. And, never again would she hear him whisper, "I love you." The longer she sat thinking about what she'd lost, the deeper her sorrow, and soon the tears were flowing freely.

      It was Christol, who noticed and not Ellora, Riesa's best friend. He went to here and wrapped his big arms around the tiny woman as she laid her head on his chest and sobbed. "I loved him too," he whispered down at her. "He was my best friend. He always had my back and I could trust him with anything."

      She nodded understanding, but not able to speak through her sobs.

      "When we get back, we will hold proper funeral rites for him. He deserves and so do you and his parents."

      Riesa looked up at him as she realized that part of her grief was the fact that they had not been able to perform the proper rights to that would his soul to the Mountains of Eshalond. Without those rites, performed by the High Priestess a person's soul, just wandered aimlessly between heaven and earth. She'd heard of these spirits trapped between worlds, and she didn't want that for Stephye. "You will do that?" she asked.

      "Of course, do you think I want the old bugger coming around and bothering me when I've had too much ale? He always did, you know. Was right indignant about it too. Told me my horses deserved better." His jolly demeanor disappeared for a minute. Then he smiled again, "Jogli, want to be my new stable hand?"

      Even though he was sightless, he could still raise a cynical eyebrow that set them all to laughing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They are all in place, said Ragden, using the mindspeak the dragons preferred to use. The could speak human, dwarfish, elven, or any of the other languages spoken in Mithlonde, but the preferred mindspeak because it left no doubts about the integrity of the information or the honesty of the speaker.

      And the witch has no idea she is but a player in a bigger game? Asked Jespar, the Dragon King.

      None, your majesty. She thinks, and thought, the whole time I was with her that her silly magic held me captive.

      Excellent. And, the Wizard Vail?

      In his keep, preparing for war against the High Priestess.

      In Thonevrond, in the inn waiting for the Goddess's commands.

      I would imagine they will be coming soon, Jespar said, using a long claw to scratch his chin.

      What do they want from us? Humans never want help from the dragons. Ragden's eyes were heavy lidded with concern and confusion.

      They will ask for help?

      Will we, help them that is?

      Perhaps, perhaps not. Jespar used a claw to spear a chuck of raw meat that was on a silver tray next to him. This signal the end of the interview. But, Ragden left more confused than when he first reported in. He'd spent close to a year chained up by the witch Maura, and he still had no idea why.
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* * *

      Vail could fee the magic radiating from Thonevrond, both Jogli's and what he assumed must be the Goddess in the form of her High Priestess. The Goddess didn’t particularly bother him; she'd been after him all of his life and he was still alive. However, Jogli's betrayal hit him like a sucker punch right to the gut. At first, he did feel like vomiting, then the confusion set in, and now anger replaced both of them.

      He remembered the first time he saw Jogli in the gutter. His raw magic drawing scraps of food to him or crawling blindly without any wrong turns to the exact location of a meal. He navigated through the throngs of beggars like killing tooth fish that has scented blood and now hunted its victim. Watching him, Vail knew he possessed magic, and sending a tendril of his own magic toward the boy confirmed his suspicions. The boy had magic, powerful magic. Magic he didn't use consciously or even seemed aware of its presence.

      He possessed magic, but no name. After delousing the boy, and scrubbing him from head to foot, he named him Jogli after the one and only past master to treat him kindly. Vail then began a vigorous and tortuous training in the use of magic. Demanding that Jogli succeed at every task set before him. If he didn't, Vail applied every punishment he could imagine. They ranged from sitting for hours in a chair with water dropping slowly on his head, one drop at a time to being latterly skinned alive and then healed of the wounds. Vail spared Jogli nothing that he went through himself as magical prodigy hired out to one mage after another. This is what Vail hopped to spare Jogli. A life of servitude to other wizards like his until he became powerful enough to escape them.

      A grin cracked his thoughtful demeanor. I escaped all right, and I left behind nothing but ashes. He took a long swig of the goblet he held. It contained wine and herbs, herbs he'd planned to tell Jogli about someday as they would help him become the most powerful wizard on Mithlonde. But not now!

      He slammed the goblet down, sloshing wine and herbs on the map he'd been studying. The catacombs were their only choice. They may not realize it now. Or the Goddess hasn't taken control of her priestess yet, but soon. Soon they will realize they must go to the dragons for help. It was their only hope, slim as it might be.
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* * *

      Maura packed little, no more than a crust of bread and a bit of cheese, her entire possession and all she really needed in material things. But, power, she could never get enough. And now, like a game of Kings and Castles, all the pieces and players were in place for her to gain more power than anyone had ever possessed on Mithlonde.

      She wanted to be there when the High Priestess ended Vail's reign. She wanted to be there when the dragons bowed to the commands of the Goddess. And, she wanted to be there when Ellora and Jogli came begging to her for freedom and healing for Jogli. She would grant there boons, but the price would be high. A frown creased her brow at that last thought as she wondered if her price would be too high. How much did Ellora love Christol? How much did she want her freedom from the Goddess, and how badly did Jogli want to be free of magic and to see again. How strong was his desire to escape a future life begging in the gutters of Thonevrond. She shrugged her shoulders. Time will tell, and Athgaard knows, I've got all of eternity at my command.

      "By all the hells of Charonyde, I hate Thonevrond. The stench, the people, the stench. She shrugged again. "Hopefully this won't take too long." She muttered an incantation, through some herbs on the fire causing it to smoke like a chimney fire. When the smoke disappeared, so had she.
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* * *

      No one got much sleep that night. Riesa spent the night alternating between tears at fond memories, and anger at the Goddess. Christol tired the flea-filled straw mattress for an hour or so, then gave up. However, the floor with all the bed-banging thumping from below didn't make a very comfortable mattress. He gave up and sat with Riesa sharing stories and tears throughout the night. Ellora stared at them without seeing her friends. Her gaze was inward, and only she and the Goddess knew what she thought or saw.

      Jogli had slept in worse conditions, and snored until daylight, breaking through the smudged and dirty windows, landed on his face. Its warmth woke him immediately. He could no longer see, but the keen senses of smell and hearing that helped him survive in the gutters told him within seconds that the others were awake. He lay still letting his magic surround them. He could sense the pain and grief from Christol and Riesa. When his magic touched Ellora, he knew by the power flowing from her spirit that the Goddess sat in the corner chair. Her mistress had consumed Ellora, once again. His mystical assessments were verified when she spoke.

      "We go now through the catacombs. The dragons await." The iron coldness and determination in her voice sent shivers down Riesa's spine and the hair on Christol's neck and arms stood straight out as if he had been too close to a lightening strike. Jogli, who'd expected this, kept up the pretense of sleep.

      Ellora's head turned without any conscious participation. Her actions mirrored those of a marionette controlled by another, foreign master. Her eyes held none of the love she felt for Christol. Her hazel eyes, which sparkled with green when excited, were as devoid of color as dried mud. Christol couldn't contain the shudder he felt when he looked into those eyes.

      "Christol, you are needed. You will come with me."

      Once again, the puppeteer controlled her movements and she turned her head toward Jogli.

      "Jogli you will come with us, you are needed.

      The Goddess turned Ellora's head at last to her best friend, trusted confidante, and priestess in training.

      "Riesa you will stay here, you are not needed."

      Her head fell to her chest, and when she looked up, Ellora gazed at the shocked faces of her friends and knew the Goddess had overtaken her again. Seeing the devastation on Riesa's face and the agony in Christol's eyes, Ellora reached the end of her reserves. She covered her face with her hands, and bent over as if in pain, she wept.

      Inconsolable, no one came to her except Jogli. He wrapped an arm around her and started murmuring softly in her ear. With his words, her sobbing yielded to his whispered consolations. Her heart consenting to her place in the Goddess's plans, for now. With the same, slow steadiness of a snowman melting in the spring sun, her heart thawed but not her determination.

      Looking up at her friends, her tears began again as she said, "Please forgive me for the things she made me say, and for the things she will make me do in the future." Her tears began flowing steadily again, but not the sobbing. "I cannot guarantee your safety or your survival. What she asks is both foolish and dangerous." She sighed deeply, "I have no choice, I must do as she commands, and so must all of you. She will make me use my magic to make sure it happens."

      "Riesa…" she did start sobbing, but bottled them the same way you would put a cork in a flask of ale." The Goddess may not need you, but I do, and on this, I will defy her. I want you with me. Please come," she paused, "that is if you want to."

      Riesa ran across the room, nearly tripping over the ratty, braided rug, in her hurry to reach her friend. Wrapping her in arms around Ellora, she said, "Of course I am coming, I planned on following you anyway. The Goddess is not going to keep me away from my best friend when she needs me. Besides anything has to be better than staying another night in this room."

      Christol and Jogli each managed a good laugh; Ellora could only muster up a halfhearted smile. "I am not done with this Goddess. Jogli and I will be free. If I can't get Maura to help us. I will go to the depths of Charonyde and bargain with Athgaard himself. One way or another, I will be free."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Ellora did not want to do this. Yet, her feet moved with their own volition down the path to the dragons's home. They'd stabled their horses in the only stable in town, and from its cleanliness they all surmised they would have slept better there than in the town's grungy, dilapidated inn. Christol handed the stable owner a gold coin, and assured him there would be another if they found their horses in good shape upon their return. The man, used to being paid in copper change for a night's stabling, assured Christol that his horses would be there and would receive the best care he could give them. Satisfied, the party started toward the catacombs, Ellora fighting the Goddess's control with every footfall.

      "This isn't right," she grumbled. "The dragons have no part of human problems. They never bother us unless we bother them first. They even hunt well away from our grazing lands on the Plains of Argellon. Why is she forcing the dragons into this fight?"

      Christol hesitated before answering because he knew Ellora wouldn't like the answer. "Because no one else possesses enough magic to stop Vail."

      As he predicted Ellora didn't handle the answer with good grace. She kicked a stone, stubbed her toe, and flamed the errant stone to ashes.

      "Ellora…"

      "What? Whose side are you on anyway?"

      "Ellora, you know that's unfair, and you know I love you more than anything on Mithlonde. But, Vail has to be stopped. He would enslave the dragons and use them to attack innocent people and whole villages. Do you really want that?"

      Her sigh was audible even to Riesa and Jogli who brought up the rear. "There should be some other way than involving the dragons. They are peaceful creatures who mind their own business. The Goddess should be able to stop Vail."

      It was Christol's turn to sigh. "From what I have seen of the Goddess and her methods lately, I am not at all sure she is who you think she is."

      "I think your assessment is correct," Riesa said from behind the pair. "I felt her magic briefly when I assumed the High Priestess roll, and it wasn't at all what I expected it to be. I think even Jogli is more powerful than the Goddess."

      Jogli snorted, but otherwise said nothing, listening and learning as much as he could. If I am stronger than the Goddess then…NO! He quashed that line of thinking pounding it to nothing the way one would a stinger wasp. All he wanted only to be free of magic, to see again, to settled down with a wife, and have children. A simple life, free of all magical complications and responsibilities. The only responsibilities he wanted were to his future family.
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* * *

      Maura placed the gold coin in the stable keeper's palm and watched as greed lit up his eyes. A second later, Maura smiled as the golden coin worked its magic on the man. His eyes dulled and he asked, "What are your wishes, Mistress?"

      "I want the last stall in the back where it is dark. Make sure you clean the stall daily and put down fresh straw. Make sure Billy get's fresh hay morning and night. I will be staying with him. Do not allow anyone to stable their horses next to Billy. I am not here, you have not seen me, nor will you see me. I am invisible to your eyes. Simply care for Billy, and remember the gold you have been paid."

      The stable keeper nodded his palm still open. Maura snatched the charmed gold from his hand and shoved it deep into a pocket in her tattered skirts. Hitching her haversack, containing the few necessitates she needed to live on; she guided her mule toward the last stall. She cooed to him for a minute and then set a magical dome over them. Once it was in place, she relaxed knowing that no one would be able to breach her wards or ascertain her presence. She talked softly to the mule as she unsaddled him and brushed him with gentle but through strokes. Removing all the tangles and burrs in his coat collected on their long trip. Her haversack lay in the back corner, and once she finished grooming Billy, she dug through it until she found an old apple. Digging into one of her many skirt pockets, she pulled out a knife, cut the apple in half, giving Billy the larger piece and settling down in the corner with the rest. A satisfied smile wrinkled the wrinkles on her face making her look somewhat like the dried out old apple she was eating. She didn't care however. She was content. The players were in place, she had all the time in the world to wait for the coming drama, and its aftermath, which she believed, would prove most beneficial to her designs for Mithlonde.
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* * *

      They have entered the catacombs. The Brood Queen Abeata mindspoke to her mate the Dragon King Jespar.

      Is the High Priestess with the group?

      She is, but I sense discontent. The seeds of doubt are growing in this one.

      This is a very good thing. We must make sure to water them well. Jespar nodded, his rainbow colored scales glinting in the sunlight streaming through a hole in the roof of the cavern.

      We will do our best. His queen answered, nodding her head in submission to her king, and if anything she was even more beautiful than her mate. Every scale held a luminescence similar to the inside of sea steak shell. One whose meat was tender enough and large enough to feed a family of four for two days. The luminesce spread to the rainbow colors of each scale, some scales being solid green, red, blue, orange, yellow, gold or silver. While some scales were a rainbow within themselves. When she moved even a fraction, she cast prisms of multi-colored light on the walls much to the delight of her brood who tried to run and catch the rainbows before she moved again.

      I sense worry in your tone. Her mate commented.

      Indeed.

      Why?

      I sense another source of magic in Thonevrond.

      Oh?

      I cannot identify the source. It is cloaked with a ward, but the magic is there and it is powerful.

      Maura?

      We knew she was coming.

      Indeed, but her purpose is not clear. She can do much harm not only to us, but to the humans as well.

      Jespar nodded, but the dragon king's prisms were not as bright and as captivating as those of his mate. We will not tangle with that one. We will wait and see what she has planned. Unfortunately, her wards keep us from reading her thoughts. We must wait for her to make the first move. However, we can watch. Send a youngling to the source. Make sure he stays unseen and does not confront her. We do not need a disturbance with her right now. We cannot fight on two fronts.

      Yes, milord nodded Abeata in a whirl of color and worry.
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* * *

      Vail's guards watched the wizard rub his upper lip. They stood ridge as tress in a forest, but just the same, they waited for the storm to come and blow them down. They knew his thoughts were on revenge, and their eyes shifted from one to another without moving a muscle. They all knew the fortress on the edge of the Draekhen Mountains and the outskirts of Thonevrond was Vail's least favorite abode. In fact, he hated it. Carved from the stone of the mountains, drafts blew through the cracks, and when the thunder shook the mountains, it rained stones down on the fortress. They also knew the wizard only came here when he expected a fight.

      Vail continued to stroke his upper lip, his thoughts running along the same lines as his guards. He sensed the presence of the High Priestess's magic and assumed she would ask the dragons for help. He smirked at the thought for he had a few surprises waiting for King Jespar and his Brood Queen. However, he also sensed a magic he couldn't identify. Wild and strong, it permeated everything with a darkness similar to his own magic. Yet, this magic reeked of blood, of unwilling sacrifice - human sacrifice, and for the first time Wizard Vail felt afraid.
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* * *

      The small band of would be wizard slayers wander through the Catacombs of Porthca following the Goddess's instructions. If Ellora existed within her body there appeared no sign of her personality, her compassion or her empathy. When she said, "Turn here," they turned. "Stop and rest here," they stopped. No one dared protest or disobey. They had seen the Goddess's lightening bolts blast tall oaks to splinters, and they had no desire to be on the receiving end of one of them. Christol followed behind her with Jogli tied to his waist. None of them wanted to be responsible for the blind man becoming lost in the underground tunnels. Ellora commanded Riesa to bring up the rear. However, no one could have imagined what they found deep with the heart of the Draekhen Mountains where the catacombs lay.

      Every turning brought a new surprise and a new sense of wonder for the catacombs were not merely underground tunnels leading every downward. They rose and fell like the tides of the sea. At times, they climbed to mountaintops giving them a magnificent view of Mithlonde, as they had never seen it. The small town of Thonevrond appeared as small as a child's dollhouse, and even its dirty, cluttered and dusty streets looked clean from the heights they reached. Other times, they would dip under Mithlonde to fond fresh water, chilled from the mountain snows gurgling and bubbling in clean, fresh streams. Spiraling rock formations formed strange turrets and peaks along the sides of the streams. Then, they would walk out into an open meadow where flowers they've never seen bloomed in a rollicking array of color. They blanketed the fields like a multi-colored rag rug in front of a hearth, and held the same temptation to lay down and rest.

      These were the occasions when Christol and Riesa could see from Ellora's face how hard she fought the Goddess's control. Her eyes would snap front, clear and seek out Christol's. Her mouth would whisper, "Release me," with such longing Christol would have to look away so she would not see his tears. And her hands…her hands would turn white as she twisted her gown into knots. Gripping and tearing at it as if were prison bars. "Jogli, isn't there anything you can do to help her?" Christol would ask. And each time he did, Jogli only shook his head, and did not even try to hide his tears.

      Riesa suffered the most during these occasions. Not only had she lost her fiancé on this trip, she knew she was slowly losing her best friend as well. Her tears flowed freely both for her lost love, and from the guilt she still bore from not being able to handle the Goddess's magic when Ellora had passed it to her. With the guilt came the "what if" questions. What if I could have commanded the magic, would Stephye still be alive? Would Ellora be home safe? I know she would not be suffering the way she is now. Why was I so weak? Why did the Goddess pick Ellora instead of me all those years ago? What if I had received all that training, would I have been able to wield the magic, then? Would any of this had happen if the Goddess had chosen me instead?

      Even as the questions spun round and round in her head like children on a Maypole, Riesa knew, there could be no way to know their answers. Yet, knowing that her questions were unanswerable did not help her grief. It only made it worse. She carried her grief the way one would a heavy haversack, back bent over under its weight, eyes on the floor, watching her tears dampen the dusty path. Christol carried the burden of helping Ellora and Jogli, and Riesa refused to add to it. She held her grief in, not speaking and not looking at anyone. Only her tears gave evidence to the grief she carried. Jogli could not see them, Christol had other responsibilities, so they remained unseen, and that more than anything else hurt the most. She was alone. For the first time in her life, she felt completely and thoroughly alone.

      However, she wasn't the only one feeling alone on this quest. Deep inside, Ellora felt as isolated as a plague victim. Shut away, alone, ostracized. She could hear Christol, but couldn't respond. She saw Riesa's tears, and her heart broke because of her friend's pain. Yet, she could do nothing for either of them. Jogli, also added to the cracks in her broken heart when she saw him tied to Christol, and she wondered once again what kind of Goddess she served. She certainly wasn't the Goddess they trained her to serve. There did not appear to be anything loving and kind about her. She seemed only cruel, demanding and determined to get her way no matter the cost in human lives or even the lives of the creatures she supposedly created. At this point, Ellora questioned everything she'd learned and could not tell fact from fiction. The one thing she knew to be true was that she would be free from her bondage to this entity or she would die trying.

      

      Ragden, how is your mission proceeding?

      All is well milord. They should be arriving sometime this afternoon.

      The dragon king nodded his approval, and asked, And you have not been seen, the Goddess does not know of your excursions?

      The younger dragon bowed his glittering head before his king, and his thought-spoke, I have not been seen and I have seen no evidence that the Goddess is aware of my presence.

      Abeata, the Brood Queen mind-spoke next. You did well on your last mission. My mate and she rolled her multi-colored eyes toward Jespar, thought that at only one hundred years of age you were too young for such an important mission. She curled back her top lip to show her fangs in a dragon smile. You proved him wrong and yourself more than capable of handling the responsibilities of such an important mission. Were you seriously injured?

      Ragden bowed his head toward his queen smiling at the praise and concern she showed for him. Nothing that did not heal quickly, and Maura never discovered our gift of invisibility or the fact that I could have freed myself at anytime.

      Well done, you are to be commended by our people for you bravery and service to them. King Jespar said.

      The young dragon flushed, his scales glowing crimson, under such praise from his king. Thank you milord. I only did what was required.

      The king's fangs shown through his pleased smile. You may go, Ragden. Keep watching them and make sure they don't stray into forbidden areas.

      Yes, Lord. Thank you. I will do as you say.
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      Under the Goddess's guidance, the small group traveled in a steady downward pace. Shins and calves began to ache from the steady pressure, and they'd left the last alpine meadow behind many candle marks ago.

      However, the cavern was not cold and damp. Rather, the deeper they went the warmer it got. This intrigued Christol and he found himself wondering about the source of the heat.

      "Do you think they keep fires roaring day and night with their flame throwing?" he asked, to no one in particular.

      "There are underground hot springs here," Ellora answered, but the Goddess spoke through her and her disdain for Christol and the others was obvious in her tone, posture and facial expressions. Ellora's face couldn't have held more disgust if she'd been sitting in a brothel, associating with its patrons.

      Christol, fed up with the high-handed Goddess, could give as good as he got. "Interesting," he said. "Why don't you find one and go wash some of the trail dust off of your face. You are looking rather dusty and unfitting for a Goddess."

      She, the Ellora/Goddess persona, didn't deign to answer the snub, but Christol could tell she was not pleased and he didn't bother to hide his own pleased smile from her. However, Christol could not see the battle waging inside his lover. Ellora fought to control herself, her life, her words, her actions, and she lost at every turn. Yet she kept fighting. It occurred to her that if the Goddess were to get distracted enough that she might break free, but she hadn't yet figured out how to tell the others without alerting the Goddess to her plans. As it stood, she didn't even know if the Goddess was aware of her thoughts or not. Ellora knew her thoughts were her own because she continued to fight the Goddess, and even Christol saw the shudder that racked her body at the thought of the Goddess controlling her mind as well as her body.

      The steep decline ended without warning causing Christol to stumble forward dragging Jogli along with him. The both of them then crashed into Ellora while Riesa stood there and giggled - a twittering laugh with just a touch of hysteria. If Ellora had full control of herself, she would have rushed to her friend's side and offered her a hug and a few comforting words. As it was, she simply stared at her friend neither feeling nor caring.

      The tumble extinguished the Goddess fire that had lit their path so Riesa's giggles soon turned to whimpers, which echoed off the walls, giving their small ensemble a good idea how very large a cavern they'd entered. Another sound joined Riesa's whimpering and it was the click, click, shushing sound of someone walking on rock while dragging a heavy sack. A flash of light, which blinded everyone momentarily, but Jogli, lit up the gigantic cavern. Still blinded, Jogli recognized the sound before the others could see them.

      "They're here," he whispered.

      Christol almost asked, "Who's here?" but then remembered where they were and let out an "Oh," of surprise. Ellora stood tall, at attention, looking more like the Goddess than she ever had. Riesa, without Stephye, stood behind Christol and Jogli, and had never felt more alone or afraid in her life.

      Their eyesight returned with gradual sureness the way it does after you have been swimming in a cloudy pond. Christol and Riesa lifted hands toward their eyes to rub the last flickers of night blindness away only to rub them once again in disbelief. The surrounding walls looked as polished and smooth as a temple window, but the colors that shone from them were more varied than those found in a rainbow. There were hues of blue, and red and yellow and purple and green that they'd never seen. There were colors they had no names for, and both Riesa and Christol tried to explain to Jogli what they were seeing, but they did not possess the words.

      The overwhelming beauty captured Ellora's heart and spirit, and for a few minutes, she overcame the Goddess's hold on her mind. Taking Christol's hand, she kissed it and then held it as if it were the last time she would see him in this lifetime. She turned to Riesa, and pulled her to her with a one armed hug. "I love you both," she whispered. "I don't know when I will be back, or what She will make me do, but I am here for the moment."

      Turning to Jogli she said, "Remember the miner who used to come through town. The one from the southern mines in the Salt Mountains." Jogli nodded, and Ellora continued, "Remember the jewels he brought from those mines the emeralds, the rubies, the topazes, the turquoise, the aquamarines, the diamonds. Jogli nodded again with a small smile.

      "And remember, how they would shine in the sun and sparkle like living rainbows?" Jogli's grin of happy remembrance spread to Christol and Riesa. "Well, that's what this cavern looks like only a hundred times more brilliant with a thousand times more colors.

      All of them heard Jogli's sigh of wondrous rapture. "It must amazing to see," and all of them heard the wistfulness in his voice

      "It is," Christol said, and then jumped back almost knocking all of them over again as the colors shifted and the cavern walls went blank. The colors, the lights, the brilliance moved showing only mirror-like walls, with two enormous, dazzling, dragons on each side of the small group. A smaller emerald color dragon stood in front of them, waiting for them to notice it.

      Ellora, rather the Goddess, spoke first. "Your majesties. It has been too long since last we spoke."

      "Not long enough," muttered the young green-scaled dragon.

      "Quiet Cemark, you do not speak in front of your elders." The green dragon's head dropped to the floor in submission to his brood queen.

      "What is it you wish? Asked King Jespar. "I do not wish to spend my time in frivolous banalities.

      "The Wizard Vail has been enslaving your kind, and is now at the foot of your domain. I wish him removed and destroyed," said the Goddess.

      "My kind are never enslaved by humankind. If they are there, they are there at my bidding. Tell me why I should help you," Jespar said, his grin showing his double row of pointed teeth, sharp as a barber's razor and four times as deadly."

      The Goddess within Ellora raged at the King's words and her reply spewed from Ellora's mouth like molten lava from the southern mountains. "Because I am the Goddess, and I control this world, and you will do as I say!"

      Riesa, Christol and Jogli, still tied to Christol stepped back to hug the mirror-like walls while the Dragon King and the Goddess argued.

      King Jespar remained calmed and picked at a tooth with a claw before answering. "You are not the Creator of this world, and you are not in control of this world."

      Deep inside, Ellora's world crumbled like a dead leaf in the drought-stricken land by the dragon's assertions. All the training, all the lore and mythology, everything she believed were lies, and she had been, and still was, a slave to those lies.

      The Goddess's voice rose to a shriek. "You will do as I say."

      "I will do what I want, not what you want. However, I will consider your request. You are dismissed. Leave my audience room immediately, and my tunnels before dark. I cannot assure your safety from my hordes of hungry dragons once the sun recedes and their hunting begins."

      "Cemark, show the travelers the quickest route out of the caverns," commanded the Brood Queen.

      "Yes, Milady."

      "And Cemark, keep your thoughts to yourself."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Maura's cackle spooked the horses, almost starting a stampede as the kicked at their stable doors trying to get away from the madness they heard in her voice. She settled down, but her grin still stretched her wrinkles into new formations from which a unique puzzle of lines crisscrossed her face. With her magic sunk deep into the earth, she'd heard and seen everything, and couldn't be happier than cow whose full udder had just been milked. All the years of waiting, were about to end. The dragons challenged the Goddess's power and won. Soon, Mithlonde would have a new master and it wouldn't be either the dragons or the Goddess.
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* * *

      A frown of puzzlement creased Vail's brow when the expected attack didn't arrive. His spies told him when the High Priestess arrived, and he expected the attack to happen at anytime afterwards. But he waited, and waited and waited, and nothing happened.

      He hadn't wasted the extra time; he set magical wards, traps, and planted unpleasant surprises for the High Priestess and her three followers. For Jogli he devised a particularly unpleasant demise. One that would flay him alive and roast him over hot coals, and then when tender yet still alive, feed him to his flock of hunting raptors. It seemed an appropriate death for a traitor. He had considered hanging, drawing and quartering him, but that would require the assistance of a hangman and a butcher. Vail wanted the pleasure of killing Jogli himself and didn't want to share the experience with anyone. For the others, a couple of magical bolts of lightening would suffice. He'd faced off the High Priestess and her assistant before and wasn't concerned about the power she could wield. It was a shame about the young man. He hoped he could catch that one alive. His talents could prove very useful in controlling the dragons.

      Vail shrugged. One way or the other, they were bound to lose the coming battle. His fortress was impregnable. He knew it and knew that they knew it. What he didn't know was what was taking them so long to attack.
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* * *

      I think that was a bit of fun, wasn't it my dear. Jespar mind-spoke to his mate and life partner. All the dragon-kin could mind-speak, but they kept it as secret as they would a map to their supposed hoard of gold. They already terrified most human, and they didn't want the magic-kin to know of this ability. It would either make them more fearsome in the eyes of the humans or bigger targets for the magic wielders.

      It was interesting. The look on the High Priestess face was worth all the jewels on my scales.

      Not to me it wasn't.

      You're such a love. Have you decided what you are going to do? Queen Abeata scratched a golden scale on her nose, pretending disinterest. But, her mate knew her better than that.

      You want me to do this, don't you?

      She shrugged  her giant shoulders, which caused a kaleidoscope of color on the mirrored walls.

      Abeata, I know you. You want to flame this rodent into Athgaard's Charonyde where his spirit will burn forever.

      He has been a bit troublesome, my dear. And, he really isn't a nice human. She turned her great eyes on him. They were swirls of color surrounding a cat-shaped pupil, a tiny slit of black that could open wide with fury as it was doing as she spoke. As far as humans go, he has less morals or humanity in him than a snake. And you know how I feel about snakes.

      Just as I thought. King Jespar replied. Very well then, we will destroy him, but the Goddess must be taught a lesson first.

      Agreed. Her great maw split into a grin at the thought of delivering a surprise to the Goddess. When?

      Soon, tomorrow or the next day. I must plan this carefully.

      Abeata smiled again. Her husband's plans were always successful and always sneaky. She look forward to destroying Vail and his memory from Mithlonde forever.
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* * *

      "What do we do now," Christol asked.

      "We attack." The Goddess again controlled Ellora, and Christol could see the fear and loathing in her eyes.

      "With what? Jogli asked. "You don't know him like I do. He is capable of horrors that will make you mind sick for the rest of your lives, and cripple you for life as well." He shrugged and murmured, "That is if you survive the first blast of his magic."

      "I am more powerful than he is," Ellora countered.

      "If that's true why did we have to ask the dragons for help?" This time Riesa raised questions to her mistress. She'd remained silent about Ellora's struggle to free herself from the Goddess. But watching her daily and seeing the true face of the idol she served, changed her opinions. Watching her through Ellora's actions rattled her certainty about the Goddess's true nature, and now she questioned all her training and presuppositions.

      "We attack at dawn," the Goddess said ignoring Riesa's question.

      All four of them shook their heads, but only Jogli voiced what they were all thinking, "This is a really bad idea. We won't be coming back. I can guarantee you that."
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* * *

      The attack, when it came, came at sunrise. The wizard prepared for this eventually knowing that the Goddess's power were strongest at sunrise and sunset. Yet. She'd had no sacrifices upon her sacred altar in a month or more, which should weaken her, or so he reasoned. However, Ellora's powers and those of Riesa, Jogli and Christol also fueled the attack, and he was not so stupid as to underestimate their combined powers.

      He watched from the ramparts as Ellora rained down bolts of magic, striking his wards and shields with the furious charge of a thunderstorm. Yet, the shields held, and as he watched the High Priestess, he could read every emotion on her face. Loathing, self-disgust and fury played across her beautiful features turning her lovely face into mask of anguish. She doesn’t want to do this.

      He stroked his chin and rubbed his mustache thinking how he could use this fact to his advantage. A particularly strong bolt of magic hit the shields guarding his fortress. The continual pounding, and his distraction with Ellora weakened the shield, a crack followed by the sounds of rumbling as loud as an earth shake followed. Hundreds of his men, stationed between the wards and the shield were lost as it brought down a mountainous pile of stone atop them. Those inside the wards remained unaffected and safe, for the moment.

      The cracking of his shields brought Vail's attention back to the battle. Everywhere he looked, men lay crumpled like a children's forgotten rag doll. Dismembered body parts, bloodied or still pumping blood lay in great dark pools which were starting to glow bright red, and then dark red in the light of the rising sun. The wizard decided to go on the defensive after seeing the carnage. He wasn't concerned about his lost soldiers. It was his keep, and he wanted to keep the damage as minimal as possible.

      He lowered one ward, held his hands out straight and shot the same type of magic bolts at Ellora and her small band of fighters. Ellora was hit first as it threw her head over heels off the back end of her horse. He targeted Jogli next. Giving him a good jolt, but not hard enough to seriously hurt him as he had special plans for the blind man who used to be his apprentice. Riesa he gave no consideration at all, but Christol felt the full force of his magic. It also knocked him from his horse while temporarily blinding him.

      "He's playing with us," Jogli said.

      "This is playing?" Christol asked, rubbing his eyes as if he could wipe away the blindness. If it were not for his ability to mind-speak to the horses, he would be as helpless as Jogli.

      "He's right," Riesa added, "he is more powerful than this. He could have killed us long before the sun rose, and he has not done so. What is he waiting for?"

      "He's waiting on Ellora," the Goddess answered. "He is waiting for her to  battle her way free of me or become so worn out from battling internally and externally that he can just walk out and claim his victory."

      She will never be free from me, the Goddess continued, she will die trying and I will take Vail with her."

      "I told you this was a mistake," Jogli murmured.

      Christol turned and faced Ellora. Arrows of magic blazed with fiery death all around them. His eyesight cleared, they both ignored the danger lost in each other's eyes. Her eyes begged him for help, and his eyes assured her he would. How, he wasn't sure, but he would figure it out. He chewed on his bottom lip, thinking while simultaneously moving his horse closer and closer to hers. When they were side by side, he curled up his fist and slammed it into her jaw. He knew the strength of his punches. It wouldn't hurt her permanently, but it would put her out for some time. A time during which the Goddess couldn't control her.

      "Back to the stables," he ordered, grabbing the lead rope for Jogli's horse. "We're leaving as soon as we gather up our stuff.

      "What about…"

      "Vail?" Christol interrupted Jogli. "We'll let the Goddess figure that out without Ellora's help."

      "Riesa?"

      "I follow whoever is in charge, and right now that's you. When Ellora wakes up though…"

      "Yeah, she is going to be hotter than a griddle cake on a cook stove. She doesn't like it when I take control away from her. But, I could see it in her eyes."

      A magic lightening bolt struck directly in front of Christol's horse and it took all his attention to keep the beast from charging away during which time Ellora awoke.

      "Not so strong are you stable boy?"

      Christol groaned. They'd spent too much time talking and not enough time moving.

      Ellora raised her hands and lightening shot from them. Aimed for the crack in his wards, it appeared to hit Vail directly in his chest. A scorch mark the size of a dinner platter appeared there, and they all watched him fall face down on the cobbled stone turret of his keep.

      "You may go now," said the Goddess.
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* * *

      Yes, now would be an excellent time. The Goddess thinks she has won the day, but he still lives. I can feel his life energy weakened but steady. Let us hurry and do our part before it is too late.

      Jespar led the way, while Queen Abeata and several younger dragons followed behind. The younger dragons were solid in color, still beautiful to behold. But they wouldn't reach the rainbow scale stage for hundreds of years to come. However, for what King Jespar had in mind, they would prove useful. He led the small group through the tunnels with an expertise born of long years of experience. He never took a wrong turn or hesitated in making a decision about which way to turn. When they reached the coal bins beneath the keep, they put the younger dragons to work.

      Dig. He commanded.

      It didn't take the younglings long to reach the coal stockpile, and it only took one fire-filled breath to set the massive coal area on fire. Their next stop was the keeps woodpiles, and again the younger dragons dug, but this time Queen Abeata had the honors of lighting the fires. They had one more stop to make, the most dangerous one, but the most satisfying one of all.

      Retract.

      Immediately every dragon including himself and Queen Abeata retracted their claws in a manner similar to the way a cat can. However, for the dragons, this was an uncomfortable position and King Jespar wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible.

      Follow me and for the Creator's sake, be quiet! They all winced both at the shouting in their heads and the knowledge of the punishment to come to the one who gives them away. Holding their tails up to keep them from swishing on the tiles and with their claws retracted, they traversed the keep unseen as most of the humans were still outside finishing the battle. They gained the wizard's library and laboratory and with one mighty breath, it all went up in an explosion of flame and fireworks.

      Now we are done. Let's go home.
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* * *

      No one in town really knew much about the battle that didn't really take place, and nobody knew what started the fires. All they knew for sure was that the Wizard Vail was dead and his keep a mound of ash and rubble caused by a gigantic fire.

      The four of them talked about it between themselves quietly as they rubbed down their horses. They decided to spend the night in the stable because it really was cleaner than the inn, and paid the stable keeper a little extra for allowing them to stay. They were just drifting off to sleep when a nightmarish cackle cut through the evening quiet.

      An old hag appeared before them. Her gray hair held bits of twigs and straw that stuck out from her head like porcupine quills. Her wrinkles were so deep a butter knife could be lost in it and her apron so greasy and spotted you could use it as a well-seasoned frying pan. Not that anyone would want to. She held a walking stick in one hand and the reins to a sturdy looking mule in the other.

      "You," she said, pointing her stick at Ellora, "I heard you want to make a bargain with me."

      Ellora nodded.

      "Well, then I see you at my mountain home, and don't be late." She twirled the walking stick around once in the air and both her and the mule disappeared.

      "Did you see that," Christol asked.

      "I think we all saw it, except for Jogli."

      "I felt it. I know her magic well."

      "Well, what are we going to do?" Ellora asked.

      "I guess we're going for a long, long ride," Christol answered, and rolled over in his sleeping robes and promptly fell asleep.
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